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        Just Add Mana

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

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

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

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

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

--
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        Chapter 1 — Mana Overload

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

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

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

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

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

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

Then he noticed the duct tape.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

You have learned [Escape Artist]!

[Blabbermouth] has reached level 2!

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

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

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

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

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

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

Hmm.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Cale stilled.

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

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

"Hey," he said. "I'm dropping the act. You can break through those chains, can't you?"

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

Definitely a dragon, then.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Except for one thing.

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

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

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

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

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

"No? Elaborate."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Only lost childhoods and painful memories.

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

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

"I have my reasons," Akkau said steadily.

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

Akkau stood.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Gladly," Seleya responded.

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

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

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

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

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

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

You have learned [Fire Resistance]!

You have learned [Burn]!

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

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

Increases fire resistance.

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

Set a target alight with your mana.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Mana overload detected! Attempting to compensate...

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

Adjusting spell construct...

Cale blinked.

[Burn] has evolved into [Plasma Transmutation]!

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Akkau paused and stared at him. "A... baking spell," he repeated, like he wasn't sure what Cale had said.

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

"If you come with me," Akkau said after a moment, "I will ensure you learn all the magic you desire."
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  Despite Akkau's apparent desire to take Cale... somewhere, the dragon seemed incredibly resistant to the idea of using a teleportation spell to do so. Cale didn't really get it, considering he'd already used one not so long ago. Maybe he was one of the rare few that suffered a form of teleportation sickness?

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

It wouldn't even have been the first time.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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





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

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

"Cale," Akkau said. "Pay attention."

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

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

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

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

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

He ignored it.

"You're asking me to do something impossible," Cale said. "So no."

"I'm asking you to perform a very basic mana attunement," Akkau said, exasperated.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Besides that."

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

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

"Basic ones," Cale said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"I can't help but notice you didn't tell me how old you were."

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

"Would it help if I said you're handsome for however old you are?"

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

"Ah." Cale blinked, slightly at a loss for words. "I'm sorry."

[Blabbermouth] has reached level 3!

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

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

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

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

  

    
        Chapter 3 — The Art of Attunement, Pt 2

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"If the problem isn't my mana control, then what is it?" he asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Shouldn't I be in the classes, not teaching them?" Cale asked, relaxing slightly.

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

Cale eyed Akkau for a moment. "You're disturbingly perceptive."

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

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

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

"Are you sure you're not a dark lord?" Cale asked, narrowing his eyes.

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

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

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

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

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

"Unless you don't mind me sleeping in the halls," Cale said. Akkau scowled at the thought.

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

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

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

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

Cale tilted his head. "What's up?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Too many," he said instead.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Clearly, they haven't seen a properly cast [Baker's Domain]."

"Or a well-calibrated [Sourdough Starter]."

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

"Just like that?" Cale asked, surprised.

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





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

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

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

"I blew up the eighth."

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

"It was an accident?"

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

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

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

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

For another, his presence gave him purpose again.

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

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





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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Kazix Brightscale's Academy of the Attuned Arts.

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

  

    
        Chapter 4 — Roommate Etiquette, Pt 1

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

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

"So!" Cale said. "What's your name?"

"Jaxovar," the demon said flatly.

"I'm gonna call you Jax," Cale said, making him twitch. "Which realm are you from?"

"The sixth."

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

[Blabbermouth] has reached level 4!

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

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

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

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

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

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

For now.

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





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

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

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

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

Weird.

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

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

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

"It is my job," he clarified.

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

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

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

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

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

"Are you bound to that script?" he asked. "That's not ethical."

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

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

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

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

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

"If I had to," he said.

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





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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"I'm sorry," his new roommate said quietly.

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

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

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

Most often the decaying bodies of loved ones.

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

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

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

Then he paused and tilted his head.

"Did you know you've got a monster living under your bed?" he asked casually. The dreadshade flinched.

"W-what?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Nah." Cale shrugged. "Besides, you couldn't hurt me if you tried."

"I could..."

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

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

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

"I..." Damien hesitated. "Are you sure?"

"Trust me," Cale said.

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

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

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

"See?" Cale said. "Nothing."

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Fair point," Cale said. "Although—"

You have learned [Decay Bite]!

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

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

Spread decay by biting a target.

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

Or at least until he found someone worth biting.

"Although what?" Damien asked.

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

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

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

He paused.

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

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

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





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

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

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

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

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

"Oh," Damien said. He seemed to absorb this for a moment. "I can't sense this one."

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

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

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

Damien looked over at him, hesitating. "You won't laugh?"

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

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

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

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

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

"Does that... mean you lie about other things?"

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

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

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

"Like what?"

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

"With decay mana?" Damien frowned, clearly surprised. "She didn't have to attune?"

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

"Pass on..." Damien shook his head. "She couldn't do it herself?"

Cale's expression darkened slightly. "No," he said. Damien waited, but he didn't say anything else.

"Um," Damien said. "How did she do it?"

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

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

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

Damien's eyes went wide. "You can do that?" he asked.

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

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

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

  

    
        Chapter 5 — Roommate Etiquette, Pt 2

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

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

"Akkau!" he said happily. "Come on in!"

Damien gave him a terrified look. "You can't just call him by his first name!"

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

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

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

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

Cale frowned. "Really?" he asked. "They're not just gonna take your word for it?"

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

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

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

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

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

"Fine," he said. "What do I have to do?"

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

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

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

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

He trailed off. The scroll was vibrating.

"Huh," he said.

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

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

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

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

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

Cale paused. "There's a sound enchantment on this thing," he accused.

"Is there now?" Akkau grinned. "Perhaps you should hurry."

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

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

Cale sighed. "I remember."

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

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

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

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

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

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

"...Please just call me Cale."





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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"S-sorry, Headmaster," he said, hating the stutter in his voice. "I'm trying, but..."

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

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

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

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

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

"I know," he said finally, quietly. "I'm doing my best, sir."

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

"Sir?"

Akkau stopped and turned. "What is it, Damien?"

"Why is Cale in the Astral Wing?" he asked. "He's so..."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Was that actually possible?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Please. Please let this work.

  

    
        Chapter 6 — Ancient Artifacts, Pt 1

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Partial attunement!" Damien said. "I attuned partially to space, like you said, and..."

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

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

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

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

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

Cale blinked. "Why's that?" he asked. "You seem really nice."

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

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

"Goodness, Flia," Professor Imrys said. "Surely you aren't still upset about our last class?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"But?" Cale raised an eyebrow.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Hugh?" the professor eventually asked.

Cale nodded. "You know. The Distortion King."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

You have learned [Identify Artifact]!

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

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

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

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

Behind Cale, the minotaur slumped. "Aw, man," Leo said. "I hate labyrinths."
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  If nothing else, Cale had never actually explored an Ancient Karmian labyrinth before, especially not anything that emerged from the Labyrinth Plague. This was something new for him, and new meant interesting.

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

Well, two panicking students. Leo just seemed depressed.

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

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

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

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

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

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

"No," Cale said, interested. "How many?"

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

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

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

This was what he got for trying to be reasonable.

"Alright, then." He shrugged. "We just won't die. Can't be that hard, right?"

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

Damien found himself suddenly at the center of attention and winced. "Um," he said. "He's... my roommate?"

"Sure am!" Cale said brightly.

"He knows a lot of things..."

"Also true."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Seven," Cale said absently.

"What?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Cale," Damien said quietly. "I'm wondering too."

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

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

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

"That's probably true!" Cale said cheerfully.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"You're, uh... you're looking a little like the professor, Leo," she said. Leo coughed and visibly tried to calm himself.

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

"Leo," Flia said, exasperated. "We can't just trust everything he's saying!"

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

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

He had more pressing problems at the moment, though.

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

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

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

Leo looked a little sheepish. "You know a lot, though."

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

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

"I haven't lied to you so far, though, if it helps!" Cale added cheerfully.

"It doesn't, because that could be a lie," Flia said flatly. Cale grinned.

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

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

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

"That's..." Leo seemed stunned by the idea. "Did it work?"

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

"Right." Leo looked away, embarrassed.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Huh," Cale said. "Guess we'll watch out for the shadows. If anyone knows any light spells, now's the time to mention it. Because, uh, I don't have any that don't involve melting things."

  

    
        Chapter 8 — Ancient Artifacts, Pt 3

    
    
    
    
  "Do we have to go through this door?" Damien asked quietly, raising a hand. "Maybe we missed a pathway or something."

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

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

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

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

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

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

"This is the Astral Wing," she said. "You know what that means, don't you?"

"I've been in this world for like two hours, so no, absolutely not."

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

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

Eh. Agree to disagree.

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

"The Standard Array?" Cale asked.

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

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

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

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

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

"Feels a bit shortsighted."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Flia glared at him as if he'd said something terribly offensive. "This is my wand."

[Blabbermouth] has reached level 5!

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

[Blabbermouth] has reached level 6!

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"What are you doing?" Flia asked.

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

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

"Cale, you need to stop eating magic," Damien groaned.

Flia stared. "Are you saying he's done it before?"

"He ate my decay mana," Damien mumbled.

"He what."

"Is that possible?" Leo asked. "What happened to him?"

"Nothing," Damien said. "He claims he's immune—Cale!"

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

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

"You were what," Flia said. "No. Absolutely not. You know what? I'm not casting spells around you anymore."

"But—"

"You, of all people, are not going to talk to the Leviathan," Flia said. "You're going to get us all killed."

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

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

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

"For the record, I know you're distracting me, and it's absolutely working," he said. "Continue."

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

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

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

Cale frowned. "Why?"

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

"That doesn't sound like that much of a problem," Cale said, but Leo shook his head.

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

"Ah." Cale was silent for a moment. "And you can't just avoid casting spells, can you?"

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

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

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

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

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

Cale froze. "What."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Sure," Cale said. He turned and pulled the door open. "All right. Let's move, then."

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

You have learned [Bestow Light]!

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

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

—

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

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

Or like a mask had slipped.

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

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

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

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

Damien wasn't quite sure what to make of that.
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  Cale hadn't quite managed to calm down by the time they encountered the first shadeling.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Cale frowned. "Don't," he said simply.

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

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

"But they might hurt a student," Leo said.

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

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

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

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

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

"That doesn't seem sanitary," he said.

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

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

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

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

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

As far as he could tell, Flia... wasn't.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Well, yeah," Cale said. "That's why you don't drop the barrier."

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

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

"So keep the barrier up while sleeping."

"You can't—" Leo stopped mid-sentence. "Are you saying you do this?"

"Yes?"

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

"I've heard of mages that can sleep-cast, but not with barriers," Leo said.

Damien, for the most part, just looked thoughtful.

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

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

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

"She does that sometimes," Damien offered awkwardly. "She'll be back to normal in a minute."

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

"Believe it or not," Leo said. "She's usually better."





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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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





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

She was definitely hibernating, but her shadows were keeping the door on the opposite end of the chamber shut, which meant they would have to wake her to get through. He'd figured as much, but it was good to get confirmation.

[Plasma Transmutation] would turn the entire floor into plasma. [Decay Bite] had similar issues, in the sense that he had no idea what it would turn into if he tried to use it—if it tried to decay the labyrinth, there was a chance it would unleash everything inside.

Cale was really looking forward to trying out a new spell, though, and he'd had enough time to calm down that he was finally excited about [Bestow Light]. He had no idea what that was going to turn into. Some sort of light spell, of course, but what?

Shadelings were weak to very powerful sources of light. Shadeling queens had that same weakness multiplied tenfold—they were most often found within the deepest tunnels of a shadeling nest, where no light could reach. As far as Cale understood, the universe the species had originally developed in was shrouded in perpetual darkness, hence their aversion to light.

Then that universe had experienced a universal breach, and... well, here they were.

"Stand back," he said cheerfully. His classmates were all staring at him curiously. He supposed he hadn't actually told them anything about himself and what he could do, had he? He'd only really shown off his knowledge, not his magic.

In fairness, Cale had no idea what would happen if he tried to show off his magic, especially if it was with a new spell. But that was part of the fun!

"I got [Bestow Light] just now," he added, as if that would help. The others stared at him.

"Um..." Damien said. "Does that... help? With a shadeling queen?"

"I have no idea." Cale grinned. "Only one way to find out!"

"I thought you said you had a plan," Leo protested.

"And I do! The plan is to find out what happens if I try to cast [Bestow Light]." Cale began to concentrate, feeding his mana carefully into the spell construct. He didn't need to create another eighth-tier spell for this; it was just a shadeling queen, not a demon lord.

It was hard, pushing in even less mana than he had into [Burn], but he was pretty sure he managed it. The tiniest scrap of mana he could manage, poured into a basic, light-generating spell.

Mana overload detected! Attempting to compensate...

Well, that much he'd expected. Cale waited patiently, then thought of something. "Oh," he said. "You should probably cover your eyes just in case. And keep your bag in shade, Flia."

"It's just [Bestow Light]," Leo said, although Flia almost immediately moved behind him so she could hide in his shadow. "Why would we need—"

Adjusting spell construct...

[Bestow Light] has evolved into [Starlight Font]!

[Starlight Font, Level 1] [Seventh Tier (Unique), Active] [1.0e25 Mana]

Create a font of pure starlight that draws its flame from the heart of the closest living star.

Cale stared at the spell description for a moment. He hadn't even known Utelia had living stars.

Then the spell activated, and he watched as what looked like a crystalline bottle manifested above the web of shadows that represented the shadeling queen. It hovered in the air for a moment, as if hesitating, before a tiny, pin-sized hole appeared inside it.

From that tiny hole, living flame poured forth, trapped only by a bottle of pure mana. The crystal almost seemed to warp under the pressure, twisting and turning until it turned into something akin to a living flame itself. The light it cast on the chamber grew and grew until it seared into the walls around them.

The shadeling queen screamed.

"Huh," Cale said. "Oops."





Cale briefly considered waiting for the light show to end, but it didn't seem like it was likely to happen any time soon. The bottle he conjured was perfectly willing to sit there like a tiny, miniature sun. He was pretty sure it would've burned all four of them if not for the barriers he'd stuck around the others. Good thing for that.

He really wished his spells were less destructive, but this was still more than he could do with mana alone. He was pleased with that. Maybe he'd be able to come back and collect the bottle later, as a sort of souvenir.

"We're going to need to move," Cale said casually. Barrier-tuning was an easy enough skill to master, at least; he turned them more opaque, mostly so his companions would be able to see.

"Cale," Leo said, his voice trembling slightly. "What the fuck was that?"

"[Starlight Font], apparently?" Cale answered, already picking his way through the remains of the shadeling queen. She'd left behind a lot of dust when she dissolved. "Really though, we should hurry. We've got about twenty minutes before the Seed starts to germinate, and we really don't want a second Labyrinth Plague."

"I thought you said you were going to cast [Bestow Light]," Damien said.

Cale nodded. "I also said I can't do magic properly, same as you three," he said cheerfully. "Or, well, I might have only said it to you. Can't remember. That's why I'm here! So I can learn magic." He frowned. "This one's a little too destructive, though."

"What exactly is your anomaly?" Flia asked carefully. Cale grinned.

"I thought you said it was rude to ask," he said flippantly. He saw her try and fail to scowl, clutching her satchel protectively to her side—she was trying to protect the shadeling from the Font, he noticed. He could respect that. "I can't cast most spells, if you must know. The spell constructs can't handle the amount of mana I have. Akkau said that if I learn 'elemental resonance' or whatever I'll be able to better control the kind of spells I make, so that's what I'm here to do."

"But if you can do... that... what kind of spells are you trying to learn?" Flia asked, swallowing.

Cale tilted his head. "Baking spells, obviously," he said, as if the question was ridiculous.

Then he kept walking, leaving the other three sputtering behind him.
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  Just outside the exit to the chamber was a marble pedestal, with what looked like some sort of bronze grail sitting on top of it. Cale gave it a cursory inspection. Just because dungeons typically rewarded artifacts after challenge rooms didn't mean those rewards were never trapped.

This one, as far as he could tell, was only minimally magical and unlikely to be cursed. It probably had some sort of minor water-purifying effect or the like—artifacts with base utility like that weren't uncommon. He grabbed it, made sure it didn't set him on fire, then handed it to Flia.

"Hold on to that," he said absently. Cale extended his senses further down the corridor just in case any more shadelings were present, wishing he'd been able to bring any of his usual kit with him when he was summoned. It would be nice to have a satchel of his own. Who knew when he'd be able to buy one with a holding effect like Flia's?

Then again, it was probably for the best that Flia hold on to it. Cale really wanted to test [Identify Artifact], and after what had just happened, he was a little worried he'd make his classmates pass out if the spell evolved into something overly dramatic again. They were still staring and whispering behind him.

There was also the fact that Imrys might actually try to kill him if he cast it without her watching. He hadn't known her for long enough to say for sure, but considering that look she'd given him...

He shuddered.

Imrys was almost certainly watching everything they were doing. Hopefully, what he'd displayed so far was enough to pass her "test."

Only one way to find out, though. They still needed to get out of this thing.

"Uh, sir?"

Cale glanced back at the others. They'd stopped whispering, but Damien was raising a hand again and waiting for permission to speak, as if he was a professor. Cale wrinkled his nose. This always happened.

"Seriously, you don't need to raise your hand to talk to me," he said. "And definitely don't call me sir. What is it?"

Damien seemed distracted. "Wait, why are you wearing that... thing?" he asked, pointing at his face.

Cale blinked, genuinely surprised. He'd been expecting a question about his mana, or about the spell he'd cast. "Which thing?" he asked. "You mean my sunglasses? I don't know, it felt appropriate."

"Sunglasses?" Flia asked in disbelief. "Those are barriers."

Cale nodded. "Tinted barriers in the shape of sunglasses," he said patiently. "To help me see. It was kind of bright back there. They aren't polarized, though; you can't polarize a barrier."

Probably? Cale frowned. He'd never tried, now that he thought about it. His last attempt to experiment with his barriers had ended in dismal failure, and he'd been disheartened ever since. (Barriers, it turned out, couldn't be used to telekinetically fly—they were anchored to their casters, so while they could be used to make other objects or people float, he couldn't do the same for himself.)

"Polarized?" Flia frowned at him, then sighed and shook her head. "You know what? Nevermind. We just wanted to say thanks. For getting us through that."

"One of us might have died otherwise," Leo muttered. Damien nodded rapidly beside him.

"Oh," Cale said, entirely unsure what to do with this. "I'm sure Imrys would have pulled you out if that was going to happen.

"She absolutely wouldn't," Flia deadpanned. Damien nodded even more furiously, and Leo just gestured pointedly at the labyrinth that surrounded them.

"Huh. In that case, you're welcome," Cale said. He did a quick check for time. "Let's have a quick break before we move on, shall we? I'm thirsty."





The next set of corridors was marked by frequent water breaks, enough that the others were starting to give him strange looks. Cale ignored them, keeping a careful eye on the few mana signatures he could track through the labyrinth instead—the next two were coming up soon, as far as he could tell. One more challenge room, and then they'd be at the Labyrinth Seed.

Sure enough, another door showed up in their path. Cale examined it briefly. It seemed like it was made of... maple? Which was notable, though it didn't signify anything that he knew of. It came with another set of symbols, too. Thankfully, these ones were in Karmian, and he could interpret the warning just fine.

He turned to Flia. "You don't happen to have some yarn in that bag, do you?"

Flia stared at him for a moment, then sighed and began rummaging around in her satchel. "Like this?" she asked uncertainly, producing a non-magical ball of yarn that looked like it had seen some use.

Cale beamed and took it. "Perfect," he said, pushing open the door. "This should only take a second."

Flia watched Cale as he began to walk ahead, then turned to the other two students. "I'm not getting that back, am I?" she asked, resigned.

"Nope," Leo said.

"I don't... think so," Damien said more hesitantly.

Flia sighed. "I figured."

Cale grinned to himself. They were learning!

Excellent.





Leo found himself frozen in place a few twisting corridors later, staring at a monster that stood on the opposite end of the next chamber.

"That's... that's a sphinx," Leo said nervously. It was sitting right in front of the exit, and it radiated with sheer, awe-inspiring magical power—greater than even the [Starlight Font] Cale had summoned some ten or so minutes ago. Leo was convinced the sheer pressure it exerted was greater than even Akkau's strength. What was something like that doing here, of all places?

A sphinx was a living mythology. They belonged to the same category of being as Asterion, the mythology that was the source of the very same curse that plagued his people. He'd done more research on mythologies than most for that reason, hoping against hope that there was some way to destroy or unmake them, but everything he'd found told him it was impossible.

Mythologies were beings that traded away part of their free will in exchange for enormous, unspeakable power. How they came about was hotly debated among scholars, but how they worked was simple: a mythology had to obey a set of strict rules. They had free will otherwise, but the entirety of their existences were bound by those rules. A djinn had to fulfil wishes, a sphinx had to ask riddles, and so on.

If nothing else, this sphinx wasn't a named mythology the way Asterion was... but that was a small comfort.

No defensive magic would work against them. No offensive magic could penetrate their shells, either. Not even Cale's ridiculous powers would work against it—it didn't matter if the human could summon a star into being, not against a living mythology. 

There was a part of Leo's that was bucking wildly inside him, and for the first time, he was thankful for his attunement. If not for the defense it provided, he was certain the Impetus would have taken him over entirely then. It did not like the presence of an opposing mythology.

"We need a plan," Leo said, his voice hoarser than he expected. "I think—I think I read a few books on common sphinx riddles. She probably won't repeat any riddles we already know, but if we can figure out how she thinks—"

"Um," Damien said, interrupting him. "Cale already left."

"He what—Cale!" Leo hissed, alarmed. The human was walking into the chamber like there wasn't a giant death-cat waiting on the other end. He didn't even look concerned! Instead, he was holding out that ball of yarn like it would protect him...

As Leo watched, Cale waved the ball of yarn, then threw it off to the side. Leo gaped. What was that going to—

The sphinx pounced, causing the entirety of the labyrinth to shake, and Leo stared in complete disbelief as—against all odds—the sphinx began to purr and play with that ball of yarn.

Flia sighed. She didn't even sound surprised anymore. "I knew I wasn't getting the yarn back," she muttered.

"What... but..." Leo sputtered.

Cale glanced back and raised an eyebrow. "What?" he said, taking in Leo's befuddled expression. "They're still cats."

"But how could you possibly know that would work?" Leo begged.

"Oh, I had a sphinx as a roommate, once," Cale said. "Wouldn't recommend it, but I learned a lot about the rules they operate under. They're allowed to take breaks for playtime, for example."

He paused. "Don't try to pet her, though," he said. "It's disrespectful. And you might have to deal with unreadable riddles scribbled on sticky notes for weeks after."

"Speaking from experience?" Flia asked dryly.

Cale sniffed. "Not saying. Now let's go before she gets bored."

Leo wondered if he should make a note of this in his notebook.

He wanted to, but he was pretty sure no one would ever believe him.





Cale hummed to himself as they stepped through the exit and found yet another pedestal. This one held what looked like a strange clay sculpture molded into the shape of a wing. He eyed it for a moment, shuddered, then promptly wrapped it in a tight, spherical barrier. "I'll hold on to this one," he said, guiding it to float above a shoulder.

"Is it dangerous?" Damien asked curiously. Cale shrugged.

"I've got a bad feeling about it," he answered, starting to walk down the corridor again. The signature he felt ahead of them had a rather telltale twist in its mana, which meant they were finally coming up on the Labyrinth Seed. "We'll know more once Imrys has had a chance to examine it, but for now, we shouldn't touch it."

"That's not worrying at all," Flia remarked. After a moment of walking in silence, she spoke again, her tone contemplative. "This is why you weren't worried about the labyrinth, isn't it?"

"What do you mean?"

"You're basically untouchable," she said. "Either you know how to get around something or you can blast through it. You knew you'd be able to get us through the labyrinth unscathed."

Cale snorted and turned back to look at her. "Is that what you think?"

"What else am I supposed to think?" Flia asked, exasperated.

"That I'm dangerous, probably," Cale answered, his voice a little sharper than he intended. "The universe is a big place, Flia, and the multiverse is even bigger. No one person could possibly know every danger it contains. If you think you can rely on me to keep you alive..."

He stopped in his tracks, looking each and every one of the other students in the eye. "I'll tell you this right now," he said. "Not every monster can be beaten back with magic. Not every danger is something you can see coming. If you live long enough, losing is only a matter of time. And if you think I'm always going to be able to step in and save you, you're going to die even sooner than the rest.

"I'm not saying I won't try. I'm not even saying you shouldn't listen to or hang around me. But do not expect me to hold all the answers. Sometimes, those answers don't exist. Sometimes, your knowledge will betray you. And sometimes, when you name a monster, you give it power.

"There is only one rule you need to follow if you want to live long enough to become an archmage. One rule you need to carve into your heart. Nothing else—not knowledge, not perfect barriers, not even unbeatable magic—is enough."

"And what rule is that?" Flia asked, her words uncharacteristically nervous. Cale became vaguely aware that the others had all taken a step away from him during his speech, and that he'd taken a step toward them. He did a quick calculation in his head, measured it against his mana sense and their distance from the Seed.

"Simple," Cale said. He grinned and winked, relaxing just enough to dispel the tension. "Above all else? You need to know when to run."

Then he turned and broke into a sprint. There was a series of startled yelps as the other students followed after him, nearly tripping over themselves in the process. Cale beamed. They were quick learners.

"Damien!" Cale called. "Prepare a decay spell!"

"W-what?" The poor guy didn't sound like he was used to running. "But—"

"Unless you want me to try out [Decay Bite]," Cale called again cheerfully. Damien stared at him, processed the statement, and remembered what happened with [Bestow Light] only eighteen minutes ago.

Decay mana began to gather in his fist. Cale smirked. "Thought so!"

"Just don't try to eat the Seed," Damien pleaded.

"No promises!"

Two minutes before the Seed germinated, by his calculations.

Cale figured they would probably make it.





They did make it, though only barely. The Seed was beginning to sprout by the time Damien flooded it with his decay magic, but thankfully, that was one of the strengths of the decay aspect—just like the Labyrinth Plague, it had the propensity to spread. The few tendrils of corrupt magic that had managed to emerge fell apart easily, and the labyrinth dissolved around them a moment later.

Professor Imrys beamed at them as if the rest of the classroom wasn't in complete disarray. "Wonderful!" she said. "What a beautiful display of the essence of magehood! You've made me proud today, dearies. Here you go."

The little mouse tottered up to them, holding four gleaming purple gems. Flia, Leo, and Damien all looked stunned, picking one each and holding on to them as if they were priceless artifacts.

Cale squinted at his and wondered if he should try eating it. "I have no idea what this is," he said. There was a dim magical signature from it, but it wasn't anything powerful; it just felt like some sort of anti-counterfeit measure, if anything.

"They're Astral credits," Damien explained quietly. "They're recognized by the kingdom of Orstrahl. They want powerful mages, so if you collect enough credits, you can ask for a sort of... political favor? Like asking to use one of the royal artifacts, or, um... There's a list somewhere. I can find it for you later."

"Wow," Cale said, impressed. Mostly by how bad that system seemed at first glance. Students winning political favors felt like a recipe for disaster. Maybe they had mitigations in place?

Then again, magic academies having outsized levels of political influence was surprisingly common.

"What happened to the labyrinth?" Leo asked, his voice guarded. Professor Imrys chuckled.

"Well, since you all did so well, I decided to reward you," she said happily. "But I think I'll keep that as a surprise, dearie. You are going to report me to the Headmaster, after all. Unless you wish to reconsider?"

"I will not," Leo said steadily.

"Well, not to worry, dears. It isn't a bad surprise," Imrys said, entirely unphased by Leo. "Cale, you pass. You showed exactly the type of adaptive thinking we want from our artifact delvers, and that [Starlight Font] was quite impressive. That was a unique spell, wasn't it?"

"Thank you. And yes," Cale said politely. He didn't miss the fact that Imrys was looking at him like he was one of her artifacts.

"I'm ever so glad all of you are safe, dearies," Imrys said, smiling at each of them. "These classes can be very dangerous, you know."

"Because you make them dangerous!" Flia pointed out, scowling. Imrys slapped another silencing barrier over her.

"Now, now," she said. "You musn't speak out. It's quite rude, really. As for you, Cale, I believe we agreed we would speak after cla—"

A tiny screaming noise began to emerge from Cale's pocket. Cale kept his expression as impassive as possible. "Sorry, ma'am," he said politely. "I think I need to go find my next class."

Imrys stared at him, her eyes narrowing slightly, and Cale responded by floating the artifact he was carrying with him over to her and dispelling the barrier. Imrys's expression lit up immediately as the clay sculpture clattered onto her desk.

"Bribing a professor may be considered bad form, you know," Imrys said, already stroking the artifact like it was some sort of cat. Cale very quickly made sure her apron was keeping her safe from it—it was—then decided to ignore it. "But I suppose I can make an exception. Shall I keep this safe for you to test your new spell on, dearie?"

Now that he thought about it, he had mentioned getting a new spell right after they'd been tossed into the labyrinth. "Yes, please," he said. "I got [Identify Artifact], and I get the impression you'd try to kill me if I tried to cast it without you being there to see the result."

"Goodness, dearie," Imrys said. "You musn't listen to all this slander, you know. I am a very upstanding professor."

"I know exactly zero upstanding individuals who describe themselves that way," Cale said.

Imrys chuckled, but said nothing further on the subject. "Very well, dearie. I will call for you after your classes are over. Run along now! I must find a safe place to store this..."

With that, she began to totter off, the clay sculpture carefully balanced in her arms. It looked ridiculous. Mostly because it was almost as large as she was. Flia, Leo, and Damien all seemed incredulous at the sight; Cale was the only one trying to hold back his snickering.

Once she was gone, Leo turned to him. "You timed this on purpose, didn't you?"

"I was very thirsty," Cale said cheerfully. "Don't worry, I'll let you question me on the Age of Distortion whenever you want. You have question privileges."

"Thank you... I think." Leo seemed unsure of how to take that.

Cale was busy pulling out his schedule scroll for his next class. "Oh, hey," he said. "Introduction to the Standard Array. I'm guessing none of you have that one?"

Flia grimaced. "We all failed out of it," she said. "The professor for Intro to Standard sucks. Imrys is insane, but that guy's an ass. I have a feeling he has it out for us Astrals."

"I guess I'll have to win him over with my charms," Cale said, sighing dramatically.

Flia stared at him. "I have no idea what to make of you, you know that?"

"Thank you."

"That wasn't a compliment." Flia rubbed a hand over her face. "Look, do you need help getting to class? Otherwise I'm going to look for an animal mage to get this shadeling bonded to me."

"Nah, I'll be fine," Cale said, lifting a hand in a half-wave and turning to leave. "I'll catch you guys later."

Awkwardly enough, since they all had to walk in the same direction anyway, he didn't actually leave until a minute or so later. And despite his claims, Leo had to catch him to stop him from tripping and falling off the bridge that led back out of their Artifacts class.

Twice.





Damien watched Cale leave, his mind still half-lingering on the speech the human had given to them back in the labyrinth. What was that? The way he'd sounded, the look in his eyes... For a moment, he looked like he carried with him the weight of worlds.

But the moment vanished as quickly as it arrived.

For most of his life, Damien was scared of only one thing: himself. That moment back there?

It was the first time in a long time he'd ever been scared of someone else.

Then a thought struck him, and he turned to the others. "Um," he said. Flia and Leo looked at him, and he tried to gather his thoughts. "Doesn't Professor Graystalk force his students to cast the Standard Array spells, even when it's supposed to be dangerous? Like with us Astrals?"

Flia blinked, then snorted. "Now I really wish I could be a fly on the wall," she said. "Wasn't there something about tests? What kind of test is Graystalk going to come up with for Cale?"

"I think we should make sure to be very far away from Intro to Standard." Leo glanced in the direction Cale had gone in. "Very, very far. Very far, if I wasn't being clear."

"Want to come to my room?" Damien suggested, then almost immediately kicked himself. It was the farthest possible place from the Forest Wing, where Intro to Standard was usually held, but he wasn't used to visitors. He hadn't even cleaned! Maybe he could take it back? Or maybe they had classes!

"Are you actually inviting us to your room?" Flia raised an eyebrow at him. "You're opening up. That means I can't say no."

"I won't have class for another two hours," Leo said.

Damien deflated. "Um," he said. "Alright. Let's... let's at least get lunch first, though."

"Fine," Flia said, grinning at him. "We'll get a big lunch to celebrate you opening up. I'll even pay for it."

  

    
        Chapter 11 — Introduction to the Standard Array, Pt 1

    
    
    
    
  Even with the help of his schedule scroll, Cale was almost late for his second class. Almost. He managed to find it eventually, tucked away in a rather nondescript corner of a different building entirely—according to the scroll, this part of the academy was known as the Forest Wing.

It didn't look very much like a forest. In fact, it was pretty much the same as the Astral Wing, architecturally speaking. The main difference was the frankly disturbing number of paintings of old, wise-looking elves, along with no small number of potted plants.

...Seriously, there were a lot of potted plants. Was that why this place was called the Forest Wing? Cale couldn't be certain, but he felt like no amount of potted plants were enough to make something qualify as a forest.

Probably. Would a forest comprised entirely of potted trees still be considered a forest?

Vaguely (and unnecessarily) distracted by this train of thought, Cale managed to miss the hallway to the next class twice before he found it wedged awkwardly between two enormous, sprawling bushes. They were large enough, in fact, that they were spilling out of their pots and causing them to teeter dangerously toward one another.

Cale squinted at them suspiciously. This felt like someone's idea of a prank. He could sense traces of earth mana still lingering in around the bushes, which meant they'd been artificially grown until the hallway behind them was nearly hidden. It left him only barely enough space to slip through, and on top of that, the mana around the shrubbery indicated that it was being actively reinforced by someone—presumably to prevent someone from simply forcing their way through.

There was no way every student would be able to fit through that tiny gap, was there? What if one of them had been Leo-sized?

At least his schedule scroll had quieted now that he'd technically arrived. Cale eyed the bushes for a moment, then squeezed himself through the gap between them. If it was a prank, he doubted it was meant for him. This had all the hallmarks of amateur magic, and he was pretty sure none of the students here knew he was coming.

It did mean some of the students were probably trying to keep someone out of class, though. Cale frowned, eyeing the shrubbery doubtfully. They were positioned in such a way that if anyone tried to wrench them apart, they would almost certainly topple over and into all the plants lined up along the corridor. He didn't have any spells that could get rid of them without incinerating everything else in the area, and he doubted Akkau would look kindly on that kind of destruction.

That didn't mean he was out of options, though. Cale still had some very, very sharp barriers, a minute before his next class started, and propensity for interfering with obnoxious plans.

His frown slowly turned into a grin.

It had been a while since he'd done any gardening. Why not practice his skills a little?





Cale stepped into the classroom about three seconds before the official start of class, which apparently wasn't early enough to stop the professor from glaring at him. The man was an older-looking elf of some sort—almost a picture-perfect version of one, too, down to the square jaw and pointed ears. The only thing that marred it was an mottled scar that cut across his left eye, and for Cale, that was a bonus.

Probably not for the professor, though. Elves tended to think of scars as marks of failure.

He wore a green vest, a white undershirt that did very little to hide the defined muscle beneath, and a cold, withering glare that stood in sharp contrast to everything else. It kind of ruined the look, really. Cale idly wondered if the professor would consider wearing some sort of bag over his face.

"You must be Mr. Cobbs," the elf said. His words were just as icy as his glare. "I am Professor Graystalk. I suppose you think that Headmaster Akkau's approval means you may treat the punctual attendance of my class as though it were a mere suggestion?"

Ah, Graystalk was one of those. Flia had warned him he was kind of an ass. Cale sighed. He'd been kind of looking forward to this class, too. The Standard Array had exactly the kinds of spells he wished he could cast.

"I arrived just before class started," Cale pointed out mildly. "Besides, I had Ancient Artifacts with Professor Imrys right before this. You know how she is."

Graystalk hid it well, but Cale saw the way he twitched at the mention of her name. He tried not to snicker. No surprise there—Imrys had a reputation even among the other professors, it seemed. The rest of the class began whispering among themselves, casting him wide-eyed stares; Cale took note of a particularly pale-looking, panting elf that seemed to be exhibiting symptoms of mana strain and smirked.

A sharp stare from Graystalk shut down the whispers. The professor eyed Cale coldly. "Be that as it may," he said. "I expect my students to arrive in my class at least one minute before it begins so that I may start the class itself on time. Am I understood?"

Cale cocked his head. "I feel like we've wasted more than a minute just talking about this, but sure, I guess. Do you always accost new students like this?"

"Only when they're an Astral freak," someone called from the back. Cale glanced back to find a tall, beautiful elven woman clad in thin, gold-sheen fabrics that left very little to the imagination. She was seated next to the other elf, the one that had clearly been trying to maintain the durability spell on the shrubbery outside.

He let his gaze linger for a moment, but honestly, the haughty expression she wore and the tone of her voice put him off her even more than it had with Graystalk. He wrinkled his nose slightly and turned back to the professor, who was studying her with slightly narrowed eyes.

Interestingly enough, he said nothing about the interruption, though it clearly irritated him. "As a matter of fact, I do," Graystalk answered after a moment. "I have found it far more efficient to clearly establish my expectations for my students the moment they arrive."

Cale couldn't help himself. "Unless the student happens to be a pretty elven woman?" he suggested sarcastically.

Graystalk's eyes narrowed even further. "I do not appreciate your insinuations, Mr. Cobbs," he said. "Ms. Whiteleaf's behavior will be addressed separately, but right now, we are discussing you. I expect a bare minimum of respect for both me and my time if you are to attend this class."

The elf looked him up and down, lips curling into a sneer. "That means cleaning yourself before attending my class," he said. "Or perhaps finding some more appropriate attire. Perhaps both. I understand that Professor Imrys's methods are often considered... extreme, even amongst Academy staff... but I will not accept that as an excuse for arriving covered in dirt."

Cale sighed. What was it with elves and sneering? It was terribly distracting. His earlier thought came back to him.

"I don't suppose you'd consider wearing some sort of bag over your head?" he suggested hopefully. "Or some sort of mask. I'd have a much easier time in this class if you did. I might not even talk back as much."

The class fell dead silent. That probably wasn't a good sign.

[Blabbermouth] has reached level 7!

That probably wasn't a good sign, either. Cale reviewed what he'd said, looked at the professor again, and then blanched as he realized the implication.

"Not because of the scar!" he added hurriedly. "The scar looks great on you! It really accentuates your, uh, eyes? It's the part where you look like you want to stab me that I don't like."

Professor Graystalk's glower only grew worse. "Sit down, Mr. Cobbs."

"I really am sorry," Cale said, as sincerely as he could. He meant it, too. "I was trying to insult your face, not your scar."

[Blabbermouth] has reached level 8!

Okay, that time he'd just been being honest. Maybe he'd been a little too honest? Cale had lived many lives, but one of the few skills he'd never quite gotten down was when to stop talking.

Graystalk said nothing, but he did lift his wand. Cale watched as the professor's magic took shape, firing two spells in quick succession. Neither of them, to his surprise, were targeted at him. Instead, the lights flickered and the wind picked up in the classroom, howling in a way that made a few students flinch and cry out. Whiteleaf, to his surprise, seemed unimpressed—she rolled her eyes impatiently.

Cale, on the other hand, was fascinated.

Those had both been first-tier spells at best. He wasn't sure if the other students had noticed, but the speed at which the professor had attuned his mana and fired them off with near-perfect efficiency made it almost equivalent to a single cast of fourth-tier magic.

Not to mention the Academy itself was warded against being affected by basic magic. It wasn't nearly as strong here as it was in the Astral Wing, but bypassing those wards with first-tier spells required a significant degree of skill with spellwork. He wasn't sure any of the other students recognized the feat Graystalk had just pulled off, but he did.

Fair enough, he decided. He could be polite in response to that level of spellwork. Cale walked over to an empty desk and took a seat.

Graystalk stared at him. He seemed surprised, but after a moment, he turned and began writing something on the chalkboard. The rest of the class had started whispering amongst each other again, though the professor steadily ignored them. Cale took the opportunity to examine them more closely.

There really were a lot of elves here. Despite his best efforts, Cale felt himself doing a cursory inspection, checking over the ears of his classmates on the off chance any of them might have a rounded pair rather than pointed ones.

Nothing. He was the only non-elf in the class, as far as he could tell. A quick sweep with his mana sense confirmed it.

He wasn't disappointed, he told himself. He couldn't be. There was no reason Utelia would be different from any other world he'd been to over the last millenia. But it was like a habit he couldn't quite shake: every time he ran into elves, or dwarves, or any of a dozen different species that looked like they might be human, he searched. Almost by reflex. First a visual inspection, to let himself hope, and then sweeping his mana sense over their cores for confirmation.

But there was nothing. There were plenty of lookalikes—doppelgangers, vampires, animal shifters of all kinds—but never another human. No one ever seemed to question what he was, nor did the word "human" surprise any of them, but they never asked any questions about his species, either. They never questioned why they knew what he was, or why they'd never seen anyone else like him.

It was like humanity itself had disappeared, and now existed only in a sort of informational blindspot.

The worst part, perhaps, was that there were traces of humanity all across the multiverse. He couldn't simply forget. Living mythologies, the familiar scent of oak, Leo's glasses, the strangely pervasive presence of duct tape—which Cale was almost convinced was some sort of invasive species, at this point—he encountered those lost remnants time and time again, and every time, he couldn't help but hope that he'd find someone else like him. Someone that might know what happened.

He never did, of course. Cale had no idea what had happened to humanity, and a part of him had given up ever finding that answer. He sighed.

"Is something the matter, Mr. Cobbs?" Professor Graystalk asked, his tone acidic. "Perhaps my class isn't interesting enough for you?"

Oh, right. He was in class, wasn't he? "I got distracted," Cale said. "Sorry."

Professor Graystalk narrowed his eyes and stood at his desk, his magical aura beginning to flare; several of the students closer to him flinched and leaned back at the weight of it. "My class is not a joke, Mr. Cobbs," he said. "I had considered allowing you to attend without insisting on the insufferable test that so many of my colleagues seem to want to give you, but if you must test my patience—"

"Please call me Cale," Cale interjected.

"Cale, then," Graystalk continued, undeterred. Cale raised an eyebrow, surprised that he'd actually listened to him in the middle of his tirade. "If you must test my patience, Cale, then I will issue you my test in turn. You understand that failing any of these will impact your available classes at this school? I happen to teach the course on fire resonance, and Akkau has informed me that fire is one of your desired resonances."

Cale nodded. "I need it for baking spells," he explained. "Which are the pinnacle of magic."

The professor blinked, slightly thrown by Cale's lack of reaction to his implied threat. "...So the Headmaster claims, although I have yet to see the evidence," he said, his tone slightly calmer. He seemed to be considering Cale a little more carefully, too. "Tell me—is this why the Headmaster favors you? Because you share his views on magic?"

"No, I'm pretty sure that's not it," Cale said. He had no idea how much he was allowed to tell the other teachers, now that he thought about it. "Akkau didn't explain it to you?"

Graystalk snorted. "His story was hardly believable, and it would hardly be the first time he has lied in order to adopt yet another lost cause," he said. "I prefer to assess my students on their merit, though very few of them meet my standards."

Was it just him, or was there a note of bitterness in Graystalk's voice there?

"Cale," the professor continued, watching him closely. "Do you think you are too important for the Standard Array?"

"What? No."

"You will find, Cale, that the Standard Array..." Graystalk paused, brows furrowing in confusion. "What do you mean, no?"

"Where did you get the idea that I think I'm too important for the Standard Array?" Cale asked right back, just as confused. Graystalk stared at him for another long moment before he spoke again.

"You... you truly are not doing this on purpose, are you?" he muttered. He looked almost as though he was trying to reconcile some deeply-held truth with the reality Cale was presenting him with.

"Doing what?" Cale asked, exasperated.

"Antagonizing me," Graystalk said. "Making light of my class, the way the rest of my students do—do not give me that look, Ms. Whiteleaf. I am well aware of what you say behind my back. That I choose not to address it does not mean that I am oblivious. Or did you think your obfuscation wards went unnoticed?"

The elven woman in question seemed startled that Graystalk had actually addressed her. That surprise turned quickly into realization before she shrank back into her seat, evidently not quite sure what to do with this revelation. The students around her began to whisper, and her expression vacillated between haughty, angry, and humiliated.

Cale thought she looked rather constipated, personally. Graystalk tapped on his desk, and Cale turned his attention back to the professor, who arched a single brow at him.

"Introduction to the Standard Array is perhaps the single least respected class among the students of this academy," Graystalk said. "I have long accepted this reality. It has become a game, amongst some, to see how quickly they can get me to remove them from this class. The ones that stay do so largely because they believe that my approval will buy them status amongst the elves."

Whiteleaf looked rather ashen at that, and she wasn't the only one. A lot of the elves were murmuring among themselves now, alternating between staring at Cale and then at Graystalk.

"Allow me to ask you this properly, then, without my poorly-conceived preconceptions in the way." The professor gave Cale a smile so slight he almost missed it entirely. Cale was pretty sure this was his version of an apology. "What do you think of the Standard Array?"

"Uh," Cale said. Wow, Graystalk looked a lot better when he wasn't sneering. That was incredibly distracting. Stupid elves. "I don't actually know the full list of spells that are part of the Standard Array, but it's a set of basic spells that every mage is expected to learn before graduation, right?"

Graystalk nodded. "To be specific, they are first- and second-tier spells that were first shortlisted by the Orstrahl kingdom as a requirement for legal recognition as a full-fledged mage. Over time, as it grew and was iterated upon, the Standard Array became recognized and adopted over much of Utelia. The Gift itself seems to reflect this: any spell from the Array is particularly easy for a fledgling mage to learn, with each one only requiring thirty minutes to an hour of study."

"Huh." Cale took all this in as Graystalk steepled his hands on his desk, his gaze suddenly intent. "And that's supposed to make me think less of the Standard Array?"

"It has led many other mages to dismiss its importance," Graystalk said evenly, though once again, he didn't quite manage to hide the bitter undertone in his words.

"Oh." Cale was finally beginning to understand where all this was coming from. "That's kind of stupid."

The class erupted with whispers again. Whiteleaf, however, sneered—really, again with the sneering—and spoke up. "Graystalk only thinks the Array is important because he can't cast anything outside of it," she spat, her tone mocking. "He used to be one of our most respected clan elders. The Mage Killer, we called him. Then an archmage locked him down with a restriction curse. How do you think he got that scar? It's pathetic."

Cale stared at her. Whiteleaf looked genuinely proud of herself for saying those things; some of the students around her were nodding in agreement, and she looked at him like she was expecting him to agree, too.

"Wow, she's annoying," Cale said, turning back to the professor.

"Tell me about it." Graystalk rolled his eyes. "It has been rather taxing to pretend her wards were strong enough to keep me out."

Whiteleaf spluttered, but both Cale and Graystalk ignored her. They were pretty much focused exclusively on one another. "Mage Killer, huh?" Cale asked, raising an eyebrow.

Graystalk shrugged. "I am not proud of the title."

"Do you know the easiest way to kill a mage?" Cale asked, turning his attention back to Whiteleaf and raising an eyebrow. "It's not just about the tier of magic you use, you know. Mana control and efficiency matters. If two mages cast the same spell, they don't just cancel each other out—the better mage is going to win. And if you aren't casting the same spell, then nine times out of ten, the faster mage is going to win. How fast do you think a basic spell is?"

Whiteleaf stared at him, silent.

"Also," Cale added. "How bad a mage are you, exactly? Did you see the spells the professor used earlier?"

"That—those were basic alteration spells," Whiteleaf argued, though the students around her were beginning to look more attentive. "From the Standard Array."

"Yeah, except they punched through the Academy's wards like they were nothing, and he did them so quickly they might as well have been a single spell. Did you really not notice that?"

"That was—" Whiteleaf faltered. "Anyone could do that. He's a professor. He probably has an exception in the wards—"

Cale ignored her. He wasn't actually interested in whatever she had to say. More important was the way the rest of the class was reacting.

"Is he saying the Mage Killer was using the Standard Array to take down archmages the whole time?"

"Why did he retire, then?"

"I thought it was because he got the scar..."

Graystalk sighed heavily, though he didn't look upset. Instead, there was a new light in his eyes. "It seems I have misjudged you, Cale," he said. "I believe I owe you an apology. I assumed you were like the many students that look down on the Standard Array, but you seem to appreciate it for its strengths in combat, at least."

"Not just in combat," Cale said. "I mean, I get it. A lot of mages take magic for granted. But no one from the Astral Wing is going to look down on something like the Standard Array. Sure, it's basic magic, but do you know what basic magic means for us? I'd love to be able to make just a single flower bloom. Or light a candle.

"Right now, if I tried to do either, I'd probably grow a forest and then set the whole thing on fire. Which is awe-inspiring in its own way, don't get me wrong, but... there's a lot of magic in the little things, too."

There was no response. Cale waited for a moment, then realized the professor was staring at him with wide, watery eyes.

"Uh," Cale said.

"You actually understand." Professor Graystalk stood from his desk, walked over, placed his hands on Cale's shoulders, and stared straight into his eyes like he was searching for some sort of lie. When he found none, he threw his arms entirely around Cale and hugged him like he was some sort of lifeline.

"Um," Cale said again. He looked around helplessly. Was the professor crying? Everyone was staring at him, with the sole exception of Whiteleaf, who was glowering. She looked outraged.

Cale had a feeling he knew where this was going.

"I demand a duel," Whiteleaf snapped, standing up from her desk and almost knocking it over. "Standard Array restriction, since you think it's so special."

At the same time, a rather befuddled voice spoke up from near the door, with a sound not unlike two stones being ground together. "I... feel like I'm interrupting something?"

Cale blinked and looked over at the door. He'd forgotten there was probably another student arriving—whoever those bushes had been built to block, presumably. What he saw wasn't anything like what he expected.

It was a golem.

And it was...

"You're so round." Cale whispered the words like it was a revelation.

[Blabbermouth] has reached level 9!

Cale twitched. He really needed to stop doing that.
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  Cale would be hard-pressed to explain the sequence of events that followed. This was in large part due to the fact that Professor Graystalk didn't seem quite inclined to detach from him just yet, which meant he had to deal with the chaos that followed while an enormous elf clung to him like he was some sort of miracle.

The golem had been standing in the doorway for a while, apparently, and it seemed... confused? Cale was surprised he could read its expressions at all, but whoever created it had evidently put a great deal of work into allowing it to express itself, even if most of that expressiveness emerged from the spellwork above what passed for its head.

It had an "eye", for one thing. Cale recognized it easily enough—when enough scrying spells overlapped, they tended to create a nexus of mana that resembled a sort of runic representation of an eye. What surprised him was the fact that the golem seemed entirely in control of that floating rune. It could move around, blink, and even reshape it to a limited degree.

Maybe that had something to do with the control crystals floating next to the eye? They were etherite crystals, he was pretty sure. Two miniature etherite towers adorned each side of the eye, above the golem's head, moving and reacting in time with the golem's thoughts. Every time it focused its attention on something, the crystals and eye both swung in that direction.

Right now, its attention was focused on Cale, and its eye was scrunched up in confusion.

"Am I in the right class?" it asked, looking around the classroom and then pulling out its schedule scroll to check. After a moment of staring at the scroll, it switched to staring at the elf still clinging to Cale's shoulder. "That isn't the professor, is it?"

"No, it is," Cale said, patting Graystalk awkwardly on the back. "He's just... having a moment. Don't worry about it."

"Oh." The golem didn't seem any less confused, but the etherite crystals were folding back, almost in resignation. Cale wondered if they functioned like ears. They seemed to. "Should I come back later?"

"No, no," Cale said. "I think that would make things worse. Graystalk doesn't like it when we're late, you know? It makes him feel like we don't respect his class."

At his words, Graystalk burst into a fresh set of tears, causing the golem's etherite crystals to spring up briefly in surprise. That settled it, then. They pretty much did function like ears.

"Ah." The golem processed his words, then nodded. "I'm sorry I'm late, professor. There were an unusual number of overgrown plants in my path. Except for the last set, which were trimmed into the shape of a rude gesture?"

Cale beamed. He'd been hoping those were universal. You never knew, sometimes. The extra fifteen seconds he'd taken trimming those shrubs had been worth it, then. "Thanks to yours truly," he said proudly, doing his best to ignore the professor as he slowly maneuvered himself into a position to reach out a hand. "I'm Cale. I hope you didn't think those were directed at you."

"Not at all," the golem said dryly, rolling forward to shake his hand briskly. And it did roll, to Cale's delight—its lower body was a massive, spherical boulder that had been polished to a shine. "Nala and her cronies aren't quite that artistic. I'm Syphus, by the way."

"Pleasure to meet you!" Cale said cheerfully. He paused. "Who's Nala?"

The golem tilted its head toward Whiteleaf, who had been slowly turning redder and redder throughout their conversation. "Guess."

Right. Whiteleaf was her last name, not her first name. Cale thought about this for a moment, then decided he'd keep calling her Whiteleaf. He was used to it by now, and besides, switching to Nala after he won this duel thing seemed like it would annoy her far more.

Speaking of which, Whiteleaf seemed doubly enraged now that she'd learned what happened to the shrubbery outside. She shot up from her desk and brandished her wand, her grip so tight her knuckles began to turn white. "You will not ignore me," she practically snarled. Cale wondered if there was any point trying to tell her he was out of her league.

Probably not. And the duel did sound like it might be fun.

"Professor?" he said, nudging the older elf gently. "I think Whiteleaf might have some kind of stroke if we keep ignoring her."

Graystalk seemed to slowly gather himself. It took almost a minute, but he pulled away from Cale and straightened, clearing his throat a few times. A quick spell covered up any remaining redness in his eyes, and after another moment, he looked as though nothing had happened.

Whiteleaf glared at him expectantly. "Well?"

"Ms. Whiteleaf," Professor Graystalk said, his tone even. "Are you certain you wish to duel Cale? I cannot guarantee your protection should you choose to do this."

Whiteleaf scowled. "Why would I be scared of some Astral freak? They can't even cast Standard spells right."

"Astral students interact differently with most forms of magic," Graystalk corrected. "It does not make them incapable, only unpredictable. Were it not for the Orstrahl Kingdom's strict adherence to the Standard Array, many of them would be considered some of the most powerful mages on this continent."

"So what?" Whiteleaf demanded. "You think I can't handle a little bit of unpredictability? Have you forgotten that I am Brightgrove royalty? Have you forgotten what that means?"

Graystalk's eye twitched. "Ms. Whiteleaf—"

"I am one of very few mages with a prismatic core," she said. "He said it himself, didn't he? The faster mage wins. Prismatic cores are the fastest cores out there. It won't matter how dangerous his spells are if he doesn't get to cast, does it?"

Graystalk sighed. "You do not—"

Whiteleaf narrowed her eyes. "You remain an honorary part of Brightgrove only through my father's favor," she said. "And as the Mage Killer and a member of the Brightgrove Elves, it is your duty not to interfere with challenges. Try to prevent this one more time and I will ensure your exile."

Professor Graystalk stiffened slightly at the threat. Cale just sighed. Of course she was a princess of some kind.

"Very well," Graystalk said coldly. "By your command. I suppose if that is the case, you will not object if I set out the terms of the duel? Cale is rather new to our traditions, as you might imagine."

Whiteleaf sniffed. "I will allow it," she said, sitting back down at her desk and folding her arms daintily in front of her.

Cale eyed her curiously. She had no idea what she was in for, did she?

"Cale," Graystalk said. The professor's tone was grave. "I assume you are unfamiliar with the rules of a restricted duel, such as the one Ms. Whiteleaf has challenged you to. I will walk you through those rules to the best of my ability."

He lowered his voice, and cast a spell almost too quick to see—a basic obfuscation ward descended around them, the same kind Whiteleaf apparently made regular use of. "Do your best not to kill her. We cannot have a diplomatic incident with the Brightgrove King."

Cale shot Graystalk a wounded look. "I would never," he lied. The professor stared at him, expression flat, and after a moment, Cale acquiesced. "In most circumstances."

"And I take it we are not yet in one of those circumstances?" Graystalk said dryly.

"Not unless she secretly orchestrated your whole curse and scar situation," Cale said cheerfully. He expected Graystalk to snort and roll his eyes, maybe to explain what had really happened—Cale was very curious—but instead, there was a long silence.

Slowly, Cale raised an eyebrow. Graystalk frowned at him. "Do not make that face," he said. "I am... thinking. I do not think she did; it would... unless..."

"Did you really not consider this before?" Cale asked, blinking at him. Graystalk flushed and stood to his full height, stepping back a few paces to put some distance between them.

"It does not matter for this duel," he said. He dropped the obfuscation ward before Cale could respond, then cleared his throat.

"The rules of a restricted duel are as follows," he said, avoiding Cale's stare. "First: the restriction must be adhered to by all participants of the duel. In this case, all spellwork must be derived from spells of the Standard Array as defined by the Gift—"

Whiteleaf cleared her throat. "And you can't cheat, in case you're thinking about it," she said, her tone insufferably smug. "The Gift itself will moderate a mage's duel. You can only put mana into Standard Array spells. Of course, if the Gift happens to modify those spells for you, that's allowed. It means you're divinely ordained by the God of Magic himself."

She was smirking. Cale cocked his head curiously, watching as the elves around her began whispering to one another. Something about a royal decree and Brightgrove secrets? Clearly, Whiteleaf believed this was some sort of secret advantage she had.

"Second," the professor said, doing his best to ignore Whiteleaf. "Basic mana manipulation, such as barriers, are allowed. Bear in mind they are for defensive purposes only."

Cale was starting to feel bad for Whiteleaf.

"Third, a mage's duel consists of a set of three challenges," Graystalk said. "Only two of the three need to be won for the victor to be determined, and the challenged may pick two of the three challenges to be done first. For a Standard Array restriction, the potential challenges are set in stone—you may choose between them, but may not come up with one of your own."

As he spoke, the professor strode back to his desk, rummaging around for a moment before withdrawing a scroll that looked old and withered. Cale carefully rolled it open, glancing over the challenges.

Well... this would make it easier not to accidentally kill Whiteleaf, as long as she didn't choose the combat challenge.

"Fourth, the winner will acquire the loser's Wing credits, up to a maximum of three."

Well, he only had one of those.

"And finally," Graystalk said, drawing Cale's attention. "A mage may choose a second to take their place at any point during any of the challenges. The second must agree to this, and it must be an individual that was present when the duel was issued."

Huh. What a strange restriction. It was definitely in Whiteleaf's favor—the majority of the class was composed of elves, and he was pretty sure they were all Brightgrove loyalists—but it wasn't like he was going to need a second.

"I'll help, if you want," Syphus whispered to him. Cale jumped. He'd forgotten the golem was there. "Always wanted the chance to kick her smug face in. Just let me take one of the credits when we win."

Cale opened his mouth to point out that Syphus didn't have any legs, remembered [Blabbermouth], and paused. "You think she's going to pick the combat challenge?" he asked instead. "Will you be able to handle her? You're Astral too, right?"

Presumably, that was the reason Whiteleaf seemed to have it out for Syphus. The golem snorted, and Cale almost flinched as one of its etherite crystals darted out to point at a line in the scroll. "I am, but the combat challenge only specifies that the duel lasts until one participant is exhausted of their mana," it said smugly. "I've challenged her to a duel before, believe it or not, but she has never accepted. In this case, however..."

Syphus didn't have a mouth, but somehow Cale got the impression it was giving him an evil grin. He paused for a moment.

"Well," he said. "I don't plan on picking the combat challenge, so hopefully it won't come to that—"

"I choose the combat challenge," Whiteleaf announced loudly, smirking at the two of them.

"—by which I mean welcome to the team," Cale finished, sticking a hand out to Syphus. He could almost swear it was smirking at him when it reached out to shake his hand once more.

Cale wondered what its story was. Maybe he'd get the chance to find out later. Golems weren't typically this lively or self-assured, and the etherite crown it was sporting... that was a strange choice for a golem.

For now, though, he turned his attention back to the scroll and went about picking out his two challenges. Graystalk hadn't indicated any kind of time limit, after all, and Whiteleaf was turning more and more purple with every second that passed.

Cale didn't want to waste that much time on all this, but it was a perfect opportunity to make a game out of seeing how purple she could get.





"The first challenge will be in spell acquisition," Professor Graystalk announced.

It hadn't taken that long for Cale to decide on the challenges he'd compete in. Mostly, he picked them based on what he thought would be funniest, and as far as he was concerned, the selections he'd made were all a delight. He was pretty sure Graystalk knew what he was doing, too, or the professor wouldn't have given him that look of exasperated amusement.

In spite of any professional reluctance he might have held, though, he didn't take much convincing—especially when Whiteleaf began shooting them her trademark disgusted looks. Nor was he blind to the impact that this duel might have on his class and their perception of the Standard Array.

As a result, they'd all been moved outside, much to the confusion of the elven majority of the class. Syphus thought it strange, but was mostly just pleased by the added maneuverability granted by the academy's training grounds. Cale was the only one that understood why Graystalk moved them all outside, and he wasn't about to start explaining.

It'd be much more fun to show them, after all.

The particular training ground Graystalk brought them to didn't have much in the way of warding. It was, as best Cale could tell, a location selected explicitly to handle the more destructive of the Academy's students.

Which is to say it was pretty much just a patch of sand from the same desert Cale had needed to trek through to get here to begin with. Many of the elves, including Whiteleaf, looked uncomfortable and out of place in the middle of all that sand; in fact, of the elves, Graystalk was the only one that seemed entirely comfortable.

Syphus was outright delighted by the sand, but that didn't surprise Cale. The golem was rolling around in it joyfully, almost as if it had forgotten about the upcoming duel. Its attention was quickly grabbed when Graystalk began speaking again, though.

"I will demonstrate one spell from the Standard Array that neither of you have learned," the professor said, his arms folded neatly behind his back. "As a reminder, the average mage requires thirty minutes to an hour to learn a spell from the Standard Array. The acquisition challenge stipulates that the spell must be acquired within fifteen minutes, or else the challenge selector—in this case, Cale—forfeits the challenge. Otherwise, the mage that first acquires the spell is considered the victor."

Whiteleaf rolled her eyes. "Seriously," she said. "You chose acquisition? Against a Brightgrove royal? The Gift favors us, you know."

Cale ignored her, much to her irritation. "How will you know who got the spell first?" he asked. "Do we have to demonstrate the spell?"

"No," Graystalk said. "Official challenges such as these are mediated in part by the Gift. It will mark whoever acquires the spell first with golden mana."

"Perfect." Cale nodded, satisfied. The elves were muttering among one another, alternating between staring at Cale and Whiteleaf; one or two of them, he noticed, were starting to look hesitant, like they understood something here was off.

Those were the clever ones. He winked at them, and they immediately pretended they hadn't been staring.

"If there are no further questions, we will begin," Graystalk said. He closed his eyes and reached out, palm up. "O Gift of Karath, we call on your attention, for a challenge has been set and must be answered; grant us the gift of knowledge, that we may know fool from victor, and mage from charlatan..."

Cale blinked. He hadn't expected that. It was similar to a divine chant of sorts, but sure enough, he could feel the Gift's attention slowly grow on both he and Whiteleaf, not that Whiteleaf seemed like she noticed anything.

"Now," Graystalk said. "Watch closely."

He lifted his wand and began to channel a spell. Cale took a moment to admire how perfectly efficient Graystalk's spellcasting was—it was a thing of beauty, really. Even with his casting slightly slowed for the purposes of the challenge, it was over remarkably quickly. The energy around Graystalk flashed into a network of charged, mirror-attuned mana, buzzing with potential.

"Wha—you did that too fast!" Whiteleaf blustered, outrage. Cale gave her a quizzical look.

"Even if he did, you can tell what spell he cast based on its effect and learn it that way, can't you?" he asked. She turned to stare at him.

"What are you talking about?" she said. "That's not how it works. If you think it is, then I'd like to see you try—" 

Golden mana exploded out of Cale. It roared out of him as a shockwave, almost, carrying with it a degree of physical force that simply being marked as a victor probably shouldn't have held.

You have learned [Lesser Reflection]!

[Lesser Reflection, Level 1] [Second Tier, Active] [100 Mana]

Reflect a percentage of any incoming magical effect that is second tier or less.

"Ooh, neat," Cale said, pleased. "Was that supposed to be so dramatic?"

Graystalk grinned. Whiteleaf's jaw dropped. Syphus, who had no particular inclination to hold itself to any politically correct standard, burst into raucous laughter.

"Now," Graystalk said, making no effort to hide his own amusement. "Shall we move on to the next challenge? I believe you chose the one based on casting speed."

"Faster mage wins, am I right?" Cale gave Whiteleaf a pleasant smile. "I thought I'd give you a freebie."

  

    
        Chapter 13 — Introduction to the Standard Array, Pt 3

    
    
    
    
  Nala Whiteleaf had no idea how Cale had beaten her, but he wasn't going to do it again.

He'd cheated. Somehow. She didn't know how, but he had to have! The Mage Killer had helped him, or... or something. There was no way a mere human could have beaten a Brightgrove royal otherwise—the Gift favored them. It let them learn spells faster than anyone else, gave them passives no one else could acquire. There was no way she could lose to someone from the Astral Wing.

Her hands were trembling. She clenched them into fists, trying to stop them. Nala could feel the others staring at her, whispering. What were they whispering about? About her loss? Were they mocking her for being weak? For being a poor example of a royal?

"I didn't lose," she snapped. "He cheated somehow! The professor helped him!"

Some of the elves around her nodded in agreement, but Nala saw a few of them staring at her doubtfully. She scowled at them until they looked away, burning their faces into her mind. She'd remember them when this was over. She'd remember this... this humiliation.

Just in case, she called to the Gift. Maybe Cale had done something. Maybe he'd locked away one of her aurics, somehow, prevented her from picking up the spell the professor had shown them.

But no. It was still there.

[Spell Scholar, Level MAX] [Brightgrove Blessing, Auric Passive]

Increases spell acquisition aptitude by 50%. Prerequisites must be met to learn anything above the second tier.

How could Cale possibly have beaten her with something like that at her fingertips? She had a blessing from the Gift itself! Her father was the Brightgrove King, the leader of the foremost mage-clan of the elven population on all of Utelia. Their elders held enough power to collapse entire mountains, and she was set to inherit all of that.

She'd dominated every aptitude test she'd been subjected to throughout her childhood. Her prismatic core carried a whole 46 mana aspects, nearly unheard of for prismatics. When she attended her aspect magnification classes, she'd come out as the fastest prismatic mage there, able to magnify the aspect she needed at a moment's notice. Anything she didn't already have in her core she could attune, but conveniently, all 46 of her mana aspects were the ones most commonly used in spells.

More importantly, she learned every spell she tried to learn an order of magnitude faster than anyone else. Standard Array spells, in particular, took only minutes of focused study.

It was patently absurd that Cale had managed to pick up that spell in what seemed like seconds. For Nala Whiteleaf, the question wasn't whether or not he'd cheated—it was how he'd cheated. Had he already studied the spell? That was unlikely. The whole point of using the Gift as an arbitrator was that it could catch cases like that, and the Gift had declared Cale's victory legitimate.

And it had done so in quite possibly one of the most absurd displays of magic she'd ever seen. It was like it wanted to humiliate her. What was the point in flooding the field like that? She'd never seen a signal so powerful, not even when she'd won a similar test against one of the Brightgrove Elders. It had been bright, but there hadn't been an entire shockwave to go along with it.

Nala gritted her teeth.

She hated the fact that she was even here. Professor Graystalk's classes were pointless. Who cared about the Standard Array? The spells were easy to learn and easy to counter. No mage worth their salt would be peddling spells like [Burn] and [Bestow Light] when they could be using [Incinerate] and [Illuminate]. Not only were the effects stronger, they were harder to dispel.

Still, the class was a mandatory class, and if she had to attend it then she'd at least attend the one that was being taught by the fabled Mage Killer. The scar was a pity, really. Graystalk had been one of the only Brightgrove elders she respected, and the strength of his magic had been one of the reasons her father had considered him a potential suitor for her. He was a little old, but his bloodline was strong—he would have made a decent husband.

The scar ruined any chance of that, of course. Curse-blood was tainted and always would be, even if the curse was cured, and priests capable of breaking curses that strong were few and far between besides.

"The second challenge will be speed casting," Graystalk said. Nala looked up at that, feeling the knot in her stomach beginning to settle.

Cale might have beaten her at spell acquisition. Somehow. She didn't know how, but the Gift had decided he'd won. Fine. She couldn't dispute that without making herself look like a fool—she'd look into it later, away from the prying eyes of her classmates.

But speed casting? That was what he'd chosen?

Nala Whiteleaf had been confident before, but with this challenge, she was absolutely certain.

There was no way she could lose. Not with a prismatic core that held the essential aspects of every spell in the Standard Array.





Cale was pretty sure he'd lose this next challenge, but that was pretty much why he'd chosen it. The challenge order, after all, was fixed: Cale's selected challenges had to be completed first. If he won both challenges, then Whiteleaf would never get to her combat challenge, and neither he nor Syphus would get the chance to kick her in the face.

But he didn't want to give Whiteleaf the satisfaction of winning any of the challenges, either. The idea had come to him while he was reading through the list of challenges he could propose. This one was perfect.

"As a reminder to the audience, speed casting is a two-stage challenge," Graystalk said. "And I will take this opportunity to note that speed casting is one of the reasons even seasoned archmages do not abandon the Standard Array. The spells chosen for the Array were selected by mages more experienced than you or I; they are some of the fastest spells and most efficient spells known to exist."

Whiteleaf rolled her eyes. "You can make excuses all you want, Mage Killer. The Standard Array is for mages that can't do any better. I've seen real mages fight."

Graystalk paused. "I am aware you have observed many duels between our elders, Ms. Whiteleaf, and I do not mean to say there is no place for higher-tier spellwork when it comes to magical combat. However, you would do well to remember that duels are not the same thing as true warfare. Our elders duel to show off how far they've come with their magic.

"In an average battle between two mages, the Standard Array composes the majority of spells cast. High-tier spells are used most often to throw off the rhythm of the battle. Other exceptions exist, of course. If an opponent is good enough with barriers, high-tier magic becomes almost a requirement to break through. Alternatively, battles fought over long enough distances use an entirely different set of basic spells."

The professor smiled a thin smile. "Does that satisfy your concerns, Ms. Whiteleaf?"

Whiteleaf frowned, but didn't seem to have anything to say in response; a few of the elves around her were beginning to mutter. Cale saw a few of them grabbing notebooks and jotting things down, and evidently Graystalk did too. The professor seemed like he was on the verge of getting emotional again at the sight.

Evidently, some of the elves were finally beginning to realize why the Standard Array was considered mandatory. Cale wondered if Whiteleaf had been the one to lead them down this path. She couldn't have been the only one, since Graystalk had clearly been dealing with this type of thing in his classes for a while, but she was at the very least the latest.

Her grip on the class was slipping, though.

"Also, you keep saying Mage Killer like it's an insult," Cale remarked, leaning against the makeshift platform Graystalk was standing on. "First of all, that's a badass moniker. Second, you're a mage."

That one got him a few snickers. Whiteleaf turned to glare at the offending elves, who promptly pretended to be looking somewhere else.

"As I was saying." Graystalk cleared his throat. "Speed casting is a two-stage challenge. Technically speaking, only the result matters: the mage that achieves the desired effect first is the victor. However, the Gift is a tool both for learning and the development of magic, and as such, it sees fit to show us not only the victor, but who achieves the requisite amount of attuned mana first."

That was the main reason Cale had selected this challenge, really. It was interesting, in a way: the point of the Standard Array challenges seemed to be to highlight areas that a mage might be deficient in. Spell acquisition was all about understanding a spell enough for the Gift to grant it to you. Speed casting was about attunement or magnification, followed by the act of feeding mana into the spell. The efficiency with which a mage did either could impact both the speed at which the spell completed and the magnitude of its effect.

Graystalk was an absolute monster at both, and Whiteleaf...

Well, she was okay. Cale supposed she was indeed very good compared to the average mage, but even the "average" mage tended to have a sort of personality to their magic. It shaped everything from how they attuned their mana to how they fueled their spellforms.

Whiteleaf, on the other hand, was so picture-perfect with how she did things it was just sort of boring.

"Hurry up and start," Whiteleaf said impatiently. Cale rolled his eyes and watched as Graystalk set out two small tables and a candle atop each, then spoke a quiet incantation; soon, a gentle aura of white mana settled around both Whiteleaf and Cale.

"Take your positions by the candle," Graystalk said. "When I say 'begin', a ten-second countdown will begin, at the end of which your auras will turn red. That is the indication to cast [Burn] to light these candles. Both of you have [Burn], correct?"

"Yep," Cale said cheerfully. He'd told Graystalk as much earlier. Whiteleaf just nodded tersely, getting into position.

"For the benefit of the audience," Graystalk said, raising his voice. "The mage whose aura turns green is the mage who manages to gather enough mana of the correct aspect first. The mage whose aura turns gold is the challenge victor. If the same mage wins both aspects of the challenge, they will have a golden aura, whilst the other mage will have a red one."

Cale was pretty sure he saw some of the elves exchanging bets. Amusingly enough, Syphus had made its way into the crowd and was making as many bets as it could. Without Whiteleaf around, a lot of the elves seemed far more amenable to its presence.

"Now, Cale, Ms. Whiteleaf." The professor was doing his best to pretend he didn't see his students betting on the outcome of this duel. "Are you both ready?"

Whiteleaf's grip on her wand tightened. Cale stood next to his candle, stance relaxed.

"Begin."

A bead of sweat trickled down Whiteleaf's forehead. She stared at the candle like her life depended on it. Cale, on the other hand, stuck his hands into his pockets and looked around; the elves all seemed deeply invested. Syphus was giving him an encouraging thumbs-up, but it was well aware of the plan.

Graystalk raised an eyebrow at him. "You could at least pretend to look invested, you know."

"Yeah, but that's not as fun." Cale grinned.

The countdown finished. Cale watched with interest as Whiteleaf's aura flickered red, then rapidly turned gold; a thin trail of smoke rose into the air to accompany the merry flame that now burned steadily atop her candle. She stared down at the golden light dancing along her arms, almost like she couldn't believe she'd won.

And then she spun around, expression haughty and sneering as ever. "I knew it," she said. "I knew you couldn't—"

She froze. Cale hadn't moved; his hands were still resting casually in his pockets, and he was watching the crowd of elves instead of paying any attention to the candle or Whiteleaf.

Amusingly enough, most of the elves in question were staring at him instead of the Brightgrove princess. A few of them did let out a few half-hearted cheers, but those seemed to incense Whiteleaf more than it helped. The rest of them...

Well, they were staring at the green mana swirling around him and crackling like a miniature storm.

"Aw, shucks," Cale said. "No need to stare. I'm very shy."

Syphus snorted. It stopped collecting money from disgruntled elves long enough to turn and call him out, its tone amused. "Liar."

"Guilty as charged." Cale waved at the crowd, then turned to Whiteleaf and clicked his tongue. "You need to stop making that face, by the way. It makes you look constipated."

The advice didn't help, unfortunately. If anything, she looked even more constipated than before. "I... what..." she sputtered. "How dare—no, I mean, how did you—"

"Oh, that's the question, isn't it?" Cale shrugged, making no attempt to hide his smirk. "Guess I'm just faster. But you still won, don't worry! We can move on to the third challenge now, if you want."

"You didn't even try," Whiteleaf said, pointing her wand at him. "You didn't light your candle!"

"Didn't want to," Cale agreed. "I would've lost anyway. I can't cast Standard Array spells very fast."

Technically, he couldn't cast them at all. He could pour his mana into one, but then he'd have to wait for the Gift to turn it into a spell capable of withstanding his mana. The rules of the restricted duel technically allowed it—Gift intervention was considered a form of divine intervention and superceded the normal duel restrictions—but that process tended to take a few seconds.

He could have tried anyway, he supposed, but he didn't want to reveal the full extent of his capabilities just yet.

"I want a rematch," Whiteleaf said. "You can't possibly be faster than me at this. I bet you have—you have a fire aspect core or something. That's why you didn't need to attune. You and Graystalk planned this, didn't you?"

Cale cocked a brow. "Interesting theory," he said. "That would be pretty clever of us, I suppose. You know what? Sure. I'm willing to test that out. Gift, mind giving us a reset? Aspect-testing only."

At this, Graystalk physically cringed. "Cale," he hissed. "The Gift is not something you can simply casually address—"

He was interrupted by a white glow once more settling around both Cale and Whiteleaf. Cale beamed. "Thank you!" he called.

Graystalk sighed. "...I think perhaps I should speak to Headmaster Akkau again on what exactly you are."

Whiteleaf either hadn't registered the exchange or didn't care. "Are we having a rematch or not?" she demanded, and Cale rolled his eyes.

"You won," he said patiently, as if explaining it to a child. "We're not having a rematch. But I'm willing to let you test this fire core theory. Why don't you pick the aspect, this time?"

Whiteleaf's eyes narrowed. She snarled. "You think you're so special," she said, taking a step forward and jabbing a finger into his chest. "Fine. Water."

"An opposing aspect," Cale said approvingly. "Good choice. Professor, would you mind?"

"Begin," Graystalk said, his lips twitching slightly. He knew what was about to happen.

Ten seconds later, Cale's aura turned green, and Whiteleaf's stayed red. The elf said nothing for a long moment, then grabbed the front of his shirt, yanking him close.

"Whoa," Cale said. "This is second date territory."

"Earth," Whiteleaf seethed, ignoring him. A lot of the elves were murmuring among one another now. Some were giving her nervous glances, and more than a few seemed to be looking at her in a new light.

Cale almost felt bad for her.

"Begin," Graystalk said experimentally, and almost jumped when their auras turned white. He shot the sky a quizzical look, but it offered him no answers.

Ten seconds later, Cale's aura turned green once again. Whiteleaf, on the other hand, was beginning to turn a color that matched the red mana dancing around her. This was, what, the third time now? Cale resisted making a joke about it.

"Light," Whiteleaf said, looking increasingly desperate.

"Begin."

The pattern repeated. Within the crowd, Syphus was looking more and more delighted, like this was the best day of its life. Many of the elves, on the other hand, were beginning to look uncomfortable. One of them tried to speak, wringing her hands together.

"Nala," she said. "I don't think—"

"Shut up, Julia," Whiteleaf hissed. She rounded on Cale. "How about this? Decay."

"That's not even in the Standard Array!" Julia protested, this time more strongly. To Cale's surprise, a few of the other elves joined her in protest, murmuring in agreement.

"I will not allow that," Graystalk said, his tone turning severe. "You are well aware, Ms. Whiteleaf, that misuse of the Gift is a serious offense. Cale has been generous enough to allow these tests as it is."

"He shouldn't be able to beat me!" Whiteleaf spun to glare at the professor, her eyes wild; her hand twitched, like she was ready to point her wand at him. "I have a prismatic core! Aspect magnification is my best class!"

"You have a false prismatic core," Cale commented idly, frowning slightly. This seemed a bit much, even for an elf having a breakdown. He watched her a little more carefully, noting the disheveled hair, the way she trembled. The more she broke down, the more a presence seemed to reveal itself in the gaps of her magic.

Strange. It felt familiar, too, except... no. It couldn't be what he was thinking of.

"What?" Whiteleaf turned to stare at him, and the feeling vanished. Her confusion had broken her out of her reverie. "All prismatic mages are false prismatics. True prismatics don't exist, and if they did, they would be utterly useless as mages."

"Well..." Cale trailed off. Before he could finish, however, the professor cut in smoothly.

"If I may?" he asked.

Cale raised an eyebrow slightly, saw the barely-suppressed smirk in Graystalk's eyes, and laughed. "What, you want to steal my thunder?"

"I have had to deal with Ms. Whiteleaf for the better part of an academic year," Graystalk answered smoothly.

"Fair point." Cale took a step back and gave Graystalk an overdramatic bow. "Have at it, then."

Graystalk rolled his eyes, but raised his voice, speaking both to Whiteleaf and the rest of the class. "It seems that—due, in part, to an erroneous assumption on my part—I have failed to properly introduce Cale to this class," he said. "Please welcome Headmaster Akkau's personal apprentice, Cale Cadwell Cobbs."

The elves' eyes went wide. Syphus's etherite-ears perked up and swung toward him. Cale waved at them all merrily.

"His arrangement is rather unique," Graystalk continued. "He will be a student in this class, but he is also charged with assisting me with your education. I admit I was skeptical of the Headmaster's plans and claims, at first, but I believe Cale has more than proven himself."

"What does any of this have to do with prismatic mages?" Whiteleaf demanded.

"I should have hoped it was obvious by now, Ms. Whiteleaf," Graystalk said. "But if it must be explicitly stated... We believe Cale to be Utelia's very first true prismatic mage."

Several jaws dropped, and the class erupted with excited chatter. Even Syphus was looking at him in a new light.

"Damn," it said. "I can't believe you kept that from me when we were planning."

"I did tell you what to bet on, though," Cale said cheerfully. "I figured I'd leave it up to whether or not you trusted me. If I actually told you the secret, the betting would've been kind of unethical."

"Because that's the issue here," it said sarcastically. Cale snickered, then turned back to Whiteleaf, who shrank back from him.

"Still want a rematch?" he asked.

For the first time, her response was small. She shook her head. "...No."

"Still want to fight?"

Whiteleaf's eyes hardened. "Yes," she said. "It doesn't matter if you're Headmaster Akkau's apprentice. You dishonored my clan. Besides, I know your secret now. It's why you haven't been casting, isn't it? True prismatic spells would take every last drop of your mana. All I need to do is make you waste it, and I win."

"Interesting theory," Cale said again, smiling slightly. That was how a real mage thought. She was wrong, of course, but unlike all the other excuses she'd been making, this one took into account everything she knew.

Most importantly, she was... well, she was technically still underestimating him, but she was no longer looking at him like he was beneath her.

No. She was looking at him like a rival.

"Let's test it, shall we?" he said, cracking his neck. His original plan had been to allow her to waste her mana against his barriers. Then he'd switch with Syphus and let the golem wail on her a few times until she exhausted the rest of her mana.

But if what he'd felt from her earlier was correct, then something had followed him here when he was summoned, and that required a slightly different plan.

Graystalk seemed to realize something was off. "What is it, Cale?"

"Nothing," Cale said. "I just need to test something. I can do it during the challenge. Can you start it, please?"

The professor eyed him, then nodded. "As a reminder, only spells from the Standard Array are allowed. If the Gift modifies them, that is its prerogative. Take your positions."

Cale and Whiteleaf both walked to stand on opposing sides of the stage. Cale gave her a small bow. Whiteleaf hesitated for a moment, glanced at the murmuring elves that were watching them, then bowed back.

Graystalk whispered his incantation, and then—

"Begin."

Whiteleaf fired some sort of spell. Cale didn't pay attention to it; it glanced harmlessly off his barriers, anyway. Instead, he poured his mana into his newly-acquired Standard Array spell: [Lesser Reflection].

This time, he made sure to give it a little more than just a drop.
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  Perhaps the most convenient thing about this whole duel thing was that it was done under the supervision of an expert mage and arbitrated by the Gift itself; had the situation been different, Cale might have been far more reticent about experimenting with magic, even if it was a spell that was largely defensive. Who knew what [Lesser Reflection] would turn into?

If this was what he thought it was, though, then an evolved [Lesser Reflection] would...

Well, it wouldn't solve the problem. Voidcytes weren't a problem that could be solved with magic alone. If Cale was being perfectly honest, he'd been rather relieved when those elves had summoned him here—the last universe was a bit of a lost cause, even after almost thirty years living there and studying the problem. Magic there barely worked, and without mana to keep its universal filament intact, the whole thing was unraveling.

Granted, that universe had more severe problems than its voidcyte infestation. Cale frowned.

Still, if some of those voidcytes had followed him here, that was worrying. It wasn't just that they could hide themselves thoroughly within even the most powerful of mages—the biggest problem with voidcytes was that their mere presence tended to attract a whole host of other, bigger dangers. Anomalies that didn't quite abide by the rules of magic, for instance. Eldritch gods that could snap reality apart with the weight of their gaze alone.

His ex.

Cale shuddered at the thought.

Really, the idea that anything had managed to follow him through a ritual summoning implied that those elves hadn't bothered with basic summoning protections, which presented a whole host of problems on his own. Cale's barriers would normally have prevented that sort of piggybacking, but he'd had to let his own barriers down to let the summoning work in the first place. Those elves hadn't exactly been powerful.

Hm.

Well, he could worry about most of these things later. Voidcyte infestations weren't all that dangerous early on as long as they weren't left to fester, and he'd learned a few tricks to keep them contained in the time he'd spent in that last universe. If anything, Utelia would give him even more options when it came to containment.

First things first, though: before he could contain the voidcyte, he needed to extract it, and that was where [Lesser Reflection] came into play.

Or rather, its evolved spell.

Mana overload detected! Attempting to compensate...

Adjusting spell construct...

[Lesser Reflection] has evolved into [Auric Dominion]!

He glanced at the new spell.

[Auric Dominion, Level 1] [Tenth Tier (Unique), Active] [1.0e35 Mana]

Take control of the flow of mana within a limited range. Overrides the mana manipulation abilities of most entities at tiers less than archmage.

Cale raised an eyebrow. That was a pretty impressive spell. It had the potential to lock down mages entirely, provided he got close enough. The only real problem with it was the limited range thing—he needed to be almost next to the mage in question for it to work.

So he started walking.

It was only about halfway across the stage that he realized that casually walking across the stage while half a dozen Standard Array spells bounced off his barriers was probably kind of intimidating. Whiteleaf was starting to panic-cast, beads of sweat dripping down her forehead; it was causing that strange presence to begin emerging from the gaps in her magic again.

He did technically need to bring it out, but this felt unnecessarily cruel. Cale decided to speed things up by turning his walk into a sprint.

Whiteleaf began screaming and panic-casting even faster, which was impressive. Cale blinked and stopped in his tracks, reviewing his actions for a moment.

Ah. Right.

"Sprinting at you is probably worse than just walking at you, huh?" he asked rhetorically, frowning. Whiteleaf didn't deign him with a response. She was breathing heavily, her wand sparking with her magic as she forced herself to take a breather.

Somewhere off to the side, Professor Graystalk snorted.

"Well, I need to get close," Cale said. "So... sorry."

He went back to sprinting.

Whiteleaf demonstrated a truly impressive array of spells in her attempt to push him back. Cale counted among them a force spell, a wind spell, and a spell meant to make the floor beneath him slippery and difficult to walk on. Cale took advantage of the last one by simply letting himself skate along the floor, much to Whiteleaf's consternation.

There were a lot of spells in the Standard Array, apparently. Even Graystalk looked begrudgingly impressed—Whiteleaf's repertoire evidently extended somewhat beyond whatever he'd covered in the syllabus. She didn't quite have the same expertise as Graystalk did, though. If she'd just thought to combine one of those force spells with the slippery floor spell, she might have been able to slow him down.

As it was, Cale finally stepped close enough to bring Whiteleaf within range of his [Auric Dominion], and everything stopped.

"Hm," Cale said, his brows furrowing. "I'm not sure I like this spell. It feels weird."

"Care to elaborate?" Professor Graystalk called from the sidelines.

"[Lesser Reflection] evolved into a spell called [Auric Dominion]," Cale explained idly. "I'm using it to freeze all the mana around us in place, but it feels a lot more awkward than traditional mana manipulation. The mana is... sticky, I guess? It's kind of gross."

"I see." Graystalk paused for a beat. "And what does [Auric Dominion] do?"

"It allows me to control all mana within my range as long as it isn't under the control of another archmage-tier mage or higher," Cale said. "Pretty cool effect, I guess? I don't think I'll use it again, though. Like I said, it feels gross."

Whiteleaf flung a hand at him, which he caught. "What in the eight infernal realms are you talking about?" she demanded. "You can't be—a spell evolution? Does the Gift favor you that much? My spells are evolved too! You can't—let me go!"

"Seven," Cale said patiently. "And I can't do that. Not for a few more seconds, at least." He did his best to look apologetic. He was sympathetic to her situation, after all. "Sorry. I need to make sure you don't have a voidcyte infestation."

"What do you mean, seven?" Whiteleaf glared at him. "What's a voidcyte infestation?"

"I'm glad you asked!" Cale said happily. Finally, a chance to explain things! He loved explaining things. Except the whole seven infernal realms thing. Honestly, it was like people didn't count the infernal realms anymore.

"A voidcyte infestation is a little like an ether parasite," he explained, raising his voice so the whole class could listen in. "Or a mana parasite, if you prefer. It's an anomaly that burrows into your mana core and feeds on your mana. They're very subtle and almost impossible to spot, though; they're basically only visible if you get agitated enough to cause core turbulence or spend most of your mana."

"What—" Whiteleaf stared at him. She was trembling a little, he noticed, and tried to wrench her wrist out of his grip, but he held firm.

"Just a little longer," he said apologetically. He tried to give her as much space as he could. The situation was uncomfortable for the both of them, really. "I'm pretty sure you do have a voidcyte infestation, and we have to get it out now before it does any more damage."

"You're making this up," Whiteleaf said, her breathing shallow. Professor Graystalk frowned.

"Cale," he said. "Unless you are certain about this, I cannot—"

"There," Cale said.

Right above Whiteleaf's chest, a tiny, shadowed tendril had started to emerge, writhing about fiercely. Whiteleaf looked down and screamed. Graystalk assumed a defensive stance, pulling out his wand.

"Cale," he said. "Explain."

"Voidcyte," Cale said. "Like I thought. It's hard to force them out traditionally—you have to starve them of mana. I was hoping [Lesser Reflection] would give me something that could reflect its mana-absorption capabilities, but [Auric Dominion] is just as good."

"Danger level?" Graystalk asked.

"In this state? Low." Cale grabbed the tendril before it could thrash around too much and finally let go of Whiteleaf's wrist; she scrambled away, her eyes wide in fear as more and more of the shadowy mass spilled out from her chest.

"What is that what is that what is that—" The poor elf was practically hyperventilating. A few of her classmates were beginning to look concerned.

Cale raised his voice to speak to them, his voice sharp. "What are you doing? Go help her!"

A few of them scrambled to her side to reassure her. Cale kept his grip on the now-thrashing voidcyte. Without an active mana core to feed on, it spilled onto the ground in a mess of shadowy ink, looking almost like an ooze variant instead of the dangerous mana anomaly that it was.

"Sorry," he called to Whiteleaf again. "I wasn't sure it was voidcytes and I didn't want to scare you."

And he doubted he would have been able to get her to try standing inside his [Auric Dominion] for long enough, outside the context of this duel. She was too busy vomiting to respond to him, though.

Not too busy, however, to give him the finger. Cale was impressed. Somehow, she'd managed to make it look both insulting and grateful.

Graystalk had begun to cautiously approach, though he kept a good distance from the still-thrashing voidcyte. Cale glanced at him and inclined his head in acknowledgement. "It's a good thing we caught this early," he said. "These things are kind of a pain in the ass if they spread too much. Plus they tend to make the host mage, uh, emotional."

"From mana core fluctuation?" Graystalk asked. Cale nodded, and the professor frowned in thought. "I suppose Ms. Whiteleaf was a little worse than usual this class, but I cannot say it was significant. You were able to notice this from her outburst earlier?"

"It was pretty slight," Cale agreed. "But yes. It can't have infected her for long—if this thing followed me, then it hasn't been on Utelia for more than a few hours at this point. I'm hoping there aren't any else, but we'll have to stay on the lookout... speaking of which." He raised his voice. "Can someone get some sort of mana-proof container? Blood obsidian is best, if you have it."

Graystalk raised an eyebrow at him. "You don't plan to just destroy it?"

"With what, a spell?" Cale shook his head. "It'd just eat the spell, and it's immune to most physical forms of damage. Maybe there's a spell that can damage it, but if there is, I haven't found it."

He could overload them with mana, technically. He'd done it before. But the process was messy and destructive and would probably leave a crater in place of the school, and that would probably upset Headmaster Akkau.

"Um..." one of the elves raised a hand, though she was clearly hesitant. Cale glanced at her—she was the same elf that had protested against Whiteleaf earlier. She was one of the good ones, he decided.

"Julia, was it?" he asked. She nodded shyly.

"I have one in my room, but it's kind of small." Julia indicated the size with her hands—it wasn't much larger than the length of two handspans. "Do you think it'll, um... fit?"

"First of all, never hesitate when asking if something is going to fit," Cale remarked dryly. He snickered a bit when she blushed, then gave her a reassuring smile. "But yes, that's plenty. These things can compress themselves a lot, and even if they couldn't, I can make them."

He shot the voidcyte a dark look, and for a second, it looked almost like it was shivering.

"Anyway." Cale turned his attention back to Julia. "Would you mind grabbing it?"

"Oh, um, y-yes?" Julia said. "Or, um... no? I mean, I don't mind—"

"Thank you," Cale said, cutting in before she could trip over herself any further. Professor Graystalk seemed amused, though he brandished his wand before she could flee.

"One moment, Ms. Fadepetal," Graystalk said. "This is a rather urgent matter. I will boost your speed, with your permission."

"O-oh!" Julia blinked. "Um... okay?"

Cale watched with interest as Graystalk cast again. He didn't quite manage to catch the spells this time—Graystalk was layering a lot of them together—but he could still see that he'd neatly layered three or four different movement- and reaction-boosting effects without them interfering with one another.

The professor was an incredible mage, whether or not he was limited to the Standard Array.

"My eyes are up here," Graystalk said, sounding amused.

"Yes, but your wand is over there, and I'd much rather stare at that," Cale answered instantly. Graystalk snorted.

"You are too clever with your mouth for your own good," he said, and then, before Cale could say anything else, added: "Do not respond to that."

"But I'm so close to getting another level of [Blabbermouth]." Cale grinned. Graystalk could only shake his head. He turned, quite deliberately, to look at the cloud of sand Julia had kicked up in her wake.

Cale noticed that the tips of his ears were pink, though.

"Class is going to be rather strange with you around, isn't it?" the professor mused.

Cale shrugged. "I've been known to shake things up here and there," he said. "Although..."

"Although?"

Cale hummed thoughtfully. "Did Akkau mention the whole thing with the Thread of Fate?"

Graystalk frowned slightly. "He did, yes, although I cannot say I knew what to make of it," he admitted. "I am not well-versed in such magics. Is this a typical result of its involvement?"

"I'm not sure yet," Cale said. "Even with the Thread of Fate, it feels like things are kicking in a little fast. Makes me think there might be something else going on."

The professor gave him a sharp look. "Is that something we need to be concerned about?"

"Oh, always." Cale grinned a little, unable to resist. "But I don't think so. At least no more than you'd normally need to be, as far as the Thread is concerned. I'll let the Headmaster know if I find anything."

He paused, glancing at the still-thrashing voidcyte he was holding. "I hope Julia gets back soon, though," he added. "This is getting kind of awkward."

"The star!" the voidcyte hissed. "We are being held by the star! We thought we were too weak, but it holds us like we are precious!"

Graystalk turned to stare at it, blinking, then raised his wand warily. "In the future, Cale, perhaps mention when you are holding a sapient being captive," he said. Then he paused. "Though correct me if I am wrong, but does it sound... giddy?"

Cale sighed. "I really hope Julia gets back soon," he repeated.





Julia did, thankfully, return within about three minutes. Cale was glad for it, because by that time the voidcyte had started leaking, and he wasn't sure he wanted to know how or why it was doing this.

There had, in fact, been a faction amongst the voidcytes that had almost... worshipped him. It was awkward at best and uncomfortable at worst, even if a few of them were capable of pleasant conversation. The one he was holding wasn't one of them, though—it seemed to be one of the fanatics that belonged to the so-called Cult of the Star.

Which was the third cult he'd accidentally started. He had no idea how these things kept happening to him.

On the plus side, it meant that the voidcyte didn't protest much when he told it to get into the box, nor did it seem unwilling to answer any of his questions. "Yessss," it whispered instead, slithering into the box the moment he held it out. "We are bound by the star. The star will feed us, yes? It will give us mana?"

"If you're good," Cale said, slightly uncomfortable. Everyone in the class was staring at him at this point. Syphus was snickering, evidently amused, and Professor Graystalk's lips kept twitching. "Are there any more of you, or are you the only one that came with me?"

"There is one more of us!" the voidcyte hissed eagerly. Then it paused, as if ashamed. "We do not know where it went. We are sorry... will the star punish us now?"

"Indeed, will you?" Graystalk asked, making no effort to hide his amusement. Cale shot him a dirty look.

"I'm not answering that," he said. "Do you know if anything else followed me through? Anything that isn't a voidcyte? One of the Greater Indictments?"

The voidcyte shrank a little inside its box of blood obsidian, pulsating and swirling for a moment as it thought. "We do not know," it said eventually. "The journey was... strange. Confusing. There were too many colors. But... there may have been something more, yes."

"Great." Cale sighed. "Can't even get a straight answer. Guess I'll have to prepare for the worst... not that that's anything new, I suppose."

Professor Graystalk laughed outright. "You are, perhaps, the most interesting student I have ever had," he said. "Or assistant, I suppose. It does not feel quite right to call you a student. Will you be telling us what a Greater Indictment is, or is that a secret you plan on keeping to yourself?"

"Oh, I'll keep it a secret for now." Cale smirked a bit, glad the professor had caught on to the type of person he was. "No point causing a panic. I might let you in on it if you prove yourself, though."

"It is not often I find myself on the lesser end of an interaction," Graystalk remarked, but he didn't seem to mind. "You are a fascinating man, Cale Cadwell Cobbs."

Cale coughed. "Just Cale, please."

"Of course." Graystalk still seemed amused. "I believe you may have forgotten something, though."

"...Did I?" Cale gave himself a quick once-over. None of his clothes were missing. Graystalk gave him a strange look, as if confused that that was the first thing he'd checked, and Cale shrugged. "Look, I've been in a lot of situations, okay? What did I forget?"

A throat cleared behind him. Cale groaned. "Really?"

"We are not done, Cale Cadwell Cobbs," Whiteleaf declared, pointing her wand at him. The impression was ruined somewhat by the bit of vomit that was still on her lips. "We have not finished our duel."

"You're barely standing," Cale said, exasperated. "Also, just Cale! Why do people keep calling me by my full name?"

"It's fun to say," Syphus said, hopping up onto the stage next to him. It cracked its knuckles threateningly and looked at Whiteleaf. "Hey, if she wants to finish this duel, we should let her finish it. Don't you think?"

"I guess," Cale grumbled. He went back to stand at his spot on the stage, waiting for Whiteleaf to hobble over to hers. "But just for the record, I think this is stupid."

"Alas," Graystalk said. "Ms. Whiteleaf cannot allow Brightgrove honor to be tarnished. She initiated the duel, and so she must finish it. Are you two ready?"

Cale nodded tiredly. Whiteleaf raised her wand, a determined look in her eye. The Gift's presence had receded during the altercation with the voidcyte, but Cale could feel its attention was now once more upon them.

Graystalk raised his voice. "Begin."
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  Nala Whiteleaf walked away from that duel with a black eye and a conflicting mess of emotions, chief amongst them being a begrudging respect for a human named Cale Cadwell Cobbs.

And, to her surprise, for the golem named Syphus.

She hadn't expected it. She'd been expecting Cale to call on the golem's assistance, but her initial assumption was that Cale would lose; she hadn't expected every single one of her Brightgrove-modified Standard Array spells to just bounce off his barriers. As if he hadn't shown off enough earlier!

The worst part of it, though, was that he hadn't simply waited for her to exhaust her mana.

No, he'd begun instructing her. Telling her how to put her spells together for greater effect. Professor Graystalk had joined in, once he realized what Cale was doing, pointing out minor inefficiencies with the way she directed her mana and layered her spells.

"You can't just slap [Burn] and [Minor Wind] together," Cale had said reprovingly, clicking his tongue. "[Burn] needs to go first, and there needs to be space in the construct so [Minor Wind] can fuel it. It's a good idea, but it's sloppy."

"You must account for your Brightgrove-modified spells, Ms. Whiteleaf," Graystalk had called, sounding like he was enjoying this far too much. "They are stronger than their more common variants, yes, but [Brightgrove Burn] requires a greater volume of physical material to produce a sustainable flame. You might consider layering a spell such as [Conjure Firewood], though I do believe you missed that particular class."

Perhaps the greatest humiliation for Nala, though, was the fact that when she'd started trying out their suggestions—more out of frustration than anything else—it had worked. It hadn't gotten through Cale's ridiculous barriers, but there was an obvious and remarkable difference in the quality of her spellcasting almost immediately. She left massive tracks of glass in the sand instead of merely scorching it, for one thing.

Some of her friends had even clapped. Like they were being supportive of her. The nerve! That sort of fire was supposed to be the realm of fourth-tier spells, not some Standard Array spells slapped together.

And then when Cale decided he'd exhausted enough of her mana, he called on Syphus to replace him. He'd done it on purpose. Wasted her mana, wasted her spells so she wouldn't be able to defend herself against...

No. Nala hated to admit it, but there was a good chance the golem would have been able to beat her even if she hadn't been exhausted, and the truth was that Cale had left her with more mana than he could have. She'd thought at first that the human left the fight because he was running out of mana, but his magical aura was as strong as ever. Then she thought that perhaps he had simply gotten bored, and she had burned with anger and shame.

Worse, she had also felt relief. When Syphus first stepped onto the stage, her first thought was that she would finally be able to show what she was truly capable of. The battle would be over in an instant, and she could reclaim her honor as a Whiteleaf.

Except the golem had proven quickly to have an almost preternatural sense for magical combat. And the longer the fight went, the more certain Nala was that Cale hadn't left the fight early out of boredom, nor had he done it because he was running low on mana.

Rather, he wanted her to know without a shadow of a doubt that Syphus was a superior combat mage.

And it was.

Every spell she'd thrown, Syphus had somehow known exactly how to avoid. Nala was sure it had something to do with the scrying spells inscribed onto the damn thing, but it wasn't like she could demand that it turn off those spells—they were how it saw. Syphus's advantages were intrinsic to it, the same way her own Brightgrove blood gave her a sharper mana sense and favor from the Gift.

What did that mean? That Syphus had simply allowed her and her elves to mock it relentlessly without retaliation? Why hadn't it said something? Nala supposed she'd never really tried to talk to the thing. Even for a student of the Astral Wing, it was unusual. Artificial life was rather poorly regarded among elves, and spending time with it would have been seen as a slight on her status.

It clearly didn't like her, though. Its scrying eye had narrowed with pleasure after it struck her, etherite crystals folding back with satisfaction.

Which was why Nala was all the more confused when it stuck out a hand and helped her up.

"We're even now," it had said. "Stop messing with me when I try to get to class, though, or I will punch you again."

Nala hadn't quite been able to figure out how to react beyond simply nodding dumbly. Cale had regarded the golem for a moment, then punched its fist with his own. She didn't know what to make of that, either.

She did know that the Brightgrove coffers were going to be far emptier after today. Plenty of her classmates had made bets with Syphus about the results of the casting speed challenge—bets that most certainly dipped into Brightgrove gold—and they had lost rather spectacularly.

That was... something she should probably have been more upset about, but somehow, she couldn't quite muster the energy.

No, the only thing she could think about was getting back to her room so she could sleep off the rest of the day. She'd skip the rest of her classes, but her father would understand.

After that, she was going to need to figure out exactly how much of her world she wanted to re-evaluate, because she did not want to let Cale be the person who made her rethink how she did things. Literally anyone else would have been better. In fact, the first Astral student she encountered...

Without thinking it through, she promptly turned and strode down one of the hallways that led to the Astral Wing, and accosted the first student she saw.

"You," Nala announced, pointing at the dreadshade casting her nervous glances while he tried to sneak past her. He was accompanied by what looked like a water elemental and a minotaur. Nala tried to suppress her shiver of disgust at the sight, and only mostly managed it. "You're coming with me."

"W-what?" the dreadshade cast a wide-eyed, terrified glance at his friends, who gave him equally confused looks. Then Nala grabbed him by the hand and started to drag him away. "Hey, what are you—"

"Stop that," the water elemental demanded, stepping in front of her. Nala almost snapped a spell out, but stopped herself just in time. "You can't just kidnap our friend, Whiteleaf. What do you think you're doing?"

"I can't even leave the Astral Wing," Damien pointed out, trying to pull his wrist back. It was a futile effort. Nala considered this for a moment, then nodded.

"Fine," she said imperially. "Take me to your room, then."

She stared at them expectantly. They stared back.

Then the minotaur groaned. "I know where I remember you from," he said. "You're from Professor Graystalk's class, aren't you? I knew we took too long with lunch."

"It's not our fault the lunchlady is insane," the water elemental argued, and then she paused, narrowing her eyes. "Wait. Graystalk? Intro to Standard? That means he did this."

Nala sighed impatiently. "Well?" she said, tapping her foot. "I will pay you, if that's a problem. I have..."

Bah. She hated using these, but she had plenty of Forest credits, even after losing three of them to Cale and Syphus.

"Here," she said, brandishing three of her Forest credits. One each. That would be a loss of six today, but she could earn them back, and Brightgrove royalty didn't need credits anyway. "This is more than sufficient, I expect?"

They stared at her again. The dreadshade was the first to speak. "I guess we could bring her with us," the dreadshade mumbled. The other two glared at him. "What? We were going back there anyway, and we could use the credits... We might as well."

"Fine," the water elemental said. "But I'm watching you."

"Of course you are," Nala said. "Who doesn't?"

She had no idea why the three of them all twitched at that.





Cale sat in Professor Graystalk's office, clinking his Forest and Astral credits together and watching with fascination as they resonated.

He hadn't quite appreciated the enchantment on them when he'd gotten his first Astral credit, probably because the enchantment hadn't been complete. It had looked like a simple anti-counterfeiting measure, and he hadn't been wrong about that, exactly.

But there was a secondary component to that enchantment that was much harder to spot unless he had two of them in hand. If he was interpreting the emergent magical signature between the two credits he had correctly, then they were specifically made to resonate with one another and resolve into a complete enchantment when all its pieces were connected. He had... two parts out of five, it looked like?

Did that mean there were five Wings in total? He had no idea. Come to think of it, there were a lot of questions he probably should have asked before diving headfirst into all this.

A different man might have taken this as a sign that he needed to be more cautious. Cale did, to his credit, think about this for a moment.

Then he summarily dismissed it. Life was far more exciting when he couldn't be sure what was coming next.

This meeting, for example. The moment Intro to Standard had ended, Professor Graystalk had asked him and Syphus to accompany him to his office. Cale agreed immediately. Syphus was a little bit more cautious about it, but had eventually agreed to come along.

The fact that Syphus hadn't bothered cleaning all the sand off itself before rolling into the office didn't escape either of them, though.

Professor Graystalk had disappeared into a side room shortly after taking them into his office, ostensibly to "freshen up and gather some materials." He'd also told them to make themselves at home, which Cale took as permission to rifle through the professor's drawers, much to Syphus's delight. Unfortunately, Graystalk didn't keep anything particularly interesting in there. It was mostly half-graded papers on the effects of the various spells in the Standard Array along with a couple magically sealed letters that Cale couldn't open without risking making the desk explode.

"He's taking a while," Syphus remarked.

"I'm sure he has his reasons." Cale shrugged. He wasn't too worried about it. According to his schedule scroll, he had about two hours before the next class began. The directional arrow enchanted into it had split into two, one leading to a cafeteria and the other back to the room he shared with Damien.

Cale was impressed. That was a lot of functionality for a single enchantment. He wondered if he could get it to lead him to Akkau's office—he did still need somewhere to put the blood obsidian box that contained the voidcyte, and he had other questions he needed to ask the thing besides.

The side door clicked open before he could think too much about it, though, and Cale abandoned his ruminations to look up at Graystalk. The older elf had abandoned his formal wear for a more casual set of clothes, probably because his formal wear was covered in sand.

Not that "more casual" said all that much. He was still wearing at least three different layers, which was par for the course when it came to elven casual wear.

He was also carrying what looked like a stack of identical spell tomes. They were heavy-looking things, too, although the professor carried them with ease; there was a distinct, heavy thunk when he set them down on the desk. "Welcome back," Cale said, eyeing the tomes. "What's up with these things?"

"I will explain in a moment," Professor Graystalk said, his tone dry. "First, I would like to thank the two of you—and to apologize, especially to Syphus."

Syphus seemed startled. It shifted uncomfortably backward, suddenly self-conscious about the sand it was tracking all over the professor's carpet. "Why?" it asked, its tone guarded.

"I was well aware of the way your classmates were treating you and did little to prevent it." He leaned forward in his chair and steepled his fingers. "You could say I had my reasons, but nevertheless, it has been made clear today that I have not been performing my duties as a professor to the fullest extent; for that, I apologize. Know that I will make myself available for remedial lessons if you require it, and if Ms. Whiteleaf continues to give you trouble, I will take additional preventative measures."

Syphus didn't seem to know what to say. Its etherite crystals had folded backward slightly, and it stared at Graystalk with a mixture of what seemed to be gratitude and confusion. "Thanks?" it said eventually. "But uh... why? If you don't mind me asking."

Graystalk frowned. "It is no secret, perhaps, that us elves are a rather insular species," he said. "The Brightgrove Elves are worse than most in that regard, and while I pride myself as more open-minded than most, I have been less than kind in giving my students the opportunity to prove themselves."

"Is that the whole story?" Cale asked. He leaned back casually, kicking his legs up onto Graystalk's desk. "Because I feel like it isn't."

"Cale." Graystalk's voice held an edge of warning, though he didn't, to Cale's amusement, tell him to put his feet down.

"I'm just saying," Cale said. "Nala has been kind of rude to you this whole time, hasn't she? And you don't seem like the type to let someone mock your class like that. You know as well as I do she's probably half the reason so many of your students weren't taking the Standard Array seriously. Most mages would jump at the opportunity to be taught by someone with a moniker like Mage Killer."

"You do not need to repeat that name," Graystalk muttered, but the tips of his ears were pink again.

"Don't get me wrong," Cale said, ignoring him. "I'm sure part of it is because Standard Array spells aren't special enough for elves like them or whatever. But the other part is Nala Whiteleaf, and you were pretty willing to let her get away with whatever she wanted up until you weren't."

Syphus frowned. "I always thought it was favoritism," it said. "Are you saying—"

"I'm saying it's interesting how quickly she jumped to exiling the professor from the Brightgroves," Cale said. "If this were standard elven politics, there are at least five other threats she could have leveraged before getting to exile. Stripping him of the Mage Killer name, for instance. That's a grave insult by elven standards.

"Which means—unless I'm missing my guess—that there's a reason you need to stay among the Brightgroves." Cale raised an eyebrow. "You're trying to 'accept responsibility' or whatever. Don't get me wrong! You were, by all accounts, definitely an ass to your Astral Wing students. But you're not telling us everything, are you?"

Graystalk sighed. "Can you not simply allow me to take the blame and move on?"

"I kind of want to know too, now," Syphus said. "In fact, I feel like you kind of owe it to us, prof."

The professor sighed again. He was silent for a long, uncomfortable moment, and then he spoke.

"I have a restriction curse, as you may have noticed," he said tiredly, gesturing to the scar over his eye. "It is a lich-cast mark; a powerful variant of the standard curse that cannot be removed by any cleansing magic we have attempted. Worse, it is a curse that worsens over time, narrowing the scope of the spells I can cast.

"I have had this mark for a long time. Before I was even named Mage Killer. This curse is one of the reasons I have grown so greatly as a mage; it has forced me to adapt, to learn the true depths of every spell that remains within my repertoire.

"It has not, however, stopped increasing in strength. And the only magic capable of halting it—not curing it, not reversing it, but merely temporarily halting its progress—is contained within the Brightgrove Pools. Its sacred magics can prevent the curse from progressing, at least for a time. I take the occasional sabbatical to return to the Brightgrove and extend my time without the curse progressing. If I were to be exiled..."

"You'd lose the ability to cast magic entirely," Cale said, frowning. He'd suspected as much. Curses weren't his area of expertise, but ones that left scars were usually not the kind to be trifled with. Really, anything that left any kind of mark tended to be dangerous magic.

It wasn't something he could just dispel, either. Most magical effects were easy enough to break with a sharp burst of mana, because they settled around their target as a sort of pseudo-spellform. Curses, on the other hand, engraved themselves into a mage's core. A blind dispel was more likely to do severe damage than cure the curse.

Cale's own method of countering curses mostly involved not letting them tag him in the first place. It was one of the reasons he kept his barriers up so consistently—his mana core couldn't be tagged with a curse if the curse couldn't reach it in the first place. On the rare occasion one was able to slip past, he simply burned up the part of his core that held it.

There were some advantages to the reincarnation thing.

Almost every world forbade curse magic, and with good reason, but as with all forbidden magics, it never stopped mages from practicing the art. That was part of the reason curses were so common—for all that practitioners were technically rare, curse magic liked to spread. Give a few foolhardy mages enough time and an infinite multiverse, and, well...

This sort of thing was rather depressingly common.

"Wait—are you saying Nala was threatening you with becoming corebound?" It took Syphus a moment to process the gravity of the threat, but the moment it did, it leaned forward and slammed its fists into the desk. Both Cale and Graystalk jumped at the sudden display of emotion. "That's vile. You can't just do that to another mage."

"She is, to the best of my knowledge, unaware of the particulars of my condition." The professor rubbed the bridge of his nose tiredly; Cale could see he'd had this conversation with himself countless times. "She simply knows I cannot lose access to the Brightgrove Pools, and uses that to get what she wants. That ends now, however. Hopefully your little demonstration has humbled her, but if it has not..."

He turned to Cale, clearly wanting to move on from the conversation. "It... surprised me, how much your words and your presence changed the perspective my students hold toward the Standard Array. I received more questions about the Standard Array after that duel than after any class I have ever held."

Graystalk hesitated for a moment, then dipped his head in a slight bow. "I look forward to having you to assist me with my future classes, Cale, and to that end..."

He produced another Astral credit and pressed it into Cale's hands. "Here," he said. "Let it not be said that I am ungrateful, though it does seem that you are collecting these rather quickly." His lips twitched with faint amusement. "I do hope you know what to do with them."

"Absolutely," Cale lied. They stared at one another for a moment.

"...I am sure your friends will inform you of the details," Professor Graystalk said dryly. He nudged the stack of tomes over to the pair. "As I said, I would like to change the way I do things. I will inform Headmaster Akkau to ask the Astral Wing students who were removed prematurely to return. With your help, we may be able to find ways to allow them to cast more of the Standard Array. These tomes should help in the meantime—they are annotated textbooks I had originally created for Ms. Whiteleaf and her friends. Please hand them out as you see fit."

Cale exchanged glances with Syphus, then grinned. "Looking forward to working with you too, then," he said cheerfully. "Syphus, do you have some sort of storage spell?"

Syphus seemed startled. "I do," it said. "But how did you—"

"Great! Let's go for lunch," Cale said brightly. "We might as well get started on this whole Standard Array thing, so let's figure out what's up with your magic, hm?"

Professor Graystalk frowned. "Lunch... This is your first day at the academy, is it not?"

"Sure is. Why?"

He grimaced. "Be cautious, please," he said. "Our lunchlady is rather volatile, and given your personality... Well. Simply put, we do not need another, ah... incident."

"Are you going to elaborate on that, or am I going to have to find out on my own?" Cale asked, and then before Graystalk could answer, he shook his head. "Actually, nevermind, I definitely want to find out on my own. I'll see you there, Syphus."

Without even waiting for a response, he darted out of Graystalk's office, schedule scroll already unfurling. He was starving, now that he thought about it. Being summoned always made him hungry, and he hadn't had a meal since then.

Funny thing was, the cafeteria was on fire even before he arrived.

That was weird. Cale wasn't used to not being the cause of a fire. He contemplated the burning doors for a moment—no one was screaming, so the state of things probably wasn't that unusual—then shrugged and let himself in, voidcyte still in hand. He could always hand it off to Akkau for containment after he'd had a bite.

  

    
        Chapter 16 — Alina the Lunchlady, Archdemon of Shelves

    
    
    
    
  It wasn't all that often that Cale encountered things that interested him, even when he found himself in a new world. Utelia, on the other hand? He could comfortably rank it among the top three of the most interesting realms he'd been to, based solely on how often it managed to surprise him.

In this case, the surprise came in the form of a towering, eight foot tall archdemon wielding a ladle threateningly. She was flaming hot, both literally and figuratively; not only was there fire licking up and down each of her four arms, but she wore basically nothing more than cargo pants and a set of bandages to cover her chest. Cale had no idea how they weren't burning up, really, but that didn't stop him from watching with interest as she used her ladle to fling a fireball straight across the cafeteria and set several students on fire.

"This feels like it should be some sort of safety hazard," he remarked to no one in particular.

No one was panicking, though, and it didn't take him long to figure out why: the entirety of the cafeteria was covered in a thick, archmage-level fireproofing ward that prevented any type of fire from actually harming a person. It was an advanced ward, too, as far as he could tell—tuned to allow food to still be cooked and to allow surfaces to burn, which was why so much of the cafeteria looked like it was on fire.

With the ward in place, it was pretty much just a visual effect. Maybe it helped the archdemon feel more comfortable? It was probably a common enough sight, given that most of the other students weren't panicking. They were eating or going about their business, casting only one or two glances at the raging archdemon.

The only students that were panicking were the ones being subjected to all the fireballs, and as far as Cale was concerned, that was a valid reason to panic. He wouldn't have wanted to be on the wrong end of those fireballs, either. Fireproof wards or not, high-tier magic like that often carried a force component, which meant those fireballs still had impact.

For Cale, that meant they could knock him back, even with his barriers. For those students? Well, they might not be getting burned, but they were definitely getting bruised.

Cale briefly considered intervening, but he had no idea who was in the right here. On the one hand, the students were largely defenseless and getting tossed around like ragdolls.

On the other, the archdemon was hot.

She was also carefully controlling the force component of her spells to avoid damaging her cafeteria or killing the students, which was a display of spellcraft that he enjoyed in an entirely different... no, he enjoyed it in pretty much the same way, now that he thought about it. It was the same reason he'd liked Professor Graystalk.

Cale wandered farther into the cafeteria as he thought about this, still carrying the blood obsidian box under his arm. He'd considered asking Syphus to store it along with the spell tomes Graystalk had given them, but he had no idea what a voidcyte would do to a storage spell, even contained inside a mana-insulating material like this.

Come to think of it, that was probably worth experimenting with. There had to be a reason voidcytes hadn't just been shunted into extraplanar pockets using dimensional spells...

What was he doing again?

Oh, right. There were students getting fireballed.

"Excuse me," Cale said politely. The archdemon stopped mid-fireball—Cale briefly admired the fact that the spell had actually been stopped, not aborted or canceled; she'd managed to freeze the spellstate mid-cast—and turned to look at him.

"Ah! You must be the new student!" The archdemon gave him a broad smile and slapped him on the back hard enough that he stumbled forward. "Akkau told me about you. Let me take a look at you!"

And then she proceeded to pick him up with a single hand.

Cale didn't protest. He didn't do anything to stop it, really. He could have, if he wedged his barriers in the right places, but he saw no reason to stop an eight foot tall muscular demon lady from picking him up if she wanted to. It wasn't like she was holding him by the neck or anything. He was, if anything, sitting quite comfortably in her hand.

"Hmm," she said, examining him critically. "Strong mana core! Akkau was right. You're a very dangerous bug, aren't you?"

"Bug?" Cale asked, tilting his head.

"She calls everyone bugs," a nearby student called without looking up from his book. "You get used to it."

"Huh." Cale took in this information, then shrugged. "Well, she can call me whatever she wants. I'm not picky."

"Hah!" The archdemon bellowed a laugh. "I like you, bug. You've got moxie! Think we could fight sometime?"

"Probably, but not here," Cale agreed cheerfully. Several of the students around him startled at that, looking up at him with something that looked vaguely like horror and sympathy. "What? I could take her."

"In a fight?" A student snorted. "No way. She's an archdemon."

Cale remained silent. The silence stretched.

"...In a fight, right?" the student ventured eventually. Cale stared at him, and he shuffled uncomfortably. 

"Anyway!" Cale said, turning his attention back to the archdemon. "What should I call you?"

She grinned at him. "The name's Alina. Ina to my friends, but you're gonna have to earn the right to call me that, bug."

"I don't have any cool nicknames, unfortunately," Cale said. Then he frowned. "Well, I have a couple, but they're not really nicknames so much as things some people scream when they know I'm around. You know the deal."

"Do I! You've made a name for yourself, have you?" Alina grinned at him. "Maybe I'll give you the right to tell me about 'em. Only after you've beaten me, though. If you do that, I'll give you something special."

"And what's that?"

"A lunch credit." Alina winked. Whispers erupted all around him as students began glancing at one another; Cale caught a few remarks about how Alina never gave out credits, and also something about how he was probably going to die.

"Just so we're clear," Cale said. "Is that for a special type of lunch, or does that fall into the Wing credit system?"

Alina laughed loudly. "The second one, bug," she said. "It's a special type of credit outside the five Wings. Don't waste it if you get it, you hear? If you let anyone steal it from you, I will find you."

"And if I want you to find me?"

"There are better ways to get me to do that, bug." She smirked at him. Cale grinned right back and almost responded before abruptly remembering why he was here to begin with.

"So, why're you fireballing those students?" he asked, looking over at them. They were all piled against the wall in a groaning heap—Cale counted one elf, one blue lizardfolk, and what he was pretty sure was some sort of catgirl. "I'm assuming they did something."

"They did something alright." Alina scowled, her mood suddenly darkening. "They tried to mess with my food. Ain't that right, you little shits?"

There was a groan from the pile. Cale caught a tiny bit of movement as the catgirl tried to shift and palm something. He frowned, then hopped off of Alina's hand, much to her disappointment. She didn't stop him from approaching them, though, and in the state they were in...

Well, they couldn't do much to stop him when he reached down to pluck what the catgirl was holding out of her hands. He examined the strange little vial for a moment, shaking it and watching glittering specks float around within.

"Shimmerdust," he said, frowning again. If they were planning to feed that to students, especially Astral Wing students... "They tried to spike your food with this?"

Alina stared blankly at him, then shrugged. "Oh, I have no idea," she said, tapping one of her horns. "I didn't see them do shit, but they did set off my tampering wards, so I fireballed them. The hell's a shimmerdust?"

"Wait, were they actually trying to tamper with the food?" someone nearby asked, startled. "I thought it was a false alarm again."

Alina scowled. "My wards don't have false alarms! They're just sensitive."

"I had them go off on me when I sneezed!"

"Don't sneeze near food, bug!" Alina snapped right back. "That is tampering!"

Cale poked the vial again, watching the powder within sparkle and float slowly to the top. That was definitely shimmerdust, and as amusing as this exchange was, if those students had been trying to spike the food with this of all things, then this was a serious matter.

He coughed politely to get Alina's attention. "Shimmerdust is a type of poison that interferes with mana control," he said. "It's slow-acting, but even a small amount is enough to mess up a mage's ability to cast spells, among a host of other effects. It worsens core leakage, reduces the effectiveness of barriers, that type of thing."

A few of the students around them began to mutter, casting nervous glances at the vial or dirty looks at the ones that had attempted to spike the food. The catgirl mustered up the energy to lift her head and glare at him, though her cheeks were flushed with shame.

"Shut up," she said. "You don't understand. You wouldn't understand. We had to. We—"

"You're right, I wouldn't understand," Cale interrupted calmly. He watched her for a moment. Her fist was clenched, and she was trembling slightly, tears gathering in the corners of her eyes. The other two just propped themselves back against the cafeteria wall—none of them could look anyone else in the eyes.

Cale turned back to Alina. "I'd like to get this to Akkau and see what he thinks of all this. I—"

"Aren't you going to ask why we did this?" the catgirl interrupted, a bit of desperation leaking into her voice. Cale glanced at her.

"No," he said. "Why would I care why you're doing it? What matters is that you tried. Akkau can figure out the why. I don't like listening to excuses. Also, I'm hungry."

"But—" the catgirl tried. She turned a pleading gaze onto the rest of the cafeteria, but none of the other students wanted to look her in the eyes.

"You're just going to make things worse for yourselves if you try to explain it," Cale interrupted flatly, and since he could see she was going to try to argue, he snapped a soundproof barrier around all three of them. "Alina, do you have a way to contact Akkau?"

What he wouldn't give for one of those long-distance communication spells right now. Maybe he could get Akkau to enchant a scroll for him. Thankfully, Alina nodded.

"Already called for him," she said. She raised an eyebrow. "You're pretty good with those barrier things, huh, bug? Too bad. I wanted to fireball them a few more times."

Cale chuckled a bit, some of the tension in his shoulders dissipating. "You could say I've had a lot of practice."

"Well, if you're hungry, you'll love our specials today." Alina held out a hand for him to climb onto, having apparently decided this was their dynamic. Cale wasn't about to complain. "I'm trying something new! Shelfweed sautéed in mimic oil with a little bit of mangrove powder."

"Shelfweed like... a weed that grows on shelves?" Cale asked, seating himself on her hand. "And how do you get mimic oil?"

Alina nodded, lifting him up to put him on her shoulder. "Yes, and you don't want to know the answer," she said cheerfully.

"It's pretty good," one of the nearby students offered shyly. "Auntie Alina's dishes don't always work, but when they do, they come out really tasty."

"That's right they do," Alina said, puffing out her chest. Then she frowned. "Hey! What do you mean, they don't always work?"





Syphus had taken a bit longer to get to the cafeteria than it had expected. For the most part, this was because it had a few questions to ask Graystalk, and those questions had evolved more quickly than it had expected. It had wanted to know more about Graystalk's curse—about who had cursed him and why they had done it, among other things.

Professor Graystalk was understandably rather hesitant to discuss his condition, but he'd eventually divulged a few small details. Syphus was still considering those details when it reached the cafeteria and nudged it open.

The fire was a normal enough state of things that it wasn't particularly worried.

An angry-looking headmaster storming his way out of the cafeteria with three students tossed over his shoulder and covered in barriers? That was unusual enough to get its attention, but still none of its business.

Auntie Alina, the terrifying archdemon in charge of their cafeteria, lying down on some kind of mat and doing bench presses?

That was enough for Syphus to run a few diagnostic passes on its scrying spells, just to make sure it was actually seeing what it thought it was seeing. Then it sighed.

"Cale," it said. "Must you be doing something strange every time I enter a room?"

Cale looked up from where Alina was bench pressing him and beamed. "Oh, you're here!" he said. "You won't believe what happened."





To say that the three of them formed an unusual lunch table was an understatement. Alina was large and heavy enough that the bench groaned under her weight. Cale was sitting alone on the opposite side of the table, and Syphus was...

Well, Syphus was standing at the side. It didn't have any legs, after all.

Cale handed the vial of shimmerdust over to Syphus as he dug enthusiastically into his food. The shelfweed was good—he had no idea what it was and why it was growing on shelves, but somehow the way Alina had fried it made it taste remarkably like bacon. He combined a healthy serving of it with rice and started gulping it down while Syphus studied the vial.

"You're right, this is shimmerdust," Syphus said after a moment. "I'm impressed you could identify it on sight alone."

Cale swallowed his food before responding. "I've had to deal with shimmerdust once or twice," he said. "And once you've experienced a shimmerdust overdose, you don't forget it. Trust me."

Honestly, feeding him shimmerdust had been a terrible idea. Just because it usually weakened mages didn't mean it always did. Loss of control for the average mage meant their spells came out weaker, but Cale didn't use any spells, and...

Cale's expression darkened slightly. No, feeding him shimmerdust had been a terrible idea. He'd considered the person that did it a friend, too, and it wasn't like his abilities were unknown to them. They should have known what would happen.

Maybe they did.

Alina was studying him carefully. Before he could fall too far into his memories, she interrupted them with a slam of her mug onto the table. "Bug," she said. "There's something you haven't told us."

"Is there?" Cale hummed noncommittally, then took another bite of his food. It really was very good.

"Why'd you stop that girl from explaining herself?" Alina folded her arms across her chest. "You looked pretty damned pissed, but I don't think that's the reason. I saw the way you were looking at them."

Cale said nothing for a moment, then sighed. "Look, I've got a problem when it comes to tears, okay?" he said. "I know ages in magic academies are all over the place, but those three were basically kids. The elf was the oldest, and even then he was like, forty. He's basically a child to me. He's a child by elven standards!"

"I have a question about how old you are," Syphus said. Cale ignored it.

"If I let them explain, they were going to cry, and that was going to suck," he said. "I'm too nice to kids when they start crying."

Alina raised an eyebrow at him. "I dunno if I believe that's the full story, bug."

"I can't tell you all my secrets," Cale said. "You never know who's watching."

Alina narrowed her eyes slightly, then reached up and snapped her fingers; after a moment, Cale felt the resonant echo of infernal magic wrapping around them. He resisted the urge to pull it apart to examine it—he hadn't had much opportunity to examine wards of this level.

Infernal wards were several steps above regular obfuscation wards, as he understood it, and being inside one was more than enough for him to understand why. Unlike regular obfuscation wards, these seemed to shunt the people inside them partially into the infernal realms and use the planar boundary itself to deter anyone that might be watching them.

"That what you wanted?" Alina asked.

Cale grinned. "Close enough," he said. It was nice working with people like Alina, the ones that had enough experience to really get him. "But just in case..."

He turned to Syphus. "Are we being watched?" he asked. "I mean, other than—"

"We're not," Syphus interrupted quickly, its eye growing a little wide. Cale just nodded. This was one of the reasons he'd waited for Syphus to join them. It served as an additional layer of security. Any scrying nexus powerful enough, like the one Syphus used to see the world, naturally drew in other observational spells in the vicinity. The etherite shards that floated around its so-called eye amplified the effect like antennae, then subsumed the spells to make it part of its enchantment.

That meant the golem served as a sort of natural anti-scrying ward and grew greater analytical capabilities the more people tried to scry it. It really was very good spellwork. Cale wondered if he'd ever get an opportunity to speak to Syphus's maker, but that was beside the point for now.

"I feel like I should be offended," Alina remarked, although there was a smile tugging at her lips. "Reminds me of the old days of running around. You bugs get so paranoid."

"Keeps us alive." Cale shrugged. "I normally wouldn't worry much about it, but..."

He reached into his pocket and withdrew the second item he'd snagged from the catgirl—a heavy metallic emblem that clattered onto the table with a thunk. It bore a red, bloodstained spear embossed into a golden shield.

He'd expected a reaction, but not as strong as the ones he got. Alina drew a sharp breath, her fists clenching and her fire burning just a little brighter. Syphus's reaction was more controlled, but it still narrowed its eye, staring intently at the emblem.

"That thing is trapped," it said.

"I know." Cale flicked the emblem across the table toward the golem, and it took it carefully, turning it over a few times as its scrying eye began to expand. "I don't know the exact details, but I could sense some kind of conditional spell on it, masked by a communication spell. I'm assuming those three used this to communicate with whoever gave them the shimmerdust. It probably isn't the only one, and unless I miss my guess..."

He turned to raise an eyebrow at Syphus, who nodded.

"There's a conditional spell within this emblem that triggers the detonation of a linked bloodrot bomb," it said. "It looks like it's set to go off if the linked mage reveals anything about some kind of contract."

Cale stilled. So did Alina.

"I don't know what bloodrot is." Syphus's eye contracted slightly, puzzled. "My spells report the name, but not the function."

"It's..." Alina took a deep breath and clenched her fists; Cale remained silent. "It's an old war weapon," she said. "Invented a very, very long time ago, when I was still a youngling, and banned ever since. Bloodrot is a variant of the decay aspect that spreads through generational ties. If you hit a mage with it, it spreads to their immediate family, then one generation out, and it keeps going until it exhausts all its mana."

Syphus's eye went wide. "What?" it asked. "But that's..."

"It's monstrous," Alina growled. "We banned that shit for a reason. How the fuck did the Reds bring it back?"

"We don't know that it's them," Syphus said, staring at the emblem. It hesitated. "It's too obvious. Why would they use their own emblem?"

"Because they're narcissistic bastards, that's why!" Alina slammed her fists on the table hard enough to crack the wood, startling Syphus. "They shouldn't be able to use bloodrot. That thing should be erased. Gone. Archmages all over the Great Realms worked together to seal it. How the fuck is it back?"

Cale reached out to take the emblem back. "I let Akkau know about the emblem when he came to grab them," he said, his voice coming out strangely distant. "He's waiting for us to come talk to him once we're done with lunch."

The emblem belonging to the so-called Red Hunters wasn't that much of a surprise—there were only so many things a blood-tipped spear might represent. But bloodrot? That wasn't an aspect he'd expected to hear about again. Alina had the gist of it, but Cale... he'd been there, during the Planar Collapse.

It was a time he tried not to think about.

The Planar Collapse had been a prophesized event. It was the beginning of a sort of multiversal collapse that should have led to all the realms living together in harmony. Instead, it brought about a war that spanned a thousand realms and stole a trillion lives.

He'd lived it again and again. It hadn't mattered how many lives he spent—every reincarnation brought him right back into its depths. It spanned too many worlds to avoid, and the atrocities he'd seen committed were too terrible for him to ignore. He would never forget every time he woke, hoping it was over, only to find some new abomination waiting. Bloodrot was only the start of the weapons invented in that time.

Cale had fought, initially, to protect. To stem the flow of death. He protected towns and cities and kingdoms, sealing them in impenetrable barriers. But still, his opponents found a way through. They found ways to bring across death and sickness, to infect the people he wanted to save.

Eventually, he'd grown tired of protecting. Of holding back.

That was how he'd earned the first of his names, now whispered only in the oldest of archives.

Yggdrasil's End.

Of all the atrocities committed to further the cause of that war, Cale wondered sometimes if his hadn't been the worst of all, even if it had to be done to end it.

"...Bug? Are you alright?" Alina was staring at him. Cale blinked once and realized that his mana had begun to swirl and crackle around him; he shook his head and offered her a weak smile.

"I've heard about the Red Hunters," he said. He'd heard about them from Leo, specifically. The minotaur had claimed his parents had joined them and would be visiting the school, although they supposedly wanted nothing to do with him. Cale didn't believe that for a second. "Who are they, exactly? What do they want?"

Alina and Syphus exchanged glances.

"They're the elites of the Orstrahl Army," Alina said reluctantly, as if giving them any kind of praise physically hurt her. "Damn good fighters, the lot of them, but they're all twisted up inside. I think they started up as a mercenary band and then strongarmed their way into Orstrahl's forces."

"They call themselves the protectors of Utelia," Syphus volunteered. It sounded pretty unhappy about them, too, although its anger was more muted than Alina's. "Their official job is to cull monsters—"

"—except they think that everything that doesn't fit their idea of a mage is a monster," Alina burst out angrily. "They call us wild mages, can you believe that? They say we're dangerous because one wrong spell could wipe out hundreds. As if regular mages don't do that!"

"They conduct inspections on magic academies every so often to make sure none of their 'wild magic' students are getting out of control," Syphus said. It tried to keep its voice neutral, but there was a tinge of disgust there. "I think they used to have a lot less political power, but they got a lot more popular after a number of noteworthy disasters they claimed were caused by wild magic."

Alina scoffed. "Liars, the lot of them," she said. "They probably did it themselves. I'd kick them out of the school myself if I could."

"But even putting aside that they're some of the strongest mages on the continent, to the public, any opposition of the Red Hunters looks like an admission of guilt." Syphus's eye contracted slightly, and its etherite crystals folded back. "They claim that magic academies like ours harbor monsters and teach them to wield their power, so we're endangering the public. Their inspections are supposedly to keep everyone safe and make sure our wild mages are making progress in getting themselves under control. They set a lot of rules, too—that wild mages have to be kept separate from everyone else, for example."

"Hence the Astral Wing," Cale muttered, his mind racing. There weren't many mages in all the multiverse that could bring back even the weakest of weapons from the Collapse, and he highly doubted some Utelian mage had independently invented bloodrot, even with the Gift.

"More or less." Syphus rolled back from the table, its eye downcast. "We lose a few of our friends every time they come for an inspection. The next one's in less than a week."

"And it takes a few days for the symptoms of shimmerdust poisoning to fully manifest." Cale stood from the table, folding the blood obsidian box under his arm. "I think I'm done eating. I need to get a few things in order. Syphus, are you coming?"

The golem looked up, startled. "Sure," it said after a moment. "Are you... sure you're alright?"

"Me? I'm fine," Cale said. "But I want to see just how much Akkau knew about all this."





Damien stared nervously at the new door that had appeared in his room.

He had no idea what to make of it. Neither did Flia, nor Leo, nor even Nala Whiteleaf; in fact, Nala was the only one that didn't quite understand its significance. She kept insisting they show her how good they were at magic, instead. None of them were quite in the mood to play her games, however.

"He told me something like this might happen," Damien said nervously. "Something about a secret passage?"

"Except that isn't a secret passage," Leo said. He sounded angry, and with good reason. The door that sat at the back of Damien's room was made of a very familiar wood, with Sylnarian symbols carved onto its front. "Is this Professor Imrys's idea of a joke?"

"I think it's her idea of a reward." Flia shot Leo a sympathetic look, one hand clutching her satchel close. She still hadn't had a chance to properly get that shadeling bound to her, now that Damien thought about it. "I don't know why she thinks we'd want to go back into the labyrinth, but..."

"I think we should report this to Headmaster Akkau." It made him nervous to say it—conflict between any of the professors never ended well—but something like an entire dungeon manifesting in their room warranted a report, and besides, there was a chance Imrys had nothing to do with it. He couldn't imagine the type of power it would take to bind that labyrinth to one of the academy's manifestations, besides. "It might be important, right?"

Flia sighed. "Yeah, I think that might be for the best."

"I'm not coming with you," Nala said, sitting on a chair and glaring at them. "I've done enough walking today."

"Then go back to your room," Flia said, exasperated. Nala looked, if anything, even more put out.

"No. I paid you, remember?" she said imperially. "I'm going to stay right here until you get back."

"You can't just stay in Damien's room uninvited."

"I was invited. You invited me."

"You invited yourself!" Flia rubbed at her face with a hand, evidently already exhausted with this conversation. She glanced at Damien. "We don't have time for this. Damien, are you okay with this?"

Damien fidgeted. It was still his room. He wasn't sure he was comfortable letting the elf hang out here while a mysterious door sat there—he'd barely been comfortable with Flia and Leo coming here. Plus, he had personal belongings he didn't want her to see.

On the other hand, those Forest credits really would do a lot for them. And the fact of the matter was...

"The Headmaster warded my stuff personally," Damien said after a moment. He was a dreadshade, after all, and any student stupid enough to try to steal his belongings would likely absorb some of his decay mana by accident in the process. "She shouldn't be able to touch anything."

"The door is warded, too," Leo spoke up begrudgingly. "Imrys took some precautions, at least."

"See?" Nala sniffed. "I can wait here just fine. Go. Shoo."

Flia rolled her eyes. "You are the worst."

"I can take back my credits, if you don't want them."

The water elemental twitched. "Whatever," she said. "Damien, Leo, let's go and get this over with. Nala, stay here. Don't touch anything."

"Why would I want to touch any of your filthy Astral belongings?" Nala turned up her nose. "I'm just going to sit here and wait, thank you very much."

Flia rolled her eyes again, grabbed Damien and Leo by their wrists, and dragged them out of the room. Damien didn't resist. The sooner they got this over with, the better.





Once they were gone, a tendril slowly slithered its way out from underneath Damien's bed and spoke to Nala.

"So. You come. Here often?"

Nala stared at it for a moment, then shrieked.

  

    
        Chapter 17 — The Best Laid Plans

    
    
    
    
  Cale Cadwell Cobbs had been looking forward to a relatively normal first week of magical education.

Of course, his idea of normal tended to be a little skewed. Before the whole thing with the bloodrot, everything he'd seen so far in the academy was well within his range of normal. In fact, he had room for about another five degrees of absurdity before he began to enter "things are a little weird, maybe" territory.

Bloodrot changed things, albeit not as much as it might have if it had happened right after the Planar Collapse.

Cale couldn't remember much about that time, but he remembered being angry. He remembered a fury that burned through his core, igniting his magic so that no matter what he tried to do with his power, he caused pure and utter destruction. He remembered the lives he'd spent isolated and alone until a certain friend had come to find him and pull him out of his misery.

That anger was still there, but it was... under control, for the most part. He wasn't, for instance, particularly tempted to go off and rain destruction on the Red Hunters and the Kingdom of Orstrahl, and there was a time where he would have been.

Now he knew his limits. There were many things that Cale wasn't suited for, and one of them was combat against a heavily armed and trained military force. Without any real teleporting spells, it was too easy for them to outmaneuver him. It didn't matter if he couldn't be taken down if he could simply be avoided.

And there was only one of him, in the end. He'd learned that lesson the hard way far too many times.

"You look like you're thinking about a lot," Syphus commented, rolling alongside him. "In fact, I'd almost call it brooding. Didn't take you for a brooder."

"Know a lot about brooding, do you?" Cale asked dryly.

"I spent my formative years around a man who couldn't stop brooding. What do you think?" Syphus somehow managed to give him the impression it was rolling its eye. "Speaking of which, how long have you known?"

"Your name is literally Syphus."

"You'd be surprised how many people don't make that connection." Syphus's eye twisted up in something like a smirk. "Named mythologies aren't that common, you know."

Cale laughed. "They're more common than you'd think," he said. He was pretty sure he knew what the golem was trying to do, but to its credit, it was working. He glanced up at it contemplatively. "So... are you the boulder? Because I feel like I should ask for an autograph."

Syphus snorted. "Don't start."

"I'm just saying." Cale grinned. "How many people get to meet a figure of legend?"

"I'm not even a figure in the legend," Syphus pointed out, but it couldn't quite keep the amusement out of its voice.

"Semantics." Cale dismissed that argument with a wave of a hand, then narrowed his eyes and studied the golem more closely. "Clever workaround, though. I think? I'm not actually sure what the rules are."

"I'd rather not discuss it, if you don't mind." Syphus's scrying eye flickered briefly, and its expression changed into one of annoyance. "He gets clingy when you talk about him."

"Can't say I wouldn't do the same if I were in his position." Cale chuckled, then sped up, adjusting the blood obsidian box beneath his arm. "But sure, I'll wait. I've got a dragon to interrogate."





Akkau had expected things to escalate when bringing Cale into his academy. He hadn't expected things to escalate quite this quickly, nor in this spectacular a fashion.

He couldn't blame Cale for it entirely, of course. The Thread of Fate didn't magically cause disaster, no matter what some superstitions claimed—the Thread didn't simply fabricate these circumstances out of nothing. No, far more accurate to say that it nudged probability so that its holder and anyone touched by it was more likely to become involved in any sequence of events that transcended median probability.

Which meant that these three had been involved with the Red Hunters long before Cale had ever come into the picture.

"What were you thinking?!" Akkau snapped. The words came out harsher than he intended—he saw the way his students flinched away from him, and a part of him recoiled at the sight. The rest of him was too angry to stop. "You endangered your classmates. You know what will happen if any of the Astrals show anything less than perfection in front of the Red Hunters."

"We... we had to," Aila, the partial cat shifter, spoke. Her eyes were red. Sometime during the trip from the cafeteria to his office, she'd begun to cry, and that was the start of the waterworks for all three of them. Akkau let out an aggravated sigh as she began to explain, and cast a quick [Silence] on all three of them.

"Do not speak," he said. "You three have been communicating with the Red Hunters via emblems, yes? Give them to me."

Aila shot him a confused look, opened her mouth, and then looked panicked when nothing happened. She took a moment to force herself to calm down, then reached for her pockets, only to find nothing there.

"Not you," Akkau said, rolling his eyes slightly. "Izzik of the Golden Sands. Geraal Strongthorn. You each have an emblem in your possession. Hand them over."

Looking ashamed, Izzik reached into his pocket to hand over his emblem. Geraal did the same, though he seemed far more reticent about it.

"Were you threatened with these?" Akkau said, inspecting them. He glanced up. "Do not try to respond verbally. Nod yes or no."

Aila and Izzik both nodded, trembling. Geraal frowned slightly, then shook his head slowly.

Now that was interesting. What did that mean? Akkau hadn't had the opportunity to test the emblems himself, but he could tell at a glance that both of the ones he held were similarly trapped to the one Cale had shown him; their linked spells would go off as soon as their holders spoke certain key phrases to anyone that didn't also hold an emblem. If Geraal hadn't been told about it, then he either hadn't needed additional convincing, or it had been some kind of test for him.

Neither option was encouraging. Akkau examined the students critically, tapping his claws on the table, then sighed.

"We will wait," he declared, turning his back on them. "My apprentice will be here shortly, and we will have our discussion then."





"How much did you know about all this?" Cale asked the question as soon as he stepped into Akkau's office. The dragon glanced up at him, but didn't seem particularly surprised; instead, he brought a tired claw up to rub the bridge of his snout.

"Less than I would have liked," he answered with a heavy sigh. "I knew that there were students involved with the Red Hunters; I did not know whom, nor how severe the situation was."

Cale frowned. "So you didn't know about the bloodrot?"

Akkau stared at him for a long moment. Then Cale felt the abrupt release of a spell, and the wood beneath Akkau's claws splintered with a loud crack, making the three other students jump and stare at the headmaster nervously.

"Bloodrot?" he thundered, turning to the three students; they stepped back, eyes wide with fear. "You were threatened with bloodrot and did not think to report it to your professors? To anyone you trusted? Are you all fools?!"

Cale thought he'd seen the dragon angry before. Clearly, he'd been wrong. This was Akkau when he was angry—fearsome, drawn to his full height, and his magic crackling around him. There was something about that magic that felt a little strange, though... Cale frowned slightly and tried to filter it through his senses.

"Well? Answer me!" Akkau roared. The three students gestured frantically at themselves, but said nothing.

Syphus chose this moment to speak. "Sir," it said evenly. "I believe there is a silencing spell on them."

Akkau blinked a few times, then visibly forced himself to calm. He took several deep breaths, then sighed, his anger draining out of him. "So there is," he said. "Perhaps it is best you did not answer that question, then, given we have yet to undo these enchantments. Cale, did you bring the third one?"

Cale held it up, wondering briefly why the catgirl looked outraged. "I have an idea for these, actually."

"Is that so?" Akkau raised a ridged brow. "Speak."

Cale stepped forward and placed the blood obsidian box on Akkau's desk, then opened it. The voidcyte swirled within, evidently more than happy to mind its own business now that it was in the possession of its so-called "star"—it perked up as soon as it realized Cale was looking at it, however.

"Our star!" it said. "Have you come to feed us?"

"In a manner of speaking," Cale said. He held up the emblem he'd stolen from the catgirl. "Do you think you can eat this spell and tell us what you learn from it?"

The voidcyte stared at the emblem for a moment. "We think we can," it said, although it sounded a little more uncertain than Cale would have expected. "It will make our star happy?"

"Very."

"Then we will try," it declared. "Give us the folded heart!"

Folded heart? That was an unusual choice of words for an artifact. Cale's brows furrowed as he examined the emblem one more time before glancing at Syphus. "Was there anything strange about the magic on this thing?"

"Not that I noticed," Syphus said. Then it hesitated. "The means by which it maintains its link to its wielder is soul magic. Is that relevant?"

"It shouldn't be," Cale said with a frown. He'd spent a lot of time in his previous world, and it was rare to see a voidcyte hesitate to eat anything magical, let alone call it a folded heart. Granted, he hadn't spent much time talking to them. "...Alright, Cyte. Eat it slowly."

"Cyte?" The mass of shadow within the box swirled about in wonder. "Has our star named us?"

"Don't let it get to your head," Cale said dryly.

"Oh, joyous day!" the voidcyte said, completely ignoring him. Cale sighed. He could practically feel Syphus's amusement as it stared at him. Akkau was mostly just confused, although he seemed to have some idea of what had happened during Professor Graystalk's class, and the other three students...

Well, they seemed distressed. A little terrified of the swirling, speaking mass of shadow in the blood obsidian box, maybe. It was a fair reaction, really.

"Voidcytes have the ability to extract memories from mana," Cale explained briefly, mostly for Akkau and Syphus's benefit. "I'm assuming it's how this one followed me here. I'm hoping it'll be able to find out more about the emblem, but eat it slowly, Cyte. I don't want any nasty surprises."

As much this felt like an opportunity to test out [Identify Artifact], trapped relics like the emblems would almost certainly trigger if subjected to any kind of identification spell, and Syphus's analysis had agreed when he asked. A voidcyte, on the other hand, consumed magic utterly. Not only did it cause complete spell failure in whatever spell it tried to eat, any mana it ate was permanently removed from the mana cycle.

Normally, that made them pests, but it did also make them particularly useful when it came to disarming traps. It was too bad they couldn't do the same for curse magic—that was one of the few types of magic that seemed to give them indigestion, to say nothing of the damage it would do to a mage's core while trying to consume the curse.

Cale paused.

Did that mean the emblem was somehow related to curse magic? Curse magic was notoriously subtle; it could evade most basic magical senses and observational spells. Syphus's scrying eye should have been able to spot a curse, but no matter how powerful it was, it wasn't perfect.

Plus, the few times he had seen a voidcyte hesitate, it was almost always because of curse-based magic in some way.

"Cale," Akkau said. "Are you certain this is safe?"

Cale considered the question, then lifted a hand and wiggled it. "Eh. It's not going to trigger the bloodrot, if that's what you're worried about. The only way in which it could be unsafe is if the voidcyte gets indigestion, and you need to feed them a lot more before—"

There was a knock on the office door. Cale paused mid-sentence to stare at it, then look back at the voidcyte, which was still chewing at the emblem with a look of concentration furrowed onto its tiny face. (Cale actually wasn't sure if voidcytes had faces, but the little starry spots around where it was chewing did look like eyes.)

"Were we waiting for anyone?" he asked.

"Headmaster Akkau?" Damien called out through the door. His voice was so soft Cale almost couldn't hear him. "We need to report something."

"You're way too quiet," Flia complained, her voice much louder and more assertive. Unfortunately, she followed this up by simply kicking the door open. "Headmaster! We—"

She froze.

Akkau stared at her, looking mildly annoyed. The catgirl, lizardfolk, and elf all looked increasingly like they wanted to be literally anywhere else. Syphus was ignoring the door; it seemed far more interested in what the voidcyte was doing.

Cale, on the other hand, was delighted. "Hey guys!" he said happily. "Glad you could join us for this. I should have come to get you, now that I think about it. Did you know Professor Graystalk is actually a pretty nice guy?"

Flia stared at him for a long moment, then turned around and began to march right back out of the room, only for Leo to grab her by the shoulders and haul her back in.

"This was your idea," Leo said. "We can't just leave now. Besides, I want to talk to Akkau about what Imrys did."

"They're clearly in the middle of something," Flia said. Her gaze drifted to the voidcyte, and her eyes went wide. "What is that?"

"Um..." Damien looked kind of lost.

Cale was, fortunately, saved from having to answer any of those questions, because the voidcyte chose that moment to start vomiting.

"That... would be the indigestion," Cale said, briefly puzzled. That shouldn't have been possible, unless...

He performed a quick mental calculation, then sighed. "So hey. Remember what I told you guys?"

"About what?" Flia asked, staring at him blankly.

"You know! The thing all mages need to know how to do." Cale slowly began to grin. Damien was the first to catch on; he looked startled, then alarmed.

"What are you—" she started, but Damien grabbed her by the arm.

"Run!" he hissed.

"Exactly!" Cale beamed. "That applies to all of us, by the way. Even you, Headmaster. You'll know when, but the moment you see it... run."

And right as he spoke those words, the voidcyte oozed out of the box, as if drunk— 

—and exploded.





Sneaks-In-Darkness had been honored and flattered beyond belief when she had first been chosen to join the ranks of the Red Hunters.

It was only as a scout, yes, but scouts were important. Scouts were the first line of defense against the threat of the wild, the call of the swamp. Besides, she could always move up the ranks after—Commander Isyanek had promised. All she had to do was complete this one assignment and make sure those three initiates helped infect the academy's so-called Astral students with the shimmerdust.

If they failed or backed out, she was to kill the initiates and do it herself, then reacquire the emblems before the academy could figure out what it was and the role of the Red Hunters in all this. She'd been so excited, too! To see the shimmerdust poison spread, of course, not to kill the initiates. She would never want to do something so vulgar. It just had to be done.

Except first there had been the fire. There was so much fire. She'd had to stay out at the edges of the cafeteria—for some reason the stupid fire wards hadn't included her, so they scorched her whenever she got too close.

Then there had been that—that human. He'd introduced himself as... Cale? What a ridiculous name. Wasn't that a type of weed or something? Only his barriers had been impenetrable, even to her best [Dark Bypass]. She should have been able to discreetly kill whoever she wanted and steal whatever she wanted out of his barriers, but instead, her spells did nothing. He didn't even seem to notice her! Which was both insulting and admittedly probably the one blessing in all this; at least her obfuscation charms were still working. They were enhanced by the Grand Mage himself, so they better be.

Problem was, Headmaster Akkau had been the one to carry off the three initiates after that, and Sneaks-In-Darkness knew better than to tangle with a dragon. She stayed behind instead, trying to peer at what Cale was talking about. The way he acted, he had to know something.

Except the moment that odd-looking golem had shown up, her scrying spell had vanished. It vanished again every time she tried to recast it, too, and she couldn't waste her mana with repeated recasts.

Sneaks-In-Darkness gritted her teeth.

Fine. She could wait. She could simply hide herself just outside Akkau's office and wait until they were finished. It was...

It wasn't fine. It was still a partial failure, and she would hear words from the Commander later. But it would be worse if she couldn't complete her job, so she forced herself to wait for the right moment. When Cale finally showed up, she thought her moment was almost there; all she had to do was wait until he was done. Until the Headmaster left those three alone.

Then Cale described what something called a voidcyte was going to do, and her anxiety spiked. What did he mean, it was going to extract memories from mana? She needed to stop this! She needed to find a way through his barriers or something! She was so distracted by her fear of what might happen that she didn't even notice the three new students making their way in.

Instead, she latched on to a thought.

The voidcyte was unshielded, wasn't it? She could attack that! End it before it could extract anything of use for these wild mages.

She targeted it with a [Shadowslice]. That would do it. The spell was another one that was enhanced by the Grand Mage himself, and nothing short of a living myth could repel it...

...Except instead of dying, the voidcyte started vomiting. Sneaks-In-Darkness had no idea what happened, but the human sounded strangely worried about something. He was giving the others some kind of warning? Was it about her? She crept to the doorway, trying to sneak a peek.

Just in time to be hit in the face with the voidcyte explosion.

When Sneaks-In-Darkness opened her eyes again, she found herself in an endless stone hallway.

"What in the eight infernal realms...?" she muttered. Her voice echoed strangely, and her obfuscation charms didn't seem to be working anymore. The stone was real, as far as she could tell. Where was she? What was this?

It didn't matter, she told herself. All that mattered was her mission.

She needed to find those initiates and those emblems, and they were here. Whatever happened, the Headmaster was almost certainly separated from them.

And that meant this was her chance to strike.

  

    
        Chapter 18 — Ghosts in the Dark, Pt 1

    
    
    
    
  The truth of the matter was that Cale hadn't expected this to happen with the voidcyte.

It shouldn't have been able to happen, really. Most cases of voidcyte indigestion didn't lead to a full-blown auric collapse like this; even when they consumed forms of mana that didn't quite agree with them, it took quite a lot to push them to the point of collapse. If not for that, it would have been far easier to deal with voidcyte infestations back in his last universe.

So it had been pretty weird when the voidcyte reacted so strongly. It took him a moment to figure out exactly why, but he had figured it out, and by the look on Akkau's face he was pretty sure the Headmaster had gotten it too.

There was someone else with them. Probably a rogue mage of some kind.

Strange that Syphus hadn't been able to spot them, considering the golem's considerable scrying abilities. Maybe the mage had a specific ward against it? Either way, whoever they were, they'd managed to interfere with the voidcyte somehow. Likely a spell imbued with cursed magic that hit the voidcyte right at the moment of ingestion—Cale was pretty sure that would be enough to cause a collapse.

Not that auric collapses were a well-developed science or anything. It wasn't like they happened frequently enough to study.

Cale felt a little bad he hadn't noticed this rogue mage sooner. He'd been too distracted by whatever was going on with Akkau's magic. And then there had been the whole thing with Damien and his friends, and magic academies often had no small number of minor magical fluctuations happening all the time anyway...

Ah well. Either way, whoever this was, they were very good at hiding, and he'd realized almost immediately that they were probably listening to him too. That left him with very few options when it came to warning his friends without accidentally giving the mage some kind of advantage; if he just told them what was going on, the mage would almost certainly be able to abuse it and navigate the collapse faster than his friends could.

So he'd settled for something simple: remember what I told you back in the labyrinth.

It wasn't perfect, but then he hadn't had time for much better, and Damien and the others were pretty good mages anyway. Hopefully that hint combined with their own experiences as mages would be enough to guide them through the collapse. All they had to do was not panic, think on their feet, and figure out exactly when they needed to run!

...Cale figured he'd better hurry anyway, though. Just in case.

There were far too many people caught up in this for his comfort. How many were there in total? The Headmaster, Syphus, the three students that tried spiking the cafeteria food, his three Ancient Artifact classmates, and one rogue mage. That made nine?

He grimaced. At least Akkau would probably be fine—

"Cale?" Damien sounded panicked, and Cale nearly jumped; he hadn't expected anyone else to land with him. "What happened? Where is everyone?"

Cale looked at Damien for a moment, then sighed. At least this meant the dreadshade was safe. "Calm down," he said sternly instead of answering. He took the dreadshade by the shoulder to steady him. "You're leaking decay mana."

Damien froze. He nodded guiltily and took a few deep breaths, trying to force himself to calm, and slowly Cale felt the mana around him beginning to settle.

The fact that Damien could leak mana at all inside the boundary of an auric collapse was fascinating, though Cale did his best not to fixate on it. Mana usage was supposed to be nearly impossible in this kind of space, especially when the collapse was caused by a voidcyte, of all things. Only archmage-level mages and above were supposed to be able to push mana out of their core at all, and even then it was a rudimentary thing.

Even his own barrier felt like it was closer to a thick layer of gel than an actual protective shield, and trying to shape it felt like he was trying to lug around a sledgehammer. Cale shuddered. It felt kind of gross, really. Auric collapses like this were always kind of unpleasant.

"Our friends are fine," Cale said, gesturing for Damien to follow him and starting off at a light jog. In front of them was pretty much nothing but a perfectly symmetrical, repeating pattern of stone, but he kept an eye out anyway for anything that resembled marks or scuffs. If he remembered right, then there would be some kind of doorway somewhere. "They shouldn't be too far away. You were holding on to Flia when the backlash happened, right?"

Damien nodded, although he looked ashamed. "I lost my grip, though."

"I'd be impressed if you managed to keep it during an auric collapse." Cale gave Damien a reassuring pat on the shoulder, then glanced behind them, just in case. Nothing yet. "The good news is that means she probably won't be too far from us. Same with Leo, since you guys were pretty close together. We should be able to find them pretty quick."

He paused. "Actually, Leo might find us first," he said. "I have no idea if this place counts as a labyrinth. Maybe his labyrinth instincts would work here?"

Damien winced. "I don't think he'd like that."

"Probably not." Cale's smile faded a bit.

"What is this place, anyway?" Damien asked quietly.

Cale considered his response for a moment. "It's an auric collapse," he said eventually. "A rare form of magical backlash, basically. Nearly impossible to replicate in most circumstances. You'd need someone archmage-level or higher for it to even be possible, and then you'd need them to rupture their own core while attempting to cast a twelfth-tier spell or higher."

Damien made an uncomfortable sort of squeaking sound and shuddered. Cale didn't blame him; a core rupture was basically the stuff of nightmares for any mage. "How did this happen, then?" Damien blurted. "How much... how much danger are we really in?"

"The how is something I'm still trying to figure out," Cale admitted. He glanced at Damien, then sighed. "And pretty dangerous, if I'm being honest, but it shouldn't be too bad as long as we keep our wits about us. Based on what I'm feeling, this one should end in about thirty minutes. Give or take."

"What do I need to look out for?" Damien asked next. Cale shot him a look with a slightly raised eyebrow, both surprised and pleased.

"Good question," he said after a moment. "Pretty much anything unusual, really. Think of an auric collapse as... the entirety of someone's magical potential inverting itself."

Cale stopped as he came to what looked like a sort of rectangular outline in the wall, then began running his fingers along its edges. "Normally, a mana core is used to contain and direct magic," he explained as he worked. "But during an auric collapse, the core expresses all that magic outward. It creates something like a pocket dimension that contains a psychic manifestation of every spell the core has ever been used to cast."

"A psychic—" Damien interrupted himself and shook his head. "But that thing wasn't a mage, was it?"

"The voidcyte? No. It's just a pest that eats magic." Cale snorted, then knocked irritably at the wall. There had to be a way to open this thing, but it didn't seem to want to budge. "Makes it a lot more dangerous when they experience an auric collapse, though. A voidcyte-triggered collapse contains a manifestation of every spell they've ever eaten, and let me tell you, that usually includes some pretty disturbing stuff."

"Oh." Damien's voice was small. "I'll... try to keep an eye out, I guess. Also, um, what are you doing?"

"Trying to figure out how to open this door," Cale grumbled. "Collapses tend to be divided into sections for the people caught in them. We need to get into the next one."

Damien hesitated. "...May I try something?"

Cale blinked and stepped back. "Sure."

Damien stepped forward and began pressing on a sequence of bricks. Cale watched for a moment, not entirely sure what the dreadshade was doing, but then there was a distinct click; the stone rumbled, and a door slid open.

Cale whistled. "Nice job," he said. "How'd you know to do that?"

"There was... a pattern. In the decay." Damien hesitated. "I don't know how to explain it better than that."

Cale gave Damien a thoughtful look. "You know, this is just a pet theory of mine, but I've always thought that when a voidcyte triggers an auric collapse, it's different from when a mage does it," he said. He stepped past Damien and into the newer hallway, gesturing for the dreadshade to follow. "An auric collapse from a mage doesn't look anything like this. They're supposed to be unique to the mage, since every core is different. With voidcytes, though, it's the same stone hallways every time."

"Has this, um... happened to you a lot?" Damien asked, following him hesitantly. Cale picked up the pace again into a light jog.

"Far more than is probably healthy," Cale said cheerfully. "The point is, it makes me wonder. It's the same hallways every time, right? Maybe the hallways represent some kind of internal structure all voidcytes share—probably whatever it is that lets them digest magic the way they do."

Damien shuddered. "Are you saying we're inside its digestive system? I feel like that's kind of morbid."

"Maybe a little bit." Cale laughed. "I happen to think it's cool, but that's beside the point. What I'm trying to get at is that if I'm right, you might be exceptionally suited to navigating this thing. More than even Leo, let's say."

"...I don't know if I like where this is going."

"Good! That means you have good survival instincts." Cale smirked. "But think about it—if your decay senses are working so well and we're inside some magical digestive system, then the biggest sources of decay should be the freshest sources of magic. In other words—"

"—our friends." Damien caught on to what he was saying pretty quickly. "You're saying I might be able to find them?"

"Do you think you can?" Cale asked. "Because it could make things a lot easier for us." 

"I..." Damien hesitated for a long moment, but eventually pulled his cloak tight around his shoulders and gave him a small, determined nod. "Yeah. I think I can do that."

"Excellent." Cale smiled at Damien. A part of his mind, though, carefully caught and catalogued what was happening with the dreadshade's cloak. That thing was interesting. It was fluttering slightly despite the complete lack of wind, which wasn't all that unusual for magical cloaks, but... it was also somehow drawing in all the trace amounts of ambient decay mana Damien was leaking.

That was probably a good thing. Even trace amounts of decay mana could do a lot of damage. He hadn't paid the cloak much attention before, though, and now that he was, something about it struck him as odd. There weren't that many artifacts like this he couldn't identify at a glance.

(Artifacts like this, in this case, meant specifically cloaks. Cale liked cloaks. They were cool.)

He'd have to find a moment to talk to Damien about it later. For now, though—

"We'll need you to find the next doorway, then," he said. "I'm pretty sure we should come across someone else before that..."

He trailed off, blinking. "Speak of the devil," he said. There was something off in the distance. A lot of somethings.

"What?" Damien looked at him nervously.

"Get ready to fight," Cale said.

"Fight?" Damien shot him a wide-eyed look. "What do you mean, fight?"

Cale lifted his fists and grinned, his mana beginning to swirl around him. It had been a while since he'd gotten into a good brawl, and the manifested spells he could sense in the darkness were perfect for it.

"I mean exactly what I said. Get ready to fight."





Flia had no idea where they were or what they were doing here, but she and Leo ran like their lives depended on it.

They probably did. Flia hadn't exactly known Cale for a long time—in fact, they'd really only known each other for the duration of a single class, and she still hadn't gotten a chance to take a damn nap so she could process all of it—but there had been some genuine worry in the warning he'd given them.

Not a lot of it. Flia wasn't sure if anything could make the human more than mildly concerned, what with everything she'd seen of him. Her, though?

Well, if something could make Cale mildly concerned, she was pretty sure she needed to be worried about her life.

Hence all the running.

The worst part was probably the fact that she was weak here. Weak in a way she wasn't used to being. The Gift wasn't working, and her magic felt like it was entirely sealed—she couldn't even push her mana out of her core, and from what Leo had said, neither could he.

The good news was that his labyrinth senses were still working, though he seemed both reluctant to admit it and angry that he'd somehow ended up in a second labyrinth in the same day. Flia couldn't say she blamed him, but it was all they had, so they were glad for it.

Then she'd turned to look back, and, well... now they were running. Because what they saw definitely qualified as something they needed to be running from.

"We need to find out where the others are," Flia said, risking another quick glance behind them. There was something chasing them. She didn't know what it was, but it appeared in the corner of her sight every time she glanced back down the hallway, and every time she did it was a little bit closer.

It was ugly, too. An ugly, smiling thing that made her core ripple in revulsion, lumbering after them and disappearing whenever they tried to look.

"You think... I don't... know that?" Leo panted. He was struggling a lot more with the whole running thing. "Is it... still there?"

"It's definitely still there," Flia said. "If anything, it's gaining on us."

Leo winced, but forced himself to keep running. She could tell it was wearing him down, though. Flia didn't exactly have physical muscles to exert, but Leo struggled to maintain a full sprint for very long.

They needed a solution that wasn't running, Flia knew, but she had no idea what that might be. There wasn't a chance in any of the eight—seven?—infernal realms that they'd be able to fight this thing, especially without their magic.

But there had to be something they could do other than run. They were mages, for crying out loud!

"Flia," Leo said. "I think—I think you should—"

"Don't you dare." Flia glared at him.

There had to be something.

Unbidden, her thoughts went back to the labyrinth. Cale had said something about running, but that wasn't the only thing he'd done back then, was it? How had he gotten through all the labyrinth's challenges? A huge part of it was sheer experience, but she didn't have experience with whatever this was.

But even for someone like Cale, there had to have been a first time, hadn't there? The man seemed to live for first times, if anything. He'd also gotten past a sphinx without fighting it or answering any of its riddles, all because he'd happened to know... the... rules...

Flia slowed.

"Flia? What are you doing?" Leo cast a panicked gaze past her into the darkness and flinched, but forced himself to slow alongside her, not wanting to leave her behind.

"Cale didn't exactly say to run," Flia said.

"What do you mean? That's exactly what he said! He said all mages need to know when to run!"

"Exactly," Flia said. She stopped entirely in her tracks, and although Leo looked incredibly reluctant, he followed suit. "He told us that we need to know when to run. And he told us we'd know when."

"He said to run the moment we see it," Leo hissed.

"I'm not talking about just now," Flia said. "Back during Professor Imrys's class, in the labyrinth, remember? He said above all else, a mage needs to know when to run."

"The creepy thing following us isn't enough reason to run?" Leo demanded. Flia shook her head slowly.

"Magic has rules," she said. She did it more to convince herself than anything—she wasn't entirely sure, and she was really hoping she wasn't wrong. Flia might not have known exactly what was happening or what they were facing, but all magic did have rules. Mythologies like the sphinx were bound even more tightly by those rules, as a tradeoff for their power.

Cale had taken advantage of that. He'd known the rules. Flia didn't, but... surely she could learn what they were? If this space was so powerful that it could suppress their magic so thoroughly, then it had to have its own rules. Something they could use.

Every time she glanced back, the curse was closer. The speed at which they were running almost seemed like it didn't make a difference—the amount of distance closed was always the same.

Five paces closer, every time.

She took a few steps forward, then glanced back, mentally recording where it was. "Don't look back yet," she told Leo. "Keep looking down the hallway. I want to test something."

Leo stared at her for a moment. "Now?" he asked. There was a tight edge in his voice. "You better not get us killed, Flia."

"It'll be fine." Flia tried not to let the tension show in her own words, though she was pretty sure she failed spectacularly. Whatever was following them was now close enough that she could see its yellowed teeth for the briefest of moments before it vanished again.

It felt almost like it was a manifested curse of some kind, although she had no idea if such a thing was possible. Her core trembled in sympathetic resonance with it, though. That was pretty damning evidence.

But what if that sympathetic resonance was hiding something else? What rules did this thing have to follow?

Flia stepped in the opposite direction, this time toward the curse, then risked another glance.

It was exactly five paces closer.

"You only move when we try to look," Flia said out loud. "A set distance every time, and not only that, but your position is relative to ours. You're already anchored to our cores, aren't you? Or is there more than one of you?"

Leo glanced back at her and nearly jumped with surprise, but caught himself before he started running again. "Wait," he muttered. "You're right. Is it... are there two of them? One for each of us?"

"Mine's about thirty paces from me," Flia said.

"Same," Leo said, and his eyes narrowed slightly in realization. "If it only moves when we look back, then all we have to do is stop looking back, right?"

"That's one way to deal with it." Flia frowned slightly. "But if this thing is moving relative to us, then it's already bound to us in some way. I'd rather we get rid of it entirely. I'm just not sure how we're supposed to do that, without our magic."

Leo took a deep breath, and something in him seemed to settle. "Okay," he said. From the look on his face, he was thinking rapidly. "It's bound by a rule? Like living mythologies are?"

"Seems like it," Flia said. "You have an idea?"

"I've spent a lot of time reading about living mythologies," Leo said, his fingers tightening around his notebook as he thought. "If this thing works anything like one of those, then we need to force it to break that rule. It'll break whatever hold this thing has on us."

Flia's brows drew together. "How are we supposed to do that?"

"It's supposed to stay behind us and get closer every time we look, right?" Leo asked. Flia nodded. "Alright, then I'm going to keep looking ahead. You turn around and look down the opposite direction. That way, there won't be a 'behind'. On three, we both glance back. That should force it to try to manifest in two different places at once."

"Are we sure this is going to work?" Flia asked. She had to admit, though, it sounded right. And Leo had read far more about living mythologies than she. "What's going to happen once it breaks its rule?"

"It's not going to kill it, but it should stun it," Leo said. "...Based on what I've read, anyway. There's a chance we just piss it off, but I don't think I want this thing stuck to my back."

"Me either." Flia managed a smile she wasn't really feeling, and was gratified when Leo smiled back at her. "You ready?"

"Terrified, actually."

Flia snorted. "Me too."

They took their positions, back to back. "One," Leo said. "Two... three!"

They each glanced back at once—

—and there was an impulse.

The magic around them shuddered and contracted, and then something neither of them had noticed unbound itself from their cores and flew back into the darkness. Flia caught a glimpse of what seemed like ribbons and teeth and a manic, permanent smile, and shuddered at the sight.

Leo had it worse, though. The poor guy looked like he was struggling not to vomit.

"Did we—did we do it?" he asked. Flia stared down the corridor, not entirely sure herself; her heart was still hammering.

"We did," she said, but even as she spoke, she saw a shape moving in the darkness. "But not for long. It's moving already. It's just not bound to us anymore. Which means—"

"Now we run." Leo completed the sentence. "I think I get it now." He still looked a little sick, but he managed to flash her a grin, and Flia couldn't stop herself from grinning back.

"So do I," she said. She started off at a sprint, with Leo following close behind.

Then she frowned to herself. "Cale better not be infectious," she muttered.





Sneaks-In-Darkness had no idea how long she had been walking along the same boring stone hallway, but she was pretty sure she was getting close to her targets. She could track them easily enough, at least, no matter how much this strange space dampened her abilities—soul-links were difficult to break, after all. Those who argued the ethics of soul-links with mage initiates simply didn't recognize the importance of the Red Hunters and their mission.

All that said, she couldn't entirely shake the feeling that something was wrong. She didn't know what brought her here in the first place, and it was stranger still that her targets had apparently been brought to the same space. What was that thing that the human captured? Was it the cause of all this?

Now that she thought about it, if she could bring that information back to Commander Isyanek, she would almost certainly be rewarded, wouldn't she? It might even make up for her failure in preventing their involvement from getting out.

The Commander loved esoteric magics like this. Anything that could be used to control, anything that could be turned into a weapon—he wanted them all. They were safe only in his hands, he said; anyone else might abuse the power they granted, but he would make sure they were put to use for the mission.

She shivered at the thought. Every time he spoke of the mission, his eyes burned with such mesmerizing passion. She knew, deep in her heart, that he must have suffered some truly terrible tragedy at the hands of the wild mages. That explained his dedication, his will to see the mission through.

Sneaks-In-Darkness would not disappoint him.

That meant she had two priorities now. First was to find her targets so she could get rid of them—the initiates had failed, and failure was unacceptable among the Red Hunters.

Second, though?

Second was to find that human, that... "Cale," and get him to tell her all his secrets. Maybe she could even bring him to the Commander. She would surely be rewarded for that.

Mind made up, she ran forward. She had to keep running, after all. The human had said something about it, and she wasn't foolish enough to just ignore advice from someone that clearly knew what all of this was.

Behind her, a flickering being of red-purple flame followed, growing with every moment that passed.

  

    
        Chapter 19 — Ghosts in the Dark, Pt 2

    
    
    
    
  Manifested necromancy spells, Cale felt, were the best kinds of spells to fight.

He sort of relished the opportunity, really. Most spells manifested in ways that couldn't be fought in any direct fashion—you either had to run away from them or figure out their rules (so you could proceed to run away from them.) Necromancy, on the other hand, was a form of soul magic, and manifested soul magic generally followed one deceptively simple rule: they had to be fought in hand-to-hand combat.

Well, sort of. The reality of it was a little more nuanced than that. There were often a dozen minor rules that governed how the spell could be beaten back, ranging from weak spots to bizarrely specific requirements that had to be met in order for the spell to take any significant damage. The last time he'd been stuck inside an auric collapse like this, he'd encountered a necromancy spell that could only be hurt if it was punched following the rhythm of the song it was humming. That had been a fun fight.

Cale had no idea why soul magic in particular was like this. It might have had something to do with the nature of it in general—manifested spells did have to reflect the actual spell in some way, and so it was no real surprise that manifested soul magic would reflect the variable nature of souls, even if no actual souls were involved.

Anyway, he was letting himself get distracted. Cale could hear the sound of someone else fighting in the distance. He was pretty sure it was Akkau, but it was hard to make him out through the darkness, and he had a crowd of manifested spells he needed to fight through first.

With Damien's help, of course. Although the dreadshade did look rather nervous about it...

Still, no time for hesitation! Cale dove into the fight, ducking and weaving, and immediately got punched in the face.

"Ow," he said. Damien looked at him incredulously, but he waved it off; his barrier had protected him.

Mostly.

It had softened the blow, at any rate. His nose wasn't even bleeding!

"Cale," Damien said. "Are you bad at fighting?"

"Absolutely not," Cale said. "I'm very good at fighting. Do you know how much time I've spent getting good at fighting? Probably longer than your great-great-grandfather's been ali—"

The manifested spell punched him in the face again. Cale scowled. "Rude," he scolded the spell. "Don't interrupt me when I'm talking."

The spell looked flabbergasted. Its manifested form resembled a skeleton of sorts, presumably because it was a manifested version of something like [Raise Skeleton], and it was staring at him with its jaw flopped open.

Cale stared at this for a moment, then sighed. "Aw, I can't be mad at you," he told the spell. "I—"

He got punched in the face a third time.

"Cale!" Damien shouted, exasperated. "Stop letting yourself get punched in the face!"

"I need time to get used to this body!" Cale complained. He ducked under the next blow before it could get him in the face again, and this time managed to land a strike directly in the center of the skeleton-spell's ribs; it fell back with a surprised look on its skull. Or maybe skeletons just looked surprised all the time. "I've only been in it for like thirty years, and I'll have you know I spent most of them studying!"

"What does that even mean?!" Damien shouted. He was fighting through a throng of other spells to get to him, but hadn't quite made it yet.

Cale noted with some surprise that the dreadshade was actually good with hand-to-hand combat like this. He ducked effortlessly under the spells that tried to strike him, and he almost seemed to flow around any of the attacks he couldn't directly dodge. Whenever he struck back, he put the full force of his momentum into it, handily knocking back whatever he targeted.

He wasn't exceptionally strong or anything—dreadshades weren't known for that kind of thing—but he was effective, and all they really needed to do was get through the spells, not kill them. Spells couldn't really be killed, anyway.

On his end of things, the skeleton-spell had managed to stand up again. Cale glanced back at it and frowned right as it began to charge at him, arm winding up for a clumsy swing.

He hadn't been lying. He wasn't entirely used to fighting in this body. Reincarnation was a bit of a lottery, after all; it was a lottery biased in his favor, but there still tended to be minor differences from life to life. That meant that every time he found himself in a new body, he needed to spend time adjusting and training, especially if he planned on doing extensive amounts of physical combat.

In his last world, he... hadn't.

That didn't mean he was entirely helpless, of course. Far from it. For the most part, it just meant he was more prone to making mistakes.

And to getting punched in the face.

An attack this clumsy wasn't exactly hard to counter, though. Cale grabbed the skeleton-spell's wrist as it swung at him, turned, and threw; it flew through the air, gawking at him—

—and when it clattered to the ground, it scattered into a disparate array of bones. Cale grinned. He wasn't completely rusty. "Gotta throw the skeletons!" he called. "Stuns them for a bit!"

"Just stuns?!" Damien called back. Cale watched as the dreadshade managed to swing one over his shoulder and into the wall, forcing it to break apart.

"Well, yeah! You can't kill a spell manifestation!" he called back. Stunning was about the best you could do. "Different spells will have different weaknesses, so call them out when you figure them out!"

"I—" Damien gave up before he even finished protesting. "Got it!"

With that, they set to work. It didn't take them too much time; nothing they fought had any particularly unusual weaknesses. The worst of them was a wispy looking thing that Cale was pretty sure was the manifested version of some sort of resurrection spell. Cale winced when he recognized it—someone must have tried to revive themselves while they were being consumed by Cyte. Interrupted resurrection spells were rarely pretty.

That one took a moment for them to get through. It attacked by creating waves of physical force that blew them back, and it was only when Cale resorted to just throwing things at it that they realized it couldn't push back non-living objects with its force waves. It took particular exception to being hit by any of the stones from the hallway, it seemed, and ran off screeching after the third brick Damien threw struck it in the ribs.

"Nice job," Cale said approvingly. Damien was panting, but managed to give him a thumbs up.

Together, they made it through the rest of the hallway to where Akkau was...

Well, fighting was a strong word for what he was doing, really. He was standing there impassively while a number of spells beat themselves against him, to no particular success. Cale watched this for a moment, then snickered. "Showoff."

"I see little reason to waste my energy on these things," Akkau said. There was a faint twitch to his mouth that might have suggested amusement, but it vanished as quickly as it came. "I believe I understand what this is, but auric collapses are rare enough that I have little experience with them. Cale, what is your suggested course of action?"

"Are you asking me or testing me?" Cale asked, raising a brow. Akkau stared at him without a word, and after a beat, he sighed. "We should move through the segments of the collapse as quickly as we can to locate the other students. There's almost certainly a rogue mage involved in all this."

"What type of mage are they?" Akkau pressed. Cale scowled.

"Did you spot them and not tell me?" he accused.

Akkau merely raised a single scaled brow at him. "Well?"

"Assassination specialty, most likely," Cale said, ignoring Damien's sharp intake of breath. "Probably shadow- or dark-attribute core, if I had to guess. They wouldn't have been able to avoid mine or Syphus's mana detection otherwise. You don't need to keep testing me, you know."

"I am not." Akkau turned to start walking, and Cale fell into step beside him as Damien followed just behind. He walked at a quick clip, too, forcing them both to struggle to keep up. "I simply wish to keep the true extent of my capabilities hidden."

He paused for a moment, then added, with a slightly playful lilt in his voice: "Are you any different?"

Cale narrowed his eyes slightly, but said nothing, and after a moment he realized with a start that the Headmaster had managed to weave a spatial spell around them as they walked. That made him glance sharply up at the dragon. A spatial spell within the boundary of an auric collapse? Spatial spells were complex. It couldn't have been less than sixth tier, and more importantly, to do it in a place like this...

That was beyond the realm of an archmage's capabilities.

"You know, if I'm going to be your apprentice, we should probably share some secrets," Cale pointed out mildly. And he wasn't just doing it because he was suddenly very interested in Akkau's secrets, either.

"Hm." Akkau seemed to smile slightly. "I suppose there is merit in that. Very well. Find me in my office tonight, and we shall properly begin your apprenticeship. Perhaps we will find we have much to learn from one another, hm?"

Cale blinked. He was a little surprised by how open the Headmaster was being—he'd been expecting more pushback. "Sure," he said cautiously.

Neither of them were fools. Master and apprentice were nothing more than titles, at the end of the day, and both of them were old enough to know they had plenty to gain from one another. Akkau was pretending to be aloof, but from the way the dragon had made space for him...

Heh. Cale smiled. The dragon was rather carefully treating him as an equal, not just as an apprentice. He wasn't used to dragons, of all species, having the humility to do that.

That was delightfully interesting.

Cale was, he decided, very happy he'd allowed himself to be summoned to Utelia.





Damien had no idea what was happening, but he was pretty sure Cale and Akkau were somehow having a whole separate conversation on top of the one they were literally having. The words were one thing, but the air between the two felt charged with a certain kind of tension, like they were evaluating something about one another with every sentence they traded.

He had no idea what to make of it. The last time he'd encountered anything like this, it was with his fath—

Damien winced and clutched at his head, his form wavering as a spike of pain drove itself into his skull.

No. He still couldn't... he couldn't think about him. Couldn't let himself think about him, not even for a moment.

There were ways he could make himself useful here. He felt outclassed next to mages like Akkau and Cale, but Cale had said so himself—he was especially suited for navigating the... what had the human called this? An auric collapse?

He just needed to search out sources of decay. Cale had said something about collapses being marked by different segments, which meant he had to search for some kind of doorway, perhaps? Like the one they'd just been through.

"There," Damien said desperately, interrupting the conversation Cale and Akkau were having. There was a seam in the wall that was almost invisible; both Cale and Akkau had missed it, apparently. But Damien could feel the tiniest dredge of decay seeping through its boundary, and more importantly, he could feel how to get through.

"Well done," Cale said warmly, and Damien ducked his head. He still wasn't used to praise. Akkau pressed a claw against the stone and hummed in thought.

"Can you open this?" he asked, turning to Damien.

Damien nodded rapidly. "Yes. Um, I think..."

There was a pattern in the stone, hidden among the bricks. It was different from before, but if he traced the pattern, followed the shape of what seemed to be some kind of rune...

The door rumbled open, and on the other side, a water elemental and minotaur sprinted toward them. Damien blinked in surprise.

"Out of the way!" Leo shouted, panting. He kept glancing behind him, where Damien could feel something... something awful. He froze in the doorway, unsure of what to do.

Thankfully, Cale wasn't nearly as frozen, and casually hauled him out of the way.

Moments later, Flia splashed through. She was followed shortly by Leo, whose momentum carried him hard enough that his horns tore chunks out of the stone on the opposite side of the hall; the minotaur was breathing hard, taking deep, ragged lungfuls of air as he tried to speak.

"Close it," Flia said desperately, saying the words Leo couldn't. "Close the door!"

Damien, operating on autopilot, traced the pattern again, and the stone door slid shut a split second before an awful, smiling thing could slip through.

"Great!" Cale said. "Now we just need to find the assassin."

Flia and Leo both turned to stare at him.

"The what," Flia said.





Aila Quickpaw knew they were being hunted, and she had no idea what to do.

Neither did Izzik or Geraal. The former wasn't much help; that yellow-bellied bluescale had been panicking ever since they got here, and Geraal wasn't far behind. He might have liked to put on an air of superiority, but she'd known him since she was a child. He was a softie compared to most of the other elves of the Forest Wing.

She and Izzik were both members of the Beast Wing, though, and their magic had sharpened their instincts to a razor's edge. Inside the... wherever this was, those same instincts were screaming at them. It didn't help that all her magic was somehow being forcibly contained within her core, taking away her only way to control those instincts.

The truth was that Aila was barely holding it together, and she was a shifter, not a full-on beastfolk like Izzik was. If it was this bad for her, she couldn't imagine what he was going through. No wonder he'd spent the last who-knew-how-long curled up against the wall and hyperventilating.

Aila couldn't help but resent him for it, though. Coward, she thought viciously. Geraal too. They're both cowards.

And so am I.

She gritted her teeth, trying to shake off the thoughts before they could consume her. "We need a plan before she finds us," she said. She hated how desperate she sounded. "Anyone?"

Geraal refused to speak. He wasn't hyperventilating the way Izzik was, but he'd started going silent since before they tried spiking the cafeteria food with shimmerdust. He was sitting on the ground with his eyes closed, like he was meditating, but Aila saw the tears in the corners of his eyes.

Izzik wasn't any help either, and she doubted he was going to be anytime soon.

Dammit.

They were going to die. If the Headmaster didn't kill them himself, then their handler surely would. If the soul-link was anything to go by, she was getting closer and closer. She had to be only minutes away now.

Sneaks-In-Darkness. Aila distinctly remembered thinking about how cool the mage was the first time they'd met; she wore one of those high-tier shadowcloaks, and although she'd affected a humble posture and tone, Aila was absolutely sure the woman was an archmage. Maybe a recent one, judging by the strength of her magic, but an archmage nonetheless.

Even just walking around, Sneaks-In-Darkness gave off an air of danger. Oh, she spoke like she was nothing more than a civil servant, all humble words and polite bows, but the way she moved was like concentrated death. Aila felt the power radiating from her with every move she made. It was like she was a single step away from shredding everything around her.

And then there was the look in her eyes.

Aila had loved the look in her eyes. She wasn't sure what it was, exactly, but something about it set her heart thumping. She'd started following Sneaks-In-Darkness around as she did her rounds at their academy last semester, asking her questions, trying to learn. She wanted to be just like her, she said, and the Red Hunter had welcomed it. She'd asked her warm questions about her friends, about her magic, about what she was working on.

At the end of that semester, when the Red Hunters were due to leave, Sneaks-In-Darkness had found her and pressed the Red Hunter emblem into her paws. She told Aila that she had potential. That she was thinking about taking on an apprentice one day.

Aila thought she'd finally done something right. Earning the approval of an archmage—that was incredible, wasn't it?

Her parents hadn't seemed to think so. Her brothers looked horrified. The only ones that understood were her closest friends, Izzik and Geraal; they'd found mentors of their own among the Red Hunters, and the three of them talked long into the night about what they would do once they joined.

Izzik wanted to fix things. He admired them, but thought their methods were too harsh. Geraal had been reticent about it, but had said something about his father being one of the Red Hunters, and how he wanted to prove himself.

It was clear how much Sneaks-In-Darkness and the other Red Hunters believed in them, too. Those emblems were like a cheat code. They would regularly shine in the middle of the night and dispense crucial advice about some spell or the other, or even magical secrets that would be important in the upcoming tests. Aila, Izzik, and Geraal all quickly rose to be the top of their respective classes.

They'd been so happy about it. This semester, Aila had thought, would be their best one yet.

And then one night, about a week ago, everything changed.

It had happened when she and Izzik were alone in the library. Geraal had been asleep at the time, but both she and Izzik's emblems had suddenly begun to shine. When they held the emblems out, the shimmerdust vial had appeared, along with a message recorded by Sneaks herself. Aila had been so excited.

That excitement had turned very quickly into horror. The archmage's voice had been so... warm. She told them how excited the Red Hunters were to have such promising students as initiates, and told them in no uncertain terms that this was their most important test yet.

And then, in the same warm tone, Sneaks-In-Darkness told them what would happen if they failed.

"I hope you understand how important this is," she said, her voice full of false sympathy. "We don't want to do this, really, but us Red Hunters can't afford traitors or failures. Think of it as a protective measure to keep our mission safe."

Aila had never felt so stupid. And Izzik... he'd stopped speaking to her after that. Geraal knew something had changed, clearly, but said nothing about it.

Earlier, he'd said he hadn't been threatened. Why? What made him so special? Why was he...

Aila looked up. "Geraal," she said. "The reason you weren't threatened. Is it because your dad's already...?"

Geraal stared at her for a long moment, then nodded slightly. He said nothing further, but Aila knew him well enough. She'd wondered why he'd started to withdraw when they first began to meet with the Red Hunters. She hadn't thought to ask about it.

Sneaks-In-Darkness was getting closer. The soul-link was two-way, and Aila knew the smart thing to do was run. If she wanted to, she could force Izzik and Geraal to get on their feet and start moving away. If the archmage turned her gaze on any of them, they would die; she knew that for a fact.

But what was the point? Those bloodrot bombs were pinned on them anyway. They would just be prolonging things until the Red Hunters activated those bombs themselves.

And what that human had said about that poison... about the shimmerdust...

Aila had genuinely thought that they were helping. That the Red Hunters were doing a service, even if that service was ugly at times. The fact that they needed shimmerdust at all told her otherwise.

She huddled further into a ball.

Maybe it would be for the best if they were caught.
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  Sneaks-In-Darkness had finally managed to make it through the stupid door.

She didn't know how long she'd spent working at the damn thing. It had taken her almost fifteen minutes just to find it, hidden in the stone as it was, and another five minutes just to pry it open. Spending this long doing anything was just embarrassing. She was a part of the Red Hunters! Being stumped by a door was... it was...

Bah. It didn't matter. She was through the door now, though she could swear that for some reason the hallways were getting hotter; it was sweltering, and Sneaks couldn't sweat to cool herself down like most other species could. None of her cooling spells were working, either. Her shadowcloak was helping, but it was only helping so much.

She needed to get to those initiates soon. It was a matter of professional pride, at this point; she could have taken the mission as a failure and gone back to the Commander, told him to activate the bloodrot, but that would definitely alert their enemies to their activities. That had to be a last resort thing, at least until they could establish enough of a foothold that their enemies no longer mattered.

Right now, Headmaster Akkau was one of the only mages still standing in their way. They couldn't afford to anger him too overtly. That dragon, she was told, had spells that could kill every last one of the Red Hunters, and while the Commander had contingency plans in case he used them, he would prefer not to have to use them.

Sneaks-In-Darkness preferred that too. She didn't know what those contingency plans were, exactly, but she'd been around the Commander enough to have noticed the stink of the magic coming up from beneath the floorboards. It felt... wrong, to her mana sense, like she was sensing something that didn't quite belong to any of the Great Realms.

She didn't need to know what it was to know that whatever it did was terrible. But if anyone could be trusted with that kind of power, it was Commander Isyanek; he would make sure that it would be leveraged only to put down the threat of wild magic once and for all.

That meant that right now, she had to do her duty. She had to find those initiates before Headmaster Akkau could disable the magic in those emblems and interrogate them. Preferably, she'd also find Cale and capture him, but Sneaks-In-Darkness knew she might have to wait until she could catch him off-guard.

She hadn't gotten this far by failing to be cautious, after all, and while Cale didn't feel especially dangerous, something about that was off. His barriers had fended off her spells entirely, for one thing. Even if his core didn't feel like that of an archmage's, it was best she treat him like an archmage-level threat, just in case—

Sneaks-In-Darkness stopped in her tracks, her thoughts cut off by what she saw in front of her. She frowned. This wasn't any of the initiates. It was the golem that had somehow managed to cut off her scrying spells. Why did the soul-link feel like it was leading her here?

The golem's eye seemed to blur slightly. Sneaks-In-Darkness watched hesitantly as the eye split into two, then four, each one bound with a slightly different but equally powerful scrying spell.

"I see," the golem said shortly. It cocked its head at her. "My name's Syphus. Well, sort of. Yours is Sneaks-In-Darkness. You're a kobold archmage, a Red Hunter, and... you've got three soul-links to the academy's students."

Sneaks-In-Darkness narrowed her eyes. It had managed to see through her shadowcloak? How was it using magic at all? This space suppressed magic; even she could barely use her spells, although she could use them. Either this golem was an archmage like she was, or...

"Wild mage," she hissed, her voice seething with hatred. She drew her daggers from her belt.

As far as she could tell, the space they were in was completely magically isolated. Normally, the Red Hunters followed protocol; they had to get the wild mages to break first, to prove they were a danger to the public.

In here, though? She could end this thing before it could take a single life. She began to advance, stalking forward.

Syphus looked at her. Its eyes shuffled slightly, the scrying spells rearranging themselves into a different configuration before merging back into a single nexus. "Hm," it said. "Rule: Grows with distance from origin. And you've been ignoring it?"

"What in the eight infernal realms are you talking about," Sneaks-In-Darkness spat.

Syphus's eyes shuffled again, and it laughed. "Seven," it said, sounding amused. "I've been wondering about that. Didn't get the chance to check until now. Syphus really doesn't like it when I do this."

"You just said you were Syphus."

"I said sort of," the golem corrected. It seemed far too amused for the situation. Sneaks-In-Darkness didn't understand it; this thing was far too weak to beat her, and her daggers were enchanted ones besides. The Grand Mage had ensured it could cut through even dragonsteel, and the edges were enchanted with magical rot that would tear through whatever it cut.

The golem was dead. It just didn't know it yet.

Then she took a step forward and burst into flames.

"I think I'll let Cale deal with you," the golem told her as she screamed. She didn't have her magic to protect her, and the shadowcloak did almost nothing against direct fire. "It's been so long since I've met anyone interesting. Cale Cadwell Cobbs, hm? Oh, this is going to be fun."

With that, the golem reached forward and shoved. Space around her seemed to rebound and contort; for a moment, Sneaks-In-Darkness couldn't breathe—

—and when she recovered, she found herself in a burning stone hallway. The heat was suffocating, but what drew her attention most was the figure that stood in the middle of it all; it looked like a fire elemental but wrong, twisted in a way that reminded her of the same rotting mana beneath the Commander's floorboards.

It was humanoid, but its neck was bent the wrong way. Its mouth stretched open all the way down to what would've been its stomach. Every few seconds it let out a sound that sat somewhere between a gurgle and a chuckle.

She gripped her daggers and gritted her teeth. The heat was making her head hurt, but she hadn't earned her archmage title from being weak. Whatever Syphus had done, it had made a mistake—Sneaks-In-Darkness could feel the real initiates now, just behind the reach of this fire creature.

She would claim her victory. There was no other choice.





For Izzik of the Golden Sands, life had ended approximately one week and fourteen hours ago.

Everything that had happened since then felt like he was living some sort of waking nightmare. He kept telling himself it couldn't have been real—that he would wake up any moment and realize everything that happened since that night had been nothing but a particularly terrible hallucination. It was part of the reason he'd allowed himself to follow along with this... this charade for so long.

The Red Hunters were supposed to be heroes. Their methods could be too violent, he knew that; he'd always felt they ought to take wild mages into their fold and teach them, not just execute them. In a different life, he might even have opposed their actions. He'd known some of the mages that drew the Hunters' ire. They'd been his friends.

But Izzik knew all too keenly the consequences a true wild mage could invoke. Wild magic was, after all, the reason for the Aspect Cascade that had ravaged the Golden Sands and killed more than half his clan.

It began something like two years ago, right at the edge of the desert, a sandstorm that crackled with gold-black mana. No one had thought anything of it at first—magical storms were common, and while they were more dangerous than the rest, they could be navigated with just a little extra caution. They had defensive spells and weather wards meant specifically to fend them off.

Except nothing about the Aspect Cascade was common or navigable. Most magical storms could be defended against, but this one? It struck at the mana of all those within it, forcibly reattuning whatever aspect it carried into something different, often before a mage could let loose a single spell.

Not that it would matter even if they managed it, because those spells were forcibly reattuned, too.

Defensive spells withered away instantly, turning into fireballs that were instantly blown out by the wind. Speed and spatial ones, meant to take them out of the range of the storm, turned instead into steel or stone spells that hampered them. Healing spells shifted into plague and blood, tearing apart anyone they tried to heal even more quickly.

Even their own specialty—their breath magic—failed them, turning into suffocating voids that stole flesh and breath alike.

When all else failed, they shifted to the most basic mana construct of all: barriers. But those failed them, too. Solid barriers of force turned instead into planes of fire or ice; the worst ones flashed into aspects related to poison and were dispersed immediately by the storm's winds, sending throngs of people into coughing fits and worse.

Izzik had been sixteen then. He'd watched the Aspect Cascade kill his father, and while his mother had been spared, it left her paralyzed from the waist down. Almost half the mages of the clan had died before the storm passed over them, and among the remainder, the healers hadn't recovered their magic until hours later.

By that time, they'd lost even more of the clan, friends and family alike. Without immediate magical healing at hand and with aspect-frozen mana clinging to their wounds, even the survivors often had permanent scars or life-changing injuries. That was what had happened to his mother.

Storm-marked, they called them. Izzik was storm-marked himself, although only in the form of a scar across the back of his hand. As far as injuries went, he'd gotten off lightly.

Word came in after that the Aspect Cascade had been caused by a wild mage who lost control of his power; the mage in question apparently had a core with a sticky attunement that fell into one of the metamagic categories. Apparently, they hadn't entirely managed to attune their core to the weather aspect when casting a basic weather ward.

A simple mistake, in theory, but one that had caused untold tragedy.

Even now, the Aspect Cascade ravaged the Golden Sands. No one had managed to end it. If anything, it seemed to be growing, drawing strength from the mana it stole and changed. It was a constant danger now, and his clan were always on the run from it, living in sandships to stay ahead of its winds.

So Izzik knew all too well why the work of the Red Hunters was necessary.

And yet.

Before the Storm, he'd wanted to be a healer. He'd loved magic in all his forms, and his father had encouraged that love. Aldur of the Golden Sands smiled warmly with every new attunement he managed, promised to send him to the Brightscale Academy so he could practice his magic, and above all...

There was a little in-joke in their family, based on a moment that Izzik could no longer remember but that his father had spoken about with both amusement and clear pride. When he'd been a hatchling of no older than five, he'd apparently somehow managed to sneak into one of the meetings of the clan elders. He'd watched with wide eyes as they talked about all the magics they needed to invent to help their clan prosper.

Then, being a five-year-old, he'd promptly climbed onto the table and declared he would invent "kindness magic."

Everyone burst out laughing at him, of course, though little Izzik hadn't understood that particular nuance. He just laughed with them. Aldur, on the other hand, had collected him into his arms and kissed him on the forehead, and then he'd told him to never forget that part of him...

Fuck. Izzik missed his father so much. He trembled a little, feeling a tear slide down his scales and onto his robes.

The Red Hunter that had mentored him had reminded him of his father. It was something about his eyes—the way the scales bunched together when he smiled. It had been so easy to listen to everything Durak of the Crimson Sea told him. The only difference was that where Aldur encouraged kindness, Durak warned against it.

Kindness only led to pain, he said. If the academies hadn't tried to be kind to wild mages and teach them to use their magic—if such mages had been locked away, or better yet, culled entirely—the Golden Sands wouldn't have suffered so much death.

And Izzik had listened, but even then, it felt... wrong. There had to be a better way. He asked Durak about it, but Durak always shook his head and smiled at him sadly, telling him there wasn't.

But there had to be, right? A way he could honor his father. A path to something better. Maybe he could change things for the Red Hunters, if he got in. Use their resources to make sure wild mages couldn't hurt anyone, without having to kill them.

That message from Sneaks-In-Darkness had shattered his hopes of that. It had shattered everything he thought he knew about the Red Hunters, too. Izzik had no idea what to think anymore.

Which was why, when Sneaks-In-Darkness showed up in front of them—shadowcloak burned, and raw patches of flesh exposed behind charred patches of scales—and collapsed, Izzik fell back to his oldest, most primal instinct. The one he'd fixated on all the way back when he was a hatchling, and when his father still looked upon him with pride.

He crawled forward, fumbling in his bag.

"Izzik! What are you doing?" Aila whispered at him, alarmed. She stared at the burnt body of Sneaks-In-Darkness with a mixture of horror and fascination; even as badly hurt as she was, Aila looked half-convinced that the mage would just get up and kill them at any moment.

"I don't know," Izzik answered. His heart ached. Everything ached, really. He wished he'd never listened to Durak. He wished he'd never been friends with Aila or Geraal.

He wished he was home, with his mother, listening to the last songs his father had played for them. He was so, so tired of death, of hard choices, of sacrificing one to save another. The Red Hunters were constantly extolling the importance of those hard choices. It drove everything they did.

And in that moment, Izzik wanted to be nothing like them.

He pulled the potion he kept in his bag and stared at it for a long moment, then slowly poured it down Sneaks-In-Darkness's throat.

"You guys should run," he said. The words felt hollow to him, but he said them anyway. "I'll keep her here as long as I can."

"What—" Aila stared at him like he was crazy; to be fair, he probably was. "Why did you give her a healing potion if you were just going to sacrifice yourself, you idiot! If she was already dying, then none of us had to—"

Sneaks-In-Darkness's hand shot up and wrapped around Izzik's throat, and Aila cut herself off, her eyes growing wide.

"Wrong," the Red Hunter said. She grinned, wild and manic, and pulled herself slowly to her feet. "If I died, that would have triggered the bloodrot to go off. This little idiot probably figured that out, didn't he?

"Not that something like that would've killed me." She spat the words out, and something ugly pulsed beneath her scales; Izzik became slowly aware of a bizarre series of tattoos, inked into the flesh. It had been hidden by the fire's damage, earlier, but now it began to pulse with an eerie red, drawing the mana around them into itself. "I would've healed. And oh, I would've made it painful. But I suppose one good turn deserves another, so how about I make this quick?"

That was all the warning he got. There was a sharp movement followed by a terrible crack.

Izzik belatedly realized that was the sound of his own neck breaking. Aila screamed. Geraal's breath quickened.

And then an absolutely monstrous amount of mana flooded into the world.

Izzik wondered if this was what death was like. Perhaps one of the gods of death themselves had descended to take his soul.

But no. All Izzik could see in the corner of his eye was the human. Cale, was it? Sneaks-In-Darkness's hand had left his throat, he realized, but he couldn't move—there was so much mana around him that it formed what felt like a thick gel, keeping him perfectly still and in place. Who was doing this? How was it even possible? To use this amount of mana was...

Izzik saw the expression on Cale's face, then, and changed his mind.

Whatever that was couldn't be human. That was a god of death descending.

It just wasn't Izzik it was coming for.
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  Cale generally prided himself on his ability to keep his temper.

This was why, on the few occasions he did allow himself to lose his temper, he didn't keep to his own name. Cale Cadwell Cobbs was a man who was largely playful and rarely took things seriously; even on the rare occasion he discarded the more humor-driven aspects of his persona, he was still fundamentally Cale.

But there were times he couldn't allow himself to be Cale, and this was one of them. It hadn't taken him long to put things together, after all. He'd seen the discarded healing potion first, followed by the flesh of an archmage-level kobold knitting itself together, and he'd caught those details just in time to hear the crack that ripped through the air like a death knell.

His reaction had been immediate, almost instinctive. He flooded the hallway with as much of his mana as he could muster.

Well, as much as he could muster without killing anyone else, anyway. Cale was vaguely aware of the muffled gasps from the three students standing near him. Even Akkau grunted, though he wasn't immobilized like everyone else seemed to be.

The lizardfolk was frozen in the air, held in place by the thick waves of mana he was emanating. That was the only option he had the presence of mind to hold—if he kept the young mage as still as possible, there was a chance he could survive this.

Only a chance, still.

It wasn't Cale that stepped forward after that, though. It wasn't Yggdrasil's End, either—that part of him was locked away deep, and he hoped it would never be needed again.

But those weren't the only names he'd earned.

The man who stepped forward had once had his name whispered in the shadows and alleys of the Lower Fossils. He had emerged at the height of their so-called Age of Expansion, and his presence had crippled the ambitions of their expansionist movement, stopping it almost dead in its tracks. There were many, in fact, that attributed the end of that Age entirely to him.

The Mad Mage.

The incursion of the Breathless Ones had been what kickstarted the Age of Expansion. They were soulless, helpless mana cores that fell into their realm from some dead branch of reality, empowering all those that touched them into master-level mages. Absorbing a Breathless One imbued you with some fraction of their memories and a greater fraction of their power, and almost every member of the Lower Fossils thought it worth the tradeoff.

The Lower Fossils grew tenfold in power over the course of mere months, and with that growth came arrogance. Certainty that their new military might could conquer any other territory that might have opposed them.

And they would have been right, if not for the appearance of the Mad Mage.

The whispers of him were scattered, and the rumors were nothing if not uncertain. Some believed that the Mad Mage was a man who had absorbed one too many of the Breathless Ones, gaining untold power and trading his sanity in turn. Others believed that the Mad Mage was simply a man that had been appointed to protect them, a so-called chosen avatar, for the fury in the mage's eyes when he fought any empowered mage was depthless.

The truth of the rumors didn't matter, really. It was the legend that mattered: that the Mad Mage could strike at any time, at any moment; that his power could wipe out swathes of the city, no matter how many empowered mages stood in his way; that he could be in multiple places at once, and could tear down one noble house while having tea with another.

No one knew what he looked like. The cloak he wore obscured his face, made him impossible to identify. But his magic—that was what marked him as the Mad Mage. The sheer, overwhelming strength of his magic. When he was angry, no mage in his vicinity could muster the strength to even cast a spell. His sheer weight of his mana suffocated any construct they tried to put together.

It was that Mad Mage that stepped forward to confront Sneaks-In-Darkness, and when he spoke, his voice was devoid of feeling.

"It seems the Great Realms truly have forgotten the work of the Monoliths," he said. "I had wondered. One would think it would take more than a few centuries for a mere archmage like yourself to be willing to risk breaking the Vows. Or did you think you were above them?"

He examined the mage for a moment. She couldn't move, anyway, caught in the grasp of his mana as she was. She was trying, certainly—struggling and pushing against the thick slurry of air that surrounded her—but the Mad Mage simply thickened it further, flooded even more mana into her vicinity.

It took effort, moving around this amount of mana at once. It was easy to flood everything with power, but much harder to nudge it into place afterward. He had to coax it slowly into place, create a gradient of potential that made it flow the way he wanted.

Slowly, he freed the other members of the Academy from its grasp. He was aware, vaguely, that they all rushed forward as soon as they could to try to help the lizardfolk that was still frozen in place.

That was enough for him to bear the full force of his attention down on the mage and her attempts to break the hold his mana had over her.

"Sneaks-In-Darkness," the Mad Mage said mildly. She stiffened in shock as he took a few more steps toward her, bringing with him a wave of immobilizing, suffocating mana. "You're wondering how I know your name, yes?"

He smiled. It was a cold thing, with none of the light it usually held; the kind of smile that might give someone the moniker of the Mad Mage. "Right now, my mana is seeping into every cell of your body," he told her. "There's a concept you might have heard of if you've studied magic in the right schools. It's called mana saturation. There is, in theory, only so much mana a physical space can hold."

The Mad Mage tilted his head slightly. "I've known a few exceptions to that rule," he said. He pressed a finger to his lips, as though he were speaking some unknowable secret. "But there's some truth to it. The laws of mana start to break down when it reaches a certain level of saturation. For instance, your core would normally do an excellent job keeping me out. It's a very basic truth, isn't it? Magical combat would be very different if you could cast your spells inside another mage."

Sneaks-In-Darkness began to panic. He could see it in the dilation of her eyes, in the way her breath quickened. "I wouldn't do that, if I were you," the Mad Mage told her, but he did nothing to stop her.

Every breath she took brought more of his mana into her system. It filled her lungs and filtered into her blood, and all the natural defenses a mage had against this very thing failed, because there was simply too much mana around her. There was no particle of air that wasn't also dense with the power of the Mad Mage.

"A funny side effect," he told her, his tone conversational. "Above a certain level of saturation, my mana starts mingling with your core. Yes, yes, I know that's theoretically impossible and all that, but what can I say? It's what happens. And when it does..."

He narrowed his eyes. "When it does," he said. "I learn your secrets. I know everything you try to hide, Sneaks-In-Darkness. I know your worst fears, your deepest regrets, and all the little lies you try to tell yourself to justify the monster you've let yourself become. But let's strip away the biggest of those lies, shall we?"

He leaned down to whisper his accusation right into her ear. "Brother-killer."

Sneaks-In-Darkness took a pained, strangled breath. The sound she made wavered between a mournful scream and a pained whimper. It was the sort of sound no creature was meant to hear.

The Mad Mage took a step back, his expression unchanging. "Looks like our time's up," he said conversationally. "Let's end this, shall we?"

The stone hallways around them vanished as the planar boundary reasserted itself; over in the corner, still within a box of blood obsidian, sat a trembling voidcyte. But the Mad Mage paid no attention to that. He cared only about three things:

One, that they were no longer in Akkau's office. The auric collapse had physically displaced them so that they were just outside the academy proper, within the sands of the nearby desert.

Two, Sneaks-In-Darkness was still in front of him, and she hadn't quite given up. Instead, there was a burning, defiant anger in her eyes.

Three...

There was a malevolent, familiar mana coursing through her, just beneath her scales. The Mad Mage recognized the type of magic that was—it was an old, forbidden art, something that wasn't quite a curse but had many of their properties. A flesh-shaping ritual stamped into the body of a mage.

[Myzonir's Ritual of Rebirth].

Myzonir was the mage that had invented that spell and all its variations, but the Planar Collapse had somehow managed to corrupt the fundamental spell pattern; what had been conceived to save the life of a mage now ensured their corruption and destruction.

There were twelve variations of [Myzonir's Ritual of Rebirth]. In their original iteration, they rebuilt the body of a mage that wore their patterns in the form assigned to the ritual variation; Myzonir had created one for each of the twelve major species in power at the time, with the promise to create new ones for each new species that joined the Planar Order.

Now... Well, the spells still worked. Arguably, they worked even better: they granted their hosts immense power. But they each invariably also took, warping the mind and twisting the magic of the mage that used them. That was the reason the ritual had been sealed away, along with all the other healing magics broken in the Collapse.

But while the Mad Mage could tell that this was a variant of Myrzonir's rituals, he didn't recognize the specific variation. It was none of the twelve variants he knew of, which meant this was something new.

And new was fascinating, even to the Mad Mage.

"Show me what you can do," he said. He lifted a hand, and a thick, dense construct of mana slammed into Sneaks-In-Darkness's chest. The force was great enough to create a sound not unlike the ringing of a bell; it kicked up a cloud of sand, and for a normal kobold, would have shattered every bone in their body.

For Sneaks-In-Darkness... She certainly looked limp and shattered, but that was nothing more than the activation condition for that embedded ritual.

The runes beneath her scales began to glow, pulsing with dark magic and sucking in every drop of mana in her vicinity. Color leeched out from the sand beneath her, turning it from crystalline grains into brittle flecks. Her scales rent apart with a terrible crack, exposing a void of purple mana within.

Then she began to grow. Taller, for one thing, her bones popping and cracking as she did. Her snout lengthened, new teeth growing in to fill in the space, and her fangs grew sharp. Claws tore their way out of her hands.

There was a sharp, impossible twist in her mana core. The Mad Mage watched without comment, with the only indication of his disapproval being a small frown.

All the laws of magic he was aware of said this should be impossible. The rituals he knew of reshaped the body, yes, and granted physical power to the mage in question; the more advanced ones among them could slightly alter the mana cores of their wielders. None of them could change a mana core so completely. That was supposed to be impossible.

And given what she looked like, and what he could feel from her mana core...

Far behind him, the Mad Mage heard Akkau let loose with a feral, mournful growl. That served as confirmation.

The thirteenth ritual turned those marked by it into dragons. Not partially, not merely in appearance, but in totality, driving itself deep enough to warp and change even a mage's mana core.

Sneaks-In-Darkness stared at him with eyes that glittered with absolute hatred. The Mad Mage was surprised she was still lucid—the transformation had clearly been painful beyond belief, and he had never seen a mage hold on to their mind after it took root.

"Fucking wild mages," Sneaks-In-Darkness spat. Her voice was distorted by the force of her own magic as it crackled around her. It was out of control, the Mad Mage noticed—every so often, streaks of her own magic would lash against her and leave her flesh open and bleeding. "It's all your fault. It's all your fucking fault! I'll kill you!"

"What, like you killed your brother?" the Mad Mage asked calmly.

The false dragon screamed with rage and charged.





Sneaks-In-Darkness was going to kill this little shit.

It felt like her entire world was on fire. Pain burned across her every nerve, and even the smallest of movements sent new, searing lines of agony through parts of her body she hadn't even known she had, probably because mere moments ago, she hadn't had them.

But none of that was a surprise, really. The ritual that had been carved into her body was designed to be fueled by the energy created by her death; instead of allowing her to die and her soul to move on, it captured the burst of mana released at the moment of death and repurposed it.

This particular one, the Commander had told her, was more special than even that. It would give her untold power. The only problem with it, he said, was all the pain that accompanied it—she would have to use every ounce of her willpower if she wanted to stay sane.

Sneaks-In-Darkness was no stranger to pain. She welcomed it, even. Pain was nothing, in the grand scheme of things. If it was what was needed for her to beat back the threat of the wild mages, then so be it.

The only reason she hadn't gone through with the ritual before this was because they couldn't risk revealing too much to their enemies.

But that proverbial cat was out of the bag, now, and Sneaks-In-Darkness looked forward to putting this little whelp in his place. She could feel the power coursing through her, far more than she'd ever held before—far above the strength of an archmage. It would have made her dizzy thinking about it, if not for the anger that still burned within.

What was she now? A minor divinity? It felt like it. It felt like she could cast eighth-tier spells without even blinking. Ninth might begin to put a strain on her, and she could probably only afford one or two casts of a tenth-tier spell. That would be more than enough to put down a little upstart like this, however.

Probably.

There was a small seed of doubt there. She remembered what it felt like when they were still in those strange stone hallways—the immense amount of mana the human had wielded like it was nothing, pressing down around her, suffocating her. She'd never witnessed such density of mana in all her time as an archmage.

But that had been a monumental waste of his mana. There was no way he had enough left to deal with her now, not with the power she'd just gained. And besides, how much mana had he used, really? Surely it wasn't enough for a tenth-tier spell. He had to be an upper archmage at best...

It seems the Great Realms have truly forgotten the work of the Monoliths.

...unless he was implying that he was one of the Monoliths.

No. That was impossible. Sneaks-In-Darkness shook off the thought angrily. This was just another wild mage pretending to be powerful, and she could show him exactly how weak he was. How vulnerable all wild mages were. They were nothing more than prey for the Red Hunters.

She cast three rapid defensive spells. [Eternal Aegis], [Adamant Bulwark], and [Diamondscale]. They were all sixth-tier or higher—even an archmage would struggle to get through a combination of all three.

And then she called to the depths of her new magic and changed once more.

If the first transformation had been painful, this one was a soul-rending sort of pain that hammered itself into her skull, but she persisted. She was a dragon now, and dragons could wear two forms; the first was their more humanoid one, and the second carried all the ferocious power of a true dragon. Her body grew, her limbs stretched until they dug trenches into the sand, and massive, majestic wings tore their way free from her back.

Like this, she could unleash all the power at her disposal. She could go beyond even the tenth tier and to the eleventh, though she could do it only once. It was fine. She wanted Cale dead.

There would be collateral damage, she knew. The Commander wouldn't be happy with this spell being used here. But he would understand. Besides, she was a dragon now. She would become one of their Forward Spears, the most prestigious of the Red Hunters. A small reprimand didn't matter.

She felt for the spell construct that had been implanted in her core, outside the purview of the Gift. The Commander said it was a spell from the Outer Planes, far beyond any of the Great Realms. It would erase the target utterly. Technically speaking, the true form of that spell was far higher than just eleventh-tier—but eleventh was where casting it became viable, and even a weaker version of the effect would take out Cale and probably half the academy with it.

Sneaks-In-Darkness smiled a twisted smile. She'd aim it at Cale and the Astral Wing. Two birds, one stone.

[Deepfire Abyss] spiralled out of her construct and toward the human...

...who caught it in one hand and swallowed it.

Then a tidal wave of mana slammed her into the ground and crushed her, harder and harder, until she couldn't breathe. Until her vision was blurred by the blood seeping out of her eyes.

This wasn't possible. She was a dragon. She was a fully unleashed dragon! Dragons stood at the top of the proverbial magical food chain! They bordered on mythology, and even gods had to be wary of them. This—this human was suppressing her with magical force alone? He wasn't even using a spell!

She looked up into his eyes, barely able to see him through her own blurred vision, and saw the pitiless gaze of the Mad Mage bear down on her.

"Pity," he said. "I expected better."

Sneaks-In-Darkness felt her mana core crack, and the pain tore away the rest of her grip on her consciousness.

  

    
        Chapter 22 — Ghosts in the Dark, Pt 5

    
    
    
    
  You have learned [Create Impulse]!

[Blabbermouth] has reached level 10!

The auric spell [Blabbermouth] has achieved First Consolidation and budded the spell [Taunt].

You have learned [Taunt]!

Cale stared for a long moment at the motionless form of Sneaks-In-Darkness. Remnants of rebirth magic still swirled around her body, sparking occasionally into violent bursts of vital lightning as it tried to heal away her injuries. It didn't have much success—healing magic rarely worked on someone with a cracked mana core, and even high-tier rebirth magic like this had difficulty.

As far as he knew, in fact, he was the only person that could recover from that kind of damage.

She wasn't dead yet, though. The dragon's body lay broken and bloodied at the bottom of a crater nearly twenty meters deep, but even from where he stood, Cale could make out her shallow, pained breaths. Dragons were incredibly durable creatures, so it was no real surprise; if he wanted to end her now, he would have to shape a barrier meant for the task.

He reached out—

"Don't!"

A voice screamed in the distance, and Cale frowned slightly. He looked up to find the catgirl desperately running across the desert toward him. From the looks of things, she'd been running for a while; there were scrapes on her elbows and knees from where she'd undoubtedly fallen.

Come to think of it, when had he moved this far away from the academy? The Headmaster and the other students were little more than a speck in the distance. He supposed he had hit Sneaks-In-Darkness rather hard in his initial burst; he'd needed to use a trick with his barriers to launch himself and close the distance, but he'd done all that without really thinking.

 Now that he looked, though, there was a rather telling section of melted glass burned into the sand.

"Please," she said. She'd finally managed to catch up to him enough to be within earshot and promptly collapsed into the sand; it mixed into the mess of tears and snot on her face, clumping into her fur in a way that couldn't have been comfortable. "She's—she said she's linked to the—you know. We can't kill her, it'll... it'll..."

She swallowed and bowed her head. "I don't know who you are," she said. "I don't know what you are. Maybe I don't have the right to ask you for anything after what I did. But please, if you do this, our families..."

Cale sighed. "What's your name?" he asked.

She swallowed. "Aila. Aila Quickpaw."

Cale suppressed the urge to ask if her last name really was Quickpaw, of all things. Instead, he glanced back down into the crater and gestured for Aila to come and take a look; after a moment, he heard her struggling to her feet and limping slowly to the edge.

As soon as the dragon came within view, Aila's breath caught, and she fell backward, her eyes wide. "I-Is... is she already...?"

"No," Cale said mildly. "Though I was planning to finish things when you showed up. You realize the risks of keeping her alive, don't you?"

"I..." Aila swallowed and looked away, giving him a tight nod. "Please," she whispered softly. "I don't want my family to pay for my mistakes, and Izzik's already lost most of his clan. I don't know much about Geraal's situation, but no one deserves this."

"Just like no one deserves to die because they happen to have a slightly abnormal core," Cale said casually, and Aila flinched, her ears drooping. He shook his head. "Don't worry. I'm not going to kill her. Frankly, I'd rather not deal with her any more than I have to."

As if he was going to risk setting off a bloodrot bomb, of all things. It wasn't like he hadn't been aware—he'd learned quite a lot when those fragments of Sneaks-In-Darkness's mind had bled into his own, and he knew the limits of her body besides. Honestly, with all the things he'd learned...

Cale shot the dragon in the crater a look of mild disgust, then dug around in his pockets and handed Aila a handkerchief. "Come on, clean yourself up and let's head back. You don't want your friends to see you like this, do you?"

Aila stared at him for a moment, then at the handkerchief. "Really?" she asked, as if in disbelief. Cale cocked a brow at her. Had she assumed he wouldn't listen? Why had she bothered pleading with him, then? "But I thought..."

Cale snorted. "What, that I'm going to do whatever I want because I'm one of those wild mages?"

Aila sniffed and took the handkerchief. "I don't know," she said, wiping at her face to clean off the dirt and tears. "I'm not... used to anyone listening to me, I guess."

"Well, don't get used to it," Cale said dryly. He was only being nice because she was crying. "Come on, we better get going."

With that, he covered the crater in a barrier and started walking off toward Akkau and the others. Judging by the magic he could feel in the distance, the only reason the Headmaster hadn't joined him already was because he was using his magic to keep Izzik alive. He could sense elements of vitality and preservation mana swirling like a thick fog, far ahead.

That was a relief, at least. Cale had been worried about being too late, but it seemed like he'd immobilized the lizardfolk's neck just in time. He was going to need to talk to him later—trying to heal Sneaks-In-Darkness had been beyond suicidal, and he wanted to know exactly what went behind that decision.

"Who are you, really?" Aila broke the silence with a tentative question as she followed behind him.

Cale glanced at her and shrugged. "I'm Cale," he told her. "And that's all you need to know."





Cale didn't quite allow himself to relax until he watched the academy's healers take Izzik's prone body into their custody. He'd have to find some time to visit later. The lizardfolk was taking small, shallow breaths, even with Akkau's help to stabilize him. A big part of that, he knew, was because there were very few functional healing spells in the aftermath of the Collapse. The majority of them carried... side effects, like the one Sneaks-In-Darkness suffered.

What he found concerning was the fact that the side effects were less severe than they should have been. He frowned slightly. Was the seal weakening? It didn't feel like it was, and there would be many other signs if that were the case. More likely this was—

He caught himself before he thought of it as an "isolated incident." There were never really isolated incidents where magic was involved. Someone had managed to find a partial workaround, perhaps. It would explain the bloodrot and the use of Myzonir's ritual.

The only problem was that even partial workarounds should have been impossible. Not without at least one of the seal's anchors being alerted to it, anyway, and he'd sensed nothing of the sort. So... what was all this?

He shook his head. There was no point speculating. He was glad, for once, that the Thread of Fate was in effect—it meant that no matter what the Red Hunters were trying to pull or how they were working around the seal, they would be inexorably drawn into his orbit, and he'd be able to find out what they were doing.

All he needed to do was be patient.

For now, he had something more important to take care of. The blood obsidian box that carried Cyte was half-buried in the sand, and the voidcyte within was oozing dizzily, having not quite managed to recover from the auric collapse it had suffered just moments ago.

Cale knelt beside it and pulled the box out of the sand to hold it steady. "Hey, Cyte," he said, his voice uncharacteristically gentle. "You okay?"

"Star?" the voidcyte sounded a little out of it. "You are alive! Oh, we thought we might have hurt our star, but we were wrong! Oh, joyous day!"

Cale sighed. "Sometimes I wonder why I even bother," he muttered. "You know you can just call me Cale, right?"

"Our star would give us this honor?" The voidcyte was staring at him with... were those puppydog eyes? How did that even work?

"If anything, I insist," Cale said. He held a hand out to the voidcyte. "Come on, eat up. You can have some of my mana to recover. I'm going to need you to absorb all three of the emblems we recovered from those kids—the 'folded hearts'. You think you can do that?"

"If our star—" The voidcyte cut itself off. "If Cale feeds us, we can do anything!"

Cale couldn't decide if that was any better. It was... an improvement, probably?

Akkau had been holding on to the emblems, at least. The Headmaster handed them to him without comment, though he could see the old dragon had a lot he wanted to say; no doubt he was waiting until they weren't surrounded by other students, though. Geraal was pale and shaken, Aila was still trying to calm herself down, and the others...

Well, they were clearly bursting with questions but doing their best to hold back.

Slowly, Cale allowed the voidcyte to feed, alternating between giving it his mana and the emblem to chew on. It didn't take that long, in the grand scheme of things—without other mages there to interfere, it only took a few minutes for it to consume each emblem. In that time, the others whispered quietly to one another.

Akkau, on the other hand, grew visibly impatient. He shot repeated glances back to where Cale's barrier shone over Sneaks-In-Darkness's crumpled body, then eventually let out a sigh and contacted some of the other faculty professors to look after Aila and Geraal.

Then he turned to Leo, Damien, Flia, and Syphus. "You four should get back to your classes," Akkau said. They stared at him, incredulous.

"After what just happened?" Flia burst out. "You can't just—"

"I understand that there is a lot to process," Akkau said gravely, if perhaps a little distractedly. Cale could see the dragon doing his best to stay focused. "But events such as these are rare opportunities to prepare for a danger you will undoubtedly encounter as a mage. There will be times where things simply continue to escalate and one disaster occurs after the next, and if you are not ready when those times come..."

He trailed off and shook his head. "Your next classes are safe—relatively speaking—and if you are able to attend them without distraction, it may yet save your lives in the future. You may have tomorrow off from your classes, if you so wish. I will inform your professors of this. But for now, I ask that you try. It may yet save your lives in the future."

"Cale?" Damien shot him a pleading look, and he wasn't the only one. Cale shrugged helplessly. The thing was, Akkau wasn't wrong; sometimes, it just wasn't possible to get all the time and answers you needed. It was a little harsh to impose it on Academy students, but if their next classes were relatively safe and not led by Imrys, the Headmaster might very well have had the right of it.

"I'll explain what I can later," Cale promised. The four of them shot him doubtful looks, but eventually seemed to accept that answer and turned to slowly trudge back into the academy.

Just from the look of them, they were clearly going to find a quiet corner to discuss what to do about all this. Cale smiled slightly at that—it was, in and of itself, a mark of a mage's potential. He'd felt that potential from them to start with, but now he was sure.

All four of them could become incredible mages indeed.

That done, Cale took a surreptitious peek at his schedule scroll, wondering what the next class on his list was. Magical Geography, it said.

Cale wrinkled his nose. Surely there were more important things to do than Magical Geography? Though if he tried to get out of it now, he would probably look like a hypocrite...

As he ruminated on this, Cyte continued to consume the emblems, moving from one to the next in quick succession. It took only a few minutes, all in all, and Cyte seemed quite full when it was done; it didn't even protest when he closed it back within its box. It was going to need time to digest before either of them could get their answers.

Though Cale had a fair portion of them already, just from what he'd glimpsed from Sneaks.

After that, it was just him and Akkau left. The two of them exchanged a wordless glance before making their way back to the edge of the crater, and Cale dismissed the barrier he'd left over Sneaks-In-Darkness.

For a long moment, Akkau just stared at the limp body of the dragon lying at the bottom. The sight must have been difficult for him—Sneaks-In-Darkness may not exactly have been a true dragon, but she still looked like one, and Akkau had mentioned being nearly the last of his kind.

"Sorry," Cale said. "I mean, not for doing this to her, but..."

"I would have done this myself, if you had not," Akkau said. Cale looked up in surprise—there was a tightly controlled thread of anger in the dragon's voice. "This magic makes a mockery of our species. It makes a mockery of all that we were and everything we stood for. To think they were even able to use such magic..."

His fists clenched, and Cale felt some of Akkau's magic lash out, as if wanting to destroy what was left of Sneaks-In-Darkness. Cale couldn't blame him.

Even now, he was holding himself back.

"You lied to Aila," Akkau said after a minute had passed. "You have already killed this mage."

"It wasn't a lie," Cale said. "She's alive. If there's a lifelink between her and the bloodrot bomb, it won't activate."

"But you shattered her core." Akkau took a step forward, and his magic caught him as he did, allowing him to descend carefully down the crater toward the dragon's body; that same spell quested carefully around him, seeking permission, and he allowed it to carry him down alongside the Headmaster. "Her magic leaks out of her even now. She will not survive the night."

"She could, given medical assistance," Cale said with a shrug. His eyes darkened slightly. "But she'll never cast again."

"There are those that would call that a punishment worse than death. To be without a working core in a world of mages, in a world with the Gift..."

"She tried to kill a child, Akkau."

"She did. I do not say this to reprimand you, only to be certain that you act with full knowledge of what you are doing. And it seems I have underestimated you, even knowing all you were capable of." Akkau hesitated, then, something vulnerable in the set of his shoulders. "It is rare that I encounter another that has lived as long as I have. Even among those that have, not all have faced the same degree of..."

Akkau trailed off as he struggled to find the word, and Cale snorted, a small grin tugging at the corner of his mouth. "Unbridled trauma?" he suggested.

"Difficulty," Akkau compromised, shooting him a look that didn't quite manage to hide a faint, reluctant amusement. "Though yes, I suppose that would not be an inaccurate descriptor."

"You got all that from how I chose to deal with this?"

"A mage's choices and actions reveal much about who they are," Akkau said. He landed them next to Sneaks-In-Darkness, examining her injuries with a small furrow in his brow. "And what they choose to do with power when they have it, I believe, reveals most of all."

He glanced up at Cale. "Even in your anger, you hold yourself back," he said. "Many mages would have killed her, and far more would have lost to her entirely in their anger. Your actions were calculated to neutralize the threat she posed."

Cale shrugged. "If the Red Hunters are willing to use bloodrot, they'd be willing to use lifelink magic. It's a reasonable precaution to take."

"But not one easily made in anger, nonetheless," Akkau said, observing him. "I believe I understand you far more now than I did before. Am I wrong?"

"I still know almost nothing about you," Cale remarked, not quite answering the question. Instead, he folded his arms across his chest and quirked a brow at the dragon, who chuckled softly.

"All in good time," he said. "I do not trust easily, Cale. I will admit to having had concerns, enrolling a mage of such power into my academy. But I believe I can say now that I am pleased to have met you, and I look forward very much to seeing the mage you will become when you have mastered the Gift."

"You're a sentimental old dragon, aren't you?" Cale said, his lips twitching. Akkau rolled his eyes.

"Do not make me regret my words."

"I won't." He meant it, too. Cale's gaze flickered to Sneaks-In-Darkness, and he paused for a moment. "What are you going to do with her?"

Akkau sighed. "We must keep her alive, at least for now," the dragon said. "When we find a way to unbind her soul from the bloodrot, we can let nature take its course. But such an unbinding is not trivial. It will take time. And so in the meantime..."

The dragon reached out and up, whispering an incantation, and Cale witnessed what might have been the most beautiful execution of combined spellwork he had ever seen.

It was a series of six eighth-tier spells, but with their constructs interwoven in such dizzying complexity that it took his breath away. He caught elements of a spell of stasis and a spell of binding, a series of wards meant to prevent her from being located and recaptured, and a spatial spell to tuck her away into a dimensional gap.

All that executed in a fraction of a second. A major divinity could have cast such a spell, but it would have been a twelfth-tier miracle. For Akkau to do it this casually and replicate the effect with six eighth-tier, layered spells? It was preposterous. It was... it was almost better than a baking spell.

Almost. He wasn't about to get heretical there. Still, was this how people felt when he did things?

"You are drooling, Cale." Akkau sounded amused.

Cale snapped his mouth shut and did his best to look offended instead of awed. "I am not."

"One might consider it inappropriate to drool in the aftermath of such an event," Akkau said.

"I have an excuse!"

"And what might that be?"

Cale gestured between the two of them in the now-empty crater. "Unbridled trauma," he emphasized.

"Indeed. I suppose I can excuse it, if only because there are no others here to witness your impropriety." Akkau smirked at him. Cale grumbled under his breath, though not with any real heat.

Then his schedule scroll started to vibrate, and he groaned.

"Seriously? Now?" he complained. Then, realizing this was his chance, he directed his best pleading expression to the Headmaster. "Can't you excuse me from classes for the rest of the day or something? I mean, with everything Damien and the others just had to deal with, I could just join one of their classes and make sure they're okay."

It wasn't that he didn't want to attend classes, really. It was that he didn't want to attend Magical Geography in particular.

"Well, in that case, you will be pleased to know that two of them share the same next class as you do," Akkau said dryly. Cale grumbled to himself. There went that idea. "I am well aware you do not need the training they do, but I suspect if I allowed you to miss your classes simply due to unusual circumstances, it will take four times as long for you to complete your education. I am sure you will be fine—the trauma will help."

"You know you're not supposed to make fun of my trauma, right?"

"Hm. Somehow, I do not believe you mind." Akkau raised an eyebrow at him, and Cale huffed. He wasn't wrong... Though speaking of classes, there was some crucial information he was missing.

"Oh, right," Cale said. "My next class is Magical Geography, but I haven't had a class that explains the basics of the Gift yet. I'm pretty sure I understand the gist of it, but I got a new message earlier—something about a spell reaching First Consolidation?"

"Ah, yes," Akkau said. He gave Cale a considering look. "I am surprised you have achieved First Consolidation with one of your passives already; I would have scheduled your classes differently if I had known you would take to it so easily. Do you have a particular affinity with the spell that budded?"

Cale twitched. "You could say that."

Akkau seemed to sense there was something Cale wasn't saying. He narrowed his eyes slightly, but before he could say anything, the scroll in Cale's pocket started screaming.

Softly. But still.

Akkau sighed and seemed to mentally brace himself, then asked, "I can give you a quick overview on the details, but before that, would you like a lift back to the academy?"

Cale perked up immediately. "Do I get to ride you?"

Akkau stared at him. "...I will fly us back with a spell."

"That's what I meant."

"Hm." Akkau's magic lifted them out of the crater and back into the sky, at which point the scroll immediately quieted; at the same time, the Headmaster apparently decided not to argue the point, because he dove immediately into the overview he'd promised. "Auric spells—the passive ones, granted by the Gift—are a form of... proto-spell construct, for lack of a better term. You may have noticed that the purpose of the Gift is both to train new mages and to expand the possibilities granted by magic; aurics are one way in which it accomplishes this."

Cale nodded attentively, expertly concealing his disappointment at not being able to ride back to the academy on the back of a massive, fully unleashed dragon. Akkau, for some reason, kept giving him suspicious looks anyway.

"At certain levels—typically multiples of ten, although it may differ for more unusual aurics—the Gift will acquire enough information to 'bud' a new spell off the auric. This is known as Consolidation, and achieving a sufficient number of them usually earns a mage a reward from the Gift."

"Huh. Neat." Cale thought about this for a moment. "So what you're saying is that it would benefit both me and the Gift if I leveled [Blabbermouth] as much as possible."

"...I find myself unsurprised that it is that particular auric that you have an affinity with." Akkau grimaced. Cale just coughed and made it a point to avoid direct eye contact. He hadn't kept that particular secret for very long, had he? "The official line is that the Gift works in mysterious ways, but in this case, I would like to ask that you avoid leveling that intentionally."

"You say that like I'm going to keep doing it accidentally," Cale protested indignantly.

Akkau just gave him a look. Cale, who didn't really have a response to one of the Headmaster's devastating stares, promptly distracted himself by checking the descriptions for his shiny new spells. New spells were always exciting.

[Create Impulse, Level 1] [First Tier, Active] [30 Mana]

Apply an impulse directly to a target using mana.

[Taunt, Level 1] [First Tier (Unique), Active] [50 Mana]

Speak words or perform an action that would draw the ire of an opponent. Note that the effects of this spell may vary. A certain Cale Cadwell Cobbs should probably be wary of casting this spell.

"Wha—" Cale glared. "Why is it calling me out specifically?"

"Most mages would be ecstatic to be so acknowledged by the Gift," Akkau commented.

Cale squinted at him. "You don't even know what it said."

"The fact that you budded [Blabbermouth] tells me all I need to know." There was that faint hint of amusement again. If Cale didn't know any better, he would've guessed the dragon liked picking on him.

He grumbled under his breath. At least with Akkau flying them back, the schedule scroll wasn't likely to start screaming anytime soon. He'd make it to his class with plenty of time to spare—maybe enough to start sorting through all the information he'd acquired from Sneaks-In-Darkness.

There was a lot of work to do.

"So," Cale said, more to fill in the silence than anything else. Anything they could talk about was best done in Akkau's office tonight, with dedicated privacy wards and maybe a couple of drinks. "What's Magical Geography like?"

Akkau hummed to himself. There was that amusement again! What, was the professor for Magical Geography someone like Imrys?

...Cale wouldn't have minded that, actually. That might make the class interesting.

"Professor Sternkessel is rather a fan of hands-on, practical lessons," Akkau said vaguely, that thin undercurrent of amusement still in his voice. "I believe he is also particularly interested in testing your capabilities when it comes to, say, unfamiliar environments. He believes you have been cheating using your experiences from the Great Realms, you see, and wishes you to prove yourself against Utelia's more unique dangers."

Cale paused. "That sounds like a challenge," he said suspiciously. "Is this a challenge?"

"I would never intentionally goad my own apprentice into proving himself by entering a challenge against a member of my faculty," Akkau said. "But you may be interested in knowing that Sternkessel has a particular distaste for Leo and Damien, who share this class with you."

That sounded like a lie. Cale squinted at the old dragon. "You placed some kind of bet on this class, didn't you?"

"A true Headmaster is above such petty things," Akkau said. "Kazix Brightscale would certainly never do that, and I follow in his footsteps."

Cale flicked some of the sand on his coat at Akkau and was disappointed when the wind immediately whisked it away. "You've really perfected the whole 'mysterious immortal never answering questions directly' thing," he said.

"I have no idea what you mean," Akkau said. "But I suspect if I did, I would thank you."

Cale rolled his eyes and grinned.

Well, it wasn't like he was above letting people he considered his friends win a few rigged bets.
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  It didn't take long for the two of them to make their way back to the academy. Akkau surprised Cale by insisting on accompanying him all the way to the classroom, located somewhat awkwardly right along the border between the Astral and Forest Wings. Some sort of supplementary class for Astral Wing students, perhaps? There was a near-identical classroom right next to it decorated with the same array of golden diagrams all over its walls.

The only difference was that there were additional diagrams layered carefully on top of the existing ones for the version of the class that was held in the Astral Wing. Cale eyed it curiously for a moment—as far as he could tell, those diagrams didn't hold mana, but they were definitely interacting with it.

"Is that some sort of non-magical ward?" Cale was almost immediately interested. "How's that work?"

Akkau raised a brow at him. "I am surprised you noticed," he said after a moment. "Unfortunately, Professor Sternkessel's secrets are not mine to tell... though yes, I suppose you could call them that."

Cale was suddenly very excited to meet this Professor Sternkessel. Manipulating mana without magic? He'd encountered a few esoteric arts in his time, but whatever this was made the few tricks he knew look like child's play. It looked almost like it took advantage of the natural flow of mana, somehow.

Unfortunately, as far as he could tell, there was no Professor Sternkessel in sight. Instead, there was a large throng of students standing around outside the locked door of the classroom. Cale could almost feel Akkau glowering at it.

"I would tell you to ask him yourself, but it appears that he is late again," Akkau muttered darkly, mostly to himself. "What a surprise."

There was... definitely some history there.

Ah well. Cale wasn't too worried about it. He was more interested in finding Leo and Damien, since Akkau had said they would be here.

It didn't take him long. He found them huddled together farther down the hall, far away from the main group of other students and whispering to one another. They both jumped when they saw him and Akkau approaching and immediately began talking over one another.

"Cale, what was that? Are you okay? Why are you still coming to class?" Damien looked both terrified and worried, which was sweet of him. Cale wasn't used to people worrying about him after that kind of thing.

"Headmaster, I need to talk to you about Professor Imrys," Leo said at almost the same time, standing up to his full, intimidating height.

...Unfortunately for him, he was still a little shorter than Akkau was, so it didn't have much of an effect.

The Headmaster, to his credit, didn't seem surprised or offended by Leo's attempt at confronting him. Instead, he sighed. "I am aware of your concerns," he said, not unkindly. "Unfortunately, as I am sure you are aware, I have important matters to attend to for now. Rest assured I am taking your needs into consideration. Perhaps speak to Cale on it? My apprentice may have a solution for you."

Cale shot Akkau a betrayed look, but the dragon simply pretended not to notice. He gave them a regal nod and then turned to head back to his office, taking the blood obsidian box that held Cyte back with him. Cale had suggested that earlier—if he had to attend classes, then it was best the Headmaster take it so he could ask his questions when Cyte woke up.

Besides, he didn't really want to lug the voidcyte around all day. He needed to get some sort of storage artifact as soon as possible, really. Maybe if he could convince Syphus to follow him around...

"What does that mean?" Leo asked. There was an edge in his voice, and when he turned to Cale, his expression was intense. Cale winced. "Do you have a way for me to fix my core?"

Cale held his hands up defensively. "First of all, Akkau just threw me under the bus," he said. "I don't just have a solution for everything on hand."

Leo blinked, momentarily thrown. "...What in the eight infernal realms is a bus?"

"Seven," Cale said automatically, making Leo twitch. "And don't worry about it."

Honestly, he wasn't even sure he remembered what a bus was. He was pretty sure they existed, though. And that he'd used the term correctly.

"Second," Cale said. "That's a long conversation that we really shouldn't have here. I didn't say anything before because I didn't think you were ready to hear it, and honestly, I'm still not sure if you're ready to hear it."

A look of frustration flitted across Leo's face. "So you do know something," he said. "I don't think that's something you should get to decide for me."

"And if I just tell you your core isn't broken?" Cale asked. He kept his voice steady—he wasn't trying to destroy the poor minotaur, after all. "What if I say you shouldn't try to fix it?"

Leo flinched. His fists clenched, tightening reflexively until his knuckles turned white; Cale wondered briefly if he was going to lash out. Damien certainly seemed worried he was going to. He reached out to put a steadying hand on Leo's shoulder.

Thankfully, Leo did nothing more. He just stood there for a moment, fists clenched, then eventually forced himself to breathe out and relax his hands.

"I... would want to know why, at least," Leo said carefully, though he clearly struggled to say even that.

Cale tilted his head. That was a surprise. He'd expected Leo to lash out more than that. He studied the minotaur for a long moment, then nodded to himself, satisfied.

"After class, then," he said. "I'm planning to go see Izzik and someone else after class. You could come with me?"

Leo seemed shocked that Cale changed his mind so quickly. He opened his mouth, then closed it again, brows furrowing. "We also need to figure out what's happening in Damien's room," he said, glancing at the dreadshade in question uncertainly.

"Something happened to the room?" Cale asked, blinking.

"It's the reason we came to visit the Headmaster's office in the first place," Damien said quietly. "I guess we kind of forgot, because of... uh, you know... but yeah. You know how you said there was a secret passage?"

"Did it activate?" Cale grabbed Damien by the shoulders and stared at him intently; the dreadshade reacted by making a sound not unlike a squeak, and Cale promptly released him and coughed.

"Um... sort of?" Damien answered after taking a second to collect himself. He shrugged helplessly. "There's a door there now, but... it's the door from the Karmian Labyrinth. The one with the warning about the shadelings on it."

"Oh." Now that was a surprise. Cale wasn't sure what to make of that. He'd been hoping the passage would lead somewhere new and secret. The Karmian labyrinth wasn't exactly new, but it probably did have more surprises in store for him, which was probably good enough.

After ruminating on this for a moment, he thought of something and cocked his head. "Wait, does that mean Imrys managed to bind the labyrinth to the academy?"

"I guess?" Damien frowned. "Is that important?"

"Not important, exactly, but it's pretty advanced magic." Cale didn't quite manage to hide his sudden interest, going by Leo's somewhat judgemental look. "Look, don't worry, this kind of spatial integration is harmless. Could be undone pretty easily if we want it. But we shouldn't, for reasons I'll explain later."

He gave Leo a significant look, and the minotaur folded his arms across his chest, looking like he wanted to protest. He didn't, though. Instead, he forced himself to relax with a sigh.

"Fine," he grumbled. "We still need to do something about it though. At least hide the stupid thing. Nala Whiteleaf saw it."

Cale blinked again, now thoroughly confused. "Really? How'd she end up in our room?" he asked, glancing between Leo and Damien. He didn't actually know how old either of his friends were. A thought struck him, and he made a face. "Wait, do I want to know?"

"I-It's not like that!" Damien yelped, looking scandalized. "I mean, she just... found us? And then insisted we show her what we could do or something. I don't really understand it, but she offered us Forest credits, and we kind of need those, so..."

The poor dreadling didn't seem like he knew how to explain that whole sequence of events. Cale didn't blame him; it all sounded very confusing. He also still needed to get them to tell his friends to tell him what was up with that credit system; "redeem political favors from the Kingdom of Orstrahl" could mean a lot of things.

"Clearly, there's a lot I need to catch up on," Cale said, running his fingers through his hair and shaking his head. "Is anyone at least keeping an eye on her?"

"Everything in our room is warded, and Flia's going back there once she finds a mage to help bind her shadeling," Damien offered. "We don't even know if she's still there. She might have gotten bored of waiting."

Cale thought about this for a moment. "Eh, good enough," he said, shrugging. "We can go back to our room after we make the visit and figure out what to do then; I'll try to be quick. Is Izzik being kept far from here?"

"He's in the Vital Wing," Leo said. "It's a bit of a walk, but there's a shortcut we can take to get there."

Damien looked up, and some sort of silent conversation passed between him and Leo. "Are you talking about... the thing?"

Cale perked up.

"Yes." Leo nodded. "It's the fastest way there."

"I wish I could check out the thing," Damien muttered. "I can't believe Cale is going to get to see it before I can."

Leo patted Damien on the head. "You'll get there eventually," he said, his voice encouraging. "You just need to figure out that cloak of yours. Then you can come see the thing with us."

"...You're both absolutely messing with me, aren't you," Cale said, deadpan. "You realize I'm going to spend the entire class wondering what the thing is?"

"And we're going to spend the entire class wondering who you are," Leo retorted. "Seems fair to me."

Cale opened his mouth, then closed it again. He rolled those words around in his head. Then he let out a sigh. "You know any answer I could give you isn't going to satisfy you, right?" he asked, grumbling. "...I hate that you have a point. And I still can't believe you're doing this to me."

It was kind of surprising to him, really. It was true that Leo and Damien had already seen him deal with both the shadeling queen and the chimera, back in the maze, but it was rare that he met anyone willing to treat him completely the same after what he'd pulled with Sneaks-In-Darkness.

Not that it had slipped past them entirely, either. There was a glimmer of something when they looked at him that wasn't there before. Fear, maybe, or just a better understanding of what he was capable of.

It didn't stop them from snickering at the look he gave them, though. Which was perfect! If only all the people he met were this good at pretending to treat him just like anyone else.

"Speaking of class," Cale said. "When is it starting, anyway? I don't see the professor anywhere. Unless he's invisible?"

"Why would he be invisible?" Leo stared at him. Cale shrugged.

"Some people like being invisible," he said. "It's very comforting! And good for the skin, believe it or not."

"Um..." Damien spoke up before Leo could contest that claim. He fidgeted slightly as he spoke. "No, it's just that Professor Sternkessel is late sometimes."

Leo snorted, and Damien amended the statement. "He's late, uh, very often actually. But don't worry! He'll be here soon, and, uh... then we'll start class?"

He didn't even sound certain about class starting. Sternkessel definitely had a reputation. Cale squinted a little, then directed his attention once more to the other Astral Wing students—this was the largest group of them he'd seen, even if there still weren't that many. Six others, aside from him, and every single one of them had a unique mana signature that made him want to ask a thousand questions.

Maybe he should. Just to level [Blabbermouth]. Surely the Gift would be happy about that? Among the students, the ones that stood out most was what looked like a fabric elemental of some kind, a furnace-golem of the kind usually used in forges, and...

Cale paused.

"Guys," he said. "Is it just me, or is that—"

Damien turned to look at what he was staring at and immediately clamped a hand over Cale's mouth. "Don't," he said.

"What?" Cale protested indignantly, pulling his face away from Damien's hand. "I'm just saying, I'm pretty sure that's—"

"No, really, don't," Leo cut in, also putting his hand on Cale's face.

"Stop putting your hands on my face!" Cale complained. "You're both acting like something bad's going to happen if I say it. They're not going to hear me from here."

"They absolutely will," Leo deadpanned. "And if you must know, they have a clone-attuned core that isn't very well controlled. I promise you, you do not want to say it."

"Fine," Cale grumbled.

He really did, though. Really, telling him not to say anything was worse. Now he couldn't think about anything but saying something. How much harm could it do?

Bah, He'd try to control himself for now. At least the clone attunement explained things somewhat.

Not enough, though. He really wanted to know why one of those students was just three kobolds in a trenchcoat.





It was another five minutes or so before Professor Sternkessel finally showed up, and when he did, he instantly caught Cale's attention. Mostly because Cale had no idea what he was looking at, and that almost never happened.

Well, it happened a lot, actually. The multiverse was a big place. But still! It was getting rarer and rarer these days, and whatever species the professor was, it wasn't one Cale had seen before. He would have guessed him to be some sort of golem if not for the fact that his mana core seemed to be entirely natural.

The professor was impeccably dressed in a blindingly white suit trimmed with gold and embellished enough to rival even the peak of elven pretentiousness. That part Cale was fine with—he could appreciate a man with a good sense of fashion, after all.

He had a little more trouble with the fact that the man appeared to have a floating armillary sphere in place of a head.

Not only that, but Sternkessel's mana core was in the center of that sphere, of all places. Most people had their cores in their torso, not in their heads. It also felt far weaker than he would have expected, considering the level of all the professors he'd met so far, and was protected only by a thin layer of what looked like glass.

Of course, that was followed closely by the layers of the armillary sphere, which was a complex series of interlocking golden rings that spun and rotated around the core. Cale doubted it was nearly as vulnerable as it looked.

By all accounts, the sense he got from that mana core should have translated to Sternkessel being a weak mage, but Cale found himself studying the professor with caution anyway. And wasn't that interesting! It was rare his instincts warned him so directly about the danger another mage might pose.

Utelia was just full of surprises, wasn't it? He couldn't wait to dig into them.

Professor Sternkessel evidently noticed Cale's attention, because the rings of his head immediately spun to focus on him, giving him the rather distinct impression of being stared at. "You must be Cale Cadwell Cobbs," the professor said. "A pleasure to meet one so... distinguished."

"Just Cale is fine," Cale said, distracted. Normally he would have questioned whether the professor was being sarcastic, but right now he was far more curious about the mechanics of how that head was supposed to work. He stood on his tiptoes, trying to peek at where the professor's neck was supposed to be. "Where are you even talking from? Do you have some kind of neck hole?"

[Blabbermouth] has reached level 11!

Behind him, Damien sighed, and Leo pressed his face into his hands. Cale heard the distinct sound of a minotaur desperately trying to suppress his laughter moments later.

"It's a legitimate question!" Cale said, offended. How was this enough to trigger a [Blabbermouth] level? Surely it should have been getting harder to level by now.

Professor Sternkessel, to his credit, seemed entirely unperturbed by Cale's remark. "Perhaps we should save the personal questions for after class?" he suggested smoothly. "Though I am aware you have other matters to attend to today. I can make my office open to you, if you like; feel free to visit any time you are available."

"Good, because I have so many questions," Cale said immediately. Maybe he could squeeze in some time after meeting with Akkau? It wasn't like he needed to sleep much, and there were far more important things to do, like ask Sternkessel if he could spin the individual rings of the professor's head. Or if anything would happen if he kept rotating one of the rings.

Also, how did he eat? Did he even need to eat? Had he never experienced the wonders of sourdough bread?

"I can see you need a moment," the professor said dryly. "Alas, we do not have time for such dalliances. I understand your fascination, but I must ask we do this at another time, if it pleases you. I assume Akkau has informed you that I will be conducting a test to ensure you have what it takes to attend our academy?"

The other students immediately began whispering among one another, casting wide-eyed glances at him. Cale was briefly distracted by, again, what was clearly three kobolds in a trenchcoat arguing with each other and gesticulating wildly. Everyone else was studiously ignoring the sight, which was ridiculous. The trenchcoat was bulging!

"Uh, yes, he might have said something along those lines," Cale said, snapping back to the moment. Akkau had definitely said a lot of things, but he also didn't quite seem to like Sternkessel, for reasons Cale had yet to determine. He was probably a bit biased in how he was presenting him.

Sternkessel seemed fine so far. A little eccentric, perhaps, but no more so than Imrys had been. If anything, he seemed like the most normal professor so far. And he hadn't so much as glanced at Leo or Damien, so Cale wasn't sure he was as biased as Akkau claimed.

"Allow me to lay out the parameters of the test, then, so you understand what is at stake," Sternkessel said. He reached up to adjust one of the rings on his head, almost like he was adjusting his glasses. "In addition to being the professor for Magical Geography, I teach the Celestial and Spatial Resonance classes. You will not be allowed to attend either until I am certain of your proficiency. Are we understood?"

"Perfectly," Cale said cheerfully. All that meant to him was that he'd get to see Sternkessel even more, which meant all the more opportunity to study the enigmatic professor. That he taught spatial resonance was even better—Akkau had said resonance was required to learn spells above the second tier, and spatial spells tended not to have any low-tier variants.

"Should I be concerned about the expression he is wearing?" Sternkessel asked Damien, who started.

"No?" Damien answered cautiously. "I think he's just like that."

"I see." Sternkessel folded his arms behind his back. "Do you not have any questions, Cale?"

Cale opened his mouth.

"About the class," the professor clarified. Cale snapped his mouth shut again and thought for a moment.

"Akkau said you wanted to test me on dangers unique to Utelia?" he asked instead.

"That is correct." The professor gave him an approving nod. "You have proven yourself quite capable against dangers that you have context for, and your circumstances mean you have far greater contextual awareness than many of your peers. The celestial and spatial aspects, however, care very little for context. One must exhibit the capacity to adapt to new circumstances to be able to master them."

Was it just him, or was Sternkessel beginning to sound kind of excited? The students around him, on the other hand, were beginning to look increasingly nervous. He was almost certain he heard Damien audibly gulping.

Cale wondered if it said anything about him that everyone else's clear discomfort only made him more excited.

To be fair, it had been a long time since he'd had the chance to really test himself. That whole thing with Sneaks-In-Darkness didn't count; he'd barely had to show off a fraction of what he was capable of to put her down. Magical combat rarely interested him, really.

Now on the other hand, if Sternkessel was designing a test for him and had observed his classes with Imrys and Graystalk, there was a good chance that whatever test he concocted would actually let him stretch his wings a little. Though he supposed Syphus's presence during Graystalk's class might have disrupted any scrying attempts...

Eh. If the professors were any good—and they were—then they could simply have observed his duel with Nala Whiteleaf through the academy's windows. Not everything needed a magical solution.

"So what's the test going to be?" he asked curiously.

"Perhaps it will be easier to show you," Sternkessel said. Cale didn't know how he knew, but somehow, he was almost certain the professor was smirking at him. Then he dipped his head in a slight bow, reached up to grasp one of the golden rings that made up his head, spun—

—and between one second and the next, he and all the other students of Magical Geography were just... elsewhere. Cale blinked rapidly, startled. He hadn't felt the professor using any hint of magic, nor should any magic have been able to teleport him without his allowing it. He double-checked his barrier, just in case, and it was as strong as it always was.

Professor Sternkessel had bypassed it somehow? Or... no. More likely what he'd done just hadn't counted as magic to his barriers, at least not in a way Cale understood.

The professor was an out of context problem. For him! Cale had so many questions.

Then his mana sense caught up with the rest of his senses. Cale took an almost involuntary step back, brows furrowing slightly—there was some sort of boundary in front of him, and while the immediate impression he'd gotten was that he was in front of a place of restoration, something about the mana felt off.

Just beside him, Professor Sternkessel nodded in approval.

"Good instincts," he said. Then, displaying a remarkable amount of physical strength for his relatively slight frame, Sternkessel placed a hand on his back and promptly shoved him forward through the barrier.

He did the same for every other student in his class simultaneously, though the others were handled with simulacrums. Cale noted with some satisfaction that Sternkessel had reserved his real body to deal with him specifically.

More interestingly, it also looked like they had been separated intentionally into three groups of three. Leo and Damien were with him, though they both still looked rather disoriented; Damien in particular clutched his cloak tightly around himself, clearly uncomfortable without the Astral Wing's suppressive wards around him.

To Cale's surprise, though, he couldn't feel even a wisp of stray decay mana from his friend. Was the professor shielding him somehow? He had to be, or else Damien wouldn't have had any experience with these expeditions, surely.

Before Cale could ask about it, Sternkessel cleared his throat, his voice booming all around them. He sounded entirely different now—cheerful, excited, anticipatory. Cale grinned. He recognized a mage in their element when he saw one.

This was a professor that was truly passionate for the subject he was teaching.

"Welcome," Professor Sternkessel said, "to the Inverted Spires!"





Professor Graystalk sat in a magically sealed room in one corner of Kazix Brightscale's Academy of the Attuned Arts, watching the scrying mirror set into the far wall intently.

Normally, he wouldn't be caught dead in the so-called Teacher's Lounge. As a general rule, Graystalk avoided the other professors as much as possible. He didn't dislike them, per se, nor was he exactly afraid of them—but he was a private man, and he preferred to keep other people out of his affairs. Many of the other professors were either eccentric or too well-meaning for their own good, and Graystalk simply didn't have the energy to deal with them most of the time.

Especially Imrys, who struck him as missing a few too many screws to be allowed to teach in a magic academy.

As usual, though, the Headmaster's word was final, and for whatever reason the dragon seemed to trust the little mousefolk. She did seem to have an incredibly sharp intuition. For all that she took almost no precautions when it came to her Ancient Artifacts class, their students never died during them.

They had, however, sometimes emerged badly injured, mutilated, or cursed.

Which was why it said a lot that he continued to remain in the Teacher's Lounge even with Imrys pressed up against his side.

"Would you like a cookie, dearie?" Imrys asked, holding a crumbly biscuit up toward him. Graystalk wondered where she kept those things. Were they even fresh? She always seemed to have a few at hand.

"No, thank you," he said shortly, trying to stay polite and move away from her.

There wasn't much space to do so, though. Really, there were far too many professors here for his liking, but Graystalk couldn't really blame their interest. It was the whole reason he was here, after all, and it was the reason even the most introverted and reticent of professors had shown up.

They all wanted to see how the new student dealt with Professor Sternkessel's test.

The Inverted Spires were famed for being one of the most dangerous active magical anomalies across all of Utelia—more dangerous than even the most highly-ranked dungeons, which was saying something. But it wasn't dangerous because of mana quantity, powerful monsters, deadly spells, or anything of the like. If that were the sole criteria, then many of Utelia's dungeons would be more dangerous by sheer magical power alone.

It was dangerous simply because it didn't seem to care how powerful a mage was. Many, many mages had tried to uncover its secrets, and many of those mages had died or gone missing. About thirty percent of them, in fact, across almost all tiers of power that had gone in.

Professor Sternkessel was just about the only man in the realm that could guarantee a mage's safety, and up until now, he'd refused to provide his escort services. He'd certainly never used the Inverted Spires to test first-year Academy students, of all people.

"I do hope you know what you are doing, Sternkessel," Graystalk muttered. He stared at the scrying mirror for a long moment. "Or perhaps I hope that Cale surprises us yet again."

Graystalk frowned slightly as he spoke, then took a moment to examine exactly what he felt. He'd assumed initially that he was worried—he'd been against this particular test for Cale especially—but now that he thought about it...

It wasn't that he wasn't worried. There was always the chance for things to go wrong, and the fact that the Inverted Spires didn't seem to care about the rank of the mages that explored it implied rather heavily that one of its anomalies either ignored magic entirely or scaled in danger to the mage's power. Professor Sternkessel's test had every chance of going wrong, and if it did, he wanted to be ready to try to intervene, even if his curse restricted him.

But if he was being honest with himself, he was also excited.

It was an old instinct, really. He hadn't paid attention to it in years because he hadn't felt anything from it in years. But he could feel it stirring now, a song of adventure he thought he'd long lost, and it spoke to him in no uncertain terms: Keep watching, Zeren Graystalk, and you might learn something new.

Graystalk snorted. To think the human he'd barely known for an hour was already making him feel like he might learn new things. Yet he was here, wasn't he? And tolerating Imrys and the other professors, even.

Some part of him, it seemed, had faith.
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  The first thing Cale did was evaluate everything he knew about the Inverted Spires, which was precisely nothing. He'd been to plenty of other places with the same name, but none of them were anything like the sort of magical anomaly he stood in now. Most of them were fancy, towering exhibitions of magecraft, usually an upside-down conjuration of some sort of castle or fortress. It was a testament to the strength of gravitational magic, and in many cases, eventually also to the conjurer's foolishness.

Mostly because there were not nearly as many architects specialized in gravitational construction as there were gravity mages eager to show off their spells. Stair railings did not work nearly as well when the direction of gravity changed midway up the stairs, it turned out.

He was pretty sure the Inverted Spires he stood in now was no mage-conjured landmark, if only because there was no trace of the types of magic he would have expected out of such a thing. Cale frowned slightly, reviewing what he'd felt just moments before he stepped in. His initial impression of it had been that it was a natural magical anomaly—one of those places where certain aspects of mana collected for one reason or another, lending them strange appearances and even stranger effects.

They weren't exactly uncommon across the Great Realms. Some worlds had more of them than others, but by and large, naturally-occurring magical anomalies like these outside of a magic academy weren't especially dangerous. Many had increased or reduced gravity, some suppressed certain types of magic, and fewer still did strange things like transmuting gold into cheese. There simply wasn't enough unstable or unusual mana aspects floating around to create the more dangerous variety of anomaly most of the time.

There were some exceptions. Every so often, anomalies with specific, beneficial effects would manifest. There was a place in the Fellcross that was able to amplify even post-Collapse healing spells, for example, and the Brightgrove Pools that Graystalk had mentioned sounded similar. Others, like the Ironforge Mountains he'd lived in eight or nine lives ago, simply improved any attempt to forge or craft any form of weaponry within them.

Cale's first impression had been that the Inverted Spires were the second type of anomaly. His mana sense had given him a feeling of warmth and relief when he first examined the boundary. Without even stepping in, he felt like he was being reinvigorated.

That was the first sign that it was a trap. Regional anomalies weren't supposed to take effect until a mage was actually within the region in question.

The second sign was the fact that the moment he took his attention away, his mana sense reported an unpleasant, oily sensation, almost like an aftertaste left behind from the initial sweep. Cale shuddered slightly.

Which meant that this was the third type of natural magical anomaly. For whatever reason—sometimes natural, sometimes not—some places across the realms occasionally developed just the right types and quantities of mana to draw the attention of life from the Outer Planes.

That was a bad thing. Beings from the Outer Planes were fundamentally incompatible with the Great Realms; where they appeared, their presence invariably caused the fabric of the world itself to begin to break down. That could lead to any number of twists in otherwise common-sense rules about the physical world and about magic as a whole.

Worse, when they affected a world enough to create an anomaly like this, mana itself tended to become more unpredictable. That meant anomalies like these were dangerous even for the most experienced of mages.

Not that Professor Sternkessel seemed very concerned about any of that.

"Now," the professor said. He sounded a little too eager, though he was also clearly trying to hold back from expressing it. "Those of you that have attended my prior classes already know how this goes. As we have a new student attending, however, here is a reminder.

"Each of you must work within teams of three. You are to learn as much as you can about the nature of the magical anomaly that suffuses the Inverted Spires while minimizing the danger to yourself and to your team. We will track your progress using a point system."

Copies of Professor Sternkessel manifested beside each team, handing out what looked like a golden watch with a single hand pointing to the number three. Cale eyed it curiously.

"As you can see, you begin with a total of three points," the professor said. "You lose a point if I must intervene to rescue you, though rest assured that I will do so, should it become necessary. You gain one point for each minor discovery you make, two points if you rescue another team in danger before I have to intervene, and three points for a major discovery. You must reach a total of twelve points in order to pass.

"Passing teams receive a single credit of the Wing of their choice, though as usual, I recommend you focus your efforts on survival first and foremost." The professor folded his hands behind his back. "Failing teams—that is, teams that reach zero points—will be removed from the class and may attempt again next semester.

"All that said, it would, of course, be impolite for me to simply throw you into the Spires without the smallest clue as to what they are." Sternkessel lifted two gloved fingers. "As a courtesy, allow me to give you the two most basic rules you must follow to safely explore the Inverted Spires. First: Do not step on the grass. And second: Never, ever look up.

"As one final note..." The professor seemed far too pleased about this. "Given that we have a new student, I will be repeating my introductory lecture on the territories and landmarks surrounding the academy. I suggest you pay attention, because there will be a test, and many of you scored rather poorly last time. The good news is that I will take the better of the two results.

"Now let's begin, shall we?"

With that, the professor clapped once, and promptly vanished. Cale stared at the place where he'd been standing for a moment, his expression contemplative. He'd got the distinct impression that the professor was beaming at them like he was excited, for some reason? And he was almost certain he'd also gotten the impression of a wink at the end.

He could also still feel Sternkessel's presence lingering around them, as if he were still watching them closely. It didn't feel like a scrying spell of any kind... he really needed to find out how the professor was doing that.

For now, though, he had other priorities. Cale considered the rules for a moment, then glanced at Leo and Damien, who were both staring intently at the ground as if looking up would immediately kill them.

It probably would, though maybe not immediately. Cale hadn't really gotten the impression that Sternkessel had lied about anything.

"So, first things first," Cale announced loudly. "I'm going to look up."

Both Damien and Leo's gazes immediately shot toward him, horrified, but before either of them could tackle him—and Leo certainly looked like he was about to do just that—Cale glanced straight up at the sky, and waited.





The Inverted Spires were a difficult place to describe, physically speaking. Cale thought that if he were forced to describe it, he would probably explain that it was something like an artist's canvas torn in half, rotated, stuck back together haphazardly, and then rotated again. The horizon certainly had the look. It resembled the jagged edge of a torn painting, with more of that strange mana fluctuating along its boundary.

The ground they were standing on, on the other hand, was closer in appearance to the placid surface of a lake, sky-blue and smooth as glass. That made the first of Sternkessel's rules a non-starter. For now, Cale couldn't see anything resembling grass he could step on, let alone intentionally step on it.

Also, his experiences told him that breaking rules like "don't step on the grass" tended to have more unpleasant consequences than ones like "don't look up." Admittedly that particular rule of thumb only really worked for him, and he'd needed to get eaten by a few fungal monsters to be sure... But the point remained.

That such a rule even existed was strange, though. Even in corrupted anomalies like these, there were almost always reasons for the rules it upheld. Grass-stepping rules were common for places that held intelligent plant life, but the Inverted Spires were, if anything, the opposite of that.

The glassy surface of the ground was one thing. There were a few pristine white spires rising off the ground in the distance, but there wasn't even a hint of green on those. And when he looked up, he was greeted with the sight of what appeared to be a majestic, ornate city, stretched over the horizon in place of the sky.

That probably ruled out intelligent plant life. All the plants he'd met hated overly-wrought architecture.

"I guess that's why it's called the Inverted Spires," Cale remarked absently. "Looks like the ground and sky swapped places."

He had no idea what he'd expected to happen when he looked up. It was probably for a monster of some kind to show up; that was how these things usually went. There were plenty of monsters and types of actively-cast magic that were affected by observation, so rules about what to look at—or what not to look at—was usually indicative of some form of life being involved.

Which meant he was caught a little off-guard when he noticed what was happening.

"So, don't look up," he said casually. "Just keep looking over the horizon. Does it look like the sky is falling to either of you?"

"Um... No?" Damien said hesitantly. "Should it?"

"Probably not," Cale said. "Just checking. It kinda looks like it's coming down to crush me right now."

"It's what," Damien squeaked. Leo very visibly stopped himself from looking straight up to check.

Cale, of course, ignored all this and began using the opportunity to experiment.

He was relatively certain that the "sky" was closing in at about the same speed he would've been moving if he'd been the one falling toward it. Looking down or in any other direction didn't seem to cancel out whatever effect he was caught in, nor could he feel any foreign magic around him he could dispel, which was fascinating.

Some sort of localized dimensional collapse triggered by direct observation? That seemed about right. There were spells that had side-effects like these, though they were often tediously complex and orders of magnitude overengineered; sometimes, that meant minor, seemingly inconsequential things could cause parts of the spell to backfire or fail without affecting the whole.

He wasn't entirely convinced this was the result of a spell, though. Partly because he couldn't feel any traces of dimensional mana around him and partly because of everything Sternkessel had shown them so far.

Nowhere near enough information to conclude either way, he decided. Cale stepped back toward the boundary of the anomaly and tested pressing a hand against it, only to find that it had turned into something smooth and barrier-like, with a faint sense of static. That lent credence to the idea he was caught up in some sort of dimensional effect, at least.

It also meant there weren't really any trivial ways to break the effect. Cale shrugged to himself and looked up again—this was a perfect opportunity to gather information. The more the sky descended, the more details he could make out. There was what looked like the upside-down remains of a full civilization up there. He could see buildings, more of the spires (though they looked increasingly like spikes descending toward him), and a whole host of bizarre-looking ornaments and fabrics draped across the buildings.

"Alright, note this down," he said. "There's some kind of city up there. I don't think I see any people, so it might be an abandoned civilization of some kind? I dunno. I don't recognize the architectural style, but I'm not familiar with Utelia's history so that probably doesn't mean much."

"Um... shouldn't we be worried about the whole sky falling thing?" Damien asked nervously.

"Can you make a sketch of the buildings?" Leo asked, evidently deciding to just roll with it.

Cale nodded thoughtfully. "I could," he said. "Probably not before it crushes me, though. I'll get back to you on that one. Actually, one of you toss me something? Preferably something you don't mind being destroyed."

Leo eyed him for a moment, then sighed and threw a pencil at him. "That's my least-favorite pencil," he said. "But I'm still going to be annoyed if it gets destroyed. Its name is George."

Cale didn't get a chance to ask Leo about his pencil-naming habits, but he did observe with interest that the pencil flew straight through his hand. Leo saw it too, but neither of them got a chance to comment, because by that point the sky had caught up to him.

Ground and sky crashed together in a thunderous, continent-shaking collision.

Cale got to see exactly none of it, since it resulted in him being buried six feet deep in dirt. His barrier did an admirable job of protecting him from the impact, acting like a drill that parted the ground for him, but that still left him technically trapped.

He wiggled a bit. Nope. He was well and truly stuck. Good thing he'd taken a breath first.

"A little help, please?" he asked politely. "I don't mind if it uses up a point."

Just like before, there was a blip between one moment and the next. When Cale's vision next came into focus, he was standing once more next to Damien and Leo. The only difference was that Professor Sternkessel now stood nearby, arms folded across his chest and a look of disappointment in his... rings? Seriously, how did the guy emote so well?

"Foolish, to waste a point so quickly," the professor chided. Cale checked the golden watch out of curiosity to find that it did indeed now read "two."

"If you give me a resource, I'm going to use it," Cale said cheerfully. He didn't buy that look of disappointment for a second.

Professor Sternkessel snorted with feigned disgust, though there was a touch of barely-disguised pride and interest in there as well. "You remind me of Akkau."

Cale grinned. "I am his apprentice."

"Oh, do not remind me." The professor made a face, though Cale was pretty sure most of his annoyance with that was fake, too. The one thing that was real was that there was a touch of genuine bitterness in his voice. Cale couldn't help but wonder what that was all about.

Sternkessel had no intention of giving him the chance to ask, it seemed, because he vanished as easily as he'd appeared. All he left behind was a lingering trace of mana, but with no apparent use of a spell.

Leo stared at Cale. "Are you... going to explain any of that?" he asked after a moment.

"Hm? Oh, sure," Cale said distractedly. He was already starting to make his way toward the spires in the distance, and he gestured for Leo and Damien to follow along. The other students were beginning to move, too, though they were more studiously staring at the ground than anyone else. The three kobolds had even managed to find some way to retrieve a massive hat of some kind, presumably to make sure none of them looked up.

"It's a test," Cale said as they walked. "I mean, you knew that already, but it's also a test of what you're willing to make use of. He's essentially started us off with two hints and a point buy system. The whole point of this exercise is to learn as much as we can about the Inverted Spires, right? But you can't learn anything without taking risks."

He gestured upward, careful not to look up this time. "Professor Sternkessel gave us three points. He could have started us off with one if he just wanted to be harsh, and two if he wanted to make sure we learn from our mistakes. Three means he wants us to take calculated risks. Even if the only thing we learn is what happens when we look up, that's still valuable information. Leo, notebook?"

Leo handed him his notebook, looking perturbed. "So what did we learn?" he asked. "I didn't see anything happen."

"Me either," Damien said. "You said it looked like the sky was falling? But it didn't look like anything happened, and then Professor Sternkessel showed up."

"If you look up, the sky starts to fall," Cale said. He flipped the notebook open to an empty page, grabbed a pencil from Leo, and began to sketch. "You get about two minutes before it crushes you. My guess is that it's a localized dimensional collapse triggered by direct observation, but I don't know why. Some spells collapse when observed, but I don't sense any spellwork here."

Cale eyed the watch for a moment, waiting to see if it would react. After a moment, it dinged almost reluctantly, and their score clicked back up to a three. Cale grinned.

"And like I said, I got the chance to get a closer look at what's up there, so now we know what the buildings look like." He handed the finished sketch to Leo. "Do any of these look familiar?"

Leo squinted at the notebook, then paused incredulously. "...Cale, these are terrible," he said. "These sketches look like a child drew them."

Damien stood on his tiptoes to take a peek, and then—surprising even himself, apparently, considering the look on his face—let out a very un-dreadshade-like giggle. "Is that a tree?"

"It's a spire!" Cale protested.

"It looks like a drunken unicorn's attempt to draw an artistic, abstract rendering of their own horn," Leo said, unable to keep the amusement out of his voice. "And what is this supposed to be?"

"It's clearly a house!"

"It is a triangle and a square, Cale. This is how children draw houses. Have you never taken an art class?"

Cale sniffed. "I don't need to," he said. Leo just snorted at him before turning to the next page and glancing through the rest of the sketches. His finger paused on one of them, and slowly a frown formed on the minotaur's face.

"You're sure you saw this symbol?" he asked, showing it to Cale, who glanced at it briefly and nodded.

"Yep," he said. "It was plastered all over a lot of the houses, usually woven into cloth. I got to see one up close before it smashed through me! Probably the most accurate drawing in the whole thing."

Leo very deliberately chose to ignore the second part of that response and instead rubbed his chin as he examined the drawing, his brows furrowed. "Strange," he said. There was a gleam of interest in his eyes. "That's the symbol of an old noble house of the kingdom of Thyrahl. I believe they were called the Loomweavers. One of the greatest mysteries in Utelia is what happened to them—as far as we know, the entire noble house, buildings and all, just up and vanished."

Cale blinked. "But if they've been here the whole time, someone would have noticed, right?" he pointed out.

"The buildings look nothing like the Loomweaver palace and estate, even putting aside the atrocity you call your art into account," Leo said. Cale decided to ignore the comment. "Going by what I can see on the horizon alone, these aren't Loomweaver buildings. The Loomweavers loved color. They would have had patchwork quilts all over the place, haphazard paintings, that sort of thing. This sort of white, sterile architecture would be anathema to them."

There was a small chime from the watch, and Cale took it out and examined it to find that their score had once again been raised, this time to a four. He grinned. "Looks like that counts as a discovery too," he said, pocketing it again. "But if they hate sterility so much, why would their symbol be here?"

Leo shook his head. "I wish I knew," he said. And then, a little more hopefully: "Maybe that's what we're here to find out?"

He seemed excited by the prospect. Cale made a small note of it.

"Um, guys?" Damien's voice was timid, but he still reached out and grabbed them both to stop them from walking. "There's grass in front of us. Like, a lot of it."

Cale stopped and stared at the grass. He frowned, leaning down to look more closely. It wasn't really grass, although it certainly looked like it. It seemed more like the glasslike surface of the ground had shattered and now sprouted in tufts of green-shifted fragments.

"Huh," he said after a moment. Then he glanced up at the other two and raised a brow slightly. "You know what's weird about Professor Sternkessel's rules?"

Damien and Leo both looked at him, slightly thrown by the sudden change in topic. "Everything?" Damien offered. Cale laughed.

"Well, that's true," he said. "But I'm talking about all the point mechanics. Think about it—he has a specific clause in there for us to rescue one another, but if that's the case, why put us in teams at all? And more importantly, why isn't there a rule about not putting other teams in danger?"

Damien frowned slightly and exchanged an uncertain look with Leo. "Are you saying he's trying to make us fight one another?"

"Oh, nothing so simple," Cale said, standing up and taking a few steps back from the grass. "It's all about what makes a mage. What you do in the circumstances you're presented with and how you choose to take advantage of them—it says a lot about who you are as a spellcaster.

"I talked about using our points to buy information, but technically, there's another way to gather points and information." Cale dusted off his pants. "That is, you could intentionally put another team in danger and make a discovery from that. All the better if you rescue them. You get to double up on the points."

Damien's eyes went wide. "Is that why..."

"It's happened before, huh?" Cale smiled at Damien, not unkindly. "Live long enough and you learn a lot about how other people think. That said, I'm pretty sure this time they're going to get in over their heads, so... how do we feel about giving our classmates a rescue?"

Right on cue, a small spell sparked in the distance. It was almost unnoticeable, but it was just enough that another student in a different team stumbled and tipped over into the grass. At the same time, the third team ran over to 'help'.

"What are we rescuing them from?" Damien asked helplessly.

"That's the best part!" Cale said happily. "I have no idea. But you know what? I bet we can find a way for you two to work on your attunements while we do it."

They both gaped at him, of course, but Cale was already speeding off toward the others. There was no time to waste, after all! Not when there were mysteries to be solved.





Deep within the faux sky of the Inverted Spires, something with no name began to stir.

It was a thing of rules. All beings of great power were things of rules, really, but this was bound by more than most. It could have no name. It could have no self. It existed only to enforce an arcane set of rules and requirements, a contract enforced over a region of space. For this alone, it existed, and for this alone it was content.

It did now as it always did, growing a refracting beast from the grass that would storm away at the intruders, and it should have been satisfied.

But it was not. Its thoughts—insofar as they could be considered thoughts—were elsewhere.

Something beneath them had looked at it, and whatever it was had survived. Not because of the intervention of the Many-Ringed Anchor, either, or at least not entirely. It had simply withstood the force of a city collapsing on top of it. How? None before had survived a breaching of its rules without intervention from the Anchor.

The thing with no name didn't like it. It had made that rule for a reason. It was one of the only rules that it could truly call its own, and now it had been breached without punishment or payment.

It wasn't enough to awaken it properly. Not yet.

But a rule could not be enforced if those subject to it were unaffected by its consequences.

That meant, if it wanted to enforce its rules, then it needed to be more.
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  Cale had no idea what to call the thing that rose out of the ground, mostly because the first names that came to mind were all ridiculous. A large part of this was admittedly because it looked rather distinctly like an elephant, down to the massive ears and elongated trunk. The only major difference was the fact that it looked like it was made out of dense, translucent crystal that distorted and scattered the light that struck its skin.

It also didn't act anything like an elephant, he supposed. Unless maybe it was a very angry one? Cale didn't actually know how angry elephants behaved. This one, though, was storming after the six other students in their class and bellowing in rage.

Cale noted with some amusement that it also sounded like an elephant, trumpeting sounds and all.

"Cale!" Damien called after him. He and Leo were both running to catch up with him, though Leo had caught up quite easily. Cale thought to himself that he'd need to get Damien to practice running—this sort of speed would never do for the kinds of things they were likely going to get caught up in. "Do you actually have a plan, or are we just running at it?"

"We're just running at it!" Cale called back cheerfully. "We can't make a plan before we know anything!"

"What did you mean, work on our attunements?" Leo asked him. He was pretty out of breath, which Cale remembered being an issue back during Cyte's auric collapse as well. Maybe he was going to need to train both of them in running. "Does this have something to do with what we were going to talk about after class?"

Cale considered the question for a moment. "Yes, but it's hard to explain right now," he said, gesturing around them. "Do you trust me?"

Leo stared. "I just met you."

"So..."

The minotaur sighed, aggravated. "Yes," he said. "Look, with everything you showed us back there, I don't think I can afford not to. You're the kind of mage people would kill to learn from, aren't you?"

"Great!" Cale beamed, completely ignoring the question. "Consider this your first real test as my apprentices. We're going to figure out how that thing operates and how to beat it. You can use your attunement. I have a way to make it work for you, I promise."

"Your wha—" Leo started, only to be interrupted by Damien, who seemed more interested in dealing with the magic elephant before questioning Cale's choice of apprenticeships.

"Nevermind that for now. How are we supposed to figure out how to beat that?" he asked. He was catching up now, though mostly because Cale had slowed down specifically to let him do so. "We don't know anything about it."

"And that's going to be the majority of real dangers you encounter as a mage," Cale said, tapping his nose. "A lot of academy mages get stuck with the idea that they need to know how to deal with a threat. The real trick is to learn how to learn to deal with threats. I think Leo and Flia had a taste of that back in those tunnels, didn't you?"

Leo groaned. "Don't remind me," he said. "Flia was the one that figured out that thing had rules at all, and I'm going to have nightmares for weeks."

"But you still figured out the key," Cale said, grinning. "Which was brilliant of you both, by the way! Good work. Damien, why don't you try?"

"Me?" Damien asked incredulously, but Cale was already pushing him toward the elephant.

"Come on, you got this!" he said. They were practically within range of the thing, and it was now fully-formed.

There was a method to his madness, of course. Damien needed to learn how to deal with impossibilities like these as a mage; his two friends had already proven themselves, and he needed to get familiar with that mindset that a mage needed to have.

Cale, on the other hand... Well, he was focused on what he thought was probably more concerning than the elephant. An enormous refractive dome had now formed around all nine students—it wasn't obvious that it was there, given it only distorted the environment around them slightly, but it was pretty distinct once he looked for it.

What really caught Cale's attention was the fact that the dome itself didn't really seem to use mana. It moved any mana that went through it and caused that mana to distort in strange, unpredictable ways, but whatever material it was made of wasn't one he was familiar with.

The only aspect of it he was familiar with was something still relatively new to him. Printed on the outside of the dome, apparent only in faint, shimmering lines, were circular diagrams that reminded him of the intricate golden wards painted on the outside of their Magical Geography classroom.

Whatever form of magic this place used—and Cale refused to call it anything other than magic, even if it didn't use mana, because that simply made things far too confusing—it was the same kind that Professor Sternkessel employed. That had to mean something, surely? At the very least, Sternkessel was connected to this place in some way, even if he wasn't the one that put the dome in place.

At least, he was pretty sure Sternkessel wasn't the one who had done that. The handwriting looked different.

Probably.

Cale was aware that reasoning was somewhat flimsy.

It didn't change Cale's impression that it was somewhat more dangerous than the beast they were fighting. There was something about the way it interacted with all the mana around it...

Experimentally, Cale let the smallest thread of mana he could muster brush against the barrier. To his surprise, the mana that made contact began to twist out of his control, and he withdrew it as quickly as he could. When he examined it more closely, it looked almost like his mana had begun to separate on contact.

Refraction. The same kind that happened with light, except Cale had never seen it apply to mana before, and certainly not with his mana. One of the few constants he'd been able to rely on was that his power was very difficult to wrest from his control—if it weren't, he would've been caught in all manner of disasters before now, or used as some kind of mana battery for some dark lord.

In all fairness, this was different. Nothing was actively taking control of his power, for one thing. It felt more like this barrier imposed some sort of rule on all mana, which was tugging at a memory...

He was pretty sure he could fight that separation if he needed to, but it seemed unnecessarily risky to test it. Some mana aspects were far too dangerous to unleash in pure, differentiated form, no matter how careful he was or how little of it he released. Even if he was safe, there would be far too much collateral.

After a moment or two of processing what had just happened, though, Cale grinned. This was the sort of complication he loved. What manner of being could have cast a barrier like this, and what did it say about them?

"I suppose now is a good time to begin the introductory lecture I promised." Professor Sternkessel's voice suddenly erupted around them, startling several students into yelps or screams; the trio of kobolds let out a set of tiny 'yips' that distinctly emerged from within the trenchcoat.

Cale just looked around, wondering where the voice was being projected from. He couldn't sense the professor anywhere inside the dome.

"The Brightscale Academy's location was chosen for the abundance of magical phenomena surrounding it," Sternkessel explained. "The Starfire Desert, for instance, is the largest of our surrounding biomes, though the name is something of a misnomer. That name was chosen for the frequent appearance of stars falling into the sand.

"Many legends claim that is the source of the crystalline sands of the desert, but the truth is much simpler—the Starfire Desert naturally accumulates crystal aspect mana, forming crystalline storms that transform any mundane object caught within into its trademark sand. In fact, many of the beastfolk tribes that live within it consider the storms to be a form of divine reclamation. They collect the bodies of their dead to offer to the storms in a passing ceremony, so that they may rejoin the desert."

Cale paused. That was... interesting, actually. Maybe there was more to this class than he'd realized.

"I don't think he mentioned that second bit before," Leo muttered, frowning. He flipped through his notebook and paled. "He definitely didn't. This is a trap."

Cale blinked. "...How is this a trap?"

"Don't you see?" Leo grabbed him by the shoulders. "He told us he'd be testing us again, but he's adding new things into the lecture. Anyone that doesn't pay attention won't be able to get a better score!"

Cale nodded slowly. "And this is what you're most worried about? Not the giant magic elephant your friend is fighting or anything?"

"Cale." Leo bent down to stare at him intently. "My grades are all I have going for me, and I got a B on the last test. I refuse to let this chance get past me."

"You should probably help Damien with that thing first, though," Cale said. "I don't know how, but he got onto the elephant."

"He—" Leo's head jerked up in horror. "Hang on, Damien! I'm coming!"

Cale went back to listening to Sternkessel's lecture as he examined the diagrams set into the dome. There really was an abundance of magical phenomena around the academy. Among other things, the professor talked about something called the Petrified Sea, which despite its name was a sort of forest created out of petrified lightning; there was apparently an actual nearby sea that was rather ominously only called the Depths; and then some sort of incredibly valuable reserve of magical plants the professor insisted was named Forbidden Magic Spider Territory.

He was... relatively certain that last one was just a lie to prevent students from going there to harvest it? Probably?

He was also definitely going there at some point. Mundane spiders were disgusting, yes, but magical ones? Magical spiders were cool. Except for all the times they weren't and managed to kill him, but Cale figured he'd probably made some sort of spider faux pas or something. He was a little shaky when it came to speaking Arachnid.





Damien really wished that Cale had provided any kind of guidance before getting distracted and staring at nothing, especially since he'd apparently decided to take them on as apprentices.

Not that Damien minded being Cale's apprentice, really. The man was obviously some sort of master mage given everything he was capable of, but he was also just as eccentric as every other master mage Damien had met. The only real difference was that Cale seemed perfectly capable of living up to everything he said he was—Damien had never made any progress with his magic until Cale.

Of course, his life had also been far less hectic before Cale. As much as he'd only known the human for a day, Damien somehow doubted his life was going to get any less chaotic from here on out.

Especially since none of them were willing to let go of what they'd seen when it came to Sneaks-In-Darkness.

Cale had promised to answer their questions later, but that hadn't stopped them from speculating. Syphus, that golem Damien had seen around but never talked to before—it seemed to have a better idea of what was going on than most, although it also seemed frustrated about something. Whatever that something was, it didn't want to talk about it, but together the four of them had managed to piece together part of what was going on.

From Syphus, they had learned that the Red Hunters had attempted to use some of the academy's students to poison their food. Damien almost lost control when it explained the effects of shimmerdust and what might have happened. It was a good thing they were in the Astral Wing proper when he'd learned about it, or the decay mana he released might have...

It didn't matter. It was one thing to know that the Red Hunters wanted to cull anyone that couldn't control their magic—it was far worse knowing that they were actively trying to sabotage them. What, just so they could fulfil some kind of quota? This wasn't about keeping people safe anymore!

They'd lost students to the Hunters. It had been justified every single time, which only made it hurt more, but now Damien wondered how much they were really justified. He'd always had his doubts, and now...

He sighed and gritted his teeth.

If he wanted to help deal with the Red Hunters, he needed to be a better mage. Maybe that was why Cale had given him so little instruction—he wanted to see how Damien would handle this without guidance.

Fine. He could do that.

By the time he arrived, the other six students were already backing away from what Damien mentally dubbed a refractor beast. They'd flung several spells at it already, to no avail, and the group of students that had instigated all this to begin with tried to flee only to run straight into some sort of semi-transparent barrier. Damien noticed they hadn't exactly just bounced off—each student sank partially into that barrier before hitting a dead stop, and had to pull themselves away after, as if it were sticking to them.

Worse, their mana signatures felt strange, like they were partially attuned and had gone haywire. Damien's mana sense wasn't particularly advanced, but even he could tell when someone's mana core felt like it had shifted. Every student that touched the barrier looked nauseous, and their mana moved erratically within their bodies like it wasn't quite under their control.

That was enough for Damien to resolve not to get anywhere near whatever that was. Or anywhere near the refractor beast, which seemed to be made out of the same stuff as the barrier.

But what options did that leave him?

"What spells have you tried?" he called out. That got him the attention of the other students... and unfortunately, the attention of the refractor beast as well. Damien backed away as it moved toward him.

"Fire and light spells!" one of the students called back. "And we tried a rock spell after, but that didn't work either!"

Energy-based spells and physical spells. Damien winced; his first thought had been that a physical spell might work where energy-based ones failed. Not that he could cast physical spells either. "What happened with the rock spell?"

"It just went through! It's like it's not even there!"

That meant the refractor beast either wasn't a physical creature at all, or they weren't hitting the right thing. They didn't have any way to test for the latter, but the former...

Damien hated using his magic. But the decay aspect was one of the more immutable types of mana—moreso than even Leo's labyrinth aspect, it was incredibly hard to attune. That might be an advantage with a creature like this that seemed to naturally reattune any mana that came in contact with it.

It was worth a test, right?

Damien braced himself. It had been a long time since he'd cast a full decay spell; the last actual spell he'd cast with the Gift was the new one it gave him after he tested Cale's trick, [Spatial Decay]. That he was going to try an offensive one now didn't sit right with him, but the refractor beast was still headed for him, so...

He pushed his mana into the first spell he'd ever received: [Decay Bolt].

Dark mana rushed into his fist and blossomed, emerging as a sharp spike of decay aspect that rushed toward the beast. Damien almost held his breath as he waited to see if anything would happen. Maybe it would be enough and this would be over immediately, although that seemed rather anticlimactic. Or maybe it would do nothing at all and he'd have to think of something else.

The answer, it turned out, was neither: his [Decay Bolt] smacked the refractor beast in the face with the distinct sound of flesh slapping against flesh. It knocked its head to the side and did little else.

So... the good news was that his mana could affect the refractor beast physically.

The bad news was that the refractor beast seemed like it was more pissed off than anything.

Damien had no real word for what it did, but it reared up onto its hind legs and made an angry, trumpeting sound, its trunk pointing straight up at the sky. Damien froze before he looked all the way up, but two other students didn't—he saw them look straight up, then panic and begin to scream for help as they pointed frantically at the sky. Thankfully, Professor Sternkessel pulled them out before they became too much of a distraction.

And then more of that strange magic blasted out of the refractor beast's trunk.

"Look out!" Damien cried, alarmed. It was a full-on area attack—dozens of tiny bolts of shimmering magic sprayed from its trunk, made all the worse from the fact that it was nearly invisible. He thought quickly, then reacted by shaping his mana as quickly as he could, trying to form a barrier around himself and anyone in range.

He was too slow. He managed to get barriers around Cale, Leo, and three other students, but the last one was just out of his range. More importantly, Damien simply hadn't put that much practice into forming barriers. He was approaching his limit as it was.

You have learned [Decay Barrier]!

Damien shook his head. That wouldn't help. One of the few things they were always told to never use was Gift-granted barrier spells—all mages benefited far more from shaping their barriers themselves. The Gift, as powerful as it was, only made standard barriers, and that was overly restrictive for almost any mage.

He really should have practiced barriers more. He hadn't considered that his aspect might actually come in useful in defending.

He still had no idea how he was supposed to beat this thing. Cale had said something about rules, but what use was the rule he'd learned? This didn't seem like the sort of thing he could smack around with decay mana and hope it eventually shattered. If it kept attacking, he would run out of mana long before—

Damien noticed something strange out of the corner of his eye. One of the refractor beast's bolts struck the dome that surrounded them; the bolt shattered, and the dome cracked. Damien narrowed his eyes.

Okay. Rules. He could work with that. If he understood how this worked correctly...

Other mages suffered from a forced partial attunement when they made contact with the refractor beast or the refracting dome around them, but he was a dreadshade. The decay aspect was one of the more primordial ones, and making it incredibly difficult to force into reattunement. That meant he could probably get in direct contact with the refractor beast without suffering from its consequences.

He bit his lip, then made his decision.

Twin whips of decay mana formed out of his hands. He tossed them forward, wrapping them around the refractor beast and bracing himself as it tossed its head in agitation; that movement flung him upward, and he clung to his own lines of mana for dear life. For a long moment, he couldn't tell up from down or left from right, but eventually, he just barely managed to catch sight of the refractor beast's back and aimed for it.

You have learned [Decay Whips]!

Damien would have preferred to learn literally anything else.

Pushing the aggravation out of his head, he landed on the refractor beast's back with a thump, then pulled on his whips as hard as he could. The beast roared and swung its head, trying desperately to locate him. When it couldn't, it just started charging...

Straight at the other students.

He needed to direct it! Why was it so hard to direct the damn thing?! He'd thought he could do it by pulling on the whips, but Flia made this seem so much easier. Damien gritted his teeth—he didn't want to ask for help, but—

"Leo!" he cried out. "I need you to direct this thing to hit the barrier!"





Leo's first thought, when he understood what was happening, was that Damien had clearly spent far too much time around Flia.

His second thought was that he didn't need to sacrifice his progress with his labyrinth aspect for this. Professor Sternkessel had promised they would all be safe—the worst that would happen here was that they would lose some points. It wouldn't even kick them out of the class; rescuing one student counted the same as rescuing three, if the danger was the same.

But...

Do you trust me?

You can use your attunement. I have a way to make it work for you, I promise.

Cale's words nagged at him, and if those were the only words he needed to think about, he might still not have cast a spell. It wasn't Cale that nudged him into action, exactly.

It was a memory. The look in his parents' eyes when they told him they were joining the Red Hunters.

Learning what the Red Hunters were doing made that old pain flare up all over again, and it made it even harder to avoid the truth Leo was trying so desperately not to acknowledge.

How much progress had he made, really? A true, complete reattunement of a labyrinth core was a task that would take decades. Decades where he would be behind every other mage, unable to cast a single spell for fear of losing years of progress.

Was that really how he wanted to live? All for the approval of his parents, who very well might know what the Red Hunters did? When he'd seen what a wild mage who embraced his oddities could really do?

Sneaks-In-Darkness had been an archmage at least, and Cale had just...

[Redirection] was a Standard Array spell. For most mages, it was a simple spell that altered momentum. But Leo's labyrinth attunement had changed it when he tried to cast it, and he'd ignored it ever since; he had hoped, when he gained it, that it was a sign that his approach was working. That he was finally becoming a normal mage.

Attempting to cast it had dashed those hopes. He'd seen it as a sign of failure, almost.

Now...

Well, Leo couldn't be a normal mage if he wanted to confront the Red Hunters for what they'd done, and it would take him decades besides. And he was realizing, for perhaps the first time, that the one thing he hated more than his attunement was doing absolutely fucking nothing. How could he still call himself a mage after everything he'd seen today, if he still refused to use any of his magic?

Leo took a deep breath, then pushed his mana into [Labyrinthine Affliction], and aimed it toward the beast.
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  Cale watched with interest as Leo finally cast a spell in front of him. Now that he thought about it, this was his first time seeing Leo actually use magic. And it was labyrinth aspect magic, at that! Labyrinth was rare enough as a natural attunement that the furthest reaches of the aspect's potential hadn't really been explored yet; rarer aspects tended to be harder to attune to, as a general rule, and building complex high-tier spells out of them were harder still.

The one that Leo was casting wasn't a high-tier spell at all, but it was still pretty effective on the... magic elephant creature. Cale really needed a better name for that thing. Either way, the spell was beautifully elegant: it created thin, almost unnoticeable walls of labyrinth mana that exuded a sense of impassability, forcing its target to react to walls that weren't there.

He wondered if—

You have learned [Labyrinthine Affliction]!

Oh, good! Cale beamed. He had no idea what tier the spell was, but he'd been hoping he could pick it up. It would make teaching Leo later far easier. He glanced over the Gift's information on the spell, just to see if it did what he thought.

[Labyrinthine Affliction, Level 1] [Second Tier, Active] [300 Mana]

Trap a foe in an imagined labyrinth of your creation. The more intelligent a creature, the more likely it can resist this spell. Note that contact with the walls of this false labyrinth will break this effect.

Cale whistled. It was a surprisingly low-cost spell, given the strength of the effect. Imprisonment spells like these were typically far more expensive, especially when they had a direct impact on the mind. Cale could certainly admire the efficiency of the thing; from what he was seeing, the spell didn't bother creating walls for the entirety of the imagined labyrinth. Instead, the labyrinth aspect mana moved with the spell's target, essentially keeping the spell footprint relatively low.

The other advantage of this spell, of course, was that it could be used for more than just imprisonment. Other spells that moved their targets tended to rely either on overwhelming that target's innate resistance—a feat that could be enormously costly for magical creatures in particular—or simply shoving them with physical force. This one simply used its target's natural desire for freedom against it.

Not that all this would have made it easy for Leo to deal with the beast on his own. As good as [Labyrinthine Affliction] was for redirecting opponents, it was still a fragile spell.

And that was where Damien came in. The dreadshade sat atop the elephant, gritting his teeth and trying to keep it corralled with those whips of decay mana. It was a good bit of teamwork—without him, Cale was pretty sure the monster would have collided with the walls of the labyrinth and broken the spell several times over by now.

Instead, Damien used his mana sense and sharp jerks of his whips to direct the elephant and slow it down just enough for it to skid to a halt right before it would have slammed through one of the walls. Then it turned and did the same thing again, and again, and again...

Each time, it got closer and closer to the dome that surrounded them. By the time it realized what its opponents were doing, though, it was too late; it tried to stop, but without Damien's guidance, didn't manage to reach a complete halt before it touched the edge of the barrier.

Cale leaned forward with interest. This, he was sure, would be illuminating.

The moment they made contact, they went utterly still. Ambient mana around them shuddered in anticipation, and as if realizing what was about to happen, Damien scrambled to leap off the monster.

Almost the same moment he did, beast and dome shattered. There was a singular instant where it seemed almost as though space was contracting around the two before exploding outward, creating fragments of prismatic glass that floated in the air for a moment before fading into nothing.

Cale's brow furrowed slightly as he studied the spot where the explosion had happened. Fascinating. It was subtle, but he'd sensed thousands of tiny microfractures racing through both the elephant and the dome a moment before the explosion, and the pattern he'd seen in those fractures...

"Domain collapse," he said out loud, still staring intently at the now-empty space. He could feel lingering traces of power left behind.

It was something that wasn't mana, but was capable of manipulating it. Yet when it failed, it failed in a pattern that matched what normal spell failure would look like. What did he know of that fulfilled those conditions? It felt too familiar to be entirely new to him, yet at the same time too unusual to match any of the phenomena he already knew of.

The closest match was domain magic. The way the elephant and barrier had reacted when they came in contact was exactly the way two identical domains reacted when they made contact with one another. That explained some of the behaviors of the elephant as well—the way it moved had been strange, loping around like gravity mattered to it yet not quite making contact with the ground.

Whatever it was, Cale was pretty sure it hadn't actually been alive. Both the barrier and the elephant were expressions of the same domain, except one had been shaped into a dome and the other into an elephant.

Cale had no idea why anyone would do such a thing. Why create a domain and shape it like a magical beast, much less animate it? That wasn't what domain magic was used for. Animating a domain was even worse. Cale was relatively certain that shouldn't even have been possible.

On top of that, the elephant had reacted to Leo's [Labyrinthine Affliction]. A normal mage-animated construct wouldn't have had enough of a mind to react to a spell that fundamentally relied on its target's mind. The strategy shouldn't have worked.

Except it had.

Domain magic answered a lot of his questions, though. It explained why the two domains making contact had failed explosively. It explained how the barrier and elephant had both been able to manipulate mana directly without seeming to use mana themselves. Domains were one of few types of magic capable of doing such things.

They were also one of very few kinds of magic that didn't need to be fueled with mana. They certainly could be—[Baker's Domain] was a common example of one such magic—but they also had a large number of... alternate casting methods, so to speak. Few of them were palatable or practical, but they were certainly possible.

If that were true, then something was the cause of all this, and probably that same thing was behind the whole of the Inverted Spires. It was possible, albeit unlikely, that the entire anomaly was some sort of massive nested domain.

But there were one too many holes in that theory for Cale to be certain. There had to be something he was still missing.

It had been so long since he'd been stumped like this. Not counting the whole situation with the voidcytes, of course; as far as he knew, there just wasn't really a solution to that whole mess. But this? This was exciting! There was something new here—something he didn't already know about, capable of casting or mimicking domain magic at a distance and making it seem almost alive.

He'd forgotten how much he loved not knowing things. He only mostly didn't like it when there were other people around he had to think about, but as long as Sternkessel was offering them his protection—

"Cale?" Damien limped up to him, which caught Cale's attention immediately. Sternkessel wasn't completely protecting them, he supposed. "Did I... was that right?"

"You did great," Cale said immediately. He reached out to steady Damien, glancing around the clearing to make sure nothing new was on their way to attack them. "Are you alright?"

"Fine." Damien's shoulders relaxed slightly as he straightened at the response, almost as if he'd been afraid of disappointing Cale, though he also winced a little when he tried to put weight on his left leg. "It should heal in a few minutes. Just got thrown back from the refractor beast when it, um, exploded."

"Refractor beast," Cale said, snapping his fingers. "That's so much better than what I had in mind!"

Damien eyed him for a moment. "What... did you have in mind?" he asked cautiously, like he was afraid of the answer.

"Magic elephant thing," Cale said. "But in my defense, I was going to rename it once I thought of something better."

Damien looked at him and then just nodded slowly. Behind him, Leo came up, scratching the back of his head. "Do we have any idea what that was?" he asked. "Because I haven't seen anything like it in any of my books, and I've read a lot of books."

"Damien called it a refractor beast," Cale said helpfully. "I think it's a good name for it. As for what it is... I'm not sure! Isn't that brilliant?"

He beamed at both of his teammates, who stared back at him, speechless.

"Don't you have a guess, at least?" Leo asked.

"Technically!" Cale dusted off his robes and glanced around. "But I think I'm still missing something. I'm pretty sure both the refractor beast and the barrier were variants of domain magic, but domains shouldn't be able to move, and it doesn't explain why the refractor beast was reacting to your spell like it was live. It also means there has to be a caster of some kind that's behind all this, and we haven't even seen a hint of them so far."

He paused as the golden watch Sternkessel had given them chimed in his pocket. "I guess I should check our points, actually," he said, pulling it out. They had been at four points before—between the two rescues and the points Cale had just earned, though, they were now sitting at eleven.

"Guess that counts as a major discovery," Cale said, pocketing it again. He looked up and paused. "Why are you guys staring at me?"

"Because no one in the Astral Wing has ever managed more than ten points in one of Professor Sternkessel's classes," Leo said. "We're at eleven? You're sure?"

"One point from passing," Damien said quietly. "We could get another credit. I've never gotten more than one credit in a semester, let alone in a day... although, um, I guess this one should go to Cale."

"I don't want it," Cale said carelessly.

"Wha—" Damien shook his head and exchanged glances with Leo, who seemed to agree with him. "You don't even know what they do, not really. We can't just let you give them up."

Cale's nose wrinkled. "I mean, all I know is that Orstrahl's the kingdom that sent those Red Hunter dicks after you," he said. "You said they can be redeemed for political favors, but I don't really want to deal with them. Unless I can use them to make Orstrahl abolish the Hunters, I guess, but do you really think it's a good idea to let me talk to their king or whatever?"

That gave Damien pause. He blinked once, then turned to Leo, who shook his head slowly.

"Probably... not?" Damien said hesitantly. "At least let us tell you what they can be used for. If you still want to give the credit to us, you can do it then."

"Whatever," Cale said, waving a hand. He looked around and gestured impatiently for the other students to join them—they were gathered nearby and not-so-subtly staring, evidently doing their best to listen in. "You lot! Stop trying to eavesdrop and just get over here."

A few of them seemed embarrassed, to their credit. They made their way over to Cale and the others and stood there awkwardly for a moment.

"I'm Cale," Cale said, introducing himself. "I'd ask you to introduce yourselves, but frankly I'm going to forget all your names immediately if we do it that way, so just call each other by name and I'll pick it up eventually." He paused. "Probably," he added.

"Cale," Damien hissed at him, embarrassed.

"Second, you're probably wondering how Damien and Leo knew how to defeat that magic ele—the refractor beast," he corrected himself. He patted Damien probably a little too hard on the back, pushing him forward but supporting his weight before he put any pressure on the bad one. "Damien's a badass and Leo has cool maze powers. More importantly, they're both real mages who know how to use what they've got."

His gaze sharpened. "I don't know which of you tried to trip someone into the grass, and frankly I don't care. No mage worth their salt pulls that kind of shit. You might survive today's class, but what are you going to do when you've graduated as a full mage? If you make that kind of thing a habit, I guarantee you'll die long before you reach the top."

There was a long silence as the students stared at him. The first to speak was the forge golem. The furnace in his stomach blazed fiercely as he spoke. "Are you saying someone tripped me?" he demanded.

"Who in the eight infernal realms are you to say all that?" Another student dressed in an obscuring cloak scowled.

"Seven," Cale said, exasperated. "Does no one ever check on the infernal realms? How do none of you know this?"

Everyone stared at him.

"It was Damien and Leo that beat the refractor beast," a third student volunteered timidly. She was one of the students he'd noticed earlier—close up, she looked a bit like a living, sentient gown. He wasn't sure if that was her and she was some sort of silk elemental or if she was incredibly overdressed, though.

On the other hand, she didn't seem hostile, just curious. As she spoke, she draped large swathes of fabric over Damien's hands. "Thank you for that, by the way," she said. Damien flinched away and drew his cloak around himself, but she didn't seem to notice. Instead, she turned to Cale. "So who are you, exactly, to command us like this?"

Leo sighed. "You need to get better at introducing yourself, Cale," he muttered. "If Syphus hadn't told us your position we wouldn't even have known."

Cale blinked innocently. "What do you mean?"

"Cale is Headmaster Akkau's apprentice and the official teacher's assistant for the classes he attends," Leo explained, ignoring him. There was an immediate silence as several jaws dropped and gazes snapped to Cale.

"Headmaster Akkau has an apprentice?" someone whispered. "When did he—"

"Why is this guy his apprentice?" another mage muttered. "What's so special about him? He didn't even do anything."

Cale ignored all this in favor of examining the grass more closely. Now that he'd seen both the dome and the refractor beast up close, he was pretty sure even the grass was an expression of the same domain. All of it had retracted as soon as the refractor beast appeared, and now it was restored, perfectly intact.

Why would looking up matter, then?

"I want to know who tripped me," the forge golem insisted, cutting through the conversation. A series of yips of agreement came from the student that was definitely three kobolds in a trenchcoat. "This is the Inverted Spires, we can't just risk each other like this. What if Professor Sternkessel doesn't save us in time?" 

The yips distracted Cale from the grass. He stared at the trenchcoat kobolds instead.

He was tempted to ask. He was so tempted.

"Cale," Damien said, following his gaze and immediately tugging on his sleeve. Cale sighed. He never got to have any fun. Why did he accept positions of responsibility again?

Oh, right. He just couldn't help himself.

"You guys can figure that out if you want," he announced. "But our team still needs one more point, and we're going to go get it. Before I leave, though, here's some food for thought: you lose one point if your team gets in danger, and you gain two points if you rescue another team. Do you think that's a coincidence?"

Cale grinned just slightly. "I might not have known Professor Sternkessel for long," he said. "But he doesn't seem like the type to leave in a loophole like that by accident. Maybe spend less time fighting and more time thinking like a mage."

With that, he strode off, ignoring the argument that immediately erupted behind him. Damien and Leo hurried to catch up with him the moment they realized he'd started to wander off, but neither seemed to know what to say, so for a while, they simply walked in companionable silence.

Then Leo spoke. "Not all of us think like that, you know."

Cale blinked and glanced at him. "What do you mean?"

"That thing about how we'll die before we reach the top if we make that kind of sabotage a habit," Leo said, gesturing vaguely. He glanced back at the other students of the Astral Wing, and Cale caught the sympathy in his eyes. "Most of us aren't thinking about reaching the peak of magehood. We're here to get our magic under control, and a lot of us would do anything to get there. Credits are one way to do it, and Professor Sternkessel is one of the only professors that offers them so easily."

Cale's brow furrowed. "What's the point of being a mage if you aren't trying to reach the top?" he asked, confused.

Leo snorted. "If you asked me an hour ago, I would probably have been one of them," he said. "Not to the extent of sabotage, but there's a lot I would've done to get rid of my attunement."

"Huh. And now?"

Leo looked down, clenching his hand into a fist. "I don't know," he admitted after a moment. "I think I might want to do more with my magic. See what it can really do. Actually casting a spell and not worrying about my attunement... it felt good. And it feels like I could do a lot more if I tried."

Cale nodded and turned to Damien, whose leg seemed to have finally recovered. "What about you?"

Damien jumped, making a noise that was nearly a squeak. "M-me?" he asked. "Um... I don't know. It's complicated. I don't..."

"You were really cool back there, you know," Cale said, smiling at him.

"Seriously," Leo added.

Damien looked away, but after a moment, the tension in his shoulders faded just slightly. "Thank you," he said. "Um... I really don't know, though. You already know I want to heal. And I think... I think I don't want to hide from my magic forever."

"Same goes for me," Leo said.

"Good!" Cale beamed. "We'll turn you both into archmage-level terrors yet."

"Archmage—" Leo began.

"Terrors?!" Damien yelped.

Cale ignored them both. The spires were nearby, after all! Now that they were close, he could see that they looked like the upper half of some of the spires he'd seen hanging down above them—he would bet anything this was the way to get up there.

More than that... whatever had created those domain-looking magics was likely up there, too. There had to be a reason that looking up caused the sky to fall, and while he'd thought the cause was most likely a spell failing, there was still that second possibility.

Certain creatures simply didn't like being looked at.

The only problem with getting into the spires was that there weren't any doors, given that this was just the upper half of a building. Instead, there were a series of ornate windows spiraling up along the main spire's walls. Cale examined them for a moment, then nodded to himself. "Are you two ready?" he asked.

"For what?" Leo squinted at him suspiciously.

"I'm glad you asked!" Cale shaped his mana into a barrier with the form of a massive hammer, then grinned. "Breaking and entering, of course."
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  Shortly after manifesting the giant hammer and making both Leo and Damien gawk at him, Cale dismissed it and instead retrieved a tiny pin from one of his pockets. "Just kidding," he said, setting to work picking open the locks on one of the windows. "The windows look too nice to break. And I'm pretty sure there's some kind of window-related rule."

Which was, yet again, rather strange—but Cale was learning to recognize the signs of a rule, even if he didn't know the exact contents of them. Like the grass they had to avoid stepping on, the windows here had glass made out of the same crystalline domain, and he wasn't particularly in the mood to fend off yet another refractor beast.

The locks, however? They had none of that telltale crystalline gleam, which wasn't all that unusual. In all his lifetimes, Cale had encountered many mages that remembered to ward their doors but not their locks. It was part of the reason he'd learned to pick locks in the first place.

That trend, fortunately, applied just as much to windows as they did to doors. The only thing that was really unusual about this was that there were three of the locks, for some reason.

That seemed excessive for a window, but who was he to judge the Loomweavers?

"Should I be concerned about how quickly you're doing that?" Leo asked after a moment, eyeing him. Cale had, by this point, finished picking the first lock and had moved on to the second.

"Hey, there are plenty of legitimate reasons to know how to pick locks!" Cale said, carefully tensioning the locking mechanism and feeling it out with his pick. "If you lock yourself out of your house, for example."

He didn't look back, but he could practically feel Damien and Leo silently conferring with one another and deciding that, for Cale, this was a perfectly reasonable explanation as to why he needed to know how to pick locks. Cale might have been offended by this if it weren't for the fact that they were entirely correct.

He had also done a large amount of breaking and entering, though. Learning to pick open the locks on his homes was a far more troublesome task comparatively; it was generally easier to just create a new doorway using a few well-placed barriers.

Cale did wonder sometimes if Sheriya had been right about him abusing his barriers. He felt like it wasn't his fault they were such universal solutions to physical problems.

In any case, he got all three of the locks on the window open in short order, then pulled it open and peered at the dimly-lit stairwell behind it. Like he'd suspected, it did indeed lead down, beneath the surface of the ground. Presumably if they followed that path, they'd end up in the so-called "sky."

But why bother guessing what would happen when they could just do it? Cale hopped on through the window, humming happily to himself. "And here I thought my first magic staircase in Utelia was going to be at the Academy," he said. "Come on in, it's not trapped or anything."

"You're sure?" Leo asked, entirely too suspicious.

Cale shrugged and beamed. "Probably!"

Leo seemed understandably rather dissatisfied with this answer, and so Damien was the first to climb through. After that, Leo followed, albeit reluctantly. The railing of the stairwell was decorated with an ostentatious gold trimming that matched the ones he'd seen on Sternkessel's suit, which was another point for their professor being connected to this place. And wasn't that fascinating?

Almost as if Sternkessel could tell Cale was thinking about him, the smooth timbre of the professor's voice suddenly resounded around them, echoing in the stairwell as they began to descend.

"An interesting demonstration," the professor said. "I would award extra points for it, but I suspect you will not need them. In the future, however, please consult me before you reveal my schemes to my students."

Cale snickered at that. "You're admitting to scheming now?"

"I would be a poor example of a professor if I did not scheme," Sternkessel said. Cale could imagine him sniffing haughtily as he spoke. "And I am not so poor a sport as to pretend otherwise."

"Is he just talking to us, or to everyone?" Damien whispered. "That's going to sound weird to everyone else, right?"

"I am speaking to all my students, yes," Sternkessel responded, making Damien jump. "Adam, please stop attempting to light your classmates on fire. I will deduct a point if you continue." A short pause. "Attempting to shove their heads into your chest furnace is not a loophole, Adam. It is attempted homicide."

Cale snorted so hard he almost choked.

"Now, I suggest you all listen closely," Sternkessel said. Cale perked up—was he about to reveal something about the Inverted Spires? The stairwell they were in was lit only dimly by candles of magical wax, and the purple lighting flickered at his words, almost as if in anticipation.

"Utelia has a total of four continents, less than most realms we are aware of," the professor continued.

Oh. Right. The lecture. Cale exchanged glances with his friends, who seemed equally bemused by the sudden change in topic; Leo shrugged as if to indicate this was rather typical for Sternkessel in particular.

"The one the Brightscale Academy is located in is known as Ercryst. It is the farthest south of the four continents and is ruled primarily by the Orstrahl Kingdom, although the Brightgrove Elves are a strong contender when it comes to sheer magical might. In fact, Orstrahl's rule over Ercryst only became absolute when the Red Hunters came into power some decades ago: prior to that, Orstrahl and Brightgrove were close allies."

Cale blinked, glancing at Damien and Leo. To his surprise, they both looked equally bewildered.

"You didn't know that already?" he whispered. Leo shook his head, looking troubled.

"I thought Orstrahl was always the leading power here," he muttered. "Have the Red Hunters really only been around for a few decades?"

"Six, to be precise," Professor Sternkessel answered, making them jump. It was too easy to forget that he could somehow hear everything they were saying. Then, before anyone could ask anything else, he kept speaking. "North of Ercryst is the continent of Illwyld, occupied largely by beastfolk tribes and ravaged by wild magic. It is said that the leader of the Red Hunters originates from Illwyld, in fact, though this is more rumor than fact. Very little is known about them."

"Shouldn't the leader of the Red Hunters be a public figure?" Cale muttered.

"What I want to know is why he's focusing so much on the Red Hunters." Leo looked around as if trying to find the professor, though it didn't exactly help. Sternkessel was nowhere to be seen.

Damien made an agreeing noise. "Maybe he knows about what happened during lunch?" he suggested.

"A lot of information about the Red Hunters isn't even public," Leo said. "It's almost like Sternkessel is—"

The professor interrupted Leo, continuing as if he couldn't hear them. Cale's eyes narrowed slightly. "North of Illwyld is a steep, mountainous continent known primarily as Aersheld, though many Utelians also refer to it as the Divine Shield due to its importance as a bastion of defense against the advances of the dark lord. Aersheld is ruled and maintained by the Thyrahl Kingdom at no small cost—the mountains of Aersheld are known to have rather severe mana-dampening properties, a fact that makes them difficult to traverse. However, that same fact is what makes it so effective at fending off the dark lord's armies."

Leo had retrieved his notebook and started scribbling furiously, a look of intense concentration on his face. Cale had to reach out and prevent him from falling down the stairs several times, in fact. Damien was frowning slightly, but chose not to comment. Instead, he eyed the depths of the stairwell warily.

"Relations between Thyrahl and Orstrahl are rather strained at the moment," Sternkessel continued, "in large part because Thyrahl continues to demand resources for its part in fending off the threat of the dark lord, and Orstrahl's rulers are beginning to believe that the threat in question is not as great as Thyrahl claims. Still, they are attempting to keep the peace for now—Orstrahl has sent its greatest division of Red Hunters, the so-called First Squad, to occupy a small outpost near Thyrahl."

There was a thin smile in Sternkessel's voice. "Ostensibly, this is to assist with fending off the forces of the dark lord, though it is rather obvious to most that they are there simply to assess the threat posed by those armies for themselves. More conspiratorial is the belief that the Red Hunters were sent there to establish a foothold for Orstrahl should tensions escalate. You may come to your own conclusions."

Cale frowned slightly. Sternkessel wasn't the type to include mere speculation in a lecture, was he?

"Last but not least, the continent without a name," Sternkessel said. "It is known to most simply as the Corroded Lands and is fully occupied by the dark lord and his forces. Very little is known about them. Scrying spells are unable to penetrate into the depths of the corrosion, and no mage has yet returned from their attempted scouting missions. Except as corpses hand-delivered to Thyrahl's queen, of course."

That one made Cale roll his eyes. Dark lords were so dramatic. Really, hand-delivering corpses? What was this, the pre-Collapse Age of Corrosion?

Leo looked aghast, of course, which was probably the more appropriate reaction. Damien winced and withdrew into his cloak slightly, drawing Cale's notice. He watched his friend for a moment, his frown deepening, then shook his head and sighed.

"So," he said. "Aersheld is called the Divine Shield. You explained the shield part, but not the divine part. Is there a reason for that?"

"Very good," Sternkessel said, approving. "Indeed. The Thyrahl Kingdom has a particularly strong connection to the gods of Utelia; it is, in fact, the source of much of their power. Some believe the reason they are able to traverse the mountains of Aersheld at all are the result of divine blessing, though there is a far simpler explanation."

Cale waited, and when Sternkessel failed to elaborate, spoke again. "Which is?"

"Thyrahl's citizens are all particularly well-suited for climbing," Sternkessel answered promptly, as if he'd been waiting. "Many of them are goat shifters, orcs, or other physically-gifted species. Combine that with practice, and it would be far stranger if they struggled as much as others do on those mountains."

That made Cale snort slightly. He grinned a half-grin. "Not everything needs a magical explanation, right?"

"Indeed," Sternkessel said smoothly. "Any other questions?"

Cale thought about all this for a moment, then furrowed his brows as a thought occurred to him. "You said there are four continents, and you basically listed them all as north of one another," he said. "Does that mean they're all just in a straight line? What's stopping the dark lord from just sailing around to reach us?"

"That is correct." Sternkessel seemed amused by the question, for some reason. "Much of Utelia is covered by ocean, and while the water between continents is relatively safe, farther out in the east and west is an even more extreme version of the nearby Depths known as the Endless Deep. Not only are magical storms prevalent and incredibly dangerous, the waters themselves are infested with enormous, highly-resistant ocean leviathans that boast near perfect immunity to magic. Suffice to say little exploration has been done of the region."

"I heard something about that, actually," Leo offered. "I mean, it's just a theory, but some scholars theorize that all the magical storms out there are a side effect of the Gift. They think it needs half the planet just to process all the new spells and stuff."

"Huh." Cale thought about this for a moment. "Couldn't it just use... you know, space?"

Leo shrugged, looking a little embarrassed. "It's just a theory," he said.

"There is some weight to it," Sternkessel remarked suddenly, startling them; they each looked up at the projection of his voice. "Though that is perhaps a discussion for a different class. I believe you have arrived at your destination."

They were, in fact, approaching the end of the stairwell. Cale had to squint against the light—the stairwell had been so dark comparatively that the sudden bright sunlight hurt his eyes, especially considering the way it gleamed off marble floors and gold accents. It felt like they had exited into the foyer of a large, empty mansion.

Emphasis on empty. The utter lack of people was almost creepy. Cale made his way to the front door and pushed it open to step outside, slightly disoriented by the sudden smell of fresh grass and forest leaves. It was nice that there was actual ground beneath his feet now. Soil and dirt, not the glasslike sky they'd been standing on earlier.

When he looked up, there was a clear sky above them, with only a few spires hanging upside-down. He was pretty sure they were the same ones they'd just climbed into—in fact, if he squinted, he could even glimpse the tiny figures of their classmates, who looked like they had finally stopped arguing with one another and were now making their way toward one of the spires.

There was otherwise no reaction. No sudden collapse that threatened to crush him, no sense of vertigo from the entire horizon falling toward him. Looking up here seemed to be fine, which meant—

"Don't look down," Cale said, his tone sharp enough to make both Leo and Damien stop in their tracks and stare at him.

"Why not?" Leo asked, confused.

"We weren't allowed to look up when we were up there." Cale pointed at what was now the sky. "Now we can, which means looking down is most likely going to trigger something. And I don't know if you guys can feel it, but there's something here, beneath the dirt."

He certainly could. Now that they were here, the sense was almost unavoidable—that same strange oil-slick sensation he'd noticed earlier on his mana sense was now all around them, orders of magnitude stronger than it had been when they were on the so-called ground. In fact, it almost gave him the impression that he was swimming in oil.

Which was disgusting. Cale frowned to himself. The mana here was wrong for all sorts of reasons.

If that was all there was to it, then Cale might not have been nearly as worried. The real problem was that Sternkessel had warned them about arriving. The professor hadn't needed to—they would have noticed on their own in just a few more steps—but they'd all been looking down as they walked, and Sternkessel had interrupted at the exact right moment to make them look up.

Right as they crossed some kind of threshold and the entire world inverted around them.

Sternkessel had helped them. He didn't seem like the type to do something like that without reason, and if Cale had to guess what that reason was, it would be that the professor was less confident about being able to protect them while they were up here than when they had been down there.

"Well now," Sternkessel said. He sounded pleased, but there was definitely an undercurrent of tension in his voice. "I will say that I had not expected you to get quite this far. I wish you the best of luck, Cale Cadwell Cobbs."

Like that wasn't ominous. "What about my friends?" Cale objected.

"I wish them luck too, of course," Sternkessel said smoothly. "Do not believe what my colleague tells you. I do not favor or disfavor any of my students."

Leo blinked. "What does he mean by that?"

"Akkau said Sternkessel didn't like you two," Cale said with a shrug. "I think he might've lied to make me work harder this class."

"I don't think Professor Sternkessel treats us any differently," Damien offered quietly.

"Good, otherwise I would've needed to have words with him." Cale peered up at the sky threateningly, though all he got in response was a sense of vague amusement. Seriously, how was Sternkessel doing that? "Now come on, let's get to work."

"What do you mean, work?" Leo asked. "What are we supposed to do here, exactly?"

"Investigate," Cale said cheerfully. "There's something here that doesn't want to be seen. Whatever it is also doesn't like that we're here. It's not attacking us so long as we don't break its rules—yet—but that doesn't mean it's going to do nothing. We don't know what it is or why it's here, but I bet you anything that if we find out, we'll learn exactly why the Inverted Spires are the way they are."

He raised his voice. "Professor! If we reach 24 points, can we get another Wing credit?"

There was a short pause before Sternkessel replied, his tone amused. "I suppose I can allow it, if you are that confident," he said. "Very well. One extra credit for each multiple of twelve you reach, and bonus points if you uncover or resolve the true cause of the Inverted Spires and its anomaly. Be aware that the other students are on their way, so that task may be more difficult than you think."

Cale waved a hand dismissively. "I'd rather they were here, if anything," he said. "Not everything has to be a competition. Maybe they'll see there's more to being a mage than just being able to cast the spells from the Standard Array."

"It's not that easy to overturn a lifetime of thinking that's the only way forward," Leo muttered half-heartedly. Cale shot him a sly grin.

"We might also be the first to find out what happened to the Loomweavers," he said. "Remember, their symbol was all over these buildings."

Leo paused. "That's... true," he said carefully.

"They might even have left details of whatever their secret magics are behind," Cale said.

Leo swallowed, unable to stop the gleam in his eyes from growing. "Also true," he said.

"So..."

"I get it, I get it," Leo groaned. "I'm in. Not like I was going to stop here anyway."

"Just wanted to be sure you were appropriately enthusiastic," Cale said cheerfully. "This is your field of interest, after all. No offense, Damien."

Damien blinked. "None taken?"

"Anyway!" Cale spun in a circle to examine their surroundings, then nodded to himself, satisfied. "Damien, Leo, I need you both to take a step to the left. Now."

"What?" Damien said, confused. Leo grabbed him and yanked him to the left a second before a massive spike of domain magic punched through the ground and into the space they'd been standing in just moments ago; Cale followed suit, dancing out of the way of a third spike just before it punched through him.

"Looks like there's a new rule," Cale said. He could sense mana distortions growing beneath them like little wells of potential. They faded away when he moved, but if he stayed in place for too long, something about the magic locked into place, and a new spike of domain magic erupted from the ground. "Don't stay in place for more than five seconds."

"Wha—we've been standing here for minutes!" Leo protested.

"And whatever's here isn't above making new rules for us to contend with," Cale said, pulling them along. "Stay alert. Never assume things will stay the same forever. Adapt to changes and figure them out faster than your opponent can make them. That's how you survive as a mage. Now, you're the scholar here. Which building's going to have the Loomweaver records?"

Leo cast a panicked gaze around. "This isn't Loomweaver architecture," he said, trying to think quickly. "But they were famous for keeping records on massive tapestries they would hang as banners along the halls. I think—it should be the longest building? Something that could have a really long hallway?"

Cale nodded thoughtfully. "That one, then," he said, pointing. He'd seen it in his brief glimpse of the grounds when he looked up, a building that looked rather like an enormous spiral. That was the perfect place for a long hallway if he'd ever seen one. "Come on! Before this thing makes up any new rules for us to deal with."

With that, he sped off. Damien and Leo exchanged brief, panicked glances, then followed, carefully not looking at the ground.





They were here.

The thing with no name itched, which was a new sensation for it. This was a day of new sensations, it seemed. It could feel those little mages crawling around above it, their magic prickling and searing into its skin. One in particular burned, like a miniature star had found a way to anchor itself into the Inverted Spires.

It didn't like the feeling. It wanted to get rid of them, and yet every time it thought about doing so...

Pain. Something reacted and constricted, making it writhe in agony.

No. It was a thing of rules. It was nothing more than a thing of rules. It existed to enforce and challenge, not to think. Not to be.

It had to be a good thing-of-rules. That was the contract that commanded it. That was its nature.

But...

New rules. That was possible, wasn't it? Nothing in the contract said it could not make new rules, only that it had to enforce them.

It had to be fast, so the Many-Ringed Anchor couldn't stop it. The Anchor visited it sometimes, spoke to it in soft words it couldn't understand. Even now, the Anchor whispered to it, trying to help it calm.

It didn't want to calm. Emotion was strange and new, but even in the panicked buzz of its discomfort, it couldn't go back to feeling nothing. It wanted to feel.

It just didn't want to feel this. The little mages crawling on it, making it itch. It needed them gone.

Especially the star. The mage whose gaze felt far worse than all the others, whose eyes felt like they burned. It needed him gone most of all.
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  Cale whistled as they pushed open the enormous golden doors that barred the entrance to the odd, spiral-shaped building at the heart of the Inverted Spires. Or, well, Leo pushed them open. Cale had taken one look at the size of them and immediately delegated the task to their resident minotaur, who rolled his eyes but didn't protest.

They'd been right about what this building was, at least. It was definitely the tapestry archive. The hallway before them was full of layers upon layers of beautifully woven pieces of fabric, each one depicting in intricate detail different stages of Loomweaver history. The largest ones hung from the ceiling and stretched wide across the entire width of the hallway. Smaller ones were attached to the walls, elaborating on details that the large tapestries didn't have space for.

Each one was lit by magic that had been imbued into every thread of the fabric, causing a variety of colored light to scatter across the pristine marble. Even the shelves were glowing, probably because they were stocked with abandoned or lesser tapestries that were still imbued with that same magic.

It was an awe-inspiring sight. Definitely among the top thirty things he'd seen in all his lives, Cale decided, just behind the Echoing Falls he'd encountered a few realms back.

"Whoa," Damien said, looking around. Once again, he drew his cloak around himself, as if afraid his decay mana might leak out and start breaking down some of the art around him.

"I didn't think their archives looked like this," Leo said, looking around in wonder. "The textbooks don't do this justice. Are they drawing in mana, somehow?"

"It looks like a variant of the domain magic we saw earlier," Cale said thoughtfully. The edges of each piece of fabric was embroidered with many of the same circular diagrams they'd noticed before, and they drew mana into them, converting it into light. It was a pretty elegant piece of spellwork.

The three of them walked deeper into the archive, occasionally stopping to admire the stories being told within each piece of fabric. The entirety of the first ten, for instance, were dedicated to the formation of the Loomweaver noble house. It told the tale of a handsome nobleman who had found a poor weaver laboring away under a cruel stepfather, unable to leave because of her ailing mother. He'd been taken by the clothing she wove, the tapestries said, and whisked her away for a life of luxury.

There was a pretty glaring hole in the story, though. Cale was suspicious immediately, since these stories almost never worked out the way the records claimed, but eventually even Leo and Damien were frowning as they examined the tapestries.

"What happened to the weaver's mother?" Leo asked, looking around. "She's not even mentioned after that first one."

"That's, um... a lot of... torture?" Damien said, wincing. A lot of the later tapestries depicted in excruciating detail exactly how the cruel stepfather suffered.

"It's kind of gratuitous," Cale agreed with a slight frown, then hurried his friends past the rest of them. No reason to dwell on whatever all this was supposed to be. The tapestries after that, thankfully, were far less explicitly detailed and a lot more interesting—they were an account of how the products of their family had slowly gained more and more acclaim within Thyrahl's borders.

And they were beautiful. Entire tapestries were dedicated to showing off the design of a single garment, often worn by some picturesque elf or the other. Cale withheld his sigh—really, elves took all the jobs when it came to this sort of thing—but both Leo and Damien seemed enthralled by the art, at least.

Damien in particular... Cale watched him as he looked around, eyes darting from one thing to the next with his cloak held tight around his shoulders. He still didn't seem entirely comfortable with being outside, but Cale wondered if Sternkessel's expeditions weren't in some way a small kindness. The professor was sealing in his decay mana, after all.

Without that, how often did Damien actually leave the walls of the Astral Wing?

Leo, on the other hand, quickly took to sketching the contents of each tapestry with feverish abandon. "I wish I had a recording spell," he muttered, eyes alight with interest. "There's no way we'll be able to take all this down. There's so much of it! If Thyrahl knew these were here..."

He paused, then turned to Cale eagerly. "Do you think we can take some of them?" he asked. "I bet we can get it back to Thyrahl. They'll probably pay us for them, even."

Cale blinked, then raised an eyebrow. "This is probably the most valuable building in the Inverted Spires, and it's right at the center of everything," he said. "Do you think whatever's protecting this place is going to have a rule about touching those things?"

Leo winced and slumped. "Right," he said glumly.

"Maybe after we take care of it," Cale said, patting the minotaur on the shoulder. Or trying to, anyway. He had to tiptoe to reach it. "Worst case, I'm sure Professor Sternkessel has seen them all already. I'm sure he'd be willing to reproduce them if you asked. Isn't that right, professor?"

There was a long pause before the professor responded. For the first time, he sounded vaguely reluctant. "...I suppose you have earned the right."

Cale snickered.

They were at eighteen points now. They'd earned one for the minor discovery of the rule about standing still, then three more for the discovery of the Loomweaver archives. Small discoveries and minor details in the tapestries they walked past amounted to another few points, but they didn't catch everything, partly because Cale was hurrying them along toward the center.

They could afford to leave some points for the other students. Cale was more interested in what would be revealed at the end of it all. What exactly had caused all this? The Loomweavers were supposed to be part of the Thyrahl kingdom. The Inverted Spires, when he'd asked earlier, were apparently located on an island off the southernmost coast of Ercryst, just at the edge where the waters would transition into the Endless Deep. It was about as close to the other side of the world as one could get from Thyrahl.

That their entire noble house had somehow ended up here was bizarre. Even moreso that the land was so strangely distorted. Had the Inverted Spires existed before the Loomweavers arrived, or had their presence caused all this?

"Something feels off about all this," Cale said with a frown. Leo and Damien glanced at him, surprised.

"What do you mean?" Damien asked.

"More off than the land being torn in half and stuck upside-down?" Leo grumbled. Cale ignored him, his gaze growing sharper as he examined each tapestry they came across. They were depicting the Loomweavers' discovery of domain magic, now: they had realized that the fabrics they wove of the stars and constellations somehow captured a fragment of their essence into those fabrics. Eventually, they learned to simplify that into the circular diagrams he'd seen, creating a whole new form of magic and securing the position of the Loomweavers as one of the great noble houses of Thyrahl.

Sternkessel was connected to this place. The fact that he used the same domain magic as the Loomweavers made that rather obvious. He was less certain, however, that the professor was involved with the impossible domain magic they'd witnessed earlier. The dome, perhaps, but not the refractor beast. What would be the point?

More than that, as far as he could tell, nothing in the tapestries indicated that something like the refractor beast was even possible. The Loomweavers had never managed to figure out how to make a moving domain, and that particular detail conflicted with everything Cale knew of domain magic, too. There were some creatures that might have been capable of moving and animating them, but even then, the refractor beast shouldn't have been able to move like that.

It certainly shouldn't have reacted to Leo's labyrinth magic.

There had to be something doing it, though. Maybe it was something he hadn't encountered before. It wouldn't explain everything, but it would explain most of the oddities, including the strangeness of some of the rules. Something that didn't like being observed had rules against anyone looking in its direction; that much made sense, but...

"I feel like I'm missing something," Cale said, an edge of frustration sliding into his voice. His brows furrowed as he glanced around and took in each new tapestry, each new discovery. A few of them held a rather familiar-looking armillary sphere as a decorative object in the background, and though that caught his attention, it wasn't what he was missing.

Probably best he let the professor keep his secrets, anyway. The others could figure it out themselves if they were observant enough, and he didn't need to list every single discovery he made.

Oddly enough, as he considered this, he thought he felt a vague sense of appreciation emanating from their professor.

...He still had no idea how that worked. Cale was pretty sure the professor wasn't reading or feeding thoughts into his mind, but he was doing something.

The domain magic being depicted here was promising, though. If everything with the Gift didn't end up working out for him, there was a chance he'd be able to pick this up and learn it instead. Domain magic was a little more limited than regular spellcasting, and this method in particular seemed like the sort of thing that would take lifetimes of study, but it wasn't like he didn't have time. Maybe he could get a primer from Sternkessel after class—

Cale stopped in his tracks, his eyes narrowing as he came across a new set of tapestries. They were close to the middle of the spiral now. He could feel it. Its curve meant he couldn't see the end of it from where he stood, but the saturation of off-feeling mana was starting to make his teeth ache; just ahead of them and far beneath was the source of all this.

His attention was caught by what was depicted on those tapestries, though. There was an abrupt transition from the beauty of the Loomweavers' homes and palaces to the more sterile brightness of the Inverted Spires, yet in none of them was there any indication that there was anything wrong. If anything, the tapestries depicted their transition to the Spires like it was some sort of perfect, orderly paradise, put into place by some new patriarch.

Don't step on the grass. Don't break the windows.

Cale's eyes narrowed. All rules had some reason or the other behind them. Sometimes, those reasons were simple. Vanity, a misguided pursuit of order, some desperation for power or a need to hide the truth.

A simpler rule had triggered and skipped them past the most important set of tapestries. The corrupted magic was behind them now, and if Cale hadn't been paying attention to it in particular he might not have noticed it at all; whatever this was, it was insidious.

"We got turned around," Cale announced. "Spatial magic. Trying to keep us away from whatever's doing this."

He turned around, and the world skipped again. Almost like Sternkessel's method of transportation, Cale thought absently, except this one wasn't triggered by the professor at all. What was it trying to hide?

He anchored his barriers to the ground and around his friends, then took a few steps forward. A simple trick, but it had broken powerful spatial magics before. Most spatial spells accounted only for the mage, not for complicated barrier constructs with multiple anchor points.

Just like that, a new set of tapestries opened before them. Cale scanned them, his suspicions slowly growing from a spark into a flame.

The Loomweavers' experimentation with domain magic had grown more dangerous and steadily more bold. The tapestries depicted them reaching further and further, attempting to create new domain glyphs out of constellations without names. Other times, they tried to make up their own constellations, using a primitive form of stellar magic. Those tapestries Cale didn't care much about.

The one he did care about was the tapestry that was split in the middle. It depicted a mage designing a new circular diagram, copying it through a scrying glass; across from him, on a different tapestry altogether, was a set of stars that looked familiar.

And he still hadn't spent a single night in Utelia, which meant if that was familiar to him, then the gap in the tapestry was meant to depict...

"They didn't," he hissed. "Are they fucking idiots? What the fuck!"

"What?" Leo turned to him, startled.

"That constellation." Cale pointed angrily at the offending piece of fabric, glaring as if he could set it on fire with his gaze alone. "Do you recognize it?"

Leo studied it for a moment. "...No?"

"Damien? What about you?" Cale whirled on the dreadshade in question, making him shrink back.

"I don't... think so?" Damien squeaked out. Cale caught himself and took a step back before he scared Damien any further.

It didn't stop him from starting to pace angrily, though. He stared at the tapestry again and scowled. "Well, I do," he said. "And that means that constellation isn't from this realm. They were trying to calculate new domain magic using constellations from different realms. Of all the bloody stupid, foolish, idiotic things to do—"

He snarled and cut himself off before he could really get into a rant. Instead, he began making his way deeper into the archive with angry but determined steps. "They were trying to expand the reach of their magic," he said. It was all falling into place now. "They figured out a new kind of domain magic. We saw that. That's incredible for any mage, and frankly world-changing stuff for most of the realms. But they decided what they had wasn't enough and started trying to create new anchors for their magic based on constellations from other realms. Now, pop quiz. What do you think you have to do when you use magic that reaches into other realms?"

"Uh..." Leo exchanged a nervous glance with Damien. Neither of them understood why Cale was quite so aggravated, probably. "You have to take defensive measures, right? Like when you're doing a summoning spell?"

"Exactly." Cale jerked a thumb furiously at the tapestries around them. "Even an apprentice mage knows that. It's magic 101. Don't mess with magic that reaches across the Great Realms unless you know what you're doing, and always, always take measures to protect yourself from the Abyss. Guess what these mages didn't do?"

"They didn't... guard their spells against the Abyss?" Leo said hesitantly. Damien nodded beside him, as if to agree, but he was half-hiding behind Leo at this point. Cale was too worked up to notice.

"Congratulations," Cale said, throwing his hands into the air. "You're smarter than the genius mages that developed a whole new type of magic, apparently! At least you know you need to draw a basic defensive circle!"

"I see you understand," Sternkessel's voice echoed out of nowhere, calm but severe. Cale glared up at him briefly.

"You could have just told me," he muttered. "But yes, I do. And we're fixing this."

"Cale," Leo said carefully. "What's going on?"

Cale let out an aggravated sigh. He was silent for a moment, storming along the hallway like he didn't intend to explain a single thing, but eventually, he spoke. His voice was carefully controlled, like he was trying to stop himself from erupting all over again.

"You already know this, but you can't just reach across the Great Realms without basic protective magic," Cale said. "It's a stupid thing to do. Even if all you're doing is domain magic, if you're designing an anchor that draws from another realm, you're basically casting a fishing line out into the Abyss. Yes, you'll find your target, but you're going to catch a whole lot of inter-realm detritus along the way. That's going to mess with the effects of your magic, which is bad enough on its own, but it also means you're going to bring everything you caught along the way back with you."

He gestured furiously. "Think about it," he said. "The Inverted Spires don't match Loomweaver architecture. You two don't even recognize the architectural style, do you? That's because they caught a lost fragment of a different realm entirely and dragged it back with them. Their magic wasn't designed to do that, so it collapsed as soon as this chunk of land could materialize and brought them all with it.

"And if that weren't bad enough, they caught something with it," Cale said grimly. He pointed up at the tapestries above them, which now depicted almost exactly what he was saying. There was a depiction of the Inverted Spires on one of them, except this time it wasn't inverted at all, being dragged through the space between the Great Realms.

And caught at the bottom, nearly invisible, was something dangerous and formless. They depicted it as nothing more than a swirl of green thread, pulsing beneath the Spires.

"So they break off a piece of a realm—or capture a piece of a lost one—and it acts like a planar net, catching and dragging along one of the many Abyssal Ones along with it," Cale continued grimly, to a sharp gasp from Damien and a wide-eyed stare from Leo. "Except adult Abyssals wouldn't get caught by something this ridiculous. Adult Abyssals don't flinch when a mortal being looks at them, even if their control over reality still gets slightly disrupted. So what do you think happened?"

"They caught—" Damien swallowed, his tone almost unbelieving. "They caught a baby Abyssal?"

"They caught a baby Abyssal," Cale snarled. The center of the spiral was in sight now—it was a large, circular room, with an empty hole set into the center of it. Like a well, except the depths of it were pitch-black, and corroded mana flowed out of it like water. "And you know, if that was all, it would have been fine. A sufficiently motivated mage would be able to find a way to send it back to the Abyss. But the Loomweavers? Oh, they got scared. Like mages always do when they meet something from outside the Great Realms."

There was a spark of genuine disgust in Cale's voice. Both Damien and Leo winced at it, looking slightly uncomfortable, but Cale wasn't done.

"So they bind it with domain magic," he said, gesturing to one of the final tapestries hung around the final room. It depicted the Loomweaver elders as heroes, capturing and corralling something unknowable with their domain magic. The green thread had grown into something larger and snakelike, with eyes beginning to emerge from its body, but golden circles kept it contained. "They make it their guardian. They use it to keep themselves safe and create a beautiful paradise here for themselves, away from the rest of the world, with stupid little rules like 'don't step on the grass' and 'don't break the windows.'"

"Oh," Damien said softly.

Cale exhaled, staring at the hole in the ground. "What they did was the equivalent of a magical lobotomy, do you understand?" he said, his voice quieter but no less intense. "I might not have encountered this specific case of it, but I've seen magical bindings like these. It enforces thought patterns. It tells you what you can think and when you can think it. And the Abyssal they bound is allowed to think only one thing: it must enforce the rules.

"So it sits there, at the bottom of the paradise they've carved out for themselves, and all it can think is that it needs to enforce the rules. The rules are good. It needs to punish anyone that breaks them. Over and over and over, and—"

Cale's voice broke slightly. He turned back to look at Damien and Leo. "Do you know what an Abyssal One is?" he asked.

"I—" Damien started, then shook his head, looking uncertain.

"They're creatures that live in the Abyss," Leo said. "It's not a species, just a name for anything that gets left in the Abyss when its parent realm gets lost or destroyed."

"Right," Cale said. There was still an edge in his voice. "So most of the Abyssal Ones are the last of their kind. They aren't evil, but they can't live in any of the Great Realms anymore. Their very presence corrupts things and breaks the laws of physics and the rules of magic. They are exceedingly powerful, but also incredibly broken, and..."

He trailed off for a moment, his eyes distant. They seemed almost wet. He blinked a few times, then shook his head.

"It doesn't know what's happening to it," Cale said. "They got it so early it couldn't even grow its own mind. It has to enforce the rules and it has to punish, but it doesn't know what that looks like. It barely understands the idea of a punishment, let alone something as complicated as domain magic. But that's all it knows, because it's all the Loomweavers use, so it tries. It copies. It guesses. It thinks it's supposed to use domain magic, so it mimicks that, and it doesn't quite get it right. It doesn't know the difference between a beast and a domain, for example, and the two things get a little bit mixed up. But it keeps trying and doing its best, because according to its binding, that's what rule-enforcers like it are supposed to do."

Cale sighed, the anger suddenly draining out of him. For a moment, he just looked tired and pained. Sad.

Damien hesitated, then walked over and pulled him into a hug, draping his cloak around them both. There was a half-second in which he almost pulled away before he simply sagged and let it happen.

After a moment, Leo joined them. "You care a lot about this," the minotaur observed quietly, but there was no judgement in his voice.

"I suppose I do," Cale muttered. He forced himself to pull away, taking a few steps closer to the hole. "You don't have to follow me, but I need to fix this. I need to free this thing and send it back."

"Can you do that?" Leo asked. Cale nodded.

"I think so. But it'd be easier with some help." He took a deep breath. "Sternkessel, can you get Flia, please? She's another Astral Wing student."

"You are sure you wish to do this?" Sternkessel asked.

"Don't ask that question like you didn't bring me here specifically so I could do this," Cale grumbled. "Yes, I know. It doesn't know what's happening. It's going to try to fight back. But we can make this work, I'm sure of it."

"I cannot guarantee your protection," Sternkessel warned. "I will have my hands full with the students."

"That's fine," Cale said. "I don't need it. But get the kobold here. I think we're going to need them, too. And Damien?"

Damien looked at him, clearly worried. "What is it?"

"You want to heal with your magic." Cale's tone softened slightly. "I think you're discounting all the ways your aspect can still help people. Whatever this thing is, it's bound by an incredibly powerful domain, but we've seen that the domain is impermeable to decay mana. So..."

Tired as he was, Cale managed a small grin. "Make sure you pay attention, because I think it's about time I show you what decay mana can really do. I've been itching to try out [Decay Bite], anyway."
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  It took a bit of time, but Cale and the rest of his impromptu team were as ready as they would ever be.

Fighting something from the Abyss wasn't something he did very often. Really, fighting non-lethally wasn't something he did very often. The effect of the Thread of Fate meant many of his days were rather intense and eventful, but even then, Cale thought his first day in Utelia somehow managed to rank among the worst and best of them simultaneously.

And wasn't that something? It almost made him laugh.

It wasn't actually the worst he'd experienced, of course. Cale had experienced far worse. But it ranked among them, probably, in terms of the absolute rollercoaster of emotions he'd experienced in the span of a single day. It was supposed to be rare for him to get angry, but both the Loomweavers and Sneaks-In-Darkness had managed to strike at a part of him that he normally did his best to avoid.

That hug from his new friends had helped him calm down quite a bit, much to his own surprise. Cale didn't ordinarily let other people get too close to him. He moved between lives too frequently, even when he managed to extend his time in a single realm. And travel through the Great Realms was difficult, when one was as magically handicapped as he was. Nor where there many mages capable of targeted travel especially.

The point was that he was rather surprised by how quickly he had grown attached to so many of the people in Utelia. It was getting harder and harder to pretend this place was just a passing fancy, and that meant...

Well, it meant that this would probably be one of those lives.

Cale supposed he was long overdue for one of them. A life spent living, not a life spent existing. As long as he survived this, anyway. Abyssals were a dangerous opponent even for him, and if anyone else had sent him up against one, Cale would probably have suspected them of trying to get rid of him.

Sternkessel was different. Mostly because Cale was pretty sure he knew what the professor was now, and he didn't disagree with the proposed plan of action or how he'd gone about it.

Which led to where they were now. This particular Abyssal sat at the bottom of an enormous hole carved out of the center of the Inverted Spires, and even now, it was probably trying to think up new ways to remove them. Even with the Abyssal being undeveloped and limited by powerful domain magic, that was dangerous, and the moment that binding was removed the danger would grow tenfold.

They had some things working in their favor, though. The incompatibility between an Abyssal One and the Great Realms worked both ways. As much as Abyssals broke down the fabric of the realms around them, they were limited in capability as long as they were within those realms.

On the other hand, mages essentially carried the power of the Great Realms within their mana cores. That there were so many mages now in the territory of the Inverted Spires was probably aggravating to the Abyssal that was bound here, even if it didn't understand why, and Cale's presence here was even worse.

While he hadn't exactly met very many Abyssal Ones in his travels, he'd once been fortunate enough to encounter one willing to speak with him. They'd explained that just being near him felt like the mortal equivalent of standing next to the sun. Every moment spent in his company was like being scorched down to the bone.

That same Abyssal had also spent rather a lot of time around him, now that he thought about it. Cale wondered briefly if he should have asked about that.

...Probably not. Abyssals were a little like immortals, in a way; the things they cared about were strange and rarely compatible with mortal understanding.

In any case, this Abyssal was likely being partially protected by the same domain that bound it, or the reaction from it would have been far fiercer when they first broke a rule. That meant they'd have to act fast once he freed it from its bindings and make sure it couldn't hurt any of them in the process.

Which was why Cale had requested for the help of a certain trio of kobolds. Clone aspect magic was perfect for this situation.

"Abyssals don't like being observed," Cale explained once the others were all gathered around him. Flia and all the rest of the students were here, though only five of them would be going down into the hole. He paced back and forth, occasionally glancing at the hole as if expecting it to start growing at any moment. "There's a reason for that. They draw their power from the Outer Planes, but the Outer Planes aren't meant to be observed, which means any kind of observation disrupts that connection."

Leo raised a hand. "Why?"

"You don't have to raise your hand," Cale grumbled. "And I don't know. It has something to do with how the Outer Planes work. It's not like I've been there."

Flia, Leo, and Damien all shot him disbelieving looks. Cale was pretty sure he caught one of them mouthing "lie" under their breath, which was patently absurd. Why was this what they suspected him of lying about? He'd said plenty of things that were far more absurd.

"So, um, the observation thing is why you wanna get my help?" the kobold trio asked nervously. Well, all three of them began to speak, and then the two in the trenchcoat immediately stopped talking when they realized where they were.

"You'll have a pretty important job," Cale said, offering them a small smile. They were named Threek, apparently? Cale had to do his best not to comment on the name lest he earn another level of [Blabbermouth]. "You're sure you can do this?"

Threek paused for a moment, withdrew into their trenchcoat, and conferred for several seconds. "I don't have a lot of control over my magic," they offered nervously after a moment. "But I can try. I wanna try."

"That's all I ask," Cale said. "Now, are we all ready?"

Damien and Leo nodded. 

"I still have no idea why I'm here," Flia said. She looked... Cale couldn't quite tell if she looked pleased or irritated that she'd been called on. He was pretty sure she was trying to hide how nervous she was, though. "You can't seriously think my magic is tied to the Abyss. It's a deep-sea aspect, not an abyssal aspect. I don't think that's even a thing."

"I saw the Leviathan," Cale said patiently. "The Leviathan does not swim around in the deep sea. It governs the Abyss."

"But..." Flia looked conflicted, and Cale could understand that much, at least. He'd thrown this at her rather suddenly. "What's an abyssal aspect? And what does that even mean for me?"

"I'll explain it all, I promise," Cale said with a small smile. "I owe you three a lot, so you'll get your answers. As soon as we're done sending this thing home. Please? Besides, I saw how you handled that shadeling. If anyone can deal with a foreign, eldritch creature capable of ripping apart the fabric of reality by accident, it's probably you."

Flia's face turned pink. "I don't even know what it looks like," she mumbled. She'd pulled the strap of her satchel closer to herself, though, and Cale saw the way she straightened.

"Knowing you, you're going to think it's cute even if it's got fifteen mouths and thirty sets of teeth," Leo said, nudging her. Flia glared at him, then relented with a sigh, and Cale gave his friends a small smile.

"Let's go," he said. "The poor thing's been trapped long enough."





It was Sternkessel himself that floated the five—or seven, depending on how you counted Threek—down to the bottom of the shaft. They floated down in silence for a long moment, each of them absorbed in their thoughts. It probably didn't help that the only source of light was the mana ball Cale produced, and even then, all it did was light up their faces. Everything else vanished into the dark like there was nothing there.

Probably because there was, in fact, nothing there.

Threek was the most nervous of them, which wasn't much of a surprise. They kept fidgeting in their coat, and Cale saw multiple tails briefly peek out from the bottom before they slipped back in.

"You don't have to do this if you don't want to, you know," Cale said, trying to be reassuring.

"I-I know," Threek said. "You told me that already. But after Sternkessel explained everything, I can't just... I mean... I dunno why he didn't tell us before. Couldn't he have gotten someone to help with all this?"

Cale hummed in thought, then shook his head. "I doubt it," he said. There was a dim glow in the distance now, just beneath them. He avoided looking directly at it, but none of the others did—and the moment they looked, a surge of not-quite-domain magic battered at the defenses Sternkessel had wrapped around them.

The professor grunted slightly, but otherwise said nothing, and their descent continued as steadily as ever. Cale couldn't help but be impressed by that display of control, but then it was hardly the most incredible of their professor's feats of the day. He really needed to ask Akkau where he got his professors.

After a moment, Cale spoke again. "It's... complicated," he said carefully. If Sternkessel hadn't already told his students what he was, there was probably a reason for it. "But think about it. Among the mages powerful enough to break a domain like this, how many of them would help, and how many would want the Abyssal for themselves?"

Threek fell silent at that, their expression slightly stricken before settling into something more contemplative. Cale took the opportunity to study the void around them and the area around the distant glow, careful to avoid a direct stare. Sternkessel could defend against a reaction from any of the others, but if he looked...

Well, the suppression of planar power was a question of quantity, not quality. The severity of the Abyssal's reaction was not. Cale sighed; if he had a more experienced set of mages to work with, it would have been easier to guarantee everyone's safety. He'd planned as carefully as he could, but he couldn't be sure he hadn't missed anything.

They couldn't try to suppress it too early. Abyssals could adjust and find a way to draw on their planar connection in other ways, even through observation. The plan would work only because this one hadn't even had the chance to learn how, and even then, it would be a near thing.

This would be far more comfortable if only he could use his mana to its fullest extent, but... the Loomweavers had built a domain capable of unraveling his mana. He couldn't risk that happening here. If a significant portion of his mana was separated into its constituent aspects, there was no telling what sort of wider consequences Utelia would have to endure.

Literally. Cale had outright never faced anything capable of doing that before, which meant this was the one time he had no idea what would happen. All he knew was that if he was a true prismatic, then his mana contained a stable meld of every mana aspect that had ever existed, and several of those would instantly become unstable if separated.

On the other hand, Utelia had the Gift, which meant there was one way he could safely channel his power. Judging by the strength of the domain he felt, he was going to need to use quite a bit of it.

Their descent stopped, allowing all five students to slowly approach the Abyssal. It was hard to see properly, given that it was trapped within a sphere of golden light—that sphere was made out of what looked like thousands of the little circular diagrams the Loomweavers used for their domains, inscribed in intricate detail in a massive tapestry on the ground and then projected up as a sphere.

Cale stepped forward. He could feel the Abyssal's attention fixate suddenly on him, but it did nothing; after all, he hadn't broken any rules yet. But he could feel it trying to make up new ones with every second that passed. It wanted him out.

"Damien!" Cale called. "Are you watching?"

"Y-yes?" Damien squeaked, jumping like he hadn't expected to be called out. Cale laughed softly to himself, then strode confidently forward.

Up in the Inverted Spires, they had to identify the rules this Abyssal was enforcing. No doubt many mages had been lost to an accidental breaking of a rule; "don't step on the grass" was probably the smallest of them. Here, though, almost directly next to the creature that was enforcing them, he could feel them as they formed.

Do not speak.

Cale steadied his breathing and said nothing, even when the others called out to see if he was alright. Sternkessel deflected the Abyssal's cursory attempts to punish them for breaking the new rule, but its attention was largely focused on him. Good.

Do not breathe.

Cale held his breath and continued forward. The tapestry that held the domain binding was heavily protected by the very same domain he didn't dare touch with his magic, but he had a spell for that.

Do not mo—

The Abyssal cut itself off mid-rule, and Cale smiled slightly. It had trapped itself with that one: it had already created a rule about not staying still, and it couldn't oppose itself. Desperate, it tried something else.

Do not see!

Cale shut his eyes. He was close enough now that he could feel for the tapestry with his hands, and he crouched down to feel for its corner. The magic imbued into it was powerful, almost like it had been woven together by multiple minor divinities... He couldn't hold back as much as he might have liked.

Do not stand—

It was too late. He leaned down and bit, flooding his mana into [Decay Bite]. He didn't particularly try to hold back, either. He felt the spell buck and strain against the flood of pure power, felt the Gift respond by frantically wrapping around the construct and adjusting, evolving.

Not the most elegant way to solve the problem, but decay magic had proven to be particularly impermeable to the properties of this domain, so if anything would be able to shatter the tapestry...

Words written in mana appeared behind his eyelids, silently communicating to him what he'd done.

Mana overload detected! Attempting to compensate...

Adjusting spell construct...

[Decay Bite] has evolved into [Fangs of the Festering Fields]!

[Fangs of the Festering Fields, Level 1] [Fifteenth Tier (Unique), Active] [1.0e54 Mana]

At the farthest reaches of the Outer Planes lie the Festering Fields, where all planar creatures go to rot and the wheel of life stops turning. The roots of the former World Tree Yggdrasil form the foundation of this dead plane, and now the power of that death flows through your jaws, invoking the end of all things.

Do not cast this again.

As he bit down on the corner of the tapestry, something in the fabric of the world shattered. Even with his eyes shut, Cale's mana sense felt the emptiness that raced through his target like living venom—pure rot and festering decay raced into the age-old magic that kept the Abyssal bound, then tore through like it was nothing.

And it would have kept going, too. The spell felt almost like it was eager to continue, to consume, to bring about the end as it was meant to. Cale pulled back sharply before it could, and in the same moment the Gift bore down around them like a divine cage.

The spell halted at the edges of its power, snapping and biting, but with them both working in concert, it failed to break through.

The words of the Gift lingered in his mind. It had left messages for him before, certainly, but that was perhaps the most direct warning it had ever given him. Cale wondered, as he sat there with his eyes shut, exactly how sapient this divine construct was. Who was the God of Magic, anyway? Cale had met many gods in his various lives, and he'd never seen a working this complex. To create something capable of inventing spells and gifting magic to the people, and yet to not involve himself when the likes of the Red Hunters came along...

One of these days, Cale thought, he'd need to have a word with this god. At least so he could understand how all of this had happened.

For now, he sat at the corner of the now-disintegrating domain. The last rule the Abyssal had enforced was not to stand, and while the binding was fading, it was still confused and would most likely continue to follow self-imposed rules for a while. This was the chance for everyone else to strike.

He'd done his part. The Abyssal needed to be sent back to the Abyss, but Cale involving himself risked unwinding pieces of his magic, and that would put everyone here in danger. He'd decided it was best that he focus his will instead on keeping his mana well within his control so that couldn't happen.

And as long as he was focused on that, he didn't need to think about what the Gift had said.

The roots of the former World Tree Yggdrasil form the foundation of this dead plane, and now the power of that death flows through your jaws, invoking the end of all things.

Cale had grown very, very good at lying through his lives. He hadn't lied about that. He just hadn't specified who he was good at lying to.

Centuries of life, and of all the lies he told, he was best at lying to himself most of all.

He forced himself to smile a tired smile.

Ah well. It wasn't yet safe to use his eyes, but it would be nice to use his mana sense to see how his friends-and-possibly-apprentices did with something like this. He could step in if needed once the binding wore off, but...

This was the type of thing that shaped a mage for the rest of their life.

The less he interfered, the better.





Given all the tales Flia had once heard about the Abyss, she had expected the Abyssal One trapped here to be a horrifying amalgamation of flesh and bone. She was deeply conflicted about the fact that Cale apparently wanted to save this thing. On one hand, she wanted to help it, because she really did love magical creatures of all kinds. The way they interacted with mana and their purpose in the Great Realms fascinated her.

On the other hand, who knew what it had done to the Loomweavers? They had to be missing for a reason, and even if they'd messed up, they didn't deserve extinction. But then the Abyssal didn't deserve to be trapped here, either, and from what Leo and Damien had told her, the binding that had been placed on it was something truly horrific.

Flia supposed she had difficulty believing it, despite the words and explanations of her friends. She couldn't fathom a single mage—let alone a group of mages—performing a binding so inherently cruel on something that was capable of thinking. A part of her thought that perhaps Cale had gotten something wrong, or at least that he was missing some piece of the picture.

But she chose to come along anyway, in large part because she couldn't shake what she'd seen in Cale's expression when he was bearing down on that assassin mage. Sneaks-In-Darkness. Some things he didn't leave to chance, and that was one of them. He'd decided almost instantly that Sneaks-In-Darkness could not be forgiven.

He'd made that same decision here with the Loomweavers, and though the rational part of her mind protested, another part of her—the one that had seen the face he wore and the bitterness with which he'd made that decision—thought that if he had spoken with such passion about what the Loomweavers had done, then he was just as sure about them as he had been about Sneaks-In-Darkness.

And as soon as the binding domain dissolved and she saw the Abyssal unfurl from within, she knew beyond a doubt that he had been right.

This Abyssal was no flesh abomination. It was a gentle, delicate thing, with gossamer wings not unlike that of a butterfly. It didn't quite have a complete form, given that it was partially between realms in the way that Abyssals had to be, but it was...

Flia didn't have the words for it.

It was light, dancing in the shape of a butterfly and creating the faint impression of fluttering wings. It was the shadow beneath, an echo of a shape that didn't quite exist within the realm. It was a keening song of loss that made her stagger forward before she realized what she was doing.

It was a story, somehow given substance, and it was beautiful.

The books she'd read a long time ago had described Abyssal Ones as orphans of broken realms that were then transformed by the Abyss. When a realm was lost or destroyed, for one reason or the other, there would always be a single survivor that the Abyss would cradle and cultivate. Those same books said that most mages found them terrifying and unknowable, but others—very few—said that the worst thing about them was that they were sad.

Flia fell into the second category. She was the only one here, perhaps. All the others flinched away from the Abyssal, but she stepped forward, her heart seized by that mournful song. She could almost hear the tragedy within it if she focused. The final moments of an entire realm and its desperate attempt to stay together, the lost stories and hopes and dreams of everyone within—

Sabri, the little shadeling she'd adopted and bound as a familiar just before all this, crawled out of her satchel and bit her. Gently.

Flia snapped back. There was no time to be lost in this, however beautiful or tragic it was. But now that she'd seen it for herself, she agreed with Cale on one thing: they needed to send it back to the Abyss. And he'd told them exactly what they needed to do.

"Threek!" she shouted. The kobold gave her a wide-eyed, terrified look. "You need to suppress it!"

She was trying to weave a spell. She didn't need to do much here; her attunement would do most of the work, so a basic, albeit massive [Orb of Water] would be sufficient. The problem was that she couldn't focus enough to do it—the Abyssal, now freed, was lashing out with waves of false domain magic that disrupted her attempts to mold the spell. It wasn't even doing it on purpose.

They'd known this would be difficult. Cale had warned them that if they tried it beforehand, the Abyssal would likely create some rule about spellcasting that would make it immensely more difficult for them to suppress it long enough to send it back. Doing it after was only marginally better, as long as they did it quickly.

"I-I can't!" Threek called out desperately. "You gotta—"

"You're three kobolds in a trenchcoat!" Flia screamed back, feeling a bit ridiculous as she did so.

It worked, though. Threek shuddered briefly as soon as she said it. Their magic was unstable, in large part because they struggled to acknowledge themselves, and the moment anyone else did so it went haywire. They dissolved immediately into a half-dozen, then a dozen, then two-dozen tiny, yipping kobolds.

"Threek! Focus!" Flia yelled.

To their credit, they did. They gathered themselves enough to all focus a glare at the Abyssal, which shuddered in response; the light dimmed briefly, and the domain magic lessened. Flia gathered herself just enough to force most of her mana into [Orb of Water], and a massive jet of not-water blasted out of her hand, filling quickly into an enormous sphere...

...that was just to the left of the Abyssal One, because it darted out of the way. Flia groaned in frustration.

"I've got this," Leo said grimly. Flia's eyes widened when she felt him casting a labyrinth spell. Really? The minotaur had refused to do that for as long as she had known him.

It worked, though. The Abyssal fluttered around in confusion, as if suddenly unsure where to go, and slowly began to edge itself toward the orb of water. It was almost there, but stopped just short, as if confused.

"A little more," Leo said, sweating. "I can't push the spell anymore. Damien—"

"Please," Damien muttered, so quietly Flia almost didn't hear him. And then he did something that astonished her.

He cast a decay spell on the space between the Abyssal and her [Orb of Water].

It pushed the Abyssal that much closer. It was half-submerged in it now, but it was struggling. Flia recognized the emotion radiating from it like it was her own. This was its first grasp of freedom, and it was confused and afraid.

She stepped forward and spoke in low, gentle tones. "It's going to be okay," she said, like it could understand her. "You're just going back to where you belong. You'll be free, and it might be scary at first, but it'll be worth it. Be brave, little one. There's so much more to see."

It didn't understand her, of course. It couldn't. But its struggles slowed, and it stared at her, almost as if it understood something.

Then, just like that, it turned and fluttered the rest of the way into the Abyss.

Just like that, it was gone. A pressure Flia hadn't even realized had been pressing down all around them vanished in the same moment. She let out a small sigh of relief and dismissed her magic, staring at the place where it had disappeared, then sniffed.

"It was beautiful," she said sadly.

Damien, Leo, and all two dozen versions of Threek looked at her as if she'd lost her mind, but she ignored them. It was beautiful, and she was going to do her best to remember it. Absently, she petted Sabri, thankful it had known to bite her when it had. If it hadn't...

Well, it didn't bear thinking about.

"Maybe abyssal mana isn't so bad," Flia said to Sabri. "What do you think?"

The shadeling vibrated slightly in her arms, then bit her again. She ignored it and continued petting its head gently.

Leo, watching this, sighed. "You get used to this," he told Threek conversationally. "Not to Cale, though. Speaking of which..."

Leo frowned, glancing around at first in confusion, and then with a look of dawning concern. "Where exactly did he go?"

Flia glanced up and blinked, then scowled. "I knew I should've stopped casting spells around him," she muttered.

Sabri vibrated in agreement, then bit her for a third time.

  

    
        Chapter 30 — A Class Act

    
    
    
    
  It was fairly well known among higher-tier mages that one did not simply throw themselves into the Abyss. Among immortals, it was more generally known that one did not throw themselves into the Abyss unless they went by the name of Cale Cadwell Cobbs.

He was, after all, one of the few mages known to have done so and survived.

To be fair, he'd cheated slightly, and all his connections didn't necessarily mean that it was wise for him to do so again. He was relatively certain he'd be able to make his way back, though, and the fact that he could breathe in the so-called water of the Abyss was a good sign. It meant his presence wasn't unwelcome. If the Leviathan had wanted him gone, the Abyss would have crushed and suffocated him in short order.

She'd always been a very decisive woman.

Still, it seemed she was fine with his presence, and Cale was certain he'd be able to make his way back without too much trouble. He had a thick barrier wrapped around his waist that led out of the Abyss and was anchored in the ground of the Inverted Spires. Pretty much the same trick he'd used earlier to disrupt the spatial rule that kept them from finding out what the Loomweavers had really done. That would be enough for Sternkessel to find him, and even if it wasn't, he had his ways of getting back.

Not pleasant ones, but he did have them.

For now, though, he was here for a reason.

Cale had been thinking about it on and off ever since Flia mentioned her Leviathan's Curse. He'd thought it at the time but had opted to say nothing, if only because he hadn't yet had enough information to come to a clear conclusion.

Now...

Well.

The first clue was that a deep-sea aspect didn't manifest the way Flia's magic did. It increased the volume of water that spells with that aspect could handle, and it specialized in pressure; there were universes he'd been to where deep-sea divine mages were known and feared, for they could cast fifteenth-tier spells that overwhelmed entire continents.

Flia's magic was nowhere near that threatening. Yet her assumption that she had an abyssal aspect core wasn't exactly right, either; abyssal mana wasn't strictly a thing. Her people were probably not wrong to call it the Leviathan's Curse, but Cale was pretty sure the Leviathan would be offended if she knew that was what they'd named it.

The second clue had been Flia's affinity for magical creatures. It would have been one thing if she was simply good with them, but she'd ignored the shadelings' defensive psychic field like it wasn't even there.

Cale grinned wryly. The Leviathan had probably been ecstatic when she found Flia.

The Leviathan acted as guardian and gatekeeper of the Abyss, but those words didn't quite suffice in explaining her multiversal role. Better to say instead that she was the Abyss.

The entire thing was her domain, after all. It was the expression of her power that kept the Great Realms apart, preventing the occurrence of another Planar Collapse. She swam between them on a regular patrol, consuming anything that overstayed its welcome or grew too large, and her presence was a constant through all of time and space.

She was the First Monolith, known also as the Law of What Lies Between, and she was currently swimming lazily toward him.

Cale lifted a hand in a slightly awkward wave. "Hey."

The Leviathan didn't immediately respond. Instead, her enormous, serpentine body flicked gracefully through the endless ocean. She was its singular source of light, though perhaps "singular" wasn't quite the right term—she had eyes along her body that were miles apart, and each one illuminated a section of the depths. Sometimes, Cale saw brief glimpses of other realms as they drifted close.

He tore his eyes away. Staring at other realms through the Abyss generally wasn't a good idea.

Then the Leviathan was close enough to speak, and she did.

"Cale Cadwell Cobbs," she said. She swam closer to him, and Cale didn't move, even as she grew larger and larger; soon, she was so close that he was a tiny speck next to a single one of her glowing eyes.

Cale nodded. "Yup! That's me," he said cheerfully.

The Leviathan laughed a long, slow laugh. "It has been too long," she said. "I see you have not changed. How have you ended up on Utelia?"

"Summoning spell gone wrong," Cale said with a lazy shrug. "Surprised you didn't notice. It dragged me through without any protective magic, even, so now I have voidcytes and probably other visitors to deal with."

"This may be my domain, but I cannot see all within it." Before his eyes, the Leviathan began to shrink, her power and volume condensing until she was something closer to the size of a horse. She swam closer to him, nudging a snout beneath his fingers, and he sighed and scratched her scales obligingly.

The Leviathan purred. One of the nearby realms trembled.

"Why do you come here?" she asked. "You do not visit the Abyss often. You should."

"You know as well as I do why I can't," Cale said, shaking his head. He sounded just a touch regretful. "Two reasons. First is that I wanted to make sure you're aware of the Abyssal we're returning to your care."

"Ah. Yes." The Leviathan blinked slowly, languidly; thousands of her eyes shut one by one, then opened again, creating a soft wave of light. She gave him a pleased nod. "Thank you for that. It is much appreciated."

"The second reason is that you need to learn to talk to your heralds when you appoint them," Cale said. "Flia thinks your blessing is a curse, you know."

"What?" The Leviathan looked puzzled. She cocked her head, then continued to spin with it until she had rotated a full 360 degrees. "Why would my blessing be a curse?"

"Utelians have issues with non-standard magic," Cale said dryly. "She can't cast any of the magic she wants."

"But... she is chosen," the Leviathan protested. "She loves all creatures as I do. I simply gave her the strength to send them back to me. I have lost so many..."

"Are there a lot of Abyssals on Utelia?" Cale asked, frowning slightly, and the Leviathan sighed a long sigh.

"Many and none," she said sadly. "I cannot track them all. I know only that the realm needed someone with my blessing, and so I gave it freely, and I felt one heart respond. Have I caused harm?"

"Nothing you can't correct." Cale patted her on the head gently. "You can reach out through dreams, can't you? Just let her know what's going on. I'm sure she'll understand."

He paused slightly, then frowned. "But... what do you mean, many and none? You aren't normally one for being cryptic."

"I do not know." The Leviathan's body shuddered slightly; she closed her eyes, one after the other, until all sets of them were closed. Then they began opening again in a glowing, hypnotic wave. "It is as though they are there, but they are... lost. Held in a boundary, perhaps. Or trapped in a binding, as this child was."

The Leviathan lifted two hands she didn't have before, and for a moment, she was so stunningly beautiful and human that Cale's breath caught in his throat. From those hands, a tiny golden butterfly fluttered out, then flew back and forth, as if confused and frightened. The Leviathan leaned forward, touching her forehead against it, and at that touch the butterfly calmed.

Soon, it began to weave a happy dance around the length of the Leviathan, who had once more assumed her more serpentine form. Cale watched this for a moment, a small smile forming on his lips, before that smile faded.

"If someone's making use of Abyssals, it could explain some of what's apparently been happening on Utelia," Cale murmured softly, talking mostly to himself. "I haven't been able to make sense of some of the memories I got from Sneaks-In-Darkness, but this could explain some of it."

He shook his head. "I guess most of this doesn't matter to you," he said wryly. He leaned down slightly and smiled. "I'll figure it out. But can you promise me to reach out to Flia? Maybe help her cast some of the spells she wants to cast? She could use a mentor that isn't... well, you know."

He gestured to himself with a laugh, and the Leviathan's eyes crinkled as if amused. "You do not give yourself enough credit, Cale Cadwell Cobbs," she said. She swam forward to bump her snout against his chest. "And you ask much of me, as usual. But I suppose I could, if only for old times' sake."

"You and I both know you'd never let one of your heralds suffer if you knew about it," Cale said with a small laugh. "Thank you, Lev."

"Hmm." The Leviathan hummed noncomittally. "You should visit more often, as I said."

"I'll do my best," Cale said, though they both knew it was a lie. The Leviathan gave him a regal nod nevertheless, then turned to swim away, flicking her tail as she did; the force of it sent him barreling back toward the opening into Utelia.

Probably several times too fast, actually. Cale winced. She'd never been good at controlling her power. This was going to hurt—

Reality blipped.





When Cale opened his eyes again, he was back in the classroom for Magical Geography. He blinked a few times, checking over himself for any injuries. For a moment, he thought he'd passed out, but... no. Sternkessel had somehow known the exact moment he needed to be pulled out and then brought him straight back to class.

He was even still dripping wet. Which was strange, because Cale was pretty sure the water of the Abyss wasn't really water.

Ah well. Sternkessel was staring at him with his arms folded across his chest, and that was probably a more pressing issue. Especially since Cale couldn't actually tell what he was thinking or feeling for once.

First things first, though. "I don't suppose you have some sort of drying spell?" Cale asked hopefully.

That made Sternkessel crack a smile, or at least do whatever the equivalent meant for someone like him. The rings of his head spun around a few times in amusement before he shook his head.

"I'm afraid not," he said. "And while I would normally allow you to head back to change, I believe we should have a few words first."

Cale nodded absently, looking around the classroom. "Makes sense. Where's everyone else?"

"There are many discoveries still to be made in the Inverted Spires, and without the Abyssal to enforce its rules, the place is rendered much safer," Sternkessel answered. He reached into his pocket and delicately unfolded a handkerchief before offering it to Cale, who blinked at it for a moment, then accepted it and began drying his face off with it.

It didn't do much. It was just a handkerchief. But it seemed pretty expensive, and he appreciated the gesture. "So, I take it you're letting them earn extra points?"

Sternkessel nodded. "I suspect they could use them, though I am less certain those credits will get them what they want. Still... It is their choice, after what they have seen today."

"I'm not sure I understand what makes them want the credits so badly, to be honest." Cale handed back the handkerchief and tried not to flinch when Sternkessel just folded it and put it back into his pocket. It was wet! It was going to stain that beautiful suit!

Except it did nothing, so now Cale had questions to ask about Sternkessel's pockets.

"Orstrahl's artifact vault is rumored to contain many potential cures to their various afflictions," Sternkessel answered mildly. He patted his vest pocket as if he knew exactly what Cale was thinking. "Among them include many artifacts that improve a mage's ability to attune, or otherwise alter a mana core."

That made Cale wince. Yeah, he could definitely see why they might want those credits. He could also see why some professors might not want them to get those credits. Artifacts like that rarely came without side effects; of all the ones he'd seen, that cloak Damien wore was perhaps the only one that didn't strike him as immediately dangerous.

"Guess that answers that," Cale muttered. "That's not why you brought me here, though. You brought me here because..."

He trailed off, then eyed the professor hopefully. "Because you wanted to hang out?"

Sternkessel snorted, faintly amused once more. "Hardly."

"Because I know what you are? For the record, I wasn't planning on telling anyone about it."

Sternkessel sighed. "I suppose it should not surprise me that you know, but I harbor no illusions as to being able to stop you should you wish to inform others. Believe it or not, that is not why I wish to speak with you."

Cale grumbled something under his breath. "What is it, then?"

Sternkessel leaned back against his desk and tapped a foot contemplatively. "Mages like you are few and far between, Cale Cadwell Cobbs. My test was meant to measure your ability to deal with the unknown, but you exceeded my expectations; I thought you would discover and free the Abyssal within three expeditions. Not one."

"If you wanted to praise me, you didn't have to get me alone to do it." Cale grinned, and he could practically feel Sternkessel rolling nonexistent eyes in response.

"You are a remarkable mage, even putting aside your raw power," Sternkessel said. "But I wonder if you know when to stop."

"What's that supposed to mean?" Cale raised an eyebrow.

"Many of my students are individuals that need to be pushed to their limits to grow as a mage," Sternkessel said. "You, I suspect, are the sort of mage that has never stopped pushing against your limits. Akkau has informed me of your many lives, and I have no doubt that plays a part, and yet... I fear I would be remiss in my duty if I did not speak to you on this.

"I have seen similar talents burn themselves out before. I have seen mages barrel into one problem after the next, in large part because—for all their talent, knowledge, and power—it is easier than confronting what they fear most. I have seen others grow arrogant and overconfident, until they become convinced their power grants them the right to govern others.

"And that brings us to you." Sternkessel's tone was even rather than accusatory, and Cale relaxed slightly. "I have met many mages through the centuries, but I cannot quite place you. In some things, you act faster and more decisively than even the most experienced mage, and yet in others you are callous. Thoughtless, even. Are you one of those mages always on the run, or do you simply do all this for your own amusement? Are you driven by some third, ineffable motive I have yet to discern?

"I have lived long enough to understand that that which is unknown is dangerous." The professor glanced away slightly, remembering some long-forgotten tragedy, and Cale felt a small pang of sympathy. He was very much familiar with that. "And you, Cale Cadwell Cobbs, are an unknown. So I feel it necessary to understand exactly what it is Akkau has invited into our realm—"

"—and take the measures and precautions necessary, if I turn out to be a threat?" Cale grinned slightly, to the professor's evident surprise. This was the sort of direct conversation he appreciated from other mages. All the better that he was doing it out of concern for his students! Sternkessel was trying to hide it, but Cale could tell; he was worried for them.

"...That is correct." The rings of the professor's head clicked and rotated cautiously. "Though it is not the only reason."

"It's good to know you actually care about your students." Cale nodded approvingly, mostly to himself. "To answer your questions: mostly column A, a little bit of column B, and a non-specified amount of column C."

Sternkessel paused. "There will always exist more problems to be solved," he said eventually. "If it needs to be said, you need not throw yourself into every one of them headfirst."

"I've been around for a long, long time, Professor." Cale's smile faded slightly. Others had tried talking to him about this before, but he'd always blown them off. Sternkessel's genuine concern made it much harder to throw out some snarky, dismissive remark and then pretend the conversation never happened. "I know what you're worried about. Trust me, I've been there and back. I know my limits better than anyone."

"That is... good to hear." Sternkessel's shoulders relaxed, clearly relieved, but there was something distant in his expression.

Cale watched him for a moment. "You were worried about me because I reminded you of someone else," he noted casually.

Sternkessel twitched, then sighed. "I suppose I should have expected you to notice," he muttered. "Yes, though that is a rather personal tale. You exhibit many of the signs that Akkau once did. I simply wished to be sure that you would not tread his path."

Well, he had some questions to ask about that, but it was probably best he save those questions for Akkau himself. "Sounds like you were close," he said instead. "You do realize you're the one that decided to send me straight into the Inverted Spires? If you wanted me to slow down, you could have just opted not to test me."

Sternkessel coughed awkwardly. "A genuine miscalculation," he said, a note of apology in his voice. "I am sorry."

"Don't worry, all mages are allowed a hypocrisy budget. Frankly, you could stand to be a little more hypocritical." Cale grinned. "I mean, look at me! I'm terrible at admitting to my mistakes. Because I haven't made any."

That made Sternkessel snort with genuine laughter, some of the rings on his head spinning rapidly. "Is that meant to reassure me?"

"Not even slightly," Cale said cheerfully. "This is, though: I'm pretty sure I know why the Thread of Fate was so active today. If I'm right, things should slow down for a little while now. Or at least for the next few classes." He paused. "Mostly."

"I fear that, too, was less reassuring than you intended," Sternkessel said dryly, but at this point he had taken his seat and was regarding Cale with a warmth he hadn't held before. "It is appreciated, however. Perhaps the academy will have at least a day without the Red Hunters or any reality-warping entities?"

"Aside from yourself?" Cale snarked right back. Sternkessel nearly fell out of his chair.

"I had forgotten that you were able to identify me," he muttered after regaining his balance. He watched Cale carefully for a long moment. "My instinct is to ask you why you are not afraid, but I suppose we both know the answer to that question."

"I know how to kill Indictments, even Greater ones," Cale agreed casually.

Sternkessel didn't so much as flinch—he simply nodded slowly. "But you have no plans on doing so?"

Cale shot the professor a withering look. "You haven't monologued or threatened to destroy the world yet," he said. "Why would I go around killing every Greater Indictment in sight?"

"Most of my kind are blithering idiots bent on world destruction," Sternkessel said wryly.

Cale waved a hand, dismissive. "Bah," he said. "If there's anything I've learned it's not to make assumptions about people. Except for eighth realm demons. Those guys were the worst. Ontologically evil my ass; if there was something more ontologically evil than ontological evil they're probably that."

Sternkessel's rings rotated once, a single click. "...Do I want to know?"

"You don't."

"I will take your word for it, then." The professor paused for a moment, then offered a slight smile. "You do not have any questions about my nature?"

"Oh, plenty." Cale grinned. "I was just waiting for you to ask. How does a Greater Indictment end up like you? You're supposed to be... I mean, you know."

He gestured vaguely. An Indictment was something like a living mana echo created by the very essence of a realm; the conditions under which they formed tended to vary, but more often than not, they emerged as a response to a mage that had performed some truly cruel and terrible magic, almost like the realm itself wanted to punish the mage.

Each time they appeared, they were murderous, destructive beings, tearing through everything in their path until they ran out of whatever strange power source they used. Greater Indictments were even worse, in that regard—they didn't seem to run out, and would simply continue their rampage until a mage of sufficient power figured out how to stop them.

Thankfully, they were a lot more rare. They formed only in response to a sufficient quantity of karmic backlash or when the perpetrators were entire groups of sufficiently powerful mages. The Loomweavers, it seemed, qualified.

Indictments as a whole were still a bit of a mystery to Cale, in large part because he'd never actually met one that was willing to talk. Some scholars theorized they were a realm's means of self-defense, to prevent dark magic from proliferating to the extent that it wiped out the realm entirely. Others thought it was simply how magic balanced itself out, in the same way that powerful light and healing magic would occasionally create an Absolution.

Sternkessel being a Greater Indictment was a delightful surprise, though. To think one of them had taken up teaching, and seemed protective of his students! Bonus points for the fashion sense, too; most of the Greater Indictments he'd met before hadn't really bothered with clothes.

This changed everything.

Sort of.

It changed everything he knew about Greater Indictments, anyway.

"How I ended up as I am..." Sternkessel mused out loud, interlacing gloved fingers together and regarding Cale contemplatively. "I will confess I did have a rather destructive phase in my youth. Changing required a great deal of introspection and growth on my part, I assure you. Contrary to popular belief, we are quite capable of that. It simply requires a sufficient amount of, ah... persuasion."

Cale cocked his head at the way Sternkessel had hesitated, then grinned. "Persuasion related to a certain dragon, perhaps? I'm sensing some kind of history there."

"It is not what you are thinking."

"Sure it isn't." Cale gave Sternkessel his wisest, most understanding nod, to which the professor simply grunted.

"That is all in the past," he muttered in a way that made Cale think it very much was not. "The point is that I diverged rather quickly from the usual path of a Greater Indictment, and it is likely that others of my kind can do the same. One of these days, I hope to..."

His head rings flicked and rotated briefly, and he shook his head. "It is irrelevant. My personal goals are likely centuries, if not more, from making any sort of progress, and I am... satisfied with the life that I have built here."

There was a long pause in which the only sound that could be heard was Sternkessel's rings quietly clicking away. Then Cale offered the professor a small, tired smile. "It's lonely," he said. "Being the last of your kind. Or the only one, I suppose, but the effect is the same."

"You speak as though you understand," Sternkessel murmured. He looked up at Cale, and then his gaze sharpened, several rings clicking into place all at once. "You... do understand."

Cale froze. "I do," he said, almost not daring to breathe.

"There are no other humans." Sternkessel said this as though he was realizing it for the first time, because he was; Cale had never seen anyone capable of recognizing that fact, but then he'd never before spoken to something like a Greater Indictment. "I have not encountered any others. Why have I not questioned this? Why do I know what you are?"

Cale exhaled slowly. "If I knew the answer to those questions," he said, "I probably wouldn't be here."

He could feel Sternkessel's gaze on him, studying him. For the first time in a long time, Cale found himself at a loss for words. He'd dreamed of this sort of recognition for a long time, but had long ago stopped hoping it would happen; now that it had, he had no idea what to say.

"I'm kind of glad someone finally knows," he said eventually. The words felt grossly insufficient. "I've never been able to tell anyone."

Sternkessel's rings clicked briefly, and when he spoke again, something in his voice had softened. "I suppose this means you understand my position more than almost anyone else," he said. "Is this why you reacted so strongly when you learned of the Abyssal?"

"And a thousand other reasons." Cale smiled wryly. "Yes."

Sternkessel seemed to ruminate on something, then slowly nodded to himself. He stood up and walked toward Cale. "If we are both isolated within the Great Realms," he said, "then perhaps we could help one another. I would not mind lending you my strength in uncovering what happened to your people."

Cale blinked. He wasn't sure what he'd been expecting, but it wasn't this. He thought it through for a moment, feeling an odd warmth at the idea that after all this time, there might be someone else to join him on the greater journey.

"Maybe," he said. "I—Thank you. No one's offered to help with this before. There's a lot I still need to do on Utelia, but sometime far in the future, I think I'd like to take you up on that offer." He offered a small smile. "And I'll help you with your people in return, of course."

To think he'd find someone able to understand. Utelia was full of surprises. Cale was looking forward to seeing what it might show him next.

For now, though... well, he wanted to see how that mana-suppressed little girl and the lizardfolk whose neck had been broken were doing. Plus he'd promised to tell Damien and the others how to deal with their magic, and it was past time for him to make good on that promise.

There was only a week left until the Red Hunters were here in force, after all.

And Cale had so many plans.

  

    
        Chapter 31 — Recovery

    
    
    
    
  Cale's mind lingered on a few of Sternkessel's questions, even after the professor brought back the rest of the class. The questions were nothing he hadn't considered before—he'd asked about the possibility of there being a curse placed on humanity, among other things—but as much as the effect fit the profile of some sort of censorship curse, curses were always anchored on something. They had loopholes and workarounds.

Whatever this was didn't, at least as far as he knew. Any information about humanity's disappearance simply slipped past people entirely; the more Cale had tried to talk about it, the more whoever he was talking to would simply glaze over his words. Sternkessel was the first and only being he'd met within the Great Realms that could remember.

That might be enough to make a difference. The professor had promised to look into it in his own time, and Cale was grateful for the offer.

After that came the announcement of their final point totals. Cale's team ended that expedition with a grand total of forty-eight points, including the bonus Sternkessel offered at the end of it all. Cale was pretty sure the number was completely arbitrary and he'd simply rounded up enough to give them a credit each, but he wasn't complaining.

Threek had gotten a pretty hefty bonus too. They had been delighted.

Once Cale had exchanged the points for a few different Wing credits, he asked the others to lead him to the infirmary in the Vital Wing, at which point he finally got to witness what Leo and Damien had been so secretive about. Apparently one of the Astral Wing towers held what was, for lack of a better word, an immensely long slide.

The slide led to an empty room in the Vital Wing, because of course it did. Damien had never been able to go down it because he risked destabilizing the magic entirely if any decay mana leaked out, but he wanted to. Cale almost thought the poor dreadshade would explode if they left down the slide without him.

So of course he'd offered to cover him in a barrier for the duration of their Vital Wing visit. It wasn't like it'd be a lot of effort for him.

Which led them to where they were now.

Cale decided rather quickly that he didn't like the Vital Wing.

He hated infirmaries in general, largely because they were a stark reminder of the aftermath of the Planar Collapse. There had been a time where infirmaries like these were far less ubiquitous—they were needed for dealing with outbreaks of different types of dark magic or nasty magical plagues, and rarely a necessity otherwise. Healing and life spells had once been prolific and easy to come by, and so physical injuries just hadn't really been something that the average person worried about. If they got injured, all they needed to do was visit a healer.

Now... well, the aftermath of the Collapse meant that even the most basic of healing spells qualified as fourth-tier magic. Cale was particularly familiar with what the healing line looked like, in fact. The first and most easily available spell was [Curative Wind], and all it did was boost the recovery time for an injury by about ten to thirty percent, depending on the caster's aptitude.

If only he could learn a healing spell now. The Gift made it theoretically possible, so all he needed to do was pick up [Curative Wind] and try to cast it; the evolved spell would almost certainly let him help with that lizardfolk's broken neck and all the other injuries in the infirmary besides.

The problem with that plan was that [Spell Intuitionist] only worked up to the second tier. Akkau had said something about how elemental resonance was necessary to learn higher-tier spells under the Gift's framework, not to mention evolve them into something he had some amount of control over. That meant he'd need to pick up life resonance.

And Cale still hadn't actually managed to attend a resonance class. He grumbled to himself at the thought. He wanted to know what resonance even meant! It seemed like it was something unique to Utelia, but all the professors had wanted to test him before enrolling him in a proper resonance class, and he didn't have any classes left for the day. He didn't even know if he'd met whichever professor taught life resonance yet.

Probably not, unless it was Imrys, and that didn't seem likely. He tried to picture her in a nurse's outfit and immediately snorted so hard he almost choked.

"Cale?" Damien rushed over to him, alarmed. Cale waved him off, coughing madly a few times.

"I'm fine," he said. "I'm fine! Just had an involuntary thought. You don't want to know what it was."

"If you're sure..." Damien seemed a little doubtful, but helped Cale straighten slowly.

"I'm sure," Cale said. "Is the Vital Wing always like this?"

"Like what?" Leo looked at him, confused, and Cale just gestured around vaguely.

"You know," he said. "White. Sterile. Smells like soap and magical disinfectant, which I hate, just for the record."

"Why do you hate magical disinfectant?" Damien asked, confused.

"I hate the smell of magical disinfectant," Cale corrected. "It smells much worse than regular disinfectant. Regular disinfectant itches, magical disinfectant makes me feel like I constantly need to sneeze."

He wrinkled his nose. Even mentioning it made him want to sneeze, but try as he might, he couldn't. He let out an aggravated sigh.

"Infirmary's this way," Flia said, ignoring Cale's theatrics. She gestured for the three of them to follow. "Just so you know, Nala left your room and ran back to hers almost immediately after we left. Apparently something in the room tried to talk to her? I don't know the details, but a few elves came by to ask what we did."

She paused, then smirked slightly. "One of them also asked if we could do it again in the future."

Damien let out an involuntary giggle at that, while Leo let out a sharp bark of laughter.

Cale just grinned. "And here I thought she was going to find a way into the labyrinth and force us to mount some kind of rescue mission."

"Don't even say that." Flia groaned at the thought. "At this point I just want to get the day over with. We'll go check on Izzik, Cale will give us the answers he promised—" At this she gave Cale a glare, as if she was daring him to change his mind. "—And then I'm going to go to bed and pass out for the next eighteen hours. I will drown anyone that tries to wake me up, I swear on the ei—seven infernal realms. Don't even start, Cale."

"I'll throw them into Imrys's labyrinth myself," Leo muttered, scowling. He was in full agreement with Flia, apparently. Damien just glanced between his two friends, looking vaguely panicked.

Cale patted him on the head. "Don't worry," he assured him. "You don't have to contribute to the violence. We know you're a very good dreadshade."

Damien let Cale pat him for a moment. "This feels condescending?" he questioned awkwardly, but made no effort to move away. If anything, he seemed comforted by it.

"I was being entirely sincere," Cale said cheerfully. "But if you're worried, I'll help you set anyone who wakes you up on fire. Oh! Or I'll get Alina to do it. I bet she'd love to set people on fire."

Flia narrowed her eyes slightly. "Please don't tell me you made friends with the lunch lady," she said.

"I definitely made friends with the lunch lady," Cale said cheerfully. "I mean, have you seen her? We did bench presses!"

"What does that me—" Damien started, only for Flia to clap a hand over his mouth.

"Don't," she said. "I don't care what answer he gives, I'm pretty sure I'm going to hate it."

Cale grinned happily. "You know me so well."





Considering the sheer frequency of incidents at the Brightscale Academy—though Cale supposed he was something of a statistical anomaly all on his own—he had thought that the Vital Wing's infirmary would be holding a lot more students. To his surprise, however, there weren't that many people here.

He was also pretty sure one of the beds was occupied by a professor. Or maybe he was just a very old student that happened to like wearing lab coats? Cale had no idea. It wasn't like ages within an academic year were consistent in a school like this one.

He also didn't look particularly hurt. Cale wondered briefly if there were professors that just snuck off here to take naps.

Izzik was kept near the back of the infirmary, layered in several compounding seventh-tier healing wards. Cale had to take a moment to admire the spell formation—layering together this many healing spells took monumental skill, especially when they were above the sixth tier. A long time ago, this sort of setup might have been enough to instantly heal any student that entered their boundary.

It was a testament to how badly the Collapse had damaged the foundation of healing magic that all this could do now was sustain life and promote healing. It was still impressive magic, of course, but considering what he'd seen life magic capable of doing before...

Cale sighed.

"Cale?" Flia gave him a questioning look. "Are you okay?"

"Fine," Cale lied. "Just admiring the magic that goes into these wards, that's all. Did you know there's an anti-bedsore charm in there? Plus a spell to prevent blood clots, one that promotes blood flow—which I've seen some older mages use in the bedroom, by the way—"

"Nevermind," Flia said immediately, wrinkling her nose in disgust. "I'm sorry I asked."

The way she looked at him, though, Cale thought she might have known he was avoiding the question. Honestly, the mages he chose to train were always too perceptive by half.

Which might have been his fault.

"How long do you think he'll take to recover?" Damien asked worriedly. He stood outside the ward boundary, wringing his hands together beneath his cloak. Cale glanced at him, then at Izzik, who lay quietly in his bed and stared up at the ceiling.

"I don't know," he answered quietly.

An injury like Izzik's... Well, the sort of healing magic he'd seen so far at the academy indicated that it would likely take days of recovery, then weeks of physical therapy. General healing magic was hard to get after the fourth tier—everything after that tended to be spells dedicated to promoting or preventing specific outcomes.

Like the ward concentrated around Izzik's neck dedicated entirely to preventing any bone fragments from further damaging his cervical nerves, for instance. Or the one meant to guide those same fragments back to his vertebrae to be fused back into place. A dozen tiny spells like that, some more complex than others, each promoting recovery, and still it wouldn't be enough; healing would be a complicated, long-term process.

"Maybe I can pick up life resonance in the next few days," Cale muttered to himself. That was probably doable, right? All he needed to do was figure out how resonance worked, then work on life resonance until he managed to learn [Curative Wind]. Then, when he tried to cast it, the Gift could take over and he'd have something that could instantly heal someone.

Probably.

There was about an equal chance he would just make some sort of hurricane spell.

"Are you here to see Izzik?" A nearby nurse hurried over to them, looking frazzled and out-of-sorts; Cale had no idea why, considering how empty the infirmary seemed. Maybe one of the other patients was a more complex case than he'd realized. "We can't allow more than one person to enter the healing wards. They aren't stable enough."

"That's alright, I think?" Cale said, glancing at the others. They all slowly shook their heads. They were worried about Izzik, sure, but none of them knew him personally.

To be fair, neither did Cale. He just wanted to make sure the lizardfolk was alright and had some questions for him. One of which was a rather important one, although he hadn't realized it until now.

Sound and smell slipped away as he entered the bubble of the outermost ward. His skin prickled in response, even underneath his barriers. He'd never had cause to tune them against healing, after all. He approached Izzik's bedside quietly, noting with some surprise that the lizardfolk was, in fact, awake.

Immobilizing wards prevented him from moving his neck, but his gaze flickered over to Cale and immediately became fraught with worry. Cale said nothing for a long moment, instead taking a moment to examine Izzik's prone form.

The pillow beneath his head was damp. His arms were scarred from what looked like magical damage—the type of scarring one might get from constant, intensive duelling without the proper protections in place.

More importantly, it didn't look like anyone else had visited. No trace of mana, no indentations in the bed. The leather on the nearby seat had no telltale imprint.

"Why are you here?" Izzik eventually asked. His voice was hoarse, and he couldn't quite open his mouth to speak properly. Instead, an interpretative ward caught his attempts to speak and turned it into a facsimile of sound. He stared straight up at the ceiling, unwilling to look at Cale.

There was an unspoken question there. Why did you help me?

"You tried to heal her, didn't you?" Cale said. He sat himself in the nearby chair. "You gave her a healing potion. Did you know about the lifelink, or did you just think you were doing the right thing?"

Izzik laughed, though it came out as more of a wheeze. Three wards flashed to life as he did, preventing him from moving too much. "I don't know what I was thinking," he admitted after a moment. "I just... I didn't want to be like them anymore. Didn't want to be like her. So I did the opposite of what I thought she would do. That was probably pretty stupid, huh?"

Cale shrugged. "Some people would call that stupid, yes," he said. "Your circumstances are completely different. Killing her or letting her die doesn't make you anything like her. Choosing to join the Red Hunters in the first place? That did. And saving her would have just given her the chance to keep hurting others."

Izzik closed his eyes, and another tear fell down his face and onto his pillow. "I know," he whispered, his voice hollow.

"But you still saved a dozen lives by doing that," Cale continued. "Probably more. So who cares if it was stupid?"

He stood, then, so Izzik could more easily look him in the eyes as he opened them again. Their eyes met. "You wanna know what I think?"

A long silence. "What?" Izzik asked slowly.

"I think the world could do with a few more idiots, sometimes," Cale said, grinning slightly. "Be a little stupid. Who cares? Do what you think is right. Live your truth! No one else is going to do it for you. And yeah, sometimes people need to die, but you don't have to be the one to do it."

He winked, but there was something heavy in his voice. "That's my job. You just need to know when to run."





Izzik wanted to let out an incredulous laugh. He couldn't, because if he did another dozen wards would flash to life and hold him down, but he wanted to. Who was this human, saying such ridiculous things with so much confidence?

And yet... it didn't feel like he was lying.

Izzik couldn't get that memory out of his mind. He'd replayed it over and over in his head. That monstrous amount of mana that had flooded into the world, the feeling of raw, consuming fury that had accompanied it. The look on Cale's face as he recognized what had happened and came for Sneaks-In-Darkness like he was Death itself.

"Who are you?" Izzik asked. The question came out more plaintive than he wanted it to.

Cale snorted. "Would you believe me if I said I'm a mage that really wants to learn baking spells?"

Izzik couldn't quite turn his head to stare at Cale, so he settled for staring vaguely in that direction. "You're messing with me."

"Maybe a bit." Cale grinned down at him. "But it's the truth. You wouldn't happen to know any baking spells, would you?"

"...Just one." He'd learned it on impulse, but it wasn't like he could demonstrate it right that moment, and all it did was make sure that bread came out with the perfect crust. His friends had made fun of him for it.

Cale still brightened like he'd told him he knew the secret to magic itself. "You'll have to show me sometime," he said. "Please?"

Izzik felt the urge to laugh again, and forced himself to stop. "I think I owe you a lot more than showing you a spell," he muttered. "So... sure."

There was something still bugging him. Izzik hesitated, then decided to go for it. He was afraid of Cale, he could acknowledge that, but he was also tired of giving in to his fear. It was fear that had led him so far down this path—fear of what wild mages could do, fear of what they had done. It was fear that had blinded him to everything the Red Hunters were.

"Why are you really here?" he asked. "It can't just be to check on me."

Cale's expression settled a bit, some of the cheer fading away. "Not the only reason, no, although I did want to check on you," he agreed. "I have two questions for you. What made you join the Red Hunters?"

Something in Cale's voice seemed to tighten. "And where did you get that healing potion?"

Izzik would have winced if he'd been capable. He squeezed his eyes shut against the tears that threatened to well again. Part of him didn't really want to part with those answers, afraid that this mage—this man that might be a literal god—might judge him unworthy.

But maybe it was time for judgement.

Izzik kept his eyes shut, but he told him everything, beginning from the Aspect Cascade that had consumed his home and family, leading to his meeting with Durak of the Crimson Sea, and finally his biggest secret of all. The only one, in fact, that he thought he could be proud of.

The project he'd been working on with Aldur of the Golden Sands before his father's untimely death, composed of a dozen ingredients sourced from all over the Illwyld continent, all to make a healing potion that worked.





Cale made a mental note to talk to Sternkessel about the Aspect Cascade at some point, because it seemed like the exact kind of thing that would be up the professor's alley. It also seemed like the exact kind of thing he might be able to do something about. He wasn't going to make any promises about it yet, but magical storms were always interesting, so it wasn't like he was going to just ignore it. He'd even spent a couple of his lives storm-chasing.

The magical storms specifically, of course.

Then the lizardfolk began talking about healing potions, and well... Cale had thought there was something strange about that potion, back when he'd seen it. That Izzik had apparently used the only one he'd ever made on Sneaks-In-Darkness of all people filled him with a restless sort of frustration, but he locked that down as best he could; he was pretty sure if Izzik noticed the poor lizard would pass out again.

Part of him did feel a little guilty for prying so many answers out of him while he was hurt, but Izzik seemed almost like he desperately needed someone to hear his story. Once he got going, he didn't stop—he told Cale every little detail he could think of. Frankly, a number of them made Cale tempted to stalk off to the Red Hunters and tear them apart. Slowly.

He might have done it, too, if there weren't a dozen compounding factors to think about; the bloodrot bomb, the fact that they were a large enough group of mages that they could route him...

Bah.

Thankfully, Izzik's halting explanation about the healing potion had quickly distracted him, frustrations aside.

Most healing potions formulated post-Collapse were mere mimicries of the real things. They were, essentially, little more than magical shots of adrenaline accompanied by minor stasis charms that could hold a mage together for longer than they otherwise might have lived. They could keep those mages alive long enough to get them to healers, certainly, but by and large they did very little actual healing.

Izzik's potion had, though. Cale hadn't been entirely sure at the time, in large part because he'd assumed that Sneaks-In-Darkness had healed as a result of her [Myzonir's Ritual of Rebirth] tattoos, but the more he'd thought about it and re-examined the mana signatures he'd felt at the time, the more sure he was.

That healing potion Izzik had so casually tossed aside had been real.

"I hate to ask again," Flia said. "But are you okay? And do not give me any 'fun facts' about what old mages do in the bedroom."

Cale snorted. "I'm just fine," he said. "Let's get back to the dorms. I owe you three some answers."

He'd wanted to visit that little girl who had been caught up in the summoning, too, but she was still asleep; apparently, the damage those suppressors had done to her core had been severe. She'd be good to talk in about a week, apparently, which was... a long time. But at least she was safe.

"Damn straight," Flia muttered. Damien shot Cale a slightly worried look, as he'd started to do every time he thought Cale was hiding something. Leo had picked out a book from his bag and was now buried halfway in it, so he wasn't really even paying attention.

Cale's thoughts were elsewhere.

The reason healing spells were so badly broken in the aftermath of the Collapse was because of the Third Monolith, the Source of Vitality.

He was—had been—the Law of Life. He alone upheld an entire corner of the multiverse. He was the source of all vital magic, and he had been perhaps one of the closest constants Cale had.

It was his death that made Cale decide that enough was enough. That had driven him to eventually earn the name Yggdrasil's End.

Cale had never been able to find his body. Neither had the Leviathan, though she had searched and searched.

But if Izzik had been able to make working healing potions here, of all places... then this had to be where his corpse had landed.

Part of him ached to have that old wound torn open again, but another part was glad for the closure. He'd almost given up on ever finding Vital's corpse to give it his respects, and if what Izzik had said was true, then it seemed that even in death he had found a way to continue to promote life.

He was in no big rush to go see him. He'd waited for long enough that a bit more of a wait wouldn't hurt, and he had plenty of other things left to learn in the Brightscale Academy.

But Cale was glad to know he was here.

  

    
        Chapter 32 — Secrets and Sorcery, Pt 1

    
    
    
    
  When they arrived back at the dorm, Cale was almost immediately drawn to the labyrinth door that was now mysteriously affixed to the back of his room. "Ooh," he said immediately, impressed. "So that's the door."

It looked identical to the one they'd seen in the labyrinth, so it wasn't the door itself that impressed him so much as the feat of magic it had likely taken to get it there. To do this, Professor Imrys would have had to take a magical spatial anomaly and then somehow convince the academy that it was a part of it; not only that, she would have had to control where it manifested, ensure it was properly warded so that random students didn't wander in, and then layer another ward on top of it so that the labyrinth's creatures wouldn't get out.

That was frankly a ridiculous feat to pull off, especially at a distance. Manifested phenomena like these weren't easy to manipulate, even under ideal conditions; in fact, for most mages, it was outright impossible. Imrys managing it suggested she was either a tier of mage several steps above what Cale had initially assumed or—he figured this was far more likely, at least in her case—that she had access to some truly special artifacts.

Dang. And here he'd been hoping to avoid her questioning. There was probably no avoiding it now if he wanted to know how she'd done this, and he was willing to bet that she'd known that full well when she let him go.

He grumbled to himself, drawing confused looks from the other students. The idea of getting any kind of access to her probably-esoteric artifact vault was too tempting for him to just avoid her. Think of all the things he might learn, all the artifacts he might find!

...That would be a task for tomorrow, though. Cale's Thread of Fate meant he was more or less used to his days being rather eventful, but today had been pushing it, even for him. It was rare that he found himself looking forward to a good night's rest, but, well, here he was.

For now, he brushed his fingers experimentally over the labyrinth door, more to see what would happen than anything else. The ward over it reacted to his touch by flickering to life, drawing mana into a glowing, flickering spiral; it spun around his fingers for a moment, then scattered into twelve distinct runes, turned green, and faded back into the wood.

An enchantment meant to read his mana signature without overloading on it? Clever. It didn't try to read the whole signature, just sampled for particularly esoteric aspects that wouldn't be present in anyone except a true prismatic's core.

The door unlocked with a distinct click. Without any further prompting, it swung open with a groan. Cale eyed the passage behind it with a slight raise of his brow.

It looked like the shadeling corridor they'd encountered in the labyrinth before. It did not, however, feel like the shadeling corridor. His mana sense reacted to it the way it did to the Inverted Spires, albeit to a lesser extent—there was that distinct feeling of oil again, like an aftertaste gone bad.

This time, he recognized the feeling. He'd gotten the exact same feeling back when he first explored the Karmian Well. That meant that the labyrinth had changed somehow, either at Imrys's hand or simply because they'd destroyed the Labyrinth Seed. Fascinating.

Cale thought about the implications of all this for a moment, then promptly took a step back and slammed the door shut. "Nope!" he announced cheerfully.

Everyone stared at him, and Flia was the first to speak. "What do you mean, nope? Is there something wrong with it?"

"Not really," Cale said carefully, because it wasn't exactly a lie. "If anything, it's a delightful mystery. I just meant that we're not doing that right now. Unless any of us want to get caught up in another hour-long adventure?"

Flia, Damien, and Leo all quickly shook their heads. Cale clapped once and grinned. "Good! It's settled then. Labyrinth shenanigans tomorrow, pending Leo's approval."

"Wha—why me?" Leo protested, looking startled at being called out.

"Because you're the one most affected by this," Cale pointed out. "Imrys put this here knowing you wouldn't like it. I mean, she might not have done it on purpose, since she had no way of knowing you'd come to our room, but she did know you were friends with Damien."

He paused. "Point is, we're not going in there until you're comfortable with it," he said. "I think it'd help you, personally. But we'll get to that later, and I'm not here to force any of you to do anything."

"Just to very strongly point us in the right direction?" Flia asked, sarcastic.

Cale grinned at her. "Exactly!" he said cheerfully. "I'm glad we all agree my direction is the right one."

"That's not what I—"

"Anyway," Cale continued, barely even flinching at Flia's exasperated glare. "I figure we wait for Syphus now. If I'm going to tell you all who I am, I don't want to have to keep doing it. You said it should be finishing up class?"

"I think so?" Damien hesitated. "Um. It said it would be done soon, yes. It... it should be on its way now."

"Then we won't have to wait long," Cale said easily. He wandered over to the window right by his bed and peered out of it with interest; he hadn't paid much attention before, but the view from up here was great. He could see both the Starfire Desert and the Petrified Sea from here.

Interestingly enough, the boundary of the two was full of what looked like petrified stone trees that had been half-transformed into crystalline sand. Cale supposed the storms Sternkessel had mentioned intruded a bit into the Sea. Maybe the boundary was decided by two magical storms fighting for dominance?

That sounded cool. He hoped he'd get to see that at some point.

Utelia's sun was finally beginning to set, too. Its light cast the evening rays through prismatic glass, scattering multicolored light in a circular pattern across the center of their room. He turned to admire the design it set on the ground for a moment, made a quick note of it, then turned back to stare up at the sky.

He did this for long enough that Damien eventually noticed he hadn't blinked for several minutes.

"Um..." the dreadshade said. "What are you looking at?"

"I'm trying to find the moon," Cale said.

Damien blinked, evidently thrown off by that answer. "Why?"

"Because you learn a lot about a world based on how messed up its moon is," he explained vaguely. "Or how messed up its moons are, in the cases where it has more than one. It's a Rule. You didn't know that?"

"No?" Damien looked confused. "Was... was I supposed to?"

"I guess it's not very important unless you're traveling the Great Realms." Cale shrugged and pressed his face against the glass, squinting. "It's pretty simple, really. If the moon's just a bunch of blown-up fragments, there's probably a major divinity level mage somewhere in the world, or a monster of equivalent power. If there's a giant crater in it? Moon's probably haunted. If there are glowing cracks in the moon, it's either an egg, or it's haunted. Big ritual circle carved into the moon? Definitely haunted."

"Um," Damien said. "Are... are haunted moons a common problem?"

"Oh, yes," Cale said. "Like you wouldn't believe. It's not really a problem unless you have to visit the moon for some reason, though, in which case I recommend bringing a lot of salt."

"I will... try to remember that?" Damien said the words as more of a question, glancing between Flia and Leo as he did so. Flia had taken over Cale's bed and had her face buried in his pillow—quite literally inside it—and Leo was busy taking notes.

"You should," Cale agreed. "Really, though, most moon types aren't that much of a problem. The real danger is if the moon is alive in some way. Not secretly-an-egg alive, either. If you see a moon with a face, you should probably run. Usually means the world's about to end horribly. A face on the moon is never a good sign, let me tell you. Especially if it's smiling."

There was a long silence where everyone turned to stare at Cale. Cale cocked his head, blinking a few times. "What?" he asked. "Was it the part about the salt? That's just how you fight ghosts."

"No?" Damien said. "It's just that, um..."

He pointed out of the window, where the moon—moons—were finally visible in the sky. Cale turned to stare up at them.

"Oh," he said intelligently.

There were definitely shattered fragments of a moon up there. There was also a moon with a giant glowing green chasm that split it right down the middle, making it look almost like an eye.

The third moon was definitely a face, and it was definitely grinning.

"And no one thought that was ominous?" Cale demanded, turning to look at the others.

Leo huffed. "We grew up with it," he said defensively. "And the world hasn't ended yet."

"That you know of!" Cale rubbed the bridge of his nose and sighed, then turned to the moon and scowled at it authoritatively. "You. Stop smiling."

"I don't think the moon can hear you?" Damien squeaked.

"Don't talk to it," Flia hissed, grabbing him and pulling him back. "You'll get us all cursed! Again! I don't need a second curse, thank you very much."

"Guys?" Leo said. He sounded a little faint. "The moon, uh... the moon stopped smiling."

Flia and Damien's gazes both shot up to the window, where the third moon of Utelia had indeed stopped smiling and was instead now staring straight ahead, lips pressed into a thin line. It even looked a bit like it was trembling.

All three students turned as one to stare at Cale, who was busy dusting off his shirt.

"What?" Cale said. "I bought you a few centuries. You're welcome."

"I... I don't even..." Flia muttered.

Leo let out a heavy sigh and sat down on Damien's bed so heavily that the monster hiding beneath squawked with anger. "I give up," he muttered. "I'm just going to wait until Syphus is here so we can get some kind of explanation."

"Why in the seven infernal realms did Akkau put you in my room?" Damien asked, his tone almost desperate. Cale patted him on the head.

"No idea!" he said cheerfully. "But I didn't think your moons were going to be this interesting. I don't think I've ever seen those three all at once. No wonder Utelia's got so much to offer."

He paused. "Also, I think Syphus is about to arrive," he added, cocking his head toward the door. He got up to pull it open right before the golem knocked, to its surprise, and then he grinned at the four students now in the room.

"I don't explain myself very often, you know," he said. "Consider yourselves lucky. Usually I like to play the mysterious, wandering mage. With a box."

"I don't see a box," Damien said, confused.

"I haven't found a box yet," Cale said vaguely. "But I always find a box. Boxes are very useful tools, you know."

Flia looked skeptical. "Are they?"

Cale nodded, keeping his face perfectly straight. "You'll understand once you're a thousand years old," he said. "Probably. I never counted."

There was a long silence, so Cale moved on before anyone could ask him any more questions about boxes. "Anyway! After that we'll talk about how you can master your respective cores so you can cast Standard Array spells. Don't get me wrong, the Red Hunter philosophy is bullshit, but... we all want to cast those Standard Array spells, right?"

Everyone nodded slowly. Cale smiled brightly.

"Alright then," he said. "My name is Cale Cadwell Cobbs, and every time I die, I reincarnate in another one of the Great Realms, usually with a bunch more mana. That's it. Anyone have any questions?"





Damien found, much to his own surprise, that his first reaction to Cale's explanation was less one of shock and more one of relief. Mostly because his imagination had started going to some truly terrifying places. That stunt with the moon—which Damien still refused to think about in too much detail—had started to make him wonder if Cale was actually some sort of entity from the Outer Planes themselves, slowly driving them to madness.

Compared to that, the idea that he was a reincarnator that reappeared in a different realm every time he died was a lot less worrying. Not that Damien didn't have some concerns, though Cale was quick to wave off the first question everyone had.

"Actually, before anyone asks," he said. "No, I haven't seen any other reincarnators, I don't know why I'm stuck in this cycle, and I'm not answering any questions about what happens to people's souls when they die."

Leo deflated a bit. Flia, on the other hand, was still practically bursting with questions.

"Are you telling us you just get reborn in a different realm every time you die?" Flia demanded. "And you remember everything?"

"It's rather disconcerting, I assure you," Cale said dryly.

"But what happens?" she asked. "Do you have parents? Do you just, what, burst out of a tree?"

"Why would I burst out of a tree?" Cale asked blankly. "I usually show up in a wicker basket delivered by a stork, thank you very much."

Flia paused for a moment. "Are you... lying... about that?" she asked suspiciously.

Cale beamed and said nothing.

Damien, meanwhile, was mostly ruminating on what that must have been like for Cale. The idea was almost overwhelming for him—he had a hard enough time adjusting to life at the Brightscale Academy. Doing that again with every life, adjusting to new people and new cultures, across different realms? It sounded exciting, but he couldn't imagine going through it himself.

It did explain everything strange about Cale Cadwell Cobbs, though.

In retrospect, it wasn't like Cale had tried to hide any of it. He'd been open about the fact that he'd been to other realms from the very beginning. That meant he'd encountered dreadshades in those other realms, too. The Sheriya he'd mentioned, for instance, who had created new spells by partially attuning her decay aspect—she must have been from one of those other realms.

And that knowledge felt... strange.

Most species were commonplace across the Great Realms; they knew that just because of the records they'd found in dungeons. Certain things kept recurring in patterns—species, some basic aspects of culture, language. The running theory was that mana itself influenced the development of civilization and vice versa, making it far easier for similar cultures and species to develop across the realms.

Dreadshades were something of an exception. Records of them were few and far between, and every record that had been found so far indicated there were never more than two dreadshades in any given realm. It was part of the reason he'd given up on finding other methods to manage his power.

The other part was the memory-lock in his head. Damien winced a little—even thinking about it made his head throb—and as he did, Cale looked over at him. There was something in his eyes that told Damien he might know whatever was behind that memory-lock.

"...So," Cale said. "Now that that's all settled—"

Had it all been settled? Damien had no idea. He'd stopped paying attention for a bit.

"We should start talking about how each of you is going to work on your magic," he said. "Damien's up first. Damien?"

Damien blinked, then stepped forward, more out of habit than anything else. He stood there awkwardly for a moment, unsure what to do.

"Question for the class," Cale said. "What's a mana aspect?"

That took him a moment. "The magical embodiment of a concept?"

"Close!" Cale grinned. "I mean, that's most of it, yes, but it's not the whole picture. Think about Leo's labyrinth aspect, for example—what does it mean to have a labyrinth aspect? What would a hypothetical [Labyrinth Bolt] do?"

Leo frowned slightly, not entirely happy with being used as an example but willing to go along with it. "Mana aspects exist at different levels of abstraction," he said. "Higher levels of abstraction tend to be more specific. Labyrinth mana embodies the ideas of navigation, redirection, entrapment; you could make a [Labyrinth Bolt] variant out of any of those, but the strongest spellforms would embody the concept fully."

"Good," Cale said approvingly. "Higher levels of abstraction also tend to be harder to attune, because they embody so many other concepts within them. That's not the problem Damien has, though."

Damien winced slightly. He'd been afraid of that. "What... um, what do you mean?"

"I mean that decay mana isn't really a high-abstraction aspect." Cale tapped the side of his nose knowingly. "It's not a low-abstraction aspect, either. You probably know this already—decay is one of the primordial aspects. That's the reason it can't be fully attuned."

"R-right." Damien hoped Cale wasn't about to tell him he would never be able to heal.

"So," Cale said. "How much do you know about decay?"

Damien blinked at him, thrown slightly off-balance by the question. "It... decays things?" he offered, wincing as he spoke. That wasn't a good answer. "It makes them rot."

"Sure, but what does decay represent?" Cale asked, leaning forward. "A primordial aspect represents a fundamental force. Decay is a lot more than just organic decay. When you do a partial attunement, you're reaching into one of the mechanisms that allow the Great Realms to run the way they do.

"You've spent most of your life thinking of decay as something destructive." Cale's voice became a little more gentle. "But it's much more than that. Even when it's rot, decay plays into the life cycle of every ecosystem. What would happen to a realm without decay, do you think?"

"It would be overwhelmed," Damien said quietly.

Cale nodded, then gave him a pat on the shoulder, where he was still wearing his Manamorphic Cloak. "You're afraid of your aspect," he said. "I understand why. But attunement relies on understanding, and if you don't fully understand your aspect, it's going to be very, very hard to attune it to anything else. Now, all that said..." Cale beamed. "Mind if I use a spell on your cloak?"

Damien blinked. "Um—a spell?" All of Cale's spells seemed incredibly destructive, so that seemed like a bad idea.

"[Identify Artifact]," Cale clarified. "I want to figure out the nuances of how the artifact works and see if there's a way for me to make it work with your needs."

"You're sure you won't destroy it?" Damien asked tentatively. [Identify Artifact] seemed harmless enough, but he'd also seen what Cale had managed to do with [Decay Bite], and he wasn't sure he was going to get that memory out of his head anytime soon.

"Mostly!" Cale paused. "I'll get you another one if I break it?"

"...Sure." As much as he hated to admit it, he wasn't making as much progress with the Manamorphic Cloak as he might have hoped. He couldn't help feeling nervous as he slipped it off his shoulders and handed it to Cale, though.

Akkau probably wouldn't be happy if Cale destroyed it.

"This should only take a moment," Cale said. He waved a hand over the cloak—

—there was a moment where Damien once again felt Cale bringing an incredible, dizzying force of mana to bear, though it lasted for only a second—

—and then suddenly the Manamorphic Cloak was shimmering. Damien stared, wide-eyed, at the clear sense of power it gave off.

"Weird one," Cale said, squinting at whatever message the Gift had sent him. "Something called [Awaken Artifact]. Comes with a lot of limitations, apparently? But it's tier twelve—"

Tier what.

"—and it lets me tune and awaken an artifact, allowing it to be used for spellcasting." Cale grinned. "Can't use it too often, and I probably shouldn't let Imrys know I have this, but this is cool. Wanna know what your new artifact does?"

Damien felt a bit mortified, in large part because he didn't know if he deserved something this valuable. An awakened artifact that could cast spells? If this got out to anyone else in the academy, he couldn't imagine what they might do to have it. Even Flia and Leo looked a bit jealous.

The other reason he felt a bit mortified was because he was actually kind of excited. He nodded slowly, and Cale fastened the cloak back over his shoulders in a grand, sweeping gesture.

"The good news is, this thing was amazing even before I awakened it," Cale said. "Akkau really pulled out all the stops for you. Attunement artifacts are rare, and ones that don't come with like thirty side effects are even rarer. This one didn't have any, so awakening it doesn't worsen them.

"When I awakened it, I gave it the ability to capture different aspects of mana." Cale was wearing a self-satisfied grin. "It's still going to help you attune, but now that's just the first step. The next step is its ability to split any mana you partially attune into decay mana and your attuned mana. It's going to store that separated mana for you and work as a sort of battery pack, which will let you cast both Standard Array and partial attunement spells when needed.

"Of course, you're going to need to bond with it." Cale gave Damien a slight nudge, and Damien jumped, mostly because he was still busy trying to process everything the cloak could now do. "Awakened artifacts get stronger the more they bond with their owners. You're also going to need to achieve a high base level of partial attunement before it's able to capture enough of your mana, but the good news is that once you've bonded enough, it'll handle any mana leakage problems you have. Better yet—" He leaned in to whisper. "It'll work at a distance, so you don't have to worry about people stealing it."

Damien stared at Cale, wide-eyed. He had no idea what to say. This was the sort of artifact that was legendary. Cale had just... what, made this thing in a few seconds? How did he even begin to thank him?

"You do still need to understand and accept decay mana to attune it enough for the cloak," Cale said, giving him a faux-severe stare. "Understand?"

Damien swallowed a bit. "R-right," he said. "I need to... understand and accept decay mana. I can, um... I can try to do that."

Easier said than done, though. He'd seen what decay mana was capable of, and while he knew he wanted to try, he wasn't sure if he could ever accept—

"Remember," Cale said, and his tone became a bit more gentle. "Decay is more than death."

Damien paused, then nodded tightly. Something about those words resonated with him. His mana had helped save that Abyssal in the Inverted Spires, hadn't it? He didn't need to let his past define him.

"Decay is more than death," Damien repeated, mostly to himself. He tugged the cloak tighter around his shoulders, focusing inward on the flow of decay, and tried a small attunement to fire.

And it felt, in just the smallest way, like his mana was moving with him rather than against him. It was the first time he'd ever felt that during an attunement. He glanced up, heart beating rapidly, but Cale was muttering to himself, a slight frown on his face.

"Funny thing is, I thought the Collapse meant artifacts couldn't be awakened anymore," he said, brow furrowed. Damien looked helplessly at the others—were they supposed to hear this? What was a Collapse? "Something's weird about Utelia. I don't get it."

Then, as if nothing happened, he turned his attention to Leo.

"Anyway," Cale said. He grinned in that very Cale sort of way, bordering on manic intensity. "Leo. How do you feel about building a second mana core?"

Leo blinked. "...What."
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  Leo wasn't really sure what he was expecting, but it wasn't this. Everything Cale had said about attuning made sense. It explained why he was having so much difficulty trying to shift the base aspect of his mana core, and even before Cale said anything, it told him in no uncertain terms that his approach had been flawed. In rejecting his core aspect, he was making it even more difficult to attune it to anything else, and while there were records of that sort of permanent reattunement working...

Well, there was a reason all of those records had taken each mage decades. Leo had thought, perhaps rather foolishly, that he was willing to give up those decades if it meant he could be among his family and village once more.

He was a little less certain now, and not only because of everything he'd been through today. As much as Cale had tried to wave off the effects of his very, very long life, even Leo could see the way it wore on him. And minotaurs didn't live nearly as long—he couldn't simply waste decades of his life and... what, come back to live in a changed village, with no one left that he knew?

A second core, though? That was Cale's solution? Leo didn't know if he wanted to laugh incredulously or punch him.

Probably the former. Punching Cale seemed... ill-advised.

Cale was still beaming at him with that ever-present smile, so Leo forced himself to speak again. "What do you mean, building a second mana core?" he asked. It came out a little more desperate than he'd intended. "Can't I just—I don't know—get my hands on something like Damien's cloak? You could awaken a different artifact!"

At those words, Damien flinched slightly. Leo grimaced. He hadn't intended to bring that up, but the words had slipped out. It seemed like such a convenient solution.

"Nope," Cale said dismissively. "That cloak works well for Damien because his base aspect can't be fully attuned to a different aspect. It's a bit like water and oil—you can separate the oil pretty easily. Trying to do that with your mana would be like trying to separate water and... I don't know, milk? It's a lot harder, is my point. That cloak wouldn't be able to do it."

There went that idea. "There has to be something else," Leo argued. "Maybe in Orstrahl's vault. There's an artifact for practically everything. We have the credits, we could—"

"—Leo." Cale interrupted him, his expression turning into something a little more severe, and Leo felt his stomach drop in response. "Why don't you want to make a second core?"

"It's not a matter of whether I want to do it or not," Leo said, flustered. "Second cores are what archmages do. I can't just make one. I'm barely a novice! A second mana core is—it's the step between archmage and minor divinity!"

"Well, yeah." Cale's brows drew together, as if puzzled. "I'm teaching you. It's not like any of you are going to stop at archmage."

The room fell dead silent. Cale glanced around at the four of them, raising an eyebrow slightly.

"...Unless any of you don't want to be an apprentice?" he asked suddenly. "I don't think I ever asked any of you properly."

"I'm pretty sure if any of us said no to that we'd regret it for the rest of our lives." Flia was the first to speak, her tone dry.

"Do you... normally go around picking up apprentices like this?" Damien asked quietly.

Something indiscernible crossed Cale's expression. "I used to," he said.

He didn't elaborate, even in the silence that followed.

Leo broke the silence this time, somewhat awkwardly. "You really think I can build a second core?" he asked. "How long... how long would it take?"

Cale eyed him up and down, then nodded to himself. "Two months," he said. Leo tried not to flinch again. Two months?! Becoming an archmage was itself a task that took decades, it wasn't something that could just be done in a month or two—

"Two months to get the second core started and working well enough you won't need to worry about leaking labyrinth mana," Cale clarified. "It'll take you longer to become a full archmage, probably. Hard to say. Maybe a year or two before you're ready to step into minor divinity?"

"Let's just stick to the archmage thing." Leo exhaled, pulling off his glasses to rub at his eyes. He was starting to wonder if he was dreaming. "I have enough trouble with that."

"Sounds good to me," Cale said cheerfully. "Like I said, you need a second core. You can get started on that without getting all the way to archmage, but you do need to be fully synchronized with your labyrinth core first, and we have a rather convenient labyrinth available whenever you wish to do so."

His tone gentled a bit. "Though I know that might be hard for you," he said. "That's why I said we'll do the labyrinth when you're ready. It's your choice, alright?"

Leo felt his shoulders relax slightly at that reassurance. He couldn't remember when he'd tensed up, but apparently he had. "Right," he said, exhaling. "I'll do my best. It... it might take me a day or two. I'm sorry."

Cale shrugged, giving him a sympathetic pat on the shoulder. "I'm the one throwing you into the deep end," he said. "But your original plan is a lot riskier, especially since there's no guarantee you won't experience an aspect rebound. You'd never really be safe if you went with that."

"I... I know," Leo mumbled. It had been a nice thought, though. The idea that he could have a normal core had appealed to him.

"Mind you, I have no idea why Asterion would do something like this," Cale muttered, mostly to himself. "Doesn't seem like him."

Leo felt his skin prickle at that. Had Cale actually met and spoken to Asterion before? It seemed possible, now that he knew his background, and that meant...

No. It meant nothing. What was Leo going to do, find and kill a named mythology? He didn't even know if it would free his people from the Impetus.

"Once you get a second core, the goal will be to use it as your primary core," Cale explained, though there was something in his eyes that made Leo wonder if he knew what he was thinking. "You'll feed your labyrinth mana into it so that any mana you leak will be from the new core. Essentially, you'll be automating the attunement process. Any questions?"

Leo had so many questions, but his mouth was dry, and nothing was coming out. He shook his head.

"Good," Cale said. He gave Leo a friendly grin. "I suggest you start thinking about what you want as a second mana aspect, because it's going to shape who you are as a mage."

Right. He would have to think about that. Leo couldn't remember the last time he'd given serious thought as to what he wanted his base aspect to be. Fire, maybe? Fire was one of the more common, notoriously easy to attune aspects. Fire would be nice.

Fire also felt like it wouldn't be enough against anything they'd faced today. He didn't want anything too esoteric—the tradeoff with attunement just meant he'd be locked into a different set of spells—but maybe if he could find something that was just on the edge of that, something with both offensive and defensive potential without sacrificing too much in the way of utility...

Before he realized it, he'd pulled out a set of notebooks and begun muttering to himself, cross-referencing them and muttering to himself.

Cale grinned. "Looks like Leo's taking it seriously," he said cheerfully. "Your turn, Flia."





Flia felt, in spite of herself, kind of nervous when Cale turned his attention to her. She still didn't know what to think about what happened in the Inverted Spires—the idea that she'd just been wrong about her mana aspect this entire time was...

Not just her, but her family. Her people. Water elementals were known for their kindness and their ability to heal. Their presence alone could end droughts and famines, and as such they were a symbol of luck and good fortune in cultures all across Utelia. All across the Great Realms, really, if the records found within dungeons were any indication.

Flia had been different from the moment of her birth.

Variant elementals had been born before. Most of the time, it wasn't anything remarkable. A tempest elemental could control the winds and storms, ocean elementals handled more large-scale magic like the tides. Flia even had a cousin that was an acid elemental who had acquired a job with an alchemist. All of those mana aspects were well-known, and none of them were too difficult to attune when needed.

Flia's mana core, on the other hand, had been nearly impossible to reattune, and no one had any idea why. It felt like a normal water aspect core to anyone with a mana sense. It was only after long nights and deep dives into the archives that her family had eventually concluded that what she had was a deep-sea attunement, known also as the Leviathan's Curse, and that she was stuck with it for the rest of her life.

Except even that was wrong, according to Cale. Her mana aspect was, what, abyssal? She was connected to the literal ocean between the Great Realms. What did that mean for her? What was Cale, who had apparently lived through thousands of lives all across the Great Realms, going to tell her?

She stared at him in some anticipation. Mostly trepidation. Cale opened his mouth.

"Do you know what your mana aspect is?"

Flia's mind went blank. "Wha—didn't you say it was abyssal?"

"No, you said it was abyssal," Cale said. "I just told you your water connects directly to the Abyss. Those are different things."

"How?" Flia asked. She would have thought Cale was messing with her if not for the fact that he seemed perfectly serious; he wasn't even wearing his trademark grin.

"Abyssal mana isn't a thing," Cale said. "There are safeguards against reaching into other Realms, and that's one of them. I mean, obviously summoning spells and the like can reach across the Realms, but they're expensive and restricted to ritual magic—you get the idea. It's not really something you do by accident."

"So then what type of mana do I have?" Flia asked, frustrated. It felt almost like she was a youngling again, trying desperately to figure out what was wrong with her mana.

It didn't help that Cale looked sympathetic. She almost would have preferred him grinning his stupid grin to him looking sympathetic.

"Water," Cale said, deadpan.

Flia stared at him. "Have you seen my spells?"

"I have," he said. "But elementals reflect the mana core they have. Your spells create portals into the Abyss, yes, but you don't. You're made of regular water."

"I..." Flia trailed off. Cale had a point. It was the one thing they'd never been able to reconcile about her magic. "What does that mean for me, then?"

Cale sighed. "Well, I had a nice, long talk with the Leviathan about blessing people without explaining anything about what they're supposed to do or how they're supposed to control it," he said. "She'll pay you a visit in your dreams tonight. With an explanation, and probably with a better way of controlling the curse."

He paused. "Don't call it a curse in front of her, though. She might get offended."

Flia's first response felt ridiculous, but it was easier than addressing everything else that just came out of Cale's mouth. "So you did jump into my [Orb of Water]," she said, exasperated. "You said you disappeared because Sternkessel teleported you!"

"Technically true," Cale said cheerfully, and infernal realms help her, his cheer actually made her feel better.

"I just—" Flia cut herself off mid-sentence and let out a sound that was half-sigh, half exasperated groan. "Okay. So. You talked to the Leviathan—who is a woman?—and then you told her to help me fix my problems with magic. By coming to me in my dreams."

"She's very sorry for messing up your magic." Cale nodded a few times.

Flia took a deep breath. He'd missed the point entirely. "Remember how I said I'm going to drown anyone that interrupts my sleep tonight?" she asked, her voice deadly calm.

"Yeees?" Cale still hadn't made the connection, judging by the smug expression on his face.

Flia knew, logically, that putting Cale's head in a much smaller [Orb of Water] wasn't actually going to do anything to him, let alone drown him. The man's barriers could probably repel entire armies of archmages, if he'd told them the truth about his mana reserves, and she'd seen nothing to contradict that so far.

But it would make her feel better.





"Last but not least!" Cale turned his attention to Syphus and grinned, ignoring the fact that he was dripping wet. He'd needed a bit of a shower anyway. The golem had been watching everything silently, and Cale was pretty sure that was because its creator was paying close attention to everything they were doing. "I actually don't know what your problems with magic are. I guess we never actually got around to it. Do you even have any problems with magic?"

Syphus managed to give him a dry stare through its runic eye, then indicated the etherite crystals floating above its head. "You could say that."

Cale blinked. Right. "Does that affect your spellcasting?" he asked, walking over to examine the crystal more closely. "It's linked to your scrying nexus, so I figured it might have an impact on any scrying spell you try to cast, but etherite is normally pretty good about minimizing interference otherwise."

"My creator was, unfortunately, rather ambitious," Syphus said, its voice just as dry as its stare. Cale had the distinct feeling that it knew its creator was listening and was just taking the opportunity to sass him. "The etherite crown is meant to absorb or amplify any spell cast in my vicinity. For reasons unknown to either of us, that functionality only works for scrying spells."

"What happens with other spells, then?" Cale asked. Ambitious was one word for that. He'd only met a few artificers capable of pulling off something that advanced, even among the Named.

The golem shrugged. "It doesn't really affect most spells targeting me," it said. "It messes up most outgoing spells, though. I'm not sure how to describe it. Mind if I show you?"

Cale beamed at that, immediately interested. "Please."

The others leaned forward in interest, too. Syphus reached out, pouring mana into some sort of earth-based spell construct, and slowly, a sphere of dirt began to form in front of it. Cale paid careful attention.

You have learned [Orb of Earth]!

"My core's base aspect is earth," it explained mildly. "My earth spells are slower than another mage's might be, but are largely unaffected." It flicked its wrist, dismissing the spell, and Damien winced slightly as the gathered dirt fell to the ground.

Syphus noticed, but seemed puzzled by Damien's dismay. "Is something wrong?"

"Most people don't like dirt being scattered around their living space," Cale said, amused.

"Ah." Syphus took a moment to process this. "Sorry."

"I-it's fine!" Damien swept out a tendril of decay mana, turning the pile of dirt into a smaller pile of dust; Cale noticed that Syphus seemed rather dismayed at the sight, and made a mental note of it.

"...In any case." Syphus cleared its nonexistent throat. "Here's what happens when I try to cast a spell of a different attunement."

This time, Cale felt the golem attune and channel mana into a water-based construct. He raised an eyebrow slightly—for all its apparent issues with magic, it was very good at attunement. The shift to water mana had been practically instantaneous.

The problem became clear the moment that mana was fed into a spell construct, however. Cale watched, fascinated, as the etherite crystals on its head reacted by abruptly flaring to life. He could feel the enchantment woven into it using the etherite's properties to pluck with deliberate precision at a critical part of the construct, causing the entire thing to suddenly collapse.

Incredible. That was essentially the kind of high-level dispel performed by experienced combat mages. Cale's own methods relied on sheer brute force, which worked well for him but was an order of magnitude less complex than induced spell failure.

Not only that, but this particular dispel had been tuned to unravel the construct after the Gift's involvement, as if the person who had woven the enchantment had known the Gift might try to adapt to it if given the chance. The only thing that was wrong with it was its targeting mechanism.

Which was a pretty severe flaw, to be fair, as impressive as the enchantment otherwise was.

"It's dispelling your spells instead of amplifying them," Cale said, brow furrowing. "You said this was supposed to absorb other spells?"

"It's dispelling my spells?" Syphus looked briefly confused, then annoyed; its eye narrowed and it spoke again, this time clearly to someone else. "Did you add a dispel function to the ears? I thought we agreed on an absorbing function!"

A pause. "Well, right now, neither of them are working," it said, clearly frustrated. "This is what happens when you keep adding new features without talking to me."

Another pause. "Yes, I know you were trying to help," it said with a sigh, a little bit less aggravated now. Cale sat back and wondered if he even had a solution for this—enchanting wasn't exactly his expertise. He'd had the basics taught to him a few times across the centuries, but that level of precision work was beyond his mana control, and he'd lost interest relatively quickly.

"I don't know if he can fix it," Syphus eventually grumbled. It turned to Cale, who blinked and sat up. "Do you know if you can fix it?"

"I have no idea," Cale said cheerfully. "I've got a couple ideas. We could wait for the cooldown for [Awaken Artifact] to wear off, if those crystals count as an artifact. No guarantee it'll work, though, it doesn't necessarily let me change existing functions so much as add to them."

He paused, mostly for dramatic effect. He'd paid attention to that fight between Syphus and Nala, after all. "There are other spells you can cast, though, right?"

"Physical enhancement spells, yes," Syphus agreed. "More generally, any spell that targets me usually works fine."

Cale nodded to himself. That made sense. Presumably, the enchantment had accidentally been flipped at some point so that it worked to dispel any spell that Syphus cast targeting another mage, rather than dispelling any spell cast by other mages that targeted Syphus.

Still a bit of a headache, though. Cale knew from personal experience that these sorts of mistakes were typically buried deep within an enchantment, which usually meant they were painfully difficult to find. Easy enough to fix once they were found, but it was the finding that was the hard part.

Maybe he'd be able to make a spell for that on Utelia, actually. That seemed like something that would be valuable.

"Just to be sure, you can't just go back to your creator to get it fixed?" Cale asked.

Syphus shook its head. "Not for another thousand years."

Cale paused. "Literally, or..."

"Literally, yes."

"Right." That seemed like a bit of an arbitrary restriction. Cale wondered if it had something to do with how Sisyphus had been able to send the golem out in the first place.

That cut down on some of Cale's options, but not all of them. He opened his mouth to make a suggestion, but before he could—

"Um..." Damien raised a hand again. Cale suppressed the urge to tell him to stop doing that. "Can't you just... take the crown off?"

Syphus blinked, narrowing its eye slightly at Damien. "It's a body part," it said, sounding slightly offended. "The crown functions as my eyes and ears. Would you remove your skin if it would help you cast healing magic?"

Damien shrank back a bit at that. "N-no, I guess not. Sorry."

"That said..." Syphus seemed to frown, thinking through the idea. "I could temporarily disconnect from the crystals if necessary. It would almost certainly allow me to throw an opponent off-balance. I'll have to consider it. Thank you, Damien."

Poor Damien looked like he didn't quite know how to react. He was relieved and confused all at once. "You're welcome?" he said, phrasing it like a question. "I'm still sorry though."

Syphus tilted its head. "Why?" it asked. It thought for a moment, then nodded. "Oh. Don't worry about it. I always ask organics if they would remove their skin eventually. I find it provokes interesting reactions. Wasn't sure if it would work on you, though, since you're not technically organic. It definitely worked on Nala."

Flia let out an undignified snort at that. Leo choked and started coughing. Damien... still looked confused.

Cale was mostly glad he wasn't the only one that couldn't always remember how to connect with people. "Anyway!" he said. "I think I have something that won't require you to take off the crown. It'll take some work, though. Probably a few days in the library."

Syphus's etherite ears folded back with interest. "Oh?"

"You can't cast external spells, but other people can," he said. "More importantly, other things can, otherwise other artifacts and enchantments would fail around you. And you can still cast spells on yourself."

"All correct," Syphus said, watching him intently.

"Well." Cale grinned. "I happen to know about a rather obscure spell tradition used by the Spellfist Monks of the Certain Death Valley."

"The what monks of the what?" Leo asked in the background, his tone a mixture of interested and concerned. Cale smirked and stood, mostly so he could gesture with the appropriate level of drama.

"The Certain Death Valley," he said. "Not a very creative name, I know, but they had to rename it because travelers kept trying to pass through it. Imagine a valley with temples and ritual sites built on one side, then massive craters filled with spell remnants on the other."

"You look way too happy about this," Flia remarked.

Cale beamed. "I'm glad you noticed! I had a great time there."

"Before or after they named it the Certain Death Valley?"

"I went there as soon as they renamed it."

Flia sighed. "My point," she said, gesturing tiredly in Cale's general direction.

Cale, of course, simply took it in stride. "Anyway, the reason one side of the valley was so destroyed—really, it started looking more like a cliff after a while—was because the Spellfist Monks are always practicing their particular brand of spellcasting, so there was a good chance of at least a fifth-tier spell flying across the valley at any given moment. Excellent mana sense training, let me tell you."

"And what was their brand of spellcasting?" Syphus asked, still focused on him.

Cale grinned. "I'm so glad you asked," he said. "They practiced self-enhancement spells that would temporarily turn different body parts into spellcasting artifacts. Or to put it another way: they used transformation magic to turn themselves into living spell cannons."

He paused dramatically, mostly for effect, and then continued. "Now, just to warn you, we're going to have to rediscover a lot of it. I mostly only remember the basics. Enough to get us started, not enough for any of the really high-level stuff..."

Cale trailed off. Everyone was far too silent about the reveal for his liking. None of them even made the appropriate expressions of shock and awe! Flia, Damien, and Leo were all wearing expressions that were varying levels of horrified.

Syphus, on the other hand, just stared straight ahead. Cale worried for a moment that it, too, was horrified, until it finally spoke.

"Sweet," Syphus said.

Cale was pretty sure that was the most glee he'd ever heard in the golem's voice, which meant that look in its eye was, in fact, a gleam of unprecedented excitement. "When can we get started?"

Finally, someone else that appreciated how cool the Spellfist Monks were. "Like I said, tomorrow!" Cale said brightly, ignoring everyone else's horrified stares turning onto him instead. "We're going to have to hit the library."

Which was also exciting, albeit for different reasons. In all the realms he'd been to, Cale had yet to find a library that wasn't, in some way, interesting.





It didn't take long after that for everyone to decide they were due for some well-deserved rest. Cale took a moment to admire Utelia's moons, in particular the one that had very deliberately started to rotate to face away from the planet, then made his way to Akkau's office. Mostly because—as much as he might have wanted to get some sleep—the old dragon was waiting for him, and there was at least one thing they needed to sort out before the end of the day.

Some sort of plan for the Red Hunters, mostly. The Thread of Fate more or less ensured that any of their plans would intersect with Cale, so long as he wasn't forcing a confrontation, but that didn't mean he was willing to let them continue their manipulations on the Brightscale Academy's students. Sneaks-In-Darkness hadn't been the only 'mentor' amongst them.

Though there was a second thing that bothered him. Every now and then, he'd noticed glimpses of strange magic leaking from Akkau, and the old dragon had more or less admitted he was hiding something. And the way he'd been summoned to Utelia didn't quite make sense, either. How had those elves captured Akkau, for instance? Where had that little girl come from? Why summon someone from across the Realms just for a blood sacrifice?

Cale sighed. It wasn't like a lot of time had passed since he'd first been summoned to Utelia; he didn't know if Akkau was ready to talk about any of those things just yet. In some ways, the Headmaster reminded him of himself—haunted and pained in ways he struggled to express.

He could at least ask, he supposed. Cale hesitated, then reached out and knocked on the office door. "Akkau?" he called. "You still awake?"

Akkau's voice emerged, dry as the desert. "I am not that old, Cale Cadwell Cobbs," he said. "Come in. There is much we have yet to discuss."

  

    
        Chapter 34 — A Dragon's Plight, Pt 1

    
    
    
    
  The first thing Cale noticed was that Cyte was rather comfortably nestled within its blood obsidian box, sitting on Akkau's desk. There was no enchantment or ward to keep it trapped, either; instead, it nibbled happily on a pile of attunement papers Akkau had apparently left out for it, a sight that made Cale smirk slightly with amusement. Of all the things he'd been expecting out of this conversation, finding out that Akkau had a soft spot for magical creatures hadn't been one of them.

"Something happen while I was gone?" he teased.

Akkau sighed. "Cyte was hungry," the old dragon explained evenly.

"Which is why you're calling it by name, of course." Cale grinned. "No need to explain, I don't judge. Although for the record, it is going to attract attention from the Outer Planes if you leave it out of its box like that."

"I am aware." Akkau glanced away briefly. "I... may have contracted Imrys to construct an artifact that can better contain it."

"Oh, you got attached attached," Cale said, impressed. It hadn't even been more than a few hours. What had the two of them been doing?

On the desk, as if hearing his thoughts, Cyte let out an affirmatory squeak. "We have met another star!" it said happily. "Well. We suppose this one is more of a very big furnace. But it will do. It provides very tasty snacks."

It paused, wiggling in its box. "But you will always be our first, first-star," it added hopefully.

"I'm not going to touch that one with a ten-foot pole," Cale said cheerfully.

Akkau just buried his face in his hands with a groan. "A very big furnace," he muttered, sounding chagrined. "Do you not have any better metaphors?"

Cyte opened a mouth to reply, but Akkau held up his hand. "Don't answer that. Actually, don't make any size-based metaphors around Cale, preferably."

"You have so little faith in me, you big old furnace," Cale said, leaning back in his chair. Akkau made a noise that resembled a remarkably high-pitched groan of consternation—dragons did tend to place a lot of value in the size of their mana cores, Cale remembered, somewhat belatedly.

"Never call me that again," Akkau grumbled. The sound of a dozen books falling to the ground behind him betrayed that his tail was swinging heavily behind him, though. Before Cale could comment on it, he changed the subject. "In any case, we must discuss the Red Hunters and their presence in this school."

"We should," Cale agreed easily enough. It probably was best he avoided pushing this, for now. "I was able to read some of Sneaks-In-Darkness's memories, but they're a little scattered. Did you manage to get more information from the badges Cyte ate?"

"I did indeed." Akkau's shoulders tensed, and he looked, if anything, a little ashamed of himself. "It seems those three are far from our only compromised mages. There is much more afoot within my academy than I had assumed. In particular..."

Akkau hesitated, then continued with a low growl in his voice that betrayed a deep inner anger. "I believe one of my professors may be lending them aid."

—

The conversation that followed went by surprisingly quickly. Cale had expected an extended debate on any number of details, in large part because all his prior experiences with dragons had taught him that almost all of them were painfully stubborn in whatever preconceptions they held.

Not so with Akkau. The old dragon seemed at times to have experience matching his own, even if he hadn't spent nearly as much time traveling the Great Realms. He knew of the rules that governed karmic balance in each realm, the way fate tended to be woven around the realm's denizens, and almost half as many tricks to manipulate those rules as Cale did.

Both of them wanted to confront the Red Hunters immediately, but agreed it would be infeasible. Even if Akkau had the mana and skill with magic to teleport Cale around as a sort of mobile mana-cannon, there was too little they knew about the kind of magics they had access to. Sneaks-In-Darkness's memories had made it quite clear that at least one of their commanders had access to a whole host of esoteric artifacts and magical creatures, many of which could likely kickstart apocalyptic scenarios all on their own.

And that was to say nothing of the main faction of the Red Hunters currently residing in Aersheld, though Akkau had seemed surprised when Cale mentioned it.

"They are?" the old dragon blinked, then pulled back to begin rummaging through a folder he kept in his desk. "How do you know that?"

"Professor Sternkessel mentioned it," Cale said.

"Ah." Akkau blinked again. "I... yes, I suppose that makes sense." He frowned a little. "This may be a strange request, but if you can, please make sure that Sternkessel does not overly tax himself engaging with mortal affairs. There is a cost for him."

"Of course there is." Cale sighed. Why couldn't things ever be easy? It made a certain kind of sense—Indictments were created to serve a function, so presumably any action they took that didn't serve that function incurred some kind of cost. That would limit some of their options when the Red Hunters came...

Not entirely, though. It all depended on what kind of cost was incurred. He'd have to ask Sternkessel himself about it; Akkau didn't seem too willing to speak further on the subject, and so they went back to discussing the best way to deal with the Red Hunters and the threat they posed to the Astral Wing's students.

The basics of it was this: the Thread of Fate was, at present, their best defensive tool. It would ensure that as long as Cale remained at the academy, any of the strategies and plans that the Red Hunters tried to employ here would have a hole that Cale would be rather conveniently led to. That meant that if there was a sympathizer among the academy's staff members, Cale would likely encounter them, too.

They would still have to take some measures to minimize the harm done to their students in the meantime. Akkau admitted that he'd intentionally returned a moment before Cale had cast his first spell, so he was caught in a secondary tangle of fate; that meant, however, that he was perfectly placed to maneuver everything at the academy into position.

He would reorganize the students and their schedules to ensure more inter-Wing classes and events. The Astral Wing was normally kept separate from the other Wings due to the risk involved, but Cale and Akkau both decided now that the risk was greater if they were kept separate. Forcing the classes to interact and the Wings to engage with one another would quickly expose anyone that was being manipulated or recruited by the Red Hunters, and Cale's presence in any of those classes would only accelerate that process.

At the same time, Alina would be set to the task of keeping a careful eye on the students when they were having lunch. Her flames were apparently great conduits of magic when she wanted them to be—she could both see and hear through them. Any hint of another one of those Red Hunter badges would immediately be reported to Akkau so he could feed it to Cyte and disarm it.

They did briefly discuss the possibility of searching the students for them individually, but that sort of wide search-and-seizure effort risked alerting the Red Hunters to what they were doing and gave the students plenty of time to hide their badges besides. Best to do so quietly and search for the recruiters in the meantime.

Thankfully, they had a lead on that. A quick cross-check of the information gleaned from the badges and Sneaks-in-Darkness's memories made it clear that their recruiters met rather frequently in the nearby Petrified Sea, and while a direct investigation was a bit of a no go...

"I will arrange for some of our classes to be held there," Akkau said decisively. "That should cause the Thread to kick in."

If only all the other people that had gotten caught up in the Thread were nearly as intelligent about using it. As the direct target, Cale couldn't take advantage of it like this—but Akkau, being caught in a secondary tangle, could. As long as Cale didn't tell him to do it, anyway.

There was little more that could be done with Sneaks-In-Darkness other than hold her in suspended animation until her lifelink could be defused, which would take some time. The option of using her as some sort of hostage was brought up, but the Red Hunters didn't much care for the lives of their own, and she would take her own life if given the chance, knowing it would hurt them. Even a cursory scan of her memories revealed that.

Last but not least, of course, was the issue of Akkau's suspected Red Hunter sympathizer among the professors. The Academy's defenses were both complex and powered by an enormous reserve of mana anchored deep beneath the school. The idea that recruiters were simply sneaking around the school was so preposterous as to be unbelievable, even if they were archmages with high-level obfuscation spells and wards.

After all, no matter how good those spells were, the Brightscale Academy had both Sternkessel and Syphus. The former had near unlimited non-mana scrying capabilities thanks to his status as an Indictment, and the latter could interfere with any mana-based scrying spell, even before considering that it had something very close to [Truesight].

The only way a recruiter could avoid them both and all of the Academy's defenses was if a professor was providing them with ward-keys. Akkau had no idea which one of his professors that might be, though. Not all of them were fond of the Astral Wing, since the fear of wild mages ran deep, but they were all deeply loyal to Akkau for one reason or another. He couldn't see any of them breaking their oath to him just to help the Red Hunters, especially since he'd made his opinion of them clear more than once.

Their best bet on that front was just to make sure that Cale attended as many different classes as he could, preferably as soon as possible. Luckily, most of the professors were now quite reluctant to test Cale Cadwell Cobbs, and so the list of classes he could attend had expanded exponentially.

And all that was about the best they could do. The goal was essentially to force the hand of fate—to make sure that Cale was in the right place at the right time as many times as he could possibly be.

All in all, Cale was pretty satisfied with the plan, and that was a rare thing for him. It was nice to work with someone else who understood the trappings of fate for once—someone else who, in their own way, understood the gears on which the multiverse turned.

"And now, one final thing," Akkau said. His lips twitched slightly. "Well... perhaps not the final thing, but nevertheless. There is something I would like to give you."

Cale was immediately interested. "I love presents," he said. "I didn't get you anything, though."

"I would be impressed if you had managed to find the time." Akkau seemed amused at the thought. "No, I do not expect anything in return, but if you are to be my apprentice..."

He paused, interlacing his fingers. "Do you recall what I told you about resonance?"

"You said it's needed to learn spells above the second tier," Cale said. "And that higher levels of resonance will let me guide the Gift to evolve a spell into the kind of spell I want?"

"Correct." Akkau's tone was pleased. "I suppose it should be no surprise that you absorb information well. You will begin taking your first real resonance classes tomorrow—none of my professors are willing to continue testing you, considering what you have shown us—but I thought perhaps I could... give you an introduction, so to speak."

Cale sat up, his eyes practically gleaming, and Akkau snorted at his enthusiasm. "You're going to teach me resonance now?"

"Teach is the wrong word for it." Akkau hummed in thought. "Most forms of elemental resonance require guidance, yes, but there are specialized aspects that do not. Instead, they simply demand that you accomplish a set of prerequisites."

"Huh." Not something that Cale had been expecting, but he could work with that. "What resonance are you giving me, then?"

"What do you suppose?" Akkau grinned at him, as if anticipating his reaction. "I could hardly call myself a good master if my own apprentice could not specialize in draconic magic, could I?"

Cale froze, his mouth almost falling open. Akkau wanted to give him access to the draconic aspect? Draconic magic was famous for being jealously guarded and near-impossible to master. In fact, through all his lives, Cale couldn't think of a single mage that had mastered draconic magic that wasn't a half-dragon in some way. Even liches, ancient masters of magic that they were, had to graft dragon parts onto themselves if they wanted to cast any kind of draconic magic.

The draconic aspect was the metaphorical opposite of primordial aspects like decay—it stood very, very high up the ladder of abstraction, encompassing more than a dozen smaller concepts within them. Part of that was a result of how thoroughly dragonkind had enmeshed itself into the history of the Great Realms. More often than not, when the course of history turned, it was because a dragon had involved itself in the affairs of the realm.

Well, either that or a certain human named Cale Cadwell Cobbs, but that was besides the point. The draconic aspect embodied all of dragonkind's physical and magical masteries—their flight, their raw strength, the defensive capabilities of their scales, all the way down to the ease with which they manipulated mana and traversed the Abyss.

The draconic aspect alone could give him all he'd ever wanted as far as magic went. Akkau must have seen the look on his face, because the old dragon smirked at him.

"Do not get ahead of yourself," he warned. "Even with resonance and the help of the Gift, draconic spells are not easy to master. The lowest of our spells rank at eighth tier and above. You will not be casting them anytime soon."

That was enough to break Cale out of his reverie, at least a little bit. "I'm going to have to increase my resonance until I can learn an eighth tier spell outright, huh?" he asked, a little disappointed.

"Indeed," Akkau said. "It will take time for you to digest each level of draconic resonance besides. Fret not, however—draconic resonance is not without its benefits, even before you use it to craft spells. It will improve your ability to control mana, acquire spells, and gain new resonances."

Cale blinked. "That's a lot of things," he said, suddenly excited again. He'd encountered very few things capable of improving his ability to control his mana. Even if the improvement was small, there was a good chance he'd be able to move his casting down to fifth-tier or even fourth-tier spells... and that opened up a whole world of magic for him.

"It will take time to digest," Akkau warned him again, although he was smiling. He knew how significant this was for Cale. He reached under his desk to produce a vial containing a potion that was bursting with magic so potent it made everything else in the room dim.

Cyte immediately reached out for it, and Akkau sighed, grabbing the tendril. "No," he said firmly.

Cale snorted. Judging by the way Cyte was pouting, that wasn't the first time that had happened. "Thank you," he said sincerely, taking the potion and eyeing it with wonder. The liquid within was a cerulean blue that seared itself so deep into his eyes that it left an afterimage every time it moved. "If this is so valuable, is there a reason you don't just..."

He trailed off. Dragons didn't share the draconic aspect with others, as a general rule, but Akkau seemed different from most of the others. As if he could read his thoughts, Akkau chuckled softly.

"We guard our magic quite jealously, as you may know," Akkau said. He tapped his claws on the desk. "Yet there are few left that can practice it. You are not wrong—it would be wise to share it with more if I were able. But it is not quite so easy.

"As I said, a number of prerequisites must be fulfilled before you can acquire a resonance with the draconic aspect." Akkau paused, eyeing Cale carefully. "One of those prerequisites is that you must display the qualities of a dragon. Pride bordering on arrogance, with the power to match; a force of will capable of bending even unknowable forces to your whim; a tendency to hoard..."

Cale blinked. "I haven't hoarded anything."

"You have acquired four apprentices in a single day," Akkau said dryly.

"That shouldn't count!" Cale scowled. "I'm not going to keep picking up apprentices."

"Are you not?" Akkau raised a single scaled brow. "I suppose we will see. It does not matter—for the purposes of this first level of resonance, it counts."

Cale grumbled something to himself. "Fine. I guess I can see how requirements like that might make this resonance hard to gift."

"If those were the only requirements, it would still be possible," Akkau said. "But there are more. You must defeat a dragon in single combat. You must impress a dragon. And finally, the dragon that you impress must volunteer a single drop of their essence to create an Elixir of Draconic Resonance."

"I can definitely see how that makes it hard to spread," Cale said, eyeing the potion with a new respect. Akkau had downplayed it, but essence extraction was a difficult process for even the best of mages. It involved distilling out a part of the mage's very soul along with a combination of their life force and mana core, then compressing it down into something that resembled a liquid. "...Thank you."

"I suggest drinking it tonight," Akkau said, giving him a knowing smile. "The potion may not work for any other mage, but that will not stop them from attempting to steal it nonetheless. I promise it will not disrupt your sleep, aside from perhaps your resonance vision."

"Resonance vision?" Cale asked.

"You will see." Akkau smirked at him, folding his arms across his chest. "I suspect you would rather I not spoil it for you."

Cale snorted and laughed. "You know what, fair enough," he said, slipping the vial into one of his pockets. "Any other side effects I need to worry about?"

Akkau hesitated. "I do not believe so," he said after a moment. "There should be none. Cyte had examined it for any untoward magical anomalies."

"We want a taste!" Cyte agreed, this time reaching a tendril out toward Cale's pockets. Akkau grabbed it before it could get anywhere close, sighing, and Cale could almost swear he could physically hear the voidcyte pout.

"There is some contamination in my magic," Akkau confessed, more quietly this time. He didn't quite meet Cale's eyes as he did so. "I admit this only because I believe you suspect it already. But it does not affect the potion—I have ensured that. That said, if you believe it too risky, I will not force you to take it."

"Oh, trust me, I've taken much worse," Cale said cheerfully. It didn't bother him that much. What did bother him was this allusion to magical contamination. He hadn't planned on pressing Akkau too hard about it, but since the old dragon seemed willing to talk... "What happened to your magic, anyway?"

Akkau sighed. "I was afraid you would ask," he said. He rubbed at his wrist, an almost absent-minded gesture that spoke of a lot more nervousness than he was willing to show. "But I suppose it would be foolish to keep this hidden from you if there is any chance at all that you might understand."

Cale frowned. "Is there a chance that I won't?"

"There is, albeit through no fault of your own." Akkau seemed rather serious about that, too, judging by the look on his face. "I have mentioned once already that less than ten of my kind remain. You assumed, I believe, that I was referring to Utelia's population."

"Of course I did." Cale tilted his head. "Why wouldn't I..."

He paused, trailing off, and the barrier around him began to thicken substantially. Akkau watched, eyes growing subtly wider as more and more mana began to pour into those barriers—and then that mana began to twist into complicated whorls and patterns. Nothing quite reminiscent of high-level magic, of course. Cale didn't have the kind of control needed for that.

But he'd learned long ago that some types of magic could slip through his barriers, and he'd learned ways to counter that, too. It was invariably more taxing and took more of his concentration, but if any situation warranted it, this was one of them. The interference and density of these barriers made it far more difficult for anything to pierce them without being twisted and torn apart.

Cale's expression cleared a bit, and his mouth settled into a grim line. "You meant throughout all the Great Realms," he said. "But that information is being magically hidden. A mass censorship spell?"

"...Correct." Akkau seemed shocked, but mostly relieved. Cale, on the other hand, stood from the desk and began to pace.

"Have you talked to Sternkessel about this?" he asked.

Akkau shook his head. "We have not spoken of personal matters in some time," he admitted with a slight wince.

"Well, you should. Sternkessel seems immune to this sort of magic," Cale said. His hands balled into fists at his side, and he took a deep breath, trying to suppress a rising surge of emotion.

If Akkau was telling the truth... then what he was saying was all too familiar. Cale had no memory of how humanity's demise had come about, admittedly; there was no time he could remember where their population had diminished into the hundreds or the tens. But the presence of this sort of censorship and the erasure of an entire species?

Cale forced himself to calm down and take a seat. "Akkau," he said. "This is important. Tell me everything you know about what's happening."

Akkau gave him an exhausted, weary smile. "There are many who would balk at giving orders to a dragon, you know," he murmured. "...But yes. Very well."

  

    
        Chapter 35 — A Dragon's Plight, Pt 2

    
    
    
    
  To say that Cale had mixed feelings about the conversation that followed would be a bit of an understatement.

Cale was largely immune to a wide variety of magics. He'd never spent much time questioning it, mostly because he far preferred using his time to explore the multiverse and contend with all the mysteries it had to offer. There were, however, some forms of magic his immunity didn't completely extend to—this sort of subtle self-censoring information was one of them.

As long as he was aware of it, though, he could fend off the worst of its effects by using the barrier technique he'd developed. If he learned that information while the barrier was in effect, he was generally able to retain it. Unfortunately, that was a benefit that extended to him and him alone. As much as he'd tried, anyone else would simply forget that information as soon as the barrier went away.

The same, unfortunately, applied for Akkau.

It didn't seem to matter that his own species was undergoing a similar sort of erasure from the Great Realms. He could recognize the slow extinction of his own kind, but try as he might, he didn't retain anything Cale tried to tell him about humanity. Sternkessel remained the sole exception to that rule, as far as beings that occupied the Great Realms went.

Not that it mattered that much, in the end. Cale had shared mostly in the hopes that he could learn more about what had happened to humanity, but even while under the effects of his barrier, there wasn't much Akkau could offer him other than reassurance and understanding. He had no memory of any other species undergoing this sort of erasure event.

What was more, he knew what was causing the erasure of dragonkind. It was unlikely to be the same as what had caused the rest of humanity to disappear—the motives were too specific, too entrenched within the culture and history of dragons as a whole.

"There is something that chases us," Akkau said. He flipped his wrist over to show Cale the single black scale that tarnished his otherwise brilliant red. Cale winced at the way it suddenly grated against his mana sense, surprised by the intensity of the sensation. It had been nearly undetectable as long as it was hidden away from him, but as soon as it entered his line of sight...

He could sense the rot coming off that scale. Much like the Inverted Spires, it was infused with something that felt like it didn't quite belong to this plane, a polluted magic that made his mana sense itch.

Akkau's expression was grim when he spoke, the words laden with an all-too-familiar pain. "It hounds us across all the Great Realms like a predator that seeks nothing more than our extinction," he said. "In every world we have faced it, we have lost. Entire clans have devoted themselves and their hoards to its destruction, but they have found no footing in the battle against it. As far as we have determined, it cannot be fought. It cannot be stopped. It does not slow down to eat, breathe, or sleep."

"You're in hiding," Cale guessed, and Akkau nodded tiredly.

"As much as a dragon can hide." Akkau glanced around his office, lips quirking slightly as if recognizing the irony of the statement. "We have fled to the edges of the Great Realms to avoid this creature. It goes against our nature to simply hide away, and it finds us no matter how well we are hidden within the realm, but... we have found that distance between realms, at least, can slow it down."

"Because it needs to hide from the Leviathan," Cale surmised, muttering the words mostly to himself.

Still, Akkau looked up at him, brows furrowing. "It seems unlikely that anything could travel across the Great Realms without the Leviathan being aware of it. I... we had assumed it was allowed free passage."

Cale snorted at that. "Something trying to chase dragons to their extinction? She'd exterminate it the second she caught wind of it," he said. "And if she couldn't, she would have said something to me about it. The fact that she didn't tells me she has no idea, and based on everything else she's said, it sounds like there might be something out there obfuscating her senses."

Which was a worrying thought, to say the least. Even Akkau seemed skeptical. "You believe there might be something capable of obfuscating the senses of a Monolith?" he asked. "The Leviathan is the Law of What Lies Between. Nothing can hide from her in her domain. That is what separates the Monoliths from all others, is it not?"

"It is," Cale agreed, his gaze slightly distant as he thought through the possibilities. "But Monoliths are only absolute within the Great Realms. There are artifacts—rare ones, admittedly—created from pieces of the Outer Planes that can obscure you from the senses of a Monolith. And there's always the possibility that it's another Monolith, or someone backed by one, or even something from the Outer Planes making a move."

Akkau said nothing for a long moment. Cale caught the slight flicker of fear in his eyes, though it was caught and suppressed just as quickly. "I have always thought that the Leviathan was complicit," he admitted quietly. "Or at the very least that she no longer cared about us. We pleaded for her help, and when we received no response, we sought out other Monoliths. Not a single call or petition was ever answered... Though I suppose that should have been our first sign that there was something greater working against us."

The old dragon let out a heavy sigh, and for a moment, he looked his age—like the weight of millennia was bearing down on him. "The scenarios you propose are grim," he said wearily. "If you are even slightly correct... I do not see a means for my people to survive."

Akkau met Cale's gaze. "Do you?"

"I do," Cale answered simply.

Akkau did have a point. Cale knew the Leviathan well enough to know she would never ignore a plight like the one Akkau had just described, but he couldn't blame the old dragon for coming to that conclusion. Nor could he blame him for deciding that the Monoliths had forgotten them. That none of the Monoliths had responded was strange indeed—many could care less about the affairs of the realms, but something like what Akkau described...

It was exactly the sort of thing that the Monoliths were meant to handle. They were the pillars of the Great Realms, the fulcrum upon which the worlds turned and magic functioned. To simply ignore something like this would be inexcusable.

Far more likely that something else was going on.

"But first, I need more information," Cale said. "Tell me more about this thing that hunts you. What does it look like? What does it have to do with that scale on your wrist?"

Akkau rubbed a thumb over his scale at the reminder, wincing slightly as he did. "It appears as one of us," he muttered. "Another dragon, but... wrong. As if it were forged from the metals of the Outer Planes. It wields a twisted version of our own power against us, and seems entirely immune to draconic magic."

The old dragon shook his head, some dark memory flitting through his eyes. "If anything, it appears to burn our mana as fuel and turn the burnt dregs of it into corrupted strength, though I imagine that description does little to help."

"It helps more than you'd think," Cale said. "Go on."

"It marks us whenever it encounters us," Akkau said. He rubbed at his wrist again, this time absent-mindedly, scratching at the scale as if tempted to pull it off. "That is how it kills—not through glorious battle, but through time. Almost as if to mock our efforts to survive. It weaves between us, tears through our spells, destroys our hoards for no reason other than to see us despair. But it does not kill us. Not immediately.

"It simply touches us. A single glancing blow by spell or claw, it matters not. As long as it makes contact, we are marked with this... this scalerot. A plague that rots us from within until we cease to exist." Akkau's voice had turned into something of a low growl by the end of the explanation. "A cruel death for any species, but especially for a dragon."

"It's designed," Cale said, narrowing his eyes slightly. "Whoever's doing this picked the kind of death they knew would cripple your pride. A personal crusade against your entire species."

"That is the conclusion we came to," Akkau agreed, his voice both heavy and a little bit distant. "It is not a curse. A curse might be dispelled, but there are no marks on our mana cores. It is not a blight, nor a parasite attached to my life force, nor some new abomination of soul magic. We have done everything within our power to understand this mark, but we know nothing. Only that it is invisible to all magics except mana sense, and even then only when directly observed."

A sigh. "I am lucky to have only been grazed before I escaped," he said quietly. "I may have decades still before it consumes me. Short, perhaps, for a being that would have otherwise been immortal... but I have lived a full enough life."

Despite himself, the admission made Cale relax slightly. Decades gave him a bit more time to find a solution, even if Akkau himself seemed like he'd given up on it.

Cale was a little less accepting of that sort of thing.

"Let me look at it," Cale said. Akkau offered him his wrist, and Cale took it into his hands, running his mana sense over the scale once again. It was exactly like Akkau said—as far as he could tell, it wasn't linked in any way to his core, his soul, or his life.

Instead, it was like the dragon's very existence had been marked.

"You've tried amputation, I assume?" Cale asked, still probing it with his mana sense.

Akkau grunted. "Not personally, but others have attempted it," he said. "You are not about to blast my arm off, I hope."

Cale snorted. "I'm not that reckless," he said, releasing the dragon's wrist. "What happened?"

"The mark simply transferred itself to a different part of the dragon's body," Akkau said. "Same number of scales, and in the same pattern where possible. It did not worsen the condition of the affected dragon, but it did not help them, either."

"Marked for erasure," Cale muttered. The words tugged at something in the back of his mind, but he couldn't quite place what. He'd never encountered a magic like this before—this was the sort of thing he remembered, long lives be damned—but it reminded him of something.

Stories, perhaps. Tales of a mad god determined to find a way to erase life from all reality, who had scoured the multiverse for a means to scale his power to match the Monoliths themselves. Scribbled notes in ancient books about binding rituals that might forcibly merge the soul of a god with that of a Named, and then again with one of the Monoliths.

Impossibilities, really. Most such tales were simple fiction written to warn mages against excessive experimentation with their souls, and there was a Monolith whose sole purpose was to regulate such experimentation besides.

Then again, Cale had learned a long time ago that impossibilities were sometimes merely inevitabilities. In the vast scale of the multiverse...

Sometimes, life found a way.

But that wasn't always a good thing.

Cale sighed and shook his head, leaning back in his chair and meeting Akkau's questioning expression. "I have some ideas, but I'm going to need to hit the library," he said lazily, mostly to cover up how worrying he found all this. The threat seemed far away, but it was the sort of thing he couldn't just ignore. "Maybe get in contact with a few old friends, although that one's going to take a while. You should let me know if you find anything else, or if that thing with your scale gets worse."

Akkau hesitated. "This is not your problem to solve, Cale," he said, but he said it more as a formality than anything else. Cale could recognize that look in his eyes when he saw it.

Hope.

"It is, and you know it," Cale said, drumming his fingers on the dragon's desk. He fixed the dragon with a sudden, intense stare. "In fact, if I didn't know any better, I'd say you're the real reason I'm here. And that you were hoping I'd be able to do something about all this. Maybe not for you, but for your species as a whole."

Akkau twitched, and something like guilt flashed in his eyes. "Cale—"

"I'd rather you not tell me the truth right now, whatever it is," Cale interrupted, giving the old dragon a friendly grin. "I'm just saying, I know how summoning spells work. I also know they happen to be a particular weakness of dragonkind because of the mindset it requires.

"But!" Cale continued cheerfully. "If you did have something to do with it, I'd rather not know, because I don't really want to be mad at you right now. I have better things to be mad at. Like the Red Hunters, and this thing you say is chasing you. Speaking of which, do you have a name for it?"

Akkau remained silent for a long moment, and when he answered, his tone was hesitant. "Dragonfall."

"Word of advice," Cale said. "Never name your own end like that. Names have power. You might as well hand your own extinction over to fate on a silver platter."

Akkau's eyes flashed slightly. "We are aware of this," he said. "We named it only after most of our kind had already been slaughtered, and only because we needed the independent dragons to understand how severe the threat was."

"I'm not blaming the name for what happened," Cale said, his voice softening slightly. "But let's not give that thing more power than it deserves. If there are less than ten of you left, we're going to need every edge we can get."

"...What do you suggest, then?"

Cale thought for a moment. The power of a name was minimal, in most cases, and a name that didn't reflect the opponent at all would simply have no effect. If he wanted that edge...

"It Who Hunts Across Realms," Cale said. "Vekorax, in the draconic tongue."

"How is that any better?" Akkau asked, brows furrowing slightly.

"Falls and ends cannot be avoided," Cale said. "A blight can continue to spread unseen. But a hunter?"

He grinned and leaned across the table so far that the old dragon had to lean back to avoid getting bumped in the face. "A hunter can always become the hunted."

"...You worry me sometimes, Cale Cadwell Cobbs," Akkau muttered, rubbing his snout and staring at him even as Cale leaned smugly back into his seat. Then he sighed, a bit of invisible tension leaving his shoulders. "Thank you. Truly. To know that I am not alone in this..."

"Less alone than you think," Cale said mysteriously.

Akkau blinked at him. "Regardless," he said. "Thank you."

"You're very welcome." Cale stood up and stretched, yawning; it was getting late, and the light from Utelia's moons were now shining through the windows into Akkau's office. "For the record, I'm not going to let you die that easily, especially if you're the one that arranged things so I'd be summoned here. If you try to let that scalerot take you I'm going to pluck your soul out of the afterlife just so I can give you a good scolding."

"Which one of us is the apprentice, again?" Akkau asked dryly. A note of his usual amusement had crept into his voice. He stood from the desk as well, moving to the window to glance out at the sky. "Do not forget to drink your potion, Cale."

"I won't!" Cale said cheerfully. He headed for the door, turning the knob just as Akkau made a strangled, choking sort of noise.

"Cale," he said. "What did you do to the—"

Cale slammed the door shut and strode off, whistling happily.





A few minutes later found Cale sitting back on his bed opposite Damien. The dreadshade was already fast asleep, though he seemed to be having some sort of nightmare; he tossed and turned repeatedly, letting out the occasional pained whimper under his breath.

Cale winced at the sight. It didn't look much better than some of the dreams he had to endure during his more restless nights. They came less frequently these days, but they were there all the same. Once a month or so, almost like clockwork, to the point that he'd gotten good at predicting exactly when they would happen.

He'd have to make sure he either slept outside or got some damn good wards before the next nightmare, but that was more than a week away. Well after they dealt with the Red Hunters.

As for Damien... Well, it didn't take a genius to realize he'd been through something traumatic regarding his decay mana. Cale didn't know what it was, but many of the dreadshades he'd met had similar stories—accidentally rotting someone they cared about or someone they loved. Entire villages of people, in some cases.

And even out of all those dreadshades, Damien had perhaps the kindest heart he'd seen. Most of the others had grown desensitized to death over time, but Damien? It felt like he was desperately trying to protect all the innocence he had left.

Cale sighed. He'd have to try to figure something out for the guy. As much as he could try to guide him, Damien didn't seem cut out for the role that dreadshades usually played in their realms. Finding a way for him to use that decay mana constructively was only the first step. A second core wouldn't be viable for a dreadshade, so maybe...

He paused, tilting his head slightly as movement around the bed caught his attention. Two tendrils reached up from beneath the bed to gently tug the corners of Damien's blanket back up over his shoulders. Cale blinked, opened his mouth, and then closed it again.

Now that was a sight he never thought he'd see. A monster-under-the-bed acting tender, of all things?

"...Be. Quiet." The monster grumbled at him, almost as if it knew what he was thinking.

Cale snorted. "I'm just glad someone's looking out for him, to be honest," he said. The tendrils stilled warily for a moment, as though unsure what to think, then tipped toward him in hesitant acknowledgement.

After that, they slipped back beneath Damien's bed without another word.

Those things fed on nightmares, didn't they? It almost certainly had some idea of what Damien went through every night. Maybe that was why it was so careful with him. It saw something in those nightmares it could relate to, perhaps, or it just felt bad for Damien in general.

The thought made Cale smile to himself. Millennia of life, and he was still encountering new things. Who ever heard of a monster like that caring about the person they fed on?

Flia had someone looking out for her, too, now that he thought about it, and Syphus had its connection with its Named creator to rely on. The only one that didn't seem to have a guardian of some kind was Leo, and at this point, Cale wouldn't be surprised if it turned out he had an angel or spirit watching over him.

If not, well... Cale would be there. He had yet to learn his lesson about getting attached, after all. Every life he told himself he wouldn't get attached, and every life it happened anyway.

Then again, he wouldn't really be himself if he didn't get attached, would he?

Cale laid back in his bed, staring at the ceiling for another contemplative moment before pulling out the vial Akkau had given him. He swirled it around, watching the cerulean liquid shine with power. The more he shook it, the more it lit up the room in rippling layers of light, like a projection of the ocean's waves.

There was a violence to it, though. A back-and-forth in the bursts of light that resembled a dragon's pride and ambition crashing against a cragged shore. No doubt about it—this elixir contained the distilled essence of a dragon.

Resonance. An entirely new form of magic, as far as he knew.

"Interesting," Cale muttered. He watched it for a moment more, then uncorked the vial and tipped the entire thing into his mouth, swallowing it in a single gulp. "...And weirdly fruity. Huh."

He did try to keep himself awake, more out of curiosity than anything else—he wanted to see if the potion had any effects he could feel with his mana sense—but he'd had quite the long day, and, well... he was tired. Before long, he found himself drifting off to sleep.

Hopefully that resonance vision would be relaxing.





When Cale opened his eyes again, he was sure of three things.

One, he was definitely having a vision. He'd experienced only a few of these throughout his lives, but they all had a very distinct feel to them—a little like the certainty of a lucid dream combined with a powerful sense of magic all around him. In this case, he could feel the might that was the essence of the draconic aspect practically burning itself into the vision.

Two, he was being carried by a dragon in their fully shifted form, though carried was perhaps a generous word for it. He was clutched in one of their claws.

Three...

"What kind of vision is this?" Cale scowled, kicking his legs as though it could free him from the dragon (it could not, but it did generate a bit of a breeze in the princess outfit he was wearing.) "Why am I the damsel in distress?!"

Far beneath them, a knight shouted, his voice full of righteous fury: "I'll save you, princess!"

"Not a princess!" Cale yelled back irritably.

The dragon carrying him—who Cale was pretty sure was representative of the entire essence of dragonkind—made a rumbling growl of amusement. "You wished for the vision to be relaxing," they said. "I merely obliged. Do not worry; your role will be quite relaxing indeed."

Cale narrowed his eyes. "...You better have some really good tea. And baked goods."

"Of course. After all, we dragons are famous for both," the dragon replied, amused.

Cale, for his part, found himself mildly irritated by the fact that he couldn't for the life of him remember if that was a lie.

  

    
        Chapter 36 — Impromptu Lecture

    
    
    
    
  It took Cale a few moments to remember where he was when he woke up. Part of it was the resonance vision, which... it was too early to think about that. The other part of him was expecting to see the same gloomy ruins he'd been sheltering in for nearly thirty years, so when he opened his eyes to gentle morning light filtering in through stained glass windows...

Well, he came pretty close to reflexively blasting them.

Mostly because he still hadn't gotten over his last encounter with glasslight motes. Nasty little creatures. They were oddly prevalent in his last realm, presumably brought through by some long-shattered dungeon. Beautiful if you knew what they were and how to avoid them, but also absolute pests.

They were a counterpart to shadelings, in a way. They existed only in the scattered beams of light that were filtered through a pane of glass, and they danced in those beams like colorful fireflies. The moment anything entered that beam of light, though?

Stripped down to the bones. The act often shattered the pane of glass that hosted them, too. Honestly, of the two, shadelings were probably the more merciful variant.

Another knock came at the door, and Cale promptly remembered what had woken him up. He glanced at the other side of the room where Damien was still sleeping and quietly put up a barrier around him so he wouldn't be disturbed, then pulled open the door.

Leo stood there awkwardly. "Good morning," he greeted, lifting a hand in a limp wave.

Cale raised an eyebrow. "It's still pretty early," he noted, glancing back at the window and then stepping aside to let Leo in. "Couldn't sleep?"

"Was it that obvious?" Leo bumped his horns against the doorframe and grumbled, ducking lower to get all the way in. "I slept, I just... couldn't fall asleep again once I woke up. Figured you were most likely to be awake."

"And you didn't want Flia to try to drown you."

"And that," Leo admitted sheepishly. "You made some pretty big promises yesterday. I guess I wanted to be sure if they were real."

"They're real," Cale said. "But it all depends on when you're ready to head in there."

He tilted his head toward the labyrinth door. It was still there at the back of the room, just as ominous as ever—more ominous, in fact, though Cale couldn't quite place what made him feel that way. He'd learned to trust his instincts over the centuries, though.

Ominous was fine. Ominous usually meant there would be something interesting, albeit potentially difficult to deal with. It was when his instincts said something was dangerous that he really became wary.

Leo glanced at the door and flinched slightly, then took a deep breath, as if to steady himself. "Can you tell me more about it?" he asked. "You said you were there, right? In Karmia, when all this... happened. You must have some idea what this labyrinth was made from."

"I do," Cale said steadily. "You sure you want that story?"

"Well, I'm less sure now that you asked me that." Leo made an exasperated sort of huff, and Cale snickered in response.

"You do want to know more about Karmia, though," he prompted, his eyes gleaming.

"I still can't believe you were there." It was almost funny how the minotaur tried to hide his immediate interest. "I mean, there's so much information we're still missing. Why was it called the Age of Distortion? I read some analytical papers on the Karmian artifacts we've discovered, but—"

"Hold on," Cale said with a laugh. "I only just woke up, you know. Let me at least get through my morning routine."

"Right," Leo said, embarrassed. He stepped back and took the farthest seat from the labyrinth door that he could.

Cale couldn't blame him for that. He went about his business while Leo busied himself with one of the books he'd brought along with him—some sort of dissertation on living mythologies, it looked like. Specifically, a breakdown of the known Named, which Cale was pretty sure was the sort of book that would normally be found in the forbidden section of a magical library.

The Named were not the sort of beings whose names could be casually invoked, after all. A few of them didn't care, but a book? That was basically begging them to intervene. But then Leo looked like he'd had this one for a while, so it was probably one of the favored copies.

Cale wasn't too worried about it either way. If one of the Named came knocking, he'd just deal with it the same way he always did. He was curious about the book, though; he'd have to ask to borrow it at some point.





"Cale?" Leo ventured after a moment. "What are you doing?"

Cale blinked, startled. He'd almost forgotten that Leo was there, and he hesitated for a moment before he answered.

"It's just... something I try to remember to do," he explained vaguely. He was standing by one of the windows and staring quietly out at Utelia's landscape, which he supposed might have looked rather odd. He gestured for Leo to join him, then tilted his head toward the rising sun. "I like to take a bit of time to appreciate the worlds I'm in. Especially if it's a place that's new to me."

"Really?" Leo glanced out of the window, brows furrowed in confusion. "Is Utelia that interesting? I guess I wouldn't know, since I've lived here all my life, but you must've seen things that're... I don't know, cooler?"

The minotaur winced almost as soon as the last word emerged from his mouth, but Cale only laughed.

"You'd be surprised. Utelia's pretty special, I'd say," Cale said with a grin. "But yeah, this isn't the coolest landscape I've seen or anything. I've been to worlds covered in rivers of light, at least one realm made out of diamond, and I remember being summoned into the middle of some sort of apocalyptic holy storm one time."

Leo stared at him blankly. Cale snickered.

"I've seen a lot of things over the centuries," he said. "But what I've learned is that once you've lived long enough, it's easy for wonder to bleed out of every little thing. Easy to forget how much the mundane matters, even in something as simple as the sunrise, or the rustling of the leaves, or the first shoots of spring pushing through the dirt."

He hummed in thought. "I've been to realms that have lost all those things," he said. "I've seen so many worlds fall to ruin, Leo. It's all too easy for those of us with power to forget how difficult it was for life to reach this stage to begin with. We think life can recover, that it can find a way, but sometimes..."

Cale shrugged, falling silent, and Leo looked at him with the sort of slow-dawning understanding that felt a little too much like pity.

"Oh," the minotaur said quietly. He hesitated, like he was looking for more to say, but before he could, Cale interrupted him with a change of subject.

"Which is why I want to learn Standard Array spells!" Cale said brightly. "Trust me, when you live long enough, it's the little stuff that matters. You know what I'd give to throw a normal fireball? Or just change the color of an object? It'd be so convenient! Not to mention I'd love some kind of laundry spell—"

A flash from the landscape distracted him, and Cale turned back to the window. His eyes went wide. "Whoa," he said, impressed. "Right, I forgot the other reasons. Sometimes, when you take the time to look, you see some really cool stuff."

Leo blinked and leaned closer to see what Cale was staring at. His breath caught, and he stared out silently, fingers digging into the windowsill.

Off in the distance, at the border between the Starfall Desert and the Petrified Sea, twin storms had begun to gather.

On the left, glittering comets fell from clouds that resembled miniature nebulae, crashing into the jagged shapes of a dozen stone trees; where they exploded, magic coalesced, turning them abruptly into piles of shining, crystalline sand.

On the right, thick clouds boiled, dense with some sort of stone-based mana. They acted almost like liquid, roiling into bubbles that popped and sent bright flashes of lightning down onto the ground. As soon as that lightning struck, it turned the sand around it to glass and froze in place, calcifying into a brand new stone tree.

"It's like they're fighting for territory," Cale said, impressed.

"I don't... I don't think I've seen both of those places storm at the same time," Leo said, a little in awe at the sight. "I guess you're right. That is pretty cool."

"Isn't it?" Cale let himself be smug about it for a moment, then turned away from the window so he could lounge back in one of his chairs. "Let me know when you're ready," he said. "You said you wanted to know more about where the labyrinth came from?"

"If I'm going to explore it, I should know," Leo agreed, though he sounded a little distracted and hadn't looked away from the storms. "It feels a little weird to my labyrinth senses. I might be able to figure out why if I know more about Karmia."

"Either that, or you just want an excuse to learn more about Karmia before Imrys can," Cale said with a smirk, and by the way Leo's cheeks seemed to color at that, he wasn't entirely wrong. "It just so happens that I think this labyrinth was created through an infection of the Karmian Well, so you're going to learn how the whole Age of Distortion came about, too. Whenever you're ready, anyway."

"Just a minute more," Leo said, still staring through the window. He was clearly torn, judging by the way he kept glancing guiltily at his notebook.

"There's no rush," Cale said with a little grin. "Still a few hours before classes start, anyway. Honestly, I'm impressed we got so much time to sleep."

Though Cale was pretty sure that the elixir the Headmaster had given him had something to do with that. Akkau knew he'd be taking it, after all, and he'd adjusted the class schedule for today... Maybe that was meant to make sure they could all get a little more sleep.





Cale wasn't exactly sure how it happened, but he found himself standing in front of an impromptu class, with a whole gaggle of interested students staring at him and eating up every word. There were a few professors in the class, too. No one he'd already met, unfortunately—something he was sure Imrys would confront him over later—but professors, nonetheless.

To think this had started because Damien had woken up and wanted to listen in. And then, once Cale restarted his explanation, Syphus had rolled up to their room and knocked on the door, along with Threek. And when he'd restarted his explanation for the second time, a new set of students had shown up, because one of Threek's clones had been in the library and started animatedly talking to other students about it...

One thing led to another, and eventually they had to find an empty classroom just so Cale could talk about this.

"Okay," Cale said. "No one else, okay? This place is full enough already and it is way too early in the morning for me to lecture you all about Karmia fifteen times."

Everyone nodded and gave him eager, intense stares. Cale groaned. This was why he never officially took up a position as a professor. Hopefully he'd just have to do this the one time and that would be it.

"Also, only Leo is allowed to ask questions," he added hastily, mostly because he could see that a few of the professors had brought entire lists of questions with them. Was this just because of his performance yesterday? Sheesh. "Anyway! If we want to talk about the Age of Distortion, we need to talk about the Karmian Well, and if we're going to talk about the Karmian Well, then we need to talk about Hugh, the King of Distortion.

"Don't worry too much about the names. Hugh just loves drama. He's just like any other magical scholar, really—he spent most of his life researching dungeons and trying to revolutionize magic. The only real difference is that he actually did. He created a one-of-a-kind spell, a twelfth-tier conjuration-transmutation spellbridge."

It was still one of his favorite memories, really. That spell had been beautiful. The tier didn't quite do it justice, but that was the nature of the tier-based system for categorizing spells. Some of the students and professors recognized this, too, because they were already muttering to themselves and scribbling notes with wide eyes.

"For context, before Hugh, the highest tier conjuration-transmutation spellbridge I know of is eighth tier," Cale added, mostly to highlight the achievement for everyone that didn't get it. Once he was satisfied that everyone was appropriately impressed, he continued.

"The spell essentially merged all the dungeons beneath Karmia into a bottomless hole right in the center of the kingdom. That one spell was what kickstarted the entire Age of Distortion," Cale said. This time, the reactions were much more appropriately impressed.

"Why was it called the Karmian Well if it was just a pit?" Leo asked awkwardly. Cale grinned.

"Excellent question!" he said. "It really was more of a giant pit. I even said it should be named the Karmian Pit, but it got voted down. Something about 'not inspiring much public faith' and 'makes our kingdom sound like some kind of dump' and 'Cale, stop trying to give things in our kingdom ominous names.'"

The class fell silent at that, and Leo hesitated before he asked the obvious followup. "Were you trying to give things in the kingdom ominous names?"

"I had a phase too," Cale said defensively. "It's not like I tried to call it the Pit of Despair. Anyway! To answer your question: the name does still work, because it does kind of work like a well. When Hugh created that spell, he created a new, unique type of dungeon—which is the sort of thing that would qualify a spell as twelfth-tier all on its own, normally—and more importantly, he also created an entirely new source of mana. Channelburn-free mana, in fact."

There were wide-eyed murmurs at that, and Cale grinned with satisfaction. A new source of mana was nearly unheard of. Things like mana potions could restore a mage's mana, but not by that much, and not without incurring the buildup of toxicity that resulted in channelburn.

The Karmian Well, on the other hand, had no such limitations.

"Which is to say you could draw mana out of it the same way you could draw water from a well, in case anyone's still unclear about it," Cale added cheerfully. "And there was a lot of mana down there. Like, more mana than the people of Karmia could ever need. So! Can you guess what happened?"

About half a dozen people opened their mouths to speak, and Cale held up a hand. "That was a question for Leo," he emphasized, exasperated. "This was a lesson for him! He's the one that wanted to let you all listen in."

Leo looked a little embarrassed at that. "I don't mind if they answer."

"You're answering," Cale said, deadpan. Leo coughed and nodded.

"I would... assume it brought the kingdom a lot of interest?" he offered. "A lot of researchers would kill to have mana refills on tap."

"Exactly!" Cale beamed. "And not just researchers. Archmages, magical scholars, even some minor divinities started showing up so they could use the Karmian Well. It was a game changer for magical research and essentially a turning point for the magical development of the entire realm. It's also one of the proofs we have that dungeons carry magic from stronger realms to weaker ones—once the Age of Distortion really got going, the appearance of new dungeons in the realm dropped drastically."

"So that's what started the Age of Distortion?" Leo asked. "The boom in magical research?"

"Sort of," Cale said with a shrug. "People argue over when the Age started. The Well brought Karmia a lot of wealth and prosperity, but the reason it's called the Age of Distortion hadn't happened yet. That took a few months."

Leo looked a little nervous. "Were there side effects?"

"Yep! But probably not in the way you're thinking." Cale leaned back against the wall and folded his arms, grinning. "A few months after the Karmian Well was created, it started burping out what people eventually came to call distortion storms. Basically, there was so much magic in the Well that every so often, it would just... boil over. Spill out these massive pockets of raw mana. And then, through some inscrutable quirk of Hugh's original spell, those pockets of mana got transformed into these massive torrential downpours. Rain, basically! But—" he paused for dramatic effect "—magic rain."

Leo turned in his seat as if to check if everyone else was just as confused as he was. When he saw they were—and that they were waiting for him to ask—he sighed. "What exactly do you mean, magic rain?"

"Excellent question!" Cale said for the second time, beaming. "Normally rainwater can't carry much magic, but these storms did. A lot of it, in fact. Some people think it was actually just raining mana that looked like a liquid. Basically, distortion storms had a lot of magic and a lot of transmutative power; that second part is one of the reasons it's thought they were a result of some interaction with Hugh's spell."

"Transmutation?" Leo frowned. "It could transform things?"

"Oh yes," Cale said. "Started a bit of an outcry, actually, when they first started. No one likes their things getting randomly transmuted. But then people realized the transmutations were predictable and pretty profitable, so that outcry died out as soon as it started. Probably should have done a little more research before they decided it was a good thing, if you ask me, but no harm done. It actually started a whole new religion."

"It... started a religion?" Leo blinked helplessly.

"Yep!" Cale thought for a moment. "I think they were called the Leyline Stormchasers? They believed the Karmian Well tapped into the source energies that drove the whole realm, and they also believed that distortion storms were 'blessings from the realm itself.' No idea if they were right, but I mean, the storms were pretty useful. Once the scholars figured out what they actually did, anyway."

Leo flipped through his notebook a few times. "I think I saw something about this," he muttered. "It wasn't a record of Karmia, I think it was a different realm's records of Karmia? They thought that Karmians were master alchemists."

"Nope! That was the storms. They would hate being called alchemists." Cale snickered a little at the thought. "Thought alchemy was too unreliable to be useful to a real mage. They've clearly never met a master alchemist, but I mean, I wasn't going to tell them.

"It took scholars a few weeks, but they eventually managed to verify that distortion storms just shift anything the rains make contact with one conceptual degree to the right. Turns sand into glass, stone into brick, silver into gold. That kind of thing. Incredibly profitable transmutation at a moment's notice, especially if you bottle up the rain. Merchants were basically rabid for the stuff.

"That meant the Stormchaser movement just grew and grew," Cale said. "But the storms were getting stronger, too. The rains were changing more things at a time, the downpours were heavier, and things that used to be immune to the distortions started changing. Eventually, the storms got strong enough to start affecting people."

He paused there, looking out over the class. They were silent now, staring at him like they were enraptured by the story he was telling. Cale felt a little awkward about the whole thing. He was just explaining what he'd seen! It wasn't like he was giving them the secrets to the universe or anything.

"You'd think that would slow them down," Cale continued. "But it didn't. Not even a little bit. It just spawned a new faction of Stormchasers that called themselves the Acolytes. Basically they would chase after distortion storms in the hopes that they would be 'blessed by the realm' and granted new bodies, usually because they weren't happy with the ones they got. Or just because they wanted to try out something new. The storms were a lot less consistent about people than they were about materials, so it was never really a guarantee, but honestly all the Acolytes I met were pretty happy with their changes."

"What kind of changes were they?" Leo asked, leaning forward at his desk. Cale blinked.

"I don't know? All kinds of things, really. Extra eyes, extra mouths, wings, tentacles, sometimes they'd change sex or just turn into a different species altogether. Honestly, they were pretty cool to hang around with. The new bodies they got were always really interesting."

He paused again. "Which isn't related to why I liked hanging out with them. Obviously."

Leo raised a hand.

"Anyway," Cale said hastily, ignoring him. "That's a big part of why that time period is known as the Age of Distortion. Distortion storms and the rain that fell from them basically became both a driving force of the economy and very nearly a form of currency. All of which is important, but not as important as how all this relates to what was actually inside the Karmian Well."

At that, many of the people in the class sat up, and Leo stiffened slightly. This was the part that was actually important for him. The labyrinth sitting in the room Cale shared with Damien had been birthed by the Labyrinth Plague infecting the Well, which meant that the contents of the labyrinth would likely reflect the contents of the Well in some way.

From everything Cale knew about the Karmian Well, that meant the things they found in it would be very interesting indeed. Potentially, they would accelerate Leo's magical development even further, though Cale didn't want to make any promises too early.

"Like I said, the Karmian Well was conjured by merging together all the dungeons underneath Karmia," Cale said. "Which means even before the distortion storms began, the Well had elements from every single dungeon that was merged into it. All the same artifacts, traps, monsters, that kind of thing.

"Thing is, the distortion storms didn't just affect the kingdom of Karmia. They raged inside of the Well, too, a lot more frequently and far more powerful than they did outside it. The monsters in the tunnels grew stronger and more intelligent, sometimes forming entire societies." Cale winced a little bit. "Fractured societies, usually. It was a whole branch of research to figure out how to get them out—if you're familiar with the spatial lock and the temporal cycling common to dungeons, you probably understand why."

A few people looked uncomfortable as they understood the implications; Leo was one of them, judging by the way he frowned and stared intently at his notebook.

"In any case." Cale sighed, then made himself continue. "An even smaller fraction of those managed to negotiate treaties and alliances with organizations from the kingdom above, usually assisted by one of the Acolytes. Or by me. I did a few negotiation runs."

"Were you good at it?" Leo asked, blinking at him.

Cale stared right back. "I feel like I should be offended by whatever you're implying."

"I'm just saying," Leo protested.

"I was pretty good at it!" Cale said. "Mostly. Look, my methods weren't traditional, but they worked, okay?"

"What were your—"

"Anyway," Cale said, moving on. "The monsters were one thing, but inside the Well, distortion storms were strong enough to affect even the artifacts that bled through from other realms. That was the part that was really dangerous—artifact transmutations were pretty much never stable. Something about their grounding concept, maybe? But the Well got more and more deadly because of it."

Leo looked, perhaps understandably, rather nervous. Probably because they'd have to go into the Well. "What happened to the artifacts?"

"Oh, you know." Cale shrugged. "I remember there was a grail on the third floor down that was supposed to pour out pure water, but one day it started pouring out, uh, blood. Sourced from everyone in the vicinity."

Several people physically recoiled.

"There was this pack of tarot cards that was supposed to summon guardians from the major arcana to help a mage through the dungeon trials, except after one storm the deck started allowing inverted cards to be pulled. Pull an inverted card and it would summon the guardian to hunt you down and turn you into a new major arcana in the deck."

"How does that work?" someone muttered to themselves. Most of the others looked appropriately horrified, though. Leo just had his face buried in his hands.

"There was a Ring of Fireball that somehow got twisted so it would burn your organs as fuel instead of mana," Cale added thoughtfully. "Now that I think about it, a lot of the distortions were related to organs. Weird."

"Was there anything good?" Leo asked tiredly, almost pleading.

"I mean, even those artifacts weren't bad," Cale said, and then when half the class turned their horrified gazes to him, quickly amended his words. "Artifacts are dependent on their users! The first one got auctioned off to a vampire. And the second one was handed off to the local adventurers' guild so anyone with a death curse or something similar could immortalize themselves as a guardian."

"What about the third one?" Leo looked only slightly mollified. Cale had to think for a moment to remember what happened to that ring.

"Gifted to a troll," he said eventually, nodding. "She was delighted by it. No natural mana reserves, but great regeneration, so the flesh-as-fuel thing didn't matter to her."

"I can't decide if any of this is better or not," Leo grumbled. "Were there never any good artifact distortions?"

"They were rare, but they did exist," Cale said thoughtfully. "...I don't think they were interesting enough for me to remember, though. Sorry."

"I am very concerned that you remembered all the horrifying ones and not any of the helpful ones," Leo said, face buried entirely in his desk. Cale was kind of impressed. Mostly because the desk was flat and Leo had a snout.

"Anyway, that's all I've got," Cale said cheerfully. "Everyone except Leo, Syphus, and Damien, get out. Shoo."

There were a few grumbles, but surprisingly no one fought him on the matter. Maybe his reputation had started spreading through the school? That would be convenient.

"What do you think?" Cale asked Leo encouragingly.

"I think I'm screwed," Leo mumbled, depressed.

"Come on," Cale said. "Any of that explain what was off with your labyrinth senses? If we're going in, we need to know everything we can."

Leo groaned, but to his credit, he did actually stop to think. He hesitated for a long moment before eventually speaking. "I... I think so," he said. "It felt a bit like there were multiple labyrinths in there. And you said something about the Karmian Well having different floors?"

"They were sort of different layers as you got deeper into the Well, but yes," Cale agreed. "You think the labyrinth might have replicated that?"

"More than that, maybe," Leo said. He sat up a little in his desk, and once again, Cale glimpsed the mage he could be—the sort of mage that could push aside their exhaustion and hone their instincts until they knew. Until they cut through the mysteries of the realms and learned to grasp them for themselves. "Different floors, but also something moving through them and changing things. One of those distortion storms, maybe."

"Interesting," Cale said passively, but his eyes gleamed.

Now that sounded like something new. A moving storm that upgraded all the dangers and artifacts in its path, but potentially something that could be corralled, maybe even controlled. A storm naturally attuned to a labyrinth, bursting with mana...

A perfect seed for a second core.

Before Cale could say anything more about it, the scroll in his pocket vibrated in warning. "Whoops," Cale said. He pulled out his schedule scroll to open it, but apparently, it wasn't warning him because it was late—it was just letting him know his schedule had changed.

Akkau had come through, it seemed. Damien, Leo, and Syphus were all checking their scrolls, too.

Cale's next class was now Elemental Resonance: Playing with Fire, apparently? That was Graystalk's class, if he remembered correctly... which meant it was sure to be fun. Cale grinned. "Guess Akkau changed the schedule," he said. "I've got fire resonance next. Does anyone else have it?"

"Um..." Damien raised a hand again. "I do, but... why did Akkau change the schedule?"

"Reasons!" Cale said cheerfully. Come to think of it, fire resonance was one of the ones he'd need if he wanted to get something close to a baking spell, wasn't it? That gave him the perfect excuse to check on the Gift and see if he could re-evolve spells like [Burn]... and probably to see if there was anything waiting for him about the whole draconic resonance thing. He'd been ignoring it for a while.

Accidentally, and not at all because he was worried the Gift had peeked at his resonance vision and was judging him.

Then he paused. "I wonder how Flia is doing," he said thoughtfully.

  

    
        Chapter 37 — Leviathan's Blessing

    
    
    
    
  Flia was going to kill Cale when she woke up.

Not literally. She was far too grateful to the man to try to do something like that. But to just throw her into a conversation with the Leviathan? She wasn't ready! She hadn't even studied the Leviathan! Which wasn't for lack of trying, either. The Leviathan was the source of her curse, after all. She'd spent years trying to find out more about it.

There just... wasn't much out there. Not even here in the Brightscale Academy, whose headmaster belonged to one of the few species capable of traversing the Great Realms. It was one of the reasons she'd attended this academy in the first place, instead of any of the others. Her family had figured that this was where she had the best chance of learning more about the Leviathan.

And yet there had been almost nothing.

She'd learned more about the Great Realms, certainly. Her classes had included lectures on the dangers of cross-realm magic, the properties of the Outer Planes, and a brief explanation of the Abyss

Even with all that, she felt woefully unprepared. None of those classes had included any information about the Leviathan other than rumors, and most of those rumors were terrifying. They spoke of a creature large enough to encompass entire worlds and durable enough to withstand the pressures of the Abyss. What would possess something like that to give her of all people a—what had Cale called it? A blessing?

It sure didn't feel like a blessing.

Flia had been so nervous about this upcoming dream that she thought she might not be able to sleep at all. Fortunately, it turned out that she hadn't needed to worry: it took her seconds to drift off the moment she let herself drift off in the small pool that served as her bed, and then...

Well, and then she found herself in the Abyss thinking about how she'd get back at Cale once she woke up.

Mostly because that was a lot easier than acknowledging the enormity of what surrounded her.

The Abyss was nothing like she imagined. She'd peeked in once or twice before, in her younger days, back when she hadn't even known that there was something wrong with her magic. Her problems hadn't manifested immediately. She'd just... fallen into her own puddle one day, and then nothing had been the same.

Her memories of that moment were scattered still. She'd been too young to really remember the details. Flia thought she remembered the sensation of pressure—the feeling of the Abyss pressing down around her, an immense, impossible domain of endless water. The enormity of it all had scared her to tears. She'd floundered in nothing for what felt like forever.

The next thing she knew, she was back in her mother's arms, sobbing while her mother stroked her back and whispered to her in comforting murmurs.

She'd refused to use her magic for weeks after that.

Flia's magic hadn't fully matured back then, either, so the actual process of figuring out what was wrong had taken even longer. Not all her spells at the time created water that led to the Abyss, so it took months for her family to figure out what it was that scared her so deeply, and even longer for them to identify the problem.

She'd hated her own magic for the longest time, after that, and for an elemental that was very close to simply hating herself. She couldn't do any of the things she'd grown up dreaming of. Couldn't follow in the footsteps of her family.

Even now, her fondest memory was that of her mother singing a [Song of Rain] in her gentle, lilting voice. Second to that was the memory of her aunt dancing in her medicinal pool, lulling away the aches and pains of a dozen of the sick and injured. She'd dreamed of joining her sisters in the traditional Tidecalling ceremony when she came of age...

All of that was closed off from her. Stolen from her, even. And that was the other reason she was worried about this meeting.

A part of her was angry.

Flia didn't know if she'd be calm enough for a conversation, let alone the mentorship Cale had implied. The rational part of her knew that offending a creature with this magnitude of power was a terrible, terrible idea, but the emotional part of her? That part wanted to scream.

Which meant there was a good chance she'd pull a Cale and stick her foot in her mouth. She snorted at the thought, then tried to force herself to calm. There was nothing to it, now. She'd have to face whatever came.

As if in response to her thoughts, far in the distance, a glimmer of light lit up the dark of the Abyss. It flickered into being slowly, first as a single point of light, then ten, then a hundred and a thousand; the pinpricks stretched out an impossible distance, like a spiral of stars disappearing into the deep. It took a few moments for Flia to even comprehend what she was looking at.

Eyes.

Those were the Leviathan's eyes, opening up all along the length of a dizzyingly colossal serpentine body. With every blink, the first set of eyes shut, then the next and the next, creating an almost hypnotic effect, and when the first set of blinks was over—

—Flia found herself floating in front of the Leviathan, just a few feet away from one of those massive, glowing eyes. The slit of a pupil regarded her like she was less than an ant, and she felt a presence of magic so strong it made her own solidity of form waver.

That alone stopped her in her tracks. She hadn't lost control of her form this badly since she was a toddler. Even the containment cube Imrys had exposed them to hadn't affected her this much, and this was—this was a vision. Not even the real thing! Even across realms, even inside a dream, the sheer magic pouring off this being was enough to destabilize her.

Cale had spoken to this? He'd talked about it like they were friends! He almost sounded like he'd scolded the Leviathan! Living thousands of lives couldn't possibly account for that. Maybe the Leviathan was just... humoring him, for some reason? She couldn't imagine—

A long sigh echoed through the water, and the Leviathan spoke.

"Flia," she said. "I must apologize. I did not understand the ways in which offering my blessing might affect a resident of the realms. It was wrong of me to impose such a duty upon you, especially so long before you could understand it."

Nevermind. Cale had apparently not only spoken to the Leviathan but had also convinced it—her?—that she needed to apologize.

Flia didn't even know where to start.

"...How's the little one doing?" she found herself asking. She felt almost immediately foolish, but she wanted to know. "The Abyssal One, I mean."

"It is good of you to ask." The Leviathan dipped her head in acknowledgement, and then abruptly shrank. Flia blinked, startled, as the colossal shape before her suddenly became something closer to the size of a griffin. Small enough that she could probably ride on the Leviathan's back, if she wanted.

She definitely did not want that. Even if her mind was very suddenly and insistently categorizing the Leviathan as one of the magical creatures she was so very fond of.

Dammit, Flia.

Thankfully, before she said something stupid, the Leviathan carefully nudged a small, glowing butterfly toward her. "See for yourself."

Flia's eyes widened. She held out both her hands, cupping them and waiting patiently while the Abyssal fluttered into her waiting palms. Her breath caught—the wings shimmered with a prismatic sheen that accompanied every slight movement, and more importantly, it seemed like it was... at peace, for lack of a better word. Not joyful, exactly, but curious and cautiously trusting.

"Time and memory does not work the same for the Abyssal Ones," the Leviathan explained softly. She was watching the Abyssal with the same soft tenderness Flia herself felt. "Especially not within the Abyss. The moment it was free and understood how, it sealed its own memories, to be released when it has grown more mature and can choose for itself. When that time comes, it will remember all that was done by the Loomweavers..."

The Leviathan paused, then swam forward, nudging her snout against Flia's hands. A gentle current prompted the little creature to flutter up and perch on her snout, making a small, chittering noise.

"But it will also remember you, Flia," the Leviathan said. "You and all those young realmbound that fought to free it. I hope you understand the good you did today."

"I..." Flia swallowed, then nodded fiercely, squeezing her eyes shut as though it would stop the tears. And the tears weren't only because of the Abyssal's innocent curiosity, or the purity with which it fluttered around the Abyss.

It was because that gentle current had prompted a memory.

That first time she'd fallen into her own magic and had been lost in the Abyss, she'd started crying. It was dark and scary, and she was too young to know where she was, only that everything around her was immense and awful and she had no idea how to leave.

And then an ocean current had grabbed her, warm and gentle, nudging her back toward the opening that had brought her there to begin with. A voice had followed: You are here too early, little one. Come back when you're older, and I will teach you.

"You didn't mean any of it, did you?" Flia whispered quietly. She reached up, hesitant, and the Leviathan lowered her head and bumped her snout against her palm. "You didn't know."

"I did not. But I regret it, nevertheless."

Flia didn't know how she'd ever been scared of the Leviathan. "Would I have been able to save the Abyssal?" she asked. "Without your blessing?"

"No." The Leviathan's answer was soft but certain.

Flia took a deep breath and nodded. She remembered that first sight of the Abyssal, lost and alone and afraid. She remembered the moment it understood—the moment it knew she was there to help, that she was there to give it freedom. She'd caught only a brief glimpse of its emotions, then, but even in that briefest of glimpses she had seen the utter relief it felt. The joy when it knew it was at least heading home.

"Then it's fine," she said, resolute. "If that was the only way, then I'd do it all again if I had to."

The Leviathan smiled at her. "I chose well, then," she said. "I am glad. I had intended to offer more guidance when you visited, but..."

Flia laughed, as absurd as it felt to do so. It was more a release of tension than anything else. "I spent most of my life avoiding you by accident, I guess," she said. "Then Cale comes along and he sticks his head right in and figures it out."

The Leviathan seemed to smirk, suddenly amused. "He is rather exasperating, is he not?" she said, her tone almost... fond. "He sometimes thinks too little of the magnitude of his actions, though I would not blame him for that. It is difficult for any of us Monoliths to understand life within the Great Realms. We are too detached, as it were."

"Is that what Cale is?" Flia asked, straightening suddenly. She still had so many questions, and she'd heard those words before, hadn't she? Back when that assassin from the Red Hunters had attacked. "A Monolith... what even is a Monolith?"

The Leviathan tilted her head, regarding Flia for a long moment. "That," she said, "is a question that is only supposed to be answered when your core reaches at least the level of an archmage."

The amusement hadn't left her tone, though. Instead, the Leviathan coiled slyly, like she was preparing to tell her a secret. "What I can say is that no one quite knows what Cale Cadwell Cobbs is. We do not know if he is one of us. We simply treat him as though he is."

Flia was much less amused. She stared blankly at the Leviathan, opened her mouth, closed it again, then sighed. "You... you know what you just said is terrifying, right?" she asked. "I don't even need to know what Monoliths are to know that's terrifying."

"More than most," the Leviathan told her, laughing softly. Flia tried to ignore the fact that the sea serpent's laughter seemed to shake the very realms around her. Was that even possible? Did the people in the realms notice?

The laughter settled, though, and Flia didn't quite know what to make of the look the Leviathan gave her after. "It has been a long time since he has allowed himself to grow close to others," she said. "Not in any real sense, at least. He prefers to... disappear. To let others wonder. Do not let him, yes?"

Flia winced slightly at that request. "Easier said than done," she muttered. "But yes, we'll... try."

It wasn't like she hadn't noticed it herself. All of them had. They caught glimpses of it every time the human got angry and something dark and terrifying flashed in his eyes, like he was holding himself back by the flimsiest of chains.

It might have been harder to spot, perhaps, if they hadn't already seen Akkau do the same. Pain behind a smile. Flia wondered if that was just a part of immortality, or if there was something about those two in particular. The Leviathan seemed like she'd been through her fair share of pain, but she didn't seem to hide it.

Then again, maybe she didn't need to.

"Good," the Leviathan said, smiling at her. "But I suppose we are not here to talk about him."

"Right," Flia agreed hastily, if only because she wasn't sure it was a good idea to let her thoughts keep wandering. "Cale said you'd tell me more about the blessing you gave me."

The Leviathan hummed. "Yes," she said, looking down briefly; Flia had the brief, absurd impression of a sad puppy. "It was meant to be a gift. I may be a Monolith, but I cannot interact directly with the realms, for they lie outside my domain. I govern all that lies between, but it is within that absolute expression of my strength that my greatest weakness lies: I am watcher and spectator, the observer from without. I am not, and can never be, participant."

She swam in a slow, lazy circle, as if to gesture to all the realms around her. "And so, if I wish to act within any of the realms, I must appoint a harbinger—"

The Leviathan must have caught Flia's look of alarm, because she laughed softly once more. "Not that sort of harbinger, my dear. I do not bring an apocalypse. Perhaps herald might be a better term?"

Even as she said this, she was pushing her snout insistently against Flia's hand. Flia glanced down helplessly, feeling a bit absurd. "Are you... asking for scritches?" she asked hesitantly.

On the one hand, giving scritches to something at this level of power felt like she was committing some kind of blasphemy. Possibly multiple kinds of blasphemy. It was nearly as bad as those paintings Damien kept. On the other, not giving the Leviathan scritches if she was asking for them felt equally dangerous.

And the Leviathan was cute, damn it. She wanted to.

"Obviously," the Leviathan said, looking at her like the question she'd asked was ridiculous. Flia just sighed and began scratching the Leviathan's scales gently, feeling absurd. Were all incredibly powerful mages like this? Did Akkau ask for scritches sometimes?

Flia abruptly envisioned Cale giving the Headmaster scritches, then banished the thought as quickly as she could. Not the time.

"As I was saying," the Leviathan continued. "In order to take action, I must appoint someone to act in my stead. When I do this, I lend them a small portion of my domain. You carry within you a fragment of the First Monolith, the Law of What Lies Between."

A small pause, and then the Leviathan swished her tail awkwardly. "...I suppose I did just say I was not supposed to tell you that just yet," she said thoughtfully. "But I see no way of avoiding it. A minor infraction; do not worry about it."

Flia blinked. "I mean, if I'm going to be your herald, I'd have to know, right?" she offered.

"Indeed." The Leviathan nodded to herself, seemingly satisfied by that line of reasoning. Or communicating with someone across a great distance, perhaps? "I cannot explain what we are further, but that is enough to give you some understanding of your role, I hope."

"The Law of What Lies Between," Flia muttered. There was a lot she could infer from that name alone. "But why me? What do you need from me?"

The Leviathan was silent for a long moment. She swung her tail again, this time in agitation more than anything else, and then eventually spoke. "The Abyssal you saved," she said. "It is not the only Abyssal One that is missing from my domain."

Flia stiffened. "It isn't?"

"No." The Leviathan's tone was restless, severe. "There are others. I do not know where they are, only that they were last seen near your realm. And so I searched for a herald that would understand. That would hold sympathy, even for something so crucially and fundamentally different.

"You must understand, most mages do not react to Abyssals the way you do. Abyssals do not belong within the Great Realms. There is an instinctive... disgust. A revulsion that exists through no fault of the mage. And among those that can work through that revulsion, there are many that would simply avoid the Abyssal, or find a way to use it.

"You, however... You see only the heart beneath, even before I lent you my power." The Leviathan's tone gentled slightly. "Though they are creatures born of tragedy, the abilities of Abyssal Ones are vast. Yet much like myself, in their strength lies a weakness—they are as weak to the Realms as the Realms are to them.

"And so given enough time and power, an Abyssal One can be turned into a servant. They can be crafted into artifacts that corrupt the very foundation of a realm. Some mages have succeeded even in merging themselves with Abyssals, creating abominations of power that tear at the boundaries of the realm that hosts them.

The Leviathan looked up at her. "You understand the problem, I imagine."

"I do." That sounded very bad, in fact, but Flia found to her own surprise that she was more incensed than she was scared. "You're saying someone's been abducting these Abyssals, and I'm the only one that can send them back. And whoever's doing this is hiding somewhere in Utelia?"

"That is the most likely scenario."

"Why didn't you tell me sooner?" Flia burst out without thinking. "I could have tried to find them! I could have—"

"You would have died."

The simple, matter-of-fact way the Leviathan had said those words stopped Flia dead in her tracks. She froze, feeling almost like she'd been doused in ice magic.

"I am limited in the guidance I can provide," the Leviathan said, not without a tinge of guilt in her voice. "But I could and should have done more. Understand this, Flia—you possess a fragment of my Law. That is, in and of itself, a power you can cultivate that is distinct from mana. It is authority. It is the power of a Rule, and it governs all that lies between.

"I truly did not know you would have difficulty controlling it, or that it would affect your magic to such a degree." There was regret in the Leviathan's voice now. "But now that we have met, I can see why. Your affinity with my Law is far greater than I had anticipated. You have been using it subconsciously—to connect with magical creatures, to deepen the bonds you forge, and even to weave probability itself around you. Without conscious control, that power leaks into your every action.

"Reach into your core." The Leviathan spoke the words authoritatively, like it was imparting some deep secret unto her. "You will recognize my power now that you have met me. It resides within you, waiting for your touch. And when you do..."

The Leviathan swam forward, booping her gently with her snout.

"Grasp it with all that you are," she said. "Use that heart of yours, Flia, and bind it to your magic. The Gift, for all its faults, will do the rest. It is truly a marvellous creation."

Flia woke up gasping, the currents of water in the pool she slept in swirling and splashing rapidly as if in turmoil. She swallowed, struggling to understand everything she'd seen. What the Leviathan had implied.

A part of her had almost worried that Damien and Leo would leave her behind, with everything they'd gained, but this?

She could do something with this. If she understood this correctly, then everything was connected. The Great Realms by the Abyss, yes, but also people to one another. One event to the next.

The Red Hunters to their school, and their school to her friends.

Besides, if anyone else on Utelia was capturing and using Abyssal Ones, it would be them. What else could explain the powers they exhibited? That archmage had managed to sneak past Syphus's sight, of all things.

Flia sat in her pool, staring at the glowing water as it swirled with a gentle current. Her expression hardened, and she took a deep breath, then closed her eyes and dove into her core.

No classes today. Not until she understood exactly what this was and how she could use it.

  

    
        Chapter 38 — Status Update

    
    
    
    
  Cale wasn't exactly sure how it worked, but there was apparently something rousing about giving lectures about the history of the Great Realms. He was far more awake than he had been about an hour ago. This, to him, seemed deeply offensive; the very idea that anything was more effective than his usual routine of staring straight at the sun until he woke up felt like blasphemy.

This meant he'd need to find people to lecture in his next life just to wake himself up! That sounded far too time-consuming. Maybe if Sternkessel made good on his word and didn't mind waking up to a lecture or two...

Otherwise he'd have to put in the effort to find more apprentices. Cale tried not to think too hard about that one. His next life was inevitable, but dwelling on the idea rarely led to anything good.

In any case, he was awake enough now to consider the implications of that resonance vision, so there was that! He'd been excited about it when he first woke up, of course, but in the early morning he hadn't quite been able to untangle vision from dream. And then Leo had wandered into his room and distracted him, so he'd just sort of dealt with the Gift's insistent nudging the entire time.

Enough time had passed now that everything that was just a dream had faded, leaving the memory of the resonance vision crystal-clear in his mind. It was a good thing visions didn't follow the same rules as most dreams, or they'd be virtually useless.

The good news was that Cale understood this whole resonance thing a little more, thanks to that vision. He didn't have the whole picture just yet—figuring out the entire system from just a single vision was beyond even his capabilities—but at the very least he now had a basic idea of what it was and what it did.

Resonance was essentially about understanding and connecting with the essence of an aspect. It was pretty similar to what he'd said about connecting with their aspects to his apprentices just yesterday, except here on Utelia it seemed to go just a step further. Enough of a connection with a mana aspect led to resonance, and resonance was...

Well, mana aspects were magical embodiments of a concept, and they existed at different levels of abstraction. Because they had those different levels of abstraction, they were often amalgamations of a number of smaller, simpler concepts.

Resonance, then, was about connecting to the smaller pieces that made up the whole. Except with some sort of metaphysical component to it, it seemed. Whatever it was, it bound a mage's understanding of an aspect to their mana core more tightly than was possible in other realms, making it easier for them to cast or create related spells.

Incredible. Was that a natural property of Utelia as one of the Great Realms, or had it been an invention of the Gift? The Gift certainly seemed to be able to use it, from what Akkau had said—if resonance affected spell acquisition and evolution, then it followed that the Gift tapped into a mage's resonance to guide the formation of the resulting spell.

Unfortunately, the resonance vision he'd received hadn't been able to give him many answers in that regard. It had been rather relaxing, exactly as promised, but it hadn't involved much more than sitting in the dragon's tower and waiting for the so-called knight to come rescue him.

Cale had promptly derailed that, of course. Like he was going to stand by and be some sort of damsel in distress. But he couldn't help but be a little disappointed; he was expecting something a lot more... well, mystical.

Then again, the fact that it hadn't been more mystical was probably at least a little bit his fault.

Possibly mostly his fault.

Honestly, he'd probably thrown things off a lot by refusing to wear that dress.

Anyway.

The draconic aspect, it turned out, had a lot to do with the mythological roots of dragonkind. The underlying concepts bound to it were closely tied to classical tales of dragons, and so the vision had attempted to take him through exactly that. The classic story of a princess kidnapped by a dragon and of the knight sent to rescue her.

In that sense, it wasn't the vision's fault that Cale had undermined it so thoroughly. Fortunately, that hadn't affected his acquisition of the new resonance, and Cale found himself looking forward to other visions in the future.

The whole princess-and-dragon thing was obviously not the only classic that involved dragons. As his draconic resonance grew, he would receive other visions, each one exploring other mythologies and origins for dragonkind. Tales from other cultures all around Earth, in other words.

Cale felt a small pang in his heart at the thought.

It had been a long time since he'd truly involved himself with Earth's old stories. This path he was going down essentially guaranteed he'd be immersing himself in his home once more, and while he was looking forward to it, a small part of him was dreading it as well.

On the one hand, it was nice to see some piece of humanity live on. On the other... it was a reminder of how alone he was.

Though less alone now than ever before, he supposed. Cale smiled slightly to himself. He wasn't used to the idea of not being alone, but now he had Sternkessel, who at least knew. And while Akkau couldn't retain any memory of it, there had been a moment where—guarded by Cale's barriers—he'd been able to remember long enough to promise his help.

Which meant he had not one, but two. Two others who might live as long as he did, who were willing to work with him and whose existences might not be constrained to a single realm or stuck between them.

And yet...

The wood from the desk snapped under his fingers, startling everyone aside from Cale. Syphus and Leo stared at him in concern, and Damien darted over, his eyes wide. "A-are you alright?"

"Oh, I'm fine," Cale said, plastering on a grin. "Barriers, remember? I just needed to remind myself of something, that's all."

Damien frowned. "Remind yourself of what?"

"It doesn't matter," Cale said. "Anyway! I have messages from the Gift to check. Shhh."

Damien did subside, but he kept glancing at Cale, brows furrowing. That probably wasn't going to keep working on the dreadshade, then.

Cale was going to have to remember that.

Partly to distract himself, but mostly because he was genuinely excited, Cale finally called up the Gift and read the words that were waiting for him. The first one caught his attention almost immediately.

You have acquired your first rank in draconic resonance!

The first rank of draconic resonance provides improved physical abilities, spell acquisition, and mana control. Complete integration of this first rank will take approximately seven days, depending on overall soul compatibility.

Cale promptly forgot everything he'd been thinking about to focus on that instead.

First of all, the Gift kept track of resonance! That was convenient, because Cale was pretty sure he'd lose track of whatever resonances he had after a while. It wasn't like he could feel for it within his soul or anything.

That seven-day integration time and mention of soul compatibility probably had something to do with what Akkau had said about "acting like a dragon." The more draconic he was, the faster he would fully integrate his first rank of draconic resonance and be ready for the second.

Cale wasn't sure exactly what he was supposed to do to integrate this faster. Was he supposed to lean into draconic stereotypes to speed up the process? Apparently he acted a lot like a dragon anyway—the dragon essence in his vision certainly seemed to think as much—but he wasn't sure how comfortable he was leaning into draconic stereotypes...

Eh. It was probably fine. He could just keep going the way he normally did. That was what had earned him his first rank, after all.

Cale hadn't mentioned this to Akkau, mostly because he thought the old dragon might have a heart attack if he did, but part of the reason he'd been so eager to consume the potion was that everything seemed to indicate it would make him seem a little bit more like a dragon.

And that, in turn, meant that if Vekorax came to Utelia to hunt, it might very well come for Cale.

Cale was rather interested in meeting this hunter of dragons for himself. Mostly because he had some very stern words (and rather a lot of mana) ready for it when it did.

All in all, Cale was delighted by this development. Now all he needed to do was to test it out, which meant he just needed to get some spells to copy. Maybe his friends would be willing to demonstrate some spells for him...

First things first, though. More gifts from the Gift! Besides, he hadn't checked on his full spell list in a while.

Congratulations on surviving your first day on Utelia! The Gift has been adapted to better serve your specific requirements, Cale Cadwell Cobbs. As thanks for your service in calming Ixix, the Dread Moon, you have been assigned a greater priority for spell construct evolution.

Your spell list is as follows:

Auric Passives:
[Blabbermouth]
[Escape Artist]
[Marked]
[Spell Intuitionist]
[Fire Resistance]

First Tier:
[Burn] (Evolution on cooldown — 2 hours remaining)
[Bestow Light] (Evolution on cooldown — 3 hours remaining)
[Decay Bite] (Evolution on cooldown — 320 hours remaining)
[Identify Artifact] (Evolution on cooldown — 79 hours remaining)
[Create Impulse]
[Taunt]
[Orb of Earth]

Second Tier:
[Lesser Reflection] (Evolution on cooldown — 160 hours remaining)
[Labyrinthine Affliction]

Seventh Tier:
[Starlight Font]

Eighth Tier:
[Plasma Transmutation]

Tenth Tier:
[Auric Dominion]

Twelfth Tier:
[Awaken Artifact] (Use on cooldown — 63 hours remaining)

Fifteenth Tier:
[Fangs of the Festering Fields]

The first thing Cale fixated on was the evolutionary cooldowns.

That answered one of his major questions—whether he could evolve a spell again after acquiring it. That he could evolve them again after some sort of cooldown was perfect; far better than losing the spell entirely with every attempt at evolving it, and technically better than just allowing him to keep trying.

Mostly because Cale was pretty sure that if the Gift let him, he would end up locking himself up in a tower and experimenting with evolving a single spell over and over again. That was the sort of thing that led to wizardry! And he had nothing against wizards, but then they'd try to recruit him for their whole Universal Wizard Order again, and it would be a whole thing.

No, the cooldown was perfect for him. It helped that Cale was pretty sure that whole thing about being "assigned a greater priority" meant that his cooldowns were lower than everyone else's.

Last but not least, [Burn]'s cooldown ended around the same time his next class started—the one for fire resonance. That would be the perfect opportunity for him to evolve some sort of baking spell, assuming he acquired his first rank of fire resonance. He could get some ingredients from Alina, maybe? And then he could focus on evolving some sort of [Baker's Oven]...

Although it had been a while since he'd done any sort of baking. Even longer since his last encounter with a mage that specialized in baking magic. He was pretty sure a [Baker's Oven] had some tangible benefits over just using an actual oven, but he had no idea what they were.

If the Gift didn't tell him directly, he'd have to borrow some extra ingredients and run some experiments back-to-back. Maybe try baking a few different types of bread.

Lost in thought, Cale didn't notice his apprentices staring at him until Leo spoke out loud.

"Now he's drooling," Leo said, chewing on his pencil before scribbling something in a notebook. Syphus was peering curiously over his shoulder, and after a moment, it reached out to point at an empty page.

"His barrier output increased, too," the golem said. "You should make a note of that."

"Are you two studying Cale?" Damien asked, scandalized.

"Yes. I got a new notebook just for this. Not every day you get to study someone that's traveled the Great Realms." Leo stuck his tongue out in thought and adjusted his glasses, then scribbled another note, looking up a few times as if to reference Cale for a sketch. "I'm sure Cale's fine with it. Right, Cale?"

Cale wasn't particularly bothered by it. It wasn't like this was his first time being studied, and it was far more benign than most of the other attempts.

He did see an opportunity here to test out his newly-acquired draconic resonance, though, so he leapt at it with a grin. "Only if you three demonstrate some spells for me to learn."

Leo, Syphus, and Damien all paused to stare at one another.

"...You know what? Sure." Leo stood from his desk and stretched, a few of his joints popping as he grunted. "Only if we get to cast the spells at you, though. Syphus says there's a lot to be learned from dueling."

"I am a terrible influence," Syphus agreed, looking incredibly pleased with itself.

Cale couldn't help but laugh. "I'd be disappointed if you didn't," he answered brightly.

What a change. He supposed he should have expected it—he'd seen a glimpse of the kind of mage Leo and the others could be back in the Inverted Spires, after all—but the gleam in the minotaur's eyes had grown since then. He wasn't completely comfortable with his magic just yet, but he was becoming increasingly eager to grow and learn.

Just the same as any true mage, Cale thought. He hadn't missed all the times Leo had gotten excited during that little lecture about the Karmian Well; he always caught himself after a moment, like he was reminding himself that all that priceless knowledge was buried within a labyrinth, but even that was only so much of a deterrent.

Cale had met mages like Leo before. Once he got over the worst of his fears, he would be unstoppable. His desire to learn would drive him to heights even archmages would be jealous of, as long as he had the right guidance.

And Cale, by this point, fully intended to provide that guidance.

Damien groaned and muttered something to himself before drawing his cloak around his shoulders. "Fine," he mumbled. "I guess we have another two hours before class anyway... but, um, we should do this in one of the Astral Wing dueling rooms."

"Probably true!" Cale agreed happily. That would make it more difficult for him to evolve spells without destroying the arena, but he was mostly just going to test spell acquisition, anyway, and Damien still wasn't comfortable leaving the Astral Wing.

Honestly, Damien had incredible potential, too. It was just buried deeper within him, beneath a dozen fears about what he might do with his power. Underneath all that, though, Cale saw a mage that desperately wanted to help. To participate in the beauty of magic, and not in its destruction.

Come to think of it, he should probably introduce the dreadshade to Izzik. He was pretty sure the two would do each other some good.





It didn't take long for them to find an empty dueling room—it was, after all, early enough that none of them were actually in use. Cale was fascinated to find that they were constructed out of a thick metal covered heavily in the same inscriptions that decorated the rest of the Astral Wing. These ones, though, appeared to be fueled by a different mana source. Probably so they would withstand stronger blows.

He would have spent a bit more time examining it, but he was excited to get to the spell learning bit for once.

Fortunately, that took no time at all. Cale learned to his absolute delight that draconic resonance did, in fact, improve his ability to acquire spells. It seemed likely that full integration of his first rank had more to do with being ready for the second, because the actual benefits of draconic resonance felt like they were in full effect.

His ability to acquire spells had been good to start with, considering he only needed to examine a spell to acquire it. [Spell Intuitionist] made sure of that. Now, though? With draconic resonance in play, all he needed to do was sense the spell, and a part of him just... understood.

You have learned [Pebbleblast]!

The pebbles clattered harmlessly off his barrier as Cale lounged back against a nearby rock, examining the new spells entering the list granted by the Gift with fascination.

Acquisition still only worked with low-tier spells, of course, but this was still an absolute boon. How many spells had he missed because he hadn't been paying attention? Now he didn't need to—in fact, he didn't even need to look in the spell's general direction. His mana sense was constantly active, and that meant that as long as a spell entered his range, he picked it up.

You have learned [Disorient]!

With draconic resonance in play, he could start accumulating spells just by walking around the academy. In no time at all, he'd...

Cale frowned. "Wait a minute," he said, narrowing his eyes. "Is this so easy because it's like I'm gathering spells for a hoard? I don't hoard things!"

"Um..." Damien blinked at him mid-spell, wisps of decay mana evaporating before being sucked into the academy's inscriptions. "Who are you talking to?"

"The Gift!" Cale gestured exasperatedly at the air while everyone else stared at him. "I'm not that much like a dragon. I should know! I tried to join a dragon nest once and they very politely kicked me out."

"Okay, so, I have like five questions about that," Leo said, raising a hand. Cale ignored him to glare into the air for a moment more before he subsided with a sigh.

"Is being compared to dragons that bad?" Damien asked hesitantly.

Cale blinked. "What? No. I just know if I actually let it get to my head I'm going to start bragging about it. You don't want me in a bragging phase, trust me."

He was flattered though. He just wasn't letting himself acknowledge it.

You have learned [Basic Acceleration]!

And there was the other benefit of his newfound draconic resonance—it served as an early warning system, even when he wasn't paying attention. Cale grinned. He wasn't surprised Syphus had more interest in the duel than in the conversation; the golem was rapidly speeding toward him, fully intent on mowing him down.

For a moment, Cale was tempted to deactivate his barriers and testing his "improved physical abilities," but he wasn't quite that foolish. Instead, he grinned and slammed a sloped barrier into the ground in Syphus's general direction, then watched, impressed, as the golem flung itself high into the air.

Good thing the arena they were in had a pretty high ceiling. Instead of crashing into the top of the room, Syphus tumbled into the air, then rapidly oriented itself toward the ground and—

You have learned [Conjure Sand]!

—conjured a massive pile of sand for itself to land on. Cale took a casual step back as a massive cloud of sand immediately burst into the air on impact, not that the extra distance made much of a difference. His barriers did, though.

When Syphus emerged, it was covered in a fine layer of sand and seemed inordinately pleased with itself. "Can we do that again?"

Cale squinted. "You realize you're going to track sand all over the academy, right?"

"Obviously," the golem said. "It would be an aesthetic improvement. More places and things should be covered in sand. Like the elves and their trees."

"I don't think the elves are going to like that."

Syphus stared at him blankly.

Cale grinned. "Yeah, good point. Trade you for two more spells?"

"Deal."





Cale was having a great deal of fun.

After the first few rounds, he'd started letting up on his barrier, if only because the onesided nature of three students casting spells at him was beginning to bore him. Besides, it wasn't like he was afraid of pain, and he liked exerting himself once in a while.

It turned out to be a fantastic decision. He'd discovered that labyrinth mana tasted a bit like a mix of chocolate and mint, for instance. Decay didn't have any more of a taste than the last time he'd tried eating it, though it had something of a smoky flavor without his barrier in the way.

"Sand mana just tastes like sand, though," Cale remarked, trying to get the last few bits of sand out of his mouth. Syphus was watching him with something like either amusement or appreciation; he wasn't sure which. Maybe it liked that he was willing to try tasting sand? It seemed very convinced that sand was the superior element.

"For the last time," Leo said, exasperated, "it's not sand mana after Syphus conjures it. It's just sand. Syphus isn't even using sand mana for the spell!"

"Yeah, but I wanted to see your face after I tried eating it," Cale said. Leo buried his face in his hands, groaning something underneath his breath.

Cale just beamed. That was entirely worth it, in his opinion. Besides, he'd eaten worse things than sand. And he'd learned a few more things about his new resonance besides!

First of all, his physical endurance and reactions were better. It would still be foolish for him to take on Syphus without a barrier, but he could dodge some of its physically-enhanced blows now. He could outright take a hit from Leo, and while the difference in mass sent him flying, the impact didn't actually hurt.

He could outright carry Damien around too, but the dreadshade didn't really have weight, so that didn't count for much. He'd just done it to see him yelp.

There was a final test he wanted to do. It was almost time for the next class—Cale fully intended to be exceptionally punctual for Graystalk, this time—but one of the spells he'd acquired he was pretty sure he could cast with minimal repercussions no matter what it evolved into.

He wanted to test the "improved mana control" that draconic resonance gave him. Maybe he'd be able to cast something at an even lower tier now.

Cale poured as little mana as he could into [Disorient], then waited for the Gift to take over, his eyes gleaming in anticipation. What sort of spell could his improved control grant him?





Cale entered his next class with Damien right behind him, both of them looking mildly mortified. They were very early indeed—so early, in fact, that no one other than Graystalk was in the class. The professor looked up at them as they entered, his expression impassive at first, then brightening as he recognized Cale.

Then his brows furrowed, puzzled. "Cale," he said slowly. "And you are... Damien, yes?"

Damien nodded timidly.

"Very well." Graystalk paused for a long moment. "Would you care to explain why the two of you are walking on the ceiling and covered in what appears to be sand?"

Cale shrugged helplessly. "I evolved a spell?"

There was a long silence.

"Now this I must hear about," Graystalk said, folding his arms delicately across his desk and doing his best to suppress his laughter. "Tell me everything."

"It's not going to help if I say it's embarrassing, is it?"

Graystalk's lips twitched with amusement. "No, I believe it will not."

  

    
        Chapter 39 — Fire Resonance, Pt 1

    
    
    
    
  Several things had happened when Cale attempted his cast of [Disorient]. The first among them, of course, were the messages from the Gift.

Mana overload detected! Attempting to compensate...

Adjusting spell construct...

[Disorient] has evolved into [Lesser Planar Reorientation]!

Cale was immediately delighted. It said lesser! That meant it probably wasn't a seventh-tier spell. Maybe. Which was a good thing, because the lowest tier of spell he'd been able to evolve before had been the seventh-tier [Starlight Font], and it had taken all his focus to do it.

It didn't necessarily sound useful, though... He checked the spell description.

[Lesser Planar Reorientation, Level 1] [Sixth Tier (Unique), Active] [1.0e24 Mana]

Randomly shuffles the directionality of all entities caught within the spell effect. May create new directions. The resulting shift lasts between 1 to 2 hours.

Cale caught the type of mana the spell was using a split second before it actually took effect. His eyes widened. This spell used the planar aspect—

—not that he could afford to think much about it, because as soon as he had that realization, the reorientation took hold and he found himself abruptly falling up, toward the ceiling. Syphus reacted almost immediately by casting a widespread [Conjure Sand], but the spell didn't quite work as effectively as it had the first time. Instead of creating a pile of sand to land on, the sand just... fell to the ground.

Not before showering them all in sand, though. For some reason, Syphus didn't seem entirely displeased by this outcome.

"CAAAALE!" Leo bellowed as he fell. Cale saw the minotaur try and fail to cast a spell to catch himself with, suppressed his amusement, and quickly wrapped his friend up in a soft-ish barrier to absorb the impact. "What did you do?!"

Damien wasn't doing much better, although as a dreadshade, he wasn't nearly in as much danger as Leo was. "Cale, what's happening?" he asked, trying to suppress his panic.

"Oh, I tried to evolve a spell," Cale said casually. Leo bounced on the ceiling as the barrier around him absorbed the impact of his fall, then groaned, disoriented. Syphus simply slammed into it with a sharp crack that split the ceiling, but the boulder itself was uninjured. And Damien...

Well, he was lying flat against the ceiling, breathing heavily.

"Sorry," Cale added, slightly apologetic. Only slightly, though. He was a little too ecstatic about having finally cast a sixth-tier spell to be too upset about the results, even if being stuck on the ceiling was probably going to be a bit of an inconvenience. "I cast [Disorient] and the Gift turned it into [Lesser Planar Reorientation]. Who would have thought, eh?"

"I would have thought," Leo said indignantly. "What did you think was going to happen? What's the good outcome from evolving [Disorient]?"

Cale thought for a moment. "Some sort of group disorienting spell?" he offered.

"Which would have taken effect on us!"

Cale paused. "Good point," he said awkwardly. "I did get a little excited. I thought I could just cast it at the wall or something."

Leo took a deep breath, then let it out with a long sigh. "At this rate I'm going to need to go into the labyrinth just so I have the magic to deal with everything that happens around you," the minotaur grumbled. Damien nodded fiercely in agreement, although Syphus seemed distracted—it was rolling back and forth on the ceiling, its scrying eye glowing brightly. 

"In that case, I take back my apology," Cale said brightly. "I'm providing motivation for my dear apprentices! That's incredibly valuable, you know."

Leo groaned. "Can you please dispel this?" he asked, ignoring that remark. "We need to get to class soon."

"Unfortunately not," Cale said. "This isn't an ongoing spell effect I can dispel."

"What?" Leo stared at him. "We're on the ceiling. What do you mean, this isn't a spell effect?"

"This is the result of a spell. I can't dispel it the same way you can't just dispel a fire left behind by a [Fireball]," Cale explained. Leo and Damien glanced at one another, baffled, but Syphus just nodded as if this made perfect sense.

"That explains what I'm seeing," the golem said thoughtfully. "Your spell alters the very idea of moving in a given direction."

"Why aren't you worried?" Leo grumbled, looking exasperated. Syphus's eye twitched in a way that resembled a smirk.

"Because I'm capable of seeing all the directions I can now move in," it said simply. "How long will this spell last, Cale?"

"1 to 2 hours, apparently," Cale said, checking the Gift again. Syphus nodded.

"I'll have to be careful, then," it said. "It wouldn't do to get stuck. But that still gives me plenty of time to work with this."

With that, Syphus began floating back toward the ground. As it did, it shrank strangely, revealing inner layers of its main boulder thick with inscribed runes. Cale's eyes widened at the sheer density of magical script and the half-dozen dead languages he recognized.

And also at the fact that Syphus was flying. In fact, he was more interested in the fact that Syphus was flying.

"How are you doing that?" he asked. "Did I just make a flying spell? Please tell me I just made a flying spell."

"You'll have to figure it out yourself." Syphus was now somehow sitting on the frame of the door that led into the dueling room, and even at that distance it was very clearly smirking. "Or help me turn my arm into a spell cannon! I'd be happy to teach you then."

"We're already doing that later!" Cale protested, but by that point Syphus was gone. Cale sighed. "Rude."

He'd learned a couple things from that spell evolution, at least, or at least he'd evolved enough spells by now he could identify some sort of trend. Spells that required rare mana aspects seemed to lead the Gift to shift the spell aspect in some way as the spell evolved, at least where resonance wasn't involved.

First had been the mirror-aspect [Lesser Reflection] evolving into the control-aspect [Auric Dominion], meaning the Gift had prioritized evolving the effect of the spell rather than creating a stronger mirror-aspect spell. Likewise, the labyrinth-aspect [Disorient] had evolved into the planar-aspect [Lesser Planar Reorientation], prioritizing the idea of confused directionality rather than causing a new labyrinth to erupt out of the ground.

Cale would be lying if he said he hadn't been slightly hoping for a labyrinth to erupt out of the ground. For purely bragging purposes, of course. Like he was going to let Imrys be the only one in the academy moving labyrinths around.

"How are we going to get to class like this?" Leo groaned, burying his face in his hands. "I don't know what Syphus did, but I don't want to do that, even if we could figure it out! I'm made of... you know, fleshy bits!"

"I guess it'd look pretty weird if any of us tried," Cale said thoughtfully, ignoring Leo's choice of phrasing.

He'd already tried about ten different times, of course, pacing across the ceiling in different directions. No matter how much he tried, he couldn't quite figure out how Syphus had managed to walk in... whatever that "new direction" it mentioned was. Presumably it was possible, but he had no idea how to wrap his mind around it.

"Can't you just recast the spell so we're on the floor again?" Damien asked timidly.

"The Gift says the effect is random, so we probably got lucky that it put us on the ceiling in the first place," Cale said. "Any other orientation could have us sliding along the halls or into a different dimension. Not sure I want to risk that over just waiting an hour or two."

"Oh." Damien looked down.

"Kind of wish I joined those expeditions into the Outer Planes now," Cale said with a wistful sigh. This was the exact sort of thing those expeditioners were great at figuring out—moving in new directions was their entire thing. The problem was that joining them would have led to all sorts of problems, and, well...

Heading into the Outer Planes wasn't really a good idea for him specifically. He had his reasons.

So many missed opportunities to learn, though.

"What do the Outer Planes have to do with this?" Leo asked, frowning.

Cale tilted his head slightly. "You don't know?" he asked. "The Outer Planes aren't separated by the Abyss the way the Great Realms are, so you can technically just walk from one plane to another. It's a lot easier said than done, though—what are you doing?"

"I'm taking notes," Leo said. He was, in fact, withdrawing a notebook from his bag—carefully, so as to not spill the contents all over the ground—and readying a pencil. Cale was only slightly thrown by the minotaur keeping direct eye contact with him through this entire process. "You were saying?"

Cale eyed him for a moment. "...I was saying that it's easier said than done. The planes are layered on top of each other in ways that are... I guess the best word for it is topologically incoherent? There are entire fields of arcane study that revolve around identifying and figuring out how to move in the direction of a new plane."

"How would you even do that?" Damien asked, interested despite himself. Cale shrugged.

"Don't ask me. I never really got into it. I know there's a lot of meditation involved; something about trying to connect your core with the pillar that holds up the plane. Sometimes you have to get through several of the Outer Planes to reach your destination."

"That means people have made maps, right?" Leo leaned forward, and Cale shifted back slightly to avoid the sudden manic interest in the minotaur's eyes. "What do the maps look like?"

"Gibberish," Cale said, to Leo's disappointment. "Don't get me wrong, they have maps, but if you're looking to get from one plane to another they give out these... directional leaflets? And they're nonsense if you aren't familiar with their terminology. Things like 'turn left, then move charmward for 30 pins until your liver tingles.'"

Both Damien and Leo stared at him, although Leo's pencil hadn't stopped moving. "You aren't making that up, are you?" the minotaur asked suspiciously.

"Not in the slightest," Cale said dryly. "Trust me, I remember that one specifically because of how confusing it was."





It hadn't taken much longer after that for the trio to decide they needed to figure out how to get to class, even if they were going to be stuck on the ceiling for the next hour or two. Cale placed a series of barriers shaped like a staircase so his friends could climb up to the door, then just launched himself toward it with a blast of mana, catching himself with a soft barrier on the other end.

He could sort of fly with his mana, after all. It just wasn't the same as the graceful flight that actual flying spells granted, and it tended to leave behind quite a bit of destruction.

Case in point, the ceiling of that dueling arena was scorched even with its defensive wards. Cale was probably going to need to explain that one to Akkau later. The wards looked expensive.

"Anyway, that's how we got here," Cale finished his explanation to Graystalk, whose lips were twitching with amusement. The professor was doing his absolute best to keep a straight face, to his credit, but it was difficult for him to do so while two of his students tracked sand all over the ceiling.

Cale was also pretty sure Graystalk was doing his damnedest to settle on a response that was at least moderately professional.

"I see your penchant for making my classes particularly interesting was not a one-time event," the professor finally said, his lips twitching into a slight smile. He inclined his head toward Damien next. "I apologize for my previous conduct, young Damien. While this class is not Introduction to the Standard Array, know that I will treat you the way I would any other student, and that I look forward to having you back in that class."

The poor dreadshade looked like he had no idea what to say. He'd hidden himself half behind Cale almost automatically and was now peeking out at Graystalk, his eyes wide. "Um... thank you?" he said hesitantly. "I'm looking forward to learning. Um. Sir."

"Professor is fine," Graystalk said, amused. "I would ask you to take a seat, but it appears the both of you will have some trouble with that for the time being. Fortunately, from your description, the spell should wear off before we head out. Unless you wish to try your luck with our resident wizard? I could issue you a pass."

"Absolutely not," Cale said immediately, causing Damien to look at him, confused. Graystalk seemed to expect it, though; he just nodded like that was the answer he was expecting, then flipped a page of notes on his desk. "Damien can go if he wants, though."

"I-I think I'm fine," Damien said.

Cale nodded knowingly. "Separation anxiety," he whispered to the professor. "Common with new apprentices."

Graystalk raised an eyebrow. "An apprentice already?"

"Four of them!" Cale said cheerfully.

"...and would you happen to be interested in acquiring more?"

Cale blinked. "Why? Do you know someone that's interested?"

Professor Graystalk coughed once. "Ahem. Well. I watched your performance in the Inverted Spires, and it was rather inspiring..." he trailed off meaningfully. Cale stared at him.

He wanted to say yes, but he also didn't want to prove Akkau right about the whole hoarding apprentices thing. And he had so much on his schedule already!

...He was also really bad at saying no.

"Let's talk about it after this whole thing with the Red Hunters," Cale suggested after a moment, to Graystalk's evident delight. Whatever it was he'd seen when watching him, the old elf seemed like his love for magic had been rekindled; there was a new light in his eyes today.

Cale paused, rewinding the conversation in his head. "Wait, did you say something about going out?"

"Oh, yes." The professor grinned. "I suppose you are rather unfamiliar with the process of acquiring a resonance, aren't you?"

Well, he'd just gotten his first rank of draconic resonance, but Cale wasn't about to tell Graystalk that. He needed the elf to be drinking water or something first.

"Well." Professor Graystalk stood to his full height, then paused meaningfully, folding his hands behind his back. "Today will be the first fire resonance class for many students, thanks to Akkau's reordering of the schedule. You will get an explanation along with everyone else when I explain the theory."

A hint of a smile. "But suffice to say we will be heading somewhere rather heated to meet with a man who could very well qualify as an elemental god. Just the sort of thing you enjoy, I suspect. Perhaps be careful with that [Blabbermouth] of yours, hm?"

Cale sighed. "You're teasing me," he grumbled half-heartedly, trying and failing to hide the gleam of interest in his eyes. "You all figure out how to tease me way too quickly."

Damien patted him on the back sympathetically. "You do kind of make it easy," he said. "I kind of think you like it?"

"Don't you start," Cale said with a groan. He flopped back onto the ceiling.

Now he was going to need to wait for the rest of the class to get here. He was starting to understand why Professor Graystalk wanted everyone to be punctual.





Thankfully, it didn't take long for the rest of the class to start filtering in, although the process was... chaotic, to say the least. It was the first class of the new schedule, so some students didn't even know why they were here. Nor were many of them used to sharing a class with the rather eclectic group of Astral Wing students that joined them. To say that people were uncomfortable was an understatement, but to his credit, Graystalk did an admirable job of calming down the class.

"I will not be tolerating any harassment in this class," the professor said, his tone severe. "You will make the effort to understand one another, or you will be removed from this class, and I will ensure you cannot attend again for the next two terms. I trust you understand the importance of fire resonance?

"If you do not, perhaps this reminder will help." Professor Graystalk's gaze swept the class. Cale was impressed by how cold it was, considering the warmth he'd been displaying only moments ago. "Fire resonance is by far the easiest and fastest route to becoming an archmage, and is required for full recognition by the Orstrahl Kingdom. A two-term ban will prevent you from acquiring your mage license for at least a year. Is that understood?"

Several students subsided immediately, though not without muttering to one another and glancing at Graystalk in confusion. Cale was willing to bet they were the ones that were used to the professor doing nothing about their taunting, and was once again glad that Graystalk had changed his mind. He could admire someone that committed to their words so thoroughly.

Likewise, many of the Astral Wing students—while thoroughly confused by this sudden change—looked relieved.

"Good," Graystalk said after a moment. He strode back to his desk. "As many of you are attending this class for the first time, I will begin with a brief introduction of resonance and what it does for your magic. You will take notes. The average mage requires several months to acquire their first resonance rank, and that time only goes up as your rank grows.

"Even the best of the best takes weeks. Resonance acquisition is not a simple process. Some of your texts may suggest it is. If you remember which texts those are, I suggest you burn them. Any mage that suggests resonance is trivial is a fool, and you would sooner benefit from listening to the words of a liarfly than whatever nonsense they spout." Here, Graystalk paused, looking out over the class again. "Any questions before I begin?"

An orc seated near the back of the class raised his hand.

"Yes, Mr. Fangtruth?"

"Orguk Fangtruth wishes to know why two students are on ceiling," the orc grunted, pointing at Cale, who waved. Several students murmured in agreement, having been sneaking glances at the ceiling the entire time. Professor Graystalk sighed.

"That is irrelevant, but if you must know, it is because of a misfired spell," the professor said patiently. "Any questions about what I said about resonance?"

Silence. Cale did see an elf—also seated near the back of the class, near the orc named Orguk Fangtruth—quietly taking out one of his textbooks and shredding it with magic.

"Very well," Graystalk said. "Then let us begin."

He launched into an explanation that Cale listened to with great interest. He'd managed to figure some of this out already based on the resonance vision he'd had, but Graystalk's explanation filled out a lot of the gaps and clarified what gaining a resonance rank was like for a more typical mana aspect.

Apparently, the process was very similar for most of the basic elements. Throughout the four continents of Utelia were regions of high elemental magic known as Elemental Shrines. These shrines were natural accumulators of specific mana aspects to the point that they were able to manifest a connection to the very elemental plane that fueled that aspect.

Utelian mages could essentially create an imprint of that connection within their mana cores, improving both their ability to cast related spells and the Gift's ability to create related spells for them. It was fascinating stuff, though the process of creating that imprint was itself rather complicated. Something to do with some sort of resonance artifact within each Elemental Shrine and earning the approval of an associated essence god...

Cale sort of tuned out by that point, and he was pretty sure Graystalk noticed, because the professor shot him a smirk. He knew exactly when he began losing his students, it seemed.

"In my defense," Cale whispered to Damien, "I just learn a lot better by doing."

Damien gave him a perplexed look. "Doing... the essence god?"

"What?" Cale blinked. Was that what Graystalk had been talking about? Could Graystalk hear them? He was pretty sure the professor's smirk had grown—

The effects of [Lesser Planar Reorientation] abruptly faded, leading both Cale and Damien to collapse in a pile by the door. At almost the exact same moment, the door began to open, stopping only fractions before it would have smacked into Cale's face.

"Ah, perfect timing," Professor Graystalk said with a grin, moving to help Damien get to his feet. "Professor Sternkessel will be providing transportation to the Elemental Shrine of Fire."

"Indeed," Sternkessel said dryly. He reached up to flick one of the smaller rings on his head, and Cale blinked as he found himself suddenly upright and standing. He still needed to figure out how Sternkessel was doing that. He was pretty sure he knew how to block it now, at least...

Oh well. He didn't really need to. Maybe if he sparred with the professor at some point. "Thanks," he said, beaming.

Sternkessel inclined his head. "Is the class ready?"

"They are," Graystalk said smoothly.

"Very well. Best of luck to all of you, then." Sternkessel reached up, spun his rings once—

—and then the class was elsewhere, surrounded by heated rock and glowing pools of lava. Cale noted with some relief that the pools were warded to avoid incinerating them, probably because this place was so frequently in use by mages.

He also noticed two more things.

First, there was another class here, and judging by the fact they all wore neatly-pressed uniforms, they were from a different academy. Their professor looked... displeased by their presence, to say the least.

Second, the Elemental Shrine of Fire's resonance artifact was an enormous, golden balancing scale, with a roaring tempest of fire mana on one side of it.

Cale grimaced. Hopefully he wouldn't be expected to put his mana on that.
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  Unfortunately—or maybe fortunately, as far as Cale was concerned—he didn't immediately have to worry about the balancing scale, because the professor from the other academy was storming over. Graystalk himself looked neither surprised nor worried, so Cale was pretty sure he'd been expecting something like this.

The other professor was... interesting. She looked to be some sort of gargoyle, for one thing, with skin made of surprisingly flexible stone and enormous wings stretching out of her back. It was technically possible she was a golem, but her mana core had none of the usual signs of being artificial, so gargoyle was far more likely.

The only oddity was that gargoyles couldn't usually move during the day. Some kind of enchantment stitched into her coat? Cale could sense something there, at least, if not the exact nature of the enchantment. If only he could actually cast [Identify Artifact]...

Then again, she might not take to that too kindly. She seemed mad enough as it was. Or she was pretending to be mad, at the very least; her mana core didn't seem nearly as agitated as Cale might have expected.

"We have a schedule for a reason," the gargoyle professor hissed, stalking up to poke a sharp-looking claw into Graystalk's chest. "The Brightscale Academy cannot change it on such short notice and expect the rest of us to comply! Do you think having a dragon as your Headmaster gets you free reign?"

Cale snickered to himself. She sounded almost exactly like Professor Graystalk had when criticizing him for not being early enough to class. Had she learned it from him? He didn't miss the fact that despite her outward aggression, she was careful not to puncture the fabric of Graystalk's suit with her claw when jabbing at him.

Some kind of performance, then, presumably necessitated by the relationship between their academies. What surprised him was that the other academy's students didn't strike him as the haughty noble type; if anything, they looked like they were spoiling for a fight. Three students in particular stood out to him: a serpentine lady wielding three daggers, one of them clutched in her tail; a hulking elf that looked like he had intentionally ripped his uniform apart over his biceps; and what appeared to be some sort of sentient sword.

The last one he would have assumed was a weapon if not for the fact that it was both wearing a uniform and wielding another, smaller sword.

...Cale had so many questions.

He didn't get the chance to actually ask any of them, though, because at that point Graystalk began to speak.

"A pleasure to see you again, Professor Delia," the older elf said with a polite smile. He was entirely unperturbed by the general aura of menace emanating from Delia and her students. "And a very good morning to the esteemed students of the Haelforge Academy. I apologize for the last minute intrusion, but I believe Headmaster Akkau sent a missive that explains our rather extenuating circumstances?"

Delia scowled and straightened, if only so she could cross her arms angrily across her chest. "You Brightscales always have extenuating circumstances," she muttered. "We can't keep accommodating for your extenuating circumstances."

Behind her, several of her students murmured in agreement. Cale watched in fascination as some of them—as in, more than one, somehow—brought their blades up to their mouths to lick, all while staring at the Brightscale students.

"That can't be sanitary," Cale muttered to himself, wrinkling his nose.

At least there wasn't blood all over their blades. That would've crossed a line.

The Brightscale students responded by bunching together defensively and glaring right back, their Wing allegiances temporarily forgotten. That made Cale raise an eyebrow. Academic rivalries were stronger than the prejudice against the Astral Wing students, apparently. Who would've thought?

You have learned [Basic Physical Enhancement]!

You have learned [Lesser Shadowstep]!

And that came from a Haelforge student surreptitiously casting a spell. Cale glanced at the student in question and saw to his surprise that it was a delicate-looking wisp of a girl hiding near the back of the group, avoiding eye contact with anyone.

Huh. Interesting. He'd have to keep an eye on her. The first spell he could have bought as self-defense, but the second... that felt like she was preparing for something.

"We will provide adequate compensation, of course," Graystalk said mildly. "I am sure you understand the frequency—no academy is free from these extenuating circumstances, after all."

Professor Delia narrowed her eyes at that, but some of the tension left her shoulders. "We need this class just as much as you do," she said. "What do you propose? A duel for the shrine?"

Graystalk raised an eyebrow. "I was hoping we could simply share. It hardly matters how many students use the Firestorm Scale; you know as I do that the bulk of resonance training is done after its use, not before."

"The shrine doesn't have enough mana for that and you know it," Delia said, scoffing. "Really, I was hoping you'd have a better solution than that. It takes thousands of mana just to fuel the first resonance rank acquisition for a single student."

"Which can only be done after our students offer their mana to the Scale," Graystalk countered smoothly.

"Offerings can only do so much." Professor Delia frowned slightly. "What's your game? You know how this works. Even if we both poured half our cores into the shrine it wouldn't be enough to fuel all our students. It's why we have a schedule in the first place—the shrine needs time to recharge between sessions."

She paused. "Or is that your game?" she asked, stepping closer to Graystalk. Right into his personal space, in fact. There was something dangerously playful in her voice. "You know I'm on the cusp of getting my fifth rank. Are you trying to slow me down?"

Graystalk chuckled. "Hardly. I am on the cusp of the sixth rank myself; it would be foolish of me to sabotage us both."

The students all let out a collective oooooh, even as Delia flinched as though struck. "Wha—when?" she demanded. "You couldn't possibly have had the time—"

"Brightscale secrets, alas." Graystalk smiled politely, but Cale didn't miss the hint of smug satisfaction in his eyes. Neither did Delia, it seemed, because her scowl only deepened. "Regardless, the point is moot. We will have all the mana we need. Isn't that right, Cale?"

Slowly, everyone's attention turned to Cale, who had up until then been lounging with Damien near one of the rocks. He brightened as Graystalk and Delia turned to him. "Oh! Are we bringing me into this? I was just going to watch." He gave the confused gargoyle professor a wave. "Hello! I'm Cale. Although I guess you figured that out already."

Professor Delia took a moment to recover from the abrupt introduction. To her credit, she didn't immediately dismiss him—instead, she stared at Graystalk, then at Cale, then swept her mana sense more carefully over him.

Her eyes widened. "You're an archmage," she said. "At least. Graystalk, why in the eight infernal realms do you have an archmage as one of your students?"

The Haelforge students almost immediately burst into excited whispers, nudging at one another and staring at him. Cale didn't miss how half of them were suddenly flashing increasingly ornate weapons attached to their uniforms, nor the quarter that were visibly salivating.

Well, that confirmed his suspicions about them, at least. No sane novice wanted to fight an archmage. Honestly, he kind of liked them now. Maybe he could pit Damien against them?

Though with the nervous glances the dreadshade kept shooting him, that probably wasn't that good of an idea...

"That would be telling," Graystalk answered. "And quite the long story, I'm afraid. Suffice to say he has an interest in studying the Standard Array."

"Another one?" Delia asked, exasperated. "Where do you even find all these—you know what, never mind. How is a single archmage supposed to help with the mana scarcity problem in the shrine?"

Graystalk glanced at Cale, and from the look on his face, he was enjoying himself far too much. "An excellent question," the professor said. "I do believe Cale is a few steps away from archmage, in fact. A demonstration will be far more effective than mere words, however, so how about this? If there is insufficient mana in the shrine once Cale has his turn with the Firestorm Scale, we will leave."

Delia stared at him suspiciously. "...What, just like that?"

"Just like that," Graystalk said. "I will even re-allocate a quarter of my assigned credits to the Haelforge Academy."

"That's... generous of you," Delia said, clearly even more suspicious now. "And what do you want from me if you win this bet?"

Graystalk considered this for a moment. "Well," he said. "Your students appear to be eager to fight, as usual. How about a simulated battle between our classes? Not today, of course. Two weeks from now would suffice."

Several Haelforge students cheered at that, although Graystalk's own students stared at him in a mixture of disbelief and horror.

"You do remember that I have Chosen mages in my class, don't you?" Delia asked. "I couldn't even guarantee the safety of your students. You're sure you want to do this? What are you getting out of it?"

Graystalk chuckled. "Let's discuss that after, shall we? After all, there would hardly be a point if we happen to fail the first challenge. Cale, would you mind taking your turn with the Firestorm Scale last?"

"Hm? Oh, sure," Cale said, slightly distracted. He'd been admiring the Firestorm Scale in question. The thing was enormous, and it looked like it was built to convert or extract almost any mana type placed on one side of the Scale. It would have trouble with some aspects, of course—Damien's primordial decay aspect would almost certainly give it some trouble, let alone his own prismatic mana—but all in all, it was an impressive thing. Essentially a divine artifact all on its own.

...Cale still wasn't sure it would be able to handle the sheer quantity he'd be giving it. If anything, he was very sure it couldn't, at least not without the extra control he'd gained from his one rank in draconic resonance. Good thing Akkau had given that to him when he did; he could only imagine the reactions if he accidentally broke this thing.

"I'll need some time to prepare anyway, just to be safe," Cale added after a moment, examining the Scale critically. "Don't want to break them by accident, you know?"

Graystalk smirked at that comment; Professor Delia just stared at him. "You can't break the Scale," she said. "That would require so much mana the Gift itself would struggle to display the number. Why would you even... you know what, it doesn't matter. I don't know what you Brightscales are up to, but I'm going to go tend to my class. You better be ready to allocate those credits to me by the end of the day."

"Of course," Graystalk said pleasantly. "One more thing before you go."

Delia paused. "Yes?"

"There are only seven infernal realms left, it seems." Graystalk shrugged. "Cale appears to have blown up the eighth."

Delia stared at them both.

"It was an accident," Cale added helpfully.

The gargoyle professor opened her mouth, held up a finger, then closed it again and let out an exasperated huff. "Ridiculous," she muttered, turning to leave. "I never know what you Brightscales are up to, but of all the outlandish claims... and Graystalk, of all people?"

The older elf in question did his best to hide his amusement, but couldn't quite stop his lips from twitching slightly. "I think I am beginning to see why you do this," he murmured, glancing at Cale.

Cale beamed. "And I think I'm starting to see why Syphus likes being a bad influence."

Next to him, Damien sighed and buried his face in his cloak.





Cale sat with Damien in a corner of the Elemental Shrine of Fire, watching with interest as each Haelforge student approached the Firestorm Scale and attempted to commune with it. They gave it an offering of mana on one side of the Scale, causing the whole thing to tip slightly, although never more than a single degree. After that, the roaring tempest of fire on the other hand would flash and grow, causing the Scale to tip back to its end. Then a small piece of fire mana would peel off from the storm to settle over the eyes of the mage communing with it, and they would find a place to sit and meditate.

To try to connect with the elemental plane of fire, presumably. They needed fire mana in spades to do that, though, and that was evident in the way wisps of that mana gathered around the meditating mages and flowed into their cores, building out that very connection.

It was fascinating stuff. He so rarely got the opportunity to witness entirely new schools of magic, and this felt like it qualified. What could have given birth to this?

It had something to do with the Gift, he was pretty sure. Maybe a side effect of the way it organized and categorized magic, or a result of magic itself being made available to everyone. There was a tendency for new things to manifest in realms where magic was more commonly available, and it was hard to get more "commonly available" than a realm that had the Gift.

Maybe that was even the whole point of it. It was itself an incredible assistive tool for learning magic, but it had also very clearly been created to develop new magic. The most obvious way in which that manifested was the way it created new spells, but there was no reason to assume it wasn't capable of more.

Cale was really starting to want to talk to the god that created it. Akkau had mentioned something about the God of Magic, hadn't he? It was probably best that he wait for his Divinities class, though. The last time he tried to contact a god unannounced he'd inadvertently caused rather a lot of chaos.

He didn't exactly regret it. But still! Cale was almost offended the creator of the Gift hadn't already reached out; he had to know that Cale existed, considering how it worked...

Oh well. Shrugging to himself, Cale turned to the dreadshade sitting next to him. The poor guy was huddled up in his cloak and staring out over the horizon with the same blank look Cale sometimes caught him with. He was doing his best to complete a partial attunement to fire, but was evidently struggling; so far, the Cloak had only managed to extract a very small quantity of fire mana from him.

"You doing okay, Damien?" Cale prompted.

Damien blinked, startled, and shook himself slightly. "Y-yeah," he answered after a moment, albeit a little hesitantly. "Sternkessel's keeping my mana leakage under control, I think? It's nice of him."

"Still worried about that, huh?" Cale asked, chuckling. "He didn't offer to do that before?"

"He did, I just... I didn't want to risk it." Damien looked down, unable to quite meet Cale's eyes. "All this is kinda new to me, you know? I didn't think I'd be doing, um... well, any of this, really. Just, after seeing what happened with Izzik... well, you know."

He gestured vaguely, and Cale nodded in understanding. It wasn't uncommon for a mage to change their approach to magic entirely after experiencing something life-changing, and what Damien and the others had been through yesterday definitely qualified.

"Do you think it'll work?" Damien asked suddenly, fidgeting with the edge of the Cloak. "I mean, even with the Cloak, I don't know if I can attune enough of my fire mana..."

Cale hummed. "Decay and fire aren't that different," he said, giving the dreadshade a small smile. "Fire comforts and warms. It might be capable of enormous destruction, but it's also the root of many, many civilizations. I should know, I've seen it." He grinned, and Damien snorted slightly.

"I can't tell if I'm horrified by that thought," he said.

"I try not to think about it," Cale said cheerfully. "Point is, decay is basically the same. It represents rot, but that rot fuels the circle of life. You need it so the new can take the place of the old..."

He trailed off, noticing Damien deflating slightly at his words. He could feel the dreadshade trying—he'd listened to his words, and was actively attempting to apply them—but something about his words had evidently triggered some kind of deeply-buried memory.

Cale studied his friend for a moment and sighed. "I'm guessing something pretty bad happened with your mana at some point."

Damien winced. It was a small movement, but Cale was all too familiar with the defensive reflex, the way the dreadshade instantly closed up. "I-I don't want to talk about it."

"That's fine," Cale said gently. "You don't have to. But just so you know... I've made my fair share of mistakes, too. Live long enough, and you're bound to."

Damien was silent at that. The seconds ticked by as he stared out over the horizon, but eventually, he asked a quesiton so quiet Cale almost didn't catch it. "How do you live with them?"

Cale snorted. "I didn't have a choice."

Damien shot him a startled look, clearly expecting a different response, and Cale laughed at the almost comically worried expression his friend was wearing. "Not the most inspiring answer, I know," he said with a little grin, letting just the smallest hint of his weariness slip through. "But it's the truth. I don't get to run away from what I am any more than you do."

"That implies you get to run away a little bit," Damien mumbled. "Because that's what I do."

"Oh, I do," Cale admitted. He leaned back against the rock, thankful for the elemental wards that fueled the shrine; without them, the place would have been scorching hot. "All the time, as much as I can. It's hard to stop once you start."

He paused, then glanced at Damien, his tone casual. "What do you make of that? Because I know you've noticed."

Damien hesitated, like he wasn't sure if he was allowed to say what he was about to say. Then he visibly steeled himself and sighed.

"I think you should stop," he said quietly. "Just for a little bit. It doesn't have to be forever. You can slow down, or um... let your friends carry the burden sometimes."

Cale nodded. "Probably true," he agreed, and then poked Damien in the shoulder. "You should listen to your own advice."

"I—" Damien started to protest, then snapped his mouth shut, frowning. "You tricked me."

"I did," Cale said, smug.

"...That doesn't mean it doesn't apply to you too, though." Damien's gaze was worried, and Cale shifted under it, slightly uncomfortable.

"My burdens would snap your back like a twig," he muttered after a moment, folding his arms over his chest. When Damien started to argue, he held up a hand. "But I'll consider it."

"We can work on it together?" Damien offered.

Cale let out a disbelieving scoff, then grabbed Damien by the shoulders and started giving him a noogie. "You're way too nice and innocent," he said as the dreadshade yelped and started flailing. "Do you know how hard it is to say no when you do that?"

"N-no?" Damien squirmed.

"Good. Never change." Cale shook his head and smiled as he let Damien go. At this rate, he really was going to give up his secrets to his apprentices. He saw too much in them. Too much of his old friends, his best lives, his greatest regrets...

Cale coughed hard and changed the subject. "Anyway," he said. "I'll tell you mine if you tell me yours, but not here. Can you tell me what Graystalk was on about earlier?"

"What do you mean?" Damien blinked, caught somewhat off-guard. "About what?"

"He said something about credit allocations," Cale prompted.

"O-oh." Damien paused, recalibrating. "Oh! Right, we were supposed to tell you more about how the credit system works... um. Okay. Here goes."

Lucky for him, it seemed like Damien wanted to change the subject as much as he did. The dreadshade launched into an explanation of how the credit system worked, starting with the obvious—that four different Wing credits were required to make a 'complete' credit, apparently called an offering credit—and then into the reason why the Orstrahl Kingdom cared enough to give up precious magical artifacts in return for them. It was a little more than just wanting to sponsor powerful mages, it turned out.

"The Gift makes them?" Cale asked, surprised.

Damien nodded timidly. "Yeah. The Gift is meant to encourage magical study and use, so every magic academy gets an allocation of Wing credits at the beginning of each year. It wants us to interact with one another across different schools of magic and different types of mages, so it requires one of each Wing credit to make a complete offering credit..."

"Well, that's not exactly working out," Cale said, wrinkling his nose. "It doesn't actually enforce who gets what credit, does it? The professors are supposed to give out credits based on Wing, but they can give out whatever. Sternkessel basically just gave us a full set."

"That's one of the problems with it," Damien said, glancing away. "It's supposed to encourage students to cooperate and share their credits, but um, that doesn't really happen in practice."

"Feels like it's missing a step." Cale grunted, tapping a finger on the floor contemplatively. "You'd want to reward people for sharing. What are these Offering credits used for?"

"T-they're mostly useful to the Kingdoms and some of the smaller political factions in Utelia," Damien said, fidgeting slightly. "Offering credits can be used to buy... boons? Blessings. From the Gift. So if the Kingdom of Orstrahl gathers enough of them, they could buy a blessing of health for their citizens, or some sort of attunement boost. The Brightgrove elves have one for acquiring spells, for example."

Cale blinked. "Brightgroves, as in Nala Whiteleaf?" he asked. "No wonder she was so mad when I was learning spells faster than her."

Damien giggled at that, in spite of himself. "I wish I could've seen that," he said wistfully. "But, um, yes. I haven't seen high-level blessings myself, but they're supposed to be incredibly powerful. I guess that's why Orstrahl is willing to give away artifacts for them... they still cost a bunch though."

"I'd imagine." Cale hummed in thought. "We can't just use these offering credits ourselves?"

"They're only for political factions approved by the Gift," Damien said, shaking his head. "They're mostly useless to us, which is why we just trade it with Orstrahl. Technically other factions would pay us for them, but..."

"They can't match what Orstrahl is willing to give," Cale said dryly. "Yeah, that figures."

That did give him some ideas, though. Cale grinned to himself—he might have to get Sternkessel to let him pay a visit to the Golden Sands sooner than he'd thought. If he was right about the alchemical ingredients Izzik had been using, there was a chance he could strike some sort of deal there.

It would be some time before he was ready, though. He still needed to collect a bunch of credits first. Cale's mind began to whir. He'd need to convince the other Astral Wing students that they didn't need the rewards from Orstrahl's artifact vault, and somehow convince the students to work together. It would take time, and he'd need to prove himself to them—

"Cale!" Professor Graystalk called. "It's almost time. Are you ready?"

Cale blinked and looked up to see that the last few students were queueing by the Scales; almost everyone else was seated somewhere in the shrine, meditating.

The professors hadn't been kidding about the process using up a lot of mana. The air was nearly dry of it already. At the same time... he scanned the last few students standing by the Scales, then raised an eyebrow. "I thought the Haelforge students were going first?"

Professor Graystalk sighed. "It is, unfortunately, a tradition for the more competitive amongst them to go last," he said. "They enjoy competing to see who can move the Scales more, and it seems that competitive spirit has... spread."

He sounded like he disapproved, but there was a faint undercurrent of amusement there. Cale smirked. "You're just waiting for my turn, aren't you?"

"I confess to some level of anticipation for your particular brand of antics," Graystalk replied in the most impassive tone he could muster. Cale snickered and grabbed Damien to drag him along with him.

There were four students left from Haelforge and two from Brightscale. Four and four each, when he and Damien were included. Convenient.

Haelforge's students included the serpentine lady with the three daggers he'd noticed earlier, the wisp he'd caught casting enhancement spells on herself, a full suit of armor he'd somehow missed before, and the student he was pretty sure was a sentient sword.

Brightscale's students, on the other hand, included an elf Cale thought he recognized from Nala's entourage and the orc that had spoke up earlier. Orluk? Corkug?

"Orguk Fangtruth will go next!" the orc announced loudly.

Right! That. Cale appreciated it whenever he met people that spoke in third person; it made it far easier to remember their names.

"Um," Damien whispered, tugging at Cale's sleeve. "I don't know if I've attuned enough..."

Cale gave the dreadshade a once-over with his mana sense, then nodded in approval. "I think you've got more than enough in the Cloak," he said, giving him an encouraging smile. "You did great. You don't need to give the Scales a lot of mana. It's not a competition."

Damien blinked. "But... isn't it literally a competition?" he asked helplessly, gesturing to the very clearly competitive group of students.

"Well, sure. Technically." Cale cracked his neck and grinned. "And don't let me stop you from doing your best. Remember: fire and decay aren't that different. You can do this. Focus on all the ways they relate and attune, step by step. I'm just saying, if you're worried about embarrassing yourself..."

He shrugged. "Remember, Graystalk put me in play. It's not gonna look much like a competition once I have my turn."

  

    
        Chapter 41 — Fire Resonance, Pt 3

    
    
    
    
  Orguk Fangtruth was very proud of his mana reservoirs.

He had trained! Endured! He'd spent years racing through the mageblight swamps of the Illwyld on a daily basis long before he even applied to join the Brightscale Academy. His mana core had been large to start with, but the swamps had helped train it into something truly monstrous: there was a reason most mages that attempted to train themselves that way perished.

Not him, though. Not Orguk Fangtruth. He let the vines pump his core full of that corrosive, sickly magic that ate away at his mana, and he used that to grow constantly. It was well-known that emptying your core and forcing it to refill itself helped a mage train their mana capacity, but he had taken it a step further. By letting mageblight fill his system, he forced his core to battle to produce mana just to survive.

There were some that might have called that sort of training extreme, but Orguk Fangtruth simply called them cowards. How could any aspiring battlemage not use any and every available method to grow their cores? He firmly believed that all those fancy tricks with spell constructs didn't matter in the face of raw, overwhelming power.

It was simple. In any battle between two mages, the one with the biggest mana core would eventually win. And Orguk Fangtruth was determined to be the biggest of them all.

His most powerful spell cost a whopping thirty-two thousand mana. He could cast it three times! Sure, his professors called it a "shockingly inefficient spell" and "I beg thee to spend any amount of time refining your connection to the Gift," but he was pretty sure they were all just jealous. He had the biggest mana core and the biggest spell, so it made perfect sense that they would be.

He took a deep breath and glared at the Firestorm Scale like it was a long-hated enemy. "Orguk Fangtruth will make his mother proud," he whispered.

And he began channeling his mana.

There was a belief among orcs that each declaration of their name allowed their lost ancestors to hear them. Orguk Fangtruth didn't know if it applied to immediate family, but he felt like it should. He hoped it did, anyway, otherwise he was pretty sure he'd look silly for constantly saying his name like this.

But her last words were that she would watch over him, and that was the only way he knew to help. He didn't mind looking a little ridiculous if it meant his mom would see him become the greatest battlemage there ever was.

Slowly, the Scale began to tilt.

For every degree it moved, a ding echoed through the Elemental Shrine of Fire. That was the means by which a mage could measure the strength of their mana. The exact amount of mana required to move the Scale by a single degree varied depending on the day, but the average novice was unlikely to shift it by even one. A full archmage, on the other hand, could typically move it by ten.

Proud as he was of his progress, Orguk Fangtruth wasn't foolish enough to believe he could match an archmage. He would be happy enough with five. After all, most other students hadn't even been able to budge the Scale by a single degree. The most so far had been two.

A second ding resounded through the shrine, and Orguk Fangtruth roared in triumph. He'd matched the record, and it felt like he still had plenty of mana to spare. His core was beginning to strain from the amount he was attempting to channel all at once, but what did that matter? This was nothing compared to the mageblight.

A third ding resounded. Enough to beat the record, but not enough to satisfy him. He snarled and pushed himself further—

The Scale shifted by yet another degree, bringing his total to four. The tempest of fire mana on the other side of the Scale flared to new heights, as if in response to his passion; even through the environmental wards of the shrine, he could feel the heat baking away at his face.

And he wasn't done yet. One more! He called up every last dredge of mana, every ounce of control he possessed. The Scale tilted by another half-degree...

But no more. Orguk collapsed with a groan, panting, as he finally emptied his core of everything he had. Four-and-a-half degrees was still more than anyone else had accomplished so far, and his heart glowed with pride.

"A good effort," one of the Haelforge students said, stepping forward. Orguk blinked and looked up at them through the sweat stinging his eyes. It was that pretty snake lady with the daggers. "Well done. Though I'm afraid I'll have to break your record."

Orguk snorted out an exhausted sort of laugh. "Do it!" he said, thumping his chest and grinning. "Show Orguk Fangtruth the heights he has yet to reach!"

"Oh?" The snake lady smirked down at him, but she seemed genuinely pleased. Orguk took the opportunity to admire the sheen of her scales. "A Brightscale who understands the Haelforge Spirit. How rare. I will remember your name, Orguk Fangtruth, as I hope you will remember mine.

"For I am Caea of the Silver Shore, and I plan to kill the Dark Lord himself."

She slid forward, toward the Scale, but not before leaving him a little present. Orguk Fangtruth blinked and looked down at the little dagger she'd left behind. She'd even done him the courtesy of wrapping his fingers around the hilt, all in one incredibly deft motion of her tail.

He liked her a lot, he decided, squeezing the dagger close.

Then the shrine's mana descended on him, and he let himself slip into his resonance trance.





Damien was nervous.

Honestly, nervous didn't really cut it for how he felt. He knew technically that everything Cale told him was true—the human had monstrous amounts of mana and would easily overshadow the rest of this competition, which meant that how he did didn't strictly mater—but he couldn't help but feel out of place among the rest of these mages.

It probably would've helped if he'd gone earlier, but he needed the time to attune his mana. Attunement didn't come as easily to him as it did everyone else, and even with all that extra time he'd taken, Damien was worried he wouldn't have enough in the Cloak to serve as an acceptable offering to the Firestorm Scale.

There was a certain irony in that. He'd joined the Brightscale Academy hoping to bring his magic under control, and resonance ranks were one of the biggest steps a mage could take toward mastering an aspect. If he managed to acquire a rank in fire resonance here, he would finally be taking a step away from decay. A real step.

And that the thought that he might fail and squander this opportunity terrified him.

It didn't help that all the remaining students felt like they deserved an apprenticeship with Cale more than he did. Damien knew that thought was ridiculous, but he couldn't quite shake it.

First there was that orc, Orguk Fangtruth, who blew through the previous record on moving the Scale by doubling it. Damien could feel the pressure of the mana he was releasing. The scariest part was that the orc's biggest problem—and the only reason he hadn't managed five degrees instead of four—was his poor mana control. It didn't look like Orguk had noticed it, but the orc had lost a good fifth of his mana from wild, undirected bursts.

Cale was watching him critically and had evidently noticed the same thing. He clicked his tongue. "Looks like he's been doing nothing but trying to expand his mana capacity," he said. "Quantity isn't everything, you know."

Damien briefly stopped trying to attune his mana to shoot Cale an incredulous look, only for his friend to grin unrepentantly back at him. "What? It's not. I should know. I just happen to have enough to make up for most of the drawbacks."

"I don't know if that counts?" Damien said. "I feel like if he knew how much mana you had he'd just be doubly convinced about the whole mana quantity thing."

"Probably true." Cale nodded. "You'll have to convince him to take up mana control."

"Wha—why me?" Damien protested.

"Because you have the best mana control out of all my apprentices." Cale poked him in the chest. "And because you need to figure out how to socialize. That's your first task as my apprentice."

"I thought it was bonding with my cloak."

"That too!" Cale said cheerfully. "Both of those are your first tasks."

Damien just sighed. It was sometimes easier not to argue with Cale... though it felt a little ridiculous that he'd arrived at that conclusion after knowing the man for just about a day. The sheer density of events around him made things like this feel normal.

He went back to trying to attune his mana, but watched as the next mage stepped up to the Scale. This one was Caea of the Silver Shore—famous among the Haelforge students, if he remembered correctly. Damien remembered some of his senior students whispering about her in the corridors; she was a prodigy of some kind, it seemed. A genius even for the Haelforge Academy, although not the only one.

She proved it, too. Her mana control was a far cry from Orguk's. She didn't even look like she strained. She simply slithered up and shot the Scale a disdainful look, and moments later, it began to tip. If Damien hadn't been able to feel the river of mana pouring out from her core, he would have thought she'd just scared it into tipping.

By the time she was done, she'd moved the Scale by a full seven degrees. Seven. That was almost archmage-level reserves, if he remembered correctly. How was he supposed to follow that up?

"She's pretty interesting," Cale said, his eyes following her movements briefly. Damien had the brief, eerie impression that he was looking directly at her mana core and dissecting it even from a distance, but quickly shook it off. No one's mana sense was that precise. Probably.

Then again, he'd learned to question a lot of things he'd once considered obvious after meeting Cale.

Thankfully, Damien didn't have to go next. Instead, Myrlen Tealblossom stepped up. He was an older-looking elven man who Damien vaguely remembered was Nala Whiteleaf's cousin. Something about him being the next most favored of the Brightgrove Elves.

Unlike both Orguk and Caea, he didn't manage to break the record. He moved the Scale by a very respectable three degrees before exhausting his mana, swaying slightly on his feet in the process; he would have fallen entirely if not for a quick burst of wind from Graystalk that startled him back awake.

To Damien's surprise, he didn't seem too disappointed by his performance. Instead, he gave their professor a quick bow of thanks, then went to take a seat far away from everyone else.

At which point the fire aspect mana all around them suddenly flared to life.

Damien yelped, startled, as what felt like half of the ambient mana pulled away from everyone else that was meditating and rushed to Myrlen instead. Caea looked mildly irritated, but simply closed her eyes again and redoubled her efforts, causing a small swirl of fire mana to stick around her.

"Whoa," Cale said, watching Myrlen closely. "What's going on with him?"

Damien hesitated for a moment, then forced himself to answer. "I-I think he's one of the Favored," he said quietly. "Some people are, um, especially favored by an element? Or a mana aspect. It's supposed to be a lot easier for them to get resonance ranks."

"Is he actually favored by something, or does he just understand fire more than everyone else here?" Cale asked, and Damien blinked.

"I don't know," he said. "I always thought being Favored just meant the elemental god liked you more? But I guess it could just be that he's really intuitively aligned with the aspect..."

"Watch," Cale said, nudging him. Damien blinked again and saw Orguk looking up toward Myrlen, frowning slightly. After a moment, he marched up to the elf, staring intently.

"Is he going to start a fight?" Damien asked nervously. "Why—"

"Shh," Cale said, shaking his head. "I don't think that's it. Look."

Myrlen hadn't moved, but Orguk had moved closer still, squinting at the elf like he could make something out through the torrent of fire mana surrounding him.

Then something seemed to click. To Damien's surprise, the orc's expression suddenly cleared, and he took a seat only a few feet away from Myrlen and closed his eyes, sinking back into his resonance trance. Even more shocking, the fire mana around them suddenly stopped, as if confused...

And then it began to flow eagerly into both mages.

Cale whistled. "Thought so," he said, sounding impressed. "That orc has some incredible intuition for magic. No wonder he's so focused on mana capacity."

"Intuition?" Damien cast Cale an uncertain look.

Cale nodded. "Yup. It's a subconscious thing and it's pretty hard to teach, but some mages just... have a knack for figuring out certain types of magic. Hard to explain, but you'll get it if you keep an eye on Orguk. They tend to be able to learn just from watching other mages."

"That sounds..." Damien hesitated, not wanting to put down the accomplishment.

"Like cheating?" Cale had no such qualms, apparently. "Eh. Kinda. It comes with its own disadvantages. Being good at deconstructing magic intuitively makes it much harder to do it on purpose if you come across something that stumps you, and it tends to make you kind of overconfident."

His voice turned dry. "For example, these mages sometimes think mana capacity is all they need to become the best of the best."

Damien winced slightly. "I guess that makes sense..."

"Yup!" Cale beamed at him, clapping a hand on his back. "I'm glad our students are interesting too. I was starting to think I might have to apply to join this Haelforge Academy instead—don't look at me like that, Damien! I was kidding!"

Damien had given him a stricken, terrified look the moment Cale mentioned he might have to apply to Haelforge. The dreadshade let out an embarrassed cough and tried to wipe the expression off his face, even as his friend shook his head and gave him a reassuring pat on the shoulder. "I said I'd teach you, didn't I? I'm not just going to up and abandon you guys."

"R-right, sorry." Damien nodded, a little ashamed he'd believed those words so quickly.

Cale gave him a reassuring pat on the shoulder. "Abandonment issues?"

Damien almost fell over. Talk about direct! "N-no!" he protested. "Well, not exactly..."

He really hoped Cale wouldn't ask him to elaborate. Fortunately, he was saved from that fate, because the suit of armor on Haelforge's side was finally stepping up to the Scale. Interestingly enough, he was doing so together with the other student, the floating blade.

"Huh," Cale said. "Are they gonna make their offering together?"

"I think so," Damien answered hesitantly. Something about them seemed familiar to him, but it took him a moment to place why. When he did, his eyes widened. "Oh! They're Honor and Glory!"

Cale blinked. "That's their names?" he asked, sounding a little skeptical.

Not that Damien really noticed. He just nodded rapidly. "Honor is the son of one of our professors, I think," he said, pointing to the suit of armor. "Glory is the sword. They're both imbued life, but Glory is a really rare example of a complete life imbuement on a sword. Normally they're less, um, alive?"

"I'm familiar, yeah," Cale said, nodding. His eyes brightened. "I'm guessing something about Glory being a complete imbuement makes them special, then?"

"I heard they can fuse their mana cores," Damien said. He couldn't help but stare, waiting for it to happen. The idea of mana cores being able to fuse was a source of a morbid kind of fascination. For most mages, the very idea of it was disturbing. A mana core, after all, had long been thought to be an expression of the soul, and while that had long been disproved, mana cores were still deeply personal things.

It didn't seem to work the same way for this pair, though. Honor grabbed Glory by the hilt, holding him up toward the Scale, and both their mana cores began to flare and flicker in sync. One beat, then the next, and the next...

The entire Elemental Shrine of Fire seemed to hold its breath in anticipation.

Somehow, between one beat and the next, two mana cores became one. The new construct made a grand, regal gesture toward the Scale, causing a loud gong to resound throughout the shrine. The tempest of fire on one side of the Scale roared to life, flaring a good ten feet into the air.

Damien's ears rang. He squinted through the sudden surge of flame to try to see how much the Scale had moved.

They'd shifted by a full ten degrees.

"Archmage," he whispered, his eyes wide. Cale seemed impressed, but that was about the extent of it; Damien wasn't sure if his friend understood that two novices had just leapt several stages of core development just by fusing.

Or maybe this was nothing new to him. It was so easy to forget how much Cale had already seen.

"That's pretty cool," Cale said in agreement, which felt to Damien like an incredible understatement. "You said one of our professors is Honor's dad? How does that work?"

"Um," Damien said, thrown off enough that he had to think a moment to find the answer. "I don't think you've met him yet. He's our swordsmanship instructor."

"Oh." Cale seemed disappointed. "Figures. I don't know if I want to do swordsmanship again."

"It's one of the mandatory classes," Damien said awkwardly.

Cale wrinkled his nose. "Well, at least the instructor will be interesting, I guess," he decided. "I think it's your turn, by the way."

Damien froze. Sure enough, Honor and Glory had both managed to find a space to meditate, leaving Damien to go up to the Scale next. Cale gave him an encouraging smile, which... didn't really help the nerves fluttering in his stomach.

Well, it sort of helped, in the sense that it meant he couldn't just run away. He'd been considering it, but he was awful at saying no when he had even the slightest bit of encouragement.

That probably explained most of yesterday, now that he thought about it. Most days he would have shut down as soon as they ended up inside that labyrinth.

Very tentatively, Damien stepped up to the Scale and took a deep breath. He drew slowly on his connection with the awakened Manamorphic Cloak. It responded to him by fluttering against his shoulders, a rising tide of magic slowly wrapping around his core.

He could feel a small reserve of fire aspect mana waiting for him. It was everything the Cloak had managed to extract from his attempts at partial attunement over the last quarter-hour or so, and it felt pathetically tiny in comparison to the feats of magic he'd just seen.

It was all he could rely on, though. Unlike the others, he couldn't just feed the Scale his regular mana—decay couldn't be attuned even by artifacts like the Scale, and there was a good chance he would ruin the artifact besides. He needed to use only the tiny portion he'd managed to carve out for himself and store within the Cloak.

Damien tried to convince himself it was fine. The amount he'd converted was probably enough to count as an offering, even if it was a small one, and it would get him started down the path of acquiring his first resonance rank. That would eventually make it easier for him to do this same partial attunement. It didn't matter how he did. All he needed to do was send in what he had.

It took him twenty agonizing seconds to admit to himself that he didn't want to.

He didn't want to settle for this. He wanted to try. He wanted to try the way he'd seen his friends trying, to put in everything he had and measure where he stood among the mages of his cohort. Damien had never cared where he stood before, but now there was an ache inside him, because he'd seen what might happen if he didn't have the strength.

The Red Hunters were coming for them. They were willing to sabotage the school to do it. He didn't know Izzik, but that lizardfolk man had almost died. Where would he be the next time they came if all he did was the bare minimum?

What if his friends needed his help and the only thing he could use were his stupid decay spells?

Without Sternkessel, without the suppression wards in the Astral Wing, there was a very real chance anything he tried to cast would hurt his friends as well as any enemy mage they were fighting. Decay wasn't like fire, with an entire school of study dedicated to controlling and shaping it.

Damien needed to be more. And perhaps more importantly, for the first time in his life, he also found he wanted to be more. Cale's fascination with magic had been infectious in that sense: he wanted to look at magic the way Cale did, to see a spell in terms of its possibilities instead of its dangers.

What was it Cale had said earlier?

Don't let me stop you from doing your best. Remember: fire and decay aren't that different. You can do this. Focus on all the ways they relate and attune, step by step.

Damien focused on that thought. He tried to sink into the idea that fire and decay weren't all that different. Cale was right, he knew. Fire was warmth and destruction, both the spark that ushered in life and the ravaging force that often ended it. Decay, too, was—

—a force that led to ruin. Decay had rotted away at his first friends and his first home and all that he'd once dared to name family—

Damien gritted his teeth.

Decay was not what he'd allowed himself to believe for all these past years.

He clung to the memory, as ridiculous as it was, of Cale biting into the binding that controlled and contained that Abyssal One. That expression of decay was greater than any he'd ever seen. It had looked for a moment like he was staring at the very concept of a universal end, raw and unconstrained. The purest expression of rot infecting all of existence.

And despite the sheer, existential terror of that idea, Cale had bent that power and used it to offer hope and freedom to a creature that had never known either.

Because some things must end to make way for something new.

The thought clicked into place so smoothly that Damien almost didn't realize it had happened. Decay was a process that resulted in loss, yes, but that loss created room for something else to grow in its place. He'd understood the idea intellectually before, when Cale had explained it, but somehow what he was feeling now was different, like he'd accepted it in more than just his mind.

The end of a binding had led to freedom...

...and the end of a fire could lead to new life.

Without prompting, an image crystallized in Damien's mind with unprecedented clarity, almost intrusive with how much it demanded his attention. He saw a fire tearing through a forest, leaving behind nothing but cinders and devastation.

Like decay, fire could destroy. It could ruin.

But the remnants of that fire brought new life, and it did so through decay. Without decay, everything left behind in that devastation would be useless, dead things, organic matter left sitting in the ground. With it, however, all that was left behind could break down. Turned once more into nutrients that re-fertilized the soil.

There were plants, he knew, that took advantage of this. Seeds that needed the heat to germinate. But decay was the means by which the natural system healed, and though it destroyed everything that was left, it made sure there would be more to come after.

Something in Damien's core burned, hot and cold all at once. His mana fluctuated within him in fits and starts, almost like it was responding to his newfound understanding. Decay was a primordial aspect and could never be completely attuned, but he could feel something new taking form, a potent combination from the cycle of fire and decay and growth and healing—

You have learned [Legacy of the Verdant Flame]!

What? Damien's eyes shot open, startled, as he stared at the sudden intrusion of the Gift. The details of his new spell—not even a spell, an auric passive—spilled out in front of him.

[Legacy of the Verdant Flame, Level MAX] [Personal, Auric Passive]

You have comprehended the relationship between the primordial aspect of decay and the elemental aspect of fire. Primordial decay may now more easily be attuned to the formerly lost aspect of the Verdant Flame.

As a newly reforged mana aspect, the Verdant Flame is yours to explore, conferring the following bonuses:

This Legacy grants a single rank of Verdant Flame resonance.

This Legacy grants increased resonance acquisition for the decay and fire aspects.

This Legacy improves both decay and fire related attuning, spell acquisition, and spellcasting.

This Legacy can evolve, allowing you to return the Verdant Flame to its true form.

You have earned a Legacy. The Gift sees fit to offer an additional reward.

You have learned [Verdant Blessing]!

[Verdant Blessing, Level MAX] [Personal, Auric Passive]

When attuning for the Verdant Flame, receive a +20% bonus to conversion efficiency and mana output.

Damien stared, speechless. He'd never once heard of anything like a Legacy. The Gift's phrasing implied that they were a known factor, something that could be earned, and yet if anyone else had earned them there would surely have been records. They would have talked about it in class. Something.

Why hadn't he heard of this? Had he—had he somehow managed to find something new? Or maybe something old, buried so deep in the Gift that no one had yet discovered it, or all memory of it had been wiped,,,

The Scale chimed, and Damien jerked, startled, as they began to tip. He'd assumed he wouldn't have enough mana to tilt it by even a single degree, just like most of the other students. Instead, the ding echoed through the shrine.

Once. Twice. Three times.

Three degrees. Exactly as well as Myrlen Tealblossom had done. Not incredible, no, but so far beyond what he'd been expecting that he just stared at the Scale, wide-eyed and slack-jawed. He only moved when Cale came up to him and clapped him on the shoulder.

"Well done!" he said. "I knew you could do it. Although that did feel kinda weird. Did something happen?"

Damien swallowed. "Um... you could say that," he squeaked.

Part of him was scared, because, well, new things scared him. The significance of those new things scared him even more, in a way. But he couldn't deny now that there was a part of him deeper still, a part he didn't know he had, that wasn't scared at all—that was excited instead.

Because this, more than anything else so far, proved he could be the kind of mage he wanted to be.

Almost impulsively, he wrapped Cale in a hug. "Thank you," he mumbled.

Cale blinked at him, then patted him awkwardly on the back. "I don't know if I did anything, but sure! You're welcome," he said cheerfully.

Damien didn't quite have it in him to explain everything just yet. It wasn't like he could, anyway, while the Haelforge students were here.

This felt like the sort of thing he needed to keep a secret.
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  Cale didn't really know what had happened, though he did know that something had happened. He'd sensed something strange for a moment, something with an odd familiarity; stranger still was the fact that whatever changed, his mana core had responded with an odd twinge. He was pretty sure he'd experienced that before.

Oh well. That sort of thing happened all the time, anyway. As long as Damien was happy! Cale had long since learned what to prioritize as far as strange feelings went, and as long as something wasn't setting off alarm bells, he wasn't usually too concerned.

Case in point: that last Haelforge student! She was now approaching the Scales, brushing past him and Damien without giving them so much as a glance. Cale would have thought she was being intentionally rude if not for the sense of nervousness he could feel radiating off of her.

And he'd thought Damien was nervous.

More importantly, Cale didn't really like the mana he could feel radiating off of her. Whatever aspect it was, it was esoteric enough that he couldn't recognize it at a glance, which meant it belonged to a very short list of mostly incredibly dangerous aspects.

And he made it a point to remember the dangerous ones, too, so the ones he couldn't remember were usually just ones he hadn't encountered...

Cale frowned slightly. This was the same student that had cast two spells as soon as she'd arrived at the Elemental Shrine. They were low-tier spells, certainly, but they weren't exactly spells that would've helped her with the Scale. Was she planning something? It would explain the nerves.

Then again, spell names didn't always do a good job reflecting their function. There was always the chance they were weirdly named meditative spells. He checked the Gift, just to be sure.

[Basic Physical Enhancement, Level 1] [First Tier, Active] [50 Mana]

Grants a minor boost to basic physical abilities.

[Lesser Shadowstep, Level 1] [First Tier, Active] [50 Mana]

Silence your footsteps when stepping in shadow.

Okay, definitely not, then. Those spells were pretty much what he'd expected. Definitely nothing that would help a mage with the whole fire resonance thing. Then again, they weren't exactly what he'd expect from someone planning some kind of attack, either—if she was planning to ambush them or attack someone, that sort of magic was far too weak.

Maybe she'd cast some stronger spells in tandem with the weaker ones? Draconic resonance would only help him pick up spells within the first and second tier. If she'd cast anything more powerful beforehand, he might not have noticed, although that was generally the sort of thing that drew attention. He'd been watching her pretty carefully after he caught her casting those two spells, so it couldn't have been after, either.

Weird. Cale had no idea what she was trying to accomplish with those spells, unless they were meant to be used in tandem with something else. He swept out with his mana sense, just in case there was anything he'd missed—

—but before he could really get into it, Professor Delia strode past him toward her student. Cale switched tracks to focus on her, immediately curious. She hadn't done this for any of her other students. For this one, though, Delia placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder and leaned down to speak, her voice surprisingly soft. "Remember what we spoke about, Kessi. Fire attuned mana only."

"I know," Kessi replied. Her nerves settled slightly, but now she seemed frustrated instead; there was a faint, irritated pulse of mana from her core that she quickly suppressed. "Thank you," she added, a little belatedly.

Cale frowned and glanced at Damien. "You wouldn't happen to know who that is, by any chance?"

"Um... I don't think so." Damien's face wrinkled a bit as he stared at her, but he eventually shook his head. The faint wisp of fire mana around his eyes followed him as he did, but Damien seemed content to wait until Cale had his turn with the Scale to start meditating. "Why?"

"Just worried. Something doesn't feel right," Cale said, studying Kessi again for a moment. Was there anything else he was missing? Her species was unique, he supposed—she was an aetheral, a sort of jellyfish-like people he'd encountered three or four times throughout his lives. They were surprisingly rare across the Great Realms, in fact, so that might be a factor...

Cale wracked his mind to try to remember what he could about their people. They were rare in part because most realms couldn't properly support them—they required mana-dense oceans to grow to maturity, and that mana had to be rich in a specific blend of aspects for their magical abilities to really blossom. They had mana-reactive skin that fluoresced in response to the presence and flow of magic, making them rather predictable and easy to read when it came to casting.

Now that he thought about it, that explained the thick layers of fabric that Kessi wore. It obfuscated her channeling and her mana signature, making her a much more unpredictable caster. The aetherals he'd met had been... somewhat less reserved, proud of their heritage and the beauty of their work.

In fairness, they had a right to be. Cale might not have encountered them very often, but whenever they were allowed to flourish, aetherals seemed to lead the charge for magical development throughout their entire realm. Magic came naturally to them, in part because it was so easy for them to see what they were doing. Where other mages had to work for years on developing their mana sense, aetherals could simply see.

That made it easy for them to start working with magic far sooner than almost any other species. They could experiment with magic, spell structures, and even refining their own mana cores far before anyone else.

Most importantly of all, the species as a whole had a natural affinity for divination and precognitive magic, allowing them to divine the outcomes of their own experiments and avoid the most disastrous.

If there were aetherals on Utelia, they should have been dominant. What was one of them doing as a quiet girl in her first year of magic class? And attempting to gain a rank of fire resonance, no less? It seemed unlikely that she would need it: despite her nerves, her mana flowed with the sort of steady confidence Cale had come to recognize as a sign of someone with experience.

He couldn't imagine Kessi needed fire resonance unless she had problems similar to Damien's. Which wasn't impossible, admittedly, considering how strange her mana aspect felt.

"Do you think she's planning something?" Damien whispered to him, interrupting his thoughts. Cale blinked.

"Well... no?" he said after a moment. "Not really. She cast a few spells earlier. I'm just trying to figure out why. It still feels like something's wrong, but I don't think she's the cause, exactly."

Damien looked confused. "So it's just a feeling?"

"Hey, I've learned not to ignore my feelings!" Cale protested. Then he paused, catching Damien's disbelieving look. "Depending on the feeling," he amended. "Look, you learn to pay attention to certain things when you have to live with the Thread of Fate."

"The what?" Damien asked, confused.

"Oh, right. I should probably explain that." Cale scratched the back of his head awkwardly. He'd forgotten. "We'll talk about it during lunch."

Professor Delia, meanwhile, was keeping a worried eye on her student, like she was terrified Kessi would accidentally feed the Scale some unattuned mana. And that was actual fear he was seeing too, Cale was pretty sure. She was hiding it well, but it was there.

See, now he was just suspicious of the professor, too. This would be so much easier if whoever was behind this was the type of person that liked monologuing.

"You are staring," Graystalk observed, his voice emerging from just behind Damien. The poor dreadshade leapt into the air like a startled cat, and likely would have collapsed into a pile if a slightly-bemused Graystalk hadn't caught him and placed him slightly to the side. "Ms. Lyrwin—or Kessi, I suppose—is rather new to Haelforge Academy, if you are wondering, hence the... special attention. She is also one of the last remaining members of the Communal Deep."

Cale blinked. "The what?" he asked. "Is that what aetheral society here is called?"

Graystalk observed him for a moment, then nodded. "It is what aetheral society here was called," he corrected mildly, making Cale wince at the implications. "The subject will be covered in History of Magic if you wish to know more. Suffice to say that Ms. Lyrwin is new enough to require a little more supervision than the others."

A faint, teasing note entered his voice. "Though not quite as much supervision as you require."

"Hey! It's not my fault your academy has so much stuff going on," Cale said, waving his arms around emphatically.

Graystalk simply chuckled, folding his hands delicately behind his back. "And yet, I cannot imagine that such a thing bothers you," he said, a little too accurately for Cale's taste. "Why the interest in Ms. Lyrwin? Have you noticed something of concern?"

"Sort of," Cale said. "She cast two spells earlier—[Basic Physical Enhancement] and [Lesser Shadowstep]. Nothing big, but they're weird spells to cast here, aren't they? It's not like they'd help you win at fire resonance."

Graystalk raised an eyebrow. "I feel obliged to point out that one cannot win at fire resonance, though I suspect you would call me a hypocrite," the professor said dryly. Cale beamed and gave him a thumbs up that was smoothly ignored. Instead, he seemed to mull over Cale's words for a moment.

"It is not unusual for a Haelforge student to maintain such spells on their person, in truth," the professor eventually said. "Haelforge Academy is rather famous for the quality of battlemages they produce, but they have a rather... shall we say, hands-off approach to how their students settle their differences and establish a hierarchy."

Cale shot Graystalk a blank look, and the older elven mage let out an exaggerated sigh. "They use mage duels to establish dominance over one another. Haelforge Academy does not intervene provided the students do not outright kill one another."

"Oh! You should've just said so," Cale said, nodding in understanding.

Graystalk shot him an exasperated look. "I am certain you understood what I meant the first time."

"I did, but I also like hearing you talk." Cale grinned unrepentently, ignoring the professor's pointed sigh. "Still weird that she's the only one that cast them, though."

"She does belong to the Haelforge Astral Wing," Graystalk said. "While the Haelforge students do not despise their Astrals nearly as openly as our own students do, they often require them to... prove themselves in battle. Repeatedly."

Cale paused, then slowly turned to look at Graystalk, who correctly interpreted his expression. "Please do not attempt to blow up the Haelforge Academy," the professor added dryly.

"Dang," Cale muttered. "I was hoping you'd think I just wanted to duel that Headmaster."

"Now that could be arranged, though I fear the results of such a duel. I suspect Headmaster Akkau would be delighted, though. Perhaps we could consider it at a later date, when our academy is not plagued by quite so many pests." Graystalk patted Cale on the shoulder. "Your concerns regarding Ms. Lyrwin are noted, although I daresay you should not expect every class you participate in to turn to chaos. You mentioned the Thread should calm, did you not?"

"Well, not now that you said that," Cale said with an exaggerated groan. "Now something's definitely going to happen!"

"Is that how that works?" Graystalk raised an eyebrow, genuinely curious.

"No," Cale admitted. "But fate has... patterns, I guess. First class of the day? I'd be more surprised if something didn't happen."

"I see." Cale was gratified to see Graystalk straighten slightly, his mana core beginning to spin in preparation, just in case he needed to cast. He watched Kessi carefully, ready to act in case anything went wrong.

Cale always did appreciate that sort of professional trust.

Thus far, everything was fine. Kessi was concentrating deeply on the Firestorm Scale, a bead of sweat dripping down her forehead as she focused. The Scale had moved a full four degrees, by this point, which was impressive... and Kessi wasn't even close to done.

She was sagging more and more with each passing moment, though. Focusing enough to attune all her mana was taking a lot out of her, but she was getting a lot in return. In fact, the Firestorm Scale managed to tip a full seven degrees before things started to go wrong, and it wasn't even very noticeable.

Graystalk had started to move before Cale even registered that Kessi's expression had turned from determined into a sort of frightened panic. She did an admirable job of trying to stay calm, though, instead speaking with a sort of tense urgency. "Professor," she said, trying to stop her body from trembling. "I-I can't stop."

"What do you mean, you can't..." Delia trailed off mid-sentence, suddenly alert as Graystalk joined her next to her student; Kessi visibly tried to yank herself away, only for something to keep most of her body frozen in place. The gargoyle professor reached out to try to pull her free, only for her claws to slide off like there was glass in the way. "What is this? Professor Graystalk, this better not be—"

"You know full well I would not interfere with this," Graystalk said tersely, already casting a series of quick Standard Array spells to try to move Kessi out of position. The spells slid off the increasingly panicked student, too, and yet Cale couldn't sense any kind of barrier in the way.

He did get some new spells from that, though. For now, Cale ignored them to see if he could spot anyone in the crowd of students doing this. If Kessi had put up defensive spells—and they were clearly defensive, now that he thought about it—then perhaps she thought she would be targeted for exactly this.

The only question was, by who?

"Kessi, you need to stop channeling," Delia said urgently.

Kessi shook her head, wincing in pain as more sweat soaked into her clothes. "I can't do that either," she said. "I'm trying. I can't stop, I don't know why. I can't control my mana—"

Kessi gasped, convulsing slightly as the flow of mana from her hand suddenly increased; tears built in her eyes as she fought to keep control of her magic. "Professor, please," she whispered, trembling. "Do something."

Delia cursed under her breath. "Focus on attuning," she ordered, her voice tense. "Fast as you can, understand? Do not let any unattuned mana touch that Scale. We need time to figure out what's happening to you."

Her student nodded, gulping down deep breaths to try to keep herself calm. She steadied herself, and slowly but surely, the buildup of that odd, ghost-white mana in her skin began to return to the steady orange of fire.

Except even then, she clearly wasn't attuning fast enough. The faster her mana flowed, the more unattuned mana began to creep up toward her fingers, and whatever force kept hold of her clearly wasn't keeping up. Professor Delia was muttering an increasingly creative list of curses as she cast diagnostic spell after diagnostic spell.

Graystalk, meanwhile, was working on some sort of complex, layered spell array, his eyes flashing as he planned out the spell. Cale could feel him building a lattice of mana in preparation for the working, and he really, really wished he could spare the time to watch.

"Cale?" Damien asked nervously.

"Stay close," Cale responded, surveying the crowd and rapidly moving through it with his mana sense. Graystalk and Delia were both preoccupied with Kessi, which meant this was his opportunity to figure out who or what was behind this—

—a few pieces clicked into place in Cale's mind, and Cale groaned. "Dammit, I'm getting rusty," he complained, striding into the crowd of students. Most of them hadn't even noticed anything was wrong. "Alright, Damien. Here's some apprentice training. Four things connecting all this. Do you know what they are?"

Damien blinked, caught off-guard. "Um... no?" he said helplessly. "We're doing apprentice training now?"

"No better time than a magical emergency!" Cale said cheerfully. "It's probably not even that much of an emergency. I'll give you the first one: [Lesser Shadowstep] is a terrible offensive spell in most cases. Pretty much the only time you could use it offensively is if you're in the dark, and I don't know if you've noticed, but the Elemental Shrine of Fire—"

"—is brightly lit," Damien realized with a frown. "She wouldn't be casting that to get a sneak attack off."

"Exactly." Cale grinned and patted Damien on the back, though he was still striding through the crowd with purpose. A few times, for no apparent reason, he frowned and changed directions, cocking his head slightly as if sensing something moving. "Oh, quick fun fact about aetherals: their species has a natural affinity for divination and precognition."

"She knew she was going to be targeted," Damien said slowly. "But she didn't know how, so she was... preparing to run away?"

"There are tunnels right beneath the shrine, if you reach down far enough with your mana sense," Cale said, tapping the ground with his foot. "I'm willing to bet she researched the area beforehand and knows a quick way to get to them.

"Now the second thing." Cale scanned the air for a moment, frowned, and pivoted again, marching off in a different direction. "She lost control of her mana manipulation, which is reminiscent of..."

"Shimmerdust," Damien said, his eyes growing wide. "The Red Hunters just tried to poison our food yesterday. You think they did the same with Haelforge?"

"There's no reason to think the Brightscale Academy was the only target," Cale said in agreement. "Uncontrolled mana release is one of the earliest symptoms of shimmerdust poisoning. Your mental control gets stuck, for lack of a better word."

"Which means the Red Hunters wanted this to happen," Damien breathed, his fists clenching slightly. "An incident with another wild mage would cement their position in Orstrahl. It might get them even more political power than the King."

Cale paused and glanced at Damien. "Right," he said, his tone approving. "That's the third factor. We know they want to instigate tension, and they have the resources to attempt this sort of sabotage on a massive scale. This probably isn't even their only project—if I had to guess, they have similar plans all over Utelia. Especially in its academies. They just need a few to succeed."

Something pinged on Cale's mana sense again, leaving an oil-slick sensation behind, and he sighed in annoyance: whatever he was sensing was moving fast, trying to avoid him. He would normally have just blasted it, but there were quite a lot of students in the way.

"That's..." Damien shook his head. If dreadshades could turn pale, Cale was pretty sure his friend would be white as a sheet. Instead, he trembled for a moment, then balled his hands into a fist, forcing his expression into something determined. "You said there were four things."

"Yup." Cale spun in a circle, losing track of that oil-slick mana again for a split second before sensing it again—this time closer. Was it avoiding him unintentionally? Or was he looking for the wrong thing? "Shimmerdust explains Kessi's loss of control, but it doesn't explain why she's frozen in place or why neither of our professors can touch her or dispel the effect. I could have tried, but frankly I don't sense anything there to dispel. And the reason for that is—"

There. Cale snapped out with a sharp burst of mana that solidifed into a spherical barrier in an instant, closing around something that buzzed around in the air. He'd been looking for the wrong thing indeed. He smiled grimly as he brought the barrier close enough to inspect.

Inside it was a tiny golden fly with shimmering wings, buzzing around and banging helplessly against the dome he'd created.

Cale held it out to Damien. "Decay mana, please," he requested, and to his credit, Damien didn't hesitate. He unspooled a thread of decay into the barrier, and almost immediately, the gold began to flake off and the wings began to fade. By the time the mana had done its work, there was nothing left in the barrier but a small, unmoving orb of tarnished gold.

Just in front of them, Kessi let out a sob of relief and collapsed to the ground.

"Is it..." Damien asked hesitantly, and Cale gave him a reassuring smile.

"It wasn't alive to begin with," he said. "I wouldn't ask you to do that for me. The Leviathan told me there are other Abyssal Ones on Utelia, bound into artifacts; I'm pretty sure this is the product of one of them. The Red Hunters probably have something that can make dozens of these. They send them out, program them to freeze their targets in place at the worst possible moment, and then have them come back before they can be noticed."

Damien swallowed. "That's... that's horrifying," he said, his eyes fixed on the orb. "No one would notice these. They'd be able to just—"

"Cale!" Professor Graystalk called out to him, his voice booming across the shrine and startling them both, along with half the meditating students. The others were too lost in their resonance trances to notice. Cale shot Damien an apologetic look, then rushed over to join the professors.

They both looked exhausted. There was a complicated mana-trap of some sort that looked to be Professor Graystalk's doing, anchored by spellscripts hastily scribbled onto warding talismans.

Except some of Kessi's mana had slipped through the trap. Cale didn't even need his mana sense to figure that out, because the Firestorm Scale was groaning. Its golden shine had diminished dramatically, replaced with a nauseating sheen of purple that moved as though it was alive.

"We managed to stop most of her mana from reaching the Scale and slow down the process," Graystalk said grimly. "But it's still going to completely corrupt it in a few minutes. We need you to destroy it before that happens."

Cale blinked and opened his mouth to ask a question, only for a set of writhing tendrils to suddenly erupt from the base of the Scale. He closed his mouth again.

"You cannot seriously expect me to believe a student can destroy the Scale," Delia hissed. "This is serious! We need to evacuate our students! If that mana reaches the elemental god—"

"You will still get your rank of fire resonance if you simply offer the Scale your mana," Graystalk added, as if he thought Cale needed extra motivation. He didn't, really. The Firestorm Scale performing a disturbingly accurate impression of the mating dance of a kraken was more than enough. "Just make sure you offer enough to break it, Cale Cadwell Cobbs."

"What are you talking about?!" Delia asked, exasperated. She straightened, evidently ready to start evacuating her students.

Cale just eyed the Scale for a moment, then nodded. "Yeah, okay," he said.

All that mana control for nothing. Really, sometimes it was like the universe wanted him to show off.

Well, if it did, then what could he do but oblige?
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  Observer #27 was pretty sure that he hadn't heard that Brightscale professor correctly. It sounded like he'd said his student could destroy the Firestorm Scale, and that was patently ridiculous.

Of course, the idea that he'd misheard something was equally absurd. His scrying spells had a dozen redundancies to avoid interference and magical tampering, and his memory had been reinforced with spellwork designed to prevent exactly this sort of error. He couldn't mishear his targets even if he wanted to.

On the other hand, the idea that anyone might be able to destroy the Firestorm Scale was more ludicrous by far. The Scale was a divine artifact. It couldn't just be destroyed. It had layers upon layers of protections cast upon them by the gods themselves.

Even disregarding that, that professor had heavily implied Cale would be able to break it just by offering it his mana! The Scale was built to handle up to a quintillion points of fire mana, which was more than any one mage on Utelia even had. Not only that, but its creator had been so paranoid about this exact problem that it could even handle mana in excess of that amount.

It would strain the artifact, sure, but it wouldn't destroy it. At most, it would leech a few centuries off the Scale's effective lifespan.

Maybe there was something he was missing? Perhaps this Cale had a mana type that could overwhelm the divine protections on the Scale and destroy it. He'd never heard of such an aspect, but then he'd learned over the past eight years that there were many things about magic he didn't understand. Some unheard of mana aspect wasn't completely out of the realm of possibility.

Alternatively, the Brightscale professor was simply lying. Observer #27 had no idea what would motivate him to do so. If the professors knew what was happening with the Scale—and they very clearly did—then their best course of action was to evacuate all the students as quickly as they could. Even if they couldn't teleport everyone away, they could hide in the tunnels, away from the disaster that was about to take place.

Not that it was any of his business what they did or didn't do. They were doing nothing, and it was foolish.

But then again, so was he.

Five years ago, he would have cared. Eight years ago, he would have been horrified by the atrocity that was about to take place and done everything in his power to prevent it.

Now all he had left was a vague sense of unease. Everything else had been carved out of him long ago by an insistent, relentless buzzing that drowned out any voice that wasn't that of the Broodmother, including his own. He knew his duty: he was to watch and document everything that happened, and to interfere if necessary.

All he needed to do here was determine if interfering was, in fact, necessary.

He had an array of spellslates in front of him. They were expensive things, trigger mechanisms for a variety of pre-cast ritual spells designed to give him all the versatility and flexibility he needed to ensure the plans of the Red Hunters came to fruition. Among them included an evacuation slate, intended just in case any of his Hunters happened to be caught in the field. The Commander wouldn't want to lose any of his valuable agents to a rampaging elemental god, after all.

In theory, Observer #27 could activate that to save the students. It wouldn't interfere with their plans, really. The point was to corrupt the elemental god of flame. The deaths of the students and their professors was simply a bonus, something that would cause the news to spread faster and spark more outrage. It wasn't necessary.

And even three short years ago, that might have been enough. Three years ago, a small part of him still cried out against the Broodmother's voice, and he might have acted, even if he didn't understand why. Three years ago, he still remembered his name.

But that was long gone now. All he knew was that he'd had a name, once, and even that would soon be gone. Then there would be nothing left but Observer #27.

Such was the cost of using one of the Red Relics.

They were corrupt, arcane things, the Red Relics. Observer #27 didn't really understand what they were or how they had come about. They seemed different from every other artifact he had observed. All artifacts potentially had drawbacks, of course, but the Red Relics—they took something essential out of their users, like they were stealing pieces of a mage's soul.

For eight years, Observer #27 had been bound to the Red Relic known as the Watchful Hive. It was far from the most powerful relic the Red Hunters used, but it was the most essential to their operations. What it lacked in raw power it made up for in sheer influence and range. Without it, the Red Hunters would not have been nearly as successful enacting their schemes. They would lose their ability to nudge events in the right direction, to hold a mage in place for just a moment too long.

The Watchful Hive was crucial.

And so, by extension, was Observer #27.

The thought made the buzzing in his head throb. A sick sort of pride lurched in his gut. Observer #27 doubled over, hands gripping on to the edges of the scrying pedestal, his breathing growing ragged as the Watchful Hive attempted to reward him for the thought. He fought it, but by now it was more instinct than deliberate—he no longer remembered why, and soon he slackened, letting the bliss wash over him.

It was always like this. Stronger each time, punishment and reward. The buzzing told him what he was allowed to think, when he was allowed to think it. It led the way when he helped set all this up to begin with. The Grand Mage had been the one to invert Kessi Lyrwin's mana core, but it was his efforts and those of the Hunters stationed at Haelforge Academy that put her in this position.

All because that damn Firestorm Scale was near impossible to corrupt through conventional means. It had taken them work, and he was proud of that work.

The shrine was warded against anyone that wasn't affiliated with one of Utelia's academies. It had taken them months to come up with a plan that would work, and longer still to implement it. They needed to place just the right person in place at just the right time. He had personally needed to infiltrate their dreams, to whisper into just the right ears to convince those Haelforge professors that Kessi could be trusted near the Scale.

Apparently, they'd somehow still had it easier than the Brightscale team. Observer #27 snorted. He remembered his Hunters laughing at the naïve idealism of the Haelforge professors—they didn't realize how much he'd been doing behind the scenes, making them confident and foolhardy.

They weren't technically wrong, he supposed. That was the primary difference between the Haelforge and Brightscale academies, outside of Haelforge's focus on battle magic: the Haelforge professors desperately wanted their Astral Wing students to succeed. Many of them had graduated from that wing themselves, long before the Red Hunters had risen to power.

The Brightscale Academy, on the other hand, had taken years to corrupt. They couldn't get at any of the professors directly, and half of them were paranoid and antisocial, with all sorts of countermeasures built into or around their person. It had taken the Brightscale team decades to sow division amongst generation after generation of mages, to figure out how to pressure the professors into not interfering.

They'd succeeded, in the end. They managed to make things look like a natural development, a cultural shift. But even then, things hadn't been easy.

The Brightscale Astral Wing's wards had gotten an upgrade a few months back that were so sensitive that the Grand Mage had to rework their obfuscation spells just to avoid setting off a dozen alarms, and even then it was risky for their Hunters to get anywhere near the demon that anchored them. And just a few days ago, Observer #16 was complaining about some golem that apparently made it impossible to scry anywhere in its vicinity.

Worse, the Commander had a special interest in Headmaster Akkau, for some reason. Observer #27 shuddered at the thought.

Interest from the Commander was never a good thing.

In that vein, at least, Observer #27's job had been far easier. The Haelforge Academy was overconfident and willing to use its reputation as its primary form of defense. Their wards hadn't been updated in years and were comparatively simple to bypass. None of their professors even specialized in warding magic. His Hunters told him they hadn't even run into any trouble slipping the shimmerdust into their food.

Which meant he'd done well, hadn't he?

Observer #27 noticed, perhaps a little distantly, that the buzzing in his skull hadn't grown again. It hadn't reacted to his thoughts. It would have by now, but instead, it almost seemed a little quieter.

He forced his attention back to the scrying spell. Neither school had evacuated yet. All the students had woken from their resonance trances by this point, staring at the corrupted Firestorm Scale in a mixture of horror and alarm, which was the appropriate reaction to a corrupted divine artifact. The human, meanwhile, was just eyeing it critically, like he was judging it. Or evaluating it.

What was he doing? Why weren't they evacuating? The professors had been smart enough to notice the problem and to cage the errant corrupt mana. They'd delayed the Scale's corruption and almost forced him to step in. Now all they needed to do was evacuate, and they were just standing there, watching the human.

And so were all the students. They were giving the Scale a wide berth, but it wasn't like that would save them from a rampaging elemental god.

Observer #27 reminded himself that this was a good thing, that it would advance their plans all the more.

For once, however, the buzzing in his skull didn't respond.

And Observer #27 finally noticed the absence of his ichorworm bond. The small, larval creature that occasionally took the form of a golden fly and represented his connection with the Watchful Hive—it was gone.

And his heart was suddenly hammering.

The death of his ichorworm didn't mean he was no longer connected to the Watchful Hive. It was nothing more than a representation. The bugs that acted as their eyes and conduits did occasionally expire in the field, and normally, all that happened was that the Observer it had been bonded to would have to report to the Broodmother. They would be fed a new spoonful of the Watchful Hive's ichor-honey, and nine hours later, a new one would be birthed from their optic nerves.

But there was a gap, of sorts, created by the death of their bound ichorworm. Those things amplified the Broodmother's passive voice.

Without it, he could hear his own voice again. Not loudly. It was more of a faint echo of his voice, still drowned out by the Broodmother's passive droning, but there was just enough that he knew he didn't want this.

The emergency spellslate. He could activate the teleportation effect. He needed to be careful not to think about helping anyone, lest he draw the Broodmother's attention.

His finger twitched. He inched his hand toward the spellslate. Observer #27 was doing nothing. He was activating a failsafe. He was making sure there would be no unnecessary casualties—

—the Broodmother's presence in his mind surged. Observer #27 fell forward, his mouth opening in a silent scream as the buzzing in his mind multiplied, and multiplied, and multiplied.

The Hive detected intent, and with every stray thought, it carved a new piece out of him.

Observer #27 was lesser now than he had ever been.

He was his duty. Bound to observe and report. To interfere when necessary. Even without his ichorworm, there were ways he could step in to prevent the destruction of the Scale until its corruption was complete.

He turned to look at a different spellslate.

That one would summon one of their Templars to the site if he deemed it necessary. A Templar would be clad in a dozen lesser Red Relics. It would open with a spell salvo designed to kill any mage that could interfere, activate any bloodrot links that might be tied to any of the mages present, and ensure their plans cover up the evidence.

If there was any chance this human could stop the Scale, he needed to activate it.

Observer #27 stared at the Templar spellslate.

(A Templar was a one-time summon. Using it would drain several of their relics dry. It would take months to recreate them, and more to train a new Templar. The odds that the human would destroy the Scale were too low to waste this on.)

But this particular scheme was important. The Red Hunters had plenty of other measures in place, other plans they could launch, but corrupting the Firestorm Scale was one of the highest priority. It was one of the few things that could truly sway the beastfolk tribes of the Illwyld.

(A small part of him ached in remembrance at the thought.)

It did seem unlikely that a human would be able to destroy the Scale. Observer #27 considered this for a moment. Destroying it through mana quantity alone was not worth consideration, no matter what the professor said; it would be a waste to call a Templar to stop something that was impossible.

A destructive spell, perhaps. Something only the human knew.

(But he was a student. A student wouldn't have a destructive spell that powerful. Wasting a Templar on that would anger Broodmother.)

Then perhaps—Observer #27 knew that the Brightscale Academy was home to a particular mage known as the Devil Artificer. She was a nightmare of a mousefolk mage, apparently capable of constructing and rebuilding even divine artifacts like they were toys. The Red Hunters had judged that a majority of the rumors about her were nothing more than rumors, but nevertheless, she was marked as one of the more dangerous mages they knew of.

She could have provided this Cale with an artifact capable of destroying the Scale. It would have been within her capabilities.

(It would be foolish to give such an artifact to a human and not to the professor, however. Far more likely that the Brightscale professor had misunderstood the nature of the Firestorm Scale. Was this not the disgraced Mage Killer of the Brightgrove Elves?)

Observer #27's sense of duty was satisfied. He drew his hand back. Calling a Templar would not be necessary.

Instead, he would watch, as was his duty.

He breathed new life into his scrying spells, feeling them resonate with his mind, recording everything just as the Watchful Hive dictated. The Firestorm Scale would be completely corrupted soon, and Observer #27 knew that the Commander would want to pry these memories out of him later, so he could watch his victory.

In his vision, the human stepped up to the Scale and waved a hand—





Observer #27 blinked.

No. Not... not Observer #27. His name was—it was Serof Ontiladus. He was a light mage from the Lightladen Fields in the northwest corner of the Illwyld, and it had been eight years since he had seen any light other than that mimicked by his own scrying spells.

His mind scrambled to try to piece together what just happened. He could... think for himself? Why could he think for himself? He hadn't been able to think for himself for five of those last eight years. It had been getting harder year over year, the buzzing in his head louder and louder.

He remembered... his ichorworm getting destroyed. That had cleared his head a little. But then the Watchful Hive had reacted, and the Broodmother had reached into his head.

Serof winced at the memory. Just the memory of the buzzing made him nauseous.

What else had happened? He'd been... he'd been watching that human with the Firestorm Scale. He wanted to save them, but that was what had caused the Broodmother to react. There was so little of him left after that all he remembered was determining there was no risk, no need to call a Templar to take action. Then he refreshed his scrying spells, and the human stepped up to the Scale, and then—

The memory flashed back into his skull. Serof fell back against the wall, wings curling protectively around himself, gasping and trembling as just the memory of it burned through him a second time, brighter and louder than any of the Broodmother's buzzing thoughts.

A bright orb of prismatic light manifesting over one end of the Scale, almost twice the size of the entire tempest of fire mana that weighed down the other. Serof caught a glimpse of it only because he was a light mage scrying the scene. No one else would have had the time, because the instant that happened, the Scale rang out with a keening, desperate gong as it swung all the way to the other end—

—a massive cloud of dust and soil and broken earth kicked into the sky from the force of the Scale striking the pedestal that held it like an enormous, impossible hammer—

—the sheer weight of Cale's mana tearing the divinely-reinforced lever from the golden base, warping the metal enough to cause it to crack; the entire Scale bouncing from the rebound force, flung into the air before being caught by a ridiculous barrier, and a glimpse of that human's eyes—

Backlash.

Serof trembled in realization. He'd just experienced scryer's backlash. That—that should have been a myth! The idea that a scrying spell could see something it wasn't supposed to and hurt the caster through the spell was absurd; scrying spells were designed not to hurt their casters.

And yet... he remembered it all now. He'd been watching too closely, horrified by what he was seeing, and he hadn't paid attention to where he was looking. He caught a glimpse of Cale's eyes in the exact moment the human channeled the force of his mana, and his scrying magic—designed to pick apart, designed to understand, designed to measure—had been torn open.

Whatever he'd witnessed wasn't supposed to be measured. Couldn't be measured. And he'd witnessed it and tried, and the magic had burrowed straight back into him through his spell and into his mind, where it was linked.

And then, where it should have blasted apart his mind, it had instead blasted apart the Broodmother's voice.

That damnable buzzing was gone.

Serof's breathing steadied, his wings slowly uncurling as he forced himself to his feet and stumbled back to his scrying pedestal.

The artifact was out of his head. He was free! The Watchful Hive and its Broodmother were no longer connected to him, not even through the ichor they had forced him to swallow and the worm that had crawled out of his eye.

The only thing Serof didn't understand was how this had happened from just attempting to scry one mage. What was he? There was no way he was just a student.

But he couldn't afford to think about that. Not now, when he was still very much in range of the Broodmother's wrath. Serof stared at his scrying chamber, taking it in. It was more of a glorified cage, really, though he hadn't been able to notice while he was Observer #27.

There were no windows. The door had been locked in his earliest days here, though after he had been sufficiently indoctrinated they hadn't bothered to keep it that way. He could open it, and he knew what he would find outside: dozens of identical cells, each one holding another Observer.

All kept in the depths of the Watchful Hive, underneath the slumbering Broodmother.

"I need to find a way out," Serof whispered.

His gaze sharpened slightly. Years of captivity had taken away some of his edge, but it was there, lurking beneath the conditioning. Escape wasn't impossible. The Hunters wouldn't be expecting him to just walk out. The problem was that the catacombs of the Watchful Hive were a bit of a maze. He'd have to scry his way through first, memorize the route...

And then he needed to find that mage. That human that had somehow broken his cage just by looking.

If he wanted any of his friends to be free, if he wanted any of his years of captured servitude to mean anything more than the destruction he had inadvertently helped bring about, he had to find one Cale Cadwell Cobbs.





Cale stared at the smoking remains of the Firestorm Scale and scratched the back of his head awkwardly. "Did I overdo it?" he asked.

It was mostly a rhetorical question. He was grinning. Graystalk gave him a flat look, probably because the professor knew full well he was just playing off what he'd done. Professor Delia was too busy staring with her jaw wide open to pay him much attention.

Or so he thought. Her gaze suddenly snapped to him. "What in the eight infernal realms—"

"Seven," Cale cut in politely. Delia fell silent.

"Oh," she said, her voice suddenly hollow and maybe a little bit frightened. "You weren't... you weren't kidding."

"About blowing up an infernal realm?" Cale asked. "Of course not. Why would I joke about something like that?"

Behind Delia, Graystalk coughed politely, and Cale sighed. "Okay, I would joke about accidentally blowing up a realm," he amended. "But not about the eighth infernal realm! That would just be in poor taste. Why does no one know about this? Has no one checked on the infernal realms?"

"The last mage that attempted to scry the eighth infernal realm had his own entrails fed to him for the trouble," Professor Graystalk said dryly. "And he was a particularly powerful mage, so most people have been... reluctant."

Cale stared. "Well, now I'm glad I blew it up," he said. And then, after a moment, he added: "Accidentally."

"Indeed," Professor Graystalk said, his tone somehow even more flat than before.

Cale responded by beaming at him. "I'm glad you understand! Can't have people coming to me to commission realm destructions, you know?"

"A common, everyday problem, I am sure. It must be quite troublesome for you."

"The troublesome part is mostly the cleanup."

Graystalk raised an eyebrow. "Of the realm?"

"Of the mage that asked." Cale shot his professor a look of feigned offense. "I don't just go around destroying realms for every slight, you know."

"Of course. I should have known." Graystalk hid his smirk, instead climbing to his feet and dusting off his robes. "Well, I would say that our class has been rather thoroughly disrupted. We will need to report the destruction of the Firestorm Scale. I don't suppose you have a means of restoring it? It would save us a lot of trouble."

Cale double-checked the Gift. "Not for another sixty hours!" he announced cheerfully.

Graystalk paused. "...Am I to understand," he said slowly, "that you do, in fact, have a means of restoring the Scale?"

"I dunno, probably?" Cale shrugged. "I'm assuming [Awaken Artifact] can do that. It's a twelfth tier spell."

"[Awaken Artifact]?!" Delia repeated with a yelp, sounding faint. Both Cale and Graystalk turned a surprised look toward her, like they'd forgotten she was there.

In Cale's case, because he had. Whoops.

"Can you pretend you didn't hear that?" he asked politely. "I feel like if too many people know about that before Imrys she might actually try to kill me."

Delia nodded, probably a few too many times. "I won't tell anyone," she said rapidly. "You have my word."

Graystalk glanced at his colleague, amused. "He doesn't bite, you know."

"It's true!" Cale agreed, then paused. "Unless you want me to. I bet I could bite through stone with the right spell. I did just get [Basic Physical Enhancement]—"

"Cale," Graystalk said, exasperated, and Cale shot him an unrepentant grin.

"Well, I don't need a spell to bite you, do I?"

Graystalk narrowed his eyes, although his ears, once again, flushed pink. "Do not make me challenge you to a duel," he muttered. "Enough. We still have some time in the Elemental Shrine. We should make the most of it. We will not have another opportunity to attune for a fire resonance rank for at least another three days, it seems. Perhaps sooner, if Professor Imrys could be convinced to help us, but—"

Professor Delia winced. Cale blinked. "She can do that?" he asked. "Does she have some kind of reputation?"

"Does the Devil Artificer herself have a reputation, he asks," Professor Delia muttered exasperatedly.

Graystalk ignored them both. "Fortunately for us, it seems your little stunt has done this place much good," he said, gesturing out grandly toward the rest of the shrine. "The shrine should survive a mere three days, considering all the fire mana you just added to it."

Cale turned to look at what Graystalk was pointing at, and then finally actually noticed what he'd done.

The entire storm of fire mana that had been sitting on the Scale was gone, for one thing. But everything the Scale had been able to process beforehand had been donated to the Elemental Shrine of Fire, raising its ambient mana level to the point that—

—well, to the point that firesprites had begun to form.

That was a something that could happen when ambient mana was raised to a high enough level, Cale knew, although it was rare. The mana would gather into semi-sentient sprites, fluttering and dancing through the air. There were only ever a few of them at a time, except now?

The sky was full of them. They were twirling around the students, which was probably the main reason Cale hadn't been accosted by more of them for what he'd done. The few that just sat back down to try to meditate for their resonance rank had even more sprites flying around them, while a small cloud of them were beginning to gather around Graystalk and Delia each, giggling happily.

"Whoa," one of the students said. "I just—I just got my first rank! Isn't this supposed to take weeks?"

"I got two," Caea said, opening her eyes and studying Cale intently.

"Orguk also get two!" the orc bragged, making the serpentine lady glance at him briefly. Orguk took the opportunity to wave at her.

Cale just blinked. "Huh," he said. "Is that supposed to happen?"

"Absolutely not," Graystalk said, but he was already sitting in a meditative position. "But far be it from me to take advantage of your generosity. You should, too—the shrine's blessing will only last for a short time, and it is needed to acquire the first rank of fire resonance."

"Wha—hey, don't you get ahead of me!" Delia glared at him. She did not, however, immediately sit down to compete, as much as she seemed tempted to. Instead, she sighed and slowly gathered her barely-conscious student into her arms. "I'm going to take her somewhere safe and make sure she recovers," she said quietly. "Meet me there when you're done, Graystalk."

Graystalk inclined his head slightly as Delia left. Cale blinked. Were neither of them going to explain anything to their students? Come to think of it, after Caea and Orguk's declarations pretty much all the students had gone straight to meditating.

Almost as if he could sense his thoughts, Graystalk cracked an eye open and spoke, surprisingly gentle. "What you have triggered is colloquially known as a resonant blessing," he said, indicating the firesprites flitting through the air. "It is a rare event. One that does not happen more than once a decade. A mage present during it masters an element exponentially faster than their peers, and the window of time we have to take advantage of it is... limited.

"Delia will ensure Kessi's safety, and I intend to move as quickly as I can so she can attempt to benefit herself. Rest assured, we will be discussing what happened here afterward. You should attempt to gain your rank while you can, as well." He hesitated. "I assume you were able to find what was affecting Ms. Lyrwin?"

"I did," Cale said, his expression flickering slightly before he nodded. "Yeah, that makes sense. We'll talk about this after."

He was still excited about fire resonance, after all, and Kessi was woozy but fine. Cale let out a breath, sat on the ground, and closed his eyes. He could hear a faint sound of crackling as firesprites began to converge on him, one after another. At the veil of fire mana around him made it just a little easier to peer into the elemental plane of fire.

And that was what resonance ranks were about, weren't they? Connecting to the essence of an aspect.

Cale allowed his mind to settle. First on the warmth of a fireplace in the middle of winter, on the comforting heat that fire could provide. Then on the raging, all-consuming flames he'd seen once tearing through entire armies. Finally he thought of how fire was the cornerstone of civilization, how its discovery helped the development of all kinds of food.

Like the steady, dry heat of an oven allowing bread to rise.

He reached out to the concept of fire itself, holding that in his mind, and something within his core resonated. When he opened his eyes again, he found himself in the landscape of his mind, fire burning all around him like he'd linked his sight directly to the elemental plane of fire.

That fire soon responded to his call, resolving into an image of an elemental god that embodied the purity of flame. His presence felt like a manifestation of the plane itself, towering over all else, and he tilted his head down toward Cale in a slow, almost imperious movement.

Then the fire flickered, like he was blinking.

"...Really? You were thinking about bread?" the elemental god asked, scratching the back of his head. "I'm supposed to grant you a vision, but uh... I'm not sure what to do with that, to be honest."
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  Cale learned mostly a single thing over the next few minutes, which was that the elemental god of fire was named Vesuvius.

The name felt vaguely familiar to Cale. Not enough for him to figure out what was familiar about it, but enough for him to realize he'd probably seen it before. He considered trying to figure that out for a moment before eventually deciding it didn't really matter; a name was just a name, and he was far more interested in this vision thing.

Mostly because Vesuvius made it sound like he could give Cale a baking vision, and Cale had decided that was what he wanted most out of all this. He'd been in Utelia for more than a day and he hadn't even had the chance to bake yet! Granted, he didn't really get the chance to bake in most of his lives, but it was sort of insulting to finally have magic at his fingertips and still not be able to cast a simple [Baker's Domain]. That was half the reason he was even studying at this school.

Though he was making good progress, at least. He didn't really blame anyone for the sheer density of events around him. It was just kind of a thing.

"Do you think I'll be able to make some kind of oven spell with fire resonance, by the way?" Cale asked absently. "I'm hoping to be able to make a really big oven. You know, instead of a fireball. Maybe I'll be able to break records for the realm's biggest loaf of bread or something."

Vesuvius stared at him, apparently at a loss for words. The poor elemental god seemed like he didn't quite know what to do with him, which was actually a surprisingly common reaction as far as Cale meeting with gods went. If anything, Vesuvius was reacting rather well.

He still wanted a response, though.

Thankfully, Vesuvius did gather himself enough to reply, even if he still sounded confused. "You want me to give you a spell that conjures... an oven?" he asked. "Not [Grand Fireball]? Or even [Tower of Fire]?"

"You can give me spells?" Cale brightened immediately. "Then yes, I absolutely want an oven spell. Do people actually ask for that stuff? Why would anyone want to live in a tower made out of fire?"

"You would be surprised," Vesuvius responded, more automatically than anything else. "It's a rather common request among young fire elementals."

"Really?" Cale frowned, making a face. "That sounds uncomfortable. Even if you're a fire elemental. Actually, especially if you're a fire elemental. That would be like if I wanted to make a tower out of human flesh."

Vesuvius fell silent as he processed this, then slowly glanced around at the realm of pure fire he was bound to.

"Well," he said eventually. "That's a rather disturbing thought."

[Blabbermouth] has reached level 12!

Cale blinked at the sudden message from the Gift. Was he supposed to be able to level spells while having a vision? That seemed like an oversight... although he supposed [Blabbermouth] was more of a passive. Come to think of it, it had been a while since he'd gained a level in that spell.

Maybe the Gift just wanted to be especially sure he got the message that time, given he was talking to a god and all. Giving a god an existential crisis would be awkward.

It also wouldn't even be the first time.

"I feel like I might need to reconsider offering that spell quite so freely," Vesuvius muttered, half to himself.

"Oh, don't feel like you have to change how you do things on my account!" Cale said hastily, trying to wave it off. That was definitely the sort of thing that would get complaints. And also possibly make Akkau mad at him. "I'd have to explain it to Akkau and it would be a whole thing. Besides, it's different for elementals! Their relationship with their element isn't the same as the relationship organic species have with their flesh..."

Cale trailed off, narrowing his eyes at Vesuvius suspiciously. The elemental god towered over him, even with only half a body present—he was representing himself as just the upper half of a humanoid body rising out of a floor of flames. His head was pure, glowing fire, with what was admittedly a pretty nice jawline.

More importantly, he didn't even have a face, and Cale still felt like he was smirking.

"You're teasing me," he accused.

Vesuvius laughed. The sound boomed through the flames around him, causing them to dance and crackle with merry amusement. Really, the whole realm seemed to respond to that laughter; the fire around them blazed bright, and even through the vision, Cale felt a trickle of heat.

"My apologies," Vesuvius said, his smirk turning into something of a more faintly amused smile. "I suppose it's a little immature to tease the man I should be calling my savior, but I'm a little off my game, as you may have noticed. Normally I'm unquestionably superior to the mages attempting to resonate with my element. I give them a vision that grants them a bit more insight on the true nature of fire, and then I wait a few decades until they're back."

The flames around Vesuvius seemed to glow brighter, and the fire god drifted toward Cale, the entire plane morphing around him as he did. "And then there's you," he said. "I'm not sure what to do with you. You already understand the nature of the flame remarkably well. If you had been born on Utelia, you would likely be a master fire mage, almost fully resonant with the element."

"I assume there's some reason you can't just give me those ten ranks?" Cale asked, sighing. Vesuvius chuckled.

"Very astute," he said. "Yes. There are bottlenecks—built-in limiters, if you will, to prevent a mage acquiring too much power before they're ready."

"Too many village fires?" Cale asked dryly. Vesuvius shot him a look, then reluctantly nodded.

"The best I could do is get you to the fifth rank," he said. "Which I'm more than happy to do, to be clear. It comes with a gift of a single fire spell and the vision I mentioned before, but in your case..."

Vesuvius shrugged helplessly. "I don't know what kind of vision to give you," he said. "Or spell, for that matter."

"I want a baking spell," Cale said immediately. "Also a baking vision."

Vesuvius paused. "You weren't just joking about the baking thing?"

"I would never joke about the baking thing!" Cale huffed, almost offended at the thought. "I take baking very seriously."

The fire god seemed amused, now. "Very well. Before we begin, though, we should discuss the events at my shrine. The presence of the Red Hunters and their attempt to corrupt me is concerning... and I am grateful for your intervention, I should add." He hesitated. "I've never had to thank a mortal before. Nor deal with a mage that has quite as much mana as you appear to have."

"Not really a mortal," Cale said absently. "Or, well, I guess technically I am? It depends on how you look at it. Also, can we do all that after the baking vision? And the baking spell."

Vesuvius tilted his head, but something about the flames seemed to relax slightly, like he'd been wary about Cale's reserves of mana and what he might do. Actually, that would explain a lot of the fire god's hesitation, now that Cale thought about it.

"You're very single-minded about baking," Vesuvius said, chuckling lightly. "You know less than a hundred mages have asked for a fire spell that does not focus on the element's offensive capabilities?"

"And that," Cale said, "is why magical progress gets held back in so many realms! Too many mages give up creativity for more firepower. Just fire alone could be so much more interesting, but all anyone wants to cast is [Fireball]. Or [Greater Fireball]. Or [Grand Fireball]. Or [Fireball Fireball]."

"...What was that last one?" Vesuvius seemed curious, but Cale just waved a hand irritably and sighed.

"It's a spell some mage invented a few centuries back in a different realm," he said. "Guy fancied himself the second coming of fire, but he was terrible at coming up with spell names and also everything he made was some kind of fireball variant. That one wasn't even that interesting! It was a fireball made up of smaller fireballs, which is basically just the same thing as a regular fireball to anything you're trying to set on fire."

Cale scowled. "You could get so much more creative with fire," he grumbled. "Honestly. Even with offensive spells. Why is everyone making their fire ball-shaped? Where are the geometrically incoherent fire triangles?"

"And what... purpose... would that spell serve? It wouldn't be very efficient, you know," Vesuvius said, but despite his words he was leaning forward slightly, looking for all the world like he was deeply invested in what Cale was saying. Probably in spite of himself.

Definitely in spite of himself. Cale had no idea how he could tell, but Vesuvius's blank expression seemed like the definition of "reluctantly interested," emphasis on reluctant.

"Discombobulation," Cale answered promptly, as if that answered the question. "You have to discombobulate your enemies." Then, before the fire god could ask anything else: "Also, more spells should be inefficient. That way, I can cast them."

That remark made Vesuvius snort in a way that was probably a bit undignified for an elemental god. "I suppose that would explain your predisposition toward such spells... Ah! In any case. Before I forget—and you are a remarkably distracting mortal, by the way—"

"Not a mortal!" Cale interrupted cheerfully. "And thank you. I'm very good at distracting people. Including myself."

Vesuvius gave him a look. "Yes, well, I'm afraid I'm not very well-versed in the art of baking," he said, trying to hold back another laugh. "If you want a baking spell, we may have to use your baking vision to teach me how, exactly, this 'baking' is supposed to work. I will use that information to grant you that spell."

"You don't have it already?" Now that he thought about it, Cale didn't quite know what the relationship between the elemental gods and the spells granted by the Gift were. Something to look into. "Well, I'd be happy to. Honestly, I was kind of hoping you'd say that. We'll need somewhere more comfortable than just endless fire, though. Do you happen to know how to make a kitchen?"

He paused. "Also, fair warning, I haven't baked a good loaf of bread in centuries. So we're probably going to be figuring this out together."

Vesuvius seemed to smile. "I look forward to it, then," he said.





Cale ended that resonance vision more satisfied than he had been in decades. Possibly a century or two. For one thing, he'd just spent a few hours teaching an elemental god how to bake, which was one of the more delightful tasks he'd taken on in recent memory. Even if Vesuvius had kept burning things.

By the end of it, though, Cale was pretty sure Vesuvius was disappointed to see him go. They had a quick discussion during which the god thanked him for interfering with the Red Hunters, but unfortunately, Vesuvius had little in the way of information about why he was a target. The only thing they were able to determine was that it was unlikely he was the only one: if they wanted to corrupt him, then it was likely they were targeting at least a few of the other elemental gods, as well.

Something to keep a lookout for.

That vision ended with one new spell, five acquired ranks of fire resonance, and a fire god insisting Cale get to the next milestone "as soon as possible" so they could try baking "croissants". Cale hadn't had the heart to tell the fire god that a lot of that prepwork could not, in fact, be done in a kitchen made of fire. Probably. He was glad Vesuvius was interested, though! It meant he'd convinced yet another mage about the importance of baking magic.

Or god. Whatever. Same difference.

He was mildly disappointed when Graystalk told him that five ranks of fire resonance translated only to being able to acquire third-tier fire spells. What was the point of numbering the ranks if they didn't match? He couldn't complain too much, though; the whole point of that was so he could get a baking spell, and that didn't matter, because he finally had a baking spell.

Vesuvius had come through for him and then some. It was a third tier spell and would undoubtedly evolve once he tried to cast it, but with five ranks in fire resonance, he was basically almost assured a more evolved version of the baking spell instead of some other random fire-based effect.

He'd been waiting centuries to be able to do this kind of thing. Cale reached out to the Gift and read the new spell description, beaming.

[Baker's Oven, Level 1] [Third Tier, Active] [120,000 Mana]

Create a small space that automatically bakes any dough or batter at the perfect temperature until done. Includes decorative fire sigils to mark the affected space.

Just looking at the Gift's description made his heart sing. Plus, Vesuvius had been kind enough to construct a slightly more inefficient variation of the spell, specifically so Cale might have a chance of casting the base version of it within his lifetime. That also meant that although the spell would evolve when he tried to cast it, it wouldn't evolve that much.

Probably, anyway. What would an evolved version of [Baker's Oven] even look like?

Cale itched to test it out as soon as possible, but there was the rather pressing issue of talking to the professors about everything that just happened here. Also figuring out what to do with the Firestorm Scale, probably, considering its remains were still lying in a warped, smoking crater along with the remnants of its pedestal.

...Also getting Damien up to date on things. He would've been speaking to his apprentice already if not for the fact that Vesuvius had informed him the dreadshade was "in the middle of something unprecedented." Cale wasn't exactly sure what to make of that, and would have insisted on details if Vesuvius hadn't been so certain that Damien would want to tell him himself.

To be fair, it did look like the type of thing Damien might want to tell him about. There was a tiny storm of tightly-controlled decay mana swirling around the firesprites converging on Damien. Thankfully, with those firesprites all over the field, the errant mana wasn't terribly noticeable; more importantly, none of it was leaking.

Interesting. Cale was starting to get some idea of what this might be.

When the storm finally looked like it had begun to abate and Damien stirred from within, Cale walked straight through it to grab hold of a startled dreadshade, then started dragging him along, ignoring the firesprites trying to condense into a tiny cloak on his back. "Come on," he said cheerfully. "We gotta find Graystalk and talk about all this. Where did he go, anyway?"

Cale scanned the shrine briefly, but the professors were nowhere to be seen. He frowned, then tapped into his mana sense to look more carefully—

—Ah. There they were. Sitting behind some isolation wards at the entrance to one of the tunnels that led beneath the shrine, apparently. That made sense; the professors had probably decided they needed to get Kessi away from the rest of the students once she'd woken up. Cale wondered if she'd gained her own rank in fire resonance or if the whole incident had made her miss out.

Hopefully not.

"This way," he said, pulling a still-confused Damien along with him. "We need to tell the professors what's going on."

The wards the professors had set up were pretty impressive, now that Cale took a closer look at them. Or... were they just Graystalk's wards? They were all anchored into place with the same talismans he'd used to construct the trap earlier. The design was immaculate, considering his limitations—an obfuscation ward layered with wards against scrying, mana manipulation, even something that looked design to divert the attention of divinities...

No wonder Graystalk was called Mage Killer. This was impressive to the point of almost being overkill, though Cale supposed one couldn't be too careful. He wrapped Damien in a barrier bubble and strode straight through, causing Kessi to yelp out a little scream and very nearly fling a spell at him before Graystalk casually reached over to disrupt it.

The elven professor sighed. "I suppose it was too much to expect that you would knock," he said.

"You added a knocking function to the wards?" Cale blinked, then looked them over again. There appeared to be a ward specifically tuned for him to knock on. "Whoops. I missed it, sorry."

"I will be sure to leave a note in the future," Graystalk said dryly. "Now. What exactly did you discover?"

Delia sat up at this question, her expression intent. It was clear to see she felt she'd failed her student—there was guilt in her eyes, and she clutched Kessi protectively, though the younger mage protested and pushed at her professor.

"I'm fine," Kessi said. She hesitated. "But... I want to know too. What did you discover?"

Cale sighed. "Nothing you didn't already know," he said, nodding at Graystalk. "I'm pretty sure the Red Hunters are behind this. Our academy probably isn't the only academy they're targeting."

He held out a hand, revealing the golden bead, then quickly explained everything he understood about what had happened—the likelihood of shimmerdust poisoning, the way the Red Hunters had needed to set this up, and the golden fly positioned to interfere at exactly the wrong moment.

As he did, Delia's jaw tightened, her hands slowly clenching into fists. And judging by the bloodlust coming from her...

Well, Cale did not envy the Red Hunters that were installed at Haelforge. They were going to be in for a rough time.

  

    
        Chapter 45 — Escape

    
    
    
    
  Serof Ontiladus was running out of time, and he knew it.

The Watchful Hive ran on a strict schedule, in large part because of its position off the eastern coast of Aersheld. Inconvenient as it was, the waters of the Endless Deep did a remarkable job shielding the enormous, tower-sized relic from would-be spies and scryers. The ocean around them created a strong magical interference field that was all but impossible for most spells to penetrate.

Unfortunately, the same thing applied to travel. It was virtually impossible to reach or leave the Watchful Hive unless the tides were low, which—thanks to both the natural movement of the oceans and some very powerful spells cast by the Grand Mage—happened only about once every two months. For about six hours, the otherwise impenetrable magics of Utelia's oceans would be diminished just enough to sail across, albeit not without a great deal of protective magic.

That meant Serof's escape plan hinged entirely on being able to navigate the Watchful Hive without being spotted, steal a boat, power its enchantments, and sail across a stretch of the Endless Deep within a six-hour window.

Oh, and he had to do that while avoiding the Red Hunters that would also be making their way to the Watchful Hive.

If nothing else, the tight schedule made things more predictable. There were no Red Hunters here to catch him unawares, for example, and there would be none until the waters had lowered enough for them to sail across.

That was... pretty much where the good news ended.

The interference around the Watchful Hive made it just as difficult for spells to reach out as it was for spells to reach in. The only reason Serof and the other Observers had been able to scry into Utelia was because of their ichorworm connections. The larvae acted as a sort of spell anchor on the opposite side of the field, allowing simple scrying spells to make their way across.

With his own ichorworm dead, however, Serof was rapidly losing his ability to see outside the Hive.

And that was a problem.

The Watchful Hive didn't have much in the way of timekeeping devices—none of the Observers needed it, in large part because they were constantly monitoring what was happening to their targets anyway. And while it was just a suspicion on Serof's part, he believed part of it was also to make sure the Observers were as detached from their own reality as possible.

With no real sense of how much time was passing, it was far easier to default to the Broodmother's constant buzzing, and far easier to fall into the task of scrying constantly. They stopped only for breaks. For food and water, essentially, as well as for any other physical needs that might need tending to, though calling the slop they were given "food" was... well, it was generous.

Serof grimaced a bit as a few more of his memories came flooding back. Cale's mana might have broken the Broodmother's control over him, but there were still cobwebs over most of his mind. Every so often, a memory would strike him, making him relive one of the many indignities he'd endured over the last eight years.

The food felt like it was one of the worst, but not because he hadn't seen and endured worse over the years. It was just that cooking had been one of his joys, prior to all this. Serof had loved it. He'd loved learning about different cultures and styles of food, exploring new ways to combine flavors and coming up with new dishes.

More than that, he'd loved seeing the way people lit up in response to his food. Unlike most other mages, he didn't delve dungeons to see what artifacts they held or what secrets they contained. He just wanted to see what sort of food was being made in other realms. He wanted to study their recipes, see if there was a way to incorporate what they did into his own work.

Not only had he not cooked a single meal for eight years, he hadn't even eaten real food for eight years. Serof remembered day after day of mechanically shoveling goop into his mouth while the buzzing told him it was the best thing he'd ever had.

It was decidedly not. Especially not now that he had the clarity of mind to think back on it.

The Red Hunters valued efficiency, after all. They would have used teleportation to get into and out of the Watchful Hive if it were possible, and there were some spells that could reach across when properly anchored. The spellslates, for example, worked because they were linked to a similar network of spellslates buried all across Utelia.

But even with the help of the spellslate network, teleporting in and out of the Hive was impossible. Anything they tried to teleport, spell anchors or not, was mangled beyond recognition. That was the reason spellslates needed to be manually transported via boat, though Serof suspected they wouldn't have wasted the precious things on just getting in and out even if it had been possible.

Regardless, there was one thing they could teleport that reduced the necessity of making large supply runs: food and water. It didn't matter if the food got mangled as long as all its nutritional content was still there, and so Observers were kept fed with what their Hunter teams fondly nicknamed "teleportation sludge."

Now that Serof thought about it, that name had definitely been mocking. He scowled at the thought, then scowled again at the fact that he'd been eating nothing but teleportation sludge for years. As if that weren't bad enough, he was pretty sure that sludge was "supplemented" with the lesser honey that the Broodmother regurgitated after each feeding.

No doubt because it helped keep them all pliant. Serof was struck by a sudden thought—food production was a process that was mostly automated, with most of the incoming food teleported into a tank that preserved the resulting sludge. If he could sabotage the process to somehow make sure the lesser honey was wasted rather than mixed in...

Serof winced. It all came back down to the fact that he didn't know if he had time. If teleportation wasn't so much of a problem, he might have been able to teleport himself to Aersheld and get in contact with the kingdom of Thyrahl. They might have tolerated the Red Hunters, but if they caught wind of what was happening in the Watchful Hive, that tolerance would almost certainly end.

Serof wouldn't have been surprised if they declared outright war, in fact.

Though now that he thought about it... would they even believe him? That buzzing had carved out so many of his memories. So much of his life before the Hive was a blur, and even his time as an Observer was rapidly starting to feel like there were cobwebs plastered over his memories. He knew he'd enabled atrocities, but now he was barely remembering which ones.

The most important things remained, at least. He was still himself. He knew what he'd loved doing, once, and he hoped he'd be able to get to that again one day.

Though that day, he knew, was unlikely to come anytime soon.

Serof sighed. He'd been carefully scrying the catacombs of the Watchful Hive for the past hour or three; he was pretty sure he now knew the route out, and even if he got lost, his scrying wasn't disabled within the Hive. It would probably take him about the same amount of time to identify where the boats were kept and where the food production facilities were, if he decided he wanted to mess with those.

The trouble was that he was pretty sure low tide would be arriving soon. Before his ability to scry outside had begun to fail, he'd managed to locate both the boathouse on the Aersheld coast and a glimpse of the schedule; it looked like they were preparing for a shipment. Whatever else happened, he needed to be on a boat and on the way back before low tide was over.

Serof sat back against the wall, sighed, and began to scry. This time, he searched for the boats that would allow him to sail back to Aersheld.

As well as the food supply tanks. Just in case he had time.

At the same time, he went over his plan once more. He needed to leave the Hive without being spotted by any of the other Observers. It wouldn't be the end of the world if he was spotted, at least. Serof was now well aware of and familiar with the downsides of indoctrination, which was that none of them were very good at thinking for themselves. If he was spotted and just gave an excuse, he was pretty sure it would be accepted without question.

He just didn't really want to deal with it. Knowing that his friends and family were under the control of the Broodmother was one thing, but actually meeting them? Serof didn't trust himself not to try to shake them out of it, and that he knew wouldn't go down well.

He'd prioritize making his way to the boats for two reasons. One, the boats were at the entrance to the Hive, and from there, he'd be able to see what time of the day it was. Serof may have been unsure about exactly when low tide would happen, but he did know it always happened at night; if the sun began to set, then he'd know to watch the water level.

Second, he needed to get help first and foremost. Sabotaging the sludge might reduce the Broodmother's influence, but it wouldn't do much with their ichorworms still in place. If food production happened to be somewhat near the boats and there was time, then he could spare a moment to mess with it. Otherwise...

Well, he would be back with help. Serof told himself that a few times, trying to ignore the shaking in his limbs.

After he found the boats, he'd need to spend some time familiarizing himself with the enchantments on them, too. He'd never sailed before, and while he knew it was typically done by supplying mana to a set of enchantments on the boats, he had no idea how to manage them. If he wanted to have any hope of avoiding the Red Hunter patrol that would be coming in the opposite direction, he needed to know how to sail intimately.

Or at all. He would also settle for "at all." Escaping the Watchful Hive was ambitious enough, and the truth of it was that he had no real idea if he could pull any of this off.

But he had to try. All his friends and family were here. Practically his entire clan, each one specializing in light and scrying. Even now, Serof could barely remember how or why they'd all ended up here, but he knew he needed to get them all out.

He was the only chance they had left now. Just this morning, they didn't even have a chance left. If he could find Cale, if he could get him to help... it would all be alright.

It had to be.





Serof managed step one with relatively little fanfare.

The biggest problem he'd run into was that the boats were warded, but those wards had been surprisingly easy to break through. They were minimal things, more to prevent them from being whipped out to sea by an errant wind-current from one of the Endless Deep's constant magical storms than secure them against a potential thief. Clearly, the idea that one of their Observers might break free from an eight-year-long control spell had been outside the Red Hunters' considerations.

That relieved some of his concerns, but not all of them. The sailing enchantments may as well have been a complex arcane lock, for all Serof understood them. He was beginning to realize he would need to practice within the rather limited confines of the port, which was probably more accurately described as a cavern with some water in it.

On the other hand, there were two boats moored here, so he could afford to mess up with one of them. As far as he was concerned, it was probably better if he did; the more he did to ruin things for the Red Hunters, the better. The whole reason they needed backups like these was because sailing across the Endless Deep was so dangerous. If he destroyed one and stole the other, and the Hunters wrecked their ship getting across, they'd be trapped here.

The thought of that gave Serof a grim sort of satisfaction.

Possibly too much satisfaction. He accidentally crashed the first boat within minutes, feeding just a little too much mana into the wind enchantment and causing it to slam straight into the wall of the cave.

On the other hand, that was enough for him to figure out how the enchantments worked. They looked complicated, but were surprisingly simple: the largest rune created winds that blew the ship forward, and the two slightly smaller ones on each side steered it. Serof spent a few more minutes experimenting with the smaller runes beneath, noting that each of them were associated with a series of defensive spells, most likely to help the boat withstand the storms of the Endless Deep.

Good enough. Serof considered sailing the boat he'd wrecked into the Hive's walls a few more times, but decided it was better to steer it back into place and leave it as it was, with only a minor patch to prevent water from leaking in.

The sun was still high enough that he had time to go sabotage the food tanks, too.

Even better.

—

Scrying hadn't prepared Serof for how bad everything would smell.

The teleportation sludge itself was effectively sterile, partly due to the teleportation spell that had created it in the first place and partly due to the preservation wards etched into the food tanks. It wasn't the source of the smell.

No, the source of the smell was the pipes. The Broodmother's regurgitated lesser honey was piped through the walls and down into the food tanks, and it smelled nothing like how he remembered. Serof shuddered. In his memories, his food had both smelled and tasted pleasant... which meant that almost everything about it was probably artificially induced by the buzzing.

Any hunger he'd been feeling evaporated at the smell, at least, so there was that.

Thankfully, the production line wasn't too hard to sabotage. The pipes were relatively fragile things, made out of a thin metal that had clearly been hastily shaped for this purpose. He climbed to the top of the tanks, shoved as hard as he could, and they broke loose and dribbled their honey all over the tank lid.

And also his hands and knees. Serof winced with disgust. He'd need to wash himself thoroughly before eating anything after this. Thankfully, that was all he really needed to do—pushing the pipe into place behind the tank made the so-called honey drip into the drainage system behind, and with how dim the whole place was, his sabotage was barely even noticeable.

Phew. That had been remarkably easy, actually. Serof glanced around, half-expecting one of the other Observers to suddenly appear in the dark; when no one did, he made his way back to the "port" to wait for low tide. While he was there, he gingerly dipped his limbs into the water to scrub off as much of the honey as he could.

It was when he was done that he realized that something was wrong.

Or not... wrong, perhaps. Strange. The sun was still high, which meant that it wasn't even noon yet; his estimation of time had been way off. It looked like not even half the day had passed.

And yet the water level was going down.

Low tide wasn't supposed to happen until night. This was one of the few things Serof remembered very clearly, mostly because the Hunters that came to resupply their spellslates never stopped complaining about it. Something about the waters of the Endless Deep being much more intimidating beneath the light of the Dread Moon.

Except right now it was clearly still the middle of the day. It shouldn't have been time for low tide yet. The tides happened like clockwork, and as far as Serof knew, it had never been off for the last eight years.

Every two months, the Red Hunters arrived in the middle of the night, complaining about having to do so. This was a fact ingrained into him so deeply at this point that it felt wrong to consider that anything else might be true.

So what did it mean that it was off now?

Serof stared at the boats. He had no idea what to think of this. Did that mean he needed to leave now? Was there a reason the Red Hunters waited until night? Low tide was supposed to last six hours, but his sense of time was so off by this point that he barely knew what that meant.

He was pretty sure six hours wasn't enough time for it to be the middle of the night. This just seemed like the tide was a few hours off.

But why would the tide be a few hours off?

There had been no communication from the Red Hunters about this, so it was unlikely they were anticipating it. When Serof was scrying earlier, he hadn't noticed the usual team anywhere close by, and if they had been preparing to sail off they would at least have been in the vicinity. That would almost certainly screw with their plans—the tides being low now meant it would be rising again by the time the Red Hunters were in position.

It also meant he wouldn't need to worry about running into them while sailing back across, if he was quick about it. He might be able to escape into the mountains of Aersheld and find a way to a teleporter that could get him to the Brightscale Academy.

Whichever god did this... thank you, Serof said, bowing his head in a small prayer, feathery antennae dipping with him. Because who else could have done this? The tides shifting to help him couldn't be anything less than an omen from the gods. A sign of their favor.

After all, the only other thing that might shift the tides themselves was if someone had moved one of the moons, and the idea of that was ridiculous.





Sternkessel cocked his head. If he had eyes to narrow, he would have narrowed them; as it stood, he simply paused mid-sentence to stare into space, the rings of his head spinning silently for a moment.

"Sterny?" Cale poked him in the shoulder. "You were about to tell us about something you noticed."

"Sterny?" Sternkessel repeated, turning to stare at the human.

"I'm trying out nicknames! Not sure I like that one, though. Might have to try something else."

"I see," Sternkessel replied evenly, careful to avoid changing his expression. Mostly because keeping Cale guessing was developing into a remarkably interesting past-time. "Yes, well. What I was about to say was that I was aware of a third party presence disrupting my domain, but could not trace it. That, it appears, has changed."

Cale squinted at him. "Are you about to teleport away with no further explanation?"

Sternkessel chuckled. "I will be back in an hour or two," he said.

Then he reached up to spin one of the rings on his head and vanished.

Cale stared at the spot where he'd left.

"Well," he said eventually, shrugging. "I've got about an hour before the next class, so this is a perfect chance to test my new baking spell."

He beamed, then paused.

"Technically, I have to see what it evolves into first," he amended. "It might not be a baking spell. But it probably will be. Anyone coming? We should go fast, because Imrys is headed this way and I'm pretty sure she's looking for me."

  

    
        Chapter 46 — Yeast

    
    
    
    
  "Yeast," Cale said, very patiently.

Damien stared at him. The poor dreadshade looked like he was getting increasingly confused rather than enlightened, which, frankly, was a little insulting. This explanation had worked perfectly well with Vesuvius!

Although Cale supposed that Vesuvius hadn't actually had to worry about how yeast worked. It wasn't really necessary for the vision, and it was technically a vision. It operated on how they both understood the world. All Cale had needed to do was procure the ingredients, mix them in front of an increasingly fascinated elemental god, and then stick them in an oven.

Vesuvius had been both surprised and fascinated the fifth time he went through the process, when the dough rose and baked into a reasonably bread-looking loaf. He was familiar with his element burning things, charring things, and even with the general idea of cooking. What he apparently hadn't encountered yet—or hadn't paid much attention to—was baking, where the application of heat transformed raw dough into a different product entirely.

That was when he'd really gotten invested. Cale sighed wistfully; that had been a good few hours of baking. He'd have to find a way to repair the artifact quickly and get another one of those visions... although that meant he'd have to confront Imrys, and he did technically run away from her earlier.

Damien, who had no real way of realizing that Cale was in the middle of a nostalgic reverie, cut through his thoughts. "Yeast?" he asked helplessly.

"What? Oh. Yes. Yeast." Cale nodded distractedly.

"I don't... um... I don't know what you want me to do with that," Damien said.

There was a small jar sitting on the table between them. As far as Cale was concerned, the jar was just the starting point. It had been a long time since he'd had a good loaf of sourdough bread, and while he could technically get Alina to bake one for him the normal way, it just wasn't the same for him if it wasn't made from start to end with magic.

And now he had that magic. Sort of. He still needed to actually evolve the spell, but first he needed to get all the ingredients together, and he had to make his own starter. Cale had ended up running all over the academy grounds just to collect everything he needed.

Which was the following: a jar from Syphus (who had a jar collection, for some reason); several types of flour from Alina (who was very interested, but unfortunately busy trying to tame her mandrake root); water from Flia (who chased him back out of her room immediately after, muttering something about almost having it); and space from Imrys (which he had only acquired after promising to cast the next [Awaken Artifact] with her present.)

Now all he needed to do was to get Damien to accelerate the process of making the starter. Decay mana was closely related to fungal mana! All Damien needed to do was use his magic to accelerate the growth of the yeast in the air while he fed it various types of flour...

...Hm. Now that he thought about it, Damien would probably be a lot less confused if he'd said all of this out loud. He sort of assumed he had, but thinking back, he was pretty sure he'd actually just stared intently at his apprentice and then said the word "yeast."

"Damien," Cale said. "Did I ask you to make some yeast, or did I just stare at you and then say the word yeast?"

"The, um... definitely the second one," Damien said awkwardly. "You wanted me to make yeast? How do I even... shouldn't we talk about, you know, everything that just happened?"

"What?" Cale asked blankly. "Oh, you mean with our fire resonance class? I mean, we can't just run off to Haelforge to solve their problems. Professor Delia seems like she has it handled, and they have an alchemist that knows how to alleviate the symptoms of shimmerdust poisoning. Imrys already said she'd help fix the Firestorm Scale. I feel like everything resolved pretty neatly."

Damien stared at him. "First of all, they didn't," he said. "We have those... those fly things all over the academy! We have to do something about them!"

"If we did, they'd know we're on to them," Cale said reasonably. "What we should do is find out where they're coming from and destroy the source artifact before they can hide it. Which Sternkessel is doing, so I think we get to focus on baking."

Damien sighed. "And second, I was talking about our History of the Great Realms class," he said. "You know, the class we just had, where you took over the professor and started lecturing the class instead? Three students fainted, one of them somehow discovered a new spell, and I'm pretty sure you gave the professor nosebleeds for several different reasons."

Cale paused, frowning. That had been... a pretty normal class, it felt like. Certainly less eventful than most of his other classes had been. "What's there to talk about?"

"Everything!" Damien gestured wildly, then groaned at Cale's blank expression. "You can't just completely overturn centuries of..."

The dreadshade trailed off and sighed. "Nevermind. You're going to do it no matter what I say, aren't you?"

Cale shot Damien an offended look. "The textbook was wrong. And rude! I wasn't just going to let my friends be slandered. K'xoarcl might have a mouth in its exposed brains, but it also has feelings."

He paused. "Twice as much feeling per feeling, actually," he added. "We checked. Mathematically sound. It really messed up the utilitarians in that realm for a bit."

"I think if I question that I'm going to end up the same way our professor did," Damien muttered to himself. "Okay, um... just nevermind all that, then. I do have something I need to talk to you about, but that can wait until Syphus gets here again. I don't think I should let people overhear me. Especially if those fly things are around."

Cale shot him a curious look at that, but shrugged, choosing not to question it. "So, you'll help me?" he asked brightly.

Damien hesitated. "What did you want me to do? You wanted me to make yeast?"

"Fungal magic is closely related to decay magic," Cale explained. "All you need to do is figure out some sort of decay spell that accelerates the growth of yeast in this jar while I feed it."

Damien stared doubtfully at the various packs of flour Cale had brought with him. "Are you sure that's how you're supposed to make... whatever this is?" he asked. "Decay isn't usually something I would want to mix with food..."

Cale shrugged. "Mostly!" he said, beaming. "Technically you're just supposed to feed the starter with one type of flour, but I figure we can mix it up. Give the yeast a nice, varied diet. Enrichment, you know?"

"I don't think that's how that works," Damien said hesitantly.

"It'll be fine." Cale waved off his concerns. "Just hit the jar with a [Decay Bolt] or something. It should kickstart the whole process."

"We're not starting with [Decay Bolt]," Damien protested immediately. "That's just a full decay effect! It would make it rot!"

Cale paused. "Good point. What about [Yeast Bolt]?"

"I would have suggested that already if I had it," Damien mumbled. "I don't know how to make one."

"Would be a great time to try!" Cale gave him a friendly grin. "You never know what you're capable of. Besides, think about it—you'd be proving that you can use decay mana for much more than just death and rot. You'd be able to use it for baking. Which is kind of like healing, if you think about it."

"You lost me at that last part," Damien said, though he couldn't help but smile slightly. "But yeah, I guess... I guess that would be nice."





Damien stared at the jar and hesitated, feeling slightly ridiculous. There was no reason to feel nervous about his ability to follow through on Cale's absurd plan—especially since he was pretty sure Cale wouldn't blame him if he failed—but the guy was so sincerely excited about it that Damien just didn't want to disappoint him.

That and he was liable to come up with something even more worrying if this whole thing with decay mana didn't work out. Damien wasn't sure which one was worse. After everything Cale had helped him with, though, this seemed like a minor favor to return in comparison.

He just had to figure out how exactly he was supposed to do this. Safely. As powerful as Cale was, he wasn't invulnerable, and one of the few secrets he had been concerningly open about was the fact that he was still vulnerable to most non-magical kinds of poison.

Damien really didn't want his only effective mentor-slash-friend to die of food poisoning before they got to understanding his new mana aspect. Or after, for that matter.

Or ever, preferably, but from what Cale had said...

Damien studiously avoided thinking about that by engaging the one defense mechanism he'd practiced thoroughly with: changing the subject he was dwelling on. He still hadn't gotten the chance to talk to Cale about his new [Legacy of the Verdant Flame]; Syphus had been in a bit of a rush when they were meeting with it earlier, but had promised to meet them "soon." Damien was only willing to talk about this with Syphus in the room, especially now that he knew that the Red Hunters were apparently constantly watching them.

He could still think about it, though. He might even be able to cast Verdant Flame spells—if the Red Hunters hadn't already detected its emergence when he placed his mana on the Firestorm Scale, then they weren't likely to be watching closely enough to notice when he cast a second time. The only question was whether the Verdant Flame would help him with this whole yeast thing.

Cale wasn't wrong. Decay magic was closely tied to fungal magic. The few times his decay mana had grown out of control, he'd seen all sorts of strange types of fungi growing on everything it touched.

Mostly mushrooms. Really, really weird mushrooms.

Now that he thought about it, Damien realized he'd developed a bit of a fear of mushrooms. No wonder he felt so uncomfortable in the cafeteria... not to mention that one enormous myconid he shared Magical History lessons with.

"And here I thought it was because of the whole psychic link thing," Damien mumbled to himself.

Cale gave him a strange look. "What?"

Damien jumped. "Oh! N-nothing. Um, I was just realizing I kind of have a fear of mushrooms?"

"You do?" Cale blinked, and then a look of understanding dawned in his eyes. "Oh. Yeah, no, that makes sense, actually. Are you sure you want to do this?"

"Yes," Damien said quickly, because the only thing worse than the idea of failing to do this was the idea of not even trying. "Just give me a minute, I need to decide if... um, I need to decide on something."

He needed to decide if the Verdant Flame would help him with this.

As far as he understood—and he didn't understand much—the Verdant Flame embodied the relationship between fire and decay. More specifically, however, Damien was pretty sure embodied the cycle of decay. In the same way that decay was an abstract representation of entropy and death, the Verdant Flame was an abstract representation of the movement of life. Of one living thing making way for another.

Yeast was kind of like that, wasn't it? Damien wasn't all that familiar with what it did, but the basic idea of it had been covered in Magical Plagues: yeast was present basically everywhere, and the vast majority of subspecies weren't magical in the slightest. The few that were rarely affected any living species. Instead, they evolved to feed on specific magical plants when they died, eating away at the defensive mana to allow the natural process of decomposition to take place.

Damien was pretty sure he could work with that.

He drew on his mana, hesitated for a moment, then began trying to attune it to the aspect of the Verdant Flame. His eyes widened—the process felt almost easy. Most of the time, trying to attune his mana made him feel like he was pushing up against a massive wall of stone; even when Cale had helped him make the process easier, it felt like... trying to roll Syphus up a hill or something.

But attuning to the Verdant Flame was different. There was still resistance, far less, like he was opening a door rather than trying to force something impossible. His Manamorphic Cloak fluttered beneath his shoulders as he focused, attempting to draw on his mana, but he quieted it with a small effort of will. He didn't need it to separate his mana for now.

Strangely enough, Damien thought he felt a hint of... reluctance? Annoyance? He wasn't sure, but it felt like the cloak had responded with something. Still, it obeyed, releasing its grasp on the mana he was trying to attune.

And soon after that, Damien finally had a fistful of Verdant Flame mana in his core.

Attuning to the Verdant Flame was costly, he noted distantly. It was easier for him to attune by far, but it took a lot of decay mana to produce even a single unit of Verdant Flame mana. Why that was he couldn't be sure, but Damien suspected it had something to do with it being a Legacy.

It didn't matter for now. Once he had the Verdant Flame mana, he could...

Damien paused. He didn't actually know how to make a spell.

"Um," he said. "How do mages normally... make spells?"

Cale raised an eyebrow. "If you want to know how spell constructs are made we're going to be here a while," he said. "And frankly I don't know all the details myself. Construct creation is quite literally an art that takes centuries to master."

"Oh," Damien said.

"But!" Cale continued cheerfully. "Spell constructs are technically just a way to make sure a spell effect is repeatable. Normally a mage manages a spell effect and then spends years studying it to break it down into a construct; the Gift is a shortcut for that part of the process. So all you really need to do is figure out a way to make the mana do what you want."

"But... how do I do that?" Damien asked helplessly. Cale grinned at him.

"You just gotta try," he said, and then when Damien gave him a despairing look, he laughed. "It's a lot easier than it sounds, I promise," he said. "Magic wants to be cast. Do you know what the earliest forms of magic were? They weren't spells cast through wands—that's a recent development, for a relative value of 'recent.' It happened because mages needed ways to cast spells immediately.

"In a lot of ways, that modern version of magic is better, but if it solved everything then rituals and all that would be obsolete. And I'm sure you've noticed this already, but it very much isn't." Cale smiled, extending a thin barrier from his hand as though it were a wand. "Rituals are needed for some of the strongest magics out there. You've seen what domains can do. Now, what's one form of magic we haven't dealt with yet?"

Damien hesitated. "Incantations?" he guessed.

"Exactly!" Cale beamed proudly at him, clapping a hand on his shoulder, and Damien did his best to suppress the glow of pride from within. Mostly because he wasn't really sure what to do with anyone being proud of him. Or him being proud of himself, for that matter. "Magic wants to be cast. Incantations are one of the best ways to persuade it to do that. Just like praying to the Gift, for example."

"So... I should try an incantation," Damien said slowly, and Cale nodded at him.

"Try to shape your mana in a way that feels right for what you want it to do," he said encouragingly. He took Damien's wrist and guided it to the edge of the jar, just over the water-flour mixture inside. "Then whisper your incantation. It might take a few tries, but don't worry if it fails."

"A-alright," Damien said. He felt a little foolish, but he did it anyway, extending his new Verdant Flame mana into a thin little rod that extended into the mixture.

Cale's eyes widened slightly at the pale, flickering green flame that extended from Damien's fingers, but he said nothing. Instead, his gaze somehow became intent. Damien looked up for just a moment, caught the conflict in his eyes, a flicker of something old and heavy he couldn't understand.

And along with that, something seemed to change. The rest of the room faded away, leaving only Damien, the jar, and Cale Cadwell Cobbs. He could feel the mana in the room gathering around them, almost like it was holding its breath and waiting for him. Waiting for...

Waiting for the creation of a spell.

Damien thought it would be difficult to find the words, but instead, the words came to him naturally and seemed almost to reverberate into the mana itself:

O driver of cycles within the air: you who seeds civilizations, the ever-present, the spore-eternal

Feast now upon your gods-given fare: an offering given for a harvest yet to be, now-ethereal

Something seemed to flood through Damien, a pattern that was familiar and then suddenly different. The Gift curled around him in reaction—no, in anticipation. Excitement? His cloak fluttered behind him, seeming to sense the change in energy.

[Decay Bolt] has evolved into [Yeast Bolt]!

Damien stared. He'd almost forgotten that all of this was about encouraging yeast to grow in the jar.

[Yeast Bolt, Level 1] [Second Tier (Unique), Active] [500 Mana]

An application of the Verdant Flame, this spell encourages the growth of yeast and other microorganisms that contribute to the taste profile of sourdough bread. This spell will forever be known as the first of the Legacy of the Verdant Flame.

"Um," Damien said. "I think the Gift might be making fun of me."

"We definitely need to talk about that," Cale said, sounding distracted. Damien glanced over to find his mentor busy dumping pinches of flour into a now-frothing mixture of flour and water. "And about how you know about incantation rules. After we deal with this, though! We need to make sure we don't ruin the starter. Quick, help me dump more flour into this—"

Syphus's dry voice echoed into the room, making them both jump. "I would ask if I arrived at a bad time, but I'm not sure any timing would explain this," the golem said. "Lucky for you both, I don't care as long as Cale turns my arm into a cannon later. What was it you wanted to tell us, Damien?"

"Um," Damien said. "It's about... I think it's about a new mana aspect? Kind of? The Gift said it was something called a Legacy—"

"Oh?" Syphus seemed suddenly very interested. It rolled all the way up to him and peered at him closely. "You've discovered a new mana aspect, have you? How interesting."

"Sisyphus, stop taking over Syphus without asking," Cale said without looking up. "Also, come help me dump flour into this jar! The yeast is hungry!"

Syphus—or Sisyphus? Damien was deeply confused about this—sighed and straightened. "You know, I did think you would be as difficult to locate as the legends say... but I did not think you would be difficult to predict as well."

"Less talking, more flour-bending, or I'm going to make sure the next time Syphus conjures sand it's going to show up on top of you."

"...The fact that I believe you troubles me greatly." Syphus's golem body shuddered before moving to help.

Damien just stared at them both.

Then he mechanically grabbed some flour and started helping with the flour thing. It seemed easier than questioning whatever this was.

  

    
        Chapter 47 — Baking Bread, Pt 1

    
    
    
    
  Cale, Damien, and the golem that was definitely still Sisyphus inhabiting Syphus's body all stared at what was now seven jars of sourdough starter sitting in front of them.

"Um... do we really need this much of it?" Damien asked awkwardly. "Also, I feel like you shouldn't put this into food? Not to downplay our efforts down or anything. I just also don't want you to die."

Cale scoffed. "I'm not going to die."

Then he paused, staring critically at the jars sitting in front of him. "...but just in case, what did the Gift say again?" he asked. "It specified that the spell encourages the growth of sourdough-specific microorganisms, right? Nothing about, I don't know, magic yeast?"

"Definitely nothing about magic yeast," Damien said, sounding slightly worried. "...Is magic yeast something I need to start worrying about?"

"Probably not!" Cale said cheerfully. "What about the rest?"

"It does technically specify sourdough," Damien agreed, although he seemed reluctant to do so. Honestly, it was like he was expecting him to use that agreement as an excuse to dismiss his concerns about the starter. Cale would have been offended if he hadn't been planning on doing exactly that.

"Then we'll be fine!" he said cheerfully. "Worst case, we get Nala to taste it. I'm sure she still wants whatever it is she wanted you guys for yesterday. We can just trade that for some help with the taste testing. And since the end result will be great, it's really just a win for her."

"I feel like there are a lot of assumptions in what you just said, and also—" Damien waved a hand helplessly toward the jars. "I'm pretty sure the fact that the starter is glowing and trying to talk is a bad sign!"

"It's not trying to talk," Cale said, wrinkling his nose and giving the jars another once-over. The liquid in one of them responded with an encouraging burble, making him blink. "Er, probably. They're probably not trying to talk. I'm assuming the burbling is just a side effect of all the magic flour I dumped in there."

"Magic—" Damien cut himself off with a groan. "Why did you feel it magic flour? Where did you even get magic flour? No, don't answer that, I know where you got it. Better question: Why did Auntie Alina give you magic flour?"

"Because she wanted to know what would happen!" Cale said with a grin. "I promised to tell her. She would've joined us but she was busy with the mandrake stuff. You were there, remember?"

"I sort of tuned it out after you started talking about how she gets her ingredients," Damien mumbled, his face turning a little red. He rubbed at his temples, staring at the jars again with concern. "Shouldn't our first attempt at this be to make... I don't know, normal bread?"

"What would be the point in that?" Cale gave Damien a blank, puzzled stare. "I've had normal bread. Don't get me wrong, the point of this is the baking magic and not the bread, but I mean, so much of baking magic is an unexplored frontier. Magic bread could be a whole new class of magic, you know."

He paused thoughtfully. "Even if all it does is glow," he added. "I'd call glowing bread a success, really. We could use it as a nightlamp."

"Please do not use a loaf of bread as a nightlamp." Damien muttered something to himself about throwing it out before Cale noticed, to which Cale put on an expression of mock offense. "I'm just saying, doing so many things different for our first loaf seems risky. We don't even know what's going to happen with your spell."

"You have a point there," Cale admitted. "Don't worry, the glowing is secondary. I mostly just want to see what happens first. If there's going to be a bad reaction, I'd rather it happen to an experimental loaf than a real one, you know?"

"That... makes a weird amount of sense." Damien didn't quite seem to know what to do with that fact. He sighed. "Alright. Um, what's next?"

"Well, it's time to get the dough ready, of course." Cale grinned. "Syphus, did you get the stuff?"

"It did indeed," Sisyphus answered dryly for his golem. He reached into Syphus's storage space to withdraw some oil, salt, a bag of flour, and a jar of water, ready to be mixed into dough. Then he glanced at Cale curiously. "I confess I have encountered few mages with such a proclivity for magical baking, of all things. What exactly are you expecting this magic to do?"

"You've never met a bread mage?" Cale asked, raising an eyebrow. "I find it hard to believe that one of the Named hasn't met a bread mage... although come to think of it, I guess you wouldn't have had much of a chance."

Sisyphus shot Cale a withering look. "Enlighten me," he said, his voice dripping with sarcasm.

Cale eyed him for a moment. "Wow that expression looks out of place on Syphus," he muttered. "Bread mages specialize in baking magic. They technically do all baked goods, not just bread, but apparently 'bread mage' sounded better than most of their other options."

"And you admire them because..." Sisyphus trailed off, somehow managing to give Cale an impression of a raised eyebrow.

"Because baking is the pinnacle of magic, obviously," Cale said. He glanced up to find both Sisyphus and Damien staring at him, one skeptical and the other mostly confused, and sighed. "You don't believe me, do you?"

"It's, um..." Damien hesitated. "It's a bit hard to believe?"

Cale clicked his tongue. "Mages these days," he muttered, shaking his head. Then he eyed the two of them again, wondering if he should take the time to explain. In his experience, explaining rarely helped, but then he was intending to spend the foreseeable future around them.

He dumped the ingredients together in a bowl and began to mix it all together, feeling the dough take shape beneath his fingers. He'd missed this. There was something relaxing about the process of baking, even without magic behind it. It was the magic he found special, but it was hard to love the magic without developing some fondness for the act itself.

"Alright," he said. Hopefully he wasn't going to regret this—explaining involved some memories he really would have preferred not to touch. "Like I said, baking is the pinnacle of magic, and I'm not just saying that. Mana aspects embody different concepts, right? And through those aspects, all things are possible. Magic is like a map to reality, and mana aspects are the roads.

"Now think of baking magic like a blindspot," he said. "A hole in the map. You know where the hole is, and if you're very clever, you can figure out the shape of the hole... but you can't get around the fact that the hole is there. That's kind of what baking magic is. Spells that poke at the shape of that hole, trying to identify its borders."

Cale made a face. "Though it's a lot more complicated than that, obviously," he said. "For one thing, it's not a two-dimensional hole, it's a gap in magic encompassing the platonic ideal of bread. The closer you get to bread, the more complex magic gets. Fun fact, actually: did you know there's no [Conjure Bread] spell? They're supposed to be impossible.

"Related fun fact: it's way harder to conjure, say, an illusion of bread than it is literally anything else. It's a great way to figure out if you're trapped in an illusion." Cale grinned. "You have no idea how many illusion spells my love for baking magic has gotten me out of. Or how angry dark lords get when they find out you broke out of their trap because their illusion specialist couldn't conjure bread."

Damien stared at him. "That's... really weird?"

"It's really cool, is what it is!" Cale grinned at the dreadshade, entirely unrepentant. "Believe it or not, that same property is what makes baking magic exceptionally dangerous. If you aren't careful, it can and will override a lot of standard magical defenses. The only reason more people don't use it is because it sounds ridiculous at first glance, and also because it's very hard to learn compared to most magics. Most realms don't ever get to realizing it can be used offensively."

Over to the side, Sisyphus made a noise of understanding. "Hence your interest," he said. "You wish for the power that this baking magic could grant you."

Cale blinked. "Uh, no," he said. "It's just cool. It's the frontier of magic! No matter what realm you go to, no matter how advanced they are, baking magic is always the one thing they haven't completely figured out. There's always new spells, and they're always increasingly complex." He sniffed. "It's beautiful."

Sisyphus stared at him like he was at a loss for words. Damien, on the other hand, looked contemplative.

"So there are holes in what magic can do?" he asked timidly. "Like, um, aspects that stopped existing or something?"

"I mean, that's not exactly what baking magic is," Cale said. "As far as I know, a bread aspect has never existed. I think. But yes, technically magic can have holes in it. Why?"

"It's related to the thing I got," Damien mumbled. Cale's brows furrowed slightly at how reticent the dreadshade was suddenly being—was the poor guy nervous about Sisyphus's presence or something? "Is it... good? If your magic is like that?"

"It can be," Cale said. He eyed Damien for a long moment. Was Damien's new aspect something like that? That would be worrying for a number of different reasons. Come to think of it, he'd called it a Legacy, and Cale hadn't heard that term in connection with an aspect before.

He considered things for a moment, then sighed. He really hadn't wanted to go into this, but if Damien was having doubts...

"There is a special property of magic like this," Cale said after a moment. "How much do you know about how directly opposing magical effects behave? We've seen a bit of this already, if you remember—like when an artifact capable of attuning all mana aspects encounters an aspect that can't be attuned."

Damien looked briefly confused, but answered anyway. "The mana doesn't get attuned," he said. "Some effects are stronger?"

"Some effects override others," Cale corrected. "Technically it's a pretty complex interaction—it depends on the type of magic being used, the mana aspects involved, the strength of the spells, all sorts of things. But there is one deciding factor that matters more than the rest. Some realms call it the Tyranny of Divinity."

"It has to do with the gods?" Damien asked, the poor dreadshade looking more confused than ever.

At the side, leaning against a wall, Sisyphus shook his head. "No," he said, looking at Cale with interest. "The Tyranny of Divinity refers to the fact that at certain stages of core development, your spells become more real than everyone else's. A minor or major divinity can cast a [Fireball] that burns even a [Shield of Water], for example."

"Exactly," Cale said. "And at the pinnacle of that hierarchy stands the Monoliths... although I guess you don't really know what those are yet." Cale frowned for a moment, then shrugged. "Eh, you'll be an archmage soon enough."

Damien made a strangled noise. Cale ignored it.

"Monoliths are each an embodiment of a crucial function of the Great Realms and of magic itself," Cale said. "No magic, mortal or divine, surpasses them. In some realms, they're known as Pillars or Laws; if you find any old texts regarding those, they're talking about the Monoliths. If a Monolith casts a [Fireball] at you, it doesn't matter how good your [Perfect Reflection] is or if you're a fire elemental with perfect immunity to fire. You will be incinerated. Their spell effect is so 'real,' so to speak, that it overrides anything else. With me so far?"

"I wish I wasn't," Damien said, his eyes wide. "T-that sounds terrifying. How are we supposed to fight something like that?"

"You don't," Cale said dryly. "Never fight a Monolith. If you somehow piss one of them off, I recommend you run away as fast as possible. Preferably in my general direction. But I doubt you'll anger them; they are, by nature, pretty fixated on whatever Law they embody."

He smiled at Damien. "You know one of them, even," he added helpfully. "I mean, sort of. The Leviathan is a Monolith, and she's never hurt any of you, even though you've been near Flia's puddles constantly."

If anything, that just made Damien turn even more pale. The dreadshade made a distressed sort of noise, swallowed, and tried his best to look like he wasn't in the middle of a panic attack. "Okay," he said. "Um, what does this have to do with... the holes in magic?"

"It's context," Cale said, drumming his fingers on the table. The dough he was mixing was mostly done and just needed to rest now; he'd forgotten how much waiting was involved in the whole baking process. "You need to understand: the Tyranny is supposed to be absolute. But nothing is ever perfectly absolute, and where there are holes in magic, the rules can bend."

He glanced at Damien, something in his expression dimming slightly. "Once," he said. "there was a brave little mage that wanted to save her realm in the middle of a war. A Monolith sought to destroy her and her realm, you see, but she couldn't bear to see a single other soul die. The only problem? She didn't know any defensive magic. Or offensive magic. She was a simple bread mage, and her followers came to her for food, not shelter.

"Yet when the gaze of the Monolith fell on her realm, she did her best to defend it." Cale sighed, looking off into the distance. "The Tyranny was in full effect: a Monolith's spell tore at her realm, and though she was strong, she wasn't strong enough. She was a major divinity, nowhere close to a Monolith. It shouldn't have worked."

Damien stared at him. "But—but it did?" he asked quietly, his voice soft and hopeful.

"But it did," Cale said. He gave his apprentice a small, tired smile. "She took out a fresh tray, cast [Enlarge Bread], [Fortify Bread], [Refreshing Loaf], [Baker's Heart]... You should have seen the look on that Monolith's face. A stubborn little bread god standing up against a pillar of the Realms, and she stopped him, just for a second, with a giant brioche bun."

Cale snickered a bit, though even now it felt a touch forced. He sighed. "That woman and her spell is the only reason her realm still stands," he said. "She slowed him down by stopping his first spell. It should have been impossible, but she did it. And that kept him there just long enough for me to catch up."

Damien stared at him. "You were there," he said. "You say that like—you say that like you fought—"

Cale winced. "I don't suppose you can pretend you never heard that bit?" he asked hopefully, and when Damien just kept staring, he let out a long breath. "Yeah, I figured as much."

A moment of hesitation.

"Yes," he answered. "There was... a war. A long time ago. A war that most of the Great Realms no longer remember. I prefer not to think about it or talk about it, but it's hard to talk about this without getting into it at least a little." Cale let out a rueful chuckle. "Long story short, everyone took sides. The Monoliths, the Named—everyone. It was the single greatest war that ever struck the Great Realms, and far too many people died for its cause."

"And you were there," Damien said softly. His eyes widened as realization struck him. "You... you said you're just reborn in a different realm every time you die. Were you... were you trapped?"

"I would really rather not talk about it," Cale said, glancing away. "I'll tell you this much. The Monolith's name was Kismet. He was the Second Monolith, the Law of What Must Be, and it was his duty to bring all worlds together when the time came. Something went wrong. We still don't know what, but for the first time, ever, one of his prophecies failed, and the Realms began to end.

"Until that day, we didn't know what would happen if a Monolith broke their own Law. We didn't even know it was possible. Turns out it is, and when it happens, the Monolith goes berserk and does everything they can to enforce their Law. In Kismet's case, he had to bring the realms together, no matter what it took or who he sacrificed.

"We couldn't keep up with him." Cale clenched his fists. "He was the Monolith of Fate. He knew where we would be and everything we were going to try to do, so we were always one step behind. Until the realm of Telvass, where a brave little god did something that should never have worked, and lost her life in the process."

Cale fell silent, and for a moment, no one spoke.

"What was her name?" Damien asked quietly.

"Pumpernickel." Cale gave his apprentice a slight smile. "Not many remember her, but I do. It's a good name for a god of baking."

"It is," Damien agreed soflty. "I'll, um. I'll try to remember her too."

"You don't have to do that," Cale said, this time with a smile that was a little more real. He dragged Damien closer so he could ruffle his not-quite-hair, ignoring the yelp of protest and the way the cloak he wore fluttered dramatically. "But I appreciate it. I'm sure she would have, too.

"Anyway!" Cale straightened. "Does that answer your question?"

"I think it does," Damien said. "Thank you. Um... I guess I should tell you why I was asking."

He took a deep breath. "When I put my mana on that scale, the Gift gave me a new spell. [Legacy of the Verdant Flame]."

Cale's breath caught.

"It said it was a reforged aspect, so I thought maybe..." Damien trailed off as he noticed the way Cale was gripping the table. "U-um, did I do something wrong? Do you know something about this?"

"No, you didn't, and yes, I do." Cale took a deep breath, forcing himself to unclench his fingers and doing his best to give Damien an encouraging smile. "Keep going. I'll explain what I can once you're done."





Serof made it across the Endless Deep and to the shores of the Aersheld continent without incident, which was starting to worry him. One thing going his way was... well, it was one thing. But multiple things in a row, repeatedly, without any complications?

That felt like either the hand of fate or a trap.

Possibly both.

Everything around him was remarkably silent, which only served to make him more nervous. He'd been living with a buzzing in his skull for the past eight years. That the shores here didn't have the sounds of even the bugs or animals around was bizarre.

Serof frowned.

Too bizarre. He should at least have been able to hear the sound of the waves crashing against the shore, but even the sound of that had faded away. That shouldn't have been possible. He turned to glance at the waves—

—or, well, he tried. Serof found himself frozen in place, and realized almost immediately what had happened.

One of the other Observers had spotted him.

He cursed. Of course there would be an Observer surveying the site before the Red Hunter team was meant to make their way across the shore—just because the Hunters themselves weren't there yet didn't mean their Observer wasn't keeping an eye on things, and if they were keeping an eye on things, then their ichorworm could freeze him in place until the Hunters came to investigate. Whichever Observer it was had no doubt already alerted their team, which meant—

—it meant he'd failed. He'd been caught. Serof's heart hammered in his chest, and he stared at the open skies with a sort of desperate longing. How long had it been since he'd seen the sky through anything except a vision? To be caught right on the verge of freedom felt like a mockery of his efforts. 

But he couldn't just do nothing. The Observer would be able to see and hear him. Maybe he could try to convince them he belonged?

"I'm supposed to be here," Serof lied. "I'm Observer #27, remember? I was given leave to investigate a disturbance with my ichorworm."

He winced almost as soon as he said it, though the spell that bound him kept the wince from being noticeable. No Observer would ever be given leave to investigate things themselves—that was the whole point of the Hunter teams they were assigned.

"Let me go," he said, feigning impatience. "There's only a six hour window until I can return. If you waste my time, I'll be stuck outside the Hive."

Serof had no way of knowing what the Observer watching him thought of all this, obviously, but he thought he could feel hesitation. That, or he was imagining things.

He was probably imagining things. He didn't have any magic that could reach through to people that were scrying on him.

Still... no, it did feel like his feet were a little looser. He wasn't being held so firmly in the ichorworm's grip. Serof pushed against it, trying to free himself, and saw himself slowly inching one step forward—

—only to suddenly freeze in place again. Serof grimaced. The Observer had changed their minds, then. Or they'd managed to contact someone that had commanded he be kept in place. Serof's mind raced, trying to think of any way out of this, but there was nothing he could do. He specialized in scrying magic, for crying out loud! It was the least defensive magic there was.

"Ah, there it is," a smooth voice spoke from behind him, and Serof suddenly found himself stumbling forward, free from the ichorworm's grasp. He turned around, his eyes widening, and then tried to process what he was looking at.

An... immaculately dressed gentleman with rings for a head? And a very pretty light glowing within those rings.

Serof immediately smacked down his moth instincts. Bad. That's not a lamp.

"Thank you," he said cautiously. He kept himself tense and ready to run, just in case this man was with the Red Hunters, though he couldn't imagine one of the Hunters would destroy an ichorworm. "Um—Who are you?"

"Ah, I am Professor Sternkessel of the Kazix Brightscale Academy of the Attuned Arts." The strange man dipped his sort-of-head toward him in a bow. Serof got the strange, impossible sense that he was being smiled at. "I was investigating the mage that was scrying on the Elemental Shrine of Fire. You wouldn't happen to know who that is, would you?"

"That—it was me," Serof blurted. "But I wasn't doing it by choice! You have to believe me. Please, we need to get out of here before—"

Sternkessel sighed. "Unfortunately, it does appear that more of these things are converging on this location," he said, flicking the dead ichorworm to Serof, who caught it with a yelp. "And it appears a secondary spatial spell has activated. How... inconvenient. You wouldn't happen to know a way out of this, would you?"

Serof stared at him, his heart hammering again, but did his best not to panic. The Brightscale professors were all monsters, weren't they? He had help now. He wasn't alone. He wracked his head, trying to figure out what that "secondary spatial spell" might be.

"One of the spellslates activates a spatial cube trap," Serof said suddenly, and now he was terrified all over again. Their surroundings were beginning to fade, replaced by what appeared to be a labyrinth made out of dark, glimmering crystal. "That might be it. But there isn't—there isn't a way out of those."

"Fascinating," Professor Sternkessel said, and now he sounded amused, for some reason. "Perhaps I can convince Cale to allow me to perform a study on that Thread of Fate of his. I would call it a convenient tool, but from what he has said... well, it appears to have a history of causing innumerable tragedy, as well."

"That's ominous," Serof said. "Is that ominous? You said that like it was supposed to be reassuring, but it was definitely ominous."

Sternkessel chuckled. "We simply have to ensure this is not one of the occasions that lead to tragedy," he said simply. He whipped out a hand, and a long cane extended out of it, tapping against the ground. "Shall we? We only have so much time before your Red Hunters arrive, and I would hate to disappoint Cale by necessitating a rescue."

  

    
        Chapter 48 — Baking Bread, Pt 2

    
    
    
    
  Cale listened as Damien explained everything he knew, keeping his expression carefully neutral in the process. Inside, though, his mind was whirling.

The Verdant Flame. No matter how many years passed, the name remained achingly familiar. Even now, Cale remembered a time when entire temples had been dedicated to it, when pilgrims had crossed entire worlds just to feel its warmth.

But the Verdant Flame had been lost in the same war that had cost the Great Realms so much. Like so many other things he'd encountered on Utelia, it should have been dead.

"Cale?" Damien asked. He'd finished his explanation and was now looking at Cale expectantly, though the longer Cale was silent, the more nervous he became. He fidgeted with the edge of his cloak. "Um. You're not saying anything."

"I'm just trying to decide where to even start." Cale sighed, drumming his fingers on the table and staring at the now-dormant dough in the bowl. He wondered briefly if he could get away with changing the subject back to baking. Probably not. "How much did you know about this, Sisyphus?"

"What makes you think I knew anything?" Sisyphus objected.

Cale rolled his eyes. "The Named don't show up for no reason," he said. "You're interested in Utelia, or you wouldn't have sent Syphus here. You've already intervened twice, which is twice more than you can usually intervene, and you showed up right when Damien mentioned getting a new aspect. I'm betting you at least knew it was possible, even if you didn't know what the aspect would be."

Sisyphus raised a finger to object, paused, then put it down again with a frown. "Are you sure we can't go back to talking about this Pumpernickel of yours?" he asked. "I will admit, you've made me quite interested in this whole 'baking magic' thing."

"I suppose we could go back to baking, if you'd rather I not explain anything I know about the Verdant Flame." Cale raised a challenging eyebrow, and Sisyphus froze before letting out an awkward laugh.

"Right," he said. "Nothing gets past you, I suppose! You're quite unlike the legends, you know."

"Legends?" Damien asked curiously.

"Of course!" Sisyphus grinned, even as Cale winced. "Cale Cadwell Cobbs himself! The man known throughout the Great Realms, though almost always by a different name. He's the Mad Mage of the Lower Fossils, the Nightmare of the Land of Dreams, the Wishbreaker that ended the Starborne Plague—"

"Okay, that's quite enough of that!" Cale interrupted hastily, glaring at Sisyphus before he said anything too damning. Of course a Named would be aware of all the epithets he'd earned over his lifetimes. He was starting to regret not being more selective about them; clearly, he should have been much more firm about not being referred to as "the Nightmare."

Thankfully, Sisyphus stopped talking and gave him an expectant look instead, clearly waiting for an explanation. Damien, on the other hand, was staring at him with wide eyes.

Cale grumbled an ancient curse under his breath and was only mildly gratified to see Sisyphus flinching slightly.

"Alright, fine," he said with a sigh. "So, the Verdant Flame."

Both Sisyphus and Damien leaned forward in anticipation. Cale pulled the bowl of dough back before any of Syphus's sand could get in it, shooting Sisyphus a reproving look; the golem was still covered in the stuff. "It is—or it should be a dead mana aspect, although keep in mind that mana aspect isn't really the right word for it. It's more like..."

He hesitated, searching his mind for a comparable example. "Think of resonance and the elemental gods," he said at last. "An elemental god is a sort of embodiment of its associated mana aspect, right? Different from true gods and divinities. They exist only when interacted with."

"I... guess?" Damien looked puzzled. Evidently, he hadn't thought much about it before.

Thankfully, while the whole resonance thing might have been new for Cale, the idea of elemental gods wasn't. Every so often across his lives he would find a temple or a shrine that was dedicated to the worship of a mana aspect rather than one of the realm's divinities. Given enough time and followers, an elemental god would begin to manifest.

"They don't command the aspect the same way a divinity does," Cale said. "They represent the aspect. They're an embodiment of the link between a mana aspect and its elemental plane. The difference is minor but important, and it applies to the Verdant Flame as well..."

Cale trailed off, hesitating. "In a manner of speaking, anyway," he said carefully, He looked at both Damien and Sisyphus for a moment—neither of whom had looked away or blinked throughout that explanation, though he supposed neither of them needed to—and sighed, deciding to just go for it.

"The Verdant Flame is to a Monolith the same thing an elemental god is to its aspect," he said. "It is... the term is pillar aspect, although you're not going to find that term in any magical texts. We had to purge all mention of them."

"Why?" Sisyphus asked. Cale stared at him for a moment, his expression thoughtful.

"That's why you're here, isn't it?" he asked. "You're trying to figure out why there's a gap. Why the Planar War feels like a distant memory. A dream that never happened."

"That is one of the reasons," Sisyphus said, his tone slightly guarded. Cale just nodded tiredly.

"It had to be done," he said. "Believe me when I say that none of us wanted to do it. But when the war ended, magic was broken. You're familiar with the idea that mana aspects are just different expressions of a single whole, yes? That magic itself—or the fundamental idea of it—is one entity, and that all aspects are simply the means by which it understands itself?"

"The Source," Sisyphus said, looking troubled. "I was under the impression that it was just a theory."

"It's certainly never been proven," Cale said with a shrug. "But it's close enough to the truth to explain what happened. Consider this: the Source is a representation of possibility. It is the embodiment of not only the heart but the soul of magic, and within it lies everything that magic is and could be."

"Now imagine a millennia of war." Cale's voice turned grim. Damien sank a little into his seat, eyes slightly wide at the intensity of Cale's tone; Sisyphus, on the other hand, seemed frozen. Cale could practically see the thread of realization worming its way into his thoughts. "Imagine not just one realm, but every realm embroiled in a neverending war. Imagine magic being used not to heal or create, not for wonder or joy or any of the million things it could have been. Imagine a millennia of magic being bent for one purpose and one purpose only: destruction, raw and absolute.

"The spells got stronger. New mana aspects appeared. Bloodrot was one of them, but you have to understand, bloodrot was just the beginning. The more the realms learned to wield magic to destroy, the more magic bent itself toward those capabilities. It became sharper and deadlier, capable of increasingly monstrous things for increasingly less mana."

Cale was tense, he realized. He took a deep breath and forced himself to relax, fixing his gaze on the dough on the table instead of at either of the other two. "You can guess what happened then, I'm sure."

"The Source was corrupted," Sisyphus said, staring at Cale, who nodded once more. He didn't seem any less tired. Recounting this particular story always took it out of him. "And because all mana aspects are expressions of the Source, all of magic was corrupted. Is that what you're saying?"

"Pretty much." Cale was silent for a moment. "Spells meant to create became... destructive, instead. Conjured toys would come to life and stalk their owners. Illusions began to directly alter memories, often in ways that destroyed the mind. Once we lost Vital, even healing spells began twisting their victims into creatures built to kill."

"Vital?" Damien asked timidly.

"An old friend." Cale glanced away. "One of my oldest friends, in fact, although I think he'd complain if he heard me calling him that. Big fan of labels, that one. He's... he was the Monolith of Life."

"Oh," Damien said, his voice small. He stared at Cale for a moment. "Oh. I'm... I'm sorry."

Cale shrugged, flashing his apprentice a ghost of a smile, even if he wasn't really feeling it yet. The dreadshade was too empathetic for his own good. "It's been a long time," he said. "I'm not going to say I'm over it, but it's not like the wounds are fresh. Though it's going to be weird seeing you use the Verdant Flame." He forced out a chuckle. "No wonder it felt so familiar."

"The Verdant Flame was his pillar aspect?" Damien asked, his voice nearly a squeak, like he thought he'd accidentally done something blasphemous. He sort of had, but Cale wasn't going to tell him that.

"He'd be happy with you using it, I'm sure," Cale said instead, and his smile was a little more genuine that time. "Vital was an absolute bleeding heart. Same as you, pretty much."

Damien swallowed nervously, but gave him a determined nod after a moment. "I-I'll do my best to live up to him."

Sisyphus, meanwhile, was regarding Cale with... Cale wasn't sure how to interpret that expression, actually. It didn't help that he was using Syphus's face to do it, and Syphus's face was basically just a glowing runic eye and some crystalline ears. "What happened next?" he asked. "Once you realized the Source was corrupted?"

"And here I was hoping you'd forget." Cale gave the Named a half-smile, making Sisyphus snort. "Like I said, magic was broken. Nearly every spell you could think of just made things worse. At some point it had reached a point of no return. The Source is supposed to be balanced, to represent all possibilities, but it was so contaminated that the only future left was war.

"We had to cut out almost everything. Like excising an infection, except we had to remove as much as we could without just destroying the Source. It was probably one of the greatest feats of ritual magic ever attempted, and frankly, it's still a miracle that it worked instead of just killing us all." Cale shook his head. "Point is, if you want to blame anyone for your memories being weird, blame the Monoliths. I was only part of the ritual."

Sisyphus gave him an odd look. "You realize you just casually confessed to killing a Monolith, being on conversational terms with Monoliths, and also participating in a grand twentieth-tier ritual? I'm not sure 'only being part of the ritual' covers that in the slightest."

"He understates things a bit sometimes," Damien mumbled.

"A bit?" Sisyphus snorted, but when he turned back to Cale, there was a healthy respect in his gaze. Although... Cale frowned slightly. There was also something else there he couldn't interpret. "Regardless," the Named muttered. "If so much of the Source was excised, tell me this: why has the Verdant Flame returned?"

"That's the question, isn't it?" Cale muttered. "It shouldn't be possible, but plenty of things I've seen on Utelia shouldn't be possible. We knew it was possible that some magics would develop again, but..."

[Awaken Artifact] and the Verdant Flame were one thing. Neither seemed corrupted the way spells had been after the war, and they had known it was possible that the Source would eventually re-develop the capacity to hold certain acts of magic. They were counting on it, even.

But bloodrot and [Myzonir's Ritual of Rebirth] returning as well, on top of someone somehow infecting Kessi with an inverted summoning aspect? Inverted aspects themselves hadn't been excised because they couldn't be, but knowledge of how to create them and the magics that made it possible certainly had been.

These were all things that had only been possible when the Source was corrupted. On top of that, this was far too many things from one era of multiversal history to be coincidence—though he'd figured that much as soon as he'd realized Vital's corpse was here. What was it with Utelia? 

Cale narrowed his eyes suddenly. "You know more than what you've said," he said, turning to look straight at Sisyphus through the scrying eye. "You said learning about the Verdant Flame was one of the reasons you were here. What are the other ones?"

Sisyphus blinked once, as though slightly perturbed, then forced out a faint chuckle. "I have only one other purpose here, and it is to ask a simple question," he said, folding Syphus's arms behind its back. "If all that has passed may yet return... then what else might have survived Yggdrasil's End?"

Cale stared.

"Alas, I do believe it's time I take my leave," Sisyphus said cheerfully. "I have made use of poor Syphus's body for a little too long, and it is getting, ah, annoyed at me. Besides, you might get angry if I were to keep hold of it. A gift before I go, though!" He waved a hand airily toward the still-rising dough on the table.

"Just accelerating the process," he said with a bow. "No need to thank me. I look forward to seeing what spell you receive."

With that, Syphus suddenly staggered. Damien hurried to its side to help it stay upright, all while Cale wrinkled his nose and stared grumpily where Sisyphus had been possessing his friend.

"Bastard," Cale grumbled. "Leaving suddenly is my trick."

"What did he mean?" Damien asked, straining to hold up Syphus. "I mean, um, what was the point of that question if he didn't stick around for the answer? Also, what's Yggdrasil's—"

"Do not repeat that name," Cale said, a little more sharply than he intended. He winced almost as soon as the words left his mouth. "Sorry. Sensitive subject. I'd rather not talk about that. I told you all the important stuff, anyway. As for what he meant..."

Cale sighed. "That, I'm pretty sure, was supposed to be a warning. Except it's cryptic bullshit because the Named literally cannot be straightforward."

His brows furrowed slightly. "The only question is what he was trying to warn us of. I can only really think of forty-five... eh, maybe forty-seven possible things that would get one of the Named to try to interfere.

"Which, frankly, is far too many possible things," he added. "I'm going back to baking. It's a great way to cleanse the mind, did you know that? Might even help me figure this all out."

Damien looked perplexed as Cale went back to his dough, but didn't protest. "Um, there is one more thing, though," he said. "The Gift said something about how the Legacy of the Verdant Flame can evolve and return to its true form?"

That made Cale freeze. When he spoke, his voice was slightly strangled. "It what."

"Is that, um, important?" Damien asked nervously.

"The true form of the Verdant Flame is the Monolith it's connected to," Cale said. "It's... Damien, are you sure that's what the Gift said?"

"Y-yes?" Damien glanced into the air as if to confirm, and then nodded rapidly. "Um, yes."

Cale exhaled. "You better not be giving me false hope," he said, and then when Damien gave him a wide-eyed look, waved a dismissive hand. "I meant the Gift, not you, Damien. I wouldn't threaten you."

"O-oh."

"You worry me sometimes," Cale said with a half-smile. "Practice attuning with the Verdant Flame. I need to think. And also finish baking."





Cale was ready.

To cast [Baker's Oven], anyway. He still didn't quite know what to think of Sisyphus's warning, or the implication that Vital could be brought back to life. The thought made something deep inside him clench—the promise of an old friend brought back and all the old pains that came with him. Cale didn't know if he was ready for that.

Though it didn't really matter if he was ready or not. If Vital could be brought back, then Cale owed it to him to try.

Besides, it was fitting, in a way. If any of the Monoliths could be brought back, then it would certainly be the Monolith of Life.

He stared at the dough—carefully prepared and laid out on the table—and cast [Baker's Oven]. He noticed almost immediately that the fire portion of the spell was remarkably easy to control compared to normal; evidently, five ranks of fire resonance did a lot...

Mana overload detected! Attempting to compensate...

Although not enough, apparently.

Adjusting spell construct...

[Baker's Oven] has evolved into [Touch of Vesuvius (Baker's Edition)]!

Well, good thing the spell clarified. He would have been disappointed if it had been a regular fire-touching spell.

...He checked the Gift's message anyway, just in case.

[Touch of Vesuvius (Baker's Edition), Level 1] [Fifth Tier (Unique), Active] [1.0e12 Mana]

Imbue any physical object that makes contact with this spell with the ability to bake any dough or batter touching it at the perfect temperature until done. Includes decorative fire sigils to mark all affected surfaces, which will be all of them, because all physical objects imbued with this spell are considered part of the spell. Good luck!

  

    
        Chapter 49 — Epilogue 1 — Cale

    
    
    
    
  For Cale, magic the way he envisioned it had always been something just a little bit out of reach.

He was well aware, of course, that the feats he was capable of were things that even gods dreamed of. Liches, dark lords, and all sorts of ancient powers would have sacrificed their souls and kingdoms for just a fraction of the power he wielded. As a matter of fact, some of them had tried, though for obvious reasons that had never ended well. Cale didn't particularly enjoy having things sacrificed to him.

But raw power could only do so much, and finding new ways to use his barriers had only really been entertaining for the first millennium or two. He hadn't been lying when he'd explained to Akkau his desire to actually be able to use magic. He wanted to be able to fly, to generate motes of light, to bloom a single flower.

And he wanted to do it without struggling to control every fraction of power he possessed.

There had been a time when mana manipulation came to him with relative ease. Cale couldn't remember much about his early lives, but he remembered that, at least. As his mana core grew, though, it slowly became more and more difficult—and one day, it was like a switch had been flipped, and attempting to use his mana in small, controllable amounts suddenly became like trying to lift a mountain.

The first few lives after that had been absolute chaos. He'd lost a few of them just trying to draw his mana out of his core, when it lashed wildly out of control and destroyed everything around him no matter how hard he tried to control it.

He'd very nearly given up on using mana at all, back then. The only reason he continued trying was because his mana was his greatest trump card, and if anything like the Planar War ever happened again, he knew there was a chance he would need it.

No matter how much he wished otherwise.

Still, it had taken him years of practice to be able to wield his mana safely again. Centuries to be able to form his barriers the way he could now, and even longer to begin to pierce the fringes of barrier magic. He found the limits of what he could achieve with his barriers, broke those limits, then did so again and again. If barriers were all the magic he would be able to cast, he wanted to master them inside and out.

By now, Cale was pretty sure he was one of the foremost unstructured barrier mages across the Great Realms. But even then, there were some things barriers couldn't do, and more importantly...

Well, after millennia of doing nothing but barrier magic, his barriers no longer felt like magic.

It was a bit of a foolish notion, he knew, but the inherent limitations of barrier magic—along with the fact that he'd had to deconstruct every principle he knew about barriers and how they worked, and then build them up again from the ground up—meant that his feats with barriers no longer really felt like magic to him.

Real magic was more an art than a science. There were rules, of course, but the rules didn't strictly determine the outcome. Damien's incantation to create his new Verdant Flame spell, for instance! That had been magic. A means of connecting to the world and having it respond in the form of a spell. And then there were rituals, charms, artifacts...

All he had were barriers, at least until Utelia, and truthfully Cale was still hard-pressed to believe that the Gift was capable of processing the enormous quantities of mana he pumped into it. He could only guess at what it was doing when it evolved a spell.

But that was part of the fun of it. Magic was suddenly a mystery again. He had no idea what elemental resonance consisted of, and even now that he knew, there was no ironclad way to earn resonance ranks. Just because he understood the fire well didn't mean that understanding extended to other elements. Draconic resonance, for example, had been a little out of his wheelhouse.

And he hadn't even gotten to any of the more esoteric aspects yet.

The point was, for the first time in a very long time, his magic was once again new to him. He didn't quite know what would happen when he tried to cast a spell. More importantly, he could try to cast a spell, and there would be results! His first few attempts had been useful, but they were never quite the type of thing he dreamed of.

This, though? This was the first spell that was.

Cale had pretty much stopped reading after the first sentence. The amount of mana he'd shoved into the spell was overkill—it always was—so he wasn't really surprised that it would come with some side effects. He could always worry about it later. The important thing was that he was finally, finally doing magic.

And it was a baking spell! He couldn't have asked for a better first spell. There were thousands of spells he wanted to cast one day, of course, but it was the complexity of baking magic that had always fascinated him.

Even if he hadn't had his mana sense, [Touch of Vesuvius] was a delight. The spell allowed him to essentially turn any object he wanted into an oven, and it gave him an unobstructed view of what he was baking in the process. Because he did have his mana sense, though, Cale could tell exactly what the spell was doing, and it was pretty much just as interesting as he'd hoped.

The spell was "performing the act of baking" on any raw baking product that made contact with the enchanted object. Which was a vague description, but Cale couldn't exactly think of a better one: it looked to him almost like Vesuvius himself was personally tending to the dough and replicating the exact conditions of an oven. It didn't matter that the dough was just sitting on a table, nor did it matter what it was making contact with...

Cale paused, then grabbed some of the spare water they had and, with a look of intense concentration, began pouring it on top of the dough.

"Um, Cale?" Damien said.

"Shh," Cale said. "I'm doing science. Except not really, because doing science on this would be boring. This is magic, and it's giving us a whole new world of possibilities. Say, do you think anything special would happen if you were able to knead dough while baking it?"

Damien stared at him.

"Also," Cale added, "I think I might be able to use this spell to make a brownie that's all edges. I don't think the spell actually cares about things like the shape of your pan or anything like that. It bakes the way you want it to bake. I think if I just poured brownie batter into a bowl or something it would bake into layers. Half edge, half fudge."

"I'm not sure that's what we should be worried about?" Damien sounded hesitant.

"I mean, just look!" Cale gestured grandly to the dough. Which was just sitting on the table, as dough is wont to do, even while baking. "It's baking. I don't even have to touch it!"

"I don't think you normally have to touch things that are in the process of baking," Syphus called out.

"Details." Cale rolled his eyes. "It's magic, that's what's special about it! Plus this would be really easy to scale up, and you mostly don't have to worry about things like leaving your cookies too close together—"

"It's the scaling up part that's the problem," Damien interrupted desperately. Cale blinked, pausing, then finally looked around at the rest of the room. Which was covered in fire sigils, indicating it was ready to bake.

So was the door, in fact. Cale casually walked to the door and pulled it open, hoping that the dueling arena's wards had stopped the spell, only to find that the hallway was covered in the same fire sigils.

"Huh," he said after a moment. He pulled the door shut again, stared at it for a moment, and then locked it for good measure. "Alina's probably going to kill me for this, isn't she? I dunno if you saw this, but she had this huge preservation ward filled with raw pastry and dough."

"I see fireballs in your near future," Syphus said mysteriously, then snickered. "Not with my all-seeing eye or anything, to be clear, it's just common sense."

"We should probably warn her to change her preservation ward," Damien said worriedly. "Maybe it's not that bad? We don't know how far it reached—"

Cale's schedule scroll vibrated. His brow furrowed. "I thought the next class wasn't for an hour yet," he muttered, taking it out and glancing it over.

In large, bold text, scrawled in familiar handwriting where his next class was supposed to be, were the words: Dearie, my biscuits have all become quite hard. They're rather difficult to chew like this, you know! I bake them my way for a reason. Stay where you are, will you? We need to talk.

Cale stared at it for a moment. "I think Imrys somehow hijacked Akkau's spell?" he said. He hadn't even known that was possible.

Then there came a sudden knock at the door, though it was far too high up to be Imrys.

"Cale?" Leo's voice filtered through, high-pitched and panicked. "The, uh... the labyrinth door is glowing."

Cale beamed. "Hey, look, a perfect excuse to avoid the consequences of our actions!" he said cheerfully. "Syphus, could you grab the table and everything on it for me, please? It should be fine in your storage spell. I think."

Syphus shrugged its shoulders. "As long as we still go to the library later," it said. "I want my spell cannons."

"Oh, I told Leo to go find you your books after the last class," Cale said cheerfully. "We can figure that out on the way! Now let's hurry before Imrys tracks us. I want to be knee-deep in distortion magic by the time she realizes we're in the labyrinth."

He paused as he unlocked the door. "I mean, not really," he added. "I like my knees the way they are. For now. I know a girl whose legs dissolved into a bunch of spiders because of a distortion storm, and I definitely don't want that."

Damien stared at him, horrified. "I-I thought you said the storm usually changes people in a way they like!"

"Oh yeah, that girl was really into having spider legs," Cale said happily. He pulled open the door.

Leo stood there, fist poised to knock again, but with his mouth frozen in an expression of mild horror. "Do I... want to know what you were talking about?"

"Nope," Syphus answered for Cale before he could say anything. It grabbed Leo's arm and started rolling off toward the dorm. "Let's not waste any more time! I want my books, and Sisyphus is being annoying about our magic glowing door."

That was probably fair. Cale followed after them, humming to himself.

Even with all the chaos, it was hard to be upset. He'd finally done magic, after all. And it was magic he'd wanted, at that! He could still feel his spell chugging away, slowly turning his dough into a perfect loaf of bread.

As long as he stayed here on Utelia, this would be just the beginning. Cale was usually pretty cavalier about death, but this?

Well, this—along with the fact that he actually cared about the people he'd met here—meant that for once in all his lives, he wanted to stay in this realm as long as he could manage it.

"How about that, Vital?" he murmured. "You always did say I should settle down. Maybe I'll give this realm a few centuries, see how it feels..." He grinned. "Well, first things first, I suppose. I gotta turn this lot into archmages."

  

    
        Chapter 50 — Epilogue 2 — Flia

    
    
    
    
  Flia was having some trouble with the whole meditation thing.

The Leviathan had made it pretty clear what she needed to do: she needed to reach into her core. The problem was that the process wasn't quite so simple for an elemental, and it was even more difficult for Flia than most. She had never been able to relate to what others of her kind described when they searched their cores or their souls. They all spoke of being part of a great cycle, a small piece of some greater whole.

That was the thing about elementals. They were connected to their magic in a very fundamental way: a part of them was supposed to know, beyond any shadow of a doubt, what aspect of their element they embodied. They used that to deepen the strength of their magic, to reinforce their souls and push at the boundaries of their mana cores.

Every elemental was different. Even among water elementals, close-knit communities that they were, the process differed slightly for every single one. Her mother had once explained that reaching into her core felt like the experience of being a single wave in an ocean; one of her aunts had described meditating on the feeling of being "a ripple in a pond." She knew others still that had even more nuanced images they meditated on, from being a single drop of rain to a following a trickle of water filtering through the soil.

Flia had never been able to relate to any of that. It did usually work, if she tried hard enough and for long enough, but that didn't feel remotely sufficient for what she needed to do now. She sighed, opening her eyes and staring at the gentle waves of water rippling through her bed.

Beside her, Sabri made an inquisitive sort of chitter, half-climbing into the pool so it could nudge at Flia's arm. Flia smiled and picked the little shadeling up.

"I've never felt like I was part of some great cycle, you know?" she murmured out loud. "I mean, even before everything started going wrong with my magic, I was apparently something of a problem child. The rest of the family is all gentle and serene, like water elementals are supposed to be. I kept climbing out the windows until my parents had to waterproof them."

She chuckled softly. According to her mother, she always found a way to squeeze her way through the cracks and promptly fall straight into the lake below.

"Young water elementals aren't supposed to climb into lakes," she whispered conspiratorially to the shadeling. "We're too young to have a properly developed sense of self yet, so if we aren't careful we just end up dissolving and our parents have to spend months putting us back together.

"Not that I ever had a problem," she added. "Every time I snuck out my parents would just find me in some hidden alcove under the lake, apparently playing with a small collection of seaweed and shells. Not sure why they were so worried, honestly. Could've done without all the waterproofing."

Sabri burped encouragingly, and Flia patted her, already lost in thought. She needed a different approach, but she was having trouble figuring out what that was. If the normal methods didn't work for her, then she was in uncharted territory; how was she supposed to advance this field of Law-imbued magic, all by herself?

Then again, maybe it wasn't the Law that was the problem. She had always been dangerously adventurous, even as a child. Flia was bold where other water elementals were gentle, loud where they were serene. Even now she had something of a temper, and she rarely tried to flow her way around a problem so much as tackle them directly.

By her own admission, she was a terrible excuse for a water elemental. Flia grinned slightly at the thought. There was a time when just thinking that would have eaten her up, but now she ruminated instead on her family's constant insistence that they loved her anyway. It was incredibly annoying, but now that they weren't constantly in her face about it, she found she was rather touched.

It helped, of course, that she finally had some answers and no longer just felt like there was something terribly wrong with her. That fragment of the Leviathan's Law was the only reason she'd been able to bring that Abyssal One home, and for her, that was enough proof that her particular brand of magic had value. 

Now she just needed to figure out how to find where that fragment was hiding and bring it fully under her control.

"You know," she muttered to Sabri, "maybe it's not the Law that's the problem here. What do you think?"

The shadeling warbled at her. Flia nodded.

"Right," she said. "The Leviathan said my affinity with her Law was greater than she anticipated. Which means there's something about me that has that affinity with it..."

Flia trailed off.

When she tried all the old methods—visualizing herself as a ripple on a lake, as a raindrop amid a storm, that sort of thing—she couldn't get deep enough into her core to find where the fragment of the Leviathan was buried within her. Nothing about the image resonated, so the most she could do was a surface-level inspection.

But if the Law had resonated so strongly with her, maybe that was for the same reason all those images had never worked for her. She had never been able to picture herself as just one component of a greater cycle.

No, if she really had to find an aspect of water that represented her, there was only one thing that felt like it fit.

The oceans.

Flia felt the water around her beginning to churn as the realization settled within her. She could never have settled for just being a part of something greater—she wanted to be that something greater. The oceans supported not only the realms themselves, but the enormity of life teeming within them. That represented her soul far more than a drop of rain did, and more importantly, it felt right.

It made sense, too, that she had a strong affinity with the Leviathan's Law. The Abyss itself was not unlike an endless ocean that both separated and connected the Great Realms. It was the truest expression of the Leviathan's power, and the Law explained it perfectly: it was all that stood between the realms.

And what were oceans if not the same idea, applied to a single world?

Her mana core bloomed in her mind's eye. What had been previously impenetrable felt suddenly like it was entirely open to her. She could map where all the spells the Gift had granted her were nestled within her core, could feel the turbulence of her own magic as it cycled through her.

Only now there was a new problem: there was too much of it.

An entire ocean was a far cry from a simple ripple or a wave. The way Flia was visualizing her core made it enormous. She had no idea where to begin looking to find where that fragment of Law might be embedded within her, and she didn't even know what it might look like. For all she knew it was nothing more than a faint influence present everywhere in her core, and if that was what she was trying to identify in something as large as the ocean?

She grimaced. This was going to take her longer than she'd initially thought.

For the next few hours, Flia tried—and failed—to find the part of her that carried the Leviathan's influenced. She lost count of how many different strategies she tried. She used everything she'd learned about resonance, just in case the method was similar; all sorts of meditative techniques from her family, even the ones she found ridiculous; she changed the water she was using as her bed,

None of it worked until Sabri, tired of her wandering around her room and doing everything she could think of, crawled up to her shoulder and bit her.

"Ow," Flia said, not that it really bothered her. She blinked, then smiled softly at the shadeling, giving the grumpy thing a little scritch along its head. "I guess you were getting kind of bored, huh? And probably hungry—"

She stopped mid-sentence.

For that one moment, she let herself fully relax into her bond with Sabri, and in that same infinitesimal second she felt something in the ocean that was her core shift. Like a single current that didn't quite belong.

Almost as soon as she sensed it, she lost it again, but that infinitesimal moment was all she needed. She'd felt for a moment exactly how far the Law's influence extended. It was a single current within her with no apparent source, but that single current drove every wave and touched every ripple within her soul.

"Oh," she said, because she understood now how deeply the Law had touched her magic. A single current like that added to an ocean would change every wave, no matter how slightly, and so in that same way it had touched all her spells...

"Now I just need to find it again so I can grasp it," she said with a sigh. She smiled at Sabri. "I don't suppose you'd mind waiting another couple hours?"

Sabri glared at her, opening its mouth as if threatening to bite her again. Flia snickered and poked its snout.

"I hope you know you can't do that to anyone that isn't me," she said. "Yeah, you're right. Let's go get you some food. I'm sure Alina has some raw meat for you, and after that, I think we'll pay a visit to the academy's menagerie. How does that sound?"

"Plbtrr?" The shadeling tilted its head at her adorably, then bumped its snout against her palm, and she laughed softly.

"You have no idea what I'm saying yet, do you," she said. "It's fine. I just realized I was going about this all wrong. I know what I need to do now."

Flia wasn't like the Leviathan. She didn't embody connection as a whole. But she'd been selected because of her affinity with all kinds of magical creatures, and it was that part of her that drove her magic most strongly. Just like the Law, it was its own current in the ocean of her power.

"Come on," she said. "Let's go."

Flia turned to make her way out of her room, and then—and only then—did she finally notice the gleaming fire sigils that now decorated her room, and also apparently the entire hallway. She paused, blinked, then cautiously poked one to see if it did anything.

It seemed safe enough. She had no idea what this was, though. A professor's spell gone wrong, perhaps?

Or Cale again.

The air kind of smelled like bread, come to think of it, so... definitely Cale again.

Flia sped up her steps. While she didn't technically need to rush, she suddenly felt rather like not rushing would be a bad idea.

  

    
        Chapter 51 — Epilogue 3 — Sternkessel

    
    
    
    
  It was, as a general rule, rather unusual for Sternkessel to feel much of anything.

That said, he wasn't incapable of feeling. Far from it. Indictments were an embodiment of a realm raging against itself, and Greater or not, Sternkessel had been no exception. He had manifested from the very tool the Loomweavers used to commit their blasphemy—their so-called Abyssal Sphere, made to peer into other realms and calculate the positions of their stars.

Had it been built simply to observe and learn, there would have been no retribution. There was no punishment for learning, after all. Nor was the mistake of contaminating their magic severe enough to warrant the appearance of an Indictment. Even bringing an Abyssal One into the realm, as severe as it was, could not warrant such a terrible measure.

It was the enslavement of the Abyssal that had provoked the wrath of the realm. It was their continued treatment of it—the bindings, the petty little rules imposed on their perfect community—that caused him to emerge as among the strongest of Utelia's Greater Indictments.

And his emergence had been just like all of theirs. Wreathed in bitter hatred and terrible rage, ready to invoke pain and misfortune on all who would dare defy the realm. He had been created for a single purpose, after all, and he knew with intimate clarity every suffering the Loomweavers had inflicted. He had no doubt about what he had to do.

Except by the time of his manifestation, the Loomweavers were gone.

That should have been impossible. Indictments emerged when they were needed; this was a known fact, an inviolable rule that Sternkessel understood to the very core of his being. He knew little else at the time, but he knew that with certainty. Except when he had emerged, the mages he had been meant to punish had long since vanished.

It was a humbling thing, to be proven wrong within the very first seconds of his existence.

Not that Sternkessel had thought that way at the time. He remembered a deep sense of loss, a feeling that his very purpose had been ripped away from him. What was he to do now, with nothing left to guide him? What could he do except wander the empty halls of the Inverted City with a rage that could never be satisfied?

And that was all he did, for a time. He skulked about as Indictments tended to do when their purpose was fulfilled, acting as the sole guardian of the Inverted Spires.

Unlike his kin, however, his purpose had never been fulfilled, and so a sense of dissatisfaction began to grow within him. He didn't quite know what to do with it. All he knew was that he felt increasingly frustrated wandering the same empty halls. At the same time, he noticed that every so often, a mage would wander into the Inverted Spires to challenge its dangers.

It was something he watched with little more than idle curiosity, at first. At the very least, it was something different. Until one day, one of those same mages managed to catch a glimpse of him, even through layers of enchantments and his own unique magic.

That had been his first meeting with Akkau, known at the time as the Thousand-Cored Beast. And the damnable mage had smirked at him and called him "the rarest of treasures," even knowing what he was!

Absurd. He left immediately, not wanting to speak with this strange creature. But the meeting lingered in his mind for one simple reason: it was the first time he could recall feeling anything other than raw frustration.

The one meeting led to him watching the other mages more closely. He noticed, finally, that there was something pulling at him every time the mages acted against the dead city's rules. A vague sense of action and reaction, so to speak, not from him but from something else.

Only then did he remember that there was something else here. The Abyssal was the reason for his emergence in the first place. Until that point in time, he had barely even stopped to consider that fact; he had never encountered this Abyssal in his wanderings, after all, and it had never been part of his purpose. He pitied it, but there was nothing that could be done, and that was that.

And then for the first time, he had the spark of a thought he could call his own: perhaps things did not need to stay that way.

All these mortal mages scurried about in his domain with no apparent rhyme or reason, often arguing and aimless. Was that how others went about their lives? Without that sense of what it was they needed to do? If they could do it, then perhaps he could, too. Perhaps he could find a purpose of his own rather than rely on the one that was given to him.

And perhaps, while it would never be quite as certain as the first few seconds of his existence, it would be enough.





That one thought was the beginning of Sternkessel's attempts to understand what it meant to be mortal, though the term "mortal" didn't quite fit. That rather frustrating dragon that kept visiting, for instance, was technically immortal just as all dragons were; that immortality, however, was based in mere magical longevity rather than a result of being a fixed existence as Sternkessel was.

Realmborn. He encountered the term in an ancient journal somewhere, eventually. A term to describe those born within a realm, encompassing dragons, elementals, and all other similar creatures; though some were mortal and some were not, all had to learn slowly about the world they were in.

Sternkessel had been created by the realm, but he wasn't a realmborn. Not by that definition. Like the Monoliths themselves, his was an existence that was true both within and without.

...Which was rather irritating, because it meant there was very little he could draw on to understand what he really was. He was a different form of life, certainly, but what type of being was he? What made him different from the realmborn?

That gap only seemed to grow the more he learned about the world around him and realized how little he knew about his own species. He understood all he needed to, but had been given no more than that: every scrap of understanding thereafter he'd had to fight to attain on his own, and the things he learned both startled and discomforted him.

He learned, for instance, that other Greater Indictments existed on Utelia, but he learned just as quickly that they were nothing like him. They had borne their duty and dealt out their justice, and now stood guardian over the ruins their actions had wrought. Each was a monument to what must never be done again, and despite his best efforts, none seemed interested in talking.

In fact, while they never tried to strike at him, none seemed interested in anything other than their duty. His attempts to speak to them and learn what things were like for them were cast aside all too easily.

And just as uncomfortable was the fact that Sternkessel quickly began to realize in his travels that there seemed to be no rhyme nor reason to what the realm would merit as worthy of an Indictment. They were always created in the wake of an atrocity, certainly, and yet many atrocities were committed with no response from the realm. Why?

Sternkessel had no answer. He felt he should have, but he knew nothing. All he really knew was that even among his own kind, he was unique. With his duty unfulfilled, he had been given the opportunity to be more than he was. Strangely enough, he was starting to see that as a blessing.

Along with that still-frustrating dragon's persistent visits, though at least that was a different kind of frustration than what he usually felt.





Time didn't quite work the same way inside and outside the Inverted Spires. Sometimes years passed in the rest of Utelia where the Inverted Spires themselves saw only a few days, and sometimes it was the opposite. He would wait a century for that one dragon to return only to find that less than a week passed outside. This, he suspected, was the effect of the Abyssal's power corrupting that portion of the realm.

It was also one of the few things he had little control over. So it was that Sternkessel came to begin spending more of his time outside the Spires instead, where time was consistent and he could learn more about the world. He still visited the Spires often, of course, if only to care for the Abyssal and to search for a means to free it. Progress was slow, but he had chosen that as his purpose, and he was determined to see it through.

Akkau insisted on accompanying him, to his feigned annoyance and reluctant pleasure: he refused to admit at the time that he had grown fond of the dragon. He certainly refused to tell him that it was him that had taught him to feel and participate in the world the way a realmborn did.

Funny how their positions were reversed now. There was a lot that Akkau hadn't told him, he knew; in his older years the dragon had begun to withdraw into himself, until not even Sternkessel could get him to speak what was on his mind. It pained him to see, and yet no matter what he tried...

He sighed, a realmborn mannerism he had picked up over the years. If nothing else, his job in the Brightscale Academy was a highlight for him. He hadn't been expecting it when Akkau had convinced him to join, but the old dragon had been right about that, just as he had been about so many other things. His care for the Abyssal translated rather well to teaching, and he had grown to love both the job and his students.

More than that, he had slowly grown to love being alive. Being himself. It was something he never could have imagined in his early days, and yet here he was now. The mothfolk he was rescuing reminded him of some of his students, really, and while Serof had technically been responsible for his students being in danger...

Well, he would have been a fool not to see the parallels with the Abyssal One he had cared after for centuries.

Of course, it was only expected that there would be complications. Sternkessel was no fool, and he would not underestimate the Red Hunters, not after what they had done. He was on the alert, which meant he noticed them, even when they tried to hide from him.

It was a clever trick, too, designed to use the labyrinth's passages to further warp his prodigious sense of space and miscalculate the position of his would-be ambushers.

"Really, now," Sternkessel said with a small sigh. "An ambush like this is in rather poor taste, don't you think? Surely you had better options than an army of the dead."

Serof clung to him, terrified, as a Red Hunter flickered into existence. Just behind him was what amounted to a small army of shambling zombies, each one wearing shimmering, flowing robes and dresses. Sternkessel frowned, something uneasy flickering within him.

"Pah!" The Red Hunter seemed thrown off at being spotted, but he recovered quickly, puffing out his chest in an attempt to intimidate. "We did our research! We might not know how to deal with your magic, but we know how to deal with you. Our Observers did some searching, and you know what we found?"

Sternkessel did not like where this was going.

"We found that you used to have a family," the Red Hunter bragged. "So we brought them back. All the Loomweavers. How does it feel, having to face off against them?"

"Ah." The uneasy feeling within him had grown, and Sternkessel was now certain he knew exactly what it was. "I'm afraid you have rather gravely miscalculated. A pity, truly; if you had chosen any other measure, I might have left you alive."

"What?" the Red Hunter sputtered. "N-no—the files! You don't let people die! We checked! These guys aren't fully undead, do you realize that? We used resurrection magic! They're still in there!"

"Yes," Sternkessel said quietly. "That is precisely the problem."

He turned to Serof and crouched to speak in a low, gentle tone. "I am truly sorry for this," he said. "But you must run. Do not look back and do not linger, and if you encounter Cale or Akkau, tell them every word of what that Hunter said. Do you understand?"

"I... yes?" Serof swallowed. "But—"

"Good enough. Run now, little one." The feeling within him had sprouted and turned into something ugly, and the normally gleaming gold of his head began to twist and blacken. "I cannot hold myself back for much longer."

Serof stared at him. "Thank you for helping me," he said. "You didn't have to, and I—"

Sternkessel shoved him. "Go!" he commanded, and Serof stumbled, turning to run. A small part of him clung to that tiny piece of gratitude, though. It surprised him, how much a small thing like that could ground him against what was coming. But not for long.

He straightened to dust off his suit, looking at the now-clearly-wary Red Hunter. The mage wasn't even looking at Serof. He was staring at Sternkessel instead, looking more and more afraid.

As well he should.

"Your miscalculation," Sternkessel said quietly, "was believing that bringing the Loomweavers here would make me hesitate. It is both our misfortunes that you are deeply, terribly wrong."

The crystal heart within his rings flashed to a terrible blood-red and began to ooze. His body warped, metal tearing through his chest and shredding through his suit; legs of twisted, blackened gold slammed into the ground, cracking through the stone.

That feeling within him was his original purpose, long thought dead and yet now roaring back to life. The same bitter hatred he had emerged with now raged within his core like no time had ever passed, like he had never learned to be more.

Only a small piece of Sternkessel remained, clinging stubbornly to existence.

Because it was, ultimately, unusual for Sternkessel to feel much of anything. He had been created with one purpose, and for that purpose he needed only that bitter rage that defined his earliest moments of existence. 

It was for that same reason that he clung to every other feeling like the precious things they were.

Greater Indictments were never made to laugh, or love, or live. Sternkessel had done all three, most of it in the company of a certain dragon. And even as his body was warped to fulfil his purpose, he realized one truth: he didn't want to stop now.

Stop me if you must, Cale, the small part of him that remained thought. For I fear that in this state, I may not know to stop myself.

Then a roar echoed through a labyrinth, and a Red Hunter and his army began to scream.

  

    
        Chapter 52 — Epilogue 4 — Akkau

    
    
    
    
  Akkau had earned many names throughout his very long life. The Thousand-Cored Beast was the one he earned in his earliest days on Utelia, and he thought of it now with a wistful sort of fondness.

Things had been much easier back then. Even with Dragonfall—or Vekorax, as Cale insisted on calling it—hunting them down, his kind had still numbered in the thousands, and the threat of extinction seemed both distant and immaterial. Vekorax was hardly the first to try to extinguish all of dragonkind, and at the time, Akkau had assumed with some arrogance that it would not be the last.

For there had been many, many threats and attempts to end the "threat" of dragonkind. They were one of the few creatures capable of traveling between the realms, and those that learned of them quickly realized that their kind had no compunctions against using wing or claw to tip the scales of history.

There was a danger in that. Some thought them to be harmless benefactors, others saw it as interfering with the development of a realm, and still others thought of this as outright tyranny.

The truth, as Akkau saw it, was far simpler. Dragons were individualistic and capricious creatures. There was no grand conspiracy. Each dragon needed to be judged on their own merits.

Not that the people of the Great Realms saw it that way. And there was a greater threat to their mere existence that frightened even those that saw no fault in their actions. Their species was the only one to ever bridge the gap between myth and realmborn. When they first appeared, they had been living mythologies like so many others, forced to operate under strict rules.

At some point, however, that had changed. They shook off the shackles of myth and legend and became a species in their own right. That was what many saw as an outright existential threat, for if any myth could make that transition to reality—if they could shake the rules that ought to hold them fast—then what could stop the greater myths from doing the same?

The idea of one of the Named managing to do this, for instance, terrified many. While they pretended to be realmborn and adopted the mannerisms of many of them, the fact remained that they were perhaps some of the most alien creatures that were capable of existing within the Great Realms. Their motivations were too often inscrutable, and their morality entirely foreign to those that walked the realms.

So dragonkind became a target. Not only from the fearful, who wished to prevent their secrets from passing on to other myths, but also to the Named, who wished to learn their secrets.

Which was unfortunate, because not even dragons themselves knew how it had happened. As far as Akkau was aware, it was something that had happened, with no particularly remarkable event to explain their transition.

Very few believed this, of course. The attacks had only died down once dragons proved time and time again to be capable of defending themselves, and a slow understanding took root, allowing them an uneasy sort of peace settling amongst the realmborn.

In time, they became just another species, albeit one that held an enormous amount of power. Some dragons were worshipped as gods, others outright managed to make the ascension into deity...

Honestly, Akkau had never seen the appeal himself. To become divine was to take up the trappings of belief once more. What would the point of their initial ascension be, if they simply took on the same chains that mythology had once brought upon them?

Still, point remained: there had been many attempts to end the so-called threat of dragonkind, and they had always thrived in spite of it. So when the first rumors of the Dragonfall began to spread, Akkau had simply dismissed them. Even if their own great mages couldn't stop the threat, the divines surely could; they who had taken on the chains of divinity had enough power to stop even the greatest of threats that had ever befallen them.

His early visits to Utelia had been during this time, before he truly understood the threat that faced them. It was more a passing curiosity that called him to the realm than anything else, for very few other dragons had settled here.

Utelia, after all, existed right on the boundary of the Great Realms, on the outer edges of the Abyss and right at the limit of the Leviathan's influence. It made traveling to other realms a pain. Most dragons preferred to stake their territory nearer to the Leviathan's Heart, where one could use the cosmic nexus as a way to accelerate through the Abyss.

Moving to other realms here on the edge of existence, on the other hand? It was slow. Even spells seemed to drag here when moving through the Abyss, causing delays in inter-realm communication, summoning, and scrying, along with a bevy of other magics.

It was one of the reasons he still held hope that perhaps there were others of his kind out there, hiding at the edges of existence, where their magics would take years to reach him. Perhaps his signalling spell had not been ignored, and the answer was traveling to him now...

Akkau sighed. He knew exactly how unlikely that was. He'd calculated the odds time and time again—

A box on his table rattled, breaking him out of his reverie. Akkau blinked at the innocent-looking box of blood obsidian, then sighed and opened it, letting Cyte burst out eagerly. For a beast that had apparently helped consume an entire realm, this particular one seemed... remarkably innocent.

It was even waving at him. Akkau had no idea where it had picked that up. From Cale, probably.

"Are you hungry again, little one?" he asked, smiling slightly at the voidcyte's antics. "You have a fearful appetite."

"Not little!" Cyte immediately protested, then pounced on the scattered attunement papers he fed it. Akkau wondered briefly how it would react to being fed one of his artifacts, then winced at the thought of what Imrys would say if she discovered him doing such a thing. "And we are hunger given form! It would be stranger if our appetite was not fearful. You should fear it. And us."

It looked at him pleadingly. Akkau just laughed and gave it a pat on one of its many tendrils. "If I were to fear you, then who would feed you?"

The voidcyte paused, looking remarkably stricken for... well, for a formless shadow-void made of countless tendrils. "We did not think of that," it admitted. "Do not fear us. You should continue feeding us instead."

"Do you always think with your stomach?"

"We think with our seventy-eight stomachs." Cyte consumed another attunement paper, then burped, looking incredibly satisfied. "Seventy-nine."

"Ah, is that how that works," Akkau said dryly.

Cyte nodded eagerly. "Yes! Our elders have many stomachs. We see it as a sign of wisdom. Those with more stomachs know where best to acquire snacks, so they must be followed!"

"Much like how mages admire those with many cores, I suppose..."

"Yes! Mage-core is like stomachs!" Cyte agreed immediately. "How many stomachs do you have, smaller star?"

"I see my ego will not survive your persistence," Akkau said, amused. "I have but the one stomach, though if you refer to my cores, then it is in a rather unique situation. I can split them into one thousand, seven hundred and twenty-eight minor cores for layered casting."

Cyte stared up at him, manifesting several dozen eyes just so they could widen at him. "You are like one of our elders," it said admiringly. "No wonder you feed us. You know where all the snacks are kept."

"That is not..." Akkau sighed. Why was he trying to explain this? Cyte's concerns were far different from his own. "I suppose you can see it that way, yes."

"Is that why you brought the star here?" it asked curiously, crawling out of its box and up onto Akkau's wrist. The dragon glared, briefly considering pushing it off and shoving it back in the box, but eventually relented with a sigh.

"I did not... bring him here, exactly," Akkau said reluctantly. Again, it was beyond him why he was discussing this with Cyte, of all people. Then again, maybe that was exactly why: Cyte didn't operate with realmborn morality, and so it was the least likely to judge him.

Though Cale himself seemed aware that he had something to do with the summoning. The old dragon let out a tired sigh, dragging a hand along his snout.

"I orchestrated events, yes," he muttered softly. "I saw that those two were likely to attempt a terrible summoning. One that required sacrifice. I knew that their ritual required a dragon and a planar being; I sought to alter their secondary summoning so it would bring forth a planar being capable of ending the threat to my kind, as well as one capable of healing the divide that has grown in my academy.

"It was... an ambitious plan. A foolish plan, in truth. I regretted it deeply the moment the die was cast, but I have tried many, many things to help my students. Each year only brought greater loss, and if these students were foolish enough to attempt to wreak such havoc, I hoped I could at least use it."

Akkau's gaze grew slightly distant. "I thought I had failed, at first, and I was willing to let their ritual take me," he admitted. "A dragon cannot die by their own hand, and the wards I placed outside would have prevented any undue damage from their summoning. I hid circles beneath the rocks to preserve the lives of the other victims. I thought I had prepared for everything. Even for Sternkessel to take my place, for as much as we have fought in recent years—and as much as he believes I do not know this—he loves our students as much as I do.

"Now that I think about it... it is a strange thing, but I suspect part of his anger with me is because some part of him knew what I had chosen." Akkau looked down, suddenly guilty. "I should apologize to him, should I not?"

"Only if he has less stomachs than you do," Cyte replied, clearly not having focused much on any of this explanation. He was busy picking random items off Akkau's desk and eating them, in fact. Akkau didn't have the heart to stop him.

Then the voidcyte hesitated. "Wait. We are confused. Your secondary summoning brought you the star! Why did you think you failed?"

Akkau blinked. "...Because he seemed an archmage at most, and because he was a simple human," he answered. "I know better now, but—"

Cyte interrupted him. "Ah! You are fooled by the star's shadow. Yes. We know of this. No realmborn can see it! You cannot see the shadow when you are part of it, yes?" It waved a few tendrils around excitedly. "We think that metaphor works. But we are not good at metaphors. We need more stomachs for that."

Akkau had no idea why the voidcyte was suddenly so fixated on the stomach thing. Or what the voidcyte meant, for that matter. "What?" he asked, confused. "Why would a star have a shadow?"

"All things have shadows!" Cyte said, as though the question was ridiculous. "The greater the being, the greater the shadow! You are being very silly. Even five-stomach voidcytes know this."

"Excuse me?" Akkau sounded slightly affronted. He was not used to being called "silly."

"Hm. We cannot show it to most realmborn... ah, but you have a hole! Perfect. We will use the hole."

"Excuse me?" Akkau repeated, now at a distinctly higher pitch. Then he realized the voidcyte was staring at the black scale on his wrist, not at... anything else. Still, he had no idea what it was talking about. "What are you—"

Cyte surged from his wrist into his blackened scale, and Akkau's eyes widened.

"...Oh."
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  Cale Cadwell Cobbs wasn't quite sure how he'd ended up in this situation.

He also wasn't entirely sure if he wanted to get out of this situation. Not yet, anyway. This, at least, wasn't all that unusual for him: he had a habit of taking his time with anything that interested him, regardless of the personal risk involved. Sure, he could die, but what did that mean besides waking up in a different realm yet again? That was nothing compared to an opportunity to study whatever interested him closer.

Granted, there were times when personal risk actually mattered. Mostly this was when he grew attached to a world and wanted to settle down for a time, which he had more and more been trying to avoid. Reincarnation was all well and good when it came to surviving a variety of dangers, but it rather thoroughly destroyed any plans he might have for settling down.

Alas, in all the time he'd spent searching, he still hadn't found an easy means of traveling the Great Realms. Very few species could travel the realms safely, and the ones that could weren't terribly willing to share their methods.

Also, the one time he'd stepped foot in the Abyssal Crossroads that dragonkind had built to ease their passage across different realms, he had accidentally blown up a rather large segment of it. Those things were mana-sensitive, apparently?

Point was, intentionally traveling across the Great Realms was not an easy task. He'd been searching for a means of doing so for almost as long as he could remember being alive, and he still hadn't found a solution.

Of course, the fact that it would solve most of his problems made Cale suspect it was going to be one of those problems, where he wouldn't really find the solution until it stopped mattering. He'd developed something of a sense for these things over the centuries. 

Anyway, the point was he was currently pinned to the ground by a massive claw, with the jaws of what appeared to be a massive, mutated bone drake hovering over him. That wasn't really the situation—that was something else—but how he dealt with the drake was going to be part of it, so...

"I don't suppose you can just let me go?" Cale asked conversationally. It wasn't like he was in any danger; the drake's teeth and claws didn't stand a chance of piercing his barriers. He had no idea why it was even trying to eat him; as far as it was concerned, he probably felt and tasted like a particularly smooth and shiny pebble.

Something had instilled aggression in it, perhaps? Or maybe he'd forgotten to turn off the taste filters in his barriers and the drake could taste him. Hm.

Either way, the biggest problem with all this was that bone drakes were rare—basically an endangered species, really—and Cale was loathe to kill it, nor did he have any real disabling spells. [Lesser Planar Reorientation] might work, but it might also make the drake start phasing through walls and walking on the ceiling, which would probably make things worse.

Cale considered doing it anyway, because it would be funny, but he was pretty sure it would dock him some points.

He could still use his barriers as weapons. Cale eyed the drake, though it was hard to see more than the gaping depths of its maw. "Remind me, do drakes regenerate dismembered limbs?" he asked. "You're related to lizards, right? I feel like you should be able to regenerate limbs. Just asking. For a friend."

It roared at him, spittle flying into his face. Cale sighed. "I'm rusty with these older variants of Drakan," he told it. "I can't tell what you're trying to say. Something about flowers?"

"Cale," Leo said, his voice desperately panicked, "it is not speaking a language! It's roaring at you!"

"Are you sure? Drakan has a lot of roaring. Especially older variants." Cale frowned slightly, turning to look at his apprentice—or, well, at one of them, anyway. Leo was in the process of grappling with some sort of lesser wyrm, his muscles bulging as tried to keep its mandibles from closing around him.

Minotaurs really were naturally strong. As bookish as Leo was, he wouldn't have expected the guy to have the strength to go hand-to-hand with a lesser wyrm like this. Cale supposed it made sense; if Leo had been focused on avoiding his mana and casting spells until yesterday, then he would have had to train for other forms of defense.

Grappling with the mandibles wasn't the greatest choice, though. With a lesser wyrm like that, you always wanted to go for the throat. Mostly because some miracle of evolution had placed their kidneys there.

"Also, try punching it in the throat," he added. "Or use one of your spells! You know you want to."

"There isn't exactly enough space here for a labyrinth aspect to be useful!" Leo grunted with frustration, then snarled and kicked the wyrm in the throat, just as directed. The wyrm let out something like a high-pitched whimper, recoiling away from his minotaur apprentice and giving him space to breathe. "Why did that work?"

"That's where it keeps its kidneys," Cale said wisely. "You're lucky. It could have been one of the variants that keeps exploding sacs in its throat."

"One of the what—" Leo started, whirling to shoot him a disbelieving glare, only to be interrupted by Damien's screams as he ran past the two of them for the third time.

"Cale!" he cried. "Any suggestions?"

"Have you tried decaying it?" Cale suggested helpfully. He was glad to see Damien was keeping the dream wasp distracted.

"I don't want to decay it!" Damien yelped. Space abruptly contracted in front of him as he dodged away from one of the dream wasp's attempted angry stings. Cale approved; it was some delicate usage of spatial decay, especially in the middle of a fight.

"You'll have to give me a moment," Cale told the drake currently trying to bite his head off. It wasn't having much success. His barriers meant all it could do was chip its teeth and slobber all over him, which might have posed a drowning risk if Cale hadn't made sure his barriers filtered that sort of thing. "Damien, that thing is a dream wasp. It needs to die. Don't you remember my briefing?"

"You didn't give us a briefing," Leo reminded him. "You said the best way to learn is by doing."

Cale paused, frowning to himself as he thought back. "I did say that, didn't I," he said after a moment. "My bad! This one's important enough that you should know. That thing over there? That's a dream wasp. Dream wasps reproduce by infecting the dreams of their victims and slowly filling them with wasps."

"What?" Leo asked blankly, kicking the lesser wyrm in the throat again just so he could turn to stare incredulously at Cale. The wyrm in question drew back with a screech.

Cale just nodded. "Yeah," he said. "Basically, more things in your dreams start leading to wasps. Dream about opening a drawer? It's filled with wasps. Check your dream mailbox? Your letters are all wasps. Dive into a lake? The lake is wasps now. That sort of thing."

"What?" Damien asked, horrified. He gave the (now angrily buzzing) wasp a terrified stare, to which it began buzzing even more loudly.

"Once the victim's dreams are full of wasps, it starts leaking into their memories, replacing all their most important memories with—"

"Wasps," Leo said wearily.

"Yup!" Cale said cheerfully. "I know I sound chipper, but don't let that fool you. Dream wasps are a deeply horrifying species that should probably be purged from the entirety of the Great Realms. I just sound chipper because of this dog I found."

"You mean the drake currently trying to bite your head off," Leo said, kicking the wyrm again. It didn't look like it was taking any actual damage, but the kick clearly hurt it; it was actually whimpering now.

"This dog I found," Cale repeated, patting the drake's snout while its teeth scrambled for purchase on his barriers.

"Surely not... all... of them need to be purged?" Damien suggested weakly, though he was also now clearly much more wary of the wasp chasing him. A thin thread of decay mana had begun to wrap around him, which told Cale he was finally getting ready to cast a spell.

Good. Damien had made some good progress, but he needed to get over his fear of his own magic. They both did, really.

"Again, dream wasps replace your most important memories with wasp in the later stages of their infection," Cale reminded him. "Your closest friend? Actually just wasps now. Favorite childhood toy? A wasp nest. I know a kid who told me his dad left the house to get wasps. I found the dad in the attic, full of dream wasps. Which I guess could mean he actually did leave to get wasps, but somehow I doubt it."

Damien stared at him, expressionless, then turned and fired a [Decay Bolt] at the dream wasp without further comment. Thankfully, as insidious and horrifying as its method of reproduction was, dream wasps didn't have much in the way of magical protection; the moment the bolt hit, it began to crumble into a pile of fine, pinkish sort of sand.

"Oh! You should collect that," Cale said, peering over to the side with interest. "I know I said they should all be destroyed, but their remains actually make pretty good dream-fertilizer. And it's a great alchemical catalyst for anything related to dream potions."

"Really?" Leo asked, interested. The lesser wyrm was staring at him warily, as if contemplating whether or not to strike, which was fascinating considering Cale was pretty sure it was under some sort of compulsion to attack. Like most of the other creatures in this labyrinth seemed to be, strangely enough.

"Yep!" Cale said. "It's called dream dust. Great for promoting dreams, putting people to sleep, and it never makes you dream about wasps. Unless you accidentally use their eggs instead of the dust. Don't ask me how I know that."

Damien opened his mouth, then shut it again, letting out a sigh instead. Then he produced a basic collector's kit from his satchel and began to gather up all the pinkish dust into a little vial.

Cale beamed. His apprentices were doing so well! Two of them, anyway; Syphus had rolled on ahead somewhere, and Flia hadn't joined them on this particular adventure, alas. Something about needing to check out the academy's menagerie and "fixing the mess he made." Cale hadn't questioned it too much; he trusted her to know what she needed, and he trusted the Leviathan to not lead her astray.

Besides, apprentices that were willing to clean up his messes were few and far between. She would get bonus points for that! Cale had no idea what the points would be for, but academies seemed to like point systems, and there was probably a good reason for that.

Speaking of which, the situation he was actually in. A professor from the Brightscale Academy of Attuned Arts had insisted on accompanying them into the labyrinth the moment he learned they'd be in there. Cale craned his head to look up at the imposing armored figure now.

"So, how'd I do, teach?" he asked brightly.

The professor just stared at him silently. He was a very taciturn sort of fellow, Cale had noticed. Intimidating, too, given he was a full set of heavy plate enchanted armor. Not wearing a full set of heavy plate enchanted armor; he was the armor. Apparently, the Sword and Sorcery professor was the father of one of the Haelforge Academy's students.

In complete contrast to his son, though, Instructor Solsburn—who insisted on 'Instructor' rather than 'Professor', for whatever reason—made for a terrifying, evil-looking figure. The armor wouldn't have looked out of place on a dark lord; it was full of (frankly impractical) spikes, and if that wasn't enough, Solsburn's eyes glowed a dark, crimson red.

Said eyes regarded Cale silently for a long moment, then exhaled slowly, the sound echoing in his helmet. "Your strategy is interesting," he grunted. "You sent the dreadshade to fight the dream wasp. Intentional?"

"Damien's immune to dream wasp infection, so it was the obvious choice," Cale said cheerfully. Behind him, the dreadshade let out a sudden, relieved sigh, as if he thought Cale would actually have sent him up against something that could him to a horrifyingly painful death.

...He would have been offended if that didn't seem to be something like the norm for a lot of professors.

"Dreadshades are neat like that!" he added. "Hey, have you ever wondered why they're dreadshades and not decay elementals?"

"No." Solsburn's reply was brusque and dismissive, and usual. He really didn't seem to like talking. "Decent strategy. Explain Leo."

"Strong enough to stun a lesser wyrm, but not defeat it. He needs to learn to use his magic," Cale answered with a shrug. He glanced over at the minotaur in question, who gawked at them, scowled, and then blasted the lesser wyrm with a [Labyrinth Bolt] as if to prove a point.

Nothing happened. The wyrm screeched and tried to bite him again, and once more, Leo found himself grappling directly with its jaws.

"Think more creatively!" Cale called out. "You're inside a labyrinth right now! It should be your place of power!"

"That's not how it works!" Leo called back irritably, and then he frowned, a sudden realization crossing his features. He looked briefly obstinate, then sighed and kicked at the wall, and in the same moment, the ceiling slammed down on top of the lesser wyrm. "...Okay, maybe that is how it works."

Cale had felt the [Labyrinth Bolt] emerging from the minotaur's foot at the moment of impact. "Smart! I like the alternate spell firing point. That can really surprise people."

Leo sighed. "How did you know I could do that? I didn't even know I could do that."

"Oh, abstract Bolt spells are always weird," Cale said easily. "A Bolt spell is just a moment of expression for its intrinsic aspect. They go higher in tier and have more complex effects as the aspect gets more abstract."

Leo grumbled something under his breath before gingerly stomping the ground and retracting the ceiling. He grimaced at the mess. "Please don't tell me I have to collect anything from this."

"Wyrm teeth make for an excellent book-binding base," Cale said cheerfully. Leo let out a sound that was very close to a pained sigh, then began to retrieve his own collector's kit.

Solsburn, who had been watching this, grunted again. "Hm," he said. Cale couldn't tell if it was an approving sound or not. "Understood. And you?"

Cale pointed at himself in askance, and when Solsburn nodded, Cale just pointed at the drake on top of him. "I found a dog," he said.

"...Drake."

"Dog," Cale insisted. "In the shape of a drake, which is in the shape of a friend."

Solsburn stared at him. "No."

"Yes."

"No."

"I can see we're not going to get anywhere with this," Cale said. "You haven't answered by question! What's the verdict?"

Solsburn grunted again. "I would fail you normally."

"What? But I did so well!"

Solsburn kicked at the swords lying near his feet, sending them clattering. "I teach a swordsmanship class," he said. "You abandoned the swords."

"Swords are a terrible weapon to fight any of these monsters with!" Cale protested. "Except maybe the lesser wyrm, but then Leo wouldn't be forced to use magic, and the class is Sword and Sorcery."

Solsburn narrowed his eyes at Cale, as if not expecting to be called out. Then he grunted again. "Yes," he agreed. "So you pass. For now."

"For now?" Cale blinked. Solsburn simply pointed down the corridor that Syphus had rolled ahead on earlier. "Oh. I mean, it wants to test making spell cannons, which it shouldn't be doing anywhere near us."

"Agreed," Solsburn said. "So you pass. As long as the golem is unharmed."

"You know what, that's fair," Cale said. He was pretty sure Syphus would be fine; it wasn't like Sisyphus would allow his only contact with the outside world to get hurt. But he couldn't outright say that; he was pretty sure that the Named was keeping his presence mostly a secret.

Instead, he changed the subject. "So," he said. "Did you seriously follow us into the labyrinth just so you could do your test thing? I thought you professors were done making me prove myself."

Solsburn grunted. "Promised I would."

"Ah," Cale said knowingly. "And you're the type that never breaks a promise."

Solsburn leveled him with an unreadable stare. "And you are students. It would be dangerous alone."

"You've seen the rest of my classes," Cale said. "Danger's not that much of a problem for me. Besides, what about the rest of your class?"

Solsburn shrugged impassively. "They can wait. Patience is an important tenet of the sword."

"Is it, or did you just make that up?" Cale asked, eyeing Solsburn, who didn't respond. He paused contemplatively. "You know what, I think I like you. You have very simple priorities. Want to go out sometime?"

"Cale!" Leo said, sounding horrified.

Solsburn, on the other hand, still didn't react with much of anything; instead, he simply tilted his head slightly. "I have other priorities. But if you wish to hunt. You may call on me."

"Great!" Honestly, Cale mostly just wanted to get any kind of reaction out of the guy. That... sort of qualified? He wasn't really sure if he'd succeeded, actually. What did hunting even mean in his culture? "I'll keep that in mind."

"What the fuck just happened," Leo said, pressing a hand against his face.

Cale turned to look at him. "Are you asking about the flirting, or the weird clown thing running away from us?"

"Both!"

"Oh," Cale said. He grinned. "In that case, I have no idea. Isn't that just grand?"
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  Technically, all of this had started about an hour ago. Or something along those lines, anyway. Cale wasn't great at keeping track of time, and it was worse when they were in the narrow corridors of a labyrinth with no sunlight to speak of. It felt like around an hour had passed, and that was good enough for him.

He hadn't quite known what to expect when Leo had barged into his baking session to tell him that the door magically implanted in his dorm room was glowing, of all things. The last time he'd examined it, the only enchantments that had anything to do with glowing were the ones that keyed it to their mana. Without any of them trying to open it, it shouldn't have been glowing.

And Leo had sworn he wasn't trying to open it. Apparently he'd just been staring at it to hype himself up for later? But at some point in that process, it started glowing, and while Leo had thought at first that he'd somehow done something wrong just by staring, he had fortunately quickly realized this was caused by something else.

Not that he knew what it was. He just knew nothing about labyrinth mana should have been able to make the door start smoking. The glowing was one thing—labyrinth magic could sometimes highlight the correct route with a telltale glow—but smoking? That definitely wasn't him.

And it was the smoking that really got Cale's attention. Glowing was fine! Magical things glowed all the time for a variety of different reasons. Unexpected glowing usually wasn't a good thing, but it was rarely dangerous. It was when things started to smoke and spark that there was a real cause for concern.

Mostly because, in Cale's experience, it usually meant something was about to explode.

"Now, there's a formula for calculating how dangerous a magical explosion will be," Cale said, staring contemplatively at the door and tapping his chin. "I have no idea what that formula is, mind you, but I know there is one!"

"Cale!" Leo glared at him.

"Okay, I do know what the formula is, I just don't feel like doing the math," Cale admitted. Which apparently wasn't what Leo was worried about, because he just stared at him like he'd grown a second head. "Look, long story short, the more magically complex something is, the bigger the explosion. Also the weirder the explosion."

"And, um, how magically complex is the labyrinth?" Damien asked worriedly.

"Oh, incredibly." Cale poked at the door, wondering if he could contain the blast in a barrier. Probably not—even if he surrounded the door itself with a barrier, there was an entire extradimensional complex behind it that he couldn't shape his barriers around. "I mean, just the door alone is, what, around an eight on the complexity scale? It's a dimensional graft attached to the Brightscale Academy's naturally manifesting secret passages. Do you know how hard that is to pull off?"

"N-no?"

"Really hard. And even if we put that aside, the door leads to a pseudo-dungeon created by an ancient, abstract plague that infected and formed it out of the greatest power source ever devised by Karmian society. That also happens to be a megadungeon created out of every dungeon that existed in Karmia."

Damien took a careful step back from the door. "So... what's going to happen if it explodes?"

"Oh, I have no idea," Cale said. "I just know it'll be bad. And weird. Bad and weird. Not a great combination of things, honestly. I would rather we avoid finding out."

He paused, looked at the worried expressions that Damien and Leo both wore, then hastily added: "It might not explode, though! For all we know someone just cast a smoke spell on the other side of the door."

"You're bad at reassuring them," Syphus called out, flipping a page of the book it was reading. It didn't seem to care very much about the impending magical disaster, or at the very least it was far more interested in the books Leo had managed to gather for it.

Cale was kind of surprised Leo had managed to find so many documents relating to the old Spellfist Monks, honestly. None of them were complete, of course, but it made for a great starting point. More than enough for them to recreate the first of the monks' Forms, at least.

Assuming none of them died in the explosion that was probably coming.

"Do you think we should call someone?" Cale asked thoughtfully.

"What do you mean," Leo said, the words remarkably high-pitched. Too high-pitched for it to even sound like a question. Cale was kind of surprised his voice managed to get to that register. "Who would we even call, the plumber?"

Cale gave Leo a strange look. "Why would we call the plumber?" he asked. "You're being hysterical. Obviously we'd call either Akkau or Imrys, since she's the one that put this here in the first place, but..."

He really didn't want to deal with Imrys. Mostly because she seemed like she was mad at him about the baking spell he'd inadvertently spread all over the school. He wondered briefly how far the effect had reached—presumably, it would have kept going until the spell ran out of mana or ran into a ward.

"Oh! What about Jax?" Cale snapped his fingers. "He's bound to the Wing, right? He should have some idea what's going on."

"Jax?" Leo broke out of his hysteria for a moment to stare at him in confusion. "...Are you talking about Jaxovar? The Demon Custodian of the Astral Wing?"

"Yes, but I decided to call him Jax," Cale said. "Also, why did you say that like it's a title?"

"Because everyone knows him! He's terrifying!" Leo grabbed him by the shoulders. "Jaxovar is a demon, Cale!"

"So is Alina, and she's nice," Cale pointed out.

"That's different! Alina's had plenty of time to adapt to the realm! She escaped centuries ago! Jaxovar is summoned under contract. He has all the powers of a demon and he can call upon the mage he's bound to!"

Cale blinked at Leo. "Sounds like a great candidate to tell us what's going on behind the door, then," he said cheerfully. "Besides, you just called him by his true name three times in the span of like a minute. Even if he wasn't paying attention before, he's definitely paying attention now."

Leo went pale. "That—is that how it works?" he asked, his voice suddenly timid. Cale grinned.

"And that, my dear apprentice, is why demonic etiquette is an important class in half the Great Realms," he said cheerfully. "Names give them power, yes. It's polite to give them a nickname, although most of them will pretend they don't like it. The opposite is true for so-called escapees or demons that abandon the infernal realms, though, so make sure you know the difference—"

Before he could finish what he was saying, there was an impatient knock on the door. Cale gave the still-mortified looking Leo a thumbs up, then went to pull it open, revealing a very disgruntled looking Jax.

"Right on time!" Cale took the demon's hand and shook it. "We need your help with something, but I'm assuming you figured that out already."

Jax's hand was limp in his grip. "Why," he asked frostily, "does it feel like your room is jabbing an ice pick into my brain?"

"I'd imagine it has something to do with that." Cale jerked a thumb toward the door, which was now trembling and sparking violently. "Any idea if that's going to explode any time soon, by the way? We need to know for reasons."

Jax stared at the door, then at Cale. "...it will not explode as long as the suppression wards are held in place," he answered, gritting his teeth. Cale winced slightly in sympathy; it looked like anchoring the wards was hurting him here. "Why, may I ask, is there what appears to be an ancient labyrinth attached to your dorm room?"

"Professor Imrys did it," Leo interjected desperately. "It's not Cale's fault, sir, she did it without any of us knowing."

Was he trying to protect him? Cale beamed; that was sweet of him. Also unnecessary, really, but clearly there were some untoward rumors about the so-called demon custodian of the Astral Wing.

"She what." Jax's tone went dangerously flat, and he fell completely silent for long enough that Cale started to worry that he'd passed out from sheer, frustrated irritation.

Then Jax let out an aggrieved sigh. "Sure," he said. "Of course she cast an eleventh-tier spell on the Astral Wing with no consideration of the strain that would put on the suppression wards. It's not like the wards or the state of the Wing are bound to my immortal soul or anything."

"...are they?" Cale asked, immediately curious.

Jax glared daggers at him. "I will not answer questions about the location or status of my soul," he said, which was probably fair. "More importantly, someone has to deal with this. The space this door is connected to grows more unstable by the second—Kazerath!"

The last word he snarled out as he clutched at his head and nearly fell to his knees. Cale reached out reflexively to catch him, and to his surprise, Damien joined him, looking immensely worried for their custodian. Together, they guided the demon to sit on the nearby bed, where he nursed his head and muttered even more curses under his breath.

While he recovered, Cale turned to his apprentices. "That's a swear word in Altered Demonic, if you're wondering," he explained. "Means something like 'may your mother be damned by the rot of your soul,' except pretend it's filled with a lot more expletives. It's technically a very poetic curse by infernal standards. Tends to be used by upper-class demons and their children."

"You are not supposed to know that," Jax muttered. "Nor were you supposed to explain it. Please refrain from doing so in the future. It sets a poor example for the students."

Cale nodded pleasantly. "Of course," he said. "Now, is there any way I can help?"

Jax sighed. "Some mana will help stave off the worst of the pain and allow me to maintain the wards longer, but the problem in the labyrinth must be dealt with," he said. "I may be able to share some information based on the way this labyrinth is straining the wards, but it would help if it didn't feel like my skull were about to split open."

"Oh, right," Cale said. "Demons are a mana-assimilating species, aren't they? Like mana vampires. How do I donate?"

"Please do not compare us to vampires," Jax said wearily. "Simply place a hand on one of my horns and channel your mana into it. Just be sure to do it gently—kovusu!"

Before Jax even began the second part of that sentence, Cale had already grabbed his horn and started channeling.

Not even half a second later, Jax was curled up and hyperventilating for a completely different reason.

"Ah," Cale said, blinking. "Whoops. Maybe I should've had one of you do it."





It took some time for Jax to recover, but thankfully, the mana donation had helped quite a bit—the door was emitting only a faint glow now, and Jax's red skin looked healthier than ever. He did abjectly refuse to talk about what just happened, though, and instead did his best to describe what he could feel happening behind the door.

It turned out that the labyrinth was mutating.

Sort of, anyway. That word implied the labyrinth was a living thing, and that wasn't strictly accurate. Better to say that the magic that suffused and maintained the labyrinth was having a sympathetic reaction with something and was therefore growing rapidly out of control.

That was something Cale knew could happen with powerful magical artifacts, albeit usually to a lesser extent, and usually not destructively. At higher levels of magical complexity, artifacts kept in close proximity could spontaneously develop a sympathetic resonance with one another, resulting in a new, undocumented effect that neither artifact could achieve on their own.

It most often happened with artifacts that were similar enough to one another, though. Rings, for instance, developed this sort of sympathetic resonance rather frequently. But the spatial cubes used to trap the labyrinths created by the Labyrinth Plague were specially designed to do exactly that; the possibility of a similar artifact causing any kind of sympathetic resonance was... well, it was low at best.

Unless, Cale thought suddenly, there were other spatial cubes that had been opened. He wasn't exactly an expert on extradimensional geometry, but he did know that spatial artifacts in particular could occasionally break the rule of proximity. The artifacts themselves didn't need to be near one another as long as the extradimensional spaces they contained were.

If he took that into account, then what was most likely happening was that another labyrinth created by the Labyrinth Plague was resonating with the one in their dorm. The only question, then, was why. If it was at all possible, then it should have happened long ago.

A trigger event, then? Some artifacts didn't evolve until they were exposed to a sufficient amount of raw magical energy, and others required active use in combat. Still others required the artifact itself to be tested and strained. That was pretty close to what Jax had described—he'd explained that the space inside the labyrinth was "attempting to grow beyond its bounds."

So a second labyrinth, then, and something magically violent happening in one or both of them. Possibly the cubes were trying to merge the two labyrinths so they could contain what they would almost certainly perceive as a threat. That would explain most of what Jax had explained he was feeling, and it also meant the only way to stop this was to stop whatever was straining the spatial cubes.

"Okay," Cale said. "I'm pretty sure we're going to have to go in if we want to fix this. Leo? I know I said you could have some time to get yourself ready. Do you think you're ready?"

"Cale, it's been like—it's been like two hours!" Leo pressed his face into his hands. "I mean I've been thinking about it since last night, I guess, so it's longer than that, but—"

"If you aren't ready, you don't have to come," Cale said steadily.

Leo sighed. "I'm not ready," he admitted. "But I don't think I'm going to be on any sort of timescale that matters. The Red Hunters are going to be here in less than a week now. I'll come with. Besides, you might need my help navigating."

"I was hoping you'd realize that, because I'm liable to get hopelessly lost on my own," Cale said with a grin. Something in Leo's shoulders seemed to relax slightly at this.

Meanwhile, Syphus snapped the book it was reading shut and brightened. "I think I get how to do the first spell," it said. "If I come along, will I get to test it out?"

"I don't see why not,," Cale said. He raised an eyebrow. "Are you sure you figured out the spell array? Because if you get it wrong, it's going to turn your arm into a slug or something. Not that I'm stopping you, because personally I'd love to study your new slug-arm."

Syphus shrugged. "I learn best by doing. If my arm must become a slug, then it's a necessary sacrifice."

"You two scare me," Leo said. Damien nodded vigorously.

Jax, still perched on the bed, pinched the bridge of his nose. "I should not have allowed the two of you to meet," he muttered. "I should have altered the schedule before Akkau gave it to you. If only I had known..."

"You know we can all hear you, right?" Damien asked him.

Jax gave him an affronted look. "You are supposed to pretend you do not."

Then he glanced toward the door and frowned slightly. "...It appears that Instructor Solsburn is approaching your dorm now. I don't know what you did, but please do not antagonize any more professors lest Akkau send me to fetch reconciliatory gifts. Again."

"Instructor who now?" Cale asked. He glanced through the still-open door and down the hallway to find an entire set of armor slowly looming up the stairs. "...should I be concerned?"

"In the short time I have known you, I do not believe a single thing has ever made you concerned," Jax answered dryly. "Resolve this quickly, please. Your donation has helped me greatly—in fact, I may very well advance to the next stage of my molt because of it—but the wards cannot hold out in perpetuity, regardless of my involvement."

"Your molt?" Leo asked. Jax didn't respond; instead, he snapped his fingers and vanished in a cloud of smoke.

"Can't wait to learn how to do that," Cale remarked. "Although I really don't think this room needed more smoke."

"I think that's just a side effect of infernal teleportation," Leo said. "What did he mean, molt?"

"I have a better question," Cale said. "Who's this Instructor Solsburn?"

Leo sighed, evidently accepting he would need to look this up in the library later. "He's our Sword and Sorcery professor," he said. "He likes to visit students personally before class to make sure they know what to expect, and also to have them choose a weapon for the class. He prepares the blades himself. That's probably all this is."

"That's some dedication," Cale said, impressed. "Do you think he's going to ask about the door?"

"It would be weirder if he didn't," Leo said.

Sure enough, Instructor Solsburn paused just outside their doorway, staring silently at the glowing door, the remnants of purple smoke still in their room, and the lingering crackle of demonic energy. He tilted his head.

"Explain," he said simply.

Cale blinked, looking at Leo. The minotaur shrugged. "He doesn't like talking much."





And that was how the five of them had ended up exploring the labyrinth together. The whole place had been eerily silent for about ten minutes of walking, after which Leo seemed to finally relax.

Then and only then did the monsters start flooding in.

And there were so many monsters.

The weirdest part, Cale thought as the drake on top of him continued attempting to gnaw his head off, was that most of these monsters weren't normally nearly this aggressive.

"Um," Damien said nervously. "The clown thing is coming back? And... no, nevermind, it's running away again."

Except the clown thing. Apparently.
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  Syphus was having the time of its life.

For one thing, it finally had a sword. A sword! For some reason the academy's professors had refused to allow it to wield a sword until it received official "safety training" from any one of the academy's instructors. It had difficulty actually getting that training, unfortunately, mostly because it didn't have Sword and Sorcery on its schedule until the next term.

(Which was why it was delighted when it happened to be brought along on this particular mission. Solsburn didn't seem to have an issue with Syphus joining in, and had even brought along a spare sword that he offered without a single word about safety. This raised Syphus's estimation of him greatly.)

It didn't really see what all the fuss was about, anyway. It wasn't like it had any fleshy bits it could accidentally chop off with a sword. Even if the sword were one of those enchanted magical ones that could cut through steel—something the academy had evidently been quite worried about—Syphus had faith in the construction of its golem body.

Well, that and it was technically quite indestructible, or it would have worn down over eons of being rolled up and down a hill. One of the benefits of being a component of a mythology, even if it wasn't technically a living mythology itself. Not that it ever advertised this fact. It had already done so once, and had no interest in being subject to experimentation by overenthusiastic wizards again.

Now it just needed to figure out how to keep the sword after class on the off chance that Instructor Solsburn wanted it back. Syphus was pretty sure it could just shove the sword into its storage spell and claim it had lost the thing somewhere in the labyrinth's depths.

Then it would always have a sword on hand. Especially when those elves started growing foliage in its way again.

Accursed foliage. Sand was so much better. It didn't understand the appeal of all that flimsy green stuff, anyway, or why most species seemed to prefer to decorate with that rather than with sand in its many, many forms.

Jars, for example. A jar of sand was basically sand containing more sand. It was great.

In any case, the point was Syphus finally had a sword to call its own and it had successfully managed to test out that new spell it had managed to put together using all those manuscripts Leo managed to find. Finally! It had been excited for this since... well, since about twelve hours ago, but still.

Frankly, it took all the patience it had to wait until it was far enough away from Cale and the others to test out the spell. Apparently there was a chance the spell would backfire horribly in some way, and it needed to be a good distance away before casting it.

A part of Syphus was, in fact, quite interested in how a spell like this might backfire. Alas, however, the array it had put together worked perfectly. In fact, to Syphus's delight, the Gift actually recognized its efforts and rewarded it with a new spell of sorts, though it took a form it had never really seen before.

You have learned [Basic Spellfist Arts]!

[Basic Spellfist Arts, Level 1] [First Tier (Unique), Active] [4,000 Mana]

Unlocks access to a lost spell-based martial art.

Transforms a part of your body into a manaforged mechanism capable of firing any known spell up to a full tier above its base power. Note that you may only fire spells equivalent to the current tier of this spell.

Deepen your understanding of manaforging to unlock new manaeforged mechanisms. Deepen your understanding of the Spellfist Arts to evolve this spell to its next form.

At your current level of understanding, you have unlocked the following:

[Slug] — A loose and ill-formed expression of the transmutation magics imbued into the art. The Slug mechanism, if it can be called such a thing, oozes the input spell out of its pores as slime.

[First Form] — A cylindrical mechanism that fires the input spell straight ahead. Provides a minor boost to speed and power, at the cost of mana.

Warning: any damage incurred to the transformed part will transfer to your body when the spell expires.

Warning: input spells have a chance of backfiring if the construct is not well-controlled. Use with caution.

Syphus read the details eagerly. Sort of.

A normal mage, perhaps, would spend some time going over the pros and cons of [Basic Spellfist Arts]. They would almost certainly read the entire description and its warnings carefully, for the Gift was very rarely this thorough when it provided a new spell. When it was thorough, well, that was usually when the description being provided was particularly important.

Syphus was not most mages. Nor was it particularly worried about any of the warnings. It eagerly read right up to the point where the two "manaforged mechanisms" it had unlocked were listed, made a mental note to search for more later—or enlist Leo's help in doing so—and then promptly cast [Basic Spellfist Arts].

Twice.

Because it had been given not one but two new options, and why wouldn't it test them both out? Secreting spell-slime sounded like it could be a fantastic weapon, if used the right way. It was curious about how so many spells would operate when in slime form, whatever that meant.

Again, it was having the time of its life, because for the first time in its life, it could freely cast all the destructive spells it wanted. It didn't have to worry about the aspect of the spell or the spell itself failing. Sure, one of its arms was now considerably less flexible, but who needed flexibility when it could fire out an enhanced [Burn], which it privately decided to call [Lesser Fireball]? Not to mention all sorts of other spells, like...

...well, mostly just that, actually. It had wanted to play with fire for longer than it could remember, and now it could blast flames out from an arm. It was pretty happy with that.

If only it wasn't just restricted to first tier spells. Syphus decided it would need to evolve this spell as soon as possible.

For now, though, the [Lesser Fireball] was plenty. Echoes of its gleeful laughter rang through the hallway as it rolled down at full tilt, blasting them from its cylindrical arm at any monster that showed up in its sight.

The other hand, which was indeed now some sort of organic tendril-thing, was clutched carefully around its new sword.

Both the arm and the sword were very much on fire.

As far as Syphus was concerned, the spell was a success on all counts.

Even the slug arm, which seemed to be capable of secreting fire-slime. It had no idea why anyone would consider that a failure. This was amazing.





Serof didn't know how long he'd been running. All he knew was that he couldn't stop, even though he was running out of mana. Even though he'd just spent nearly an hour fighting off a dozen creatures he'd barely encountered before in his life, let alone had to fight. It had taken all the foresight of his scrying abilities to avoid most of them and to anticipate the ones he had to fight, and by the time he was done, he was bruised and bleeding.

And all this was still preferable to the life he'd had in the Watchful Hive.

The problem now was that Sternkessel absolutely hadn't been kidding when he told him to run. Serof didn't know what he expected, but he what he hadn't expected was for the professor's body to twist out of his suit like some sort of demented puppet, and he certainly hadn't expected him to start slaughtering the Red Hunter and his army. If he had been anywhere in the vicinity...

Even now, the labyrinth trembled with the aftershocks of Sternkessel's power. Serof was in shock, really, which ironically was part of the reason he was still alive; as long as he didn't have time to stop and process what he'd witnessed, he would be fine. The sheer hate he'd seen emanating from the professor...

Serof was a scrying sage, and he'd seen many, many things in his time as an Observer. As a puppet of the Red Hunters, that had been his entire job. And there were many, many people that hated them, silent though that hatred was.

In all that time, Serof still hadn't seen a comparable amount of hatred coming from anyone as it did from Sternkessel in that moment.

The only reason he knew all this—the only reason he could keep track at all—was thanks to the scrying spells he was now maintaining to navigate his way through the labyrinth. If it were at all possible, he would have tried to avoid scrying Sternkessel entirely; he'd had enough of scrying far-too-powerful entities for one day.

But he couldn't afford to take his eyes off the professor for a number of reasons. For one thing, it sounded like the professor was relying on him to tell Cale where he was and what had happened. For another, if he wanted to keep a reasonable distance from Sternkessel at all, then he pretty much had to keep an eye on him.

So that was where he was at.

It took him far too long to find a place he thought was remotely safe, and even then, he couldn't entirely stop moving. Parts of the labyrinth were constantly collapsing and rebuilding themselves—if he didn't know any better, he would have said that the labyrinth was somehow integrating itself with a different one in a desperate attempt to repair all the damage that professor was doing to it.

Serof was terrified at the amount of power that implied on both sides. Sternkessel was damaging not only the labyrinth, but the dimensional space that contained it. On the other hand, the labyrinth was somehow holding him back.

What kind of monsters were the professors of the Brightscale Academy? Those other Observers hadn't been kidding about what they had to put up with. The idea that he was running toward it was both a relief and terrifying...

It occurred to Serof that he did not, in fact, have any idea how he was going to get out.

Which meant his only hope was to ask for help. Sternkessel had implied that this Cale had a tendency to be in the right place at the right time, and Serof really hoped that was the case this time, or he would be forced to try to survive this labyinth for who knew how long until someone came looking.

[Nightmare Lure] was non-ideal as an emergency spell, but it was a miracle he had one to begin with.

Now he just had to hope that Cale was the sort of mage to follow creepy-looking puppets.





Cale tapped his chin and thought, frowning. It was still bothering him how aggressive the labyrinth's monsters were being, and it bothered him more that he couldn't quite pinpoint why. Not to mention that there was still no indication so far as to what was causing the labyrinths to merge. The labyrinths walls dampened his mana sense, but still, he should have sensed some kind of disturbance.

Instead, there was nothing. Oh, there were plenty of mana signatures, mostly from the sheer variety of monsters now lurking throughout the labyrinth, but nothing that would explain the reaction the labyrinth was having. And it was still having that reaction, too—it wasn't like it had just stopped. Every so often, the entire place would reverberate like an earthquake had struck, and Cale would feel an almost nauseating wave of mana as the labyrinth attempted to compensate.

Though what he felt was only a fraction of what poor Leo was feeling. The first time it happened, the minotaur tripped and fell flat on his face. And he hadn't even been walking at the time!

"Um, Cale," Damien said hesitantly.

"Shh." Cale waved him off. "I'm thinking!"

"Right, I know that, but... do you really need to do that while that drake is trying to gnaw your head off?" Damien asked. "Do you want us to help you with it?"

"It's fine," Cale said dismissively. "I don't want to hurt it. Bone drakes are endangered, you know. Besides, it helps me think."

Over in the corner, Leo looked up from where he was still trying to get his bearings. "How," he started to ask before letting out a still-nauseated groan. "How could it possibly help you think."

"It's very relaxing," Cale said. "Like having a weighted blanket, except angrier."

Leo rubbed at his temples, evidently choosing not to even comment.

"It's weird how many different types of monsters we're seeing," Cale continued thoughtfully, ignoring him. "None of these monsters would normally be anywhere close to one another. Dungeons usually at least try to mimic some kind of sensible ecosystem. This just feels like a random scattering of creatures? I guess the labyrinth merger would explain it, and the Karmian Well's ecosystem was pretty varied to begin with, but still."

Solsburn grunted. "That does not explain the aggression."

"Aren't dungeon monsters always pretty aggressive?" Leo asked, leaping onto the more productive train of thought.

"Kind of," Cale answered. "Dungeon monsters are usually a little bit more aggressive than their wild counterparts, but generally not by this much. The aggression is caused by the magical agitation common to dungeons, plus the fact that they're outside their natural habitats and have no idea what to do."

"They are controlled first by their instincts," Solsburn said without any intonation, but Cale noticed he had placed a hand on the hilt of his sword and was looking around warily. Had he sensed something? "Even when the dungeon is intelligent and directing them, it cannot completely override their natural urges. For them to ignore their instincts so completely, something else must be at play."

Cale blinked. "I think that's the most you've ever said in one go," he said. "Can you do it again?"

Solsburn stared at him, completely silent.

"...Guess not." Cale shrugged. "I mean, he's right. Monsters don't just stick around and let you kill them. If they think they're going to lose, they'll run away. And think about the shadelings, for example—if they were this blindly aggressive, they'd be running at us and be much easier to spot. They're ambush predators for a reason."

"Do you think something's controlling them?" Damien asked worriedly.

"Either that, or it's something more indirect, like some sort of mass curse," Cale said. "Personally, I'm more worried about the latter. I think that's what the big guy over there is worried about, too."

Solsburn just grunted again. Cale was beginning to wonder if he'd just exhausted all his words for the next hour or so.

That was the crux of it, though. Dream wasps were one thing. Those things attacked pretty much anything on sight.

But bone drakes? They preferred to hide within their dens, emerging only to feed on the tributes the local species would often offer to them. They tended to form something of a symbiotic relationship with anything that lived nearby and rely on them for food.

Which was the whole reason they were endangered! That instinct was so strong it was present even in their dungeonspawn variants, and dungeons often overrode the basic instincts of their spawn in the interests of the dungeon.

It was the same for lesser wyrms. Those things abhorred dealing with people. They preferred to tunnel unseen, consuming only the refuse that littered the soil. Even in places where that was impossible—such as the labyrinth they were in, for instance—they would cling to ceilings and avoid potential predators as much as possible. They were enormous and terrifying, yes, but they were also cowards.

Or they were supposed to be.

Leo's kick to the throat should have made the lesser wyrm retreat. The fact that it hadn't was bugging Cale. It felt like this sort of behavior should have been ringing a bell. Like he'd seen something like this before, though he couldn't for the life of him remember where. What made monsters so universally and suicidally aggressive?

"Also, I still want to know about the clown thing," Leo said, shooting a nervous look down the corridor. "What was it? Did you recognize it? Because I've read all three Dungeon Monster Compendiums and that was not in any of them."

"You shouldn't trust those compendiums," Cale said mildly. "Trust me, I tried once. Almost got eaten by five varieties of mimics. I did get eaten by three, but the good news is I gave them indigestion. Because I fed them too much mana."

Leo stared at him. Cale wondered if he could get away with telling them he wanted to follow the clown thing.

"Also," Damien said. "Why was it running away? You were saying every dungeon monster is suicidally aggressive; how come that one isn't?"

Cale paused, blinking. "Huh," he said. "You have a point. It should be attacking us like everything else, unless it's immune for some reason. Or unless it's—"

He groaned, smacking himself in the forehead; the movement triggered the now-exhausted drake to try gnawing off his head again, though not to any success. It looked almost put out by the whole situation.

"Unless it's not one of the dungeon monsters," he said. "It might be a spell. It feels like a spell, I just got distracted because it looks like a clown. Who makes their spells look like a clown?"

"Cale," Solsburn said.

"It's a spell, and it came back," Cale continued, his eyes brightening slightly before they narrowed in focus. "Which means it's trying to lead us somewhere—I think I know what this spell is. Some cultures that specialize in illusory and scrying magics often developed these as a sort of coded way to ask for help; they're meant to scare off anyone who doesn't understand the signal."

Leo twitched. "Please tell me we aren't going to follow the clown thing."

"Like it or not, if that's what I think it is, then we're going to have to," Cale said. He pushed himself to his feet with no apparent effort, expanding the barrier he was using to protect himself to create space, then wrapping a new one around the bone drake. It snapped in distressed confusion at the air. "It's our only clue about what's happening here so far."

"It could also be a trap," Solsburn said, picking up one of the swords and holding it out to him.

Cale eyed it for a moment before taking it with a sigh, "You know if there's something to fight, I'm probably just going to blast it with mana, right? I'm not really a swords kind of guy/"

"You are holding it wrong," Solsburn said. Cale frowned and adjusted his grip, and after a moment, the instructor nodded in satisfaction. "Good. You have experience with the blade."

"A little," Cale muttered. "I don't like it."

"Not all problems can be solved with spell," Solsburn said. "Those that cannot can usually be solved by blade. I prepared one that can handle a fraction of your mana."

Cale frowned. "It would take a divine artifact to handle my mana," he said. Solsburn stared at him and didn't elaborate, and Cale eventually sighed again, eyeing the delicate inscriptions on his new sword gingerly. Now that he was looking at it properly, it did seem... overly ornate.

Their instructor handed out two more swords to Damien and Leo each. "It seems this expedition will extend well beyond my class. I will ensure you four learn the basics of Sword and Sorcery before its end."

"What about Syphus?" Damien asked.

"It will be here soon," Solsburn said impassively. Cale turned his gaze from his sword to the instructor, his brows furrowing slightly. There was no cast of magic, so how would he—

Oh. He could almost certainly sense where his swords were, couldn't he?

Right on time, Syphus strode into the room. Damien and Leo both looked horrified, while neither Cale nor Solsburn reacted to the golem that was entirely covered in some sort of fire slime.

"That was fun," Syphus said gleefully, "I don't think there's anything left alive in that corridor."

"A good use of that arm, though swinging it like a windmill will only work against monsters," Solsburn said. "Decent start. I will give you notes on improvements to your form."

Syphus paused. "Were you watching me?" it asked suspiciously.

"Yes."

"Ah." Syphus said nothing further for a long moment, and Cale could practically see it recalculating something it had been planning. "Well then. What are we doing next?"

"Following some sort of clown thing," Leo grumbled. "Apparently. If it comes back. I, personally, really hope it doesn't. Because I think it's a trap."

"I have bad news," Cale said, already striding off.

As he did, he allowed some of his worry to slip into his expression. He still couldn't for the life of him remember what it was that could drive dungeon monsters to such aggression.

But he was increasingly sure he was not going to like the answer.
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  Instructor Solsburn had discovered rather early in his new career that the best way to teach swordsmanship to a group of mages—who were really only interested in the sorcery part of his class—was to ensure that they didn't realize they were learning it.

This was a task easier said than done, of course. Swordsmanship was not something that could be taught without its students realizing, especially when those students refused to wield a blade to begin with. How could he correct a stance or grip, if the very act made it clear what he was trying to teach?

The answer, it turned out, was simple: he would frame the act of swordsmanship itself as a form of magic.

That was the reason his class was called Sword and Sorcery. Many students came into his lessons expecting to learn sword-related magics, and it was true that he would teach those forms of magic in his class.

Rather conveniently, it was also true that those magics worked best with a proper understanding of how to wield a blade. Thus he was able to teach his lessons largely in peace, without his students complaining that what they were learning was not true magic.

If only they knew the true strength of the blade. That magic itself acknowledged the sword was no coincidence—Instructor Solsburn had long observed that mana aspects corresponded only to concepts that were held in sufficient reverence. And the sword was a near-timeless concept, held to an ideal even after it was surpassed by other forms of weaponry.

Mages often assumed that Solsburn's sword was heavily enchanted, given his ability to slice through spells with little effort. It was true that his blade held a number of enchantments. Most of them, however, were enchantments to keep its edge sharp and its metal shining.

That he could cut apart magic itself was no mere enchantment, though few mages would ever believe him. It was a simple application of repetition and practice. He had learned to hone the edge of his blade with the essence of his will, and with that strength he once stood as one of Kazaran's prime defenders.

At least until the Fall. Solsburn's grip tightened briefly on his blade, his eyes straying once more to the unassuming human that now led their little group along the labyrinth's hallways.

He held no true animosity for Cale. The arrival of the Fourth Blade had only hastened the fall of their once-great kingdom, but that true fall had begun long before the man ever stepped foot on their soil. If anything, he owed his life, his freedom, and his future to him.

Solsburn shuddered to think of what might happen if his bond of duty had never been severed. Would he still be wandering that empty kingdom? Likely. Likelier still that he would never have had a son. The debt he owed to the Fourth Blade was, he thought, greater than he would ever know.

...Except here he was, meeting the Fourth Blade once more. He was certain it was the same man, though it baffled him why Cale would pretend not to even know how to wield a blade. 

That minor correction he issued had been a test—to see if the human still remembered—and he clearly did, from the way he'd adjusted his grip. There was skill there, albeit rusted over by dust and time.

A part of him wanted to take Cale aside and thank him for what he had done, and to pledge his fealty to repay his debt. Another part was still mortified that the Fourth Blade himself had flirted with him. Had that happened the first time? He thought his memory of that fight was clear, but now that he thought about it, some of the things the man had said...

Solsburn tightened his grip on his sword again. The Fourth Blade seemed to sense this, and turned just long enough to give him a strange look. Solsburn did his best not to react.

Thankfully, he had already established that he did not speak overmuch, and the Fourth Blade was more preoccupied with following the supposed emergency spell than he was with attempting once more to engage him in conversation.

Which was probably a good thing, because another part of him—one he thought he had long left behind—really wanted to challenge the Fourth Blade to a duel. He was aware that Cale's refusal meant that someone or something must have persuaded him to put down the blade. Wanting to see his skill again was likely a selfish desire.

His grip tightened once more on his sword.

Perhaps it was best he find a monster to take all this energy out on. Personal matters aside, the situation in the labyrinth seemed serious. Now was hardly a time to pursue the dreams of his youth.

But in the future, perhaps. After all, the Fourth Blade would be in his class every week. He would have plenty of opportunities to speak to him then. He had thought initially to approach him before class, but...

Well, clearly visiting him in his room wasn't going to work. It seemed the room was something of a nesting ground for friends and trouble both.





Serof had hoped but had not actually expected that Cale would show up. After all, they were more than a continent away from the Brightscale Academy; what were the odds that Cale would not only find a way to him in such a short period of time but also somehow access the dimensional pocket he was in?

And yet the human striding with all too much confidence after his [Nightmare Lure] was definitely Cale Cadwell Cobbs. Serof felt his wings sagging in relief, and when he spoke, his voice nearly cracked.

"Your friend," he said. "He came to help me, but something happened, I-I'm not sure what exactly. He went berserk."

Cale frowned. "Which friend?"

"The one with rings for a head," Serof said nervously. He'd forgotten the name, and he cursed himself for it; how had he managed to forget the name of the one person who'd saved him? "One of the Red Hunters was here, and he brought an army with him, and the moment he heard their names he told me to run and get you—"

The look in Cale's eyes sharpened suddenly. Serof remembered with a surge of terror that those eyes had cut through the fog of the Watchful Hive from two continents away.

He took an instinctive step back, but Cale's gaze flicked to him, and after a moment the human adjusted his expression to be something more deliberately blank. Serof might have felt patronized, if not for the fact that he mostly felt relieved.

"I see," Cale said. "Explain everything you know, please. Quickly."

And though he hadn't spoken it as a command, Serof found himself rapidly spilling everything he knew, from the first moment he had broken free from the Watchful Hive's control.





Cale would have cursed himself for not realizing this from the start if not for his belief that this sort of blame-distribution was an utter waste of time. He knew exactly why he hadn't thought of this earlier: Sternkessel was fully capable of handling himself against almost any threat that could be thrown at him, and there was no reason to expect to encounter him within the labyrinth attached to their dorm, of all things.

But that must have been the cause of the labyrinth merge. The Red Hunters had another spatial cube collected from Karmia and had attempted to use it to delay Sternkessel and Serof's escape, most likely because they knew it was one of the few things that could get around the professor's ability to manipulate space at will. Then they'd most likely aimed to distract or disable him for long enough that they could retrieve Serof, and since they knew how powerful Sternkessel was...

They'd decided to act on what little information they had on his past. Cale was sure they now realized exactly how much of a mistake that had been, but now the damage had been done, and Cale—

Cale wasn't sure if he could bring Sternkessel back from this. It was miracle enough that he'd been able to grow into his own person; that was something that Indictments, Greater or otherwise, simply didn't do. They were quite literally bound to their purpose, and it was through sheer cosmic chance that Sternkessel's purpose had been removed from existence at the moment of his creation.

That left him aimless enough to wander, to grow and learn. But Sternkessel remained bound, in a way, and it seemed those chains had returned in force.

"Is Professor Sternkessel going to be okay?" Damien asked nervously.

"We'll make sure he is," Cale answered without glancing back. "Serof, do you know what direction he's in?"

"Y-yes." Serof nodded rapidly, though for whatever reason he couldn't quite seem to meet Cale's eyes. "I had to keep track of him so I don't get too close. And so that I could take you to him when I found you. He seemed pretty sure I would find you."

Cale's expression darkened further. "Can you lead us to him?"

"Are you sure?" Serof asked. "Even if you can handle him, the room is..."

Cale sighed. "I bet," he muttered. He gripped the sword Solsburn had given him, taking a moment to eye the inscriptions along its length. Now that he was looking at it properly, the blade looked a lot older than the ones he'd given the other students. Was this some ancient artifact, then?

It didn't matter. Whether he liked it or not, if he wanted to make it to Sternkessel, a sword probably was the better option here. The spells he had risked doing too much damage to the labyrinth and straining the academy's wards even further.

"Take us to him anyway," Cale said. "This isn't a good time to split up, and we're still connected to a labyrinth grown from the Karmian Well. If a distortion storm hits, it's best we stick together. Damien, Leo, you might... want to look away, when the time comes."

He straightened, feeling the sword fall into a more natural grip in his hands. Just as a test, he let a fraction of his mana flow into the steel, and was surprised to see his mana channeled into—

A barrier spell along the edge of the blade.

Clever. That explained why it could handle his mana, then; it was built for his specific capabilities. Even the barrier was attuned enough to him that he could control it, sharpen it as necessary or extend the blade. That style of weapon was achingly familiar in a way Cale refused to think about.

Instead, as Serof began to lead them further into the labyrinth, Cale sighed and began to speak.

"I said earlier that dungeon monsters aren't usually this aggressive," he said. "There is an exception. Or there was. Dungeon ecosystems at a very basic level subsist on mana, and if that mana is tainted in any way, it affects the entire dungeon. Back during the Planar War, when the Source was corrupted, this sort of behavior was commonplace."

He said the words as dispassionately as he could. It never got easier, talking about that particular moment of history, but Cale was beginning to see that Utelia would force those secrets to light whether he liked it or not.

Better to share on his own terms. He'd learned that lesson long ago, among many others.

"But the Source isn't corrupted anymore," Damien protested weakly. Syphus was whispering a quick explanation to Leo, who looked aghast at having missed this particular conversation. Solsburn seemed as expressionless as ever, though his gaze was intent.

"It is not," Cale confirmed. "The point is that magic responds to how you use it, which means that mana can still be tainted if the circumstances are exceptional enough. You see it all the time in places of exceptional joy or tragedy, where myths and legends form."

"And what would cause this?" Solsburn asked in his low, rumbling voice.

Cale was silent for a long moment. He'd brought up the Planar War not because he wanted to, but because the parallels were exact. He knew the conditions that brought this about all too well. He'd lived those exact conditions, after all. Grown up in them, time and time again.

"Hatred," Leo said. "It has to be hatred, right?"

"If it was hatred, that lesser wyrm you killed wouldn't have stopped, even when you hurt it." Cale's grip tightened again on his sword, and without looking, he cut down a creature that tried to drop down on them from the ceiling. "Hatred doesn't leave gaps. It expends everything at the expense of the self.

"So no, what we're seeing isn't hatred." Cale sped up slightly, knuckles still white around his sword. "It's desperation."

Sternkessel was still in there.





They made their way through the labyrinth in record time, even with monsters launching themselves at them every so often. Solsburn was largely silent through the expedition, was his general preference. Indignation burned within him at the thought of what had been done to Sternkessel, though. He was aware enough of the other professor's circumstances, and to think that the Hunters had managed this under their noses...

His classes usually followed a strict curriculum. The greatest secrets of Sword and Sorcery were not taught except to those that proved themselves worthy, simply because it was hard enough to get his students to learn the blade the regular way. But if these ones were as intent as they appeared to be on facing every problem head-on—

Well, a small adjustment wouldn't hurt, if it would lend them the power they would undoubtedly need. Solsburn was more than capable of stepping up himself, but he was well aware of his limitations. He could not be where he needed to be as easily as these students would be.

And so it began with him helping Damien fend off a particularly large bloatwraith, which seemed entirely immune to both his magic and his blade.

"Do as I do," Solsburn said gravely, and though it was his sword that cut through the bloatwraith, Damien's expression afterward told him the ploy had worked.

"[Steel Sorcery]," Damien read, his brow furrowing. "What—how did you do that?"

"The blade has its own logic," Solsburn grunted. It was the same answer his masters had given him, a long time ago. "There are many forms of magic, and sorcery belongs to itself."

Damien looked, if anything, even more confused, but Solsburn refused to elaborate. His own masters hadn't offered him much more than that. But he did intervene twice more, to give Leo and Syphus the same instruction and gift.

And though Cale was clearly preoccupied with what had happened to Sternkessel, he paused once, just long enough to give Solsburn a calculating look with the smallest flicker of recognition.
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  The stench struck them long before they arrived at the chamber Sternkessel was apparently rampaging in, and if there had been any doubt about Serof's claims before, those doubts vanished as soon as it hit them. Damien and Leo's faces both turned ashen, and though Syphus had no sense of smell of its own, it could clearly tell that something was off. Its lone eye dimmed as it glanced around.

Cale didn't slow down. If anything, he sped up. This was nothing he hadn't encountered before, and he'd long perfected the art of compartmentalization. It helped that here at the source, the air was practically choked with corrupted mana, and it was easy to focus on that instead of... everything else.

Whatever ritual the Red Hunters had used to revive the Loomweavers was yet another example of magic that had been sealed long ago. The creatures they had used it to bring back were empty husks in all but name, though Cale sensed a small remnant of their souls lingering about them.

That explained why the ritual had still been enough to bring Sternkessel's nature as a Greater Indictment to bear. Cale winced at the sight of him. His once-pristine suit was torn half to shreds and slicked black with blood, and the golden lustre of his metal entirely gone. Instead, jagged, cruel-looking spikes adorned his rings.

He had grown, too. Sternkessel's height had more than doubled, but his spine was now twisted unnaturally, forcing him to move on four limbs instead of two. And those limbs hadn't emerged unscathed, either; they were too long now, bent at cruel-looking angles like several additional joints had been added to each limb.

Leo vomited. More because of everything else in the room than because of Sternkessel's state, Cale supposed. The good news, if it could be called good, was that most of the gore in the room was unrecognizable.

The bad news was that Sternkessel was most definitely not himself. The hatred and desperation oozing off him was palpable, strong enough to leave a visible imprint on the mana around him. That was, at least, a sign that there was something left of their professor in there—if he had succumbed entirely, it was far more likely they'd be faced with something... emptier.

Cale had fought Greater Indictments before. They could be tricky opponents, depending on the abilities that their natures granted them, and even worse was the fact that they couldn't be thrown off-balance; their battles, when they had them, tended to have repercussions on a continental scale.

If he had been anticipating that kind of battle, Cale would have long sent his apprentices and Solsburn back to the academy, but the situation here was a little different. The battle their professor was fighting internally manifested outwardly as a sort of distracted aggression. Cale held no illusions about avoiding a fight entirely, but if he could just find a way to calm Sternkessel down—

Sternkessel was, of course, not going to give him the chance to think. He roared at them, rattling fiercely, and swung a limb of twisted metal at the five of them. Cale grimaced.

"Move!" he snapped, throwing himself out of the way. A surge of broken mana followed up the swipe, tearing through space and leaving behind a vacuum of air that would have sucked him back if he hadn't slammed a barrier into the ground to anchor himself.

Fighting against someone with a spatial domain was such a pain. If they weren't doing it within the spatial cube, it would have been even worse. Even without the ability to freely teleport them, though, Sternkessel's attacks were dangerous. Cale's preferred method of dealing with this type of thing was to create a barrier of mana so dense it warped the space within it, but...

Well, the spatial cube was strained enough as it was. Throwing mana around unrestrained would only make things worse. No—if he was going to use a ridiculous volume of mana to resolve this problem, he needed to keep it constrained.

His fingers twitched over his grip on the sword Solsburn had given him.

Cale hated using swords. That hatred had developed a long time ago, admittedly, and he'd long since allowed the skills he developed with a blade to rust. He didn't have all the muscle memory he'd developed through training, either, nor could he simply pull out the heights of his talents at the drop of a hat.

But some things—the very basics, at least—were difficult to forget, and with the Gift flowing through him, he'd regained something. Around the same time his apprentices had learned it, in fact.

You have learned [Steel Sorcery]!

Cale raised his sword, and it began to glow with a bitter light. He poured his mana into it until he felt the enchantments that held it together began to bend and strain—and what a surprise it was that it held so much of his mana. The sword drank it in with greed until it shone with the kind of light that only a true prismatic mage could wield.

Solsburn's breath caught.

"Keep him distracted," Cale called out, and to their credit, nobody hesitated. They knew what was at stake here. Then he turned to Sternkessel, who had hesitated upon seeing the light of his blade. "I'm not here to hurt you, you know. You have a promise to keep."

Sternkessel simply shrieked threateningly at him, then raised a claw once more—

—only for Syphus to fire an upcast [Burn] at the offending limb. It didn't do a thing to him, obviously, but it made him flinch just enough to throw off his aim. And then Leo was casting a spell to keep him contained, a mess of labyrinth mana rising up around Sternkessel to create a barely-coherent interpretation of space around him. Damien reinforced the spell with thin threads of decay, relying on the inherent, primal fear of decay that most beings had.

Neither of those things actually stopped Sternkessel for more than a split second, and Solsburn had to intervene almost immediately after. He used his blade to cut through the spatial distortion aimed toward them, then shielded them before the detonation could send them flying.

Cale had used that brief flicker of distraction to duck under Sternkessel's guard. There was very little he remembered about how to use a sword, but [Steel Sorcery] held a single basic truth. There was a reason it was capable of cutting through magic where ordinary blades could not, after all.

[Steel Sorcery] could blend will and mana both. Those trained in it could supplement weaker mana cores with pure willpower and become every bit as capable as their more magically-inclined counterparts. Once upon a time, the lowly labourers of a kingdom had managed to overthrow their king's armies with that secret alone.

Normally, that imbuement of will took decades to perfect. Cale was out of practice, but he didn't really need to sharpen his will here, did he? Not when this sword could handle his mana.

Cale aimed and cut.

Not at Sternkessel, of course. No, the true benefit of [Steel Sorcery] was its ability to cut through the immaterial, and so he aimed instead for the remnants of the Loomweavers' souls.

Every moment of distraction bought for him he used to slice through another one. The greatest bundle had been attached to Sternkessel himself, lingering around him as if eager for revenge.

As if Cale would allow them anything like that.





When it was done, Sternkessel just... stopped in place. He didn't change back, though Cale hadn't expected curing him to be quite as simple as removing the source anyway. The kind of transformation he'd been through was of the sort that fundamentally altered one's nature. It wasn't impossible to revert, but it wouldn't be easy.

Cale clenched his fists, then let out a breath.

The important thing was that Sternkessel wasn't attacking them, either. There were deep scores rent into the stone of the labyrinth around him, both from the fight and from his rampage prior to it. According to Serof, their professor had been destroying everything around him in a mad rage, even when the Red Hunter and the entirety of his so-called army was dead.

Serof had also mentioned that every so often, Sternkessel would unleash a wave of dissonant magic that tainted the mana around him and strained the labyrinth's dimensional bounds. That meant they couldn't just leave him here, either, not that Cale would have accepted that as a solution.

Cale took a slow step forward, his gaze steady even when Sternkessel flinched back and began to growl; Cale held a hand out placatingly. "Easy," he muttered. "Remember, I'm not here to hurt you."

Sternkessel stilled, and Cale took another step forward, sweeping his mana sense over the wounded Greater Indictment. Because this was a wound, though not a conventional one; the Red Hunters had managed, apparently by accident, to strike a blow stronger than any they could have struck on purpose.

Though Cale wasn't sure he really believed that this had been an accident. The Hunter that had been sent here had no idea, certainly; anyone used to set this up would certainly die in the process. But did no one at the Red Hunters know that this might happen? With the number of spies they apparently had everywhere, and with Serof's reveal that they had an entire artifact dedicated to watching everything that happened in Utelia...

He doubted that this was an accident. It was too calculated a move. Sternkessel was likely the foremost expert in spatial manipulation on Utelia. Any other mage would need to cast a teleportation spell, and teleportation spells could be circumvented and blocked.

Sternkessel, on the other hand, possessed a domain magic that simply directly commanded regions of space as they existed relative to the stars. It was unblockable and untraceable to most mages, and if he was allowed to operate freely, then the Red Hunters would not be.

Cale wondered briefly how long they'd been preparing for this.

"I-is there anything we can do?" Damien asked, sounding—well, he seemed horrified, though he was doing his best to suppress that horror. His sword was gripped tightly in his hand, and both Serof and Leo were staring grimly at Sternkessel. Instructor Solsburn was keeping a wary eye on all entrances to the little chamber they were in, well aware that his students would be in no state to do so.

"Use your decay mana on these bodies, if you can," Cale said. His voice softened slightly. "I know it might be hard for you, but we don't need to be surrounded by all this."

Damien swallowed, but nodded without offering even a word of complaint. His hands trembled, though. Leo put a hand on his friend's shoulder, and Damien's tension seemed to ease a bit.

Through all this, Cale had the unsettling sense that Sternkessel's feral form was watching him closely. Waiting for him to make a move, no doubt. Cale sighed.

"If I had a cure for you, I wouldn't be waiting," he muttered. "I have some ideas, but nothing we can do in the middle of this labyrinth. We're going to have to bring you back to the academy—"

Sternkessel snarled and took several steps back, his legs scuttling against the ground.

"I know," Cale said. He rubbed the bridge of his nose. "The academy is an intermediary. Our best bet is to set you up in the Inverted Spires, maybe get Akkau to set up some wards just in case anyone tries to explore the place."

Cale would have to provide the mana himself, though. He was under no illusions as to what a Greater Indictment was capable of. Left alone to rampage, they had the power to ravage entire continents. That they never did was simply a result of their so-called programming; in most cases, once a Greater Indictment completed its task, it would stand guardian over the place of their birth.

That made the Inverted Spires a perfect containment site, of sorts, as much as Cale loathed to use the word.

Sure enough, as soon as he mentioned the Inverted Spires, something in Sternkessel seemed to settle. There was a tension in the magic around him that eased, just a bit.

"I did promise to help you figure out how to uplift your kind," Cale said. "Guess this means we have to get started early, huh?"

Sternkessel rattled violently. Leo and Damien both took a step back, lifting their swords; Syphus raised its spell cannon, worried their professor was going to attack again.

Cale just blinked. "Are you... purring?"

The rattling stopped, and Sternkessel simply stared at him with what could only be described as embarrassed silence. Cale snorted.

"Glad you're still in there," he muttered. "We're going to make sure the Red Hunters regret this, don't you worry about that. For now, let's just get you home."





The labyrinth had settled slightly by the time they began making their way back. Without Sternkessel raging against the boundaries of the labyrinth, it was repairing itself quickly, at least in part because it had the benefit of being fueled by two containment cubes instead of a single one.

Cale kept his thoughts about that particular fact carefully blank. One never knew who was watching, especially in a space that had so recently been under Red Hunter control. Once they were back in the academy, he could get Imrys to make sure the artifacts were properly bound to Brightscale, and then he could be more open about his plans. Until then, he would say nothing.

Every so often, a particularly brave monster would approach them. Instructor Solsburn dispatched them with ease, apparently sensing that this was not the time to try to make sure his students got an education in swordsmanship.

Cale appreciated it. Some glimmers of memory were starting to return, there. How long ago had that been? It was terribly rare for him to meet someone twice across his lives, and often these were moments that he treasured, but Solsburn...

Well, Cale would have preferred not to remember that particular life or what he'd encountered within it. The kingdom Solsburn protected, empty or not, had been monstrous.

Time changed all people, though, and Cale knew more than most that the paladins and knights of that place had little choice in the matter. He didn't hold anything against him.

Besides, he had far bigger concerns at the moment.

The trek back to their dorm was mostly uneventful, outside the monsters. Leo gave attuning himself to the labyrinth a shot, but with everything that had happened, his heart wasn't in it. Cale appreciated the attempt, anyway.

As if the labyrinth itself could sense the mood, the final stretch of the route back was marked rather unusually: not by monsters or any new puzzles, but by rain.

Or more precisely, a minor distortion storm. Cale said nothing, but he had them linger in that rain for as long as it lasted, watching as concentrated distortion magic left traces of gold behind in Sternkessel's otherwise blackened metal.

It was nowhere near enough, but it did give him the beginnings of an idea.

Quite a few ideas, in fact.





"You are remarkably calm about this," Akkau said.

Cale wouldn't have said he was calm, really. Tired would be more apt of a description. Akkau's rage had been far more violent before he eventually calmed, and Cale saw the complexity of emotion in the dragon's eyes, though he said nothing about it. He knew the regret of leaving too many things unsaid.

"I don't exactly have anyone to take my anger out on at the moment," Cale said. "Serof's as much a victim of all this as anyone else is, and with everything he's told us, we're going to be able to weed out any Red Hunter sympathizers in the academy faster than ever. Both ours and the Haelforge academy, in fact."

"That is... surprisingly pragmatic." Akkau watched Sternkessel pacing along the walls of the Inverted Spires for a moment, his hands balling into fists before he forced himself to relax. "I would not have expected that from you."

"It's not really a good thing," Cale said mildly.

"Is it not?"

"Not for the Red Hunters, at least. But then we were already going to target their plans, so this doesn't change that much."

"Somehow, I do not entirely believe you."

Cale shrugged and kept his voice light. "For now, the best thing we can do is go back to classes as normal," he said. "According to Serof, we'll have our own Observers keeping an eye on the academy. We can't let on that we're giving him refuge. It'll take time for our messages to reach Thystrahl and for their mages to verify everything we're saying, and we need to make our own preparations if we want to help Serof free his people without just killing everyone in the Hive."

"And you wish for me to handle that side of things while you... attend your classes, develop more baking spells, and sneak out for a purpose you refuse to disclose at night?" Akkau folded his arms across his chest.

Cale glanced up at him. "Has anyone ever told you it's very distracting that you don't wear a shirt? Why are you always going around open-robed like that?"

Akkau stared at him for a moment.

"Sorry. Coping mechanism." Cale didn't sound all that apologetic. "But yes. Just trust me. I know what I'm doing."

Akkau let out an aggrieved sigh. "You ask for a lot," he muttered. "For me to do nothing while my—while Sternkessel is forced to live in this state. I saw that moment he chose to be more than what he was. To this day, it remains one of my greatest inspirations. To have that choice stripped away from him—"

His magic flared around him again, bright with anger. Cale didn't flinch.

"Cyte told you what I am, didn't it?" he said. "I had no idea voidcytes could do that."

"It was only able to do that because of Vekorax's curse," Akkau muttered. "What does that have to do with all this?"

"I am the last of my kind, and he is the first of another," Cale said. "And he is the first to remember. The only one to remember, before you, and you might not remember once Vekorax is dealt with. So trust me. There's very little I wouldn't burn to ash to bring him back."

Akkau was silent for a long moment. "I do not know if you meant that to be reassuring or terrifying," he said. "But I find myself strangely reassured, nonetheless."

"You should get that checked out," Cale told him.

Akkau snorted. "...You're certain whatever plan you have is going to work?"

"I'm certain I'll find a way to make it work," Cale said simply.

Really, there was quite a lot he could learn in his upcoming classes that would help. Baking magic aside—not that he would ever really put that aside—he was pretty excited for what was coming up next.

Alchemy 101.

Cale couldn't think of a better class with which to experiment with his newfound base ingredient.
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  "You know," Cale said. "I can't help but feel like having the alchemy class inside a cauldron is a little over the top."

"Nonsense," Professor Rinkle said. "How else can we come to truly understand our potions? We must live as our potions do! Breathe as our potions do!"

"I think breathing in potion fumes is usually bad, actually," Cale said, although that did explain a lot about their professor. She appeared to be a hobgoblin of some sort, but by Cale's best estimates he was pretty sure she was actually some sort of pixie that had transfigured herself into a hobgoblin? Who knew.

He liked her earrings, though. They were unnecessarily extravagant, sure, but he was also pretty sure they were somehow functional. How she'd managed to enchant something that small to actively brew potions was beyond him, but then this sort of size alteration magic seemed to be something of a specialty of hers.

"We will engage only in safe potion-breathing," Professor Rinkle assured him, which didn't actually do much to assure him.

Beside him, Flia sighed. She'd supposedly only agreed to come to this class because she shared it with Cale—according to her, she was on the verge of figuring out what the Leviathan had told her and needed only a few more hours—but the menagerie's attendants were very insistent on kicking her out, so Cale was pretty sure she was just attending because she didn't have any other choice.

"Welcome to Alchemy 101 with Professor Rinkle," she muttered. "She once tried to use water from my magic as a potion base. Now that I know where my water actually leads, I feel like I know why the potion exploded."

Cale snorted. "You're telling me she tried to brew a potion using the actual Abyss as a base ingredient?"

"I'm telling you she partially succeeded in brewing a potion using the Abyss as a base ingredient," Flia said. "Honestly, I have no idea how, now that I think about it. Most of the potion exploded, but she managed to save some of it and turned it into some sort of summoning enhancement potion."

"That's... not an easy potion to make," Cale remarked, impressed despite himself. Using the Leviathan's domain to brew a potion was bold. It made sense that it would enhance summoning magics, but it could just as easily have drawn the attention of an Abyssal. The fact that it hadn't meant Rinkle was either absurdly lucky or knew what she was doing far more than she appeared to.

Though Cale hadn't quite decided one way or another, as far as that second point went. On the one hand, the fact that she was teaching here meant he was inclined to believe she knew what she was doing. On the other, she was currently lecturing the class on how a true alchemist needed to "eat as their potions do."

"She did actually manage to brew a potion that eats things once," Flia whispered. "Not even as an ingredient, the potion bottle just occasionally manifested a mouth and ate whatever was closest to it. She kept it as a pet for weeks. I'm pretty sure half her potions she just invents so she can make up a saying about it."

Cale blinked at this, then considered it for a moment. "Honestly, if I had her potion-making chops, I'd probably do the same thing," he admitted. He didn't have quite as much of an interest in alchemy—it lacked the same elegance as baking, and for some reason tended to include a lot more screaming ingredients—but now that he thought about it, he could probably do something similar if he ever held classes for baking magic...

The Brightscale Academy didn't currently have classes that were explicitly about baking magic. He'd asked. Akkau claimed that the rest of the professors had vetoed him on the subject, but had also told Cale that once he'd proven himself properly, he'd be able to put it up to a vote again.

What "proving himself properly" meant Cale had no idea, considering he'd done plenty to prove himself already, but it probably had something to do with not changing things up too much until the Red Hunters were gone for good. Which was fair, all things considered.

"Now," Professor Rinkle said. "Many of you are new to this class, so I will go over the rules! The first thing to remember about alchemy is that you must treat your ingredients and your process with respect. Do not change the recipe unless you know what you're doing! Anyone caught doing this will be expelled from this class until the next academic term."

Cale raised an eyebrow. She was being unusually serious about that compared to everything else, and to her credit, it did make every student in class sit a little straighter and pay more attention. Maybe that was part of her strategy? To act a little off-kilter so that her students would pay attention when she got serious?

"Alchemy is an art, but it is a dangerous art," Professor Rinkle added. "Until you truly understand your potions, you must not deviate, or they will visit their divine wrath upon your souls."

...Or maybe this was just what she was like. It might take a few more classes before he could properly figure her out.

Cale couldn't deny that he was a little distracted. It didn't matter how good he was at compartmentalization—he couldn't completely ignore everything that had happened. Sternkessel was the only person he'd ever met that was capable of understanding a fraction of who he was.

And now he'd been twisted beyond recognition. The professor might not truly be gone, but it would take time to bring him back, and even that was no guarantee. As far as Cale was concerned, the fact that he hadn't responded by immediately nuking the Red Hunter camp out of existence was by itself an act of incredible restraint.

Granted, there were good reasons for not doing that. He just had a little trouble remembering what those were at the moment.

Still... as long as there was something he could do, it was easy enough for Cale to keep a handle on his mask. Damien had asked him the same question Akkau had shortly before they parted for their next class, in fact.





"How do you do it?" the dreadshade asked suddenly. "This isn't the first time this stuff has happened around you, is it? Even here. But you always act like everything's... normal. I know we're supposed to so the Red Hunters don't figure us out, but I don't understand how you can do that."

Cale glanced down to see Damien's fists clenched and trembling, then sighed.

"I can do it because it's happened so many times," he said. "Some of it is just experience. Some of it is because, despite how incredibly normal I might seem—" Damien let out a disbelieving, involuntary snort at that, and Cale smiled at him. "—I have some incredibly unhealthy coping mechanisms and I am an expert at using them to pretend to be okay."

"...so what you're saying is I should take up drinking."

"Absolutely not." Cale shot his apprentice a horrified look. "What gave you that idea? Are you even old enough to drink?"

"I—Cale, I'm an immortal being of decay. How old do you think I am?"

"Doesn't matter. You're basically a child." Cale reached out to pat Damien on the head, to the dreadshade's absolute mortification.

"I don't know if I hate that you did that or if I hate that it worked."

"Are you pouting?"

"No," Damien lied. Cale squinted at him, and when he didn't budge, sighed.

"You want to know the real trick?" he said. He strode over to one of their windows to look out over the Inverted Spires—Akkau had done them the kindness of enchanting it to maintain a scrying spell over that area, just so they could keep an eye on Sternkessel. "I've wasted too many lives on regret and anger. If a problem can't be fixed with an expression of immediate and incredible violence, then you know what I do next?"

"I have questions about the anger and the incredible violence part," Damien said.

"I focus on what's next." Cale flashed his apprentice a smile, ignoring the questions. "This isn't over. Not by a long shot. But no amount of anger is going to help Professor Sternkessel. If anything, it'll do the opposite. So as far as I'm concerned, I'm going to attend classes as normal while I put all the pieces we need together.

"That said..." He paused for a moment in contemplation. "If you want to get a little revenge, you should meet with me tonight."

Damien stared at him blankly. "Cale, we sleep in the same dorm room."

"Even better!" Cale said brightly.

"How much incredible violence does this plan involve?" Damien asked suspiciously.

"Believe it or not? Absolutely none."





Cale was pleased enough with his plans that he wasn't even just pretending to be fine. He was mostly fine. Which was, as far as he was concerned, a great step up from being an incandescent ball of rage.

"Now!" Professor Rinkle said, wrenching him out of his thoughts. That was a very official-sounding "now", which meant it was probably time to brew some potions. Excellent! "The other benefit of our classroom is, obviously, that we will save greatly on potion ingredients. Some of what we need for this class is quite rare, you know! Of course, at such a small scale your potions will have little effect beyond what we need to determine if you've brewed it correctly, but not to worry: I will brew a full-size potion right in this very cauldron and distribute the results."

Cale paused, unsure if he'd heard that correctly. "She's going to what."

"She does this too," Flia said with a sigh.

"Teams of three per cauldron, please," Professor Rinkle said, oblivious to the startled murmurs among her students. "Remember to never exit the boundaries of your protective wards! Professor Rinkle is not responsible for death or injury caused by intentionally attempting to interact with the potion while it's being brewed. But watch closely! Observe the potion! Live as the potion!"

"Is she going to—" Cale started, and then stopped as their professor proceeded to backflip out of the cauldron with surprising alacrity, cancelling the size charm on herself as she did so. A projection spell popped up in the middle of their "classroom," showcasing a table full of potion ingredients. "...Okay, you know, somehow, this is a first for me."

"This is a first for you?" Flia asked dryly.

"Most alchemists aren't this good at size charms." Cale glanced around the cauldron with interest. Now that he knew this was a cauldron used for actual brewing, he could sense the faint traces of mana clinging to the walls and floor. It had been scrubbed thoroughly, though, to prevent contamination of whatever potion they were trying to brew.

That teams-of-three thing might make it hard for him to test the distortion storm's liquid as a potion base, but eh. Alchemical principles varied even more than spells did from realm to realm. It wouldn't hurt to listen to Professor Rinkle's instructions for a bit before attempting any... experimentation.

They'd have to find a third, though. Cale looked around the classroom thoughtfully. He was pretty sure he didn't recognize any of the other students here—

"You! You have the most mana. Orguk Fangtruth wants to work with you," a certain massive orc announced, plonking himself down in front of him and Flia.

Cale blinked. He'd somehow missed the orc's imposing presence. Where had he even managed to hide?

"...You know what? Sure," he decided. Intuition did sometimes translate to potion-making. What could go wrong?





Serof had expected many things upon being brought to the Brightscale Academy. He had been bracing himself to be immediately interrogated, or perhaps placed in some sort of prison that was poorly disguised as a regular room. This was, as far as he knew, standard procedure when dealing with enemy agents, even ones that had supposedly defected.

Instead, Akkau had taken one look at him and immediately sent him off for a shower and to get some food in him.

It made Serof feel a little self-conscious. He'd forgotten how dirty he was. He'd gotten used to it, over time—the Watchful Hive was not a place that was lavish with showers and other such facilities, for the Red Hunters didn't need anything from their Observers other than the simple ability to observe. The less time spent observing things like food and personal hygiene, the more time they could spend scrying.

...his fluff was in an absolutely disgusting state, now that he had the time to look at it. And he was more emaciated than he thought.

Serof had forgotten how much he missed something as simple as a warm shower.

He took his time with it, too. He was hungry, of course, but he wasn't that hungry, and a moth's fluff was their pride and joy. It made him irrationally upset that he hadn't maintained it, even knowing he'd been under the thrall of the Hive and its Broodmother. He scrubbed thoroughly, used pretty much every soap and oil he could find on the shelves, stepped out of the shower—

—and immediately shrieked to find both Akkau and some sort of archdemon waiting for him. "Gah!" he yelled. "H-how long have you been waiting?"

"An hour and a half," Akkau said dryly. "I see you have managed to use up most of my limited edition colleciton of soaps."

"Wh-did you lend me your personal shower?" Serof's eyes went wide. Had he been unconscionably rude? He still didn't know what to think about Brightscale being so... nice to him. Wait, why did the Headmaster have a collection of limited edition soaps? "I'm sorry, I didn't—"

"If I were worried about it, I would have said so." Akkau was clearly amused. "A majority of those were gifts, and I did not know what to do with them. Truth be told, I am rather glad they are off my shelves; they were taking up quite a bit of space. Now—Alina?"

"He definitely needs to get some actual food in him," the archdemon said with a nod. "I'll cook up a nutrition plan so he doesn't get overwhelmed. I'm sure there's a few books on mothfolk nutrition in the library."

Serof stared at her, then at Akkau, and he kept staring for what was probably an inappropriate amount of time before abruptly realizing that he was not, in fact, wearing any clothes.

He shrieked again and fled back into the shower, to Alina's boisterous laughter.
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  Cale's relationship with alchemy as a practice was... complicated.

He considered himself decent, he supposed. He'd dabbled with it more than a few times across several lives, in large part because he'd thought that he might be able to use them to circumvent his usual problems with mana. Unfortunately, it turned out that brewing a magic potion often required magic, which left him right back where he started.

If anything, adding too much mana to a potion had even greater risks than adding too much mana to a spell. A spell would simply shatter if it couldn't handle the mana flowing into it. A potion, on the other hand, would explode.

In the best case scenario.

Cale had, more than once, thought he'd brewed a potion perfectly only to discover that his mana altered the potion's effect in some unpredictable way, despite the potion itself being visually identical to the one he'd been supposed to make. On the plus side, he was responsible for several new safety protocols being implemented across several alchemical labs throughout the Great Realms!

He'd also been given no less than fifteen lifetime bans from those same alchemical labs, but they were lifetime bans, and thus had most likely expired at this point. As far as Cale was concerned, he was currently banned from zero alchemical labs.

In any case, while more complex potions were generally beyond him, a number of the simplest ones were fortunately stable even when filled with far too much mana. That meant that a basic understanding of alchemy quickly became essential for him to survive across the realms—reincarnation was a lottery, after all, and not all realms were hospitable to humans. Barrier-filtering could only do so much for so long.

An oxygenation potion, on the other hand, only required a liquid base, a drop of human blood, and imbuing the mixture with mana while shaking it vigorously. It was a pretty simple recipe that tended not to vary between realms and had saved his life many times over.

Plus it doubled as an explosive if the situation called for it! As far as Cale was concerned, that was a useful secondary feature for all potions. Granted, he only really knew this because of the fire swamp, which had rather notably not been a fire swamp prior to his arrival.

He didn't feel too bad about that one. The swamp had been trying to eat him, after all, and the local village had been both awed and grateful for "intervening with the Dark Lord's blight." Cale had not particularly been trying to do this, nor had he even encountered that Dark Lord yet in that life, but he hadn't had the heart to tell them it was an accident.

"Cale, what are you doing?" Flia asked, perplexed. "You've been staring at the cauldron for the past three minutes."

"Trying to remember my potion basics," Cale said cheerfully. "Some of the fundamentals are constant between realms, but a few of them are always shifting. I'm trying to remember which is which."

"Or we could just listen to Professor Rinkle," Flia pointed out. "I'm sure she'll explain..."

Flia trailed off. The projection spell was currently displaying Professor Rinkle attempting to literally strangle some sort of living root. She sighed.

"Nevermind," she said. "Continue. Orguk needs an explanation anyway, and I've done this class before so I can point out if anything on Utelia is different from what you know."

"Well, the absolute basics are always the same," Cale said. "There's a liquid base, the addition of any number of magical or non-magical ingredients, and then something to catalyze the reaction while you add some mana of the appropriate aspect. Usually that's heat, but some potions require stirring, shaking, chanting incantations, doing a dance..."

Flia blinked. "There are potions that require dancing?" she asked, as if the suggestion was ridiculous.

Well, clearly the lessons she'd had so far hadn't been comprehensive. Cale nodded emphatically. "The ways of magic are strange and mysterious," he said. "Besides, plenty of ritual magics require the same, and alchemy is a form of ritual magic."

"Huh. Never thought about it like that." Flia's brows creased slightly, but she seemed thoughtful. "That makes a strange amount of sense."

"Orguk likes that," the orc grunted. "Orguk is a very good dancer, you know."

Both Cale and Flia turned to look at him. Cale looked delighted by this fact, while Flia remained skeptical.

"Orguk once read that dancing improves mana capacity," the orc explained. "Turned out book was for children. Explains all the pictures. But Orguk had fun, so Orguk continued practicing."

"Huh," Cale said. "That's somehow both exactly what I expected and not at all like what I expected."

"Cale," Flia said, exasperated.

"Anyway!" Cale continued cheerfully. "It's usually the ritual parts that change most between realms. Incantations tend to be similar in cadence and intent, but they aren't word-for-word identical, and the specific wording is usually important in potion brewing. Unless it isn't on Utelia?"

Flia thought for a moment, then shook her head. "It's the same. Professor Rinkle usually insists we practice the incantations a few times beforehand. She says if you mess up the rhythm, it can corrupt the potion." She grimaced. "I've seen it a couple times. It's usually not pretty."

Cale raised an eyebrow. "Corrupt the potion?" he asked, just to make sure he'd heard that right, and when Flia nodded, he frowned. "I'm going to need some clarification on that later. Usually messing up the incantation just nullifies the potion or changes the effect, it doesn't corrupt it. What exactly does corruption mean, in this context?"

"The potion turns black and tries to eat everything around it," Flia said.

Cale blinked, then glanced more cautiously at the cauldron they'd been provided. "And that didn't strike you as like... an ominous sign?"

Flia stared at him blankly. "A sign of what? Why would it be ominous?"

Cale sighed. "I keep forgetting you guys have just been living with this stuff," he muttered. "This is the moon thing all over again. Nevermind, we'll get to it later if someone corrupts their potion or something."

Orguk raised a hand. "Can Orguk do it?"

"No," Cale and Flia both responded immediately.

Orguk, to his credit, didn't argue for it. He looked incredibly disappointed, though. Flia had to look away after a moment. "It's not a good thing, Orguk," she tried to explain. "It's dangerous. The last time a student made a corrupted potion, it nearly killed a student."

"Orguk understands," the orc said, his tone incredibly forlorn.

Cale decided to change the subject before Flia just let the orc do it out of pity. "You know, I once figured out I was in an illusory realm because of the alchemical principle thing," he said cheerfully. "It's pretty useful when you know about it! Someone tried to trick me with this illusion that I died and reincarnated in a new realm, and it was a pretty good illusion, too. Nailed the whole 'new realm, new rules' thing, crafted whole new monsters, all sorts of things."

"Someone... crafted an illusion of an entire false realm?" Flia asked, her voice strangled.

Cale nodded. "But they forgot the fundamentals," he said with a disappointed sigh. "The incantation for brewing a fireflight potion was identical to the one in the last realm I was in. Great attempt otherwise, but forgetting about potion incantations was amateurish, frankly."

"...If I had to create an illusion of an entire realm, I cannot imagine giving even a moment of consideration to potion incantations," Flia deadpanned. "Just for my own sanity, please clarify—when you say someone, are you referring to a regular mage, or yet another divine-level entity of some kind? Because I've noticed you tend to speak of both in the exact same way."

"I do not," Cale protested. "And I have no idea, it's been ages—" Flia began to glower at him, and Cale hastily corrected himself. "The second one. Definitely the second one."

Flia nodded, satisfied. "Also, in case you forgot, Orguk's right here," she said, gesturing to the enormous orc. "I don't know if you intend to keep your reincarnation thing a secret, but he knows now, so."

"Orguk does not even know what re-in-car-knitting is," Orguk said. "Orguk also does not care. Unless it has something to do with how the mana man has so much mana. Does it?"

"Okay, first of all, please never call me that again," Cale said. Somehow, that was also a first. "Second, technically yes, but not in any way that can be copied, so please don't try to copy it."

"Then Orguk does not care." Orguk shrugged, satisfied and apparently proud of himself for this.

Cale gave Flia a thumbs up. He had admittedly forgotten. Not that Orguk was there—the orc was rather hard to ignore, with how much he towered over them—but that he didn't already know. "The good news is, no one else can hear us!" he said cheerfully. "Because we're surrounded by thick layers of potion-goop. We're probably even scry-proof right now."

Which was true. Some time during their conversation, Professor Rinkle had started the brew, pouring what felt like an entire ocean's worth of potion base into the cauldron on top of them. The protective ward beneath their workstations each lit up with a yellow glow, creating tiny pockets of breathable, cool air in the cauldron even as the brew started to boil around them.

"Always remember to pre-heat your potion base if the recipe calls for it!" Professor Rinkle announced through her network of wards and charms. She gestured grandly to the cauldron bubbling in front of her. "That is one of the most important steps to many, many potions. Your potion base must be warm and happy, or your potion will not be."

Flia sighed. "I never know what she's talking about when she says stuff like that," she muttered despairingly. "I don't suppose you do? Because I think that's only the difference between my potions and hers. Mine always come out a little wrong."

Cale considered this for a moment. "I mean, you told me she was apparently able to use water from one of your spells as a potion base, right? If that's true, then I'm kind of inclined to just take her at her word. You've already got resonance, so maybe Utelia has brewing principles that require some kind of emotional connection with your potion."

Flia made a face. "I hope that isn't true, because if that's a requirement then I'm never going to do well in this class," she muttered. The projection spell was showing Professor Rinkle adding an assorted list of ingredients to the cauldron, now, one after another—the eye of an eldroot, lightly seasoned; brightbeetle shell shards, ground to paste; citrus peels, lightly salted...

Cale was about to comment on that last one when the potion around them abruptly flashed with a bright blue glow, illuminating their workstations perfectly. He wondered if that was part of the reason she'd chosen this particular potion for this class. What were they brewing, anyway?

He squinted at the workstation. There was a recipe there, pinned to the top, labeled amplification potion.

That... didn't explain anything.

"What are we amplifying, exactly?" Cale muttered.

"An excellent potion!" Professor Rinkle's voice boomed through the wards, making them all jump. "Ahem. I mean—an excellent question, my dear student! This is a potion of my own invention, and I daresay it has the potential to change the fabric of our very society. Once imbibed, this potion temporarily amplifies almost any characteristic or magical trait!"

Cale blinked, then stared at the recipe again. That rang pretty much every single one of his "too good to be true" alarm bells.

"And the downside?" he asked.

They could practically hear Professor Rinkle's shrug. "As I said, it amplifies almost any characteristic or magical trait," she said. "Unfortunately, I do not yet have a way for the drinker to select which one."

"So it amplifies something at random." Cale's estimation of this potion dropped dramatically.

"Correct! But that is where you, my dear students, come in." Professor Rinkle beamed. "You must understand, alchemy is a rather expensive class, and many of our ingredients are difficult to come by. However! Despite its problems, this potion has potential that is highly coveted by the Orstrahl Kingdom—"

Oh, Cale could hear the devious glee in her voice. "—and they have promised to fund any and all research related to it," she said. "Also, it just so happens that the recipe for this potion involves nearly every modern alchemical technique and is an excellent brew to develop your fundamentals. So! We will be studying this one potion for the entire term."

There was a short pause, during which a different student presumably asked her a question. "Ah, but what about useful potions, you ask!" Professor Rinkle grinned. "Yes, well, you have your textbooks. I will keep my classroom open for you all, with the following rules: only attempt potions whose fundamentals you have already practiced with the amplification potion. If you wish to experiment, you will clear it with me. Otherwise, the generosity of the Orstrahl Kingdom keeps our ingredients cabinet stocked, so feel free to use them as you wish!

"Now, back to expectations for this class. The amplification potion is an advanced recipe, so I don't expect anyone to successfully complete it," Professor Rinkle added. "You will only succeed when you truly understand the potion from within. But do not worry! Mistakes are welcome! Make as many mistakes as you want, as long as I am here to supervise!

"I know I said earlier not to deviate from any alchemical recipe, and I stand by what I said. But for this potion and this potion only, as long as you are within my wards, you may experiment. For it is in great mistakes that the greatest alchemical discoveries have been made. Why, the ancient alchemist Gaflard only derived the principle of magical distillation from accidentally falling asleep while he was brewing his masterpiece..."

Professor Rinkle trailed off as she continued to ramble, now clearly lost in thought, but Cale was snickering.

"Wow," he said. "I take back everything I said about her. She's a genius."

"What are you talking about?" Flia asked, perplexed.

"She's using Orstrahl to fund her alchemy lessons," Cale said with a grin. "Look at these ingredients! I don't know everything native to Utelia, but farblooms are scattered all through the Great Realms, and I've never seen their seeds sell for anything less than the price of a small house or its equivalent. And two of these ingredients definitely just neutralize each other.

"But she's not wrong, either—if she's at the level I think she's at, then she's more likely to get a workable result from a bumbling student than from another alchemical master. You can't always 'solve' a potion. Sometimes they need a step that's basically never been invented before and requires sheer dumb luck. Or, alternatively, students that have no idea what they're doing."

Flia's mouth opened, then closed again. "How do you even know all this?" she muttered, going back to the ingredients list and giving it a closer look. A second later, she did a double-take. "Ghostfire pollen from the Illwyld, pale petals from the Aersheld cliffs—silver dragon scales?!"

"She definitely knows what she's doing," Cale said approvingly. "And to answer your question, I tried out alchemy a couple times. It's not as fun as actual magic, though. I want spells, not potions."

Still, class was class, and the distortion storm did what he suspected, then there was a good chance he could use what he learned in this class to brew something that might help Sternkessel. Cale had encountered at least a few alchemists that had attempted exactly this back in Karmia, though they had never succeeded. Something about thresholds?

"Well, we might as well get started," Cale said. "Let's—"

Cale paused mid-sentence, his brow furrowing. He glanced at their cauldron, which was now both inexplicably full and bubbling merrily. Then he turned his gaze to Orguk.

"Orguk put in all the ingredients with the most mana," Orguk said. "Orguk thinks this will make a mana capacity amplification potion. Orguk will drink the potion when it's done, and Orguk will get lots and lots of mana."

Cale considered this for a moment.

"Well, it's not like we're short on ingredients," he said after a moment, shrugging. "Let's just see if we can't make Orstrahl empty their entire treasury, shall we?"





What Cale had feared the most about Alchemy 101 was that it might bore him.

All the other classes he'd been to had been fascinating, but even with all his practice, he'd always struggled to really get into alchemy. He saw it as little more than a basic survival tool—even the few times he managed to brew a working potion and imbibe it, something about that just felt different than casting a spell on his own.

Not that he had any problems with alchemy itself as a form of magic, of course. His own lack of affinity with it didn't mean he saw it as lesser. But what interested him most about Utelia was the Gift and its ability to adapt any kind of spell, and alchemy seemed like a magic that would have virtually no interaction with the Gift.

Cale reflected that he should probably have known better than to worry about this, considering Professor Rinkle's personality. The ingredients they were using were exactly the sort of bizarre and eclectic collection that fascinated him, and more than half of them required specialty spellwork just to handle them. No wonder she'd said this would take all term.

In the first few minutes alone, Professor Rinkle had them learn [Iron Grip]—a necessity for handling dartaway petals, which did exactly as their name described—and [Divide], which was a simple cutting spell that was practically a requirement for handling some sort of specialty pollen that would explode violently if not split exactly in half. 

Cale was pretty sure he could evolve [Iron Grip] into some sort of kneading spell. For baking, obviously. He would have tried it, too, if Orguk hadn't taken to the spell with an alarming sort of ferocity. He seemed to take the failure of their first attempted brew quite personally, probably because it exploded in his face within the first couple of seconds.

Professor Rinkle had stepped in before it could do any harm, fortunately, and then she had praised him for attempting to try something new, then warned him not to deviate that much from the instructions. 

Probably fair, really.

Still, he learned a lot about handling Utelian ingredients over the next half-hour or so. He even innovated, in a manner of speaking!

"Cale," Flia said nervously. "You do realize that's demon-molt that you're handling, right?"

"Yes?" Cale glanced down at the cocoon-like object he was currently stirring into the cauldron. It had stopped shrieking a while ago, thankfully. "Why?"

"I'm just making sure you read the part of the ingredients handling list where it specifies that demon-molt kills you if you don't sing to it," Flia said tightly.

"Oh, that." Cale shrugged. "They only kill you if they think you're weak. I told this one I blew up the eighth realm and it stopped shrieking pretty quickly."

Flia stared down at the cocoon, which was currently visibly trembling instead of performing the death-shriek it was supposed to. "Ah," she said after a moment, her voice strained.

You have learned [Shrivel]!

[Shrivel, Level 1] [First Tier, Active] [5 Mana]

Shrink to appear non-threatening.

"Huh," Cale said. "Didn't know demon molts could cast spells. I wonder if they're alive."

"They are very sophisticated magical constructs, but they are not alive," Professor Rinkle said, her voice filtering in through the wards to speak to them privately. "I would never use them as an ingredient if they were. But the potion must be happy, not terrified! Perhaps you should sing to it anyway?"

Cale made a face. "No thanks. I've tried that before," he said. "Trust me, that would not make the potion happy."

He glanced back over the ingredients they'd been provided thoughtfully. There was something else that was interesting about them. Professor Rinkle didn't actually have a complete inventory of all the ingredients she provided—the Orstrahl Kingdom had mixed in a number of unknown herbs with the shipment, apparently.

The cabinets were all magically linked together and she hadn't had time to sort them further, so instead she'd warned them not to use anything that wasn't explicitly labeled, since they had no idea what they were. She would, she warned, be watching.

"You must know your potions from within," Professor Rinkle had repeated emphatically. "Adding something you don't know or understand means you do not, and an alchemist cannot control what they don't understand."

"Well," Cale said, eyeing the ingredients thoughtfully. "That's all well and good, but..."

He did, in fact, recognize several of these. Some were things that could only be obtained from the Abyss, so no wonder Professor Rinkle hadn't been able to identify them. That said a lot about Orstrahl's connections.

More importantly, several of these ingredients were supposed to be extinct. Cale remembered more than one campaign sent out across the realms to destroy them all, mostly because they could be used to brew potions that could counteract some of the most dangerous magicks from the Planar War.

If he used these right, there was a chance he'd be able to use them to brew something that would mess with a lot of the Red Hunters' leverage.

"Professor Rinkle," Cale said, slowly grinning. "I think I'd like to request your permission to experiment."
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  The good news was that Professor Rinkle was entirely for the plan to experiment with the Orstrahl Kingdom's mystery ingredients. The bad news was that she was unwilling to allow this until the end of class because, as she put it, "the potions might not like one another." Strangely enough, Cale was starting to understand what she meant by all of this, and he couldn't decide if he needed to be worried about that or not.

Ah, well. It wasn't really a problem. Cale was more than happy to work with the recipe she had given them—the idea of her amplification potion was really quite elegant, and he could see from the recipe alone that a lot of thought and research had been put into it. What was even more impressive was that the recipe itself was heavily obfuscated, likely because she'd had to provide it to Orstrahl in order to secure their funding.

Of the dozens of ingredients listed, Cale was pretty sure only about ten of them were active ingredients. He would need to sit down with it if he really wanted to decipher it, though he wasn't really interested in doing so for the moment. Too much effort. Besides, he would have to study up on Utelian ingredients to be able to do so reliably, and he had better things to do with his time.

Like explain to Flia and Orguk exactly what some of these ingredients were! Alchemy was a lot more fun when he had an apprentice to work with, Cale decided. Mostly because his experience through the realms meant that he was full of trivia that even Professor Rinkle wasn't aware of, and he delighted in telling the two students with him exactly where each ingredient came from.

Granted, Flia seemed more uncomfortable about this than Orguk did, but Cale was pretty sure that was because Orguk didn't have much of a sense of shame to begin with.

"Now, you'd think that 'salamander eyes' would be exactly that," Cale said cheerfully, pulling a faintly glowing red sphere out of the ingredient cabinet and showing it to his classmates. Flia was already wincing as if in anticipation of what he might say, and Orguk was leaning forward eagerly. "But when these were first discovered to be a viable potion ingredient, alchemists weren't able to distinguish between salamanders and false salamanders yet. Actual salamanders are terrible potion ingredients—too finicky, and also they tend to run away a lot."

"A lot of potion ingredients tend to run away before you turn them into potion ingredients," Flia pointed out.

"No, I mean after," Cale clarified. "Salamander organs have a tendency to run. The magic ones, anyway. It's unpleasant for everyone involved."

"Orguk wants to know about false salamanders," Orguk said. Cale grinned at him.

"Well, false salamanders are fascinating," he said. "They mimic the magical breeds of salamanders, obviously, because most predators aren't interested in eating those—salamanders are surprisingly good at absorbing nearly any kind of magic, by the way. False salamanders not so much. They're actually born from a type of plant. As the flowers bloom, they turn sort of inside-out and create a realistic copy of a magical salamander."

"And the eyes?" Flia asked wearily.

"They're the seeds!" Cale said cheerfully. "Or testicles. Depending on how you look at it."

"There it is." Flia dragged a hand down her face in exasperation. "Cale, neither of those things are anything alike. You're just saying things for shock value now."

"Only a little bit!" Cale protested. "The rest of it is interesting, isn't it?"

"Orguk is interested," Orguk supplied.

Cale patted the orc heartily on the back. "See? Orguk likes my trivia!" he said. Flia just rolled her eyes at his antics and went back to the recipe, her brows furrowing a little bit at the next step.

"I don't think I've done this one before," she said. "Magical... coagulation?"

"Well! I see some of my students are progressing rather quickly, despite their distractions." Professor Rinkle's voice filtered cheerfully in through the wards. "Indeed! I will demonstrate shortly, and you, my students, will understand the benefits of understanding your potions from within. Keep your eyes on the potion and your hands inside your safety wards at all times!"

"Ooh," Cale said. "Learning!"

He, Flia, and Orguk all sat back and watched as the liquid surrounding them began to churn. The projection spell showed Professor Rinkle stirring her cauldron so aggressively her potion splashed out the sides; it was a wonder her ladle hadn't smacked into any of their wards, come to think of it.

Then she added in the final few ingredients she needed before this step. Massive shadows flitted over the otherwise-bright liquid surrounding them, barely visible through the potion itself.

At least until one particle of an ingredient settled against the ward surrounding them—

"GRAAAH!" Orguk suddenly bellowed. Fire blazed suddenly in his fist. "We are under attack!"

You have learned [Fire Whip]!

Cale slammed a barrier down around Orguk before he could shatter the wards around them. "We are not," he said sharply. "That is a magnified segment of sekrite ore. Don't break the wards."

"But... but..." Orguk gestured at the ore fragment furiously. It was pulsing like it was made of flesh rather than metal, though Cale somehow suspected that wasn't the part that had disturbed Orguk. No—that probably had more to do with the fact that when they were this small, the millions of tiny holes in the ore were now readily apparent.

That, and it occasionally looked like there were fingers reaching out of those holes.

"It's perfectly safe," Cale said, eyeing the ore dubiously. He had to admit, this one was a little creepy, even for him.

"Well?" Flia asked. Cale glanced at her to see that—quite unlike Orguk—she was actually interested in this one. "Got any trivia for us on this one, master?"

"Don't call me that," Cale said automatically before turning back to look at the sekrite with a more critical eye.

"I probably wouldn't have recognized this if it wasn't basically famous," Cale admitted after a moment. "Sekrite is usually famed for its mana-leeching properties, but it's a bit of a double-edged sword. I remember when it was first discovered, dozens of terrified mages were urging their kings to ban it. Lots of claims that the ore was 'haunted', plus a bunch of babbling about hands reaching out for their mana."

Flia raised an eyebrow. "I suppose I can see where they got that," she said. "You think they used a magnification spell on the ore?"

"Doubt it," Cale said, shaking his head. "Mages tend to analyze things magically, not physically. What I'm willing to bet is that their mana cores recognized the threat, even when they themselves didn't. Ended up being plagued by nightmares of the stuff. Funny enough, it's known and used as magebane in some anti-magic realms because of it."

"Huh." Flia seemed impressed by that, at least. "Did that work?"

Cale grimaced. "Not really," he said. "Problem is that anyone can be born with a mana core, and even people who don't like magic probably have one. They usually just end up giving themselves nightmares and convincing themselves that it's a mage causing the nightmares."

"Orguk is confused," Orguk said, the conversation drawing his attention away from the piece of sekrite for a moment. "You are saying there are realms that do not like mana?"

"More like the dominant societies in those realms, but yes, pretty much," Cale said. The topic was normally a somber one for him—those realms were rarely a pleasant experience—but the look of utter confusion and flabbergasted shock on Orguk's face made him snort instead.

"But why?" Orguk demanded. "Mana is magic! Magic is best!"

"Well, you tell them that, if you ever get the chance," Cale said with a laugh. "You might have better luck than I did."

"Orguk will," Orguk said, as if he'd decided on this at that very moment. "Orguk will make them understand how good magic is. Then Orguk will show them how much mana he has."

Cale chuckled, exchanging a glance with Flia. She'd gotten what he was implying almost immediately, and her expression had darkened slightly, but even though she was shaking her head at Orguk's antics, some of the tension in her shoulders had lifted. There was something to be said for having a simplistic approach to things.

Plus, Cale was pretty sure that if anyone from those realms met Orguk they would ignite out of sheer embarrassment within a few minutes. Maybe the orc could change the way they thought. He'd have to remember that, in case he ever found himself in a realm like that again.

"Now watch closely," Professor Rinkle announced, having finished her preparations. Cale glanced up with interest, watching as the piece of sekrite began to glow, though "glow" wasn't quite the right word for it. It was more like the sekrite drew on all the mana around it, drawing out the otherwise ever-present blue the potion emanated.

It was... probably best he just pretend not to see the way the fingers in those holes appeared to reach out and grab at the mana. Some things were just not meant to be seen at scale.

But Professor Rinkle was being precise with her mana, he noted. She was attuning her mana and pulsing it into an anchoring fragment of sekrite at precise intervals while stirring the potion, and each time she did, the sekrite would pull at the appropriate mana aspects within the potion. Certain ingredients were each associated with certain mana aspects, and as the sekrite drained those aspects, those ingredients fell inert and began to clump together.

Cale whistled. "Most alchemists do this kind of thing using ten different ingredients," he said. "Mages don't like using sekrite, for obvious reasons. This is kind of a genius use of it, though."

"Orguk feels uncomfortable," Orguk muttered.

"Do you think there's anything living inside the sekrite?" Flia asked. "Are we hallucinating those fingers, or is there maybe a type of magical creature living in them?"

Cale blinked and glanced at her. "I... have no idea," he admitted after a moment. Microscopic magical species did exist, but there was rarely much research on them; mages that specialized in size-changing charms were few and far between to begin with. "Maybe you should ask for a piece from Professor Rinkle so you can check?"

"I think I might do just that," Flia said thoughtfully.

Another spell caused the newly-clumped ingredients to float slowly out of the potion, along with all fragments of sekrite ore. Cale noted in the projection that Professor Rinkle was careful to separate the sekrite and store it in a jar, presumably to be reused later. That made sense—there was usually just a limited supply of sekrite to begin with, and it wasn't like it ever really got "used up."

As soon as those impurities were cleared out of the potion, it began to change. The blue glow around them faded, turning briefly into a crystal-clear solution that allowed them to see the other little dimly-lit pockets of air where other safety wards had been set up and other students were experimenting with their potions.

Above them, a few undissolved ingredients remained, drifting about and casting faint, distorted shadows on their wards. Cale counted among them what appeared to be draughtfire weed, at least three different abstract shapes that were either an ingredient he didn't recognize or a potion byproduct, and one student desperately swimming for the surface.

He paused, then went back over that in his head again.

"Dammit," he said with a sigh. "Professor Rinkle, there's—"

"I know," she replied over the wards, her voice uncharacteristically strained. Cale raised a brow slightly and eyed the projection spell—it didn't look like she was straining with anything, but his mana sense was somewhat dulled in this state. His range was relative to him, and as far as it was concerned, he was currently surrounded by an ocean's worth of potion.

She was unusually still in the projection, though. Cale cursed under his breath, then turned to track the struggling student. They didn't look like they were at immediate risk of drowning or burning in the potion. The fins indicated that they were some sort of merfolk, so they were at least a good swimmer...

"Cale?" Flia asked, her voice tense. She was watching along with him, and Cale could see she was itching to jump in. The only reason she was holding back was that she didn't know if she could survive in the raw magic surrounding them. "Are we going to do anything about this?"

He could hear the underlying question. Why aren't you doing anything?

"Something's wrong," Cale said. He eyed the small field of safety wards at the base of the cauldron. "We're working in teams of three, remember? If one student is swimming for the surface, with personal wards that protect them from the potion—"

"There are two more trapped in a failing ward," Flia realized, cursing. She spun around, trying to locate the other two by sight alone, but the potion was clouding over again. It was impossible to find anyone else through the murky liquid.

Professor Rinkle's voice came in through the wards again, now definitely strained. "Students, there is an emergency ejection spell in each of your stations," she said. "It can be activated by touching the base of the ward and injecting a small quantity of mana into it. It will restore your size and place you back within the classroom. I would like each of you to do that now, please."

Cale frowned. The few other students he could see were murmuring amongst each other with concern. One by one, someone from each team reached down to activate their ejection spell, causing the safety ward to pop like a bubble as they were promptly ejected.

Flia reached for the base of theirs, but Cale shook his head and stopped her.

"We're not doing that," he said, and when Flia gave him an incredulous look, Cale tilted his head to indicate the projection spell. "She hasn't moved in the last three minutes," he said. "Projection spells don't just stop working because the caster isn't concentrating. That's spell interference, most likely an illusion layered on top of the actual projection."

Flia hesitated. "You're saying someone else is here?"

"Someone who wants us all in the classroom," Cale said. "Rinkle could have activated that spell herself if she actually wanted to. She would have briefed us on it if she couldn't."

"She's... never said anything about an emergency spell before," Flia said slowly. "There have been emergencies, but she was always able to pull out the students without disrupting the rest of the class."

Cale nodded. "I'm going to break the safety ward," he said. "We're going to be surrounded by raw magic, so keep your barriers up at all times. Orguk, I'm going to assume you have the mana to maintain it. Flia, I'll keep one maintained around you, but keep yours up underneath just in case. Can use your water magic to guide us?"

Flia hesitated for a moment, then nodded. "I'm guessing you want to find the other two students?"

"And then get out of here without breaking the size charm, yep," Cale said. "Ready?"

The other two nodded at him. Flia looked worried, but determined, and Orguk... well, Orguk mostly looked excited. "Orguk knew working with mana man was a good idea," the orc said, puffing out his chest.

Cale snorted, but let himself grin just a bit. Then, without further ado—and with perhaps a little more flair than strictly needed—he punched the ward around them with a burst of prismatic mana.

You have learned [Wardbreaker Punch]!

Well... he couldn't complain about that, he supposed.





It was evident pretty quickly what at least part of the problem was. The moment they left the safety of the ward, the magic around them felt remarkably and distinctly wrong; it took Cale a moment to place it, but when he did, he frowned and glanced at Flia. "Corruption?" he guessed.

The water elemental's face was pale. She nodded tersely. "Not in the whole potion," she said. "I can sense it. It's mixing in from over there."

A single glance was enough to show them what she was talking about. From within a cracked and failing safety ward, inky tendrils were oozing out into the surrounding potion, tainting it with whatever corrupted magic they contained. It looked rather a lot like a hatching egg, Cale reflected.

Which probably wasn't a great sign.

The two students they'd been looking for were both unconscious at the base of the ward. Tendrils of their corrupted potion had wrapped around them both, and Cale saw for the first time exactly what Flia meant when she said that corrupted potions attempted to eat everything around them.

Those tendrils were sucking the life out of those students.

One was a crystal elemental, the other an elf; both had plenty of life to spare, technically, which was perhaps the only reason they were still alive. Even immortal beings didn't have infinite life force, however. Many simply regenerated it faster than they expended it. The corrupted potion tipped that balance, causing the crystal elemental's body to dim and the elf to age.

Cale cursed. "Take us there, please," he said. "Quickly."

You have learned [Create Current]!

The liquid around them accelerated, and all three of them torpedoed their way to the failing barrier and the still-spreading potion. Cale was careful not to think about what it was, because if this was anything like what he suspected, then the worst thing he could do now was to name it.

No. The best thing to do now was to retrieve those students and pull them out of the cauldron.

Then he could act.





Grand Warden Sidyrnus was already bored with this task.

Why had he been sent here, of all places? Surely there were other places that could use his talents? He was a Grand Warden, for crying out loud. One did not earn the title of Grand Warden without being able to craft wards that even the Great Divines could not pierce. He could have been deployed for literally anything else. To trap a god, perhaps. Sidyrnus had never trapped a god before, but that might at least prove an interesting challenge.

Instead, the Red Hunters had sent him to Kazix Brightscale's Academy of the Attuned Arts to set a trap for their alchemy professor. Their alchemy professor! What threat did an alchemy professor pose? If they wanted her kidnapped to work on that potion, then they could have hired some simpletons to do it. Why in the world would they need a Grand Warden to capture an alchemy professor?

Bah.

Still, he was a consummate professional, so he set his trap slowly. First, he smuggled in items that were ostensibly potion ingredients but would also function to anchor the bifurcated ward he would need to establish. Despite his disdain, Professor Rinkle was a competent mage, and not someone a Warden like himself could confront in direct battle. Wardens thrived on preparation, not on live spellwork.

And so, as his title demanded, he prepared. He could split Rinkle's attention by undermining her wards; she wouldn't notice, absorbed in her potions as she was. Threatening her students was a guaranteed way to get her cooperation. Because her spellwork mostly relied on communicating with her students through her wards, he could hijack that, too.

Now he had Professor Rinkle and every student of this class trapped within a highly specialized, unbreakable ward-prison, fueled not only by his magic and expert wardcraft but also by sacrificing the life force of one immortal and one near-immortal. The corrupted potion would leak through the sabotaged ward soon enough, and eat through all evidence of his actions. The Brightscale Academy would no doubt have to conclude that this was a tragic and terrible accident, and he would get his pay from the Red Hunters, and perhaps relax in a nice spa for a day or two.

A job well done, as far as he was concerned. Now he just needed to wait to confirm that the potion was well and thoroughly corrupted before he left.

He was a professional, after all.
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  Cale, Flia, and Orguk sat on the rim of Professor Rinkle's cauldron, watching the so-called Grand Warden Sidyrnus as he glared imperiously at them.

Well, at the cauldron. Cale was pretty sure they were too small for Sidyrnus to see them, which was impressive; he hadn't realized that Rinkle's spell had shrunk them that much. That was some high-tier magic indeed.

"He has no idea that we're here, does he?" Flia asked, a little disbelievingly. "Also, I didn't think people actually... monologued like this."

"Really?" Cale asked curiously. "You have met me, right?"

Flia paused. "Touché," she admitted grudgingly. "It's different when you do it, though."

"Damn right it is," Cale said, pleased. "But yeah, you'd be surprised how common it is. Mages aren't the most well-adjusted bunch. The more power you accumulate, the more it sets you apart from your peers, and it's pretty easy to let that change you if you aren't careful. Also doesn't help that the further you get in a field of magic, the less peers you have."

"I guess that makes sense, but still." Flia grunted and gestured to Sidyrnus, who was still monologuing.

"He's worse than most," Cale admitted.

On the other hand, they knew a lot about Grand Warden Sidyrnus now that they wouldn't have otherwise. They knew he was someone the Red Hunters had contracted to capture Professor Rinkle for some reason or another, and that he would be paid handsomely for any additional "samples" he happened to capture in the process.

Cale, Flia, and Orguk had placed the two unconscious students on the nearby desk for the time being, mostly because they didn't know what confronting Sidyrnus would involve. Best to avoid them getting caught up in some sort of magical battle with no means to defend themselves. They'd braced themselves to face the might of a mage who was capable of infiltrating and capturing one of Brightscale Academy's professors.

And Sidyrnus's wards were impressive. There had been a moment of horror as the three of them stared at their classmates, caught in what looked like a divine-class ward that held them in perfect stasis. Professor Rinkle was the only one that wasn't completely subdued, and even she was tightly bound in layers of restraining wards.

That horror was swiftly undermined by Sidyrnus, who would not stop talking. He went on and on about how his wards were unbreakable and how he was simply too good for such a menial task. He insisted that he was destined for great things, that this was merely a stepping stone to what would surely be a divine future.

"Do you think he realizes that he agreed to kidnap someone?" Cale asked conversationally. "I'm not sure if 'too good for this' or 'destined for great things' is the right takeaway there. You'd think he'd have a little more self awareness."

"Orguk not self aware, and Orguk still thinks Sidyrnus full of himself," Orguk agreed. "Orguk wants to punch him. Can Orguk punch him?"

"I'm pretty sure we need Rinkle to reverse the size charm on us before you can punch him, but I'll try to put in a good word," Cale said assuringly. "At least he's telling us all his plans. How long do you think we should let him talk?"

"As long as he keeps telling us new information, I guess," Flia said, still a little disbelieving. "I just can't believe people like this exist. I feel like I should be a lot more worried about what he did and that ward of his, but every time I look at him I'm just thinking about how clueless he is."

"Orguk will punch him. That will fix his brain," Orguk said, nodding.

"Not sure that's how that works, but honestly, you should go for it," Cale said, patting Orguk on the arm. "Is he still going? I'm good at tuning people out."

"He's talking about the sheer amount of mana that would be needed to break his wards, now," Flia said, snorting and glancing at Cale, who perked up and listened in.

"You could convert the sun itself into pure mana and it would not be enough to scratch this ward," Grand Warden Sidyrnus bragged. "You will not escape, do you understand? Resistance is pointless."

"So you have said sixteen different times, now," Professor Rinkle said. She had been worried for her students before, clearly, anxiously gazing over at her class every few seconds.

That worry had quickly faded into exhaustion as Sidyrnus just... continued. He never ran out of new ways to brag about how incredible his wards were. Rinkle was clearly now distracted, working on a spell to try to free her students, and Cale watched as she bit her lip in frustration as another attempt failed. As insufferable as the Grand Warden himself might have been, his wards seemed to live up to his words.

Well, mostly. Cale was already preparing to get himself involved.

Sidyrnus noticed Rinkle's attempt to break through his wards, because of course he did. "And still you try," he said, his tone mocking. "Do you not yet realize the impenetrable nature of my wards? Nothing you do could break them. I am Grand Warden Sidyrnus."

"And that particular fact you have repeated seven different times," Rinkle muttered. Then Cale caught a gleam in her eyes, and when she spoke again, she sounded more energetic. "Yet can you truly say that you understand your wards from within? Have you lived and breathed as your wards do? Are your wards truly happy?"

"I... what?" Sidyrnus blinked, looking for the first time like he was genuinely thrown off. "What does that mean? They're wards. They don't have feelings."

"I ask only if you understand your wards the way I understand my potions," Rinkle said, leaning forward as far as her restraints would allow. "Do you know your wards from within? Have you felt every crevice of them?"

"Are we speaking the same language?" Sidyrnus demanded. He looked around at the other students. "Is she always—no, wait, none of you can answer. Bah! It doesn't matter. As soon as this potion goes critical, we will leave. What in the world is taking so long?"

"I have lived as my potions do," Rinkle said, undeterred and lying through her teeth. "My potions love me. They will not be corrupted."

"Love cannot stop alchemical reactions, nor can alchemical reactions have feelings!" Sidyrnus said, now exasperated.

Still sitting on the rim of the cauldron, Flia shook her head. "I don't know how to feel about the fact that I'm starting to admire Professor Rinkle's... whatever that is," she said with a sigh. "Cale, when are we going to step in? I don't think Sidyrnus is going to say anything else useful."

"As soon as I'm done communing with the potion," Cale said cheerfully.

Flia twitched. "Does that actually mean something, or are you just pulling a Professor Rinkle now?"

Cale grinned. "As a matter of fact, in this one case, it absolutely does."





The Exiled Gods were a mysterious bunch, Cale reflected. Named as such because their power had grown too wild to exist within the Great Realms, their influence could still be felt in what was usually only the most minor of ways—small impossibilities in what were otherwise concrete rules of a realm. Occasionally, however, one of them would attempt to reach out actively, and the results...

Well, the results were mixed, but they were rarely good. Nor were they always bad! It was difficult to pin any real rhyme or reason to those gods or their motivations, because they thought in ways that were so fundamentally different to every other entity, realmborn or otherwise. Cale recognized the influence of X'cak'thirak the moment it had manifested, but he had to be careful not to think about what it meant.

Because the problem with X'cakthirak was that the god was an impressionable little shit.

The second there was any defined thought about what his corruption was or what it meant, X'cakthirak latched on to it like it was some sort of lifeline. In an unbelievable way, it was almost lucky that the residents of Utelia were already used to the presence of their Dread Moon and apparently didn't think twice about the ominous tendrils reaching out of their corrupted potions.

No doubt there had been theories, of course, but as long as none of those theories were within X'cakthirak's range—or as long as the potions influenced by those theories were wiped out before they came into contact with the general population—it didn't matter as much. Alchemists tended to isolate themselves, too, so it was surprisingly rare for the god to get a real foothold.

Here, though, he had a real chance, so Cale needed to be careful and commune with the potion properly. He had to give X'cakthirak's influence a defined purpose that would shape an entirely new rule for the realm of Utelia. Cale stared at the bubbling cauldron of corrupted potion before him and focused intently on a single thought:

Baking tentacles.

In the aftermath and in later conversations, one or two mages would always ask Cale why he hadn't thought to turn X'cakthirak's influence into something useful. To have them herald the sort of magic that would grant him even greater power. Cale's response to those mages would always be the same.

"...You want to turn an Exiled God into a weapon?" he would ask, incredulously. "Do you know what happened the last time someone tried that? No, of course you don't. Terrible idea. Never, ever try to use a Exiled God like that, or I will come down and smite you myself, thank you very much."





Grand Warden Sidyrnus did not bother to consider the possibility that something might go wrong, in large part because the mere idea that it might was absurd to him. His wards were unbreakable, after all. He had once threatened a god with them, and they had capitulated to his demands; as far as he was concerned, that was proof that he was the greatest Warden in all of Utelia. Perhaps even across all the Great Realms.

It was for this reason that he didn't bother to keep that close an eye on the cauldron. What would be the point? Potion corruption was a known quantity; the moment he'd sabotaged the professor's alchemy, the outcome was fixed. Inevitable, as it were.

This was also the reason he failed to notice when the color of the corrupted potion began to change.

What he did not fail to notice was a change in Professor Rinkle's expression. She went from mildly irritated (and really, what an insult it was to be confronted with mild irritation when a mage was caught in one of his traps—he would have to speak to the Red Hunters about additional compensation for this slight later) to expressing something closer to intrigued joy.

"What are you smiling about?" Grand Warden Sidyrnus snapped, already tired of how much of his time was being wasted on this. He could have spent all of this time working on new wards, and yet here he was, babysitting while waiting for a potion to boil over. Was she stalling him somehow? "I hope you aren't expecting rescue. I'll have you know that I've enacted wards through the entire hallway to keep the attention of even your Headmaster away from this class. No one will be coming to save you."

He clicked his tongue in exasperation when Rinkle's expression didn't change. She didn't even bother responding to him! He was going to need to start charging a fee for these uncooperative hostages; the next time he accepted a contract like this, he would need to know these details upfront. Sidyrnus turned again to check on the cauldron—

—his brain stalled for a moment.

He'd placed an amplification ward around the cauldron just to ensure that the potion would consume all evidence of what he'd been doing here. It wouldn't do for the Headmaster to be able to track him, after all. Wardens thrived on preparation, and he was not prepared to fight a dragon.

He could be, given enough time. There was nothing his wards could not hold back. But that simply wasn't the job, and draconic magic was versatile enough that it would be ludicrously expensive to prepare a trap for Headmaster Akkau. As well-paid as this particular job was, he'd be making almost nothing if he spent his time on that. So he hadn't.

Regardless, Headmaster Akkau wasn't the problem here. The problem was that his amplification ward was gone.

Not broken. Gone. He would have sensed if one of his wards had been broken, as ridiculous as the idea was, because all his wards were keyed to his soul; it was a mark of his pride as a Grand Warden. The amplification ward had explicitly not been broken. It had been erased like it was never there to begin with.

Sidyrnus kept staring for longer than he probably should have.

...Maybe he'd just forgotten to cast the ward?

He checked his pockets, just in case. That particular ward required silverleaf seeds to anchor its effect, and if he'd just forgotten, the seeds would still be in his pockets.

They were not.

Sidyrnus frowned. Wards didn't just disappear like this. What was going on? Perhaps the corrupted potion had consumed it, but he'd specifically keyed the ward to amplify potion corruption! It should have fueled the process, not simply gotten consumed with no apparent effect.

Unless—the thought struck him out of the blue—Professor Rinkle had done something to the potion. She had been smiling earlier, and she'd claimed that her potions wouldn't be corrupted because they loved her. The very idea was asinine, but perhaps she was more skilled than he'd anticipated.

"Impressive," Sidyrnus allowed. "But you will find, professor, that I am very rarely unprepared for any eventuality. If you insist on playing games with your potions, I will simply use one of my own. And I just so happen to have prepared a sample."

He smirked. He hadn't wanted to use this, because there was a chance the Headmaster would recognize the corrupted potion hadn't been brewed by Professor Rinkle and because he'd wanted to save it to boast about how his wards could contain corruption. But if the situation called for it, he had no qualms with using what he had.

"Now, as you can see, your attempts to subvert me are futile, although I look forward to studying how you were able to... bypass..."

Sidyrnus trailed off as he pulled out his prepared potion. The wards around it were still gleaming and intact, a shining example of his capabilities.

The potion within it was not the pitch-black of corruption. It was brown.

"What have you done?" Sidyrnus said furiously, throwing the vial on the floor and stumbling backward as he was overwhelmed with the smell of—freshly baked bread? "How have you done this? My wards are impenetrable! Your magic should not have been able to—" 

The prison ward—his ultimate achievement, the spell that should have been able to contain even a god, let alone a single alchemist and her pathetic students—cracked, causing him to stop mid-sentence. Sidyrnus stared in horror as an impossible seam tore open in what should have been an impenetrable shield.

And then the backlash hit.

The most basic lesson in wardworking was to never anchor a ward to something precious. All wards had failure points, and those failure points would backlash into whatever the caster used as an anchor. Sidyrnus had long since abandoned that precept for the simple reason that he considered himself better.

His soul was impossible to target. He'd covered it in layers of wards so that even if the impossible happened, he would be protected. The protections he bore meant that it would take a truly apocalyptic amount of mana for any backlash to actually strike at his soul.

It also meant, he now realized, that if he was ever struck with that amount of mana, he would be forced to watch as it tore through each layer one by one.

Then, as if to add insult to injury, a tiny green figure appeared in front of him, just barely visible... and punched him in the eye.

Sidyrnus thought, as he flew backwards, that he must have accidentally inhaled some of the potion's fumes and was hallucinating violently. He would recover in a moment, and then deliver his prisoners to the Red Hunters as promised.

That was obviously the only possible explanation for this.





Mana overload detected! Attempting to compensate...

Adjusting spell construct...

[Wardbreaker Punch] has evolved into [Grand Cascade]!

[Grand Cascade, Level 1] [Twelfth Tier (Unique), Active] [1.0e32 Mana]

Focuses wardbreaker mana directly into your fists, primed to cause a ward cascade. Causes the complete erasure of any ward equivalent to eleventh tier or lower. Attempts to shatter greater wards by surging additional mana into the construct's focal points. Repeated casts may be necessary for the spell to take full effect in these cases.

In retrospect, Cale thought that perhaps a single punch might have been sufficient. Sidyrnus's ranting had caused him to start drumming his fingers impatiently on the ward instead.

To be fair, he hadn't expected someone called a Grand Warden to anchor his ward with his own soul. Not doing that was basic stuff! He had no idea what Sidyrnus was thinking. Even most liches weren't stupid enough to do that, and they seemed to love anchoring all sorts of things on their souls. Or other people's souls. Or just souls in general, really.

So he hadn't expected the backlash to wind back into Sidyrnus with quite that much force, which meant that he hadn't been prepared to call Orguk off. 

Also he hadn't entirely wanted to.

Besides, the soul damage was worse than the physical damage. Orguk's [Mana Detonator] distributed the force of his punch enough that it sent Sidyrnus flying back instead of just exploding his eye, for which Cale was thankful. That would have been too much of a mess, even for him.

"Well now," Professor Rinkle said. Sidyrnus was lying on the ground and mumbling incoherently, glazed eyes staring up at the ceiling. Something about his wards being unbreakable. "I admit, I'm rather glad that we had you three in our class today! Goodness, what a disaster. Could you be a dear and break the rest of these restraints? I'm afraid my specialty is alchemy, not ward-breaking, and it will take quite some time to brew a potion to counteract these restraints..."

She trailed off and then laughed to herself. "Oh, dear, I'm being rude again," she said, mostly to herself. Then she leaned down to draw a circle into the ground. "Simply step into these and you will be restored to full size."

Cale was glad she'd remembered that, because even if he'd tried to respond, he was pretty sure she wouldn't have been able to hear him. Flia sighed dramatically.

"Finally," she said. "I can't believe you had me jet us around with water."

"It was the only way to get around efficiently!"

"My water is a portal into the Abyss, Cale. If we weren't tiny I would have ended up pouring half the room into the Abyss."

"Good thing we were tiny, then, isn't it?" Cale grinned unrepentantly, and Flia rolled her eyes. "Come on, it was fun, admit it."

"...it was kind of fun," Flia said after a moment, allowing herself a small smirk. "Nice to actually get to use my magic the way other water elementals do. I hope I can figure out the Leviathan's advice today. It'd be nice to do all this properly."

"If you need help figuring it out, just say the word," Cale promised.

Flia nodded. "I appreciate it. I'll work on it myself a while longer, but if I can't figure it out, I'll ask."

With that, the two of them stepped into the ring. Orguk followed a short while later, carrying both unconscious students on his shoulders and looking surprisingly thoughtful.

"Orguk thinks punching Sidyrnus was not satisfying enough," Orguk said. "Sidyrnus does not know it was Orguk that punched him. Orguk will do it again at full size."

"Perhaps after we clean up all these wards and report this to the Headmaster?" Professor Rinkle suggested, although the twinkle in her eyes told them she wasn't exactly opposed to the idea. Orguk thought about this for a moment, then nodded.

"Orguk will agree with that," he said. Then he turned to Cale. "Mana man! Teach me that ward-punch. Orguk wants to break Sidyrnus's wards in front of him with punching. Orguk thinks his face will be funny."

"I'm not sure you have the mana for it..." Cale began, and when Orguk shot him a look that was simultaneously deeply betrayed and offended, he snorted and acquiesced. "Okay, look, I haven't managed to teach any of my spells before. But you might be able to evolve a lesser version of the spell, and if you do it the right way, I bet you can break a few of his wards even without overwhelming mana. And I happen to know a few things about ward breaking, so I'll tell you exactly what to target."

He gestured for Orguk to follow him as he did his rounds. For all that Sidyrnus's wards were incredibly advanced and reinforced, [Grand Cascade] had the benefit of pointing out exactly where their weakspots were. They were cleverly hidden and would have been impossible to find without sheer brute force, but, well...

Sheer brute force was his speciality.

"Just out of curiosity," Flia asked. "Is this apparent ward breaking expertise because you happen to like wards, or did you just do a lot of magical crime?"

"You know me better than that, Flia," Cale said, giving her an exaggerated look of feigned offense. "It was obviously the magical crime. I broke people out of prisons a lot. Also a wizard tower and three varieties of plant-based traps. Now let me focus! I still want to experiment with my potions after this, and we don't have that much time left in the day."

Flia sighed. "If only I could have just one normal class," she muttered.

Orguk gave her a strange look. "Orguk thinks classes more fun this way."

"I refuse to agree with you on principle," Flia said, pretending to be affronted. She was grinning, though.

Excellent. Cale's mind drifted, now that the most pressing concern was over and done with. He needed those new potions figured out, but after that, well... he was looking forward to tonight.

The Red Hunters were going to deal with a whole new version of the Mad Mage.

Though come to think of it, he probably needed to deal with the nascent law of baking he'd unwittingly introduced first...

Eh. It could wait.
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  Cale sat in the so-called grass of the Inverted Spires, humming quietly to himself.

Sternkessel sat across from him. The Greater Indictment still wasn't whole, but he was a lot better than he had been after his encounter with the Loomweavers. He hadn't yet regained his ability to speak, for some reason, but most of the blackened metal had faded and been replaced with something closer to a dull bronze. He was also mostly humanoid again, though still too large for his suit to fit completely on his frame.

Akkau had been with them for a while, though he'd excused himself relatively quickly. Cale thought a part of the Headmaster seemed... uncomfortable, perhaps, or guilty? He wasn't sure he was reading it right. Sternkessel had radiated a sort of amused understanding about it, though, so Cale let it go and decided to just enjoy a quiet moment with his favorite professor.

Sternkessel was definitely his favorite professor, he decided. Which had nothing to do with the fact that the man was acting a little bit like a very large cat. He was, at this very moment, curled up in the sun with his head in Cale's lap, rattling in a way reminiscent of a very loud purr.

"You're a lot less upset about this than I expected," Cale commented.

Sternkessel's head tilted in his direction before his shoulders moved in a faint shrug. He gestured in the direction of the Brightscale Academy, then at Cale.

"You're glad you don't have to worry about the academy's problems for the moment, and you trust that I'll fix this?" Cale guessed, and when Sternkessel inclined his head in a nod, Cale chuckled. "Thanks for the vote of confidence, I guess. You still seem... comfortable, though. Not that I want you to be uncomfortable."

Sternkessel nodded once more, then proceeded to sign a rather complicated series of gestures that Cale completely failed to interpret in time.

"Okay, first of all, could you sign this whole time?" Cale asked, shooting Sternkessel a look. "Second, I'm a little rusty in... whichever language it is you just used. Could you repeat that?"

The professor seemed amused, then repeated his words, this time signing a little more deliberately. Cale took a moment to piece together what Sternkessel was saying.

Comfort is relative, Sternkessel signed. While I used to prefer my study, this partial form appears to enjoy warm, soft places with plenty of sunlight. My inhibitions also appear to be significantly lower, or I imagine I would be mortified about most of this.

And to answer your question—yes, but signing is rather taxing in this form. These hands are not made for it. He flexed his claws for emphasis.

Cale snorted a little at that remark. "Well, hopefully you won't be that mortified once we've fixed this, or I'm going to need to convince you it's not a crime to relax," he said, his tone deliberately light. "Do you not take time for yourself?"

Sternkessel pressed a hand to his chest in response, pretending at offense.

Cale laughed. "That's not an answer and you know it," he said, shaking his head. "Guess I'll put kidnapping you on the agenda at some point. Should be an interesting challenge for my apprentices."

Sternkessel radiated a feeling of concern. Cale just grinned without further elaboration, then leaned back to stare at the horizon of the Inverted Spires, watching the sun split across the seams of the sky in silent contentment.

"Are you sure you don't want to head back to the Academy yet?" he asked after a moment. "You seem to be more or less in control now. You don't have to stay alone out here."

There was a flicker of hesitation before Sternkessel reluctantly began to sign his response. I am sure, he indicated. While your potion has returned to me most of my faculties, I do not yet have full control over my magic, and there remain certain... lapses, as we have both observed. I will not risk my students, nor our enemies discovering my current state and speed of recovery.

"And the Observers can't scry into the Inverted Spires now, so this is a pretty safe bet." Cale sounded resigned, mostly because he couldn't help but agree.. Akkau had spent quite a lot of time and had borrowed quite a bit of mana making absolutely sure this place was immune to that sort of scrying—it was already difficult to scry into because of the way space within it was distorted, but the new wards made it virtually impossible.

He might have hated the idea of leaving Sternkessel here, but the plan made sense. Before he could dwell on it further, Sternkessel nudged him, as if knowing what he was thinking and wanting to distract him. I imagine I cannot convince you otherwise, regarding your plans for tonight?

Cale made a face. "Are you still worried about that? I mean, I get why, and playing defensive will still work when it comes to our academy. But that rule doesn't apply to any of the others. The more we mess up the Red Hunters and their plans, the more mistakes they're going to make to try to compensate—and frankly, I think my apprentices and I need the outlet."

Sternkessel radiated disapproval tinged with amusement. He raised his hands to sign out a response, but before he could, his hands fell to his side, and he seemed to go... blank. Cale glanced down at him only to realize that the professor's moment of lucidity appeared to have passed.

He winced. He'd been hoping it would take for longer, this time.

"Lapses" had been underplaying the problem a bit, as much as Cale wanted Sternkessel back in the academy. They were perhaps thirty percent of the way on the road to recovery. It was encouraging, but Cale would have far preferred to deal with the problem in a single step over having to handle all this waiting.

He hated waiting.

Unfortunately, even the best potion he'd been able to conceive in that batch could only partially reverse the effects of Sternkessel's transformation. It restored some of his form and lucidity, but not completely, and each new dose seemed to have something of a diminishing effect. Even before they were done, it was clear that what they had now wouldn't be enough.

Still, Professor Rinkle had apparently been inspired by the idea of using the distortion storm as a liquid base for a potion. She listed about a dozen different ideas, three of which made no sense to Cale and one of which he thought might have caused Orguk to experience an existential crisis. The rest seemed promising, though.

More importantly, even when Sternkessel was in full Greater Indictment mode—that is, entirely reverted to being a creature of pure retribution that had fulfilled its sole purpose—he seemed unwilling to move from his otherwise comfortable position in Cale's lap, so there was clearly something of his professor in there.

Cale very gingerly tried to move. Sternkessel growled at him.

Okay. He was probably stuck here for now.

Hopefully not for too long, though. Cale had plans that night, after all, and he would've hated to miss them.

Fortunately, he didn't.





The moons had begun to rise by the time Cale, Damien, and Leo made their way to Headmaster Akkau's office. Flia had chosen to stay behind, though she seemed rather disappointed to have to do so. She had more to figure out with her fragment of the Leviathan's power, she claimed.

Syphus had mostly just refused to come along because there would be little opportunity for it to fire its new spell cannon, and it had many things it wanted to try. It had promptly sequestered itself away in one of the academy's dueling arenas, dragging an alarmed-looking elf along with it. Apparently some of the elves still owed it money.

Cale figured the three of them would be more than enough, though. It hadn't been hard to adjust his plans to account for that, anyway.

Akkau was thankfully already waiting for them by the time they arrived, though he gave them a stern look as they approached. "You're sure you want to do this?" he asked.

"Not a doubt in my mind," Cale answered easily. Damien and Leo exchanged glances, then nodded.

"Very well." Akkau rubbed at the blackened scale on his wrist in what was apparently a nervous tic. "Then I suppose I will allow this... student exchange program with the Haelforge Academy. Though I remain stunned that their professors agreed to this plan of yours."

"Well, we're only going to be there for a few hours tonight," Cale said cheerfully. "You know, after most of their classes are over and most of the students are asleep."

"Yes," Akkau said dryly. "Thank you for reminding me how difficult it will be to explain why our schools agreed to an exchange program that occurs via [Mass Shadow Teleport] in the middle of the night for the duration of 'a few hours,' as you put it."

"We might need to go back tomorrow night, too. And the night after that if the plan goes long."

"I begin to suspect that you are messing with me," Akkau said, though he seemed more amused than anything else. "How in any of the infernal realms did you convince them to go along with this plan? Haelforge has a reputation for being insistent on handling their own problems; I cannot recall a single time in history that they have ever accepted outside help, even from mages that have impressed them."

"I told them what I was planning," Cale said. "You didn't listen in?"

"You asked me not to." Akkau frowned at him.

Cale blinked. "You listened to me?" he asked, slightly incredulous. "I don't think I've ever actually obeyed when someone told me not to listen in. Though I'll admit I've regretted it sometimes."

Akkau gave him a flat look. "That neither surprises me nor answers my question."

Cale grinned. "Well, I wanted it to be a surprise, and now I'll actually get to pull it off!" he said. "Look, just scry into Haelforge in about thirty minutes. I'm assuming you can get past their wards. It'll be fun for you too, I promise."

Akkau sighed. "I do not know why it continues to surprise me that you can make an ageless immortal being feel their age," he muttered, mostly to himself. "Very well. But you are still technically my apprentice, so if I am not sufficiently entertained, be prepared to do some extra paperwork."

Off to the side, Leo tugged on Damien's arm and leaned down to whisper to him. "Does it ever feel like we're the only ones taking all this seriously?"

"I think it's how they cope?" Damien said hesitantly. "I kind of hope I'm like that some day. It seems more fun than being scared all the time."

Leo opened his mouth to respond, then hesitated.

"...You're right, and I kind of hate that you're right," he grumbled. "I hope Cale's plan is actually good. I can't tell if he's about to prank the Hunters or drown them in a horrifying amount of violence."





Professor Delia had been staunchly against Cale interfering with Haelforge's retribution when the young mage had first suggested it. It didn't matter that he was some absurdly powerful, apparently ancient battlemage she would dearly have loved to spar with: the fact remained that Haelforge's problems were their own, and it was a disgrace to allow outsiders to help with their problems.

Then Cale had explained his plan, and Delia—very reluctantly, and at the urging of her students, all of whom Cale had somehow involved—had been forced to change her mind. She could now conclude that Cale's idea of retribution was both utterly mad and absolutely worth it.

It had taken Haelforge no time at all to identify the Red Hunters in their midst once their presence had been pointed out. Unlike the ones in Brightscale, the Hunters assigned to Haelforge had grown complacent and overconfident. They no longer scanned for changes to the wards, simply because Haelforge never changed those wards. They were a known quantity, and their weaknesses were obvious.

Until they weren't.

Their lack of interest in wards did not mean they had no mages capable of casting them, and while the Hunters at Brightscale Academy were wreathed in all kinds of forbidden magic to hide from the terrifying variety of scryers there, the Hunters at Haelforge Academy were not.

All it took was a simple modification, and suddenly the Haelforge professors had a list of the Red Hunters stationed at their school, where they were stationed, and which students they had visited in the past week. Delia doubted it was a perfectly comprehensive list, but it was enough to get started.

The plan before Cale had been simple: they would round up every Hunter they knew was involved and destroy them in single-handed combat. Repeatedly. When Delia explained this to Cale, however, he just gave her an incredulous look and then proposed something so radically different she'd assumed at first that he was joking.

He was not.

The idea of subterfuge rankled against Delia's instincts, but she had to admit, in this one case, it made a lot of sense. Besides, the look on the Red Hunters' faces would be worth it.

Also they still got to fight, which was important. Maybe this Cale understood the Haelforge way after all. He had destroyed the Firestorm Scale, which would have been a feat worthy enough to put him in the upper ranks of their students if it hadn't also technically been blasphemy.

She wondered briefly if she could poach Cale for Haelforge. Probably not, but she was kind of tempted to try.





Dekora—celebrated Red Hunter and newly minted third-cloak archmage currently masquerading as one of Haelforge Academy's students—did a double-take when she saw Kessi walking around the campus like nothing had happened.

The first thing she did was double-check her link with her Observer, who told her that he'd observed nothing unusual and that everything had proceeded as planned. There were some logistical problems that her handlers would be dealing with on the political end of things, but she didn't need to know what they were.

It infuriated Dekora. She'd earned her third cloak. What was the point in continuing to keep these secrets from her? She should have been promoted into the Hunters' inner circle by now, not pottering around pretending to be a student.

And besides that, nothing unusual her ass! Kessi should have been fighting off the worst of the shimmerdust poisoning. What was she doing just walking around? For that matter, the whole of the Illwyld continent should have been talking about the destruction of the Elemental Shrine of Fire and the raging elemental that had resulted—what did her Observer mean, everything had proceeded as planned?

Dekora was going to have to give him a piece of her mind the next time she visited the Watchful Hive. She didn't care what her handlers said or thought. The whole point of the Observers was that they were there to serve and give them the information they needed. What was their use if they couldn't answer a simple question about what happened?

Clearly, considering Kessi was just walking around and hadn't been arrested or killed, she hadn't managed to corrupt the Firestorm Scale. That was not "according to plan" by any interpretation.

Unless...

Unless the professors were trying to hide what had happened. Dekora snapped her fingers, ignoring the way a few of the students roaming around gave her a puzzled look. They would try to hide it, wouldn't they? Their favored student accidentally killing off an entire class would destroy their reputations, so of course they would. And it was exactly the type of thing the inner circle of Hunters would want to spin into a story.

Come to think of it, she hadn't seen any of Kessi's classmates around, and this explained why. They must all have been dead or horribly injured.

Dekora's disgust grew. Waiting for a story seemed pointless. And why would the Haelforge professors hide the actions of a wild mage when it led to so much death? Their ridiculous sympathy for them knew no bounds, clearly.

Fine. If the professors wouldn't expose her and her handlers wanted to wait, she'd simply have to prove herself. She was fully capable of spinning the story without needing assistance, and she certainly didn't need anyone to do it for her. She would prove she belonged in that inner circle.

"Kessi!" Dekora faked her enthusiasm as she waved at her fellow student. "I was wondering where you've been! Are you alright? I haven't seen anyone from Fire Resonance since you had the class."

"O-oh." Kessi flinched slightly, and something within Dekora snarled in vicious satisfaction at the sight. "I'm fine. Class was fine. Everyone's just... busy, is all."

"Are they?" Dekora put on a look of false sympathy, then placed an arm around Kessi's shoulders. "What are they busy with? I was hoping to get Caea to help me with a project."

"They all managed to rank up their fire resonance several times," Kessi said, sighing. "I didn't get any, though."

What?

"What?" Dekora said. "What do you mean, they ranked up their fire resonance?"

"You wouldn't believe it, but when I touched the Firestorm Scale, I accidentally summoned Vesuvius," Kessi whispered nervously. "And he was grateful. He gave us all blessings. Except me, for some reason? He said I wasn't compatible."

What? No. Kessi had an inverted summoning aspect; she should have summoned a rampaging monster, not a nice elemental god. Besides, her Observer had said everything went as planned, so she had to be lying.

"Are you sure?" Dekora asked. Kessi gave her a strange look.

"What do you mean, am I sure? I was there," she said. "You can ask Vesuvius yourself, if you want. He's visiting. The rest of the class is with him." Kessi jerked a thumb at a nearby classroom, and Dekora whirled around, hurrying to the class without bothering with a response.

Again, what?

When she threw open the door, she saw what was clearly an inverted aspect summon—a creature made of darkness instead of the merry fire that might have been expected from an elemental god of fire. It stood there in eerie silence, with the rest of Kessi's class chatting animatedly amongst themselves, like they weren't standing with a monster.

And it was a monster. She could see it. Every time the flame flickered, she saw the decaying bodies of everyone she'd loved, everyone she'd lost—

"What's the matter, Dekora?" Kessi asked, having rushed after her. She sounded concerned. "Are you alright?"

Everyone she'd killed.

"What are you doing?" Dekora asked, her voice trembling. "You're supposed to kill them all. Why aren't you killing them all? Why are you just—having a lesson?"

"What are you talking about?" Kessi asked, frowning at her. "What do you mean, kill?"

"If you aren't going to kill them all," Dekora said, her voice getting a little frantic and high-pitched, "I'll just do it myself!"

She was a third-cloak archmage. Some of these Haelforge students were powerful, sure, but they were nothing before an archmage. She could use fire magic to slaughter the lot of them, pin the blame on the elemental and salvage all of this...

Some small part of Dekora's mind screamed at her that something was wrong. Her mana sense was going haywire, buzzing violently to the point where she had to fight her instinct not to flee immediately. She grit her teeth—these were novices. She would be fine.

"I'm going to fix this here and now," she growled, gathering her mana for a [Nova Blast].





Ten minutes later, Dekora staggered down a hallway, singed and bleeding. She couldn't stop panting. One of her horns was chipped, and it was a miracle she'd even managed to find this relatively quiet hallway.

She didn't understand. The students should have run out of mana ages ago, but they were flinging around high-cost spells like they were nothing. Their barriers seemed impenetrable, and every one of them were cackling in glee, like fighting a third-cloak archmage was some sort of exciting after class activity.

As if that wasn't enough, she couldn't even run! She tried. Dekora was no stranger to a strategic retreat, even if running away from novice mages was utterly humiliating. But the school's hallways seemed to twist into a maze, and the corridors she'd once known like the back of her hand now seemed like it was an endless series of forks and twists and turns.

She'd have to report this, she knew. Shame burned in her gut at the thought. The two Hunters that had taken her in and trained her had been so kind. They'd treated her like she was their daughter, and now she was going to disappoint them. The thought made her snarl and slam a fist against the wall.

No. She wouldn't. She was still an archmage. There were other spells she could try. She just needed to gather herself and navigate this stupid fucking maze.

Dekora—celebrated Red Hunter, newly minted third-cloak archmage, and the third minotaur to ever be recruited into the ranks of the Red Hunters—staggered her way further down the hall, her anger slowly growing.

She could do this. She could.
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  Observer #28 was being forced to make decisions.

He hated making decisions. He wasn't built for decisions. His purpose was simple: he was to observe the Red Hunters under his care, which in this case was one Dekora Filtrop, the minotaur that had been personally recommended for their ranks by Mr. and Mrs. Telwis. They were among the Commander's most reliable Hunters and had proven their loyalty time and time again, so a direct recommendation from them meant special consideration.

Which was how Observer #28 had ended up assigned to the very specific task of observing Dekora's growth as both a mage and a Hunter. It was a pleasant enough task—unlike many of the other Observers, he didn't need to concern himself much with things like activating spellslates or reporting a detailed account of events to the Commander.

Not that he couldn't. He was, technically, supposed to do those things if the situation called for it. But Dekora was a good Hunter, by all accounts, and had never gotten herself into one of those situations. Her only flaw was that she was more impulsive than most, a little prone to making snap decisions without consulting with the Hunters in charge.

But that was all mostly a result of her ambition. She was driven to prove herself, for whatever reason, and her drive to succeed had allowed her to move through the ranks and improve as an archmage far more quickly than the majority of her peers. It had taken her only two years to reach the third-cloak mark as an archmage, a ludicrous speed for just about anyone else.

That particular accomplishment had marked her as a potential candidate for the upper echelons of the Red Hunters, in fact. Observer #28 knew this because the moment she achieved it, he had received orders to begin taking notes not just on her magical progress but on her loyalty. He was instructed to keep an eye on her musings, her tendencies, how capable she was at adapting when a plan went awry...

And so far, Dekora had passed those tests with flying colors. She did act without orders, but she did so only when she was certain it wouldn't compromise the Red Hunter cause. On the few occasions where something went wrong, she didn't hesitate to risk herself to ensure that their plans remained secret.

Until today, apparently. Which meant Observer #28 had to make a decision, and he hated making decisions.

It was likely that Dekora was under some sort of mental compulsion. It was the first thing he checked for the moment she began acting erratic—he tapped into his link with his ichorworm and channeled a basic set of analytical scrying spells, examining the state of her mana core and the mana fluctuations around her.

Sure enough, there was something there. It was vague and ill-defined even to his scrying senses, which was unusual; his spells were normally more than capable of identifying even high-tier compulsions. He knew it was there, but it was about all he knew.

Few things could escape the sight of an Observer of the Watchful Hive. That alone warranted reporting. Perhaps if he reported it now, someone else would be assigned to this task, and he would have to worry less about making decisions...

The buzzing in his head grew.

No go, then. Observer #28 had long grown used to the Broodmother's commands, and he had long stopped fighting against them. There wasn't much point. This, at least, was a simple order: keep observing and uncover the cause of this. The Watchful Hive did not provide incomplete reports.

Observer #28 considered again everything he had observed since the moment this incident began.

Dekora had approached Kessi to find out what happened during their Fire Resonance class. That alone wasn't unusual; Dekora had a tendency to try to learn even information that the other Hunters deliberately kept from her. It was one of her flaws, but she never used that information against them, only to further their cause.

Observer #28 didn't particularly understand it. He was happy to follow orders, and if he was told something, he simply followed along. He had done exactly as such when Observer #27 informed him that everything had proceeded as planned with the Fire Resonance class, excepting a minor hiccup that the Commander would personally deal with.

Apparently, Dekora did not find that answer satisfactory. She pried the truth out of Kessi with a fake smile and some excuse about working together with her classmates. Kessi claimed that there had been some sort of accident during Fire Resonance and that her fellow students were in the infirmary.

Observer #28 prompted his ichorworm to fly over to the infirmary in question. It seemed true enough. Many of the Fire Resonance students were lying in beds, badly burned and sustained by flickering life wards. Some of the beds were conspicuously empty, presumably because those students had died in the initial accident.

Truthfully, Observer #28 was surprised that this many students had survived to begin with. Perhaps the Brightscale professors were even more competent than they thought—he was aware, at least, that the team at that academy was apparently having trouble.

That was none of his concern, however. He went back to his internal review. Kessi had claimed that Professor Delia was in one of the nearby classrooms, conducting a class as if nothing had happened. This seemed to have enraged Dekora, who charged straight into the classroom to demand answers...

Observer #28 was briefly distracted by the sight of the classroom. There were multiple professors in there, for one thing, and while the buzzing in his head had killed most of his desire, he couldn't help but notice that all of them were abnormally attractive. Had they always been that way?

He couldn't really dwell on it, because that was the point at which things had started going wrong.

Dekora's sudden declaration that the professor was supposed to kill her students, for one thing. The explosive rage that seemed to overcome her as she went on the offensive with a [Nova Blast], of all things. That was not a spell she was authorized to cast on school grounds. Not only would it immediately expose her as an archmage, it would destroy half the school with it.

Except it hadn't. The spell was far weaker than it should have been, for some reason. Observer #28 frowned. Was she weakening as an archmage? That seemed unlikely. An archmage did not just lose their power.

Not most of the time, anyway. There were exceptions. Infernal deals, for instance, could grant an archmage accelerated growth but often at great cost. Had Dekora accepted such a deal? That seemed impossible—he'd been watching her for the past two years, and such a deal often left marks that could be identified via the scrying spells he used...

Observer #28 frowned and marked it down as a possibility, just in case. Then he went back to observing, though there wasn't much to observe. For some reason, Dekora was running in circles down the academy halls, dodging first- and second-tier spells like they were death spells targeting her. She seemed panicked, near hysterical.

A small part of him, beneath the buzzing of the Broodmother, was tempted to laugh. He didn't, of course. Such a thing would have been treason.

But never in his life would he have imagined he would watch Dekora getting her ass kicked by a bunch of first year academy students, Haelforge or not. After all the atrocities he'd watched her commit over the past two years, a small part of him couldn't help but feel the smallest twinge of satisfaction.

His head buzzed again, distinctly uncomfortable, and Observer #28 went back to work. There was more he still had to do, after all. He carefully cast another array of spells, this time a more advanced array designed to analyze and interpret the mana signatures in the Haelforge Academy and especially around Dekora.

This was very likely a result of enemy action—and not action by the Haelforge Academy, considering they despised this type of subterfuge. More likely a sponsor of some sort, perhaps one of the Named or another great power that had decided to interfere with the Red Hunters and their mission for one reason or another. And if that was the case, then identifying which power had involved themselves was now an immediate priority.

The buzzing in his head lessened a bit, and Observer #28 was very careful not to sigh with relief.

Then he straightened as the new scrying array took effect. The Haelforge Academy took on a distinct, dizzying set of colors, each one a representation of one of the many mana aspects that made up the academy's mana signature, but one of them in particular didn't look like it belonged. It lingered around Dekora like a fog that dimmed all the magic around it.

What in the eight infernal realms was that? It didn't look like infernal magic. It didn't look like anything else he recognized, either. Observer #28 frowned and carefully brought his ichorworm closer.

That fog was originating from somewhere. It echoed through the mana of the Haelforge Academy, bouncing around in a way that made it difficult to track. Observer #28 tried to follow it, but even the attempt made his head pound and drained his mana much faster than it should have—

—a rough, angry buzzing in his head, and Observer #28 shuddered. The natural resistance any mage had to spending all of their mana suddenly fell slack, and he felt himself expending more and more just to trace the source of this.

Too much. The magic was beginning to eat into his life force.

The Broodmother didn't care.

He gasped, staggering, as his ichorworm finally burst into what appeared to be Professor Delia's office and the drain on his mana core when slack. He ached in a way that felt utterly wrong. Any other mage, he knew, would have been unconscious by now.

But his connection with the Watchful Hive sustained him. He had to continue watching, after all. He had to observe and report.

The contract on Professor Delia's desk pulsed, bleeding red into the world even through his scryer's vision. Even looking at it through the vision made him nauseous—it was like the contract itself was a violation of the world's natural laws. It reminded him vaguely of the Watchful Hive.

Was this another Red Relic? It couldn't be. No one else had access to their relics.

And yet...

It didn't matter. Observer #28's duty was observation, not coming to conclusions. He had been worried before about making the decision to extract Dekora, but it was clear that whatever this was, it was far more important.

The Commander would want to see this memory personally.





Cale was, all in all, pretty satisfied with how things were going. It was always nice when things went exactly according to plan. Some elements of it he couldn't be sure of—the Observers were in no way guaranteed to do as he hoped, though he was hoping Serof's false report would make it through before the mothfolk man was cut out of the network—but that was just the nature of the thing.

Plus the Haelforge professors looked like they were having fun. Professor Delia looked incredibly proud of her students and was letting out the occasional whoop whenever her scrying spell showed her yet another novel combination of battle spells being used to put a literal archmage on the run. She was grinning so hard, in fact, that Cale thought that grin might end up permanently etched onto her stone.

Meanwhile, Professor Trilia seemed to be lost in a world of her own, smiling blissfully as she manipulated a grand array of illusory spells. It was pretty impressive, frankly. When Cale had proposed interfering with the Observers' scrying using an etherite fragment, he hadn't expected one of the Haelforge professors to dabble in illusions as a hobby.

Apparently, "dabble in illusions" in this case meant she was absolutely obsessed with them. Cale didn't bother asking her why, but it didn't escape his notice that every time a professor was introduced as part of one of her illusions they were invariably ridiculously hot.

He coughed, then turned his attention elsewhere. Best not to dwell on Trilia's hobbies. There were more important things to worry about, anyway.

Like Leo. The minotaur wore a complicated sort of expression even as he wove labyrinth magic around Dekora, forcing her to navigate a labyrinth of her own perception. Cale had been least certain about this part of the plan, but Dekora was something of an unknown quantity, and as an archmage, her barriers and defenses were likely to be complex and difficult to bypass.

Fortunately, she was also a minotaur, which meant she had a weakness that had been imposed upon her by one of the Named—Asterion himself. Cale had to shudder when he saw the Impetus descending down on her, moving through her barriers like they weren't even there. And the speed at which it happened...

"Leo, are you sure you're comfortable with this?" Cale asked, watching his apprentice closely.

Leo's shoulders tensed, and he let out a shuddering breath before he answered. "With what they did to Professor Sternkessel, this is kinder than they deserve. You don't have to keep asking me that."

"That's part of why we're doing this, but it's not the only reason," Cale reminded him. "If it ever gets too much for you, we can find another way—"

"It's not," Leo insisted. "I can do this. I'm supposed to get used to my labyrinth mana anyway, aren't I? When else am I going to get the chance to use it like this?"

"Probably in the labyrinth magically tied to our dorm room." Cale answered dryly.

"Cale's just worried about you," Damien spoke up, scratching at the professor's robe he was wearing. It was a little oversized on him, but only because the minor size charm on him had worn off. Cale had personally been delighted to see how well his apprentice managed to play as a falsely corrupted fire god, even if the acting hadn't been necessary, in the end. "I am too. You started looking upset ever since we saw Dekora."

"I—" Leo started before interrupting himself and letting out a frustrated growl. "You two aren't going to let this go, are you?"

"I'm not!" Cale said cheerfully. Damien just shook his head, looking worried for his friend.

"Fine," Leo said. "Fine! It's—it's not the labyrinth magic. Yeah, it's kind of messed up and whatever to do that to her when I've been avoiding it all my life, but I'm not going to feel bad for someone who tried to get a whole class of students killed. If this is the way we gotta do it, then it's the way we gotta do it."

"But?" Damien prompted.

Leo exhaled, dragging a hand down his face. "You're worried because I look like I want her to suffer even more."

Cale shrugged. "I mean, I wouldn't have put it like that, but yes. Not that I have anything against messing with the Red Hunters. I'm the one who came up with this whole plan."

"It looks personal," Damien said quietly.

"It is," Leo muttered. "She has—I didn't notice it before, but she's got—Dammit, this shouldn't be this hard to say."

He took a deep breath. "My family sigil is sewn into her pack. Hand sewn. She casts the way my parents used to teach me to cast. I think they're—they must be teaching her. In the Red Hunters, I mean."

"...Ah." Cale frowned, and Damien went right up to Leo to give him a firm hug. The minotaur stiffened a bit at the contact before forcing himself to relax.

"So yeah," Leo said. "It's not the labyrinth magic that's bothering me, it's just... everything else about her. Everything else she implies. Can we just talk about this later? I don't... I don't want to think about it right now. And we still have to finish dealing with her, then deal with the rest of the Red Hunters, and I can't do that while I'm thinking about this."

Cale glanced at Damien, who nodded. "Sure," he said easily. "Want to hear the rest of the plan instead?"

"Yes," Leo said immediately. "You've been keeping it a secret. Spill. What's this big final part of your plan?"

Cale grinned. "Well, my first hope is that the Observer on duty just assumes Dekora made some kind of infernal deal for power, which would explain why her apparent power drops so much." He inclined his head toward Professor Trilia, who was in the process of performing a fascinating impression of a gasping fish. Presumably, that was part of another illusory spell. "But I'm betting they'll keep chasing because they know there's a—whoops, hold on."

The artifact he was holding had cracked. Cale tossed it into a nearby sack with all the other mana channeling relics he'd been using to share his power with the Haelforge students and professors, then picked up a new one. This was by far the most expensive part of the operation, apparently, but the Haelforge professors hadn't even hesitated when they heard the offer. It wasn't every day you got to practice with virtually no mana limit, after all.

"Anyway," Cale said. "I'm pretty sure they're going to try to figure out the real reason Dekora's all messed up, so they're going to chase the trail we planted."

"Which is?" Leo asked impatiently.

"Well, thanks to Serof, we know about the Red Relics," Cale said, leaning back in his seat and tossing the mana channeler up and down in the air. Delia paused her cheering to give him a mortified look, which he ignored. "And we know whoever's running the Red Hunters has some experience with the Great Realms. You don't forge artifacts using Abyssal power unless you've been around a few of them."

Damien's brow furrowed. "So you're... doing something only someone who has been around the Great Realms will recognize?" he asked hesitantly.

Cale beamed at him. "Exactly! One point for you."

Leo sputtered. "When did you start assigning us points? How many points do I have?"

Cale continued beaming. "In any case," he said. "Here's something interesting about dark lords. You'll want your notebook for this one, Leo."

He waited for Leo to pull out his notebook, then spoke. "A dark lord is an intrinsic fact of any universe that has developed at least one divine power," he said. "They are an ontological reality. A response, if you will, to the divine. Where they exist, they corrupt everything the divines sustain. That might include any holy magic used to keep people alive, and on Utelia, it would include..."

Cale paused, waiting.

"The Gift," Leo said, suddenly straightening. "That's why no one ever comes back from the Corrupted Lands. The Gift doesn't work there?"

"Probably! Not like I've been there to check. But you've got the gist of it." Cale tapped his fingers briefly on the mana channeler, thinking. "That's not really the important bit, but I figured you might want to be aware in case you ever end up there. The important bit is that dark lords as a whole have access to certain types of magic no other mage is supposed to be able to cast. It comes with the whole ontological opposition thing. If you haven't been to more than one Great Realm, it would probably be difficult to recognize as something specific to a dark lord, but if you have?"

Cale smirked, then tossed the mana channeler straight at Leo, who yelped and tried to catch it, nearly breaking it in the process. "It would stick out like a sore thumb," he finished.

"Don't just throw fragile expensive artifacts at me!" Leo said, looking like he'd just experienced a heart attack. He deposited it reverently back into Cale's hands. "And are you saying you're setting the Red Hunters up against the dark lord? Because I can't decide if I should be impressed or worried."

Damien, for his part, raised a hand. "Also, how do you even know how to do dark lord magic?"

"Stop raising your hand for questions!" Cale said, exasperated. "And because I've been one, obviously."

There was complete silence. Damien and Leo both stared at him.

"What? I've been around!" Cale folded his arms over his chest defensively. "It's not like all dark lords are evil, you know."
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  "I'm afraid you have the wrong person," Professor Aurs said as politely as he could, trying to hide the fact that his heart was pounding. He folded his hands delicately behind his back in the way he imagined a proper elven professor would, then did his best to quell the nervous tic that made his ears twitch every few seconds. He was pretty sure he was screwed. Why had he even agreed to this assignment?

His students just stared disbelievingly at him. Aurs's gaze flicked to the very unconscious Dekora that they were dragging along with them. He cleared his throat nervously. "R-really, now," he managed. "I may be new to this academy, but that is no reason to suspect me as part of this... absurd and convoluted scheme. I must insist that you perform a more thorough investigation."

"We could investigate your skull after we crack it open," Caea suggested, making Aurs flinch. Oh, by the infernal realms, he wasn't even sure she was joking. She'd brought her skull collection along with her into his class. More than once!

Not for the first time, he considered casting some sort of spell to get himself out of this situation. Given what they'd apparently been able to do with the very decorated archmage that was Dekora Telwis, however, he was pretty sure he would just be destroyed. Better to play the few cards he had than to instigate a fight.

Because he'd been in Haelforge Academy for a grand total of three months, and he was well aware of exactly what Haelforge students could do when they got themselves into a fight. The academy's reputation for being battle-obsessed was not only true but outright understated; the number of times he'd been forced to indulge in duels with students alone—

—and the number of times he'd lost those duels, for that matter! Aurs had never questioned his own proficiency with magic until he was assigned here as a substitute professor. He was, for all intents and purposes, better at every conceivable class of magic than their students. His spells were more powerful, he cast them more quickly, and he was the very model of a perfect, albeit new archmage.

Somehow his students managed to find creatively humiliating ways to win their duels with him anyway. Usually, this involved some unexpected combination of spells he wasn't prepared for. Never in his life would Aurs have imagined a mundane knocking spell could be weaponized, and yet he had been soundly defeated by one.

Twice.

Suffice to say his ego had been well and truly demolished within the first month of his time at Haelforge Academy. So demolished, in fact, that he'd considered handing in his resignation with the Red Hunters and just enrolling in Haelforge as a student. He had quite clearly misjudged how beneficial joining them would be.

Of course, simply resigning wasn't really an option when it came to the Red Hunters, which was why he hadn't yet. A decision he was starting to regret, because he was reasonably certain that whatever his students came up with to punish him was going to be decidedly worse than whatever the Red Hunters would have done.

At least it would be deserved, though. Aurs winced slightly at the intrusive thought. He should have known better than to underestimate his students; no doubt they had somehow survived the summoning, and that would explain their anger. They did not appreciate it when someone messed with one of their own.

"What, do you really have nothing else to say?" Caea asked, twirling her daggers. Their edges were gleaming with magic—Aurs knew from experience exactly how sharp they were—and from the savage grin she was wearing, she had no interest in holding back. "We have all the evidence we need. There's nothing to investigate. Dekora already told us you were working with her."

"I—Well—" Professor Aurs faltered a bit at that revelation. Dekora had given him up? She was the one constantly preaching about the necessity of absolute loyalty to the Hunters! "How do you know she wasn't lying? Perhaps she simply wanted to weaken Haelforge by instilling distrust for its professors!"

One of the other students snorted. "That would require us to have trusted you in the first place, and you're a terrible actor. We knew something was up from day one."

"Why do you think we kept hounding you for duels?" Another one quipped.

Aurs's face fell. "W-what's that supposed to mean?" he protested. "I came recommended by the Brightgrove elves themselves! I should imagine I would be among the most trustworthy of the faculty!"

Almost as soon as the words left his mouth, Aurs cringed internally. That was not the most convincing argument he could have given. The Haelforge students had no particular reason to trust the Brightgrove elves, and the recommendation had been faked to begin with. He just didn't have anything else going for him.

 "Right," Caea said, unimpressed. "A non-Brightgrove elf, recommended by the Brightgroves, who have been staunch and reliable allies of Haelforge—nope, just checked, they're a random group of elves we don't care about and you keep muttering to yourself every time you think you're alone."

"I do not!" Aurs protested. Did he? Now that he thought about it, maybe he did. He had a habit of pacing in corners and muttering. "A-and how do you know I'm not a Brightgrove?"

"You don't have one of their stupid elf names," Caea said. Aurs opened his mouth to reply, then closed it again. He had nothing to say to that. "Look, prof, are we really doing this? I'd like to get to the fighting already, and you aren't even trying to defend yourself. This is boring."

"Look, I can't just... this isn't..." Aurs gave up mid-sentence. This was pointless. But he was being watched, he couldn't just explain who he was! The Observers were always there. It was a fact of being a Red Hunter, and it was why he'd never once been able to step out of line, no matter how much he hated that stupidly hypocritcal plan with Kessi. "I need to cast a spell," he said. "Please don't kill me."

With that, he started waving his hands around, making sure to use grand, exaggerated movements. That way his students would see that he was creating an obfuscation ward and not just trying to kill them all. Aurs had no idea if this ward had the power to repel the Observers and their sight, but it was the best he could do if he wanted to preserve his own life.

He was kind of stuck between a rock and a hard place, here. Except the rock was the Commander , who was very far away, and the hard place was a terrifying serpentfolk woman who had once shown him her collection of elf ears.

Aurs liked his ears. No matter how much they kept betraying him. He was disinclined to test Caea's patience, or that of any of his other students. Why had he ever agreed to come to Haelforge?

Also, why did he still want to enroll as a student here? There had to be something wrong with his brain. Aurs decided he would need to see some sort of healer if he survived this.

"Look," he said desperately as soon as the obfuscation ward settled around them. "I'm under watch, I can't just say things. But yes, you're right, but in my defense, I wanted to resign! But the Red Hunters don't look very kindly at people that try to leave them, okay?"

Caea looked distinctly unimpressed. "You wanted to resign," she said flatly.

"It's not like I belong here!" he said, his tone pleading. "I mean, I thought I did, but then I started losing to Haelforge students in my first week here. And that was before you figured out how to do... that." He gestured to Dekora's unconscious body. "Please don't kill me. Or beat me up. I'll work with you! I swear I never wanted it to get this far."

His students glanced at each other. Caea made a face. "I was kind of hoping the whole cowardly incompetence thing was an act," she grunted, crossing her arms and lowering her daggers slightly.

"I am not a coward!" Aurs protested. "Or incompetent. You are just astonishingly good at weaponizing things that should never be weaponized, and I am astonishingly bad at defending against this."

"Sounds like incompetence to me," Caea said. Aurs's face fell. "Why did you join the Red Hunters, then, coward?"

"It was—it was the practical thing to do," Aurs mumbled, and when Caea gave him a disbelieving look, he groaned. "It was! Have you seen the kind of artifacts and magic they have access to? It's beyond what any academic fund would allow! Mages with access to their resources grow a whole forty percent faster than their peers!"

"And that forty percent has gotten you so far you lose duels to first-year Haelforge students," Caea said.

"I—that is not—I do perfectly well in a fair duel," Aurs blustered for a moment, and when Caea just raised an eyebrow at him, he slumped. "Yes, I recognize now that there is more to magic than its theoretically perfect application. You all taught me a very thorough lesson in that. Multiple times. I also recognize now that I failed to account for the political position the Red Hunters occupied and the assignments they would likely send me on. But I regret it. Truly. I would leave them, but they would kill me for it, so maybe I can just... pretend to work with them? Give you information on the side?"

He gave his students a hopeful smile. "I could even warn you the next time we try to poison your food or something! I was always against—"

Aurs faltered, sensing he'd said something wrong, because every student's expression darkened as soon as he said those words. Caea slithered toward him, brandishing one of her daggers and pressing the tip of it just beneath his chin.

"An interesting proposition," she said, her voice sweet. "Am I to understand, then, that you were part of that poisoning?"

Aurs swallowed. "No?" he tried. "No, I mean—I knew about it, but I didn't approve of it, and Dekora didn't trust anyone else to do it because the dose was too important to mess up—"

"Hm," Caea said. She hummed thoughtfully, then glanced at the rest of the students, who had all visibly relaxed... somewhat. "Oh, very well. The rest of you, please get Dekora to the professors for containment. I need to have a few extra words with the professor."

The rest of the students glanced at each other, shrugged, and then promptly left the room, bringing Dekora with them. Aurs held his breath until they left, then breathed a sigh of relief. "Thank you," he said. "I promise, you won't regret this—"

Caea pressed a dagger into his hand, and Aurs froze.

"Oh, don't worry," she chuckled. "I accept your offer. I'm sure we could use someone on the inside. Can't let Brightscale outdo us, you know? It's just... you knew Kessi would be poisoned and said nothing about it, and I'm afraid I can't just let that go."

She smiled a terrifyingly sweet smile. "But I'll let you off light. We'll just go for a few rounds, how about that? Daggers and first-tier spells only."

"A few rounds?" Aurs managed. He'd duelled with Caea under these same rules before. A single round with her promised bruises for days. He still hadn't figured out how she knew to cut through the weak points in his barriers, and he was pretty sure this wasn't going to be when he found out.

"You would have let Kessi take the blame," Caea said, and for the first time Aurs caught a glimpse of how angry she truly was. "And the rest of us would have died. You're getting off light, even if you didn't technically participate."

"I..."

What could he say to that? She was right. He'd known about the plan, and even if he disapproved, he hadn't done a thing to stop it. If not for this, he would have continued going along with it, too. For the first time, Aurs thought he understood how some of the other Hunters fell in so deep. If his own ego hadn't been repeatedly shattered when he'd arrived at Haelforge, where would he be now?

"I'm sorry," Aurs said quietly. "I know that's not enough, but I am."

Caea snorted. "Yeah. Funny thing is, I actually believe you, which is why you're getting off lighter than the others. Now get ready, will you?"

Aurs nodded. He slowly, hesitantly brought up the dagger he'd been given, trying to ignore the way his hands were trembling.

Caea grinned. "Good," she said.

Then she leapt at him, and her—were her teeth multiplying? When had she learned a spell like that?

Aurs dropped the dagger and let out a high-pitched scream, which was not what he'd intended to do. It also did nothing to stop Caea.

And that was just the first round.





Cale was pleased. That was two out of the four Red Hunters stationed at Haelforge dealt with. The other two were likely to be a little trickier, but not so much that he expected it to be a problem, which was why he was now wandering the hallways of the Haelforge Academy with Leo and Damien in tow.

"Um," Damien said. "Are you sure we should leave them? Shouldn't we, I don't know... supervise or something?"

"Why? They've got all my mana," Cale said, swinging around the mana channeler he'd brought along with him. Leo was carrying an entire sack of them, mostly because he was the only one in the group that could actually carry them all. "Least they could do is let us explore the place."

"Why do we want to explore the place, again?" Leo grumbled. "I thought we were here to make the Red Hunters pay for what they did."

"And we did," Cale said cheerfully. "That's about enough of that, I think. I try to be pretty careful with how much time I spend on that kind of thing. There was this time I spent two years making this one mage miserable, and you know what I found out afterward?"

"What?" Leo asked.

"I missed a major discovery in baking magic," Cale said. "It was the first one in decades, too! I'm still upset about it. Anyway, all that fighting made me notice that the mana flow in the academy is weird, and that's what I've decided I'm interested in right now."

Leo stared at him.

Damien, on the other hand, nodded like all of this made perfect sense. "What's weird about it?" he asked instead.

"Normally, mana collects at different focal points within a magic academy, creating manifestations like secret passages and the like," Cale explained. "The mana in this academy is pretending to do the same thing, but it's crossing paths with itself a lot and creating a whole different set of focal points. It's the type of thing that wouldn't normally be noticeable if you weren't mapping out the mana flow or, say, powering a group of first-year students with infinite mana for spells."

At this, Leo seemed reluctantly interested. "So what does that mean for Haelforge, exactly?"

"For Haelforge, nothing much," Cale answered. "This type of focal point doesn't create a manifestation. It does the inverse—creates a sort of distorted echo of a past event. Kinda like the kind of scrying spell that lets you look into the past, but without the spell!"

"Oh." Leo blinked. "And why do we want this, exactly?"

"Aren't you curious about how a bunch of first-years beat an archmage?" Cale beamed. "I expect both of you to take notes, by the way."
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  Cale went straight for what he knew to be the classroom where Professor Aurs held his Household Magic class. Interestingly enough, there was a rather strong intersection of mana right in the center of the classroom, which was unusual.

Then again, mana flow intersections like these were unusual to begin with. Cale hadn't said anything about it so as to not alarm either of his apprentices, but ambient mana didn't typically behave like this. It was why he was interested in investigating to begin with. Mana tended to move in a way that minimized the amount of energy it had to expend; it flowed around itself as much as it could, creating something akin to a tapestry woven through time.

They almost never crossed into themselves in artificial patterns like what he was seeing here. It wasn't obvious, since none of the mana flows were ever active at the same time, but there was a subtle change in their curvature, like something was drawing the mana here rather than allowing it to flow naturally.

Cale was pretty sure this meant something. The intersections of mana all coincided with places they knew the Red Hunters tended to frequent, which meant it likely had something to do with a kind of magic they used. Perhaps an artifact? Serof had mentioned something about spellslates, now that he thought about it, though he didn't know where they were buried. If he could uncover any of them for study—

"Uh, Cale?" Leo gestured at the empty classroom around them. "What are we supposed to do now? All I see is an empty classroom."

Cale blinked. "Oh, right," he said. He reached out and pulsed a burst of mana directly into the center of the focal point he'd sensed, and he watched as the world around them seemed to crack in response. Damien and Leo both took a step back as a jagged line began to spread through the air.

"Is that... supposed to happen?" Damien asked nervously.

"Hm? Oh, yeah, it's fine," Cale said absently, looking around. It felt almost like he'd sensed something responding to him in that brief moment he'd cracked open the locus... but whatever it was, it disappeared just as quickly.

Strange. That didn't feel anything like a spellslate.

It felt like something alive.

He frowned to himself as the crack slowly spread through the air. Mana poured through the rift—his own mana, really, embedded into the locus as a kind of fuel—and settled into the classroom, shaping itself in a facsimilie of what appeared to be one of Professor Aurs's first classes.

"We should probably find a seat," Cale remarked while Damien and Leo stared on in awe. "Pretty sure this one's going to be a while."





Cale, Leo, and Damien soon found themselves seated at the back of the classroom, watching the echo of Professor Aurs's first class with interest.

Well, Cale was watching it with interest, anyway. Damien and Leo seemed to be more preoccupied by the ghostly apparitions surrounding them, which was probably fair.

"How did you even do this?" Leo breathed. "Would it work in Brightscale?"

"Technically," Cale said with a shrug. "If the mana flows cross in the right way. But like I said, this sort of thing doesn't happen all that often. You basically need to feed a pulse of mana into the core of the intersection, wherever it's strongest."

He was sort of understating it, really. It needed to be a rapid pulse, or it would simply emerge as a standard mana pulse; something about the speed allowed it to pierce what Cale thought of as the so-called veil that hung over most realms, thus feeding into the intersection like it was a spell construct.

"This is actually a phenomenon I discovered myself, if you can believe it," Cale added with a whisper. "It was, I dunno, a hundred or so lives back? I noticed that there mana flow intersections in this warehouse looked a lot like the spell construct for a memory spell. I figured it couldn't hurt to just inject mana into it, so I did!"

"And... it worked?" Leo asked disbelievingly.

"Well, not at first," Cale admitted. "It took a while to figure out the technique. Needs to be a really fast burst of mana, or it just kind of explodes like a regular mana blast. I know this because I accidentally blew up the warehouse it was in."

"Of course you did," Leo muttered.

"Also, I think I might have glassed most of the desert behind it," Cale said. "I think they turned it into a tourist attraction, though, so that ended pretty well! Plus I figured out the murderer with the mana echo."

"The what?" Damien asked.

"The murderer," Cale said. "It was an investigation thing. We were trying to figure out who killed the warehouse manager."

"And you decided to solve it by blowing up the warehouse?" Leo sounded utterly scandalized.

"It was an accident!" Cale protested. "Besides, it worked. And also that was a hundred lives ago. I wouldn't make that mistake again. Case in point: this classroom is perfectly intact."

"He has a point," Damien said.

Leo groaned. "Don't side with him," the minotaur grumbled. "If we let ourselves get used to his nonsense we're going to end up accidentally destroying half of Orstrahl the next time we visit—Cale."

"What?" Cale asked innocently.

"You look like you're thinking about it." Leo narrowed his eyes. "Cale, do not destroy half of Orstrahl."

"I would never!" Cale protested. He paused for a moment, then continued: "We'd end up catching too many innocents in the crossfire, so if we were going to, which I'm not saying we will, we'd have to trigger some sort of mass teleportation spell first to get everyone to safety. Then we need to make sure it's mostly the infrastructure that supports the Red Hunters that gets destroyed instead of people's homes, and—"

"You have thought far too much about this for me to not be concerned," Leo grumbled.

"I'm just being responsible," Cale said. "Thinking about this is what responsible people do. What if I get the chance to blow up half of Orstrahl and I'm not prepared?"

"You just don't," Leo said.

Cale stared at him. "I don't get it."

Leo buried his face in his desk with a groan. Cale grinned to himself, noticing Damien's expression of quiet amusement, and turned his attention back to the class Professor Aurs was in the process of teaching.

Or trying to teach, anyway. Aurs was in the process of describing basic laundry magic, and given the way he held himself, this was likely still his first week at Haelforge Academy. There was a kind of pride with which he spoke, like he expected his students to hang on to his every word.

His students, quite predictably, did not. They were bored and checked entirely out of his class. Aurs had clearly been expecting them to be floored by his theoretical knowledge on the applications of laundry magic, so he had no idea what to do with them when they seemed more interested in talking to one another instead.

One student eventually raised a hand, and Aurs latched on to the lifeline instantly. "Yes?" he asked, puffing his chest out.

"Can any of this magic be used in combat? Like, is there anything actually interesting we could use these spells for besides just cleaning our clothes? We already have cleaning wards embedded in our dorms, so we don't really need this stuff."

Aurs deflated almost instantly. "I..." he started, and then trailed off, clearly confused. "Did you just ask if this magic can be used for combat? It is laundry magic, not—not battle magic! I understand Haelforge is an academy for battlemages, but surely you see the applications this will have on a field mission?"

Most of the class just stared at him blankly. Another student raised a hand, and Aurs tried not to wince when he called on them. "Yes, Hardok?"

"Hardok wants to know if [Clean Clothes] can be used to clean enemy organs," the orc said. "Hardok also wants to know if spell hurts when used on organs."

"To clean..." Aurs blinked, noticing that about half the class appeared to be murmuring in agreement. "This—my dear students, this spell is for clothing."

"Hardok not understand," the orc grunted. "Organs can be clothing after removal, no?"

Professor Aurs looked utterly bewildered, to Cale's amusement. Poor Damien seemed just as confused as the professor, and Leo appeared to be doing as Cale had asked and taking notes.

"Can they?" Aurs asked, looking lost. "Who even... you know what, it doesn't matter. Even if that was a thing, which I doubt, most spells cannot simply be cast inside another creature. Such a thing would allow the most basic of conjuration spells to kill any mage! Surely you see the absurdity in this? It is a basic principle of spellwork—for a spell to pierce the innate lifeforce of a creature, the spell must be designed to bypass it. Such a thing raises the cost and tier of the spell exponentially. One cannot simply manifest an effect inside an opponent!"

Hardok raised a hand again, and Professor Aurs stared at him for a long moment. Eventually, he pinched the bridge of his nose and sighed. "...Yes, Hardok, what is it?"

"Hardok wants to know how to bypass innate lifeforce," the orc said bluntly. The entire class leaned forward in interest, finally willing to hear whatever Professor Aurs had to say about this.

"That is... outside the purview of this class," Aurs said after a moment, to an eruption of groans across the board. "I—no, do not act like this is a failure of knowledge on my part! These are ridiculous questions! This is a basic class on spells that will aid you in many basic ways; they may not have any combat applications, but a true mage prides themselves on mastery of all elements of magic! Stop pestering me with these ridiculous questions!"

"Can you cast [Clean Clothes] if the clothes are already being worn?" a student called out, and Aurs blinked, as if confused at the fact that he'd suddenly received what appeared to be a normal question.

"Yes?" he said. "That is one of the intended purposes of the spell, in fact, thank you for asking—"

"Would it hurt?" the same student asked.

"Why would it hurt?" Aurs demanded, exasperated. "It would clean their clothes, precisely as the spell is meant to do! Now would you please allow me to move on—"

The class wasn't listening to him. Cale watched in amusement as the students descended instead into a long debate on how a mage might weaponize laundry magic with extraordinary creativity. Most of their ideas weren't likely to work, of course, but it was still fascinating where their minds went.

"I'm kind of glad I didn't go to Haelforge," Damien muttered, his eyes a little wide.

"I think we'd benefit from an exchange program every once in a while," Cale said, grinning. "You learn a lot from mages like these! Not always about what's possible, mind you. Sometimes you learn what you shouldn't do. But that's just as important when it comes to magic."

"Would any of these even work?" Leo muttered, even as he scribbled everything he was hearing down with a ragged sort of determination.

"Most of them, no," Cale said. "And some of them are just kind of pointless. The ones suggesting combining it with a transmutation spell are correct in that it could technically work, but if you're transmuting your opponents into clothing, then the transmutation is the offensive spell, not the laundry magic. Also you've kind of already won if you succeed with the transmutation."

"Right," Leo said. "But you're saying some of them would work?"

"There are a few good ideas, sure," Cale said, nodding at Caea. She was smirking to herself, for some reason, and had scribbled in her notebook a breakdown of the spell's effects. "You're not going to kill anyone with laundry magic, but you can disarm them. Laundry magic gets rids of contaminants, which means that if a mage relies on small quantities of powder as a physical ingredient, for example, you could get rid of it. Looks like Caea's figured that out."

And more besides, considering the diagrams she'd sketched out in her notebook. She raised her hand and spoke. "Professor," she said. "How does the spell determine what is and isn't a contaminant?"

Professor Aurs frowned. "It's based on what the caster believes is a contaminant," he said, a hint of a challenge in his voice. "And before you ask, you cannot simply designate your opponent as a contaminant. Once again, it would involve overcoming their innate lifeforce. Moreover, the spell cannot remove anything with too much mass."

He shook his head. "Frankly, you Haelforge students and your obsession with violence is a disgrace. You cannot alter the laws of magic on a whim, and you should not try. Every spell has a dedicated use."

Caea regarded her professor thoughtfully. "Then I suppose you wouldn't mind if I cast the spell on you?"

"I—" Professor Aurs narrowed his eyes at her, sensing a trap. "The spell will do nothing but clean my robes. I would stake my pride on it."

"Then there's no harm, is there?" Caea said brightly. "Take down your barrier."

"Fine," Professor Aurs snapped, his barrier dissipating. "But I do not see what point you believe you will make—"

Caea cast her spell before he finished speaking, and the professor made an odd, strangled sort of noise. He stared at her, then at the rest of the class, and then when he spoke, it was with an odd squeak.

"The rest of class is cancelled," he said faintly. "I must... re-evaluate."

He proceeded to waddle gingerly out of class. Cale snorted as the echo faded.

"Um," Damien said. "What just happened?"

"No idea," Leo said. "Did she actually find a way to weaponize the spell?"

"I wouldn't exactly say weaponize," Cale said. "But you can definitely make your opponents really, really uncomfortable, and sometimes that makes all the difference."

"What did she do?" Leo asked, now slightly nervous.

"Basically? She gave him a really bad sunburn." Cale tapped his fingers on his desk, slightly distracted. There it was again, that oddity he felt linked to the Haelforge Academy. What was that?

"You probably don't want to get into a duel with her," he added absently. Leo shuddered in agreement, though Cale was too lost in thought to notice.

There were only a few creatures he could think of that could hide from a mage's senses like this, and of those, the ones that could alter the flow of mana were fewer still. None of those options were good, and if the Red Hunters were using one of them, then he needed to know as soon as possible.

Perhaps there was some way he could lure it out? It had reacted last time to the burst of mana he'd used to activate the memory, but only barely. Anything more would damage the academy, though, unless one of the spells he'd picked up could draw it out...

Hmm. Cale glanced over his spell list once more. He'd picked up a spell from Flia recently, and if he evolved it the right way, there was a chance it could work. He would need to use [Create Current] to disrupt the mana flow in a way that would draw out whatever was lurking here.

He didn't exactly want to just hope the spell would evolve the way he wanted, though. Cale frowned, thinking. Akkau had talked about this once, he was pretty sure, the first time they'd spoken in his office.

"Damien, Leo," Cale said after a moment, getting their attention. "What do either of you know about the Gift's ability to combine spells?"

Flia's spell would help, but he needed one more addition. Cale grimaced a little. He hadn't liked [Auric Dominion] at all, the last time he'd cast that spell, and evolving a tenth-tier spell wasn't something he'd tried before.

Hopefully the Gift would be able to handle it.





Flia was once more lounging at the Brightscale Academy's menagerie.

Sort of. Lounging wasn't really the right word. She was hiding, because students weren't supposed to be here without any of the keepers around, and a first year student especially was not supposed to be here without supervision. Some part of her had considered asking for permission, but then she thought about the possibility that someone would say no, and she was tired of waiting.

She'd been waiting to understand her magic for too long already. Now that understanding stood just outside her grasp, right at the edges of her mind. Just a few more minutes here, among the magical creatures of Utelia, and she was certain she'd make the connection she needed—

—Flia yanked Sabri back a second before her shadeling could butt its head and try to eat one of the creatures in here again. Apparently something about nighttime and being in the cover of darkness made it significantly hungrier. She fed it yet another strip of raw, salted meat before it could make another attempt at one of the birds; Flia did not want to see what would happen if a shadeling tried to eat a firebird.

"No," she scolded quietly. "Nothing in here is for eating, understand?"

Sabri tilted its head adorably, and Flia groaned.

"Don't eat the birds," she said.

Sabri purred and butted its head against her hand.

"No. Not even if you're being cute. They're being kept here for a reason!" Flia whispered. "These are—they're all almost the last of their kind, you understand? Headmaster Akkau keeps them here because the mana needed to keep them alive isn't available anywhere else. It's the last preserve for a lot of them. If you eat them, there won't be any left, and that's..."

Flia trailed off. How could she even describe what that meant? Sabri looked at her, innocent and confused, and all Flia could think of to articulate her thoughts was that it was sad.

It didn't seem nearly enough.

It also didn't seem fair.

If Cale was any indication, the Great Realms were full of wonders and infinite possibility, so why did that infinite possibility include so many creatures that were the last of their kinds? How much had been lost already, in a world that should have been filled with wonder?

She stared up at the cages, thinking about where all these creatures must have once thrived.

Firebirds, she knew, once belonged within a magically active caldera, filled with blazing vines and strange, crystalline trees formed from volcanic rock. The beasts within spewed molten liquid that the firebirds consumed, giving them their glittering pelt.

There was a tiny ashquire sleeping in another cage. It was a tiny, ordinary-looking bat that apparently originated from the now-ruined moon that still hung above Utelia. When it was startled, it let out a little squeak, and turned into a streak of solid moonlight that strung itself across the sky.

Once, a whole flock of them would migrate between Utelia's moons each season, weaving patterns of silver light between them. Flia had read about it once, and mourned that she would never see it.

Every one of these cages held a similar story. None of them deserved this fate. Even with Akkau doing his best, they were trapped here—nowhere else on Utelia could support them.

Flia sighed, feeling suddenly powerless.

"...Let's go, Sabri," she murmured quietly. "Maybe this isn't happening tonight."

Sabri chirped and leapt up into her arms. Flia watched her familiar for a moment, a small smile making its way onto her face. She could make a difference sometimes, at least. Perhaps not for all of them, but she would act where it counted. That was what mattered.

Something within her stirred, and with almost too little fanfare for how long she'd been trying to make this work, the Gift's words flitted across her eyes.

You have awakened a fragment of the Law of What Lies Between and granted it a piece of your being.

You have learned [Spark of Those Left Behind]!

[Spark of Those Left Behind, Level MAX] [Personal (Unique), Auric Passive]

A fragment of a Monolith's Law can become many things. Yours has evolved into a Spark—the beginnings of a Law of your own—

Before she could finish reading it, the Gift's messages guttered out. Flia frowned and tried to call it up again, only for nothing to happen.

Outside, a storm began to howl. Flia stared at the lightning crackling over Utelia's seas.

Then she sighed. "Dammit, Cale," she muttered. "Now? There better be a good reason for this."
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  Combining two spells, it turned out, was a little more complicated than simply attempting to cast them both at once. Cale listened carefully as Leo explained everything he knew, which unfortunately wasn't all that much. His knowledge was mostly theoretical, everything he'd managed to learn from poring over books in the library. Damien didn't even have that—he'd been too fixated on his mana aspect problem to worry about combining spells.

The one thing that every book on the subject agreed on, apparently, was that theoretical knowledge alone was insufficient. Cale decided to ignore this, considering it was all they had to work with. He also decided to ignore the part where Akkau had once explained that spell combinations were something that high-resonance mages could pull off.

He hadn't technically said low-resonance mages couldn't pull it off. Besides, he had draconic resonance! That would help. Fire resonance wouldn't, considering neither of the spells he wanted to work with were related to the fire aspect, and he didn't have any other resonances unlocked yet...

Maybe he could take a quick swim somewhere and talk to the elemental god of water? That seemed like too much work, though.

"The main problem is getting the Gift to acknowledge a spell combination in the first place," Leo explained again, pacing in tight circles around the classroom. This was a subject he'd researched with some passion, clearly, because he'd even drawn up diagrams on the chalkboard. "All the books call it more of an art. Theory is limited because getting the Gift to acknowledge what you're doing varies from mage to mage, so the books mostly describe things that work for a subset of mages. I've never managed to get it to work."

"Probably because you usually need high resonance to combine spells," Cale remarked mildly.

Leo stared at him. "What?" he asked. "None of the books said... I mean, it makes sense, but..."

He trailed off and groaned. "How do you even know that?" he grumbled. "I thought the Gift was unique to Utelia. This is supposed to be the one thing I know more about than you."

"Akkau told me," Cale said brightly. "Specifically when he was trying to get me to attend his academy. It worked pretty well, considering I'm here and all."

"Of course it did." Leo exhaled. "Okay, well, we can't do anything about the resonance requirement. Are you sure you want to try this?"

Cale shrugged. "I don't know if we'll be coming back to Haelforge anytime soon," he said. "I'd like to, but it depends on the professors, so I'd rather figure this out now."

"Right." Leo sighed while Damien shifted slightly in his seat, looking uncomfortable. "Okay, so, I know a few different techniques. Not all of them are going to work for the spells you want to combine, but I'm going to list them anyway, in case it gives us any new ideas."

The minotaur went on to describe a number of spell combination... well, rituals was probably the best word for it. It was a lot more convoluted than Cale had expected; he'd assumed it would be something metaphysical, some response by the Gift to an attempt to intertwine two incompatible spell constructs. It turned out that the Gift just wholly ignored most attempts in that vein.

Instead, mages had developed all sorts of tricks to try to get the Gift to acknowledge them. There was a divination mage, for instance, that insisted that the most consistent way of combining two spells was to draw a specific pattern of runic circles on the ground. That pattern would include two "input" circles as well as one "output" circle, and the mage attempting to combine their magic would cast their spell into each input circle while standing in the output circle. The mage would then have to absorb their newly-Gifted spell as it was cast within the output circle.

Cale's brows furrowed. "Okay, there are several obvious problems with this idea," he said. "Are you saying the combined spell gets cast on the mage trying to combine them? What if they're combining battle spells?"

"There are, uh, several disclaimers," Leo admitted awkwardly. "Written by other people. The mage that published the tome vanished."

Well, no wonder. Cale stared at the diagram Leo had drawn. "Also, are you sure this pattern is right?" he asked. "Because I recognize those runes. That's Runic Faylin."

"You recognize the—" Leo cut himself off. "Of course you do. Yes, I'm sure it's correct. I copied it over into my notes a few times to make sure I'd have it when I have spells I need to merge. The divination mage claimed he found it on an ancient tablet within a dungeon, and that his magics told him it held the secret to spell combination..."

Leo trailed off, looking at Cale's expression, and sighed. "It's something stupid, isn't it."

"That's someone's grocery list," Cale said, amused. Damien let out a little snort next to him. "I mean, if it works..."

"It works, but I think people eventually discovered you can do the same thing by drawing chalk circles without bothering with any runes." Leo let out a low grumble. "I was hoping the runes part would be important. That's why I copied them down! I thought the results would be better, or something."

"Good plan, but that mage might have been a fraud," Cale said.

"I am starting to realize that, yes. I'm also starting to wonder how many of those tomes were written by frauds." Leo narrowed his eyes for a moment. "...Fine. Nevermind that one. It's not going to work for the spells you want to combine anyway, right?"

"I can't really cast [Auric Dominion] into an empty space," Cale agreed. "Plus I'm betting this works best with conjuration spells. Still useful, though! Sounds like it works off spell residue left in the input circles, so you probably don't even need to actually cast something into it. I bet I could get a spell if I put bread into it."

"Why would you—" Leo started, then stopped, shaking his head. "Nevermind. That was a stupid question. I'm... glad you learned something from that, I guess?"

Cale beamed. "What's the next one?"

Leo flipped through his notes, frowning. "It's not going to work well for us, either," he muttered. "Uh, it's a spell collision array. Basically this battlemage figured out that if you set up a rune array to direct two spells at each other and stand right in front of the resulting explosion, you can sometimes absorb the results as a newly Gifted spell. Apparently she used this to make a bunch of different [Fireball] spells?"

Then he frowned at his notes. "I think I might have noted this down wrong," he said. "I wrote down that she used it to make 1,102 different [Fireball] spell variants."

"Huh," Cale said. "No, I believe it. It explains the array I sensed nearby and all the fire magic around it."

Leo paused. "...that battlemage was a Haelforge professor, wasn't she?" he deadpanned. "Or a student. Either way."

"I should ask the professors if I can use it." Cale was pretty sure they would let him just to see what kind of spell he would produce. "...Although come to think of it, this only really lets you combine spells that produce blasts of some kind, doesn't it?"

"Cale, for the love of all the Realms, do not try to combine two elemental blasts in the middle of an academy," Leo said. Before Cale could respond, Damien nodded quickly in agreement, and Cale groaned.

"I'm not that reckless," he protested. "I would've held back!"

Damien reached out to pat his arm. "You're always holding back," he said. "It probably won't help that much, though. Um. No offense."

Cale grumbled something under his breath. "No, you're probably right," he admitted after a moment. "Anything else? Preferably something that'll work for spells that involve more abstract effects."

"Those types of spells are a lot harder to combine than most, from what I know," Leo admitted, beginning to flip through his notes. Cale raised an eyebrow—Leo was going through a truly impressive volume of different techniques. How long had he spent researching this subject?

...Had he been planning to list every single one of them?

"I don't think our options get much better," Leo said hesitantly. "You want to combine [Auric Dominion] and [Create Current], right? Most spell combination techniques revolve around combining the same type of spell, but you want to merge a spell with a personal effect with a spell that has an environmental effect. I'm not sure there's anything in the books for this..."

"How do the two individual spell types normally get combined, then?" Cale asked.

"Let me see." Leo flipped through his notes again. "Spells that alter your abilities usually rely on some kind of physical medium. Some kind of crystal or ore, I guess? You try to cast the spell with it as the focal point instead of yourself, which is apparently the hardest part. And environmental effects usually involve casting the two spells you want to combine on the same environment, preferably affecting the same thing."

Cale nodded thoughtfully. "Neat."

"I'm very concerned about the way you just said that," Leo said. "...And with the way you're staring at the mana channelers. Cale, these things are expensive, you can't just—"

"I am lending them a lot of mana for free, though," Cale said cheerfully. "Enough to cover running their academy several times over. Plus, think about how much residual mana is going to be left behind in Haelforge! Their mages are going to grow so much faster after this."

Damien offered Leo a sympathetic look. "I don't think we're going to be able to convince him not to try."

"I'm getting that impression, yes," Leo grumbled. "How are you going to add the secondary spell effect? You can't use [Create Current] on the mana channeler."

"Believe it or not, I can," Cale said, reaching out to pluck a spare from the sack Leo was carrying. "Why do you think I've been throwing these around?"

"I assumed it was because you're utterly incapable of recognizing when an artifact is an incredibly rare product of magical genius, just like you can't distinguish between a novice and an archmage."

Cale paused. "Okay, first of all," he said indignantly. "I can, I just don't want to. And also it's easy to forget. And also it's not that hard to get from novice to archmage."

"I think you're making his point for him, Cale," Damien said, patting his arm again.

Cale sighed, tossing the active mana channeler up and catching it again. "I've been throwing them around because they slosh," he said. "I was trying to figure out why. I thought it was some kind of liquid medium at first, and I wouldn't want to disturb that with magic in case it's linked to all the students that are drawing from it—but I'm pretty sure what's actually happening is that it's compressing my mana into liquid form. Explains why it can handle so much of it."

He paused to peer more carefully at the channeler. As lightly as he'd been taking them, they were a very sophisticated sort of artifact. Cale had no doubt that the real reason Haelforge had accepted the deal was because they knew the kind of benefits his sheer quantity of mana being poured into their academy would grant them. Even outside the experience their students would be able to gain today, the academy's growth would skyrocket for years afterward.

Which explained why they had been so eager to thrust so many of these precious things into his hands. It was strange that they had this many to begin with, though; Cale wondered if they had access to some sort of dungeon that was producing these regularly. If that was the case, it would almost certainly become a target.

He'd have to remember to give them a warning before he left. Cale wouldn't have been surprised if one of the goals of the Red Hunters was whatever or whoever was producing these for them, and if Dekora's team wasn't involved in it, then there would be a secondary team elsewhere getting ready while they were distracted.

For now, though, whatever was hiding within Haelforge itself tugged at him. Cale eyed the mana channeler tentatively. This one was still a fair ways away from cracking—the students didn't seem to be using his mana as intensively—but he'd use a new one for the test, anyway. Just in case.

"So, are you going to—" Leo started.

"Yup! Gimme the sack." Cale picked out a relatively solid-looking mana channeler, then set it on the desk in front of him. A quick pulse of mana severed its connection to Haelforge. A second, more focused effort began to fill its internal void with liquid mana. Cale allowed it to accumulate until it was mostly full, shaking it every so often to check.

Then he began staring intently at the orb, and both Leo and Damien took a nervous step away from him.

Cale scoffed. "I'm not going to blow anything up!" he said. "What do you take me for? This is just the hard bit. It's not like I've been casting spells for centuries or anything, I have no idea how to cast a spell with a different focal point."

Maybe if he projected the spell construct into the channeler, so it was like the channeler was what was casting the spell? That seemed like the most logical option. Cale called on [Auric Dominion], wincing slightly as he felt the spell construct stir to life within his core. It still had that bitter, uncomfortable sensation that accompanied it—for whatever reason, a part of him really did not like that spell.

Still, it was the only one that would do what he wanted here. Slowly, he pushed the spell construct into the channeler, encountering a surprising amount of resistance as he did so. Cale usually had trouble with trying to use small quantities of mana, but a spell construct was more like... a suggestion of shape for that mana. He hadn't really had trouble manipulating them before, but apparently they really didn't like leaving his core.

Well, too bad. They might not have been made of mana, but they were still manipulated using the same base skill of mana manipulation, and Cale had far too much experience fighting the current of his own mana to lose to trying to move a simple spell. Step by step, he forced the construct into the channeler, then watched in satisfaction as the liquid within automatically filled out its shape.

The mana channeler began to glow. That was step one complete! Step two would be... well, he needed to evolve [Create Current] first, now that he thought about it. He probably should have done that first. Hopefully the resulting spell would still be viable.

Mana overload detected! Attempting to compensate...

Adjusting spell construct...

[Create Current] has evolved into [Move the Tides]!

[Move the Tides, Level 1] [Sixth Tier (Unique), Active] [1.0e24 Mana]

Reconfigure the movement of the very oceans according to your will. This spell lasts for ten minutes.

Cale eyed the description for a moment.

Eh. Good enough, really. He only needed the spell to have some suggestion of moving the natural flow of things.

[Move the Tides] took effect, settling into the enormous quantity of power held within the mana channeler. For a split second, Cale felt the connection between him and the spell build—no doubt the piece of mental control that would ordinarily have allowed him to move the tides, if he'd actually wanted to

Then something changed. A loud, echoing sound tore through the ambient mana all around him. Damien and Leo both stiffened, their eyes darting to what appeared to be a message from the Gift, but—

"Cale," Leo said, his voice strangled. "Why did the Gift just disappear?"

Cale blinked. "...Oops?" he offered awkwardly. "I'm sure it'll be back in a moment."

Spell combination attempt detected. Evaluating request...

Priority mage detected. Allocating resources...

A storm crackled over the ocean.

Allocating resources...

"It might take a little more than a moment," Cale said.

Relevant resonance detected: draconic resonance, first rank. Insufficient assistance provided from resonance. Allocating resources...

Ah, that was why the resonance bit was important. Cale felt like Akkau should probably have told him this part.

"Um," Damien said. "What's happening, exactly?"

"I think the Gift is shutting down a bunch of things so it can combine the spells?" Cale offered. "Apparently combining spells is hard."

"Cale," Leo said, staring at him. "Don't just—help the Gift if it's struggling! We can't just shut off the Gift!"

"How am I supposed to help with whatever this is?" Cale protested. "I just add mana to things! I mean if the Gift wants mana to help, I could—"

...Yes. A mana offering would be appreciated.

Cale blinked. "Okay," he said slowly. "That's direct. Uh... sure, I guess. Take whatever mana you need."

"Cale—" Leo looked like he wanted to strangle him. "Phrasing!"

"What? You asked me to speed it up!" Cale protested.

Consent acquired. Additional processing power obtained via mana donation of 1.0e70 units of mana.

Now combining [Auric Dominion] with [Move the Tides].





The Red Commander glanced out at the ocean, tilting his head slightly at the brewing storm.

Storms were not uncommon for the Endless Deep. Compared to most realms, Utelia had very little inhabitable land; the tiny strip of four continents, aligned in a single row, was laughably artificial. It was clear to him that the ocean served some alternative purpose, and the sheer density of magical phenomena within them only confirmed his suspicion.

Magical phenomena did not emerge without cause. They were products of chaos, more often than not the result of magic colliding with itself. But always that chaos was a result of another action elsewhere, like the flap of a butterfly's wings writ large upon the imprint of a world.

The Red Commander did not like chaos. He did not like the Endless Deep. But he'd placed his office next to it very intentionally, for one simple reason: he did not like when things happened without his knowing.

The Endless Deep was a record. Not one that could be read by most, certainly, and even for him it could only ever hint at the happenings of the world. But he had learned, in his lives, that even a hint was enough to tilt the scales.

A report from the Observers filtered in. Beneath his hood, the Red Commander's eyes narrowed.

The dark lord's involvement would explain the movement of the oceans... but the karmic lines had yet to move.

He drummed his fingers on his desk, then frowned at the movement of his own digits.

"I do not think so," he said, then directed a burst of mana at his fingers, severing them neatly. The wounds closed after themselves, politely, like they should.

He tossed the fingers in with the others.

Strange, strange, strange. Too many things were strange.

Perhaps he needed to get personally involved.
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  There was a nervous sort of silence as the Gift worked. Leo and Damien kept glancing at each other and periodically attempting to bring up the Gift, only to wince when it failed. Cale was...

Well, Cale was busy studying the desks. Some of the Haelforge students wrote fascinating things on their desks when they were bored, apparently. He'd have to remember some of these.

Fortunately, it didn't take that much longer for the Gift to finish piecing those two spells together—a good thing, too, considering how much mana he'd donated to help the process along. Cale hadn't expected it to borrow quite that much mana, but apparently whatever the Gift did was magically intensive. So much so that it had to shut itself down for everyone else.

Hopefully that hadn't caused any significant problems. It was probably at least a little bit his fault, considering the note about how resonance was meant to reduce the cost, but how had he been supposed to know that? No one had told him anything! Besides, that was a bizarrely unintuitive way for the Gift to plug into resonance, though he supposed it made a twisted sort of sense in retrospect.

Hmm. Actually, come to think of it, that did give him some information on how the Gift was structured and why resonance was important to begin with. If it was needed for this process of combining spells, that suggested that the Gift used elemental planes and gods as complex nodes in some sort of vast, impossibly complex divine array.

That brought up new questions, though. For one thing, although he'd already known this, it made Cale even more convinced that the Gift was fundamentally impossible for a mere divine to conceive and create, let alone maintain. The sheer scale of it should have been impossible for almost any entity save for those approaching a Monolith's level of power.

And the average God of Magic wasn't nearly powerful enough to create something like it. Cale had been to realms with similar constructs before, and there was a reason none of them had ever been able to harvest his mana. The fact that this one took to him almost eagerly made him wonder exactly what was at the core of it. Nothing ordinary, he was sure.

He had to admit, he couldn't wait to dive into that mystery.

Unfortunately, it would have to wait. He had far more pressing concerns for the moment, like figuring out what was going on at Haelforge, finishing up with the Red Hunters, and probably taking some kind of nap. Between his "donation", the two spells he'd cast to get them to merge in the first place, the cast of the resulting spell, and all the mana he was donating to the students of Haelforge, he was starting to feel a little sleepy.

He wasn't at risk of collapsing or anything, of course. He'd fought Monoliths. The scale of those fights could cross several realms! But expending too much power at once always made him sleepy, as he'd learned.

Cale briefly wondered if there was something to that. It always seemed like his mana reserves grew after one of those battles, though without any way to actually measure his total reserves he couldn't say for sure. That war probably marked the period in time his power had grown the most, though that was also in part because he spent most of his time in the war...

...Dying.

Cale grimaced, carefully shoved the thought to the back of his mind, then went back to the spell he'd gained. The good news was that it would work! The bad news was that it was stronger than he'd been hoping, which he probably should have expected.

A lot stronger than he'd been hoping. This was going to take some serious work to even use. Finesse had never been his strong suit.

You have learned [Alter Leylines]!

[Alter Leylines, Level 1] [Sixteenth Tier (Unique), Active] [1.0e56 Mana]

Permanently change the leylines of mana that run through the realm and empower its dungeons. Be cautious when using this, for the slightest change in those leylines may cause ecosystems and dungeons to shift.

Note: Approval for this spell has been tentatively granted to Cale Cadwell Cobbs. Approval may be rescinded should significant damage come to Utelia through use of this spell.

Cale hummed at the note, a little surprised. "That's a first. Gift didn't do that before. Did something change?"

The Gift clearly didn't want him casting [Fangs of the Festering Fields], and had even explicitly ordered him not to, but it hadn't threatened to remove the construct from him. The spell was technically a tier lower than [Alter Leylines], but it posed more of a direct threat to Utelia. Why the special treatment for this one?

An update, maybe. Perhaps once he created [Fangs of the Festering Fields], the Gift or its creator had—rather sensibly—realized the necessity of being able to revoke spells and worked it in. Cale wasn't sure if he believed that explanation, though; the Gift seemed to act as something of a neutral force, and while it was certainly willing to express opinions, it never actually acted against the mages using it.

If it was atrocities that were the problem, then the Red Hunters wouldn't have access to it. So something else, maybe? The purpose of the Gift was to expand the limits of magic, or so it seemed. [Alter Leylines] could directly impact its ability to do that.

Alternatively, the Gift placed a restriction on all spells that could potentially affect the realm, but was unable to restrict spells that reached into the Outer Planes. For all its power, [Alter Leylines] acted only within the realm. The Red Hunters exhibited evidence of their magic being Abyssal-touched, so that could explain their freedom...

Bah. Too much to think about. Something there was definitely important, too, but he'd have to file it away for later just like everything else. He was trying to solve a mystery here!

"Praise the Gift, the Gift is back," Leo muttered, his shoulders abruptly relaxing. Then he frowned. "I actually don't know how to feel about that saying now."

Damien breathed a small sigh of relief. "I see it too," he said quietly. "Does that mean you got the spell? Was it the one you needed?"

"Eh, yes and no," Cale answered, wiggling a hand. "Yes, I got a spell, and yes, it can do what I need it to do. No because it definitely can't do that by default. I'm going to need to tweak and weaken it."

"Of course you will," Leo said. He pinched the bridge of his snout, then made a begrudgingly interested noise and pulled out his pencil. "Okay. What does the new spell do? What tier is it? How much mana does it cost? Also, what school of magic would you say it belongs to—"

"Whoa," Cale interrupted, laughing. "Are you documenting my spells now?"

"Well, who else is going to?" Leo said indignantly. "You realize you're practically inventing new schools of magic every time you evolve a new spell, right? Half of your spells could be studied. They could be the foundation of entirely new magical fields!"

"I feel like you're exaggerating a little..." Cale trailed off, mostly because he was pretty sure telling Leo the spell was just going to prove the minotaur's point.

Leo pounced on this like he was sensing weakness. He made direct eye contact, then very slowly pushed up his glasses. "I'm your apprentice. What's. The. Spell."

"You know, most masters don't tell their apprentices all their secrets day one," Cale commented, then laughed when Leo looked utterly horrified at the idea that he might keep his new spell a secret. "Fine, fine. This one is called [Alter Leylines]. It's sixteenth tier. I'm sure you can guess what it does."

Leo made a strangled noise. His pencil, poised to write in his notebook, snapped instead.

"Problem?" Cale snickered while Damien looked between them, confused.

"I—what do you mean, problem?" Leo looked like he wanted to shake Cale. "Sixteenth tier? Altering leylines? Normally I would ask what the limits are, but because of that spell tier and because it's you I'm going to assume there aren't any. But just to be sure—are we talking about the same leylines? The giant rivers of mana running through the continents. The ones that the entire realm depends on?"

"I don't know if I would call them giant rivers..." Cale muttered. Leo's eye twitched so hard he found himself briefly worried the whole thing was just going to pop out. "No, I didn't—I meant I don't know if I would call them rivers, I wasn't questioning the giant part! They aren't that literal, is all!"

Leo took a deep breath, then carefully placed his broken pencil into what looked like a pocket specifically meant for them, then retrieved a new one. Very carefully and meticulously, he wrote down the name of the spell and its tier. "...I think if I ask about the mana cost I might actually get a heart attack," he said. "I'll ask later. When I've mentally adjusted to all this again."

"Probably a good idea," Cale said, looking vaguely relieved. Mostly because he had no idea what to do when his friends were having panic attacks. Enemies and dark lords were familiar territory, but friends? Mana couldn't solve that.

Unless it could. Cale felt like he'd managed to throw mana at a friendship problem at least once. He'd have to keep it in mind.

"Anyway!" Cale said. "Like I was saying, the spell by default does way too much for what I need. I'm pretty sure I can still use it, I just need to weaken it enough to make sure I don't move any actual leylines..."

He squinted at the flow of mana in the room, muttering to himself. With [Alter Leylines] active, he could actually feel the little grooves left in Haelforge's classrooms by the constant flow of ambient mana. They were, in a way, a much smaller version of how the leylines themselves worked—a mark that guided the flow of mana. The spell was meant to alter those marks, it was just meant to alter a much bigger version of them.

So! He just needed to do some minor sculpting with the magical equivalent of a [Meteor Swarm]. That was fine? He could do that. He'd pulled off harder things before.

Or he could just weaken the spell. That was probably the more sensible option, considering the risks.

Right on cue, Damien piped up. "I don't know much about leylines," he said. "Um. Should I be worried? What's supposed to happen if you move a leyline?"

"Nothing good, I don't think," Leo muttered, sighing. "I've read a bit about them. They're supposedly how mana is distributed and recycled throughout the realms. Only about twenty percent of the mana you expend for a spell becomes ambient mana—the rest filters down into the leylines for redistribution."

"Mostly correct," Cale praised absently, beginning to pick away at the spell. He was pretty sure he could see how it worked; weakening it wouldn't be as simple as supplying it with less mana, but he could weaken it.

"Mostly?" Leo looked briefly offended, then remembered who Cale was and rummaged through his bag for a different notebook. "Wait, no. Explain the mostly part."

Cale blinked. "The twenty percent part," he said. "It varies between realms, and it can shift depending on magical activity across the realm. It fluctuates, basically."

Leo nodded, noting this down, but Damien still looked confused. "I don't know what that means?" he said helplessly. "What makes it bad if they're moved?"

"Dungeons," Leo guessed.

"Yep," Cale said. "Leylines are... okay. Think of them as an extension of the system that balances out the Great Realms. I said before that dungeons serve to balance out magic between the realms, right? Leylines are how they're able to do that in the first place. They're what keeps the dungeons connected to the whole system of realms. Almost a miniature version of it, now that I'm thinking about it. They empower the dungeons, let them balance power between themselves, keep it connected, that whole thing."

Leo paused. "Wait," he said. "Doesn't that mean they're somehow connected to the Abyss?"

"Well, yeah," Cale said. "You called them rivers of mana, didn't you? I don't like the river metaphor, but it's pretty accurate if you're talking about their relationship with the Abyss. Magic isn't a closed system."

"But—" Leo sputtered, then shook his head as he crunched through the implications. "If that's true, then that has to be how summoning spells work, right? The ones that reach across the realms. They'd have to pull things through the leylines."

Cale grinned at that, briefly looking away from his spellwork to shoot Leo an approving glance. "Good catch, yep," he said. "That's how good summoning spells work, anyway. Think of it like an incredibly dangerous form of astral fishing! Now, bad summoning spells just try to punch through the realm directly, which comes with all sorts of problems. They're more mana-intensive, you end up with realm contamination, you need a blood sacrifice... oh, hey! I think I got it."

"Got what?" Damien asked blankly.

"How to weaken the spell," Cale clarified, already working at it. He was still in lecture mode, though. "Anyway! Point is, leylines power dungeons, which means if you move them...?"

Damien frowned in thought. "Um," he said. "Dungeons are a huge part of the ecosystems around them. So I guess if you move the leylines and a dungeon withers, it would ruin the environment around them?"

"And worse!" Cale said. Then he coughed, and adopted a tone that was slightly less enthusiastic. "Leyline alteration is dangerous, remember that. Not that I think either of you are about to go off and do that, but still."

"What about the Karmian Well?" Leo asked suddenly. Cale blinked. "You said that the... the Sunken King?"

"Hugh," Cale supplied.

"Right," Leo said. "Hugh. You said that Hugh made some sort of spell that moved all the dungeons underneath Karmia and merged them into the Well. Wouldn't that have involved leyline alteration?"

"It did," Cale confirmed. "It's one of the reasons that spell was so impressive, especially at that tier. There were more restrictions on how it worked, but that's basically one of very few examples where leyline alteration didn't go horribly wrong. It even had a minimal impact on the rest of the realm."

"Minimal," Leo repeated. "But not none?"

"Grand spells like that always have an impact," Cale said. "People were mostly drawn to Karmia by its sheer supply of power, but some were refugees. The spell caused a few dungeon breaks and drained at least one land of its mana. Not too bad, all things considered; Hugh took responsibility and managed to restore balance pretty quickly. I've seen way worse."

Damien winced. "Do we want to know?"

"Absolutely not!" Cale said cheerfully. "Okay, I think I've figured it out. Stand back."

Spell alteration was a bit of a trick. Cale didn't have much experience with casting spells himself, but he did have experience messing with other people's spells, and he'd had enough of a minor obsession to study in-depth how different spells tended to manifest. For ones with an ongoing effect, it was most often a change in the affected mage's aura or core, and for [Alter Leylines] specifically?

It manifested as rivers of power within his core.

Just like leylines! Which meant he could use the spell to modify itself, interestingly enough, and although Cale was worried at first about the scale, a tentative test proved that it was perfectly fine. In fact, it was almost like he was just using the spell for its intended purpose, like it had created leylines in his core or something.

Pfft. What a ridiculous thought.

After about ten minutes of concentration—which felt far too long for Cale, but this was one of the times he wanted to be absolutely sure he didn't make any mistakes—he was confident the spell would do exactly what he needed and nothing more. "Alright," he said. "Stand back. I'm going to change the way mana is supposed to flow through this room, and if there's something hiding here relying on that, it's probably going to wake up."

"Should we prepare to fight?" Damien asked hesitantly.

Cale thought for a moment. "Eh, probably not," he said. "There aren't many things that can hide the way this thing is hiding, and most of them can't fight. They're dangerous in a very different way."

"What kind of way?" Leo eyed the air like it was about to bite him.

"We're about to find out," Cale answered. Which wasn't really an answer, but Cale was pretty sure any of the answers he could have given would have been even more worrying.

So, before Leo could ask anything else, he reached into the grooves that had settled into Haelforge's corridors and yanked.

A knot of power unravelled. Something screeched with a resonance that vibrated through mana itself, making both Leo and Damien flinch and stumble back. Cale didn't move—he just stared into the air intently, watching as something began to tear its way through the veil.

And then it flopped awkwardly onto the desk beneath it.

"Is that..." Leo stared at it. "Is that what you were looking for? It's tiny."

"It doesn't look dangerous," Damien added softly.

"Doesn't it?" Cale raised a brow. "Reach out with your mana sense."

He could see the moment they did. Both of his apprentices shuddered and took an instinctive step back, raising their hands as if ready to blast it. Cale shook his head and stopped them before they could.

"No point," he said. "It's already dying."

It squirmed on the desk as if to prove his point, desperate to breathe. Cale ignored this in favor of studying it carefully, trying to find any evidence that it wasn't what he thought it was. He would really, really prefer that it wasn't. Mostly because he didn't like the implications.

Unfortunately, he was pretty sure it was.

What writhed on the desk had the appearance of a small, shimmering worm, but absolutely wasn't. Cale recognized it well, in part because it registered as wrong to every single one of his senses. Just being near the thing made the magical equivalent of his hackles rise in a way that Abyssals didn't.

Abyssals didn't belong to the Great Realms. This thing didn't belong anywhere. It wasn't supposed to—shouldn't, couldn't—exist. Just like a dozen other things on Utelia.

A very long time ago, it wouldn't have appeared as a worm at all. Its creation would have been celebrated, because it marked the growth of a new branch of Yggdrasil. It would have been carefully cultivated with an assortment of high-density mana until that branch grew into something real and life flourished within.

But Yggdrasil was dead, and so the realmseeds were reduced to this. A husk imitating life, more than anything. They were a fraction of what they were, a representation of the rot that continued to eat away at the former World Tree.

Some of their old elegance remained. Fragments of what would have been the shell of the seed stuck to the worm, gleaming with silver whorls and intricate patterns. But the sense it exuded now was deeply and truly wrong to any mage with a core.

"What is that thing?" Leo asked, shuddering.

"It would have been called a realmseed, once," Cale murmured. "Now it's just what happens when you try to make one. More a remainder than anything else. Or a reminder."

He knelt by the desk, then picked up the now-dying worm. It made sense now that Haelforge's mana flows had been redirected toward it—a malformed realmseed wouldn't survive without a constant flow of ambient mana sustaining it. More importantly, it fed not only on that mana, but on the realm itself.

And there was no place where the veil was weaker than within those flows. These things were aberrant creations now, bound to an older iteration of the Great Realms, an older form of magic.

An older version of the Source.

That was the other reason they were impossible. The corrupted part of the Source had been excised and destroyed, as far as he knew. If these things still existed, and if they had been deliberately seeded throughout Utelia...

Cale crushed the worm in his grip, more to end its misery than anything else. He sighed.

Damien, watching him, bit his lip nervously. "That's not a good thing, isn't it?"

"No," Cale said. "It is not. But I was right about it being important, at least. It's a good thing we found this out now."

"Why's that?" Leo asked.

"Because it tells us that the Red Hunters—or, more likely, their Commander—are creating more of their so-called dangerous wild mages on purpose." Cale felt a sudden exhaustion that had little to do with how much mana he'd expended. "And that tells us their end goal isn't really to get rid of all wild mages. It's just a means to an end."

His gaze lingered briefly on the remains of the realmseed still sitting in his palm.

A realmseed like this, if seeded properly throughout a realm, would warp the leylines just enough to cause more exotic types of mana to leak through. It would affect the birth of every new mage in that realm, making it that much more likely that the mage would be born with a mana core no one else had.

Worse, they enabled the appearance of mana aspects that were connected to that corrupted version of the Source—all the aspects he and the Monoliths thought they'd sealed away. The best option would have been to excise them all, but the ritual to create them was gated more by knowledge than power, which meant these were likely seeded all throughout Utelia. Hunting them all down would be a losing battle from the start.

It didn't mean they were out of options, though.

"But... they hate wild mages," Leo said, his brows furrowing, and from the sudden pain in his voice Cale knew he was thinking about his parents. "Why would they be making wild mages on purpose?"

"That's the question, isn't it?" Cale murmured. "If I had to guess? Whoever's in charge of the Red Hunters is trying to get someone with a specific type of mana core to be born. If I had to make an even more specific guess, then they want a mana aspect that doesn't show up unless the world's in sufficient conflict.

"The more they push wild mages to fight back, the more they'll disturb the realm's mana. The more they do that, the more the problem caused by the realmseeds gets exacerbated, and the more wild mages get born. Eventually, the wild aspects will change to reflect the conflict in the world. You'll get mages with dreamplague cores, mindchain cores, skittersoul cores..."

Leo swallowed, and Damien made a small, worried noise in his throat. It took Cale a moment to understand why. Right—his apprentices weren't exactly used to this sort of thing, were they?

"Do you think that means they're right?" Damien asked quietly. "To be afraid of us, I mean?"

Cale snorted. "They're the cause of this, don't forget," he said. "And any of those mages on their own could learn to control their power. The problem here is that whoever's behind this doesn't care if the realm is overwhelmed with them—you can only teach so many mages at once. This is an apocalypse of their own making and not your fault."

"What are we going to do about all this?" Leo asked. "Please tell me you have a plan."

"Of course I have a plan," Cale said, reaching up to pat Leo on the shoulder. Then he gave Damien a pat as well, just for good measure. "When don't I have a plan? We should head back, though. I need a nap."

"Now?" Leo protested.

Cale gave him a tired smile. "The short of it is that we just need to find what they're looking for and stop them in their tracks. This sort of scheme takes years to execute. It won't change anything in the short term."

"I don't want to do nothing," Leo said stubbornly.

"We're not," Cale said. "Now that we know this, we can hit them where it hurts, remember? And you guys are perfect for it."

Leo and Damien stared blankly. "What do you mean?" Damien asked.

Cale hummed. "The state of the realm impacts the type of core created, remember?" he said. "Everything we do has an impact. Everything. So be yourselves, and I'm sure whoever's behind this is going to get a nasty surprise when they check their data."

Then he grinned. "In fact... I'm pretty sure they will already."





The Red Commander twitched, staring at the report.

There were more wild mages. That was good.

He did not understand why so many born in the last day had, for some infernal-forsaken reason, been granted mana cores related to bread.
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  The so-called exchange program with Haelforge Academy ended with little fanfare. Sort of, anyway. Cale wisely decided not to ask what the Haelforge students had done with Dekora and the rest of the Red Hunters, mostly because he'd been exactly like them once and had a pretty good idea already. Plus, he'd seen the kind of threats they wrote on their desks for fun. If they actually answered him he'd probably be morally obligated to intervene or something.

Besides, it couldn't be too bad. It wasn't like they had access to near-infinite amounts of mana anymore.

Instead, Cale made sure that the Haelforge professors were aware of the potential realmseed problem and what the Red Hunters most likely actually wanted. No real point in keeping that a secret, especially from them—Haelforge was already the academy most likely to accidentally further their plans. As long as they knew, however...

Well, Haelforge was full of nightmarishly creative battlemages. Cale had no doubt they'd find some way to stick to their desire for wanton destruction and interfere spectacularly with the Red Hunters' plans. Maybe they'd find a way to weaponize even more household magic. Whatever their leader wanted, Cale doubted it was a mage with a laundry core.

After that, there were only a few administrative details they needed to settle before heading back to Brightscale. First among them was their grade, although Cale had no idea why exactly this was important. For that matter, he didn't know why Akkau had insisted on this being an exchange program to begin with. The old dragon said they needed the paperwork as a bureaucratic cover-up, but Cale felt like it would have been better not to leave a paper trail at all.

He went with it, though. He didn't really have much reason to argue, and Akkau knew the threats of the realm better than he did. For all he knew, there was some sort of dark magic based in bureaucracy that would target them without the paperwork.

...Actually, now that he thought about it, that was almost definitely the problem. Cale made a mental note to ask about bureaucratic dark magic.

"Well, I doubt it needs to be said, but all three of you are exceptional mages," Professor Delia remarked, tapping her fingers on her arm. "It pains me to admit it, but you will be graded accordingly."

Cale raised an eyebrow. "Is this some kind of school rivalry thing?"

"You could say that." The gargoyle professor muttered something under her breath—Cale was pretty sure he caught Professor Graystalk's name, though he had no idea what else she said—then sighed and handed them their reports. "Return the remaining mana channelers to us before you leave, please."

Cale looked away deliberately as Leo stepped forward and handed Delia the now mostly-empty sack, which he regretted almost immediately. He caught only a glimpse of the professor's aghast expression as she weighed it with trembling hands.

"What—how did you break this many of them?" she demanded. "We gave you an excess!"

"I used one for the realmseed thing," Cale reminded her.

"That was one," Delia said, her tone despairing. "There are two left. Two! Do you have any idea how much effort and magic it took us to collect that many in the first place? These things are the Haelforge legacy. They're sacred artifacts. They were supposed to last the school for centuries!"

"Uh..." Cale made himself look sheepish. "Whoops? I feel like I warned you this could happen, though. Especially with how much mana your students wanted to use."

Delia grimaced at that reminder, then took a deep, trembling breath. "You're right," she said, although she looked like she was forcing the words through gritted teeth. "You warned me. I... apologize for my outburst."

"Are you alright?" Cale asked, eyeing her. "I mean, no offense, but I didn't know gargoyles could change colors."

[Blabbermouth] has reached level 12!

Oh, right. That was still a thing. At least it wasn't happening quite as frequently anymore.

Delia took another deep breath, held it until the color of her skin had mostly settled down, and then spoke as evenly as she could. "It only happens when we're sufficiently stressed," she said. "Pay it no mind."

Cale nodded. "Where do you get them, anyway?" he asked innocently. "We could always help you get more, if you let us have some."

Mana channelers like those would make teaching his apprentices so much easier. Brightscale was unlikely to benefit quite as much as Haelforge, since the wards at Brightscale were far more restrictive, but Cale could see many use cases for such an artifact.

Though the look on Delia's face suggested that she didn't even want to consider it. "That is an academy secret," she said. "They're sacred artifacts, remember? We would hardly share our deepest secrets with an outsider like yourself, no matter the benefits you've brought us."

"But you do get them from somewhere," Cale said, making Delia wince as she realized her mistake. "And if you did share a secret like that with me, I'd be a lot more likely to come back to Haelforge..."

He trailed off meaningfully, and Delia froze in her tracks, making a strangled sort of noise. Cale could practically see the greed flaring up in her mana core before she deliberately suppressed it and narrowed her eyes.

"You're bribing us," she accused. "And not even with a promise of coming back, just on the possibility. You know that if there's even the slightest chance of you transferring here permanently we'd do almost anything to get you."

"Guilty." Cale shrugged without even a hint of shame. "It's worked before with all sorts of organizations! At least three adventurer guilds—probably a lot more, that's just what I remember—along with a dark brotherhood, some kind of triangle cult, a lizard cartel, a brothel..."

Delia stared blankly at him. "I'm starting to suspect Headmaster Akkau agreed to send you to us at least in part so he could take a break," she muttered, mostly to herself. "Are you seriously not even going to promise a transfer? You want me to give you an academy secret based on nothing but the idea that you might maybe decide to return temporarily?"

"Which is an opportunity for you to try to recruit me!" Cale supplied. "I mean, I'm not going to switch academies, but you could try. I like your students. They have a lot of spirit."

That, and Cale was pretty sure Syphus would have a great time here testing its spell cannons. He wasn't saying it directly, but he would almost definitely be back here at some point.

"I cannot—" Delia rubbed the bridge of her nose with a groan. "I cannot give you an academy secret just for a temporary visit," she said. "Even if you promised it."

Before Cale could respond, Damien raised a hand. Professor Delia stared at him for a moment like she was confused by what he was doing before she eventually remembered that he was a student and nodded for him to continue.

"Um, I'm not sure if I fully understand this, but wouldn't even a temporary visit help Haelforge a lot?" the dreadshade asked timidly. "The mana he expends lingers in the area, right? So all your students progress much faster as mages. And if he uses a channeler again, your students and professors get to cast freely and do all kinds of research, I think?"

Cale tried his best to keep his face straight. He hadn't expected Damien to step in, and he certainly hadn't expected Damien to weaponize his apparent timidity. The dreadshade knew exactly what he was doing, though how he managed it while also being an entity that was an anthropomorphic manifestation of decay and rot was impressive.

Evidently, Professor Delia had nothing prepared for Damien's intervention. She just stared at the dreadshade for a solid thirty seconds, then buried her face in her hands. "Menaces, the lot of you," she muttered, picking out a tome from her desk and flipping through it like she was trying to figure out if any of this was against the rules. "Absolute menaces. This should qualify as academic blackmail."

"You get thirty points for that one, apprentice," Cale whispered to Damien.

Leo jolted as soon as he heard this. "What about me?" he hissed. "I helped carry the sack around half the campus!"

"Relax," Cale told him, patting the minotaur's shoulder. "I'm not even keeping track of the points."

"You're not—" Leo made a sound that was very nearly a whimper, then deflated. "But if you're not keeping track of them, how am I supposed to collect them?"

"You can keep track of them yourself, if you want," Cale told him cheerfully. Leo brightened at that, already rummaging in his satchel for yet another notebook.

Professor Delia finally snapped her tome shut, sighing. "Frankly, my students are already begging for us to collaborate again, so I find I have little choice," she grumbled. "And it appears we have some contingencies in place for the occasion that we might choose to... collaborate... with outsiders."

"Excellent!" Cale beamed. "For what it's worth, the whole thing about outsiders is probably exactly what the Red Hunters relied on to infiltrate your school, so."

"I am well aware." Professor Delia sighed. "Forgive me I cannot simply shrug off decades of distaste in favor of what appears to be some sort of god of mana masquerading as a human."

"Oh, psh," Cale said. "I'm not a god or masquerading as anything. I'm just a human."

Professor Delia gave him a flat stare. "You overloaded an Elemental Shrine, triggered a coalescence of sprites that allowed me to break through my resonance bottleneck, and then recovered enough by the next day to supply my students with enough mana to subdue several archmage-level mages."

"And?" Cale shrugged. "Any mage could do that."

"Not even you could be that out of touch," Delia said with a snort, which was true. Cale mostly just wanted to see how far he could push it. "In any case, I will reveal this to you on one condition. Do not tell Akkau of this. This information must not spread to any other academy, do you understand? I'll be put in the sun for a week if it leaks."

"You'll be what?" Cale blinked.

"Metaphorically," Delia grumbled. "It doesn't matter. Do I have your oath?"

"I mean... I won't say anything if it doesn't come up," Cale said after considering this for a moment. She wasn't pushing very hard on this point, so it was likely more a formality than anything. "But if people's lives depend on it or something, I'm just going to share."

"Acceptable." Delia muttered something to herself, then opened the tome again to scribble something in magical ink—Cale caught a flash of mana before she snapped it shut. Some sort of record?

Then she snapped her fingers, enclosing all four of them in an obfuscation ward. Cale noted with some approval that she made no attempt to exclude either of his apprentices.

"We obtain our mana channelers from a dungeon that exists within the lower levels of the Haelforge Academy," she said bluntly. "We call it the Bitter Path. It's a class-five dungeon, pilgrimage-type, and when completed it rewards us with a single copy of the mana channeling artifact [Merlin's Regret]. It's one of the few dungeons that generate a consistent reward."

That was more information than Cale had been expecting to get. He opened his mouth to ask about the dungeon's name, but Delia answered it before he could even get the first word out.

"I didn't name it, for the record," she muttered. "The dungeon seems to be based on the life of some archmage. If I'm to be honest, the whole thing is kind of depressing, but given the power of that artifact, we've made it a tradition to attempt the dungeon at least once a year."

"Ah." Cale almost made a comment on the artifact's name and what that might imply, then decided not to. That whole thing was a bit of a rabbit hole. "Attempt?"

"It's a class-five dungeon," Delia repeated. "Even with a team of professors, we don't always make it to the end, especially since the dungeon adjusts to how well we perform. We are fortunate in that the Bitter Path simply ejects a mage once they receive a fatal threshold of damage, but the number of artifacts you used still represents decades of work."

She shot Cale a slightly accusatory look, which Cale promptly ignored. Instead, he made an interested sort of noise. "And you'd be willing to let me and my apprentices explore this dungeon?"

Delia sputtered. "You and your apprentices?" she asked. "I assumed you would join us on our attempt, not go in with a bunch of novice mages!"

"What, you don't send your students in?" Cale asked, blinking. "A dungeon that doesn't kill you sounds like an amazing way to get battle experience."

"That dungeon is called the Bitter Path," Delia said. "You don't understand. It's designed to—we are proud of our students, and they can handle a lot. But we wouldn't put them through that."

"So..." Cale paused. He was pretty sure he knew what this dungeon was going to be like, and he was pretty sure his apprentices could handle it. If they couldn't, he would simply send them back out and finish it himself. Simple. "Will you let us do it or not?"

Delia grumbled to herself for a moment, then let out an aggravated sigh. "...We expect you to complete the Path at least three times," she said. "Two copies of [Merlin's Regret] will be our payment for allowing you to do this."

"Done," Cale said.

"You're far too confident," Delia muttered. "Fine, but we'll have to arrange for an appropriate time. We can't just open it up tonight."

"So you can get me to come back to your academy," Cale said, nodding. "Wise."

"Wh—that is not the reason!" Professor Delia scowled. "The Bitter Path is kept under several layers of seals so our students don't try to sneak in. We need time to prepare the rituals to break those seals safely!"

"But it does also mean I have to come back to your academy," Cale said.

Delia groaned. "Yes. Technically," she grumbled. "But Haelforge does not resort to such underhanded tricks. You'll see the worth of our academy from your time here, simple as that. Now—"

She gestured to the teleportation array she'd drawn painstakingly on the floor. "Please return to Brightscale. I will send word to your Headmaster when the Bitter Path is ready."

"And our grades," Cale reminded.

"I haven't forgotten," Delia said dryly. "I'm sure Akkau will be pleased. It has been some time since you Brightscales have returned from Haelforge unscathed."

Cale raised an eyebrow at that remark. What was that supposed to mean? Maybe that was the real reason Akkau had insisted on some sort of paper trail...

Eh. It didn't matter. Cale nudged both of his apprentices to step through, then followed them shortly after.





Damien sat in his room, staring contemplatively at the mess that was Cale's side of their dorm. He had no idea how Cale had managed to make so much of a mess in so little time, but the man seemed to make a habit of pocketing pretty much anything that interested him. There was a pile of sand on his desk, for crying out loud. Why in the world had Cale pocketed a pile of sand?

Maybe that one was Syphus's, actually. The golem did seem to like sand a lot. The point remained, though, because shortly before Cale left to debrief with Akkau he'd stared at the pile of sand and nodded to himself like he wanted it there.

That left Damien alone in his room and with his thoughts—well, mostly alone, anyway. He hadn't forgotten that there was apparently a monster living under his bed. A monster that liked him, for some reason?

...Wait, did he need to feed it? Was he being a bad host?

Damien had been about to ruminate on how much his life had changed in so little a time. He'd wanted a moment to process how okay he was with how much things had changed. Change was something that he normally hated, but for the first time, he felt like he could handle what was coming.

This pending train of thought was entirely disrupted by his abrupt anxiety that he had in some way failed the creature living under his bed. Damien hesitated for a moment, feeling foolish, then sighed and tapped his bedframe.

"Um..." he started. "Do you have a name? And also, do I need to feed you anything? I feel like I haven't actually had the chance to think about the fact that you, um, exist. And I'm kind of wondering if I've been a bad... friend?"

He could have sworn he heard a snort emerge from under his bed, but there was otherwise no response. Damien waited, then realized there probably wasn't an answer coming. "Okay, just... let me know if you need anything," he offered awkwardly.

He was so bad at this. If only he was a little more like Cale. He seemed to do pretty much whatever he wanted and get away with it, and Damien sometimes thought he could do with a little more of that same audacity.

Come to think of it, why had Cale been so interested in the Haelforge dungeon, anyway? If he really wanted those mana channelers, he could have just negotiated with Haelforge for them, surely? Was there something else about it that was important?

And why had he wanted to bring them along? Did he know something about the dungeon? Cale was generally surprisingly careful about their boundaries, and considering the Bitter Path seemed to be something even its veterans didn't like going through again—not to mention apparently something they didn't want to subject Haelforge students to, when those students seemed more likely the type to inflict trauma than receive it—it seemed strange that Cale wanted them to come along.

"Maybe it's supposed to help us somehow?" Damien muttered to himself. "I mean, Cale doesn't usually do things without reason—"

The space under his bed thumped, as if in protest. Damien yelped, startled, and then thought about what he just said and snorted.

"Okay," he amended. "He does a lot of things without reason. But usually not when we're involved. He kinda seems like he really wants to help us."

Sometimes, it seemed like Cale wanted to help them more than Damien had ever really wanted to help himself. The dreadshade sighed and channeled a fraction of the Verdant Flame to his palm, watching the pale green flame flickering into existence.

"He's probably got a bunch of overlapping reasons to go there," Damien muttered. "I just..."

For the longest time, Damien hadn't really known what he wanted to do with his life aside from bringing his mana under control. Now he was actually going outside, exploring the world. Experiencing it. It was more than he'd known for ages, and he wasn't sure he knew how to process it all.

But he was starting to feel like he was ready to want more. He'd liked that whole experience more than he realized—not just going to a different academy or subverting the Red Hunters' plans, but also helping Cale negotiate with Delia...

Damien remembered her expression when he'd spoken up and abruptly giggled. "Oh," he said. "I think I was having fun."

A sibilant whisper emerged from beneath his bed, though it sounded almost like a sigh. "Sometimes. You are. Depressing."

"Wha—hey!" Damien almost kicked at his bed frame, then stopped himself sheepishly. "...I guess it kind of is, huh?"

"Can I. Have some. Of that?"

"What?" Damien blinked, then watched as a tendril slithered up from the bed and licked at the Verdant Flame still burning above his palm. "Um... sure, I guess?"

"Good," the monster said approvingly. "You should. Have fun. More often."

"Yeah," Damien muttered, looking over at Cale's side of the room once more. "I think... I dunno. I think maybe I'm ready to try, at least."





"Cale," Akkau said, his tone somehow simultaneously exhausted and pleading. "It has been two days."

The poor dragon looked exhausted. Cale reached out to pat Akkau on the head, ignoring the way the dragon swatted at him. Yes, it was technically undignified for an apprentice to pet their dragon, but it was also undignified for a dragon to slump over their desk like Akkau was doing. He was pretty sure those things cancelled out.

"I think today was a good day, if you ask me," Cale said cheerfully. "We stopped a few Red Hunter plans, learned some crucial information, and rescued both Sternkessel and Serof. Yesterday was much more intense."

"It is alarming that I cannot disagree with you," Akkau muttered under his breath. "Do you expect tomorrow to be similar? I will have to greet a delegation from Orstrahl in the morning; if anything happens..."

"Oh, I'm sure it'll be fine," Cale said dismissively. He checked his schedule scroll briefly, narrowing his eyes at it. "My next class is Magical Critters? I can't imagine anything going wrong with that."

"I will hold you to that, and I will pretend you did not phrase it that way on purpose," Akkau muttered. He hesitated, then sighed. "But Cale... thank you. Without your intervention..."

"You would've been fine," Cale said with a little smile. "Your students are brighter than you think, you know? You gotta have a little more faith in them. Maybe look in on a class sometime! It might do you some good."

With that, he slipped back out of Akkau's office.





Akkau fully blamed Cale for the situation he was in.

He had no idea how the human's words had gotten twisted up in his head, but during his meeting with the Orstrahl delegation he had blurted that he was proud of his apprentice and that they would have to watch him in one of his classes.

Which meant, of course, that he was now seated between all the very important members of Orstrahl nobility. And that there was a scrying spell projecting and recording all the events of Magical Critters in excruciating detail.

Briefly, and for the first time in his very long life, he considered praying to one of the divines to make sure this class went well.

Then he remembered Cale likely had more mana than all those divines put together and sank even further into his seat.
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  Cale thought in retrospect that the class specifically using the word critters—as opposed to beasts, creatures, monsters, or any of the other words more commonly used to describe the mana-twisted species that roamed the Great Realms—should have been a sign as to what its professor would be like. He hadn't really thought too much on the matter the previous night, mostly because he was tired and had dropped straight off into a dreamless sleep.

Now, though, he was forced to face reality: he had absolutely no idea who or what this professor was, but he absolutely loved them. And was possibly in love with them, depending. Metaphorically.

"Cale," Flia said, making an exasperated, slightly disgruntled noise. "Can you please stop staring at our professor like that?"

"But look at them!" Cale whispered back. "They're so friend-shaped!"

"I have no idea what that means," Flia said. "But this is my favorite class and I'd really like it if you didn't get me in trouble with the professor, okay? Also, we still need to talk about the thing after this."

"The thing?" Cale gave her a blank look, and then when she glared at him, slowly nodded. "Right. The thing."

"...You have no idea what it is, do you."

"Of course I do," Cale said. He thought for another moment, then brightened. "Oh! The thing with the Gift. I knew what you were talking about this whole time."

Flia rolled her eyes and turned away to hide her amusement, though Cale still caught her smirking before she began rummaging through her satchel. Their class hadn't actually started yet—there were still students filtering in through the door, and their professor was busy setting up what appeared to be some sort of minor teleportation array—but there was now a set of instructions written on the chalkboard, and Flia was evidently wasting no time in getting everything set up.

Cale, on the other hand, eyed the professor with interest. They were some sort of construct, but they lacked the definition common to elementals and the more deliberate design typical of golems. Instead, they appeared to be some sort of living blob consisting mostly of black slime and vibrant moss, with a few flowers growing from their head and back for good measure.

On top of that, they were expressive in an entirely involuntary way. Cale had never seen anyone whose mana responded so naturally to everything they were doing, and as far as he could tell, it was an entirely subconscious thing. Their mana coalesced into a simplified version of a facial expression, complete with yellow eyes furrowed together and a tongue sticking out in concentration as they completed their spell array.

A spell array that was comically small compared to their too-large arms. Technically, the same could be said for their hat, which Cale decided was instantly endearing.

Flia was probably right in that he needed to stop staring at the professor, though. Cale gathered himself, then went to read through the instructions written on the board instead.

Greetings! it started. You may know me as Professor Tarbloom. Or you may not, in which case I am happy to introduce myself. To forestall any questions for my newer students, I am what is known as a differentiated summon—that is, I was once a summoned construct bound to a powerful mage, but am now an independent being with my own will.

Huh. Cale nodded to himself. That explained Tarbloom's unique appearance, at least. Temporary construct-summoning spells were almost always unique, varying according to the mage that created the spell. And while it was rare, on occasion, those constructs could later develop both sapience and independence. The more powerful the spell, the more likely this would happen, although the construct becoming differentiated was...

Well, it was usually a violent process. For a summon to fully separate themselves from the mage that summoned them, they needed to permanently bind to themselves a portion of the mage's power. And very few mages, of course, were willing to allow this.

Probably the reason Tarbloom didn't elaborate too much on that point. Instead, they moved quickly on from the point.

While verbal magic does allow me to speak, I find this rather uncomfortable and far prefer to write. I will use a small mana-pulse to get your attention if needed, so please look up at the board and check for new instructions whenever that happens! This also applies when I need to speak to you personally—I have a small personal slate I use for such conversations.

Telepathy is an acceptable alternative, but I have been informed most of my students find this uncomfortable. If you are comfortable with mind links, please find the telepathy consent form included in your desks. (This is a joke! I have been informed that I must also clarify when I am making jokes.)

That seemed reasonable. Verbal magic was a bit of an oddity, anyway; most basic acoustic spells used the caster's body as a medium to produce sounds, which Cale could only imagine would be incredibly disconcerting for more gelatinous lifeforms like Tarbloom.

Well, no, he didn't have to imagine it. He'd been to at least one slime-ruled realm where it was something of an underground sport, but given the state of the slimes afterward he was pretty sure they were giving themselves the magical equivalent of a concussion.

"I know they're joking, but do you think Tarbloom would actually accept a mind link?" Cale whispered to Flia. "I've been to a bunch of realms where pretty much everyone is telepathic, so I'm more or less used to it."

Flia blinked and stared at him. "Is that why you're so shameless all the time?"

Cale paused at the thought. "Huh. Is it?" he remarked. "Maybe. Honestly being in a telepathic society for more than an hour is enough to scrub any sense of shame from your soul."

"This explains so much about you," Flia muttered while Cale basked in this moment of self-revelation. "And for the record, I have no idea. Shouldn't you be setting your desk up?"

"I'm not done reading," Cale said. Professor Tarbloom had managed to fit a lot onto that chalkboard. There was a spell of some kind on it, he was pretty sure. Words expanded in his vision as he read them and shrank away when he was done. "Shh. I'm at the best part."

"Wha—that text isn't a book and you're the one that started talking to me!" Flia protested. Cale ignored her in favor of squinting at the rest of the... were instructions actually still the right word at this point? Most of it was really more like a class introduction.

Now, on to expectations! Magical Critters is about studying Utelia's many magical lifeforms and teaching you how to deal with them safely. However, just because the class is about your safety does not mean I do not expect you to treat these little critters with respect! Their presence in this class is what will allow you to survive exploring Utelia's wilderness and its dungeons. Anyone who intentionally mistreats any of my critters will be permanently removed from my classes, and very likely from the academy grounds as a whole.

That said, mistakes are understandable, and some critters are really quite dangerous. It is therefore important that you obey every instruction you are given to the best of your ability. Every risk we take in this class is a measured risk to allow you to understand the true dangers—and beauty!—of the little critters we share our home with. You will be exposed to some dangers intentionally to understand how to overcome them, but you will not be at true risk unless you do not follow my instructions.

Cale wondered briefly if many students had ignored Professor Tarbloom's instructions before. A class like this would undoubtedly have its fair share of incidents—honestly, Cale couldn't think of many ways of studying magical creatures that didn't have some potential of going wrong.

If anything, being able to adapt to problems would keep a lot of would-be mages alive. Measured risks were key! Like that one time he'd led a group of his friends into a gaggle of bookwyrms.

Granted, he hadn't known the bookwyrms were there, so the risk wasn't that measured. But they'd learned a lot from that encounter, so it all balanced out.

Today's class begins with an introduction to a semi-common critter often regarded as a pest, found mostly in the outer regions of Illwyld. Flickerants first appeared in the continent after the Aspect Cascade swept through the Golden Sands, and are suspected to be a direct result of the realm reacting to the Cascade's elemental storm. For those unfamiliar, the Aspect Cascade is a still-rampant storm of wild magic that forcibly alters mana aspects within its perimeter.

Flickerants appear to have adopted this property, albeit at a much smaller scale. They latch on to a host and 'flicker' to an opposing mana aspect in order to induce core poisoning. Despite this, they are largely harmless, as they cannot convert mana in large enough quantities to actually poison their hosts. The mechanism is largely a defensive, discomfort-inducing one, and is only fatal should you fall directly into a flickerant nest or fail to remove them in time.

Cale found himself immediately intrigued. "Flickerants, huh?" he muttered. "Adapting to the Aspect Cascade..."

It wasn't unusual for magical creatures to adapt to the presence of some extreme magical phenomena. Cale had encountered more than a few such species in his time, but most of them were dangerous—anything capable of adapting to extreme conditions tended to be, magically speaking. Low-level pests were an unusual outcome, but it made a certain kind of sense, if the phenomenon persisted for long enough.

He wondered what would happen if a flickerant latched on to him. Probably nothing much. Prismatic cores couldn't really experience core poisoning, and the flickerant wouldn't be able to attune his mana to an opposing aspect in the first place.

Now, while they can be removed through brute force, doing so damages the mana channels they've latched on to. Your first task will be to learn how to repel them by confusing their senses; your second task will be to allow them to latch on, then removing them harmlessly with a quick injection of opposing mana, which will cause them to instantly detach.

Your desks have all been stocked with a single flickerant stored in a vial, an auric amplifier, and a variety of automatic elemental injectors for those that have trouble attuning their mana. Auric amplifiers will confuse the flickerant into mistaking an empty region as a potential host, but the precise amount of will to imbue can be tricky! Set up your desks per the diagram, then experiment with it until you can move your flickerant all the way to the red line.

Ah, so that was what Flia was up to. Cale glanced over at her to see she was working on trying to repel her flickerant to the red line on her desk, to no particular success. It crawled toward her repeatedly with the single-minded determination of a bug that had only one purpose in life.

He did his best not to snicker.

After that, call on me to check on your work and I will supervise as you proceed to the second stage of the experiment. Do not harm your flickerants or attempt to get bitten by more than one! I have had students do this before. I do not know why? Also, do not sneak them into your pockets to start a flickerant biting competition outside class. Nor should you...

Cale blinked and did his best to skim through the rest of the instructions, but it was for the most part just a very long list of things that Tarbloom specifically warned them not to do, up to and including a warning about eating them. He snorted. "Almost feels like Tarbloom's a little traumatized by some of the students," he said, eyeing the professor. They were humming to themselves as they checked over their teleport array, only pausing occasionally to wave a student in. "They still seem to love their class, though. I wonder what that teleport array is for."

"It's probably for the next critter," Flia said absently, frowning at her flickerant. She picked it up and moved it back to the green line on her desk, then concentrated on her auric amplifier once more.

The bug hesitated, antennae flicking, tilting its head toward the amplifier. Flia held her breath.

Then it started crawling toward her again. Flia groaned, then scowled when she saw Cale watching her. "Don't judge me," she muttered defensively. "It just likes me or something."

"That's probably part of it," Cale said, amused. He leaned back against his desk to watch, and after a moment, Flia narrowed her eyes at him.

"You know something," she accused. Cale grinned at her and she let out an exaggerated groan. "If you have any tips, please share. I've tried every single mana concentration I can handle. At this point, I'm starting to feel like it's... you know, my mana thing."

"It's not," Cale said, relenting. "Auric amplifiers don't amplify mana, they amplify will."

He gestured at the flickerant. "Basic lesson in parasitic magical creatures," he said. "Anything that targets mages needs a sense that distinguishes mana cores from free-flowing ambient mana, and the simplest way to do that is to sense whether that mana is imbued with will. Or intent, if you prefer."

Flia blinked, glanced at the board again, and sighed. "Well, now I feel stupid," she mumbled. "Professor Tarbloom even mentioned the part about imbuing will."

"Eh, it was easy to miss. Tarbloom seems to like writing a lot," Cale said with a laugh. He began setting up his own desk before finally releasing his flickerant, watching as its antennae began flicking around in curiosity. It was effectively a very large ant with iridescent chitin, but the mana within felt... chaotic. It pulsed and flickered rapidly between attunements, like it couldn't quite decide what it wanted to be.

Made sense, considering its name. Now he just had to push some of his mana into the auric amplifier.

Which was absolutely not going to happen. It didn't matter that it mostly just amplified imbued will—intent couldn't just float around on its own. It needed mana as a substrate, and Cale was pretty sure if he tried to stuff any amount of his mana into this thing it would explode. Possibly violently.

He grumbled to himself, looked up to get the professor's attention—

—only to find Tarbloom right in front of his desk, smiling happily at him. They held up a smaller slate.

HELLO, it read. YOU MUST BE CALE!

"That's me," Cale agreed cheerfully. "Pleasure to meet you, Professor. I take it you're here to stop me from breaking your amplifier?"

Tarbloom considered this for a moment, then shrugged massive shoulders. The words on the slate rearranged themselves rapidly to form new ones. EH. YOU CAN BREAK IT IF YOU WANT. IT'S CHEAP.

"Really?" Cale eyed the amplifier. Despite the fancy name, it was basically just a rune painted onto a barely mana-conductive rock... so that made sense. "Why're you here then?"

TO OBSERVE, it wrote. YOUR CORE IS UNIQUE! I FIGURED IT MIGHT NOT BE INTERESTED.

Both Cale and Tarbloom stared at the flickerant on his desk. Tarbloom was right—it wasn't moving toward the red line, but it wasn't moving toward him, either. It wandered a little, its antennae occasionally twitching, but did nothing else.

"Yeah, I kind of thought that would happen, too," Cale admitted. "Not sure anything would happen if it bit me either. My mana's mostly immune to that kind of forced change."

FASCINATING, Tarbloom wrote. WELL, YOU ARE WELCOME TO SIMPLY OBSERVE! OR SHARE YOUR OWN CRITTER FACTS OR OBSERVATIONS?

Cale paused for a moment. Tarbloom was looking at him with barely-disguised hope. They probably really wanted to learn what he knew about magical creatures from other realms, huh? And Cale was a lot more comfortable with Tarbloom than with Imrys, so...

"Flickerants do remind me of some other creatures... ah, critters I've encountered," Cale said, watching as Tarbloom instantly brightened. "Actually, you mentioned that flickerants appeared only after a powerful magical phenomenon manifested, right?"

THE ASPECT CASCADE, Tarbloom wrote, nodding furiously enough that their little hat threatened to fall off. Cale tried not to laugh at the sight.

"There's a class of critters that can adapt to magical phenomena like that," he said. "It requires a little bit of malleability in their mana cores, and it's a kind of malleability that means they all share certain traits. If flickerants belong to that class, then they most likely have some sort of queen in their nests, and a tiny portion of their converted mana is donated to the queen."

I KNEW PREPARING THE TELEPORT ARRAY WAS A GOOD IDEA, Tarbloom wrote, beaming at him. I THINK I CAN SUMMON THE QUEEN.

Cale paused. "Are you sure that's a good idea?" he asked. They had been exceptionally careful about emphasizing caution in their introductory message... but it appeared that caution was less important to them than discovering a new critter.

I WILL BE SAFE! they quickly assured him. They gestured a tiny line of inscriptions right around their array. OBSERVE: WARDS BY JAXOVAR HIMSELF. I ONLY WANT A QUICK GLANCE. 

A hopeful look. They held their slate up a little higher. HELP ME? I DO NOT HAVE ENOUGH MANA FOR THIS SUMMONING.

Well... on one hand, Akkau had wanted this class to be uneventful.

On the other, Professor Tarbloom looked incredibly eager, and it was unlikely that summoning the queen of such a minor pest could cause that much harm. It would probably be fine?

"Sure," Cale said, giving in. Tarbloom looked thrilled and shuffled rapidly off back to their desk to prepare.

Next to him, Flia shot him a suspicious look. "I only heard half of that conversation, but I somehow get the impression you've already corrupted our professor."

"I've done no such thing!" Cale protested. "I will have you know this is entirely Tarbloom's idea."

"What is?"

"Nothing! You'll see," Cale said quickly. He scooped his flickerant back into its vial, then followed after Tarbloom before Flia could say anything else. Behind him, he heard her sighing with exasperation.





Kazza of the Golden Sands was not part of this delegation by choice. In fact, he would have preferred to avoid visiting Orstrahl altogether, let alone join their little group of nobles in their visit to the so-called Brightscale Academy. As far as he was concerned, his tribe had more important matters to deal with than diplomatic relations with some upstart kingdom on a different continent.

Yet Orstrahl had offered them the power to permanently end the Aspect Cascade that ravaged their lands. They spoke of a ring-like artifact, old and sacred, that would be able to contain it. His father was insistent that they at least hear out the offer, despite Kazza's own protests, and so here he was now, playing at diplomacy with a bunch of scaleless aristocrats that could barely identify a [Fireball] if it struck them in the face.

He knew because he'd threatened to strike one of them with a [Fireball] and they had mistaken it for a [Lesser Fireball], despite the full raging spell burning in his hands. Kazza had been so offended he refused to speak with them for the rest of the day.

His father really shouldn't have trusted him with diplomacy here.

Still, Orstrahl's nobility seemed to find his antics and rash behavior amusing, for some reason. They hadn't kicked him out, and had in fact been polite and gracious hosts, despite Kazza's best attempts to be acerbic and unfriendly. None of it deterred them. They just kept offering him all kinds of bribes and bargains, at some point even telling him to make a selection of pretty women to take with him.

He'd clawed the noble who made that particular offer directly in the face, though the noble had seemed happy about it, for some reason. Or at least he wasn't upset. It was disconcerting how they treated him, like he was some sort of valued pet more than a diplomat from the Golden Sands.

Kazza didn't trust Orstrahl in the slightest. He didn't trust their offer, or their fancy, ornate halls, and he certainly didn't trust any of the gifts they kept throwing at him. They were far too eager to gain the cooperation of his tribe, and what was more, they seemed convinced that they would get it.

When they offered to bring him along on this trip, he'd refused outright. Sitting in a carriage with any of these pretentious hacks seemed like a nightmare made manifest. But then they had mentioned the academy's name, told him it was run by a dragon, and... well, he hadn't been able to deny his interest.

Especially since he was pretty sure this was the academy Izzik attended.

He'd been hoping for a tour, maybe. A chance to get Izzik alone. What he hadn't expected was being stuck in a room watching the Headmaster's apprentice attend a class, for some reason. Kazza had no idea why the Orstrahl delegation seemed so interested in this, and the way they glanced and smirked at each other as if eager for a chance to humiliate Akkau disgusted him.

But his tail flicked in interest when he recognized the flickerants brought into the class. Kazza narrowed his eyes slightly and straightened, then leaned forward to get a closer look. Was this intentional, or...?

No—a quick glance to the side told him the Orstrahl nobles weren't even looking at him. Most of them were here to try to gain some sort of leverage over Akkau, as far as he could tell. Kazza himself was only being brought along as part of what he was sure was some devious plan he hadn't quite figured out yet.

Whatever was happening in this class wasn't planned. Not by the nobles, at least.

Kazza looked at the Headmaster, who seemed incredibly uncomfortable sandwiched between the nobles, then back at the scrying spell.

That apprentice—that human—was approaching some sort of teleport array, and if he was reading those runes right... they were planning to summon something from Illwyld?

It was well-known that flickerants were a product of the Aspect Cascade, but that array was meant to bring across something bigger. Kazza was no expert in reading arrays like this, but he found himself watching with a sudden intensity.

He had always been a mage that relied on his instincts. Those instincts were what told him that whatever Orstrahl wanted for him and his tribe, it was bad.

And those same instincts told him to watch what happened here closely, because if he understood what was happening correctly, then fate itself might have been presenting him with a way out.
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  Cale watched with amusement as Professor Tarbloom practically vibrated in enthusiasm. In fact, the professor ended up having to stop and calm themselves so they could make a few needed modifications to the teleport array. Apparently, while Tarbloom had hoped that Cale would have some revelation that would require it, they had also planned around it just in case he didn't. In which case it would have been used to teleport a different specimen in from Illwyld for the next part of their class.

It was surprisingly considerate. Cale appreciated the thought.

I WOULD HAVE BROUGHT IN TWO RINOCERNS, Professor Tarbloom wrote. VERY INTERESTING CRITTERS!

"Rinocerns?" Cale asked, tilting his head. Tarbloom began rapidly scribbling something, but before they could get too into it, Flia interrupted from behind him.

"They're also a species native to Illwyld, although they're much more dangerous than the flickerants," she said. "I read about them. The internal structure of their horns resemble a spell construct, but only part of one. Rinocerns mate for life if they find a partner whose horn completes their spell."

Professor Tarbloom seemed happy with this explanation and gave Flia a thumbs up. THEY MUST COLLIDE AT HIGH SPEEDS TO CAST THEIR UNITED SPELL, they added on their slate. IT IS VERY DESTRUCTIVE! BUT VERY BEAUTIFUL. MY FAVORITE DEMONSTRATION.

Then they went right back to modifying the spell array. It didn't look like too much needed to be changed—as far as Cale could tell, Tarbloom was mostly tweaking the target destination and adding an input node for Cale to act as a mana battery. This was far preferable to a node where he supplied his mana, mostly because Cale didn't really have the control needed to carefully inject a precise amount of mana into the array.

Treating him like a battery bypassed the problem somewhat, though. It wasn't a perfect solution by any means, for even the process of tapping into his mana tended to fry any construct that attempted to access it, but it was usually good enough for one or two casts.

Interestingly enough, it looked like Tarbloom had taken this into account. They were setting up a timed teleport array—a spell that would teleport their target into the ward Jaxovar had set up, allow it to remain for a certain amount of time, and then send them right back where the spell had originally plucked them from. It was a pretty good setup for any kind of temporary study if you wanted to minimize the damage, and Tarbloom clearly did; the spell even had conditions that would force it to end early.

Once they were done, they turned back to the chalkboard and began writing, this time in the more delicate script they presumably reserved for when they needed to address the entire class.

A small interruption! Tarbloom wrote. Normally, I would proceed into a demonstration of what one of the more destructive magical critters can do—a lesson on the true potential of our little friends and the necessity of caution around them, if you will. Many mages grow overconfident as their skills with magic grow, and they forget that the critters surrounding us all have unique ways of using magic, some of which can bypass our best defenses.

Well, that was true. Cale had once witnessed an archmage specializing in water magic begin to drown. Granted, that was because the archmage in question had annoyed the Leviathan, and her domain overruled any kind of magic the archmage could deploy... but the point was solid! There were magical creatures out there that could disable very specific kinds of magic, or even enforce a very limited Rule the way Abyssals could.

However, our friend Cale has offered to allow us a different kind of lesson, Tarbloom continued. Cale wasn't sure if he would phrase it like that. It really wasn't helping with Flia's suspicions about him corrupting their professor. If anything, she seemed even more suspicious now. We will instead address the correct procedure when encountering new critters entirely! As usual, while we will take every precaution possible, the unknown always presents a certain level of genuine risk. You have my assurance that I will do my utmost to defend you, but if you choose to sit out the rest of the class, you will still gain full credit.

That said, know that the ability of a mage to adapt to new dangers makes the difference between life and death in dungeons and out in the wild. The skills you learn today may very well save your lives. Remember: identify any rules that the critter might operate under. Test the rules by attempting to disprove them where possible. And if all else fails, run.

Once all of that was written, Tarbloom sent out a quick mana-pulse to get everyone to look up at the chalkboard. WE WILL START WHEN EVERYONE IS DONE WITH THEIR FLICKERANTS, he wrote to Cale and Flia.

Cale decided that he very much liked Tarbloom. Not that he hadn't decided that already! But this was pretty much the same advice he'd given his apprentices both in the labyrinth and in the Inverted Spires, and it said a lot about Tarbloom's experience in the field. "You sure know what you're talking about," he remarked. "Were you an adventurer before this?"

Tarbloom turned to him and seemed to consider his question for a moment. I ADVENTURED! BUT I WOULD NOT CALL MYSELF AN ADVENTURER.

Cale tilted his head. "You didn't work with a guild? Does Utelia have guilds?"

I DID, AND IT DOES! BUT MY WORK WAS STUDYING AND DOCUMENTING MAGICAL CRITTERS, NOT CONQUERING DUNGEONS.

"Oh!" Cale snapped his fingers. "You write the guides!"

I HAVE AUTHORED MANY OF THEM. Tarbloom seemed exceptionally smug about this fact.

"Wait," Flia said. "You wrote the—are you talking about the Adventurer's Guide to Monsters? The one that documents the fauna and flora of Utelia? I've never seen your name listed on there."

I REFUSED. THEY WOULD NOT NAME THE GUIDE CORRECTLY. Tarbloom's expression dimmed a little, almost like they were scowling. I WANTED IT CALLED "THE TRUE GUIDE TO MAGICAL CRITTERS."

Cale made a sympathetic noise. "Adventurers probably wouldn't pay much attention if you called it that, unfortunately."

"But you never told us," Flia said, like she was trying to wrap her mind around it. "Doesn't the Guide include information about the Corrupted Lands? And some of the most dangerous magical beings on Utelia?"

ALSO SEVERAL SPECIES OF MEGAFAUNA FOUND ONLY IN THE ENDLESS DEPTHS. Tarbloom grinned. Or smirked. Cale felt like that smile definitely qualified as a smirk, considering the sheer smug energy still radiating off their professor. I AM VERY CAPABLE.

"I love the illustrations. Did you draw them yourself?" Flia said. Tarbloom nodded a few times and beamed at the compliment. "They're very detailed... although now I can't decide if I should be excited and ask you to sign my copy or mortified I never realized you were one of the authors."

"They probably keep it a secret on purpose," Cale pointed out. "I doubt they want people asking them for advice on how to kill monsters, and that's sort of the primary purpose of most adventurer guides."

Tarbloom nodded rapidly. THE GUILD HAD ADVENTURERS ADD TO MY WORK! they wrote aggressively. TOO MANY MONSTER SLAYING INSTRUCTIONS.

"That explains that. I was wondering," Flia admitted. She glanced back at her desk. "I should probably get the second stage of the experiment over with. I was actually coming over here to get you, but I got distracted."

AH! Tarbloom brightened. VERY GOOD! YES. SHOW ME HOW YOU DEAL WITH A FLICKERANT BITE.

This was probably going to take a while. Cale briefly considered allowing a flickerant to bite him, given that was the next stage of the class and he had nothing else to do, but... well, he'd experimented with magical parasites before. Most of them exploded as soon as they latched on to him, and Cale was pretty sure that would upset Tarbloom.

So he resigned himself to just watching the rest of the students while he waited, keeping a close eye on the professor all the while. Mostly he was wondering if any of them would try to pocket a flickerant or do anything interesting, but this particular class seemed pretty tame. Maybe Tarbloom had a reputation?

Cale really needed some way to work on his own magic so he wasn't left waiting in times like these. There was a time when he would fill all these spare moments with mana control exercises, but those had long since ceased to bring him any value, and without that the only aspects of his magic he could work on were...

Hmm. He had plenty of spells to evolve, at this point, but to gain the spells he actually wanted, he needed to work on gaining different kinds of resonance ranks. Of those, the only one he could actively work on was draconic resonance. Everything else was more or less dependent on attending different resonance classes and visiting their respective Elemental Shrines. 

Draconic resonance was different, though. The Gift said it expected him to take seven days to fully digest the first rank of resonance, but that could fluctuate depending on how compatible his soul was to the essence of a dragon.

In theory, anything he did to improve that compatibility—collecting spells, for instance, or just increasing the "quality" of his "hoard" by teaching his apprentices—would help him evolve more quickly to the next rank of draconic resonance. And considering how much the first rank had helped him, there was some real potential that it would help him create some of the spells he was really interested in.

Which was mostly more baking spells. Although he did also want to fly. And teleport.

Cale considered his dilemma.

There was a way he could work on achieving all those things at once. The most important one was helping his apprentices with their magic, because that would help them too, and Cale doubted Utelia was getting any safer. Not to mention Damien's whole thing with the Verdant Flame. He still refused to think too deeply about the implications of that.

He refused to hope.

But if he wanted to make progress with his magic, then that seemed the clear way forward. Pick up any spells he could, become more like a dragon, earn that next level of draconic resonance sooner than the seven-day timeline he'd been given. He'd learned quite a number of spells since the last time he'd checked the Gift, so perhaps it had a new estimation for him?

You are at the first rank of draconic resonance. The first rank of draconic resonance provides improved physical abilities, spell acquisition, and mana control. Complete integration of this first rank will take approximately four days and thirteen hours.

Cale raised an eyebrow. It had been seven days about twenty-four hours ago, so he was definitely making progress with it; picking up all the spells he did definitely helped. His options now were to pick up every scrap of knowledge and spellwork he could while pushing his apprentices as far as they could reasonably go.

So... lesson plans?

Lesson plans.

Not that he wouldn't have been helping his apprentices anyway, obviously. He didn't need to know that his draconic resonance would be growing just to help them; he'd taken them on for a reason. It was a nice little bonus, though.

Fortunately, he'd visited Akkau that morning about precisely this. At the time, he'd mostly been seeking a means of knowing what his apprentices were up to so he could "visit his wisdom upon them whenever he wanted." Akkau had responded by giving him a flat look and then a lecture on privacy and not scaring his students just because he felt like it.

Cale had agreed, wandered around the campus until he got permission from each of his apprentices anyway, then went straight back to Akkau.

Who had sighed and begrudgingly inscribed a modification on his schedule scroll.

This seemed like the perfect time to test that out. He was pretty sure he had at least ten minutes until they were done with the flickerant testing.





Damien was meditating on the Verdant Flame when a projection of Cale's face suddenly appeared in front of him. He yelped, grabbing at his sheets and rolling backwards, nearly setting them on fire in the process. "C-Cale?!"

"That's me!" the unnecessarily large projection of Cale's face said, all too cheerfully. "I wanted to check on you. See how you were doing with the cloak and all. Also if you've made any progress with the Verdant Flame."

"It's been twenty minutes since you left for class," Damien protested, his heart still hammering in his chest. Did he even have a heart? Had Cale scared one into him, or had he just had knowledge of his own anatomy scared out of him?

...Okay, maybe he needed a moment to calm down a little. Cale was staring down at him, bemused and waiting, and Damien waited for his thoughts to settle slightly before he let out a trembling sigh and responded.

"No, not yet," he said gingerly. "Um, except for the Cloak. My progress with that is going pretty well, I think. It's just that I don't really know what to do with the Verdant Flame? I kind of understand what it is, but not what to do with it, which makes me think maybe I don't understand what it is at all..."

He fidgeted. Cale hummed in thought, then shook his head. "If you didn't understand it, you wouldn't have been able to get it in the first place," he said encouragingly. "But with all magic, it helps if you have a goal you're working on. Not just being able to control your magic or hold it back or anything. Take me, for example! I want to explore the limits of baking magic."

Damien hesitated. "I-I know that," he said. It was hard not to know that Cale was interested in baking magic, really. "But I don't know what I want to do with my magic. I mean, I want to be able to heal, but..."

"That's a bit of a stretch, even with the Cloak and the Verdant Flame," Cale agreed. "And sure, maybe that's what you want. But here's a more important question: do you want it to make up for something in the past, or because it's something you genuinely want to be able to do?"

That question made Damien hesitate.

The answer was technically the first one. Damien had never been able to get the image of that ruined village out of his mind—he wanted more than anything to have the power to reverse it. Or, at the very least, to make sure that it never happened again. If he ever lost control of his mana again, he wanted the power to make sure he didn't do any permanent harm.

Damien knew instinctively that none of those were the answers that Cale was looking for. His desire to heal came from a desire to avoid certain outcomes, not from a desire to master that form of magic for himself. He'd already started realizing this, but it was almost startling for it to be put into such stark clarity.

"I don't know," Damien said softly. "I want... to want to heal, if that makes sense?"

"You wish you had better reasons for wanting healing magic?" Cale suggested.

"Yeah." Damien fidgeted. "Is that okay?"

Cale snorted. "Do you know how many mages I've met that don't even realize they hate their own magic?" he asked dryly. "You're allowed to take your time to figure out what you want, Damien. You're allowed to change your mind, even! Listen, how about this—you remember Izzik?"

"The lizardfolk who was... almost killed?" Damien asked, flinching a bit at the memory.

Cale nodded. "He wants to heal, too," he said. "Why don't you go visit him in the infirmary? You can handle trips outside the Astral Ward now with your Cloak, can't you?"

"Um..." Damien hesitated. He could. For short periods of time, anyway. He wouldn't have agreed to join Cale at the Haelforge Academy if he couldn't. "Y-yeah," he said eventually. "I can. Are you sure I should bother him...?"

"He could probably use some real friends, to be honest," Cale muttered. "Just ask him a bit about why he wants to heal. You might find something you can relate to."

"Okay," Damien agreed quietly. He didn't have class for another forty minutes, anyway, and his attempts to further understand the Verdant Flame had entirely stalled out. He was a little nervous about talking to someone new, but he'd been doing a lot of new things these days. It was probably fine, right?

Damien took a deep breath, then stood and began carefully making his way to the door, although he stopped just before he opened it. "Um..." he said. He wasn't sure how to ask this. "Are you just going to follow me like that?"

Cale blinked at him, then appeared to remember he was currently a giant floating projection of a head. "Oh! No, I'm pretty sure I have to get back to class now. Good talk! Make sure you learn lots of things. I'm sure Izzik will have plenty to talk about."

Then he vanished. Damien stared at empty space for a while, then slowly made his way out of his dorm and toward the infirmary.

Hopefully, Izzik would be willing to talk. Damien had no idea what the lizardfolk thought of the Astral Wing students. Joining the Red Hunters wasn't exactly a good sign, but then considering his current condition...

He sighed. No point speculating. He took off at a determined pace, mostly to make sure he wouldn't change his mind before he got there.





Cale decided he was reasonably happy with how that turned out. Even more interesting was the fact that the timer to his next rank had dropped! It was down to four days and twelve hours, now. Which wasn't a lot, but considering Damien hadn't actually made any progress with his magic, he was more than happy to take it. That meant draconic resonance accounted for his apprentices making peace with themselves, too, which he was pretty happy with.

The other possibility was that either Syphus or Leo had made some progress with that magic at that exact moment, but unfortunately, Cale didn't have time to check with either of them. Professor Tarbloom was already shuffling back toward him.

EVERYONE IS EXCITED, they wrote on their slate. AND I AM PLEASED TO REPORT THAT ALL MY STUDENTS HANDLED THEIR SAMPLES EXCEPTIONALLY WELL! I WILL ENSURE THEIR FLICKERANTS FIND GOOD HOMES.

"What, you're telling me no one tried to pocket one?" Cale asked, amused. Tarbloom didn't seem to notice he was joking.

I KNOW! IT IS EXCITING, they wrote instead. SHALL WE?

Cale stepped obediently into the part of the teleport array that had been designated for him. "Whenever you're ready," he said.

He felt it when the spell fired. Tarbloom injected a pulse of mana into the teleport array, which activated in a swirl of prismatic color—not because of Tarbloom's magic, but because of the mana it sucked away from him and into the runes. Whatever amount it took was too miniscule for him to register, but even then, the chalk used for the circles burned away, just as predicted.

It didn't matter. The teleport array took effect, seeking across an entire continent to the deepest parts of a flickerant nest. It used the flickerants in their class as a sort of spiritual anchor, tracing the lines of mana along the next, down a dizzying labyrinth of tunnels and dirt and spells meant to hide their queen, drawing more mana from him than expected—

—and then the spell took hold. A bright flash of mana, and two places in space swapped.

Cale had the time to register the vague outline of what was presumably the head of the flickerant queen, although that was only a tiny portion of her. No, what truly commanded all their attention was the absolutely massive abdomen that stretched halfway to the ceiling and flung Tarbloom's desk back.

More importantly, it was full to bursting with a storm of chaotic mana.

"Oh!" Cale said. "So, uh, that's a bomb."
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  Kazza was clenching his claws so tightly into the armrests of his chair that he was pretty sure it would leave a visible mark.

Not that he cared. What was happening on that spell projection was far more important. His tribe had always suspected that flickerants were more directly linked to the Aspect Cascade than was apparent, but they had never been able to confirm it. The bulk of flickerant nests resided in Golden Sands territory, but attempting to delve deep into any of their nests was basically suicide.

They had tried, of course. First with scouts sent to dig into the nests, though they never returned once they ventured too deep. Then again with warrior-mages, who had managed to push deeper but still barely escaped with their lives. Even then, they were leagues away from the center of any nest. Those things went deep, they had learned; far beneath the sands of their home and well into the blackstone that marked the magically tumultuous layers beneath.

That was the first sign that the flickerants were more than they seemed. Very few species could survive that far into the blackstone layers, but somehow, the flickerants' natural ability to attune mana seemed to keep them alive. They converted what should have been lethal pressures of mana into less harmful aspects that dissipated more quickly, and that protection was also what made it impossible to delve into the depths of their nests.

At the outermost tunnels, flickerants would descend on mages in droves, biting into their barriers and converting their mana into useless, unstructured dregs. That was what killed the scouts that wandered too deep. Those younger lizardfolk didn't have the spells to fend off hordes of insects.

Their warrior-mages were able to push deeper with that information, though. They built spells of wind and flame that could blast the ants away before they got too close, relying more on the physical effect of the spell than sustaining it with mana.

The problem was that the deeper they got, the stronger and larger those flickerants became. Variants never seen before on the surface began to show up, with no apparent purpose other than to protect their nest and their queen. They were larger and stronger than the base flickerants—too large to simply blow away with a wind spell, and with too much natural elemental resistance to burn easily.

And even if those could be overcome, there were the mirages.

It wasn't an accurate word, really. A mirage didn't describe the actual danger that emerged when enough flickerants gathered together, when their magic pooled together just enough to manifest a fragment of the Aspect Cascade. It was the only word that seemed to fit, though, because what they were able to create wasn't the true Cascade. Just a shadow of it.

Those shadows were still enough to tear their spells to shreds. Their teams had never been able to make it further than when the Cascade mirages started appearing, and they were unwilling to lose any more of their people to investigate what might have simply been a dead end.

So they'd turned to alternatives. Scrying first, to see if their magic could pierce into the heart of the nest and see what needed to be so well-defended. Then teleportation, for they thought that if they could send a warrior into the heart for a fraction of a second, they could pull them out safely and learn what was within. If not that, then perhaps they could teleport whatever lay in the nests out, in some safe and warded arena for study.

None of those options had worked. Their scrying spells failed before they got anywhere close, torn apart by the Cascade mirages and the natural energy of the flickerants. Sight mana attuned to fire and water and storm long before it got anywhere close to the heart of any nest.

Their teleportation rituals had managed to push a little further, for it was in the nature of spatial magic to be able to slip through space itself. To carve gaps through those mirages that they might be able to use.

That was when they ran into the wards.

Actual wards, even. Not the mimicry that magical creatures and monsters were sometimes able to forge through luck or happenstance, but wards built by talented, experienced mages. Those wards caught any threads of spatial magic and fueled the Cascade's power into them, disrupting the spell before it could get where it needed to be.

And while that was pretty damning evidence that there was something about these flickerants, some greater link between them and the Cascade and perhaps even a mind at work behind them...

Well, the Golden Sands didn't have any mages that could pierce those wards. None of the mages they'd attempted to hire could, either. They'd been forced to give up that investigation as a dead end.

Which was why, when Professor Tarbloom had first explained what they were about to attempt, Kazza dismissed it as impossible. The best mages of the Golden Sands had already attempted such. What were the odds a magic academy—without any professional, graduated mages—would succeed on their first try?

He almost managed to convince himself that he'd been tricked by his own instincts. He almost made himself look away, his tail lashing about in irritation. 

Almost. Something told him to keep watching, and despite his reluctance, he did. 

And he nearly tore through the upholstery of the chair he was seated in when, against all odds, the spell succeeded.

Kazza had no idea how or why it did. Nothing about it seemed different than their own attempts. The only thing he could think of was Cale's presence in the array, and why would the presence of a mere apprentice change the outcome of the spell? Even if that apprentice was a dragon's apprentice, it shouldn't have been enough to...

Kazza's breath caught as the flickerant queen manifested, and he forgot all about his disbelief and his curiosity about this Cale, because that—that was proof. Indisputable, direct proof that the flickerants were somehow linked directly to the Aspect Cascade. Even without actually being there and with the classroom far outside the range of his mana sense, he could recognize the storm that had been ravaging his home on sight, and there was a fragment of it pulsing within the flickerant queen.

Not a mirage. Not an echo of the real thing. A fragment of the Cascade itself, somehow trapped within the body of an insect that should not have been able to wield such power. It sat there and trembled like it was ready to be unleashed—

Kazza froze.

Rogue storms.

Of late, their hunting teams had been accosted by rogue fragments of the Aspect Cascade, far away from where their scouts reported the true bulk of the storm to be residing. It wasn't unusual for pieces of the storm to break off, but not that far away from the main body of it, and not without warning.

Yet they'd lost three hunting teams to this already. Random, impossible to predict outbursts of the Cascade that obliterated the squads unfortunate enough to be in their way, almost like they had been planted there on purpose. And from what he saw, from the crackle of magic around the flickerant queen that even now degraded the scrying spell they were using to watch, he was pretty sure he finally knew how.

Was it a coincidence, then, that Orstrahl had popped up with that oh-so-convenient offer to end the Aspect Cascade?

A low growl ripped through his throat. This felt like sabotage. He glanced at the delegation of nobles that brought him here, but from their useless, vaguely curious expressions, they likely knew nothing about the flickerants specifically. Just pawns, then. No better than the rest of them, and no better than he himself would have been if he hadn't seen this.

He turned his attention to Akkau, his mana core stirring restlessly. "That is a fragment of the Aspect Cascade," he said. "If you do nothing, that class will die, including your apprentice."

Akkau glanced up at him, and for a moment, Kazza felt the full weight of a dragon's attention descend on him. He'd never experienced that before. It wasn't hostile—more just studying him and his intentions, trying to understand his outburst—but even still, the weight of it nearly made him stumble backward.

Then the old dragon shook his head slightly. "My apprentice will be fine, and so will the class."

"Do you understand what the Aspect Cascade is?" Kazza snapped out. His mana surged around him aggressively, responding to his thoughts. "My home has been ravaged by it for decades, and no mage has ever survived it—pah."

He snarled and shot to his feet. "Talk is useless. If you will not rescue your students yourself, then I will do it for you."

With that, Kazza slammed the door open and shot toward the classroom. He didn't know the halls, but he could feel the trace of that scrying spell and where it went. His mana surged into a layered construct of triplicate speed spells, launching him through the halls and toward the classroom.

Dragons. Kazza had always admired the tales, but to think this one would be so sedentary. To take so little action when lives were at risk? He would not stand for it. He would have words with him later, no matter how powerful he was.

For now, he had a class to save.





Cale studied the captured fragment of the Aspect Cascade curiously, even as Professor Tarbloom fretted beside him. The poor thing was writing and erasing on their slate repeatedly, so quickly that Cale had no idea what they were trying to say.

He could guess, he supposed. They seemed pretty upset that the flickerant queen had died so quickly and so messily. She had barely lasted for more than a minute before violently exploding, unleashing what would have been a deadly storm had Cale not already enclosed her in a spherical barrier of prismatic mana.

Now the class was mostly staring in silence as the Cascade raged on, with no apparent signs of stopping. Professor Tarbloom was still trying to decide what to say, and Flia was glancing between the two of them as if trying to decide how to even start with all this.

"Just for the record, I have no idea what to do with this thing," Cale said after a moment.

He could contain it, certainly. The Aspect Cascade was deadly because it could forcibly attune any mana that entered its range, but his true prismatic mana couldn't be attuned, so his barrier served as a perfectly functional means of holding it. The problem was that his usual methods of dispelling magic wouldn't work on this. It was a manifested phenomenon, not an active spell. There was no construct for him to disrupt.

That meant he was stuck just holding it there until he found some way to destroy it or some place where he could safely release it. He couldn't let the barrier lapse for a second—even if this was just a fragment of the storm, it held enough contained chaos to take down half the school. As good as Jaxovar's wards were, the whole forced attunement thing was incredibly destructive to most forms of magic.

In fact, Cale was starting to suspect that the Aspect Cascade was something of a manufactured weapon.

It was far too convenient in both how it worked and in the apparent fact that there was a whole species of insect that took enough of the storm into themselves to become literal bombs. Not to mention how much mana that teleportation array had taken! It hadn't consumed much at first, but the deeper the spell reached, the more it drained him, like it had to punch through something.

Cale frowned slightly. If he had a little time to study this piece of the storm, he might be able to find out more about what it was, exactly. Something about the way it was constructed felt off to him. Most magical phenomena was accidental, a result of mana colliding in some way that caused it to perpetuate itself, but this?

An accidental phenomenon didn't have generally intent. The Aspect Cascade did, even in this tiny, muted form. He could feel wisps of it crackling through the lightning and radiating through his barrier.

If the Aspect Cascade was engineered, that would explain the intent he felt. Weapons were built with intent, after all, and he'd encountered his fair share of carefully calculated destruction. But magic designed to be a tool of war tended to feel angry or destructive, and what he could feel of the Cascade did not.

It was hard to pinpoint what it did feel like. Desperation, perhaps? Cale had no idea what to do with that or what it meant, though. Why would a storm be desperate?

He glanced at Professor Tarbloom, who thankfully had finally decided on what they wanted to say. They held up their slate, which read: HAVE YOU DECIDED WHAT YOU WILL DO WITH THAT?

That was less helpful than he'd been hoping. Cale groaned. "I was hoping for suggestions," he muttered. "Maybe I can just dump it in the Endless Depths? That place is pretty much covered in storms already, right?"

Tarbloom considered this for a moment. IT WOULD PROBABLY JUST MOVE BACK TO LAND. OR TOWARD ILLWYLD TO REJOIN THE MAIN STORM.

Yeah, that was definitely a problem. It was even likely. Cale could feel the storm pushing itself north, toward its home continent; just releasing it meant it would ravage the lands in between itself and the main body of the Aspect Cascade.

"What about the Abyss?" Flia asked quietly. Cale winced at the thought.

"Let's keep that one as a last resort," he said. "Lev has to deal with enough people ejecting the output of their broken spells into the Abyss, and this one is kinda bad."

Flia blinked. "I hadn't realized that was part of her domain."

Tarbloom held up their slate. WHO IS LEV?

"The Leviathan," Cale said absently. "You know, one of the Monoliths—"

The professor snapped their slate in half, staring at him, then looked vaguely embarrassed and cast a quick spell to put it back together. YOU ARE IN CONTACT WITH A MONOLITH?

"We should talk about this later," Cale said quickly, because Tarbloom looked a little too excited by the idea of talking to the Leviathan—which he was starting to suspect the professor would consider a giant magical critter—and because they still had a storm to deal with.

Not that he had any more ideas about how he was going to deal with it. He could evolve a spell to try to handle it, he supposed, but [Auric Dominion] was on cooldown and most of the other spells he'd picked up were about creating physical effects, not dispelling magical ones.

Alternatively, he could just... keep the whole storm? As part of his hoard. It would probably help with the whole draconic resonance thing, although keeping a perpetual barrier around it would be annoying. Not impossible, though. It would just be an extension of what he already did.

He was almost about to suggest this when the classroom door burst open.

Cale had enough time to register a semi-naked lizardfolk man adorned in jewelry wearing an impatient, determined expression before he chanted something loudly. A spell of force and wind swept into the room—

—only for Tarbloom to react and meet it.

The professor held up a hand. Cale caught a flash of a spell construct going off ridiculously quickly for the amount of power it consumed. Then their power flared outward like a web, causing the lizard stranger's errant spell to freeze in place as Tarbloom bore down on it.

Then they reached for their slate and carefully scribbled out a greeting. HELLO! SORRY FOR INTERRUPTING YOUR SPELL. WHO ARE YOU?

Cale blinked, craning his head to eye the slate. "You know, you're really polite to random intruders," he remarked. "It's not your first time, is it?"

NO. I AM INTRUDED UPON VERY OFTEN! I FIND IT DELIGHTFUL.

"I can't tell if you're talking about critters or people," Cale said, though he was probably guilty of the same thing, now that he thought about it.

The stranger had frozen in place as he registered what was happening in the classroom. He stared at the professor, then at Cale, then at the storm that was currently being contained inside his barrier.

"What... what the fuck?" he managed after a moment. "How are you doing that?"

"Holding the storm?" Cale asked. "I'm using a barrier."

"I can see that!" the lizardfolk snapped. "How is it working? That is the Aspect Cascade! It transforms any kind of mana it touches, no matter the strength! You cannot contain it with a simple barrier. If you could, we would not have—"

His voice broke, and he suddenly looked much, much smaller.

"We would not have lost so many to it," he said. "You... you cannot just put a barrier around the Aspect Cascade. You must have done something more. I know many mages hold their secrets as paramount, but... please. My people need a way to defend themselves. Especially if what I suspect is true."

Professor Tarbloom had already shuffled over to give him a pat on the back. Cale winced a bit at the clear desperation in his tone; he hadn't meant to be quite that dismissive about it. Flia was already giving him a look that told him to fix this.

"Look, why don't we start with introductions?" Cale suggested gently. "You should have a seat."

The lizardfolk didn't move. Professor Tarbloom gently guided him to one of the seats instead until he collapsed into a chair, and even then, he stared blankly at the storm still held within Cale's barrier.

"I am... I am Kazza. Kazza of the Golden Sands," the lizardfolk said after a moment. "You are Cale. I was... journeying with the Orstrahl delegation here when your Headmaster asked us to witness your class."

"He did?" Cale raised an eyebrow, then shook his head. "Not important. You're right; a normal barrier wouldn't be able to hold it. I'm a bit of a special case. That doesn't mean I won't be able to help, though, if you can answer some questions."

"Questions?" Kazza asked numbly.

"Just a few," Cale said assuringly. "What I can sense of the Aspect Cascade feels a little strange. It doesn't match the stories I've heard, so if you have any information about how it's been behaving..."

"Our tribe has been tracking it the entire time it has been active," he said quietly. Then he straightened, his gaze locking on to Cale "Do you truly believe you can help? You will not demand anything in return? Our lands? Our cooperation?"

"I can't promise anything," Cale warned. He glanced back to the Cascade, frowning slightly. More and more, that tiny wisp of intent felt out of place. "...but yes. If this is anything like what I think it is... we might even be able to stop it."
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  Akkau had to admit, he was surprised by how much the Orstrahl delegation changed as soon as Kazza left the room. Their vapid expressions vanished, replaced by sharp, calculating ones that wouldn't have been out of place on a dragon; their magical signatures sharpened until they matched the archmages they were, rather than the mages they pretended to be.

He wasn't that surprised, of course. These lot were old hats at what they did. "Was there a particular reason you felt it necessary to put on such a guise?" he asked mildly.

Naria Greenthistle simply shrugged. "It is paramount that Kazza believes us incompetent," she said simply. "If the Golden Sands agrees to treat with King Callistan, then the Hunters advance. House Greenthistle would prevent that outcome."

Akkau eyed her thoughtfully. As far as he knew, she was a former elder of the Brightgrove elves, but had agreed to abandon that position in exchange for territory and status within the Orstrahl kingdom. When he first met her, he had assumed she had taken the deal out of greed, but in all their meetings since...

"There are easier ways to accomplish such a thing," Akkau said, his tone neutral. "Simply confirming the young lizard's assumptions, for instance. It would not take much to convince him that Orstrahl only wishes to use his tribe."

"Indeed," Naria agreed easily enough. "And in exchange, House Greenthistle would be implicated for treason against the Crown. Hardly worth the trade, don't you think? Besides, the youth are terribly unpredictable. The poor thing might choose to join Orstrahl simply to spite me."

Akkau snorted, a puff of smoke curling out of his nostrils. "If that is truly a risk, perhaps you should reconsider the way you approach others."

"Direct as ever, Headmaster Akkau," Naria said, pressing her hand to her chest in feigned offense; Akkau did not miss the way she leaned over as if to better present her breasts. "One might almost think you don't like me."

 "I do not," Akkau said irritably. "And put those away. You are well aware they do not work on me."

"Reptiles." Naria clicked her tongue, otherwise unperturbed by his rejection. "Still, that new student of yours is fascinating. I don't suppose you'd be willing to lend him to our House? We have a number of... problems... that a sufficiently talented mage might be able to solve, and he appears to be quite talented indeed."

"Absolutely not," Akkau said flatly.

Naria only laughed. Akkau shifted in his seat uncomfortably. There was a reason he'd been nervous about the Orstrahl delegation as soon as he heard it would be led by House Greenthistle. Most other visits involved a simple tour of the premises, and as long as Akkau fed their nobles with the praise they wanted, they would do little to interfere with him.

Naria Greenthistle, though? She plotted.

The good thing about her was that she wasn't entirely on board with the Red Hunters and their plans. More than once, she'd let slip information that allowed Akkau to protect his students, and he knew she wielded her political power at least in part to keep the Brightscale Academy independent from Orstrahl.

None of that meant he could trust her, though. She had made that clear from the beginning: she was out to protect her own interests and assets, and allowing the Red Hunters complete dominion went against those interests. She wanted them kept in check so they could be wielded as a weapon, which meant they needed to have less power than she did.

In that, their goals aligned. But she would just as easily betray the Brightscale Academy if it placed her in a better position to use the Red Hunters, and Akkau was well aware of that.

"It's a rare mage indeed that can contain magic as powerful as the Aspect Cascade," Naria said lightly, crossing one leg over the other. Her two companions—members of her House, though only in name—straightened at the gesture like it was some kind of signal. "Where in the world did you find this child?"

Akkau grimaced internally. He hated this level of posturing. Naria's tone of voice told him she still knew something he didn't, presumably something to do with why Kazza had been brought along with their delegation in the first place. She was doing it as a favor to him, which meant she wanted something in return.

Given her apparent lack of surprise when it came to Cale Cadwell Cobbs and the interest she had already expressed, it was pretty clear what that something was.

Akkau didn't bother correcting her assumption that Cale was a child. "He simply showed up here," the dragon said, shrugging broad shoulders and leaning into his seat. "A victim of a rogue summoning spell, I suspect. I know little about the realm he may have arrived from."

"Did he, now?" Naria asked. "One might call it a stroke of luck that such a powerful mage was brought to Utelia through a summoning spell. A fateful coincidence, even."

Akkau grunted. "I would appreciate it if you simply got to the point, Naria."

"Oh, very well." Naria sighed dramatically, but there was a glint in her eyes. "I desire a trade. You know by now that Orstrahl intends to acquire the Golden Sands and their territory, yes?"

"That much was obvious," Akkau muttered, eyeing the scrying spell. The projection of Cale was watching with interest as Kazza drew on the chalkboard, indicating the route the Aspect Cascade normally took through the sands. "Do you intend to tell me why?"

"While I could make some educated guesses, I suspect we've already arrived at the same conclusion," Naria said, smiling sweetly at him. "Care to share what you've concluded?"

Akkau sighed. If he didn't play her game, he'd be stuck here a lot longer than he wanted to be. "Orstrahl is developing magical weaponry," he said. "The intent, I assume, is to use the Golden Sands as a farm. A means of harvesting one of the most potent anti-mage weapons ever developed."

Naria smiled a self-satisfied smile. "Very good," she said. "And the King, I suspect, has no intention of going through with that promise to end the Aspect Cascade. It's possible he has no idea how to stop it at all."

"He will fail, and then use a clause in the contract to extend shelter to the Golden Sands tribe," Akkau said. "He will pretend to accept responsibility for the failure and bring them into Orstrahl, perhaps as nobles, with plenty of compensation. But it will leave the desert open for occupation by Orstrahl's forces."

"A clever plan, and yet..." Naria reached for the amulet she wore, channeling just enough mana to make the stone within glow. "Only the inner circle of nobility will gain access to these new weapons. House Greenthistle, unfortunately, will be excluded."

"And that is the only reason you are choosing to interfere?" Akkau asked, his tone slightly disbelieving. "Do you understand what a weapon like this could do?"

Naria raised an eyebrow. "Our interests are aligned, are they not?"

Akkau grunted. "I will never understand the way you think," he said. "Very well. What, exactly, are you offering? You have thus far revealed nothing I do not already know, and you would not have come here if you did not want something in return."

"On the contrary, I believe I've helped you quite a bit already," Naria said. "I brought Kazza here, did I not? Would your apprentice have so much information on the Aspect Cascade if I hadn't?"

Akkau frowned. "You could not possibly have known that Brightscale might be able to act on that information," he said. "And there is still no guarantee we can."

"Yet you cannot deny the results." Naria chuckled softly at the glower Akkau gave her. "Oh, very well. I can offer more, of course. Here."

She drew her fingers away from her amulet, and Akkau watched with narrowed eyes as threads of mana pulled away—threads that formed quickly into the telltale whorls of a pre-signed magical decree.

"Orstrahl will be terribly unhappy if you were to interfere with their plans to acquire the Golden Sands," she said. "And they have prepared a contingency for just such an eventuality! How strange. Perhaps they thought the loudly-outspoken Headmaster might interfere with their plans to acquire a weapon of war?"

Akkau glared at her. "I would ask that you continue without the jabs."

"Of course, of course." Naria flicked the contract toward Akkau, who caught it instinctively. "As you can see, they plan to issue a decree to cut funding and force their students to withdraw should you interfere in any way, and we all know that would destroy that promise you made."

Akkau bristled, but said nothing. Orstrahl's ability to do that was being somewhat overstated—the King wouldn't be able to issue such a decree without it being magically enforced, and the political ramifications of making an enemy out of the Brightscale Academy would not be nothing.

But whatever they were planning to do with the Golden Sands, it was important enough that the King was willing to risk it. The magical decree he held was real, and so was the signature. A contract like this required the agreement of all the majority of the noble houses, and if it passed, it would be enforced. The only way to stop it was to dissolve the decree, at which point part of its inherent magic would prevent the same decree from being made again.

Hardly a comfort. But the idea of stopping Cale from going through with ending the Cascade didn't sit well with Akkau.

"You are mentioning this because you have an alternative, I assume," Akkau said. He didn't bother suppressing the growl in his voice.

Nor was Naria intimidated by it. "It just so happens that I have acquired the ability to dissolve that decree," she said. "Convenient, isn't it? Though I must request you refrain from asking how I acquired it. An elf must keep her secrets."

"And what do you want in exchange for dissolving it?" Akkau asked, resigned. He was certain he already knew the answer.

"To borrow your little apprentice, of course," Naria said, smiling at him. "It's a fair trade, don't you think? Simply borrowing him for a couple of tasks and returning him after?"

And there it was.

Akkau thought about it for a moment—or more specifically, he pretended to think about it. It was clear enough that this was some sort of trap, though he wasn't sure if it was one of Naria's own or simply a convoluted plan by Orstrahl. There was something they still knew that he didn't, that much he was sure of.

But he also knew things that both Orstrahl and Naria didn't.

More specifically, by this point, he knew Cale Cadwell Cobbs well enough to know exactly what would happen if anyone tried to manipulate him as part of a trap.

"Very well," Akkau said, feigning a low growl of reluctance. "But my apprentice must agree to it, and we will secure this via contract."

"I wouldn't expect anything different," Naria said brightly. She gave him another one of her trademark sweet smiles. "Though all of this only matters if your little apprentice or academy manages to figure out a way to end that Cascade. Perhaps it won't matter at all, hmm?"

"Perhaps," Akkau said slowly. His tail twitched behind him, as if in agitation.

It wasn't. Mostly, it was from suppressing the desire to give her a vicious grin in turn.





Kazza was still... jittery.

Part of it was being in such close proximity to a fragment of the Cascade. No one—no one got this close to the storm and survived. A single blast from the storm would obliterate your mana core by forcibly attuning it to something else, and if that wasn't enough to kill you outright, the sudden loss of magic to protect oneself against a storm certainly did.

Its first appearance had only grazed them, and it still left half their tribe dead or permanently storm-marked.

Yet Cale was holding it in place like it was nothing. It almost looked tame, trapped in that bubble conjured by the human, and if Kazza had never personally encountered it he might have been fooled into thinking it was. He might have thought of it as a tiny fraction of the storm, too meager to do any real harm except perhaps burn down a desk or two.

It was not. The amount of power he felt behind that barrier was unbelievable. Kazza was certain it was enough to obliterate the academy in its entirety, and yet Cale was just chatting with him while holding it in place. It would be one thing if he was straining to keep it contained, but he didn't even glance at it.

What kind of monster was he? He couldn't just be a human, surely. Humans were just... something. They were just there. He couldn't think of a single interesting human he'd met. He couldn't even think of any humans he'd met, which meant they had to be really forgettable.

Although Kazza did pride himself on his memory. It was the reason he'd been able to draw out their entire log of the Aspect Cascade's movements on the chalkboard, the same one that Cale was studying now. It was also how he'd been able to mark the location of every flickerant nest he knew of.

The amount of power being demonstrated here was... it was unbelievable. And Kazza kept expecting some sort of catch—kept expecting Cale to make some kind of demand of the Golden Sands, or to spring some verbal trap covered in honeyed words before he could counter. That was what outsiders did. They wanted to use them.

Cale did no such thing, though. He stared at the chalkboard with a frown. "Are you seeing what I'm seeing?"

"What...?" Kazza asked blankly. They'd never drawn the full route out like this before, now that he thought about it—all their efforts were focused on predicting where it would go next, and that was easy enough. He stared at the board again.

...It still seemed random.

Yet the water elemental girl frowned up at it like it was significant. "It's moving between the nests," she said.

Was it? Kazza stared at what he'd drawn again. The Cascade certainly seemed to cross over the nests frequently, but there were plenty of times where it curved rather than head straight from one to the other. The storm crisscrossed all over the Golden Sands, so surely it was just coincidence? It would have to cross on top of a flickerant nest eventually.

The strange slime-golem creature that was Professor Tarbloom lifted their writing slate. THE NESTS ARE THE FOCAL POINT OF A SPELL ARRAY, they wrote. SUMMONING SPELL? BUT THERE ARE DIFFERENCES. IT FEELS TOO HAPHAZARD.

"That's because it's only a partial summoning spell," Cale muttered. "It's merged with a Life array."

HEALING? Professor Tarbloom seemed puzzled. BUT HEALING SPELLS DO NOT WORK. NOT WELL, ANYWAY.

"Also, why would a storm need to heal?" Flia frowned.

"That's the question, isn't it?" Cale muttered. "...hey, Professor? You said those auric amplifiers aren't worth much, right?"

THEY ARE NOT. SOME OF MY CRITTERS HELP ME MAKE SPARES!

Cale paused. "Okay. Questions about the labor rights of magical critters later. Tell me if you think this will work..."

Kazza watched as Cale began muttering something about compounded amplification. As far as he could tell, the human wanted to amplify the intent found in a fraction of the storm. But why? He didn't even understand how any of this was even relevant.

The storm moving in the pattern of a spell array was strange, certainly, but it wasn't like it could actually cast a spell. Even if an array was drawn, it needed the intent and will of a mage to actually activate it. Without that, it would just be a picture on the ground. Errant spells would be cast at random all the time if not for this fact, because it wasn't that difficult for nature to accidentally recreate some of the simpler spell arrays.

Besides, Kazza had faced the Aspect Cascade before. He'd never been in the thick of it, of course. He'd be dead if he had. But he'd come close to the edges of the storm, had felt its wind buffeting against him and its lightning crackle near his scales. Like all beastfolk, he was sensitive to intent, and he had never...

...well, that wasn't true, was it? Kazza frowned, thinking back. He'd felt something back then, but it was easy to mix that up with his own emotions when he'd been nearly caught in the storm himself. Even if he caught whispers of something, his own fear had overpowered it.

Kazza glanced at Cale. The human was still talking to the water elemental and the professor, muttering something about amplification. But did they need to amplfiy anything? If he got close enough, he could just feel it for himself.

Had he lived by the Aspect Cascade for two years and missed something so crucial this entire time?

Slowly, Kazza approached the storm still held back by Cale's barrier. He could feel the will imbued into that strange, prismatic mana—it was hard to believe that this supposedly contained every aspect, but it did explain why the Cascade couldn't affect it. If he extended his senses into it, he could feel its intent. Protection, containment, seal.

If he extended his senses beyond it...

desperationragepainhopepainhealwholewholeWHOLE

Kazza staggered back and collapsed to the floor, his head throbbing. His eyes were wide with shock. "What... what was that?"

Cale shot him a sharp glance. "You felt something?" he asked, rushing over to help him up. "What did you feel?"

"I don't... I don't know," Kazza said, still dizzy. "I don't know if I can put it into words, it feels—"

Scared? Why would the storm be scared? It had killed so many of his kin.

"I think it feels scared," Kazza whispered. "But that doesn't make any sense."

Cale's eyes darkened. "...It might," he said. "Tarbloom, help me set up those amplifiers. I need to check what it's feeling for myself."
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  Cale generally tried not to be angry too much of the time. Mostly because it was unhealthy, and he had it on good authority that it was bad for his heart. At the time, he'd pointed out that he would just end up with a new heart, because that was how reincarnation worked.

But sometimes he had lives that he wanted to keep more than others, and this was one of them. Which meant that it wasn't a great sign that he'd gotten truly angry more than once already, despite only having been on Utelia for a few days. The realm seemed determined to test him.

The good news was that he had, through his many lives, technically developed a great number of ways to keep himself from getting angry too often. His slightly absurd sense of humor was one of them, and his ability to compartmentalize was another. The latter was usually enough to keep him calm in most situations.

Usually, anyway. Sometimes there was a little too much to compartmentalize and stay calm.

Thankfully, he hadn't actually crossed the point of no return yet. He could feel it boiling in the back of his mind, but until he confirmed what was happening here—and even then, until he actually saw it for himself—there was no great risk of it boiling over. That was good, because the Brightscale Academy wasn't a great place for him to lose his temper.

But he could feel it coming. The more he knew about the Aspect Cascade, the less he liked it. He'd started with an inkling suspicion that was now developing into a near certainty, and if he was right...

...well. Suffice to say that he really, really hoped he was wrong.

That was about as much thought as Cale wanted to give the matter until he could confront the Aspect Cascade itself.

It didn't take them that much time to create something that would increase the effect of the auric amplifiers, at least. He and Professor Tarbloom worked together and hastily, haphazardly managed to build a compounded amplifier using a variety of mana-conductive sticks and "glue" that Tarbloom donated from their own body.

The whole thing looked ridiculous when it was done. It resembled a child's attempt at modelling a flower out of sticks, with a spiral of the stone amplifiers trailing down to the center of the structure before blooming outward again. That was fine, though; it didn't need to look good, it just needed to function. 

Cale compressed the storm within his barrier as much as he could, forcing it smaller and smaller until it was about the size of a brightly-colored, buzzing marble with magic so dense it altered the flow of all the ambient mana around it. Kazza stared at him with wide eyes, struggling to process the impossibility he was witnessing, but Cale was in no mood to explain.

Instead, he placed the Cascade marble at the tip of a petal, allowing the barrier to make contact with the amplifier that had been stuck there. Very, very carefully, he began to thin only the part of the barrier that made contact with the stone, weaving his intent away just enough for whatever remnants remained of the Aspect Cascade's will to leak through.

That first amplifier cracked and shattered almost immediately, which was no surprise. They'd been expecting it, and by the time it shattered it had already grabbed at the thin wisp of intent that flowed from the storm. The precariously-balanced sticks then conducted that will forward, sending it spiraling toward the next stone—which also immediately exploded—then the next and the next.

Cale held on to the final stone in the pattern, retracting his barrier just enough to let it shatter in his palm. He didn't flinch when the shards of the broken stone cut into his hand, but after a moment, his expression grew heavier.

"You're right," he said shortly. His words were slightly distant as he took a deep breath, focusing on keeping himself calm. "It's scared and desperate. And a lot of other things. We need to find a way to get to the Golden Sands."

Kazza looked bewildered but hopeful at the sudden declaration. Before he could say anything, though, Professor Tarbloom frowned. NOW? they wrote. WHILE YOU HOLD THE STORM?

"I know teleportation won't work," Cale said, guessing at the professor's concern. "Storm's too mana-dense to carry along with us. We'll need another way. I'm going to go see if Akkau has anything that might get us there."

"Cale, is everything okay?" Flia asked hesitantly, staring at him. She'd evidently noticed the shift in his mood.

Cale just held her gaze for a moment, then shook his head. Not now.

He didn't trust himself to explain. It was better for them to get to the Cascade itself so he could confirm the worst of his fears and do what he needed to do, preferably before he thought too much about it. If he let himself dwell on it, he wouldn't be able to do it.

He always hated it when things came to this.

Kazza was staring nervously between the three of them, looking almost as lost as the rest of the class. It probably would have been better to send them away before studying the storm in earnest, but it was too late to change that now. Most of the students were murmuring among themselves but were too afraid to ask anything, which was about the best he could hope for.

"Kazza?" Cale prompted. "Do you know where Akkau is?"

Before the lizardfolk could answer, Cale felt a flash of teleportation magic. Akkau strode into the room, three people trailing behind him. Members of the Orstrahl delegation, Cale assumed; there was a beautiful elf who stood tall right behind him, then two others. One was a goblin, and the other wore a dark cloak and a hood that hid most of their features.

Cale's mana sense brushed lightly against the second one, and his brows furrowed slightly. Skeleton. And not just a summoned minion, either. This was the sort of skeleton that only advanced necromancy could bring about, with a fully-realized mind and will of his own. There was no indication of any control magic being used to direct him, which meant he was there of his own free will.

Interesting. He wondered what that meant, though he was a little more worried about the storm for the moment.

"No need to find me," Akkau said dryly. "I have been watching. As have the visiting members of the Orstrahl delegation, as you may know. We will discuss this, but first, I am afraid the rest of Magical Critters is canceled. If you are a student and not my apprentice, please file out of the classroom in an orderly manner and return to your dorms to prepare for your next class."

There was a bit of grumbling, but most of the students knew very well they were in over their heads. Flia frowned and crossed her arms over her chest, though. "I'm staying," she said stubbornly.

Akkau regarded her for a moment, then chuckled. "I expected as much," he said, inclining his head. He waited for the rest of the class to file out before whispering a quick incantation, and moments later, an anti-scrying ward descended over the now mostly-empty classroom.

"Introductions first," Akkau said. "Cale, this is Naria Greenthistle, head of House Greenthistle, a newly formed noble house of the Orstrahl Kingdom. Naria, this is Cale Cadwell Cobbs, my apprentice."

"What about the other two?" Cale asked, eyeing them briefly.

"Members of House Greenthistle," Naria said smoothly, gliding forward. "They are here to accompany me, nothing more. A pleasure to make your acquaintance, Cale."

She was a beautiful woman, and she made no attempt to hide the fact. If anything, Cale thought she was probably trying to seduce him, considering she was nearly pressing herself against him. It might have worked if she'd tried it at about any other time.

"Can you get us to the Golden Sands?" Cale asked Akkau instead, ignoring the brief flash of outrage on Naria's face. She said nothing about it, though, simply gliding back to her position next to the other members of her House.

Akkau seemed slightly amused by this, but didn't comment. Instead, he made a considering noise. "How certain are you that you can end the Cascade?"

Cale noticed that Naria's eyes narrowed slightly at the question. So part of this was a show for the delegation, then? For what purpose? "Completely," he said.

"And how important do you believe it is that you end it as soon as possible?" Akkau asked evenly.

Kazza snarled with outrage at that, shooting out of his seat as if he was willing to confront the dragon himself for even suggesting that it wasn't an immediate emergency. "The Aspect Cascade has been devastating my home for two years," he said, almost trembling. "If you suggest that it is anything less than paramount to end it immediately—"

"Peace," Akkau said, giving Kazza a significant glance. "I ask only to establish the limitations we are working with. I do not intend to change my apprentice's mind on the matter."

Kazza froze, then forced himself to sit back in his seat. "I... apologize," he forced out. "For the earlier incident, as well. Your judgement is wise, Great One."

Cale decided he liked the guy. He was willing to speak his mind, and also willing to back down if he was wrong. That was rare, in the Great Realms.

"We do not need to go quite that far, I think. I am capable of making mistakes. You should ask Cale how we met." Akkau kept his tone light and faintly amused.

"Akkau was handcuffed and shirtless," Cale said helpfully, making Kazza's eyes bulge as he promptly choked on nothing. "And to answer your question, I'd prefer we do it as soon as possible. As in, right away."

Something about this was some sort of political maneuver, it seemed. Akkau wouldn't have brought those Orstrahl delegates with him otherwise. Cale had no idea what impression the old dragon was trying to give them, but he clearly thought it was important; Naria was studying the exchange carefully, as if not quite sure what to make of it.

"That will be difficult," Akkau said, tapping his claws on Tarbloom's desk as he thought. "Physical transportation spells are generally less reliable than teleportation, and even less so when you carry such a quantity of mana with you. Before we proceed, however—Naria here would like your assistance with matters of their House should you succeed. Are you amenable to this?"

Cale blinked, looking more carefully at Naria. He had no idea what she wanted out of him, if anything. "Sure?" he said, more confused by the request than anything else. "I don't see a problem with it."

"Oh, how delightful," Naria said, beaming at him. "I look forward to working together, then."

"Very good," Akkau said. "You see, Naria here apparently holds something over the other nobles in Orstrahl. They would be quite displeased if we were to interfere with their plans to... acquire... the Golden Sands tribe, and have prepared a Decree to penalize our academy should we succeed in ending the Cascade."

"What?" Kazza exclaimed, shooting to his feet again. His tail swished behind him in agitation.

"She has offered to nullify the Decree if you assist her with matters of the House," Akkau continued, as if Kazza hadn't said anything.

"Akkau," Naria said, her tone suddenly sharper and with a hint of warning in it. "We did not agree to reveal this. Especially not to the lizard."

"I do not understand," Kazza said.

"Personally, I believe all parties involved should know the complete truth if we are to settle on an agreement," Akkau said with a shrug. "Kazza. Will you reveal any of this to any of the other Orstrahl nobles or their King?"

"Why would I do that?" Kazza demanded. "Did you—did you want me to come here? Were you aware that Brightscale might have a solution that would not rely on Orstrahl's generosity?"

Naria sighed. "Oh, very well," she muttered. "That is correct, little one. Do forgive the deception. There are spies all around Orstrahl."

"But why aid Orstrahl at all, if you do not approve of their plan?" Kazza asked, frustration leaking into his voice. "You are one of their nobles. You were not always. Why did you join them?"

"You are still a child," Naria said dismissively. "None of this matters. It's a distraction, don't you think?"

Cale put a hand on Kazza's shoulder before the lizardfolk could say anything else. He could tell the poor guy was about to have either an outburst or another breakdown. "She's a politician," he said with a stage whisper. "That's just kind of how they are. I wouldn't worry too much about it. It hurts my head to think the way they do."

Kazza stared at the hand on his shoulder, then at Cale. After a moment, he relaxed and let out a snort. "...You have described my entire stay at the Greenthistle estate. I will have to remember that one."

Naria ignored them both, of course.

Akkau coughed politely. "Regardless," he said. "Physical transportation from the Brightscale Academy to the Golden Sands will be difficult to do accurately, especially as I cannot leave the Academy grounds at the moment."

He gave Cale a significant glance as he said it, and Cale caught what he meant. He couldn't leave the academy undefended against the Red Hunters. And here a small part of him had been hoping he'd finally get to do that dragon riding thing.

"There are a number of spells that might work when layered together," Akkau said. "I will be able to assist. But the best means of spell transportation we have available to us is not one available to me."

Cale frowned, confused by the phrasing. Next to him, however, Kazza had stiffened again.

Then he grunted and nodded to himself. "It is worth it," he said. He turned to Cale. "The Grea—the Headmaster refers to a magic unique to my clan. We are not to teach it to outsiders. Tradition dictates that should one do so, they are to be met with execution."

"Uh... I don't think you need to sacrifice yourself for this," Cale said. Worst case, he'd just blast himself across the continents. His aim wasn't very good when he did that, though, and there tended to be a lot of collateral.

Kazza scoffed. "Feh. We no longer believe in such barbarisms. I mention it only to emphasize the severity of what our magic means to us. I know my clan would approve this use of it, and even if they did not, I would not care. They would, at worst, make me sit out on the next few seasons of hunts."

"But this is faster than anything Akkau has?" Cale asked, glancing at Akkau for confirmation. The old dragon nodded.

"I rely on my wings when physical transportation is required," he said. "There has been no cause for me to learn other forms of physical transportation until now."

"I have a concern. Our magic may be faster, but it requires the participation of every mage of the clan," Kazza said. "You have a plan to circumvent this?"

Akkau laughed.

"Explain your magic," the old dragon said, amused, "and allow Cale a moment. And then, I suspect, you may be asking me why I am not the apprentice instead, though I will still help with the final spell."

Kazza blinked, then gave Cale a dubious look.

Cale just gave him an innocent smile in return.





The Golden Sands tribe, it turned out, made their way across the desert they were named after using a half-ritual, half-spell called the [Gilded Hurricane]. It was interesting enough to provide a very necessary distraction for Cale, though he'd already begun to loosen up slightly by the time Kazza launched into a slightly hesitant and very private explanation.

In the sense that he'd requested a closet for it. Kazza had been willing to explain his clan's magic to Cale, but he refused to let anyone else learn about it. It was a matter of pride, he said. He understood that the secret was likely out no matter what, but this way, most of it would not be a direct result of him babbling about it to outsiders.

Akkau had offered to enclose them within a privacy ward, of course, and Cale's barriers could easily be tuned to block out light and most forms of magical observation. Kazza had insisted on the closet in addition to all the other protections.

So now Cale was in a closet with him.

The complete form of [Gilded Hurricane] was, Kazza explained, a spell that couldn't be cast alone. The spell didn't really exist independently—it only came about from the effects of its constituent spells being cast repeatedly into the same location, causing the magic to converge in on itself in a way that resembled a ritual and spell array. The broad details of this were known, but the actual spells needed for it were not, and no one had ever been able to get the secret out of the lizardfolk of the Golden Sands.

Kazza took a deep, nervous breath.

"Most of the spell is composed of a second tier spell unique to our clan," he said. "It is called [Windstream]. Our best warrior-mages cast a fifth tier [Stable Anchor] to bind our people and homes to the spell as it builds. We cannot see while we are transported through the hurricane, so the head of the clan casts a sixth tier [Path Through the Dunes] so we can set down in the right place. And that is... all of how it works."

He was really far too anxious about this, despite his best attempts at holding firm. The lizardfolk was fidgeting, and his tail kept smacking into the side of the closet and making him jump. "Just checking, but are you sure no one's going to kill you for telling me all this?" Cale asked, only half-joking.

Kazza scowled slightly. "They will not. I am just... I have never once believed I would gift an outsider with this knowledge. I had hoped, if we were to ever share it, it would be out of trust, not desperation."

"Guess it's a lot to expect you to trust me after a few minutes, huh?" he said, keeping his voice light and nudging Kazza. The lizardfolk snorted a bit but managed a small smile.

"I do not wish to offend," he said.

"If you actually fully trusted me I'd be worried about how much longer you're going to live," Cale said, snorting. "There's nothing I can say to earn it now. But if it makes you feel better, I'll try my best to earn it even after all this is over."

Kazza thought for a moment. "I believe that helps, though I do not know why. Thank you, Cale."

He paused. "Now. Why is it Akkau said that I would question why a Great One such as him is not the apprentice?"

Cale grinned. "Can I get a small demonstration of [Windstream]?" he asked. "That's the core of your spell, right? I think Akkau will help with the rest, but that's the part you need all the mages for."

Kazza looked confused. "It is a unique spell, and cannot be easily learned, but if you are certain..."

He obliged.

You have learned [Windstream]!

[Windstream, Level 1] [Second Tier, Active (Unique, Golden Sands)] [30 Mana]

A spell unique to the lizardfolk of the Golden Sands, emerging from their natural affinity with breath magic and their long stay above the heart of a Monolith. Creates the unique spell [Gilded Hurricane] when compounded enough times, allowing rapid physical transportation through their home.

Cale tried not to flinch too much at that description. He hadn't needed the reminder, and it wasn't relevant anyway. He couldn't do anything for Vital.

At least this trip would let him say goodbye.

"Alright, let's go," Cale said. "This next part needs to be done outside."

Kazza looked even more confused, but followed Cale anyway.
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  Damien was a little surprised by how much he enjoyed talking to Izzik.

It took some time for them to open up to one another, of course. Damien had no idea what to even say, at first, and Izzik had taken his silence to mean he was there to rebuke the lizardfolk for his part in the whole shimmerdust poisoning incident. With everything else that had happened since then, Damien had forgotten that had even happened, and so the two of them spent the first few minutes of the visit awkwardly apologizing to one another over a misunderstanding.

Honestly, it was probably a good thing he'd told one of the healers on duty why he was there. The mage had walked past, listened to them for all of two seconds, then rolled his eyes and explained why Damien was really there.

The moment he explained, Izzik's eyes shone with interest. Healing was a genuine passion for him, it seemed.

...For a moment, Damien found himself feeling strangely envious. Just for that moment, though.

"I don't think my reasons were great at first," Izzik admitted. He shifted slightly, or as much as he could under all the layers of magic that protected him, and tried to show off a scar etched into his scales. "Do you know about the Aspect Cascade?"

Damien stared at the scar, unsure what to say. "Um... I know that it's some sort of magical storm," he said, trying not to fidget. This felt like one of those things he absolutely should have known about, but he'd been focused on trying to control his mana for years.

Izzik didn't seem to mind, at least. He attempted to nod, remembered he couldn't, blinked a few times instead, then scowled. "I've been trying to figure out what I can do instead of nodding. I don't think that one works. It just makes me look confused."

"A little bit," Damien admitted, wondering if it would be rude to laugh.

"Anyway," Izzik said, giving up. "You're right, although magical storm is a bit of an understatement. The Aspect Cascade is... it's the magical storm. It's worse than the storms you get in the Endless Depths. If you're a mage, there's nothing you can do about it, and everyone on Utelia is a mage."

"It's that bad?" Damien asked quietly, and Izzik let out a tired sigh.

"It killed so many," he said, looking up at the ceiling. "The Cascade forcibly attunes your mana into a different aspect. It turns your core against you. If you're in range for long enough, that means death for almost any mage, no matter how powerful they are. We tried so hard to fight it, and every spell we cast..."

"That sounds awful." Damien wished sometimes, at times like these, that he knew what to say. The story felt painfully familiar.

"I lost half my clan," Izzik said distantly. "When the Cascade first appeared, I mean. Half of us gone, just like that. I was interested in healing before that, but after, it became something I had to learn. I wanted to make sure nothing like that could happen to us ever again. I wanted to be a great healer, strong enough to keep my people safe even through something like the Aspect Cascade."

That sounded painfully familiar. Damien said nothing, partly because he couldn't help the memories beginning to well up within him and partly because his first thought was that this wasn't Izzik's responsibility. The lizardkin looked like he was barely of age now, and he would have been only a teenager when the Cascade took his family.

Damien didn't know what that meant for him. He had been young when it happened, but he still felt like he was responsible. He thought he likely always would.

"I don't know if this will make any sense to you, but I couldn't stand the thought of it happening again," Izzik said quietly. "It consumed me for more than a year. The drive to learn to heal, I mean. Even after I got here and made a few friends, I just... every time I closed my eyes..."

It made too much sense to Damien, in fact, but he didn't know how to say that. Instead, he nodded. "I get it."

Something in his voice made Izzik look at him for a moment. Damien said nothing further, though, and the lizardfolk let it go with a sigh.

"It wasn't enough," he said. "I poured everything I had into learning how to heal, and it wasn't enough. I ran into a roadblock because I didn't understand what I needed to."

"What you needed to...?" Damien repeated.

Izzik bit his lip. "I'm an intuitive mage," he said eventually. "Like a lot of Beast Wing students. I can learn spells quickly if I understand either the spell or the intent of the spell, but with healing, I was missing half the picture. I was focused on preventing outcomes and on making sure I would never lose anyone ever again."

He sighed. "But no matter how great a healer I become, I'd never be able to save everyone."

Damien wanted to protest, but he felt frozen. Strangely, Izzik looked like he understood the feeling.

"It was Professor Norctis that explained all this to me," he said. "Life magic is about more than just preservation, you know? It's about possibility. Think about it." Izzik gestured weakly to his still mostly-paralyzed body. "Half this magic is in place to make sure my injuries don't get worse, but the other half is there to make sure I get better."

"It gives you options," Damien said.

"Exactly!" Izzik said, and then he flinched as the spells holding him still flared brightly. He'd shifted a little too much there. "When you heal someone, it means they get to keep going. They return to their place in the Cycle, create things they never would have been able to create, share ideas they might never have had. They might not always come back the same, but if you manage to heal them, they do come back. And that's the point of it.

"There was a class that stuck with me. Professor Norctis brought in one of his patients—I think her name was Wickle? She was this goblin who nearly died when her home exploded in a fireball incident. The rest of her family did die. The professor was too late to save them."

That made Damien wince slightly, but Izzik didn't seem to notice. Instead, he looked back up at the ceiling, as if trying to remember.

"He says you can't save everyone. That if you blame yourself for every life lost, it breaks you. I don't know if I can just not blame myself like that, if I ever graduate as a full healer, but I do know that he's right. I'm not learning to heal so I can save everyone. I'm learning to heal so I can try."

Despite himself, Damien leaned forward at those words. It felt like it had struck a chord within him. Izzik grasped his wrist the moment he was in reach, to his surprise, and he froze as the lizardfolk began to speak in earnest.

"Because Wickle survived, she could keep going. Her family's legacy didn't die. Her mother did embroidery, and her father told these ridiculous stories. Wickle took what scraps she could and turned it into a livelihood of her own. It wasn't a great success or anything, but I could see Professor Norctis was really proud of her, and she was really happy. Her whole village has something she made to remember her family."

Izzik hesitated. "Though I mean, not everyone is like that," he said. "Everyone grieves differently. But the point stands, you know? Because she lived, some part of her family could keep living with her, and she had the choice to turn it into something good." 

Izzik let go of Damien's wrist, suddenly embarrassed. "Uh... I don't know if I'm making any sense," he said awkwardly. "It was what helped me understand, though. It was how I got over my roadblock and learned some of those spells I was stuck with. Still have a long way to go, though."

"I think I understand," Damien said quietly. "Um... do you think..."

The dreadshade hesitated, trying to figure out how to word his question, and Izzik gave him a quizzical look. "What is it?"

"You survived," Damien said eventually. "So it's the same for you, isn't it? Whether healing was involved or not, we're all made up of little bits of those we left behind."

"...Huh." Izzik looked thoughtful. "I don't think I ever thought about it like that, but you're right. That's sort of a nice thought."

And so am I, Damien thought but didn't say. The idea was oddly comforting. He'd spent years blaming himself for what had happened so long ago, and he didn't think he would ever stop, but he'd never once given thought to how he would honor them.

No one was left that knew about them, now, aside from him. He felt both guilty and relieved all at once—guilt for not even considering this, and relief that he finally had direction.

You were there, he thought to himself, surprising himself with the intensity of his own emotions. You existed. And now there's no one except me left to remember, and I spent all this time hating myself instead of telling the world who you were.

Damien had been alone for most of his childhood. He knew how dangerous it was for him to interact with others, even then, and so he kept himself secluded. Things would have stayed that way had it not been for the one mortal child that insisted he join them in their games, that offered him slices of pie from her aunt Percia and bowls of stew from uncle Renar.

He'd moved closer after a while. Close enough to hear that terrible music that his best friend said was old man Henrik, and close enough to experience the rhythm of civilization and friendship. He made sure not to get too close, though. He wanted to make sure they were safe.

He'd judged poorly.

"Are you alright?" Izzik asked, worried, and Damien realized he'd been crying.

"Oh. Um, yeah. Sorry." Damien sniffed a bit. "Thanks. That helped a lot, I think. Do you mind if we keep talking for a while?"

"Well, my so-called friends haven't visited, so you're kind of the only company I've got." Izzik was silent for a moment. "...I feel like an ass for being so scared of you. And for joining the Red Hunters. It's going to sound stupid, but... I thought I could make them better."

"My magic can do terrible things," Damien said. "I'm scared of it, too. I don't blame you."

"But if the rest of us weren't so scared, you might have had the chance to learn how to control it sooner."

"...Yeah." Damien had never thought about it that way, either.

After that, they just kept talking. Damien would never have expected it, but he and Izzik had so many things in common, despite everything. The lizardfolk joked that he was risking another neck injury from smiling too much and insisted on being shown Damien's art collection.

Damien, of course, was terribly embarrassed, but agreed as long as Izzik did his best to recover. They were interrupted only by Leo suddenly bursting into the infirmary through the door, nearly making Damien fall off his chair.

"Cale's about to go to the Golden Sands to try to end the Aspect Cascade," the minotaur blurted.

Damien and Izzik exchanged glances. "What?"





The most appropriate place to try to evolve this spell, Cale eventually decided, was outside where he'd initially had his "duel" with Nala Whiteleaf. According to Kazza, the [Gilded Hurricane] that emerged from repeated casts of [Windstream] was basically a hurricane made of golden sand. The sand acted as a stabilizing point for the spell, coalescing into platforms that could hold their homes aloft. There was no guarantee Cale's evolved spell would do the same, but if it did, it would be best not to waste that cast of the spell.

Fortunately, there was a desert right around the Brightscale Academy, which meant they didn't really need to worry about sand availability. Nor did they need to go out all the way to the desert or anything. This particular dueling arena had been built to mimic that desert's environment, so it had everything they needed.

Cale did stop in his tracks when he saw Leo, Damien, and Syphus all waiting for him at the arena. How in the world had the rest of his apprentices found out so quickly? He gave Flia a glance, but she just looked away deliberately, whistling to herself.

Well. Okay then. There were going to be more people coming with him than he expected, apparently. Cale winced a little at the realization, but he couldn't really think of an excuse not to bring them with him considering what he'd subjected them to already.

"I don't suppose I can convince you to go to your other classes instead?" he tried.

Leo gave him an incredulous look. Flia snorted. Syphus was too busy rolling around in the sand to answer him, and now that Cale thought about it, he realized it was probably impossible to convince Syphus not to tag along on a trip to a distant desert.

That left Damien. Cale looked at Damien, who shrugged awkwardly. "I promised Izzik I'd tell him what happened."

Cale sighed.

It wasn't that he thought any of them couldn't handle the trip. He didn't even think the trip would be all that dangerous. It would be one thing if they were caught in the storm, but Cale planned to observe it for a minute or two, find a weakness, and then eliminate it entirely. Danger wasn't the problem here. If anything, the trip would teach them a lot about how to deal with problems like these as a mage; out-of-control magical reactions weren't exactly uncommon, after all. The experience would be invaluable for them.

He just didn't want them to see him doing any of it. Cale knew everything he would be doing was necessary, but once he did it, he would no longer be able to hide the truth of who he was if they came with him.

In the end, though, he relented and chose not to press the matter. The journey would help them, and if they chose to break off from him as a result, it was better that it happen sooner rather than later.

He could always give Akkau and their professors what they needed to grow, even if he couldn't directly mentor them.

Kazza still looked as though he had no idea what was going on. "We will need far more people to cast the spell, even if all of you could learn it, if this is your plan," he said, glancing between each apprentice in confusion. There was a flash of worry in his eyes that he quickly hid, and Cale snorted; he was pretty sure the lizardfolk was starting to think they had no idea what they were doing.

He'd prove him wrong soon enough. Everyone else knew exactly what Cale was about to do and were standing back in anticipation; the only one that wasn't was Professor Tarbloom, who had managed to distract themselves cataloguing the sudden appearance of wind sprites in the area.

"That's not quite the plan," Cale said. "You might want to stand back a little."

Kazza still seemed confused, but he took a step back regardless. Akkau patted him on the shoulder. "Trust in my apprentice. He knows what he is doing."

"Mostly!" Cale added cheerfully, which did absolutely nothing for Kazza's confidence.

Then Cale finally measured his mana and cast [Windstream].

Despite the name, [Windstream] was—as implied in the spell description—technically an application of breath magic. The caster was meant to blow air towards their target, and that air would be amplified by a specialized node of breath mana in their throat. When compounded enough times, the lingering remnants of breath mana in the spell would coalesce into the greater spell effect [Gilded Hurricane].

This, of course, did not happen when Cale cast the spell.

He'd started off with a quick discussion with Akkau to decide exactly how much mana he needed to put into this spell. Too much, and it was likely he would accidentally create some wind-related spell of mass destruction instead of keeping the original spell's transportation capabilities. Too little, and he wouldn't gain enough speed for all this to be worth it.

Cale had been a little worried about a lower-tier spell not being fast enough, but thankfully Akkau had said unique magic like [Windstream] was more stable when the Gift evolved it. They could afford to aim for a higher tier without derailing the spell, as long as it wasn't too high.

They'd eventually decided that it was best Cale aim for an eighth tier spell just in case he overshot.

Which he did. Immediately.

Mana overload detected! Attempting to compensate...

Adjusting spell construct...

[Windstream] has evolved into [Fortress of the Gilded Storm]!

[Fortress of the Gilded Storm, Level 1] [Tenth Tier, Active (Unique, Lost)] [1.0e34 Mana]

A lost magic that once belonged to the lizardfolk of the Golden Sands, emerging from their natural affinity with breath magic and their unique relationship with the heart of a dead Monolith. All traces of this spell and its existence have been lost to the sands of time, and the lizardfolk have suffered dearly without its protection.

This spell creates a moving sandstorm that acts as both transportation and protection for those living within.

This spell requires a large mass of sand in order to cast. That sand will be transmuted into a unique, mana-corrosive sand.

This spell captures all structures within its initial radius.

The Fortress of the Gilded Storm is ancient magic that blesses and protects those within. Its sands act like a living thing, capable of scouring away all would dare to harm their masters, creature and magic alike.

Offensive spells of ninth tier and below that would otherwise strike the Fortress will be torn apart by the sands. Offensive magic cast from within the Fortress will remain unaffected.

The first part of the spell description—or more specifically, the differences with the previous one—made Cale freeze. What did it mean, unique relationship? He'd known about Illwyld and Vital already, based on what Izzik had said about his healing potions, but those words implied... worship.

It implied the lizardfolk in the Golden Sands had once known the exact nature of the land they lived on.

It also implied they didn't anymore, which was the only reason he didn't stop things immediately to question Kazza. Cale took a deep breath, trying to settle the sudden pounding in his heart.

He couldn't even if he wanted to, he told himself. Evolving a spell through the Gift caused it to cast immediately.

Case in point, as the spell activated, the world rumbled and began to shake.

Sand erupted all around them, causing Syphus to cry out in joy while everyone else flinched at the sheer violence of it. A blazing storm of wind and sand whipped into existence, practically blinding them. It probably could have skinned them alive, too, if not for the fact that the spell carefully wove the sand around everyone included in it.

A flash of blazing mana rippled through the storm, causing all that sand to turn into swirling streams of gold. Syphus, at this point, was rolling around and trying to catch the streams as they ducked out of its reach. Cale tried not to snort too hard at its antics. He probably should have predicted this would happen.

Beneath them, the ground rumbled, and a massive platform of the same golden sand began rising out of the dirt. The spell grew with every second that passed, drawing more sand into its radius, turning them into streaks of gold that whipped into the shape of walls and towers and parapets, creating a veritable castle out of golden sand.

Furniture, too. Cale blinked as a throne rose out of the ground, followed by chairs and tables and beds, of all things. It was a little haphazardly placed, though he sensed he could adjust it if he wanted. "Feels a bit excessive," he muttered, eyeing it critically.

His words were mostly just lost in the wind.

Akkau and Professor Tarbloom didn't stay idle. They had a role to play in this, after all. While neither of them needed to come along, they knew their help might be needed to enhance and stabilize this evolved spell. [Fortress of the Gilded Storm] was technically complete on its own, but Tarbloom's efforts warded it against any monsters that might otherwise take an interest in their giant, flying castle.

The headmaster, on the other hand, was focused mostly on reinforcing the transportation aspects of the spell. The spell construct fueling it was temporarily exposed in the heart of it all, and Cale could feel the old dragon pouring mana into different parts of it, making it faster and more responsive.

Meanwhile, Kazza was mostly just staring open-mouthed. Cale was pretty sure that if the spell didn't automatically protect them, the poor lizardfolk's lungs would have been filled with sand at this point. "What..." he started, staring at Cale, then at the fortress, then at the sand whirling all around them. It took him another twenty seconds to figure out what he even wanted to say. "I do not understand. This is nothing like the spell you learned."

"It isn't," Cale agreed, unhelpfully.

Kazza barely registered it. He turned around a few times, mouth still agape, then slowly approached one of the walls to rest his claws against it. "This... resembles one of our legends," he murmured, a touch of wonder in his voice. "It is a legend we tell our children. A tale of the perfect home, one that keeps us safe from the dangers of the Golden Sands. We say it hides from us until we prove ourselves worthy." 

"I guess you've proven yourself worthy, then." Cale grinned.

"It is a legend," Kazza repeated, shaking his head in disbelief. "It is not supposed to be real. We tell this tale to comfort ourselves, to pretend there was a time when our clan could traverse the sands of our home in safety. To pretend there could be again. There is a festival where we attempt to call our home back to us through dance and song, but no one has ever considered that it might truly exist."

"Are the Golden Sands that dangerous?" Cale asked curiously.

His new lizardfolk friend stopped tracing the walls with his claws and turned to regard Cale, confused. "You... do you know nothing of Illwyld?"

"I haven't even been on Utelia for a week, to be honest."

Kazza stared blankly at him. "You are the result of a summoning?" he asked, putting the pieces together. "Or are you claiming that you were created? Brought into existence by your master?"

Cale almost choked, and somewhere behind him, so did Akkau. "Please don't call him my master," he muttered. "Just because I'm his apprentice doesn't mean I call him master. That's weird."

Kazza's stare continued to be blank. "Why would it be weird?"

"I'm not going to answer that." Cale decided to rapidly move on. Poor Kazza looked like he was currently re-evaluating his life, and it would probably be best if he was given some time to acclimate. "Let's go back to the danger thing. Or, well, you can tell me more about those dangers once we get moving, I guess. This spell can move pretty fast, but it won't get us there instantly. Maybe about..."

"Half an hour," Akkau supplied.

Cale brightened. "That."

Kazza looked between them both, expecting one of them to laugh, and when he realized they were serious, his entire body sagged. "Half an hour," he repeated. "You truly believe you can move a structure this large so quickly?"

"It better move that quickly, otherwise I'd have to insist on Plan B," Cale sniffed.

Flia glared at him. "We are not doing Plan B.".

"Plan B was fine!"

"You said Plan B was to enclose us in a giant barrier and then just fling mana at the ground until we got there." Flia folded her arms across her chest.

"Exactly!" Cale said. "It was fine! It would have gotten us there in like, an hour tops. Probably."

Flia narrowed her eyes, then turned away deliberately. "Leo, go get that navigational spell set up. Akkau said he needed you for that part, right?"

Leo nearly jumped out of his skin. He'd been staring out of one of the windows up until then, but shot straight to attention when Flia spoke. "Uh, yes!" he said. "Although I've never done a joint spell before. Are you sure you need me? I'm not going to be able to take any notes if I'm helping maintain this spell..."

Akkau chuckled, walking over to him and placing a reassuring hand on his shoulder. "You will be fine," he said. "I only need a portion of your mana to assist, and then you may take over after I am done."

"And you can't just attune to labyrinth mana yourself and let it run on autopilot?" Leo asked, wringing his hands together.

"I can, with some difficulty," Akkau said. "But this is far simpler, and more importantly, a joint casting of this spell will allow the Gift to register the spell to you. It will allow you to return with the same spell, if teleportation does not suffice."

Leo sighed, but nodded. "Just as long as Syphus helps me take those notes like it said it would," he muttered. "Syphus?"

Syphus was still rolling enthusiastically around in the sand. It gave no indication that it had heard him, and had, in fact, dropped Leo's notebook into the sand. Nearby, Flia let out a long-suffering sigh and picked it up. "I've got it," she said. "You owe me, though. You didn't even waterproof your notebook."

Cale beamed. "Extra points for teamwork, Flia!"

"Wha—" Leo let out an anguished groan. "Again? What about my points?!"
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  There was a bit of a downside to this method of transportation, and that downside was the fact that it was pretty much impossible to miss the giant sandstorm and castle soaring through the air. Nothing about this would be stealthy. The upside was that there was so much magic imbued into it that almost nothing could scry in, and even if someone managed it, Syphus's presence would automatically subsume that spell. So they did have some privacy with which to talk.

Not that they were doing anything that really required that much privacy, but Cale thought it was nice to have that peace of mind. That was the thing with scrying spells. It was hard to rely on actually having privacy within the Great Realms.

They were well on their way to the Golden Sands by this point. [Fortress of the Gilded Storm] was exactly as powerful as it claimed to be and kept them steady even as it accelerated, which was great. With how ridiculously quickly it ended up moving, they would have all been slammed into one of the walls if it hadn't.

Cale was impressed by the sheer versatility of the spell. He did wonder how the lizardfolk of the Golden Sands had ever been able to cast it, considering the sheer cost, but at least part of the cost was likely the Gift modifying it to accommodate his reserves. Their version of the spell would likely cost less, though he suspected it would still have to be a ritually cast spell.

It wasn't important for the moment, though. Cale prompted Kazza to explain exactly what it was about the Golden Sands that made it so dangerous instead, and the lizardfolk reluctantly sat himself down in one of the chairs and began to explain.

"The Aspect Cascade has made things worse," the lizardfolk said. "But even before its appearance, we were struggling to survive. What little prey remains within our sands has begun to grow exceedingly dangerous to hunt, and it is forbidden for us to hunt outside our borders. We have begun to negotiate with our neighboring clans, but it is a difficult process."

"Dangerous to hunt?" Cale asked, frowning. Kazza looked briefly irritated, then appeared to remember that Cale was new to the realm and what he'd promised to do, and looked immediately guilty.

"The Golden Sands tribe is naturally attuned to breath magic," Kazza explained. "The sands of our home have mana-scouring properties. It is able to be wielded both offensively and defensively, and so we keep a pouch of sand at our belts at all times. Our magic allows us to wield this sand against our foes and prey. A strong enough mage can use it to blast apart flesh and magic alike."

He indicated the pouch at his waist, pulling the drawstring slightly to allow a trickle of that same golden sand to flow out. Kazza poured some of it onto his claws, then blew on it, and Cale watched as a sharp stream of sand embedded itself into the opposite wall.

"I want one of those sand pouches," Syphus declared almost immediately. Kazza glanced toward it and blinked.

"You are a strange creature," he said bluntly. "I suspect you would fascinate my elders. That is a matter for them. But if you are truly able to end the Aspect Cascade, I have little doubt they would answer any request you have."

"Excellent," Syphus said, rubbing its hands together. Cale stared at it for a moment, then decided not to comment lest it decide to pour sand into his bed or something. Though now that he thought about it, he was sure the sand could be incorporated into the spell cannon Syphus was developing somehow...

He shook his head and forced himself to focus. "I take it your methods don't work as well anymore?"

"It does not," Kazza agreed, sighing. "The sand beasts have grown stronger, and their hide has grown tougher. Our basic spells can no longer pierce them, and while we have fashioned spears and arrows out of our sand, it remains prohibitively difficult to hunt even a single one. If it were merely their flesh, we could likely adapt, but their magic has grown far more dangerous as well. Even our greatest warriors now struggle against them.

"We use the [Gilded Hurricane] to relocate ourselves away from the worst of them, but it cannot protect us completely. Ictharian sharks and pit webbers have become aware of its weaknesses and attack us even through the storm. We have lost friends and family to them, and I fear it will only get worse."

Kazza glanced down, as if ashamed by this confession. His claws brushed reverently over the sand. "If only you could teach this spell to my people," he said. "This would be more than enough to keep them safe from the sharks and the webbers."

"Can you?" Damien asked Cale curiously, and Cale blinked.

"I have no idea," he said. "I've never tried to teach someone a spell using the Gift before. It might be possible? If we did something like what Akkau did with the navigational spell and make it a joint cast—"

Cale cut himself off, startled and alarmed, as Kazza suddenly threw himself onto his knees in front of him.

"Then teach us," he said. "I beg of y—"

Cale didn't let him finish. He tackled him before he could say anything else, pinning him straight to the ground.

"Absolutely not," he said, and then realizing what that sounded like, immediately backpedaled. "In the sense that I absolutely refuse to have you kneel to me. No kneeling! Do you know what happened the last time someone knelt to me? They started a cult. I'm not having that again. I will try to teach your people the spell, but if any of you kneel I swear I will find a way to light sand on fire and haunt you with it."

Kazza stared up at him. "...your displeasure is noted," he said after a brief pause. "May I stand?"

"Oh, right." Cale got up and pulled the lizardfolk back to his feet.

"That was not a true threat," Kazza said dryly as he dusted himself off. "You cannot bring yourself to threaten someone even when truly displeased, can you?"

"I threaten people all the time," Cale said indignantly. Then he thought about that sentence for a moment. "Okay, I know how that sounds, and I don't mean it like that."

"Indeed," Kazza said, now stifling a laugh. "I only mean that I am surprised. It is rare for one of such great power to be so humble."

"It's less that he's humble and more that he has no idea how to scale magic," Flia called out from the corner. That remark did make Kazza laugh, the lizardfolk seeming to relax for the first time in what must have been years.

"Regardless, your candor is appreciated," he said, offering Cale a smile. "To think this spell was possible, after all... to think that it might be true... I do not understand why we did not find it ourselves, and I worry that it means that the Gift thinks us unworthy."

"No, this is your spell," Cale said. "I have a few questions about that, actually. The Gift lists it as a forgotten spell created by your people, emerging from your relationship with what it calls 'the heart of a dead Monolith'. Do you know anything about that?"

He knew the answer from the blank expression that Kazza gave him. "I do not," the lizardfolk said. "But I thank you for that knowledge. To think such magic once belonged to us, that it might belong to us again..."

Cale blinked in horror as Kazza's eyes filled with tears, and he scrambled to comfort the suddenly emotionally unstable lizardfolk while Flia and Damien exchanged glances.

"I cried today too," Damien said after a moment. "It's kinda nice to cry every once in a while. What do you think?"

"This isn't how you start conversations, Damien," Flia said, deadpan. "And I'm made of water. I'm always crying."

"That's not what I meant."

"I know, but I'm not going to tell you about the last time I cried. You have to set the mood for it." Flia scoffed, though her tone was lighthearted. She glanced at Kazza and at Cale, who was gently patting the enormous lizardfolk's back. "...I hope he calms down before we get to the Golden Sands. I'm not sure what it is, but Cale seemed pretty angry about what he thinks is happening with the Aspect Cascade."

Damien looked immediately worried. "Do you know what it is?"

"He hasn't said." Flia sighed. "Pretty sure it's one of those things we're just going to have to be ready for."

"I can hear you both, you know!" Cale said. "I'm fine. Everything's fine. We're going to end the Aspect Cascade and then we'll be done. Simple."

"Well," Damien said. "Now I definitely don't think it's going to be simple."

Flia snorted. "Tell me about it."





The Golden Sands was beautiful, though Cale found himself in no mood to appreciate it. He reflected on it all the same, more out of habit than anything else: he had expected just another desert, with endless dunes of sand and perhaps some sparsely-growing cacti.

Instead, it shone in the sunlight, gleaming like its namesake. The dunes overlapped with one another like the scales of a dragon and shifted with the wind, giving the faint impression of a living, breathing thing. It was almost as though the pulse of the realm itself was threaded through this desert. If he looked long enough, he could almost pretend that Vital was still alive.

But Cale refused to do that to himself. Vital was long dead.

It was a darker and more contemplative mood that settled across him as their fortress flew deeper into the Golden Sands. A little like how he'd felt when he first learned what the Aspect Cascade might be. He was calmer now than he was then, but it was a delicate sort of thing, more like a fuse that had been temporarily suppressed than a bomb that had been disarmed.

Especially since he could feel it from here. The Aspect Cascade was still too far to be visible to the naked eye, but its magic shone so brightly that it burned against his mana sense. That alone all but confirmed the worst of his fears.

He would know for certain once they were there, but the signs weren't encouraging.

"Cale?" Flia asked, uncertain. "Are you okay?"

Cale sighed. "No. But I'm going to have to be."

He tried not to think too hard about what this desert might represent, and thankfully, he was quickly provided with a distraction.

"Those are the ictharian sharks," Kazza said, pointing them out without prompting. Cale glanced down to see a trio of monsters swimming through the sand like it was water. He wasn't sure if sharks was the right term for them, considering they didn't look that much like a shark.

Or, well, they did, but only if sharks had heads made entirely out of teeth.

"And that one's a pit webber," Kazza said, nodding at a deep pit that was quickly forming near the sharks. As they watched, a net of sand launched out of the center of the pit and wrapped around a thrashing, struggling shark, dragging it in.

"I see why you named them that way," Cale said after a moment, blinking.

"And why we need the protection of this spell," Kazza said. "Those webs would not be able to penetrate these walls, and the sand you harness is strong enough to deflect them even if they could. I suspect..."

He trailed off as something in the distance began to glow. Cale didn't even have the time to react before a powerful blast of light magic blazed into existence.

Nor did he need to. It collapsed before it had breached the second layer of the sandstorm.

Kazza stared in awe, his claws gripping the windowsill tight. "That was a prism crawler," he said tightly. "They store sunlight for as long as they remain within it, then unleash that stored light as a blast of magic. It is normally docile, but its beams can kill when it feels threatened; some of them have been storing their power for years. We have found no defense against it. But your storm... it blocked it like it was nothing."

"Maybe that wasn't one of the ones that stored light for years," Cale suggested. Kazza just gave him an incredulous look.

Right. That probably wasn't very convincing.

They fell into silence again. Only a few minutes left, now.





Cale's expression had darkened entirely by the time they were in range of the Aspect Cascade. Everything he felt indeed confirmed the worst of his fears, and he was holding himself together by the smallest of tethers. He couldn't let himself break here—he would be needed, and this was necessary—but his fists kept clenching, and his blood was roaring in his ears.

He was angry. He couldn't help it.

"Your clan isn't anywhere nearby, is it, Kazza?" he asked, calmer than he felt. Cale couldn't feel any other presences with his mana sense, but if he was doing this, he needed to be sure. Kazza glanced at him with a frown, then leaned out to blow a quick breath into the storm around them.

"They are not," he confirmed after tilting his head for some invisible response. "They are far to the east, though they have seen your fortress. Many of them are asking about it. I ask that we visit them after."

"That's fine, but tell them not to come close," Cale said distantly. He took a deep breath and strode out of the fortress, feeling the wind buffet against him. He was in range now, and all he needed to do was—

"Cale?" Damien asked. "What are you doing?"

"I'm doing what I have to do," Cale answered shortly.

"Right, but... you haven't explained any of it," Damien said awkwardly. "You normally like explaining things. And we're your apprentices."

Cale said nothing. Damien wasn't wrong, but he'd been hoping to at least avoid this until it was over. The dreadshade looked worried about him, though, and eventually Cale sighed and stepped back into the fortress, where he found everyone staring at him.

Nevermind. They were all worried about him, apparently. Even Kazza, whose hope was mixed with concern for the anger that was clearly bubbling within him.

Apparently, Cale needed to get better at hiding his emotions. He generally was, but when he was this volatile... well, he'd always preferred wearing his heart on his sleeve.

"Creating a magical phenomenon like the Aspect Cascade isn't trivial," Cale said eventually, looking between his friends and allies. "It would be one thing if it lasted for a day or two, but you can't make it last perpetually like this. Not unless you do some very careful planning to make sure it happens."

In all honesty, Cale thought he probably should have guessed at something like this when Izzik had first explained the phenomenon. At the time, he'd been distracted by the realization that his old friend was here. That he had finally, finally found Vital's resting place. His grave.

A grave that was currently being desecrated by a horrific cruelty. Cale made himself take a deep breath and unclench his fists while the others all continued watching him with clear worry.

"You're saying someone planned this?" Damien ventured eventually.

"I'm saying they did worse," Cale said quietly. "The official explanation is that a wild mage misfired on a weather ward, correct?"

"Yes," Kazza said. "The story has always struck me as strange, though many of our younger members believed it."

"You have good instincts," Cale said. "It takes a lot of mana to alter the weather, and even more if you want to create a magical storm. Those are almost never self-sustaining; if you want to keep one going, you need a mana battery of some kind."

"Some of our elders said the same," Kazza said. "It is why we searched so desperately within the flickerant nests. We thought perhaps the battery was hidden there. But we could never pierce deep enough, and they did not think it likely that the storm was fueled by multiple batteries."

"Normally, that would be pretty unlikely," Cale agreed. "And you can't engineer the circumstances for a storm like this to be naturally fueled by the environment. Not usually, not easily, and certainly not without sacrifice."

By the time he finished saying those words, a bitter edge had slipped into his tone, and the others noticed. Kazza narrowed his eyes. "You suggest not only that it was created intentionally, but that someone was sacrificed to do so?"

"Think about what you felt within the storm," Cale said. "Pain, anger, fear, and a desperate need to be whole. Correct?"

"Yes. I had assumed those were echoes. That the spell was attempting to complete itself, even now."

"Close." Cale smiled humorlessly. "There's a type of sacrificial blood magic that can be used to force a self-perpetuating magic such as this. It's horrifically cruel to the point that I've seen even dark lords decry its use. But it does create an endless, self-perpetuating magical disaster, tuned to do exactly what you want."

Cale began to pace, and the sandstorm around them grew as if in response to his agitation. "Imagine, if you will, your soul being torn apart. Scattered across the land, but forced to stay alive and conscious through an application of dark magic. You're in pain because of course you are—you can feel every broken piece of your core. What would you do, in this situation?"

The others all stared at him, but they were beginning to see the picture now. Leo and Damien both looked horrified, while Flia's fists followed his own and clenched in anger. Kazza said nothing, but Cale could see his breathing quicken.

"You'd try to put yourself together," Cale said. "You can't really think properly when you're a few scattered pieces of your own soul. You'd have maybe a few fragmented memories of the last few seconds of your life, and overwhelming, endless pain. The only thing you know is that the pain will stop if you put yourself together, so you try to pull all those pieces of yourself back, and while you do that, the mana from your disintegrating soul is leaking all over the place."

"Creating the Aspect Cascade," Kazza muttered. His claws dug into the sand, and Cale only nodded.

"The Aspect Cascade is a single, unfortunate soul, screaming for help in the only way it can," he said. "And that scream has settled into everything around it. The flickerants picked up most of it because they were intentionally positioned to, but in their own way, they're actually trying to help. They're hearing this mage screaming to be put together, and so they're trying to help put him together.

"Thing is, you can't just shove pieces of a soul together and hope for the best. You need to be able to heal the cracks, and you need a body for that soul to reside in. Whoever this mage is, they know just enough to know how to do that—"

"Which is why the storm was moving like that," Flia said in realization. "You said it looked like a summoning ritual mixed with life magic. The life magic is to heal the soul, and the summoning magic is so there's a body there to hold it. Or to summon the pieces of the old body and then heal it."

"That's horrible," Damien said, looking sick.

"It is," Cale said. "And it's not even the worst part, because you know what? That ritual would have worked. It's a very, very high tier magic, but if the flickerants collected enough mana, it would have put this mage back together, saved their life—or at least bring them together enough to die in peace—and the Aspect Cascade would end. But it hasn't succeeded, even after all this time. Any guesses why?"

"Because the flickerant queens are a weapon," Kazza snarled. He was practically shaking with the tension that thrummed through his body, and he shot to his feet, unable to stay seated. "They are harvested, and the wards in their tunnels are to protect against others stealing their bombs before they are ready."

"And by harvesting the queens, the ritual never has enough power to be completed," Cale finished. "Instead, it gathers just enough pieces and heals this mage just enough that their soul doesn't entirely disintegrate into essence, at which point the core would be useless. It is tuned to allow just enough leeway to keep the cycle going.

"An endless disaster," Cale said, and this time he couldn't quite keep the building rage out of his voice. "Kept going by a needless atrocity, all to build a weapon designed to cause more pain and death and push others to the same extremes. I've seen this before. I've seen this too many times. This is the type of shit—"

He cut himself off before his fury overwhelmed him, and his apprentices stared at him, worried. Even Kazza had forced himself to relax, his concern overriding his anger for the moment.

This was the type of thing Cale had been unable to escape during the Planar Wars. Over and over again, mages would justify to themselves great horrors and greater atrocities, all for the sake of victory against their enemies.

And each and every time, it fell to him to rectify it.

"What are you going to do?" Flia asked quietly, studying him.

Just like that, all the anger drained from Cale, and he felt very, very tired. He had hoped that era was over. How many more times would he have to do this?

It changed nothing, he supposed. He stepped back outside and turned toward the Aspect Cascade, then drew his power to him.

Most of the time, he enjoyed wielding his power. This was the one time he didn't. Gathered and shaped in the right way, he could build a weapon capable of erasing every last trace of a soul.

"What I have to," he said finally.
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  Cale stood before the storm, drawing out his power.

It took time, for something like this. The strike had to be precise and efficient, controlled enough he wouldn't take a chunk of the realm with it. His mana had to reach a certain density, and it needed to churn within itself in a complicated pattern that would rip apart anything it made contact with.

Even if that something was a soul.

Soul destruction was more complicated than it seemed on the surface. The bare essence of a soul was, in most cases, an expression of raw energy that was impossible to destroy. That was the reason they were so often used as fuel by would-be liches and dark lords—even a single soul could release untold amounts of energy, if subjected to the right pressures, and even in those cases the souls were only transformed, not destroyed.

Not a single lich, dark lord, or evil god had ever truly erased a soul. They could tear them apart until recovering the original became all but impossible. They could cast magics that would twist and malform the soul, transforming it into little more than a crazed abomination bound to infinite suffering. They could break it down until it was little more than raw essence, a fate that would almost certainly await the soul at the center of the Aspect Cascade.

Frankly, Cale had seen many atrocities in his time, and few were worse than the new tortures those dark mages kept inventing to inflict on their victims' very souls. Yet for all their research and power, they had no true way to erase a soul permanently. No one in the Great Realms did. No one outside the Great Realms did, either.

The power to erase a soul belonged solely to one Cale Cadwell Cobbs, and he hated that responsibility with every fibre of his being.

He hated that he knew the process by heart, and he hated how natural it now felt to fold his mana into the right strength and shape. He hated wielding it, no matter how necessary it was.

But no one else was capable, and so it always fell to him, in the end. There were infinite ways to force a soul to suffer for eternity, and only one that guaranteed that suffering end.

Cale knew the logic well. It just didn't make it any easier. He sighed, staring out at the Aspect Cascade, and whispered an apology that was whisked away by the storm.

"I wish this wasn't necessary," he said. "I'm sorry."

He raised a hand, took a step forward, and shaped a scythe that burned with prismatic power. Its blade hummed, blazing with a chaotic storm of magic that hurt to look at.

And then someone caught him by the sleeve, trembling but certain.

Cale froze.

He turned back to find Damien, of all people, clutching at him. The dreadshade was staring up at him with a look that seemed almost out of place on his normally timid face. There was a hint of nervous fear in it, sure, but for the most part it was determination. "Damien?"

"Don't do it," the dreadshade said, tightening his grip.

Cale flinched slightly at those words. "Damien—" he started. Then he interrupted himself, seeing the look in Damien's eyes, and sighed. The scythe dissipated as he drew his magic back into himself, and he allowed his apprentice to pull him once more back into the fortress.

The door slipped shut, and the winds died down around them. The howling in Cale's ears stopped, for the moment, and he found himself staring at all four of his apprentices and one Kazza.

Were they judging him? He couldn't quite tell. He thought he was probably imagining the accusatory glint in their eyes; it looked quite a lot like the way he looked at himself, sometimes.

"We don't have to do this," Damien said, still trembling, but the look in his eyes was painfully earnest.

"I don't have a choice, Damien," Cale said, trying not to let that look affect him too deeply. This was always the hardest part. He looked around at the rest of his apprentices, at Kazza. "I don't want to do this either. But that mage at the center of the Cascade is screaming, and whoever they are, they've been screaming for two years. That storm is fueled by their pain. The best thing we can do for them—the only thing we can do for them—is to end that suffering."

"The Cascade poses a danger to my clan," Kazza said, speaking up. He looked surprisingly conflicted about it, considering the subject, but he gave Cale a small nod. "I understand the reluctance, but I would see it ended, despite the cost. There is more pain behind it than I knew, and I pity the poor soul forced to fuel it, but we cannot ignore the risks of allowing this to continue."

"I'm not saying we should ignore the risks or that we should leave them," Damien insisted. "I'm just saying we don't have to do this. You're going to kill them, aren't you?"

"I'm going to erase their soul," Cale said, trying to ignore the way everyone stiffened and stared at him at how easily he said those words. "It'll be quick. Painless. It's the only way to end that suffering, and again, I don't have any other choice."

There was a short silence at that. Flia was the first to speak, and when she did, her voice was quiet. "How many times?"

"How many times what?" Cale didn't meet her eyes.

"How many times have you not had any other choice?" she asked. There was something soft instead of accusatory in her tone, for some reason, and somehow that was worse than if she had simply shouted at him.

"...I don't want to answer that."

"But you know the number."

"I do." It was one of the things Cale would never let himself forget.

"It doesn't matter," Damien insisted, making Cale blink in surprise, and before he could say anything else the dreadshade had caught his hand and was staring up at him with fierce indignation. "I understand what you're saying, Cale. I do. And—and if there's really no other option, I'm gonna stand with you when you do it, so you don't have to do it alone."

Cale... hadn't actually been expecting an offer like that. He stared at Damien, then at the rest of his apprentices, and found himself stunned that not one of them disagreed.

Come to think of it, Damien had said we, hadn't he? We don't have to do this. Not you.

He swallowed.

"I just want us to talk about it first," Damien said, oblivious to the turmoil and sudden doubt Cale was feeling. "I want to be sure there's nothing else we can do before we resort to that. Please, Cale."

"I..." Cale tried to focus on the subject at hand, though he was still very much off-balance. He had no idea how long it had been since someone had stopped him like this and still understood. "Did you have any other ideas?"

"What about protecting the flickerant nests?" Damien asked, looking around at the others, who were staring back with uncertainty. "We could let the Cascade complete that ritual you were talking about. Or you could fuel the ritual directly. You have the mana, don't you?"

"I could fuel it, but I can't gather the remnants of this mage's soul," Cale said, shaking his head. "That's what the flickerants are doing, unintentionally. Bringing all those pieces together for the ritual. That leaves us with protecting the nests, and even if we could—and I don't have any magic that would let me defend them all at once—this is the sort of ritual that takes months to complete. Kazza's clan would be exposed the entire time while it builds momentum."

"What if they moved?" Leo interrupted. He glanced at Kazza. "I've read some papers about the movement of the Golden Sands tribe. There's, like, an annual pilgrimage you go on that reaches outside the Golden Sands, right? Couldn't you do that while the ritual is cast?"

Kazza was silent for a moment. "There would be precedent for this," he answered eventually. "I do not know how I feel about this, but you are correct that it is an option."

"It still wouldn't work," Cale said heavily. "You don't understand. I said the ritual would have worked. If it were the first six months or so after the Cascade started, it would have brought back the mage. If it was the first year, it would give them a body just coherent enough to die in peace. But it's been two years now, and the mind doesn't stay intact enough to survive that long, even with that ritual. That soul is essence held together by spiritual duct tape. If we let it complete, it's going to create an aberrant, and the soul would still be in pain. Probably worse pain, in fact."

He'd thought about it. Of course he'd thought about it. He'd run through all the possibilities, because he didn't want to do this. If there was any other choice...

None of the others said a word for a long while. Damien sagged slightly but refused to let go, and Cale watched him, conflicted.

"Why is this so important to you?" he heard himself asking.

Damien bit his lip.

"It's because of what you told me to do," he admitted eventually. "I was supposed to find out if I really wanted to heal, remember? So I went to talk to Izzik about it, and he told me his reasons. It stuck with me. He said that even when you become a healer, you can't save everyone, and the point isn't to save everyone. The point is to try.

"And... and I think he's right. And you were right, too. I only wanted to learn to heal because I wanted to make up for something that happened a long time ago, and I'm never going to make up for that. Not ever. But I can remember everyone I lost, and I can honor their memory, and I think that means doing what they would want me to do."

He looked up at Cale. "That's why this is important to me," he said. "I think... I think it's right for me. If there's really no other choice, that's okay, because we can't save everyone. But I want to try to save them. Just... just try."

Then, almost too quiet to hear: "It's more than I did before."

Cale stared at him.

Then he looked up at Flia and Leo, who nodded in agreement. Even Syphus had stopped playing around with the sand long enough to watch Damien and listen, and it leaned forward to lean a reassuring hand on the dreadshade's shoulder.

Kazza's expression had softened then done something complicated at the mention of Izzik, and he relented with a grunt. "I believe my kin would agree."

Cale dragged a hand down his face. Fuck.

He had thought like this, once. He remembered always trying, desperate for any solution that didn't involve yet another pointless death, any solution that would let someone live.

Somewhere along the way, he'd stopped. Because he had tried and tried, and the result would always, always be the same, and eventually it had begun to hurt too much to try again.

But none of his apprentices had been through that, had they? They were still students. Young, in the grand scheme of things, even with the oddity of ages that tended to exist in realms where mortals and immortals mixed.

And Cale realized, staring at them, that he missed that youth. He missed who he had been.

Heh. Who would have thought his apprentices would have something to teach him? Maybe a long enough life meant some lessons would be forgotten, and Cale found that this particular one he was glad to remember.

He found a small smile slowly creeping its way onto his face, and he did nothing to stop it. "Alright," he said, exhaling. "Let's try, then. Ritual's not going to be enough. Anyone have any other ideas? What can we do to heal a dying soul?"

Flia hesitated. "What about that new auric the Gift granted me?" she ventured. "We still haven't talked about it, and I don't really know what it does. It's called the [Spark of Those Left Behind]. The Gift says it's the beginnings of a Law, but I don't know what that means. Is there something we can do with that?"

Cale blinked once.

Maybe he hadn't thought of everything. A manic gleam entered his eyes. "Maybe. Give me the full description of that auric."





Cale stood and stared at what Flia had written in the sand.

[Spark of Those Left Behind, Level MAX] [Personal (Unique), Auric Passive]

A fragment of a Monolith's Law can become many things. Yours has evolved into a Spark—the beginnings of a Law of your own, one that represents the lost souls who cannot fight for themselves.

This auric grants its wielder dominion over the essence of the lost.

He had nearly missed this. He would have missed this, if not for Damien pulling him back and insisting on trying. Now his mind was rapidly putting pieces together, stringing out an impossible plan, except—

—except it wasn't so impossible now, was it? This could actually work. Cale felt an energy he thought he'd long lost thrum through him. "You guys," he said, grinning widely, "are geniuses. I could kiss you all."

Flia exchanged a look with her friends. "We haven't actually said anything," she said. "And please don't."

"She doesn't speak for all of us," Syphus said. "I, for one, want to know what kissing is like. I don't know why everyone likes doing it so much."

Cale just shook his head. "You were right about trying, is what I was trying to get at," he said, still smiling. He couldn't help it. When was the last time he'd had hope for something like this? "First things first. Flia, do you know what dominion over the essence of the lost means?"

"No," Flia said. "That was what I wanted to ask you about, remember?"

"Right, right," Cale said. He started to pace, thinking quickly. "Okay. Important facts. First, everything you do with the Spark is important. It's going to play into the Law you develop later, although there's a lot of stages in between. Don't worry about that part yet."

"I'm suddenly very worried about that part."

"It's fine! It usually takes centuries for a full Law to develop. You'll have plenty of time to figure things out. The important bit is those two words—dominion and essence."

"Dominion sounds kind of evil," Leo remarked. Flia turned to glare at him.

"It's a broad concept," Cale said. "It usually applies to something intangible. Just having a mana core, for example, gives you dominion over mana. That's what allows you to manipulate and attune mana. Essence is the same thing, except most people can't interact with essence at all."

"What exactly is it?" Flia asked, frowning.

"Soulstuff," Cale said, waving a hand. "Not important!"

"Wh—I feel like that's very important!"

"Not for this it's not," Cale said cheerfully, ignoring Flia's protests. "The important part is that you can interact with it at all. Normally it would be impossible to heal a soul like this. Essence held together with duct tape, remember? Tear a soul apart again and again and you start doing damage to that raw soulstuff, and that's not something soul magic can fix. Soul magic alters the vessel that holds the essence, it can't fix the essence itself. Advanced soul magic might be able to manipulate the soul as a whole, but still can't affect essence on its own. And essence magic doesn't exist, or, well, it's not supposed to.

"But you have dominion over essence, and you can share that dominion. I'll teach you how in a bit. The important thing is that we now have a way to interact with essence, but not necessarily a way to heal it. Just being able to manipulate it isn't enough. Lucky for us, I happen to know a bit about essence and the kind of damage that gets done to it from this sort of thing."

He beamed. "I knew stealing all those notes was worth it. A lot of aspiring dark lords end up making notes on this stuff. Also, there was this pair of very friendly liches that were really eager to share their notes... huh. Now that I think about it, they were a little too friendly. I wonder if they were trying to steal my soul."

Cale's brow furrowed for a moment, and Damien opened his mouth to ask a question. Cale barreled right on before he could.

"Nevermind," he said. "I think they were swingers. Not important!"

Kazza's jaw worked helplessly for a moment as he tried to figure out what to say before he eventually just turned to Flia. "Is he always like this?"

"When he's not depressed," Flia said dryly. "You're seeing the real reason we became his apprentices."

"...Because he is apparently desired by the blasphemous undead?" Kazza asked, not understanding.

"No, obviously not," Flia said, pressing a hand to her forehead. "The other part! The part where he knows—"

"—the part where he tries," Damien said quietly. "I bet he thinks he doesn't try anymore, but he does. If he didn't, he would've left a bunch of things alone. He would've left us alone. But he can't let things go once he's seen it. He wants to try."

"I guess he just needs a reason, sometimes," Leo said. "Sometimes I wonder how old he really is."

Cale didn't hear any of this. He'd dropped into muttering to himself for a bit, and then he brightened again. "Okay," he said. "So, the thing about essence is that if you tear apart the vessel too many times, it starts to... harden? It becomes stiff and inflexible. A soul should normally be able to just melt together, but something like this won't be able to, because of all the literal torture. We're gonna have to melt it."

"We're going to have to what?" Damien asked, blinking. "Isn't that going to make it worse?"

"No, no, it's the good kind of melting," Cale said dismissively. "We're just softening it up again. Like wax, basically. You'll have to use the Verdant Flame. We're also going to need to change the ritual it's carving into the sand, because I don't want to leave Kazza's people stuck for months while it charges up."

He muttered something, then began drawing in the sand that made up the fortress wall, his expression intent.

"This should work," he said. "It's a basic soul collection array. Pretty much just circles. We'll need to detonate the flickerant queens to release all the collected soul fragments—although, no, that wouldn't work, the tunnels are too dangerous for me to send you all into... maybe we reverse the array? Make it a two-stage spell so the first one siphons all the mana and soul fragments from the queens and surrounding desert, then the second stage gathers it to a central point..."

Cale frowned and began muttering to himself again. "Still have to fix the vessel, though. Without any life magic or soul reformation spells, we're going to need to manually put the pieces together and somehow keep them together long enough for it to heal naturally. That might be difficult. We'll need some kind of soul glue. Flia, can you make glue?"

"I..." Flia took a moment to parse what Cale was saying. "No, Cale, I don't have any glue spells. Water is not glue."

"Not even [Liquid Adhesive]?" Cale frowned. "Damn. That's a complication. It needs to be something that can be imbued with your Spark. Any kind of sticky liquid will work."

"I don't have any—" Flia yelped as Syphus nearly bowled over her in its attempt to get to Cale.

"Spell slime," it said intently. Cale blinked, thought for a moment, then beamed and dragged Syphus into a hug.

"Spell slime!" he repeated joyfully. "That's perfect! It'll work. Okay, is everyone ready?"

"I don't think any of us actually know what the plan is?" Damien said, looking awkwardly at all the others. Syphus was practically vibrating in excitement, but just about everyone else seemed mostly confused.

Cale laughed, finding himself feeling surprisingly bright. "That's fine. One more time, but slowly. I'm going to need everyone's help with this. Here's how we're going to set it up."





It was unusual for every Observer to report the same thing at once, and when Lifsauhn first received the messages, he thought for a moment the moths of the Watchful Hive had somehow gathered themselves enough for some sort of rebellion again.

That had happened frequently enough, in the early years, then far less over time as the parasitic Red Relic spread its infestation deep into their minds. He wouldn't dismiss it as a possibility, though, or he wouldn't be doing his job. This was, after all, the first month in a long time they had been unable to send their team into the Watchful Hive to check on things.

Despite himself, Lifsauhn felt antsy. Who knew what those beastfolk were up to? Some of the Red Hunters around that area were missing, too, and it made him feel like something had been compromised. He had no idea what, and he wasn't about to report to the Red Commander without concrete information, but he itched.

And itching always meant something was wrong.

Lifsauhn grumbled under his breath, unsure whether he should trust this newest report from the Observers. Of all the things they could have reported, why would there be a giant castle floating above the Golden Sands? And why would it have launched itself from Ercryst, of all places? That was an entire continent over! That would require that a mage not only create a fortress but also fly it all the way across a continent, and there was not a single mage that wouldn't just teleport themselves and then create the castle.

It was ludicrous, and with the reports he'd just received about the Haelforge Academy, he didn't have time for more of this nonsense. That was almost enough for him to dismiss this outright.

Almost. He would have, if it had been any place other than the Golden Sands. That damnable desert housed one of their most important projects. They needed those cascade bombs. If he ignored it and they lost their supply—

Lifsauhn grit his teeth. Who the hell would he even send to investigate that wouldn't cut his head off if he was wrong? There was no one in their retinue that had the power to take on a flying castle and wouldn't slaughter him for incompetence if there was nothing there.

No one except the Red Knight.

Lifsauhn frowned. The problem with the Red Knight was that no one really knew what it was thinking or why it was working for them. The Commander seemed to trust it and held it up as one of their four Sentinels, but everyone else thought its empty silence was creepy. It never spoke, and it never even moved from its post unless it was given a direct order. No one had ever seen it eat.

But it was powerful, obedient, and most importantly, it wouldn't care if he sent it on a pointless mission. It wouldn't report him, and as long as it wasn't needed for anything else, it was likely no one would even notice it was gone.

Perfect for his purposes, then. With his mind made up, Lifsauhn cast a quick [Message].

Red Knight, report to the Golden Sands. If you see a fortress in the sky, investigate. Or, hell, destroy it. Your choice. Remember, nothing must interfere with our plans.
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  It took almost an hour for them to figure out all the intricacies of the new plan, but it was a good hour. Cale had forgotten what it felt like to blaze with this kind of energy, to work for possibility instead of destruction. Most of the time, when he had to get involved, it was a destructive sort of thing. He would slay a dark lord, destroy a cage, blow up a ritual meant to sacrifice hundreds of innocents. His expertise was rarely required for an act of healing, and the victims of these sorts of spells could never really be saved.

Or, at least, they couldn't be when he worked alone. When he had friends and allies, things could be different, but he had allowed himself to forget because of how painful it could be to lose them again and again.

No more. Not this time, anyway, and not as long as he was on Utelia. He wasn't going to forget Damien's words.

We don't have to do this.

Every one of his apprentices had taken to their new tasks with a fevered sort of determination, practicing to make sure they would be able to get it right when it counted. All except Damien, whose role was both most important and one that couldn't be practiced. He busied himself helping the others and coordinating with Kazza instead.

Damien still hadn't stopped shaking, Cale noticed. The dreadshade was doing his best to hide it, but he was terrified of failure. He could tell himself that it was trying that was important as many times as he wanted, but his heart hadn't completely bought into it yet.

That was fine. It wasn't the sort of lesson Damien could learn in a single conversation, but Cale would be damned if he let it die because his very first try failed.

"Just remember," he told Damien. "Souls are part of a sort of cycle, too. They decay and then they return to the Great Realms. I'm living proof of it. Sort of."

"I'm... not sure you're a great example," Damien said, but he smiled weakly. Cale laughed.

"Yeah, I realized it as soon as I said it. It's true, though. I can't tell you exactly what happens to a soul after its host body dies, but believe me, decay is relevant to it. The Verdant Flame will do what we need."

Damien didn't quite meet his eyes. "I hope so," he said quietly. "I think that's the important part. The hoping."

"It is." Cale nudged his apprentice. "Thank you for reminding me."

Damien didn't reply to that, but the shaking lessened, at least a little. Then he took a deep breath and dove right back in, joining Flia and Syphus as the former attempted to understand exactly how to imbue her Spark into her friends' magic.

Leo, in the meantime, was busy studying the diagrams Cale had drawn out on the wall. His new labyrinth spell would be needed to guide the fortress in the right directions; they had decided they would be using it to carve the new ritual into the sand, writing right over the old one. The fortress moved fast enough that it was possible.

The only problem was that they needed to figure out an optimal path. They were still, after all, using a storm to draw a spell into the sand; there had to be room for error, and crossing over the same lines risked widening them or deepening them too much, messing up the array. It was especially important to be delicate around the more intricate intersections of the array.

As a result, the minotaur had his notebook out and was scribbling in it, muttering to himself and glaring intently between the diagrams and his notebook. Cale left him alone, but made a mental note to reward Leo with points later. Or at least to mention that he'd earned them.

He still wasn't actually keeping track of any points, though.

Kazza's job was arguably one of the most important. He stood by the window, using breath magic to speak with his clan and convince them to stay out of the way of the storm. Judging by the look of exasperation on his face, he wasn't having a great time of it. Cale raised an eyebrow as he approached him.

Kazza sighed. "It was difficult to convince them to withdraw all hunting parties for a plan they see as a shot in the dark, but they are willing," he said without preamble. "The appearance of your fortress did a lot to convince them. Many believe it is a sign."

"That seems like good news," Cale noted. "Why do you look frustrated?"

"My clan is concerned that I have discarded my duty as emissary to play hero," Kazza said dryly. "A concern that might have substance, if not for the strength I have seen you wield."

Cale snorted. "I'm sure they'll be a lot less concerned once the Cascade is gone."

"Indeed." Kazza glanced back out of the window toward the magical storm still raging in the distance. "It is a strange position I find myself in, to pity the storm that slaughtered my people. I feel shame for believing that cursed tale of wild mages and weather magic, disgust that I failed to notice such a plaintive cry for help, and yet... the anger beneath remains at the lives this storm has taken."

"Better to direct that anger to the people that actually did this."

"As you say." Kazza nodded. "Though it is difficult to overturn that feeling immediately when the storm still rages. I suspect I will feel differently if your spell succeeds."

"I guess we better succeed, then, huh?" Cale smiled faintly.

"You seem confident, for one who was certain destruction was the only option moments ago."

"When you've lived as long as I have, it's easy to forget some things. Even when they're important." Cale shrugged. "I try to keep some habits that help me remember, but there's a lot that slips through the cracks."

"You are far older than you appear," Kazza said. "I had wondered. Humans do not live that long, do they?"

Cale had no idea how to answer that question. Technically, his natural lifespan was... what, eighty or so years? But it varied from realm to realm, and he often died early for a multitude of reasons besides. Then there were the times his lifespan was stretched out through the magic of friends and foe alike, resulting in lifetimes spent in a single realm.

Was he a good example of humanity? He had no idea anymore. It wasn't like there was anyone else to compare with. Cale often assumed that these default assumptions that others held about humans were true, but if they were, then they seemed plucked out of a specific point in time in human history. Many seemed to look down on them by default.

He wondered briefly if that was intentional. It felt sometimes like when others looked at him, they were forced to see someone who was "average" in every way. A "typical human", whatever that meant. That illusion quickly faded whenever he proved himself, but it was always as the exception, not the rule.

Maybe that meant something. Surely humanity had reached greater heights before it vanished. Surely there were notable archmages and divines amongst them. The most damning proof of this were the mythologies, named and otherwise, the absolute majority of which were built specifically out of human legend. Did that not say something about the heights his people had reached?

"Cale?" Kazza eyed him curiously, and Cale shook off his reverie.

"Oh, I have no idea. Probably not that long," he said cheerfully. "Eighty years, give or take? I'm older than that, but you probably figured that out already. You see, every time I die, I get born again in a different realm."

Kazza snorted. "Ah, of course. A wanderer who has roamed the Great Realms, just like the legends."

Cale blinked. "You have legends about this?" he asked, a sudden hope springing up in him.

Kazza paused, startled. "...You were serious?"

"Yes."

"I... what?" Kazza stared at him, the lizardfolk's mouth slowly falling open. "I do not... but..."

"What were the legends?" Cale prompted.

"I... buh..." Kazza said intelligently. "The... the elders. The elders would know the legends in detail. They are ancient. I do not, uh, um..."

"You know what, I'm going to give you time to process this." Cale patted Kazza on the shoulder, watching as the poor lizard made a strangled, vaguely appreciative noise.

He had no idea why the poor guy was only getting starstruck now. It wasn't like he hadn't already performed two impossible feats in front of him, and while he'd been surprised the other two times, he hadn't done this. Why was this what tipped it over the edge? Those legends must have been something.

"I'm going to go make sure everyone's ready for the ritual," Cale said, noticing everyone else appeared to be mostly ready. "Thanks for all your help! We'll reconvene on that legend thing once we're done."

Kazza made another strangled noise that could probably be construed as a squeak, and Cale decided to take this as a sign of enthusiastic agreement.





Leo was up first. The minotaur grunted, eyes blazing, as he recast the spell that Akkau had taught him. Apparently he'd figured out a path that accounted not only for the new array they needed to draw but also the path of the Aspect Cascade itself; the end point of their path would now put them directly in front of the magical storm, positioned perfectly for them to execute the next steps of the ritual. He was panting by the time it was done—apparently the spell took no small amount of mana when it involved tiny, intricate movements.

Well, tiny compared to the route they had taken to the Golden Sands, anyway. They were still massive curves in the sand several times larger than the fortress itself.

After that, it was Cale's turn. He set the fortress carefully down in the sand at their intended ritual center, then stepped outside, placing a single foot down in the starting line of the array.

Then he flooded it with thrumming, prismatic power.

It took time for that power to travel to the edges of the desert. That was one thing about massive spells like this—mana didn't travel instantly, especially not mana gathered in such dense quantities. It moved faster than it would if it had been pure liquid, but most of the circle was out of range of his mana manipulation, so his power had to follow the curves of the array naturally.

Leo had accounted for this too. They were far enough away that the Cascade wouldn't reach them until the ritual was complete. Cale was impressed. He definitely needed to remember to give the minotaur some points.

Fortunately, they didn't need a signal to make sure the first part of the ritual had succeeded. They could feel it the moment the spell began in earnest. Every drop of ambient mana in the desert tainted with a fraction of the sacrificed mage's soul began flowing to the five distinct points where the flickerant nests were hidden.

Cale absolutely did not sigh with relief when the mostly-theoretical part of the spell worked, and he ignored it when Flia narrowed her eyes at him in sudden suspicion. He had good reasons to think it would work! This part of the ritual amplified what the flickerants were already naturally doing, accelerating the gathering process and imbuing it with a bit of an extra push.

The circle flashed a steep gold when the gathering part of the ritual was complete, just a little bit brighter than the natural luster of the Golden Sands. Cale nodded in satisfaction, then shifted his feet to connect to the next set of ritual lines, pouring his power into the secondary array underneath it.

The nature of the ritual shifted in a way that could be felt palpably in the air. Gathering turned into release, and mana—fragmented, boiling, desperate—rushed into the open desert.

Every last fragment of the Aspect Cascade roared to life in the Golden Sands, and found themselves drawn inexorably toward the major storm just in front of them. Five fragment-storms intended as weapons, one noticeably smaller than the others given they had only just teleported one of the queens free.

Speaking of which... Cale flicked out the barrier marble containing the part of the Cascade he'd contained, allowing it to join the rest.

Flia stared at the building storm and trying to hide her nerves. "I know you told us already, but are you sure this will work even with all the queens that were already harvested?"

"The point of the queens is to keep the soul fragments apart as much as it is to gather them," Cale said. "To maintain the storm, I mean. Part of it is caused by magical tension between resonant pieces of magic—"

"Cale."

"Souls can partially regenerate as long as most of the pieces are there, which is what the sacrificial spell is counting on in the first place. It works because there's enough of the soul left to fully regenerate. It'll be fine."

Flia nodded. "Then shouldn't the storm be settling now that it's all gathered?"

Cale glanced at the darkening clouds ahead of them.

Honestly, calling the Aspect Cascade a magical storm was a bit of a disservice. A storm brought to mind clouds and rain and lightning, and while the Aspect Cascade certainly was those things, it was a lot of other things besides. The sheer density of energy within it sucked out all traces of light that dared to enter it, and the only reason you could tell it was a storm was because of the sound.

Crackling lightning, for the most part, but also an ominous rumbling. The wind howled so fiercely Cale imagined it to be a representation of the mage at the center of all this, screaming their pain into the nothingness. Every so often, the sound of rushing water, an avalanche of earth, a roaring fire.

Sometimes, flashes of light would escape as a wave of the Cascade transformed one mana type into another, and they would get a brief glimpse to the absolute hell within. It looked like an elemental disaster, for lack of a better term. A tide of water raging against an avalanche of sand in the middle of the sky. Abominations of flesh grew from raw, broken life magic, only to be torn apart by the claws of a dozen offensive aspects.

Cale could see why even being near this thing had killed so many mages. To survive inside of it would have been impossible for just about anyone. Cale had met many a talented mage, and the ones that could probably survive something like this he could count on one hand.

Well, unless you counted running away. He did know a lot of mages who were very, very good at running away.

The thing was, Flia was right. With all the pieces of the mage's soul returned and gathering in one place, the storm should have begun to calm.

Instead, it looked like it was intensifying. Another flash in the storm gave Cale the distinct impression of an entire ocean's worth of water crashing into a still-growing mountain, and for a brief moment, something with far too many eyes seemed to glare down at them through the storm.

"Well," Cale said. "We knew this was a possibility."

"You said this was unlikely," Flia said. "One in a million odds."

"I mean, yeah, but how many one in a million things have we had happen to us since I came here?" Cale grinned. "It'll be fine. We planned for this!"

"Cale, the plan was to walk directly into the storm, and you assured us we probably wouldn't have to."

"Probably," Cale emphasized, but he let his expression settle into something a little more serious. "Look, if you don't want to do this, we can still back out."

Flia scoffed. "Put your barrier up already. You think any of us are backing out now?"

Cale grinned a little, but the grin faded as he turned to the lizardfolk standing with them and staring stiffly at the storm. "Kazza? You're going to have to come with us. Wouldn't want to leave you exposed to the storm."

"I am aware," Kazza grumbled. He was hiding his own shaking well, but this was difficult for him; he'd been forced to watch this storm tear his own people apart once already. "I just... give me a moment."

His breathing was quickening, though he was doing his best to control it. Cale opened his mouth to say something, but before he could, Damien stepped over to Kazza and reached out to offer his hand.

"I don't know if this will help," Damien said quietly. "But, um, I used to panic like this. A lot. And my... there was someone who would hold my hand, and tell me to squeeze if it was getting bad, and focus on the touch. You don't have to or anything! But if you want, I'm here. Only if you want, though."

Kazza stared at him. "I am not a hatchling," he muttered, but he took the hand anyway, and after a moment, squeezed it tight.

Cale said nothing. In fact, he made sure not to look at them at all, and he made his barrier large enough to give Kazza the space he needed. "Alright. If everyone's ready, let's go."

With Cale's barrier protecting them, they made their way toward the approaching storm. This close, it looked almost like they were staring into another realm.

Flia fell into step beside him. "He's a natural, isn't he?" she muttered.

Cale smiled slightly. "Born to be a healer, I think. Just needs to figure a few things out for himself."

Not long after that, they stepped into the Aspect Cascade, and the world around them changed.
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  Cale was aware, technically speaking, that a sufficiently powerful magical phenomenon had the potential to create a sort of pocket realm within itself. It was a phenomenon roughly similar to how dungeons were created, though pocket realms weren't anchored into one of the realm's leylines the way most dungeons were. Despite that awareness, it was so rare an event that he didn't really consider it a possibility most of the time. Across the thousands of lives he could remember, he had encountered a manifestation this powerful exactly twice.

He had anticipated that gathering all the remnants of the sacrificed mage's soul might not be enough to calm the storm. He had not anticipated that it would be sufficient to create a pocket realm, or that it would look anything like this.

Only moments after they stepped into the storm, the impossible distortions around them seemed to fade away entirely. It made way instead for vibrant grasslands thick with wild, waist-high flowers with blooms nearly as large as his face. The dark clouds that should have been gathered above them, raining a storm of aspect-attuning mana, abruptly vanished to make way for a clear blue sky. Along with two suns, though they seemed much farther away than the sun of Utelia.

Naturally, Cale was immediately suspicious.

Most of the others didn't share that suspicion, but then they hadn't spent nearly as much time being subjected to various magical phenomena as he had. Syphus made a noise of disappointment at the loss of all that sand, of course. Leo, Damien, and Flia all looked around in wonder and amazement.

Kazza did not. His grip on Damien's hand tightened, and his expression was one of instinctive alarm. "Do not let down your barrier," he hissed. "I do not know what this is, but the storm is still present."

"I know, don't worry," Cale muttered, already looking around for something to guide them. There was a massive tree in the distance that reminded him rather starkly of...

Hm. He was starting to wish he had his own Damien.

"This way," he said, walking toward it. His mind was already racing. A manifestation like this was unusual enough, but the way this pocket realm was presenting itself told him in no uncertain terms that some other power was at work here. The tell was that a pocket realm generated by the Aspect Cascade would necessarily be related to the mage that was sacrificed to create it, and unless that mage was somehow from another realm...

Well, it wasn't impossible, but Cale thought it was unlikely. Interference by some other power was his biggest bet, especially since something about this realm struck him as familiar. The only problem was that the few powers he knew capable of doing something like this were all dead.

He sighed to himself and tried not to think about it. This kind of interference was more helpful than not—the pocket realm, at least, seemed relatively peaceful. That didn't mean there weren't any dangers, but it was less dangerous than it could have been if someone malicious had interfered.

For now, the plan didn't change. They were here to get to the sacrificed mage's soul and help repair it. Pocket realm or not, the remnants of that soul would be somewhere near the center of the storm, or in this case, most likely somewhere around the giant tree.

They had known this was a possibility. The storm should have calmed when the soul fragments were gathered, but if too much time had passed and the fragments were too degraded, then there was a distinct possibility the fragments would reject each other instead of settling. That would cause the storm to increase in intensity, and if that happened, they'd need to head directly into the storm to finish saving this mage.

That they were doing it in a pocket realm was only a minor setback.

"You didn't say anything about this," Leo said, looking around, conflicted. He seemed a little more anxious now, thanks to Kazza's declaration. "Is it supposed to be like this in the storm? What did you mean, the storm is still here?"

"I do not know. But I continue to feel the storm's... desperation." Kazza's eyes were narrowed, his grip still fixed on Damien's hand. "I believe this is an illusion, and the storm remains around us."

"Sort of," Cale said. "I wasn't expecting this to happen, but we're basically inside a pocket realm. It happens sometimes if there's too much magic contained in the same location. My barrier is keeping us from slipping into it completely, so the storm is technically still all around us."

The explanation was half-hearted, mostly because Cale was distracted looking around this new pocket realm. The more he thought about it, the more familiar it seemed. He wasn't sure if he'd been here before or if it just reminded him of something. The tree was one thing, but the two suns and the grass and the size of the flowers...

"Don't step outside the barrier, by the way," Cale added absent-mindedly. "Normally you wouldn't be able to, but with this sort of partial transportation you have to be more careful. If something looks like it's going to fly in, stay away from it and prepare to blast it. Also, don't try to pick any of the flowers." 

Flia jerked away from one of the flowers. Most of them simply slid through his barrier like it wasn't even there. "Why not?"

"It's not fully there, just like we're not fully here," Cale said. He frowned slightly. "It's hard to explain. This is a kind of pocket realm, but my barrier made it so that we've only stepped one foot inside of it. If the barrier wasn't there, we'd be trapped."

"Trapped?" Leo took a step away from the edge of the barrier nervously, and Cale gave him a humorless smile.

"Not the first time it's happened to me," he says. "But yes. Let me think..."

He'd never had to explain the intricacies of pocket realms and the way they interacted with barriers before, but the subject was a convenient distraction for him. Cale carefully sidestepped yet another enormous flower, carefully pretending he didn't recognize the familiar scent intruding on his senses, then eventually settled on something he thought would work.

"Most spatial spells transport you to the target destination," he said. "But a pocket realm has to be layered on top of an existing realm. Think of it like two bubbles connected to one another. This is how most of the Realms would exist naturally without the Leviathan to keep them apart."

"Which is why the Abyss exists," Flia said, and Cale nodded.

"The Law of What Lies Between prevents the Great Realms from colliding again," he said. "But Lev doesn't really govern tiny pocket realms like this, so they're allowed to exist as a tiny bubble attached to the realm. Normally, when you move from one to the other, you just pop into it, except the membrane between the pocket realm and the main realm tends to be one-way. You need a specialized spell or ritual to break back out."

"Right." Leo once again stared nervously at Cale's barrier. "But you're stopping that from happening?"

"More like I'm keeping us enclosed in our own little bubble straddling both Utelia and this pocket realm," Cale said. "Which has the benefit of allowing us to get back to Utelia, but comes with the disadvantage of allowing dangers in both realms to affect us at once. The metaphor gets a little fuzzy there. The barrier will still protect us from most dangers, and you aren't going to snap immediately to one realm or the other if you exit the barrier, but anything that overlaps can both get through the barrier and carry dangers across."

He paused and frowned, inclining his head toward an otherwise innocent-looking butterfly with shimmering wings fluttering toward his barrier. "Case in point," he said.

"Should we... do something about that?" Leo asked. Even before he finished asking the question, he was preparing a [Labyrinth Bolt], having paid attention to Cale's earlier warning. Cale grinned at him in response.

"Well, yes. You aren't going to be able to hit it until it's inside the barrier, though." Cale could technically shape his barrier to keep it from entering, but this would work as a relatively safe demonstration. "Get ready. No guarantee what it's going to turn into."

"What do you mean, what it's going to turn into—" Leo cut himself off as the butterfly fluttered directly into Cale's barrier. There was an odd, twisting, rippling sensation, like two different spaces were bearing down on one another before something slipped through—

—and instead of a butterfly, there was now a massive ictharian shark diving down toward them,

Cale had underestimated those things. They certainly looked shark-like from a distance, but this close to them he could appreciate that they looked mostly like a revolting mass of teeth with only the barest hint of fin and tail. Leo let out an unholy screech, but to his credit fired his [Labyrinth Bolt] with unerring accuracy regardless.

The shark swerved in an abrupt panic, trying to get out of the way of an invisible, impassable wall that didn't really exist. It dropped straight toward the ground before its teeth began whirring like a drill. In seconds, it had punched straight through the dirt and escaped underneath the barrier.

Leo stared nervously at where it had gone, breathing heavily, but the shark didn't re-emerge. The hole closed itself off moments later, filling in like loose sand instead of packed dirt.

"I guess the overlap point is still in the desert," Cale muttered, frowning. Part of him still felt like there was something here he needed to figure out. "I was a little worried the pocket realm was technically somewhere else. Sometimes the entrance doesn't line up with where the rest of the realm is. You know how it is with spatial magic. But the storm's still here, so that makes sense."

Kazza, like Leo, was staring at the spot where the ictharian shark had vanished. "Will it return?" he asked, doing his best to keep his voice steady.

"I-I don't think so," Leo said, straightening and trying to pretend he hadn't just been frightened out of his mind. "[Labyrinth Bolt] makes the target think they're in a maze. I... think? The spell description is kind of weird. But it should be diving down, toward the flickerant nest tunnels."

"If you cast it with more mana, you could turn your target into a maze," Cale said helpfully.

Leo shot him a horrified look. "Is that what imposes the Labyrinth onto its target means?" he asked.

"It's a versatile spell! It can do a lot of things," Cale said cheerfully. Leo just swallowed, then grabbed his notebook and took a few more notes, muttering something about being very careful with the spell to himself.

Kazza, meanwhile, looked troubled. "I could sense the storm within the shark, too," he said quietly. "It was contained, but if it had managed to make contact with any of us..."

Cale nodded. "One of the reasons I'm saying to be very careful with any overlap," he said. "Anything with mana that overlaps between the realms is going to carry something from Utelia with it, which, considering we're in the middle of the Aspect Cascade, is going to include the Aspect Cascade. The air is safe, and the grass is mostly safe unless you try to uproot it. Same with the flowers. Anything you can touch is probably contaminated, though."

Leo swallowed, looking worried again. "How did my spell affect it, then, if it was a piece of the Cascade?"

"That's a really good question." Cale thought about it for a moment. "I have no idea. Spatial spells are weird, and pocket realm overlaps are doubly so. I just know it works! But if you ever decide to do a thesis on it, you should let me know what you figure out."

Flia hummed thoughtfully, though she looked uneasy. "Whatever this place is, it's beautiful," she said quietly. "Do you think it exists somewhere else in the Great Realms? Or is this just going away once we heal the Cascade?"

Cale hesitated, now slightly uncomfortable. He looked up at the tree, then jerked his gaze away like the sight had burned him; honestly, how had he ended up in a pocket realm with a giant tree, of all things? "It feels a little familiar," he said carefully. "So something like this probably does exist somewhere in the Great Realms. Pocket realms always draw from something, usually someone's memories."

The only real question was whose memories this was drawing from, and Cale was doing his best not to ask that question. He was hoping no one else would, either.

"Is this what it's like for you?" Damien asked suddenly, which was not the question he had been worried about but made him flinch anyway. Especially with the pity—or sympathy, he supposed, if he was being generous—he could hear in the dreadshade's voice.

"What do you mean?" he asked carefully.If one 

"When you appear in another realm," Damien clarified. "It has to happen sometimes, right? Something looks beautiful and inviting, but you don't know what might hurt you and what might not?"

Cale grumbled under his breath. Apprentices. Too perceptive by half, apparently. This was why he'd stopped taking them, except these ones also reminded him that it was actually worth it after all, and for once he actually felt like sharing.

"Sometimes," he admitted, and then he grinned. "Believe it or not, that's not even the first time I've been attacked by a butterfly within minutes of entering a new realm."

"What was the first time?" Syphus asked curiously, rolling up beside him.

"Oh, you know," Cale said dismissively, then paused. "Or, uh, I guess you wouldn't, huh? They were called glasswing fairies. Not relation to actual fairies, mind you, and I think actual fairies would be pretty upset about that name. Probably don't use that one around them. But basically their wings look like beautiful stained glass, and they're overlaid with perspective magic."

"Perspective magic?" Leo asked, frowning.

"Like illusions!" Cale explained, warming up to this whole talking-about-his-past thing. Especially since this one wasn't too personal, even if it had technically nearly killed him. "Have you ever seen one of those two-dimensional paintings that look three-dimensional from certain angles? Perspective magic makes things real when you look at them from the right perspective. Costs less mana than actual conjuration and can create effects conjuration can't, but the activation condition is harder to achieve. Also it's cool in theory but an absolute nightmare to fight."

"What's fighting them like?" Damien asked. Cale had a sudden thought and glanced over at his apprentice, who returned his look with the most innocent gaze he could muster.

...Was Damien trying to keep him distracted on purpose? Had he noticed the way he kept glancing at that tree? Bah. He didn't need the help! He could distract himself just fine, thank you very much.

Though it was nice to have that help. Bah. Apprentices.

"If you ever have to fight perspective magic, the best thing you can do is to keep your eyes closed and use your mana sense," Cale said after a moment. "Of course, perspective mages know this, so the more alternate senses you have, the better. Anything they can't take advantage of is good. Otherwise, you have to be really careful where you look.

"Glasswing fairies are still in the lower tier of perspective-based dangers, really. Their wings usually depict mouths and faces? Stuff like that. It's only horrifying the first few times a face rushes out of them and tries to eat you, and after that it's mostly fine." Cale shrugged. "Though it was pretty bad the first time. One of the reasons I keep a barrier up at all times! You only need to get eaten by a magically conjured face once to decide not to repeat the experience.

He paused contemplatively. "I guess that technically wasn't the only time I got eaten by a magically conjured face..."

Then Cale trailed off, noticing the expressions of his apprentices. "What? You asked," he said, snickering. "Like I said, it's not too bad once you know what to expect. The real danger is with full perspective mages. They can create a horizontal pit that make you fall into the painting if you so much as glance in its direction, along with all sorts of weird stuff like that. And they're full of tricks to make you look the direction they want you to. I know what you're doing, by the way."

"I don't know what you're talking about," Damien denied immediately.

Cale rolled his eyes. "Sure you don't," he said, smirking. "But thank you anyway. For the hypothetical thing you're not doing."

"You're hypothetically welcome. Um. For the thing I'm definitely not doing."

Yeah, he was definitely going to stay on Utelia as long as he could. Even if it did keep throwing these curveballs at him. Cale suppressed his shudder as they finally began to pass into the shadow of the tree.

"Is that a door?" Flia muttered, squinting at the base of its trunk. "Huh. Don't think I've ever seen one of those before. You think that's where the mage's soul is?"

"Eh. It's a narratively significant tree," Cale said with a shrug. "Pocket realms are even more beholden to karmic backlash than any of the Great Realms. The soul wouldn't be able to hide anywhere else. The realm itself is kind of weird, but that's probably just because of where the Aspect Cascade is."

"On top of the desert?" Flia asked, frowning. Cale waved a hand dismissively.

"Sort of," he said. "The place feels familiar. I wouldn't worry about it, it's actually helping us a little. Imagine if we ended up in a place with more butterflies. We would've had our hands full even getting here."

He hesitated. "But it's probably best we get this over with sooner rather than later. You know, just in case."





The presentation of the tree was majestic, even if Cale was doing his best to avoid thinking about it. The inside of it, on the other hand, was less tree and more violent soulstorm. All six of them stared awestruck at the soul fragments—now visible and glowing white but torn at the edges, like a wounded and macabre jigsaw puzzle—whirling around each other like a miniature hurricane.

Every so often, they would snap together as if attempting to meld, only for a flash of light and crackle of soul-lightning to blast them apart again.

Or something. Soul-lightning wasn't actually a real term; Cale had made it up. But the soul fragments were basically creating a miniature storm and the sound it made certainly matched that of lightning, so it felt accurate enough. The reality of it probably had more to do with the failed merge releasing a burst of energy.

"They can't remember who they are," Flia said softly, her voice pained.

Cale glanced at her, his gaze suddenly sharp. "You can feel why this is happening?"

"I can." Flia's voice trembled slightly, but she took a step forward regardless, stopping before she reached the edge of the barrier. There, she took a deep breath. "I think I know what to do. Can you let it inside the barrier?"

"Just be careful," Cale said, his voice softening. He expanded the barrier, pushing it out until the soulstorm as a whole was included within the overlap.

As he expected, the glowing pieces of the mage's soul flew through his barrier like it wasn't even there. They were anchored to Utelia, not to the pocket realm. Even more importantly, as the source, it didn't seem to bring over the violent storms of the Aspect Cascade through the overlap.

This close, he could feel the nature of the sacrificed mage's soul. Cale almost held his breath as the whole of it entered his senses, but he needn't have worried; nothing about it seemed familiar.

He let out a sigh of relief. Conflicted relief, but relief. He had been starting to wonder, with the strangeness of the pocket realm and all the other oddities... but it was better not to hope for such things, and besides, he would have no idea what to do if this was actually someone he knew.

Cale watched as Flia knelt before the storm and conjured her [Water Sphere]. Now that she had a Spark of her own, there was a distinctly different feel to her magic—she hadn't lost her ability to connect with the Abyss, but she had gained something. The beginnings of her very own Law, a Spark she could use to connect with those she considered lost or left behind.

Whoever this mage was, they surely qualified. Whoever this mage had been before this, they had been reduced to nothing more than someone whose mistakes created a ruinous disaster, and their pain used to fuel a weapon.

Cale could feel Flia reaching out, trying to connect with what remained of the mage's mind. His apprentices, he noticed, had all come up to her to offer their support.

He smiled to himself. He really had found the best apprentices.





The Red Knight flew through the Golden Sands.

It did not have any thoughts about its mission, for it was commanded not to think. Nor did it need to. The only thing that was required of it was that it follow any instruction given to it, and today, its instructions were to investigate the fortress in the Golden Sands and proceed as necessary.

It had taken some time for it to actually find the fortress, strangely enough. Teleporting to the desert was a simple thing, but the Aspect Cascade scrambled its senses and made it difficult for it to find what was ostensibly a second storm roaming about the place. For a while, it simply rocketed in a simple grid-based search pattern, tapping into the Observers' scrying spells to locate where this second storm might be. 

It found itself... lagging behind, somehow, which was strange. Apparently, this fortress was capable of moving far more quickly than it had anticipated. That fact was filed quickly under its "investigate the fortress" task.

When it finally caught up with the fortress, the storm around it had already faded. The Red Knight did not know what to do with this, but it had been commanded to investigate or destroy. It walked into the fortress and looked around, finding nothing except a trace of magic that appeared to lead into the nearby Aspect Cascade.

Which, now that it thought about it, appeared to have grown in power.

For the first time, the Red Knight felt a glimmer of curiosity. It sensed that several mages had been here. Had they willingly walked into the Cascade? That was a death sentence for virtually any being of magic.

Would following them into the storm be considered a part of its investigations? It had technically already fulfilled its duties, but it also had been told that nothing should interfere with the Red Hunters' plans. If by some impossible feat these mages survived the Cascade, they might be able to disturb it.

It was faced with a conundrum. If it simply destroyed the fortress and left, it would have completed its orders. But it was curious. Why and how had mages entered the Aspect Cascade, and why was it growing in strength?

Also, was it allowed to be curious? It had been commanded not to think. The Red Knight struggled with this for a moment, then decided that curiosity was a feeling, not a thought. It was allowed to have feelings, and it already had to be able to make decisions in order to carry out its orders. That meant it could decide to follow because it was curious.

The Red Knight was very good at following orders.

It was also very good at surviving. The Aspect Cascade might be able to destroy and unmake any being of magic, but the Red Knight was more than that. It was immutable. Inviolable. A constant in this and all other Realms, though the Red Knight thought there might be a term it was forgetting. What were such constants called?

The Commander had referred to it that way once. Those were among the first words it could remember directed toward it, though it was having trouble recalling...

Ah, yes. It remembered now.

Broken, broken, broken, the Commander had said, a mad gleam in his eyes. A broken shell of a Law! You will do. You will do perfectly.
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  Many years ago, there lived a young lizardfolk named Angus of the Golden Sands.

He was, by all accounts, a relatively normal mage of his clan. He had an equally normal mana core and a natural affinity for breath magic, just like all the other lizardfolk that lived within the Golden Sands. Wild mages in general were a rare thing for the beast clans of Illwyld, in truth; something about the continent they lived on gave them very strong natural affinities, or so the scholars of Utelia had concluded.

Young Angus didn't know any of that, of course. All he knew was that he was just like anyone else in his clan as far as magic went, and he was fine with it. He didn't care that much about magic, anyway. Once he was grown he'd have to worry about hunting and gathering and all sorts of things, but for now, he could happily go around and listen to all the tales and legends held by the elders of his clan.

Angus absolutely loved those legends. They were so interesting! And more than that, every household in their clan kept their own record of the legends, so even the same legends tended to vary slightly between households. Angus spent his time listening eagerly to any adult who was willing to spare the time to talk to him and tell him their version of the legends, listening with rapt attention each time.

In the way very young minds did, he soon decided that those legends had to be real. There were so many of them! It would be weird if at least one of them wasn't real. Plus, no one seemed to know exactly who came up with those legends, and if no one had come up with them then surely they had to be true. They had to have come from somewhere.

Besides, he couldn't imagine any of the elders being creative enough to invent the idea of a flying fortress. They were more interested in things like catching sandfish and managing relations with the nearby tribes and clans, all things Angus decided he didn't have time for. He was going to investigate those legends and prove that they were real!

Which was easier said than done, admittedly. Angus didn't even know how he was going to get started looking for a flying fortress, especially if he couldn't fly himself.

That was okay, though. He was still young, and when he got older, he would go to a magic school and learn how to fly, and then he'd find the fortress. There was plenty of time still for him to research all the legends he could!

So he did just that. He went from household to household, pestering them to tell him every legend in sequence. The flying fortress wasn't the only legend that interested him; there was also a whole series of tales related to the idea of a Wanderer, supposedly a great lizardfolk who wandered through the Great Realms to solve their problems. Those same legends said that the Wanderer would one day return to grant them his favor and knowledge.

Little Angus had absolutely no idea what he could do with those legends, admittedly. The flying fortress was one thing—at least he could search the skies for it. He could make plans, learn to fly, and maybe one day he would track it down where it had undoubtedly gotten lost on the other side of the world amid Utelia's oceans.

It was different with the Wanderer. What was he supposed to do with stories about someone who didn't even share the realm with them? It wasn't like he could follow.

Still, he loved those legends, and he pestered his elders for repeat tellings every night he could. The thought of other realms was in itself a source of endless fascination, especially with all the stories about what those other realms were like; there were so many his head couldn't fit them all, which was his excuse for asking for the same ones, over and over.

One of them, for example, was a legend about a realm with mountains that sang a mournful song of grief and pain. Then the Wanderer arrived to offer his counsel, after which they sang a song of great healing. Another spoke of a realm in which the stars never stopped falling, and people hid beneath the ground until the Wanderer constructed a great barrier that halted those stars in their tracks.

Angus dreamt of joining the Wanderer, sometimes. He dreamt of becoming a mage so great he earned the Wanderer's notice, and then he would be recruited to join him on those adventures across the realms. He would be a great hero too, he decided. He couldn't counsel mountains or build massive barriers, but he had his breath magic and lots of good ideas! That had to count for something.

Besides, one thing was consistent about those stories: the Wanderer rarely used spells to solve a problem. He had magic in spades, but almost always preferred words to spells. Angus thought that if he learned a dozen small, esoteric spells, he might be able to act where the Wanderer could not, and that he might make himself useful that way. 

Most of his younger years were spent like this. Young Angus dreamed of a life a part of him knew he would never have. He fixated on learning those exotic spells he thought the Wanderer might need, and on a way to achieve some form of independent flight; the [Gilded Hurricane] was all well and good, but he wasn't exactly going to be able to get the whole clan to follow him into Utelia's oceans on a search for their lost fortress.

It was no surprise then that as he grew older, the other households tried gently to persuade him to find a different calling. These were just stories, they told him. The Wanderer didn't really exist, and the clan needed hunters and warriors, not dreamers that pursued the impossible.

Angus understood this. He really did. He just couldn't help it—those dreams were what drove him, and they were the source of his own little spark of wonder. Still, he acquiesced, at least in part: he trained himself to be a scavenger-mage, self-sufficient and capable of hunting even with his esoteric array of spells. His methods were strange, but they worked, so he no longer faced pressure to conform. He could continue his research on their legends in peace.

He attended an academy, earned a license, and delved into dungeons to find evidence that the realms spoken of in their legends were real. To his delight, he found very quickly that they were. There were some small differences, certainly, but the singing mountains were spoken of in tattered textbooks of some lost realm. In those textbooks, however, the first song they sang was one of death and rot, and it ate away at the realm until almost nothing remained.

Then, one day, for no apparent reason, the song became a song of life. Those old textbooks made no mention of the Wanderer, but that was no surprise; the timelines still matched, and the textbooks still spoke of pilgrims that made their way up the mountains in the hopes of calming them. No doubt the Wanderer had been among them.

Angus was twenty-six when he finally noticed an oddity he'd been ignoring about the legends he'd obsessed over for most of his life.

The details of each legend varied from household to household, but there was one detail that generally stayed the same: the Wanderer's presence. No matter what else changed about the legend, the Wanderer always showed up at the same point, and his solution was always the same. This was true for all legends.

All of them except one.

That legend spoke of a lush green forest. It spoke of a great temple that loomed above it, sharing its secrets with all that dared approach. The temple was defended, of course, or it would have been flooded with visitors—any who tried to approach and was found unworthy would find themselves back at the steps at the base of the temple, or unable to cross the boundary into it, or they would be tangled in vines and flung far, far away.

Even there, the legend varied wildly. Some households described the temple as a living, beating heart, composed of vines and flesh. Others spoke of it as though it were dead and decayed, the last remnant of some old god. Still others claimed it was made of simple stone that thrummed with the beat of the realm itself, and focused instead on the emerald vine-veins that merged with it as though feeding the temple.

The only point of commonality was that at some point, the temple fell. Its power faded. The manner in which this happened varied, of course. Angus listened as he was told of the heart simply no longer beating, of dead, ancient flesh crumbling away with no warning, of an elder that supposedly cut away the vine-veins in a fit of rage, causing the living stone of the temple to rot and decay.

And then there was the Wanderer. When and where the Wanderer showed up and his placement in the legend seemed utterly haphazard and random. Some legends placed him at the very beginning, claiming he had placed the temple there in the first place. Others claimed he brought the temple back to life, with a final warning to take care of the blessing they had been given. In one variant, the temple was dying, and it used the last vestiges of its power to grant the Wanderer a blessing to be spread to the people.

Angus recorded all of this, stared at the different variations of this one legend, and had the thought that perhaps there was no Wanderer in this tale at all. Perhaps the fantastical nature of this particular legend had made it appear like all the other tales of the Wanderer, and so people had simply added him to make it fit with the rest.

So what if this legend didn't speak of a different realm after all? What if, like the tale of the flying fortress, it was historical in nature? If that were the case, then perhaps that temple was real, and perhaps the Golden Sands that defined their clan had not always been a desert.

Perhaps that temple still existed, buried beneath the sand.

Angus was well aware that this conclusion distanced him from the rest of his clan. Anyone he tried to tell about it just shook their heads at him and told him it was a waste of time. Even if he was right, what did it matter? The forest and temple were long gone, and they had better things to do than chase down a long-empty place of power.

Those arguments did nothing to convince Angus, who was particularly stubborn that way. He began his search at once.

It was admittedly slow going. He didn't want to abandon his duties to his clan—even if they didn't believe him, he still loved them, and they loved him in turn—so he continued to hunt and scavenge for food. He trained spells that would blow apart the dunes and search for anything of use within, although he could only ever search small sections of the desert at the time.

That process took decades.

In those decades, the sandfish became harder to hunt, less plentiful within the sand. His fellow tribesmen were finding it more and more difficult to kill the ones they did manage to fish up, thanks to those sandfish growing increasingly powerful defenses against breath magic. Why that was no one knew, but it meant Angus's search became increasingly desperate.

The temple would have the answers they needed, he thought. Those legends spoke of it as having unparalleled knowledge and wisdom, the secrets to how life developed. It would know why their sandfish were becoming dangerous to hunt and why new, deadly magical creatures kept showing up within their sands.

It could give them hope. Hope that they wouldn't have to abandon the only home they'd known.

But it was still decades more before his patience was rewarded, and Angus was nearly a hundred and fifty by the time it happened. His mana core had grown strong with all that practice, but he was frail with age, his joints shaky and his eyes nearly blind. He still went out every night, occasionally with a young lizardfolk who was concerned about crazy old Angus, using his magic to blow apart the dunes and search for any traces that might remain of that old temple.

That night he was alone, though, the young ones having long gone to bed. They would be performing another rite of the [Gilded Hurricane] tomorrow, moving to another part of the desert, and Angus gave it one final try, searched beneath one final dune.

He found nothing, but then Gift sang to him beneath the brightness of Utelia's three moons and rewarded his dedication with a spell.

[Breath Mapping] allowed him to turn his breath into tiny tendrils of air that could search through massive sections of the desert at a time. He shared the spell immediately with his clan, because it was useful even for hunting—it could be tuned to locate places where the sandfish were plentiful and weak—and there was a round of thanks and congratulations that warmed his old heart.

He smiled at them all. They were his family, even if many of them thought of him as their crazy old elder who had never found a partner, who searched the desert every night for a legend that couldn't exist. Even if they hadn't believed in him, they'd supported him, listened to his stories, and helped him.

Now he was going to help them in turn.

He had spent nearly his entire life searching and dreaming of this one temple, and when he cast [Breath Mapping], it latched on to the spark he'd kept burning ever since he was a child and knew exactly what to look for. Its roots dug deep into the desert, searching.

And then Angus felt it, resonating back through the spell into his mind, near the middle of the Golden Sands. It was buried far, far below—much farther down than he would have guessed or even searched, normally—but it was a massive, sprawling thing, impossible to miss once you looked deep enough.

He just never had, because he hadn't once considered just how far down it might be.

"A hundred and fifty years," Angus whispered to himself, his old bones trembling with joy. He might have tried for a celebratory dance as well, but joy was bad enough to make his bones ache, so he left it well enough alone.

For the next week, he set time aside to investigate. He was old enough by now that no one bothered him when he didn't want it, and he shooed off any of the younger lizardfolk that came to him to help. This was his project, after all, and he wanted to give back to his clan.

They had allowed him to lean on them, indulged in his desperation to hear their stories, and the young ones even searched with him and helped him with his notes. Even if they hadn't believed him, he felt their love for him. His time left on Utelia was short, he could feel it in his bones, and if he would soon be leaving them, then he wanted to be sure they would have all the food and safety they needed.

He penned a few notes just in case, of course. Angus wasn't a fool, a hundred and fifty years into his life. If death claimed him before he made it into the temple, then perhaps someone else could take up the mantle and search, and perhaps they would find the answers for dealing with the sandfish and the dangers of the desert.

That done, he left, and began to dig his way toward the temple in earnest.

The journey was surprisingly easy. Angus had expected great difficulty, but the sand parted before him without effort, assisted by his odd collection of spells that allowed him to freeze it in place and construct a somewhat-stable tunnel. As he moved, the Gift provided him with better spells to dig his way into the sand, and what should have been at least a day's work turned instead into an hour.

Just like that, he stood before the entrance to the temple, the sand around it cleared. The sight of it alone took his breath away, which was saying something, considering he was a breath mage. The door alone stood taller than ten of their tallest warriors, and this was just the tip. The very peak of an enormous, pyramid-shaped building.

Angus reached out, brushing his claws reverently across the door, then yelped when bright green mana flashed through the stone and caused it to rumble open. It kicked up a cloud of dust in the process.

When the dust cleared, he took a deep breath and stepped in, and it was everything he imagined yet nothing like it.

The temple was stone inside, too, first of all, not some long dead god-flesh. But it did seem to breathe, and there were veins of emerald running through it, pulsing occasionally with light. The air within was rife with mana he didn't recognize, but for every moment Angus spent here, he felt almost like he was getting younger, healthier. Obviously that couldn't be true—that sort of magic didn't exist—but that was what it felt like. It was such a relief that he could have stood there taking it in for an entire day, if he'd wanted to.

He didn't. His time was limited.

There were alcoves all throughout the temple, packed with scrolls and books. For a moment, Angus wanted nothing more than to curl up and read and understand the legend he had been chasing all his life. How many answers were there in those scroll? They would be answers he had been dreaming of all this time, answers to questions he hadn't quite dared hope would be answered.

Still, he didn't. There would be time for this afterward, when he brought the answers to the sandfish and the dangers of the Golden Sands back to his clan and he knew they would be safe. Then he would come back here and curl up among the scrolls, and he thought he would be quite happy to die there, nesting within a dream.

Reluctantly, Angus made himself head for the center of the temple, down an endless spiral of staircases that undoubtedly led all the way down to the base of the structure. Right at the bottom, surrounded by gold filigree and emerald veins, there was what seemed to be an endless pit; everything around it was brightly lit, but the hole there just extended down into pitch-black darkness.

Angus might have been afraid if not for the sense of life and healing that practically radiated from it. There was a gentle joy there, too, its intent woven in amid the mana, and tiny but concentrated wisps of breath magic.

"You must be the reason we're all attuned to breath magic," Angus said, a touch of wonder in his voice. He didn't know what this was, but he did know it was benevolent and that it wanted to help. He bounced on his feet a moment—goodness, he really did feel better in here, it was almost like his joints had stopped aching altogether—and approached until he stood right at the edge, where a thin barrier prevented him from falling in.

Angus couldn't help but laugh. "Worried about me?" he teased. "I have been searching for you all my life, my friend. I'm hardly going to just fall into you now."

The pit said nothing, of course, but Angus felt a faint whiff of concern within the mana wafting out of it. The barrier pulsed brighter, as if in protest. Angus clicked his tongue.

"Young ones," he said. "You always think your elders are so fragile."

The mana took on a distinct feeling of indignation. Angus could imagine what it was saying—Excuse you? I am ancient, and you are a mere mortal of a hundred and fifty—and laughed again, bright and happy.

"I know," he said. "Forgive me. I have spent all my life searching for you. One would think that my first act would be to kneel in supplication—" To his amusement, the mana appeared dismayed by the thought, if not outright disgusted. "—but it appears my years spent searching have made me unpredictable."

He paused, then knelt anyway, and felt the mana ripple in protest for a moment before it realized he wasn't submitting himself in worship but simply making a request in the form of a prayer. The stone softened beneath his knees as though to make this more comfortable for him, and Angus smiled again, because never in his life would he have imagined the fabled temple attempting to make him more comfortable.

"I seek understanding," he said. "The desert grows more dangerous by the year, and I fear my clan will not survive in it for much longer. The next generation might, and the generation after that, but the creatures are learning to resist our magics. Once a decade, we find a new monster capable of killing our best hunters, and it takes out too many of us before we find their weakness."

Angus bowed his head. "If you can bestow your wisdom and power, then I ask it of you, not for myself, but for my clan. Why does the danger continue to grow? How may we fight it?"

The temple shuddered. Angus felt a brief flash of something, tangled up within the mana—something like regret and guilt, along with gentle reassurance—and then it reached into his mind and mana both, bestowing on him a complicated sort of understanding.

Adaptation. The sandfish were growing resistant because they killed all the ones who could not resist, and the ones that remained were the ones that had the means to survive even the strongest expression of breath magic. This was true of all creatures, on a long enough timescale, but it was especially true for the creatures of Illwyld and of the Golden Sands, where the temple's power was strongest.

The lizardfolk couldn't keep up because the temple's power avoided them. Not because it couldn't give them its blessing, but because it was cruel to force it on them. Because it would mean they had to change rapidly, with no understanding of why or how, all to become better weapons against the sands. It would not do this to them, and yet it could not help but use its power somewhere, because it was leaking out regardless.

It had an answer for him, though. It could change his mana and mana core—just his own, no one else's. It could grant him the power to attune mana into different aspects even when it was under the command of a different mage, which would give their clan options, the ability to use something other than breath magic to harvest the sandfish. The sandfish would adapt to that too, but that adaptation would leave them vulnerable to something else, and eventually they would once more be vulnerable to breath magic.

That way, their clan would be able to retain the core of their magic and its influence on their culture without being forced to change entirely. Their growth in power wouldn't be so great that they eliminated the sandfish entirely, either; this would be only enough to restore them to what they had before the sandfish had started adapting. It was the best solution the temple could think of.

Angus was briefly distracted by the idea that the temple was not, in fact, all-knowing and powerful. And also by the idea that it could think.

Then he pointed out that he was only one mage, and he didn't have that much time remaining. Besides, wasn't this all something his clan could accomplish already, simply by learning spells of different aspects? Breath mana could be attuned to other aspects easily, after all.

He knew as soon as he had the thought that it wasn't so simple. The warrior-mages in their clan were resistant to letting go of their arts at the best of times, and the Gift was known to shift its offerings to accommodate how the mages it gave its spells acted. If they started using other magics to deal with the sandfish, the next generation of mages would likely be unable to learn a good portion of the spells they used for everyday life, and in the worst case, they wouldn't be able to cast even the [Gilded Hurricane].

The temple knew this, too. It countered that he did have plenty of time remaining, that even the short period he'd spent within it had extended his lifespan by months already—a thought that floored him—and by pointing out that he could simply imbue their weapons with his magic, giving each individual the ability to attune their breath arts into something else. As far as the Gift was concerned, it was still breath magic they were casting, only converted into a different aspect by an external tool.

And even when he did eventually pass on, as the temple assured him he would, his new core would simply pass on to someone he deemed worthy. If there was no one, then they could return the temple, or craft his bones into tokens that would do the same thing.

In a strange, morbid way, Angus found he didn't hate the thought of staying with his clan like that. Of helping them, even after his death.

It was a solution. More than that, it was a good solution, or at least good enough for Angus. He would be able to gift his clan a way to live on in the Golden Sands for as long as they wanted, pay them back for their support and their stories, and he would have a legacy that endured with the clan even without ever finding a partner and having children of his own.

This felt like the sort of solution the Wanderer would have found, in all those legends he'd loved. Angus accepted it gladly, feeling the temple's power sink into his skin, through his flesh, and settle around his mana core; he felt a moment of dizziness as there was an abrupt change, shifting his natural affinity.

He thought for a moment that he would feel a sense of loss, but there was none. Just a quiet joy in finally completing his life's work and being able to walk away with a new task, a new hope, and—this was admittedly an absurd thought, but he indulged it anyway—if this was going to make him live longer, then maybe he would live long enough to meet the Wanderer.

"Thank you," he told the temple. The mana around him warmed, almost like it was smiling at him.

Only for Angus to stagger as he felt it shift into alarm and horror. The intent around him snapped into a scream of warning, violently surging into a barrier in a desperate attempt to protect him. It was the strongest thing he had ever seen, a solid mass of will and protection, so thick it seemed to bend space itself around it.

Then he heard a long sigh. The sound sent a chill through him, because the mana around him was so thick he couldn't hear his own breathing, let alone turn to see who was sighing or how they'd frightened the temple so thoroughly.

"Really, now," a voice said. There was something cold and wrong about it, and suddenly Angus found that he didn't want to turn around at all. In fact, he wanted nothing more than to desperately get away from whoever was speaking, and from what he could tell the temple wanted that too. It was trying to yank him away, only something that wasn't the barrier kept him in place, frozen.

"Did you think I wouldn't notice you creating something this interesting?" it continued, its tone casual. Angus felt something dark and cold settling on his shoulder, something his mind absolutely refused to believe was a hand. "I would say you should know better, but this is just part of who you are, isn't it? You poor, dead thing. Even death can't teach you your lessons."

The temple roared in protest. Angus could barely hear anything over the dizzying force of the two powers fighting over him. It was a miracle he was still in one piece at all.

"Oh, yes, I followed you." There was the distinct impression of a nasty smile. "You made it difficult, certainly, but it was only a matter of time. And now you've given me yet another tool I can use. Thank you very much, by the way."

Angus threw the full weight of his mana into escape. He might as well have done nothing at all, for all the effect he had. The temple was the only thing protecting him, and it was losing.

The hand on his shoulder wrenched.

And then Angus of the Golden Sands knew nothing at all.
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  Angus had no real idea how much time passed between then and now. He only knew that at one moment, he was in the temple, having accomplished his life's work; he stood at the precipice of having answers for every question he had ever had, and he had so many questions. He hadn't been certain before, but once he was in the temple, he was sure that the temple was the source of all those legends about the Wanderer.

What else could it be? Who else might have had knowledge of all those other realms? There were hints of it in the carvings around the temple, too, with a strange figure stepping his way through circles that presumably represented other realms; the only oddity was that the figure certainly wasn't a lizardfolk, but then even gods got things wrong sometimes, and he was more and more certain that whatever lay at the center of this temple, it was certainly some kind of god.

The point was, it had answers. It could tell him everything he'd ever wondered about, everything he wanted to know about what had happened to the Golden Sands, or that flying fortress, and it could probably answer any of the questions he had about the Wanderer, too. He was done—he had spent his life searching, and he had found not only an answer but the motherlode of all answers. He'd been given a way to make things better for his clan, even, and all he had to do was get back to them.

Except he'd never gotten back to them. He'd been ripped away before he could get any of his answers except one, and now he was here, standing in front of someone who looked for all the world like an ordinary elf.

And whoever this was, he really did look ordinary. He wasn't breathtakingly handsome or beautiful, like so many elves were, at least within their definitions of beauty. Instead, he had a perfectly average face, black hair, and brown eyes. The only oddity was the scarring around his ears that made him look like a human instead of an elf, and if not for the faint glow of his skin, Angus might have assumed he really was a human.

Though Angus was absolutely certain this creature in front of him was neither. Average looks or not, just being there made Angus feel like he was standing in front of a deep, yawning abyss that would swallow him whole and leave nothing behind. The worst part was his complete inability to turn away, or run, or do anything that wasn't just stare directly into what felt like the pure embodiment of evil.

"Hm," the not-elf said, his ears twitching. "Not enough mana, but you'll have to do. I can stitch in enough to act as a catalyst."

Shouldn't he be able to forcibly attune the mana that was holding him in place? It wasn't like he didn't have magic. Every atom of Angus felt like that was hopeless, but he forced himself to try anyway; he had, after all, spent his entire life being told what he was doing was hopeless. Easy enough to ignore it now.

He might as well have been trying to dig through the desert with a spoon, for all the good it did. He gritted his teeth and tried again anyway, pushing and pushing until he found himself suddenly able to move his mouth.

"Who are you?" he demanded. "What do you want?"

The monster-in-disguise looked at him, mildly surprised. Unfortunately, it was the sort of mild surprise Angus himself might have felt if he was eating a meal and found one of his scales lodged in the meat. Distasteful and annoying, but nothing close to a threat.

"Those are complicated questions," the monster said. "I don't think I feel like answering the first one. But I'll answer part of the second."

The monster smiled at him, then, which was the moment Angus knew he would die—not even die, but something worse than death, something that would be used to torment everyone he knew. And the monster delighted in it, too. It liked the thought.

"I want to turn you into a weapon," it said. "An endless storm to stoke the flames of war. A grander purpose than what you envisioned, don't you think?"

Angus stared at it, saw with absolute certainty what would happen to him, and refused.

This monster could freeze him in place with a thought. It could defend against even the best efforts of whatever god lay at the bottom of that temple, and rip him straight out of its grasp. But it couldn't control his thoughts or his mana, or at least it hadn't thought to do so, and that gave him an opening.

He turned his mana in on himself, pouring all his accumulated power over the years into a single working strong enough to rip apart his own core and end his life before this monster could do anything with it. There was no choice left to him, no other winning play.

But it was a winning play, at least as far as he was concerned. Angus refused to let this monster use him to hurt the clan he loved, and in its eyes he saw that as a promise, like it took a sickening sort of delight in what it would make him do.

It took him a moment to realize his mana had frozen in place before he could complete his working. Angus felt a slow, sick horror rising in his gut.

The monster had the gall to laugh.

"I was wondering if you'd try," it said, amused. "You mages. Always so clever, looking for every little way out you can get. But I have use for you, which means you aren't allowed to die, understand?"

Angus snarled in anger and despair, and he forced himself to try. Again and again, his mana inched forward toward his core. He threw his soul against the constraints forced on him, even when it began to rip him apart.

Then the monster smiled at him, and he had the horrifying feeling that somehow, he had done exactly what it wanted. "Thank you," it said. "You've given me quite a good start. But I'll take it from here."

It reached into him, its fingers sliding into his chest like it wasn't even there, and tore.





Time passed once again, but worse. Angus couldn't pull his mind together enough to even wonder how much had gone by. He had at first, perhaps, but now?

Now all he knew was pain, and all he could do was scream. All he wanted was to be whole again, to help his clan, to give them the tools they needed to survive, but no matter how he struggled, no matter how hard he tried to put himself back together, the pain continued to grow.

But he needed to put himself back together. He had seen what that monster planned for him. Had glimpsed those plans in its eyes. If he didn't fix himself, he wouldn't be able to warn his clan. He wouldn't be able to stop what was coming. He wouldn't be able to go back to the temple, to ask it to help find the Wanderer, who was the only person that might be able to fix this.

By the time a year had passed, Angus no longer remembered his thoughts about the Wanderer. His love for those legends and the hope it gave him had bled away, wrung dry by the constant, unending pain and struggle.

His love for his clan remained, though. He needed to be whole, if only so he could warn them.

After two years, he could no longer retain even that. He was left with little more than the desperate need to be whole.

Then his opportunity came. He felt the pieces of his soul being brought together, and he surged desperately for it, except—

—except what did it mean to be whole, now? This struggle was all he knew. He couldn't remember why he wanted it, only that he wanted it, and that wasn't enough for a soul to put itself back together.

He struggled even harder, then, because it was the only thing he knew how to do, and if he struggled enough, then maybe he would accomplish it just enough to remember.

He didn't. But water descended on him, cool and calm, pressing into his dreams and took hold of a hand he no longer remembered having.

"I really, really want to be absolutely fucking furious right now," the water told him, which seemed like a strange thing for water to say. But it took away the pain, so he didn't mind. He'd listen to it forever if he could. "But I don't think that's what you need. You need to be whole again, and you need to remember why."

He knew that. He could have told the water that himself, really. The problem was that he didn't remember why, and he didn't remember how to remember, either.

The water seemed to sense that. It sighed gently, and cool relief swept once more through his soul.

Then it took his hand and pointed. "Look, Angus," it said. "One of your tribesmen is here."

Angus. That was his name. Angus looked, long enough to see the dull shape of another lizardfolk—right, he was a lizardfolk, he lived in the Golden Sands—and feel for their presence.

Clarity shot through him, sharp and sudden. Kazza, he thought. The boy looked so much older than he last remembered, but he remembered him; he was along the young lizardfolk that occasionally escorted him out into the desert so he could search for the legends of his dreams. Him and that friend of his, Izzik...

The clan. The Golden Sands. The temple and the legends—

Being whole was his tribe. He had given his life for them, even if they didn't know it, and now he could see them again, even if it was just little Kazza, now strong and grown.

For the first time in two years, Angus of the Golden Sands felt his soul begin to settle. It wasn't enough yet, though. He knew that instinctively. The years had left their scars on his soul, and those scars meant he would never be whole again.

But this way, maybe he could die in peace? Even if he never got to see the results of his dreams, he knew Kazza was alright. That was...

Well, it was almost enough.

"No," the water said, gentle but determined. "We're going to put you back together. Just hold on."





Damien could feel everyone's eyes on him, now. Kazza was still holding on to his hand, and his grip had gone almost painfully tight—for a moment, as Flia had brought the rogue mage's soul together again, the soul had formed a silhouette that Kazza clearly recognized. He made a stricken, horrified sound deep in his throat.

"Old Angus," he said. "It was him? We thought he died in the Cascade. He was a breath mage like the rest of us. I do not understand how this happened."

Cale frowned, something unrecognizable in his eyes. "That's... concerning," he said carefully, but Damien knew him well enough to know he was containing a much stronger reaction.

"It is more than that." Kazza trembled, and Damien felt the grip on his hand tighten enough that he almost winced. He hid it, though. Kazza needed it to ground himself. "The Aspect Cascade killed more than half our clan. We have hated and cursed its very existence. If we had known that one of our own was taken and tortured to create it..."

"Blame the one who did this, not yourselves," Cale said. Damien thought that was probably the only thing he could say, all things considered. "I certainly am."

Well, the second part was a little more worrying.

But now it was his turn. The soul couldn't become whole just from the reminder; the essence-stuff in it was scarred from all the time it had spent being torn apart. Damien's job was to soften it up with the Verdant Flame, and it was the only thing he couldn't actually prepare for.

That was alright, Damien thought. He could do this. He had seen what Flia had seen, and a part of him was furious, but a much greater part of him wanted—needed to help this mage.

He conjured an ember of the Verdant Flame and stepped forward, feeling Flia's Spark flow into his magic.

"Just hold on," he said, repeating Flia's words. It came out stronger than he expected. "We'll bring you back."

Damien didn't look up, even when Cale's eyes suddenly narrowed and his gaze snapped to the entrance.

If there was a problem, Cale would deal with it. Damien had a job to do.





The first thing Damien tried was simply pressing the conjured ember of the Verdant Flame against the remnants of Angus's soul, but he knew almost instantly that it wouldn't be that simple. Cale had said as much, but he'd wanted to try anyway. Even with Flia's Spark added to his magic, the flame just flickered uselessly against those calcified lumps of soul; the Verdant Flame was a representation of the cycle of life and death, and Damien didn't understand how souls fit into that.

No surprise, then, that the raw mana would do nothing to help. The problem was that there was so little information out there about souls and what happened to them after death, and even if that information had been out there, Damien had spent most of his time learning to control his decay mana.

Which he was regretting a little bit, now, even if he couldn't have known he would meet someone like Cale.

He wasn't going to give up, though. "Leo?" he asked. "Have you read anything about what happens to souls after, um, death?"

Leo blinked at him. "There are a lot of papers on it, but it's usually just speculation," he answered after a moment, then stepped over, concerned. "You're having trouble with the magic?"

Damien nodded tightly. He was aware, distantly, that something was happening outside the tree; the barrier that protected them flickered occasionally, like Cale was having trouble keeping it up along with whatever else he was doing. The Aspect Cascade had likely calmed by now, even if it hadn't completely faded, so they weren't in danger...

...well, they weren't in that much danger. Flia had a means of getting them out, and his job wasn't to worry. "The Verdant Flame is about cycles," he said, his voice trembling slightly. "About the decay that needs to happen before life can grow. I think. But I don't know how a soul fits into that."

Leo frowned in thought. "Don't think I've read anything about soul decay," he muttered. He pulled off his pack and started picking out a variety of notebooks—carefully sorted, Damien noticed—before letting out a grunt of frustration. "Nothing about decay or cycles, but I read a paper once about aspects that require the mage to understand them. They're called tiered aspects, sometimes."

The Gift had said something about [Legacy of the Verdant Flame] being able to evolve, hadn't it? Damien nodded for Leo to continue.

"Most tiered aspects require something like resonance before a mage can unlock new effects with them." Leo's brows furrowed, as though he was just making a realization. "I think it might actually just be resonance, just by a different name. The paper talks about visiting places steeped in the aspect to better understand them."

"Which isn't really an option right now," Damien said, and Leo nodded, flipping a page.

"You can sometimes learn what you need from the aspect itself," he said. "It won't unlock itself for you, but it'll try to teach you what you need. You'll have to focus all your mana sense into the aspect as you conjure it."

Damien nodded. That was enough for him to work with, and it made sense; even if he couldn't control the full power of the Verdant Flame, it wasn't like the aspect changed entirely just because his understanding did. At a very small scale, perhaps it was still affecting the soul.

He just needed to understand how it worked.

The light of the Verdant Flame was brilliant emerald-green, though the color was quickly swallowed by the off-white fragments of Angus's soul. Damien swallowed, suddenly hesitant. He'd done something like this only once before, in a fit of frustration and hatred with his decay aspect.

It was a mistake. Decay was death and rot and disease, and by reaching into his mana he had—if only for a moment—connected himself with everything that was dead and dying. He felt the rot as it consumed them, that sense of their lives draining away and their bodies turning to dust.

He'd been catatonic for almost a week, and he'd sworn he would never do that again. It reminded him too much of what he'd done.

And yet if he didn't do this now, then he wouldn't be able to help Angus. He'd promised he would try, hadn't he?

Damien took a deep breath, then pushed his senses into the Verdant Flame.

The difference was staggering.

Decay was there, ever-present. It had to be. He wouldn't have been able to attune for it at all if not for its close relationship with decay, and even now, he struggled to compose himself as death and rot once more invaded his mind.

The only difference was that this time, he could sense what that decay was for. He felt the other side of the equation, the way the rot fed into nutrition, the way life bloomed from death.

Nothing ends. It only changes form.

That understanding fled from his mind almost as soon as he registered it, the breadth of its magnitude too large for him to handle in that moment. He couldn't spare the time to focus on it, anyway. Cale was doing something, and from the look on his face this was the one time Damien wasn't sure whether he'd easily come out on top. He hadn't looked scared, exactly, but his expression had done something complicated, like there was more to this than just evaporating a threat.

Damien, on the other hand, needed to understand what the Verdant Flame was doing to Angus's soul. He focused his senses on that, pushing past the enormity of the cycle that threatened to overwhelm him and down into the minutiae; he didn't need to know how every single thing in the Great Realms decayed and contributed to life.

He needed to know what happened to souls, and only souls.

The boundary was there, at the edges of the Verdant Flame. He could feel the flame of mana licking up against fragments of shattered soul, and this time, he thought he could sense what was happening.

The Verdant Flame, thanks to the help it received from Flia's Spark, was slowly causing the soul's essence to break apart.

Damien's first instinct was to yank his flame away, but he controlled himself. If that was what the Flame was doing, then it was part of a cycle, and that meant this process fed into something else. More importantly, he needed it to break down Angus's essence, at least partially—the lizardfolk's soul had calcified into rigidity, preventing it from healing.

He just couldn't do it at scale without understanding the other side of the equation. What happened to a soul after its essence broke down?

Damien took a deep breath, pushing his focus even deeper. He needed to follow those broken-off particles of essence to understand what was happening, to understand what it was used for—

—his vision split. Damien jerked back, his heart hammering. "What the fuck," he hissed, stumbling back until Leo caught him. He barely even registered that he'd cursed.

"Damien?" Leo carefully set him upright again, worried. "Are you okay?"

"F-fine," Damien said, even though he really wasn't.

He'd gotten what he needed, sort of. For a fraction of a second, Damien's left eye witnessed a grand, impossible river that churned with the essence of innumerable souls, where every loose spray coalesced into a new, complete soul. It was breathtaking and beautiful, a forge in which every life was rebuilt for a new journey in the Great Realms.

That wasn't what made him jerk back. It was what he had seen through his right eye.

An inescapable, all-devouring maw that ate every scrap of essence that fell toward it, swimming toward the river. A violation of the cycle and everything he knew, determined to intercept and swallow everything that river had to offer.

Damien's heart was still pounding.

"What happened?" Leo asked him, concerned. Damien sighed and straightened, trying to find the words to explain.

Then he frowned. "I don't... know," he said slowly. Leo gave him a strange look, and Damien just shrugged helplessly.

"I think I saw something scary?" he said. "But I don't remember what it was anymore. Kinda like a bad dream."

"Don't tell me you fell asleep trying to examine your mana," Syphus said, teasing.

Damien made a face. "I don't know what happened, okay?" he complained. "But I think I have what I need. Sort of. I just need to figure out..."

He trailed off, his brows drawing together in thought. He understood the cycle, maybe? When a person died, their soul would decay until it rejoined some great river that would churn up their essence until it was ready to be placed into a new soul, made up of little bits of everyone else's experiences.

That was sort of terrifying to think about, actually. The beauty of his first impressions was rapidly fading. He really hoped that wasn't the only thing waiting for a soul after its body died.

Anyway.

That part he understood, and the Verdant Flame grew a little brighter in his palm, but it wasn't quite enough. There was something he was missing.

If that was the intended route for a soul after death, then what exactly was happening to Cale Cadwell Cobbs every time he died? Where did he fit into the cycle?

The Verdant Flame continued to burn merrily in his palm, but to Damien's eyes, it almost seemed like it was waiting for his answer.
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  Cale was thankful for a particular quirk of shared visions, which was that he didn't actually need to process everything he'd seen immediately. They hadn't all been sucked into the memories Flia had experienced, exactly. Instead, her Spark had drawn it out into a sort of mental package, which allowed Cale to step back the moment he realized what it was going to entail.

It still left him with conflicted feelings, though. That temple was certainly a temple to Vital, and if it hadn't been destroyed, then it was probably still around, somewhere in the desert. Go figure the Source of Vitality wouldn't let something like death completely eradicate him. What remained was more a remnant than the true Vital, but it didn't mean something in Cale didn't ache when he felt that familiar intent within Angus's memories.

He'd have to pay his old friend a visit, once he got the chance.

It was a good thing he didn't let that memory fully unfold, though, because his attention was jerked away rather rudely by a presence he hadn't been expecting. This was largely because he hadn't been expecting any presences at all, of course; being in the middle of a deadly mage-killing storm tended to preclude any possibility of being followed.

And yet, here they were. That was worrying. It meant that whatever this was, if it was dangerous, then it was a level of danger he would almost never willingly expose novice mages to. Especially the incredible up-and-coming ones, like his apprentices! In fact, Cale was still rapidly revising his opinion of them upward, considering how often they kept exceeding his expectations.

That meant he was going to have to deal with whatever this was, though. The way it forcibly stole his attention was another point of concern—there had been a time when he was alert to anything that entered his mana sense, but he'd long since trained himself to react strictly to signals that were sufficiently powerful or interesting or familiar.

In this specific case, it was all three, except the last part felt odd and sideways. Cale would have been excited if Damien wasn't effectively in the middle of soul surgery; if anything interrupted them now...

Well, he'd just have to make sure that didn't happen. Besides, he was still a little excited.

Cale made a series of rapid calculations, then frowned slightly. If he ended up having to fight, he'd have to maintain this barrier around his apprentices the entire time, which wasn't ideal. It would have to be something of a last resort. As much as Flia had managed to calm Angus's soul down, the enormous quantities of magic already invested into the Aspect Cascade would take time to settle.

And until that happened, the Utelian portion of the realm overlap remained incredibly dangerous. It'd be best if he went out there to confront this new presence before it got to them, especially since his barriers weren't entirely reliable within this overlap.

"Flia," Cale said, tapping her on the shoulder and making her jump. She was semi-preoccupied sharing the power of her Spark with Damien as he reached out toward the soul fragments; Damien himself was barely paying any attention, already doing his best to reach out to Angus. "Something's here. I'm going to need your help."

Flia disengaged for long enough to shoot Cale an incredulous stare. "What?" she asked. "We're inside the Aspect Cascade and in a pocket realm. That shouldn't be possible. Should it?"

"It shouldn't be, which is exactly the problem," Cale said dryly. "I need to go investigate. Worst case scenario, if this barrier collapses and lets the Cascade in for any reason, I need you to get everyone evacuated. Just shunt them all into the Abyss. I'll owe Lev a favor, but she'll take care of you until I can get there."

Flia made a strangled sort of noise in her throat. "That's a terrible escape plan," she said. "And the Cascade alters mana aspects."

"It's the best we've got," Cale said, already striding toward the door. He paused for long enough to explain. "The storm can forcibly attune your mana, but it won't be able to get rid of the Spark you imbue inside it. This is a last resort move, don't worry. I'm going to do my best to keep the barrier up. I just want you guys to have a backup plan so you stay safe."

"Oh, now you act like a proper master," Flia grumbled. "Do you have any idea how much responsibility this is? We're all going to die if I screw this up, you know."

She was complaining, but Cale saw the way she was clenching and unclenching her fists, readying her mana just in case. He grinned at her, and she made an exasperated sort of noise before shooing him out of the tree. He laughed. "I'll be back as quick as I can," he promised.

Then he stepped back outside into grassy fields, and felt the shade of the tree he still didn't want to look at looming over him.

Thankfully, the presence that was setting off his mana sense wasn't hard at all to find. It wasn't even trying to hide itself, for one thing—it practically loomed over the horizon as it approached, in a way that would have been ominous if not for the fact that it very clearly had no idea where it was going. Cale would have been amused if not for the fact that it very clearly held enough power to be an existential threat despite its own confusion.

He was still a little bit amused, in fact. That amusement was replaced quickly by a twist of concern and pity when he noticed that it seemed to be limping.

It looked mangled, and even that wasn't quite enough to accurately describe the condition it was in. There was, he supposed, a very vague suggestion of a knight in its shape and form—with heavy emphasis on both the words "vague" and "suggestion", anyway.

It was wearing plate armor, which was most of where he got the knight impression from. That, and there was what looked like a helmet to pass for its head, although it was really more like someone had picked up shards of broken glass by the handful and roughly sculpted it into an impression of a helmet.

The rest of it wasn't much better, and to Cale's dismay, blinking and rubbing his eyes didn't do much to help. One of its arms kept flickering like it wasn't sure it was meant to be there, and occasionally it would split into two or three smaller limbs before snapping abruptly back into one. The rest of the so-called plate armor was really more of an amalgamation of flesh and plate, with flesh mimicking the appearance of plate in the form of hardened chitin. Where it failed, strange yellow tendrils stretched out to wrap around each body part, as if it was only barely holding itself together.

And then there was the sheer presence of it, completely at odds with its appearance. If Cale had witnessed this without his mana sense to warn him, he probably would have assumed it was someone gravely injured. With his mana sense, he was pretty sure this was just what it looked like—and its presence was strong, far greater than anything he'd encountered on Utelia so far.

In fact, it was strong enough that even without a barrier, it straddled both Utelia and the pocket realm. Cale could see pieces of its mana flaking off and shifting, as if under attack by the Aspect Cascade, except it simply had so much of it that the storm couldn't attune it fast enough.

It wasn't just quantity, though. Part of it was its own presence was deflecting the power of the storm, preventing it from fully taking effect. Briefly, Cale remembered his own words about the hierarchy of magic. Spells and effects from something or someone lower in the hierarchy had difficulty affecting entities that stood above them.

This creature, whatever it was, stood somewhere above the mages and archmages of Utelia. He couldn't quite make out where it was in the power scale otherwise—it kept shifting, like it was unstable.

None of those were good signs. Especially since Cale should have been able to recognize anything this high up in the hierarchy instantly, and for the life of him he couldn't tell anything about this one except that it felt familiar. That was going to be a problem, he knew.

On the plus side, it had noticed him by this point and hadn't immediately attacked, so that was a point in its favor. It also looked a little like it was genuinely in pain, though Cale wasn't sure one way or another if it actually was or if that was just what it was like. Either way, he had a very tried-and-true method of dealing with existential threats he hadn't figured out yet.

"Hey there!" he called out cheerfully, sauntering up to meet the knight-thing. "I have a very important question. Do you know any baking magic?"

The knight stopped in its tracks to stare at him. "Hello," it said cautiously. Or perhaps curiously? Cale couldn't really tell. "I cannot say that I do. Why do you ask?"

It wasn't attacking him immediately, which was a good sign. Cale beamed. Some existential threats just wanted to be treated like anybody else. Perhaps this was one of them. There had been a few times when he'd approached one like this and nearly had his head blown off for the trouble, but it wasn't his fault not all eldritch entities were friendly.

"Well, I just learned my first baking spell," Cale said, as if it was obvious. "It turns anything into an oven. I was hoping I'd be able to pick up a few more, you know?"

"I cannot assist you in this," the knight said apologetically, bowing its head. "I congratulate you on your spell, however."

"Thanks!" Cale said. Now he was really wondering why this thing was here—it didn't seem hostile at all. There was still something about it that felt off, though, and that worried him. It was like there was something deeply wrong, just beneath the surface.

Cale hated not knowing things. He was going to have to improvise to try to figure out as much as he could. Preferably through conversation, but if it came down to it, there was a lot you could learn about a mage through their magic.

"Too bad," Cale said, sighing dramatically. "Baking magic is the pinnacle of magic, you know. Only the greatest of mages can bake. Ah well. My name's Cale Cadwell Cobbs; who're you?"

"I am the Red Knight," the knight responded politely, which was, first of all, an absolutely terrible name for something that was not red and barely even looked like a knight.

And second... Cale generally didn't like introducing himself with his full name, because it was a bit of a mouthful, but it was occasionally useful. His name was relatively well-known among the Monoliths, for instance, along with a few other higher-order beings that could communicate between the Great Realms. Sometimes, he could glean quite a lot from how others reacted to his name.

The Red Knight, unfortunately, remained entirely a mystery. It didn't seem to recognize his name consciously at all, but parts of it certainly reacted: the shards of broken glass shuddered in response, and a few of the ones scattered throughout it flinched and sank deeper into its flesh. Cale really wanted to wince at the sight, but suppressed it.

"Why Red Knight?" he asked, frowning. "You don't look red at all. You're more like... blue and yellow, if anything. And most of the yellow is weird vine stuff."

There was a hesitant pause. "I have not given much thought to my name or appearance," the Red Knight said after a moment, looking down at itself and seeming almost startled by the look of its own armor. "But it appears you are correct. My title is inaccurate. Perhaps my master made an error. I will request a correction."

"And who do you work for, exactly?" Cale asked, pouncing on the opportunity. The Red Knight tilted its head.

"I am completing a task for Lifsauhn of the Red Hunters," it said. "I am to track down the fortress that was seen flying through the Golden Sands and to identify the mages involved. If they plan to interfere with the Red Hunters and their plans, I am to interfere by any means necessary."

Cale paused. The Red Knight apparently had no concept of operational security. The confirmation that it was working with the Red Hunters was alarming, though. Sooner or later, this conversation would almost certainly lead to a fight.

Hopefully later, after Damien and Syphus were done fixing up Angus's soul.

"I see," Cale said. "Did you lose track of them or something?"

"In a manner of speaking." The Red Knight inclined its head. "I could sense their mana signatures headed into a magical storm known as the Aspect Cascade, and that is where I am now. However, it seems the storm has manifested a pocket realm, and I am unable to move myself fully into it. As such, my senses are obfuscated by the storm, which is frustrating. But it does appear to be weakening. I will be able to track them down soon."

Well, that was fun. Cale had no idea what to make of that. "What are you going to do when you find them?"

"It is likely that I will have to kill them." The Red Knight did not sound particularly enthusiastic about it, but it didn't sound like it hated the idea, either. "The Red Hunters and their plans cannot abide interference."

"Why's that?" Cale prodded. As he spoke, he began walking up toward it, as if he wanted to get closer for a better conversation; he'd need to reposition himself if they were going to fight, just so stray spells didn't end up hitting the tree and his apprentices within it.

"It is my purpose," the Red Knight said simply. "I was created to serve them and their plans."

Cale paused, then raised an eyebrow. "So you don't agree with them?"

"I neither agree nor disagree with them. I was commanded not to think, so I do not think," it explained. That seemed blatantly incorrect, as far as Cale was concerned, but he decided not to point that out just yet.

Instead, he began circling around the Red Knight, who rotated to face him. Cale made an irritated sort of noise. "No, no, hold still!" he said. "I'm trying to see what you look like from the back. I can't do that if you're turning with me."

"Oh," the Red Knight said, and obediently held itself still. Cale blinked, having not actually expected that to work.

Well, he wasn't going to complain. It allowed him to move about however he wanted, and he took the opportunity to both position himself and examine it a little more closely. He was almost certain now that he was on the verge of recognizing it properly—something about the way it stood and some of the markings on its armor rang a bell, and then there was the way it spoke...

The Aspect Cascade was still fading, so it was no doubt going to figure out who he was soon. He didn't have that much time left to figure this out. "What did you mean, you don't think?" he asked. "You said you were frustrated earlier."

"Frustration is an emotion," it explained. "Emotions do not count. I was able to determine this earlier."

It sounded proud of itself, too. Cale decided on a different tack.

"Alright, then," he said. "You can't agree or disagree with the Red Hunters, but you can feel something about it. How do you feel about what they're doing?"

"I have not given it consideration." The Red Knight hesitated for a moment. "I do not understand what drives them."

"Oh, I can help with that," Cale said. "They think wild mages need to be culled because they're dangerous. Or at least, that's what they claim to think. I'm starting to think they have ulterior motives."

"You know of the Red Hunters?" the Red Knight asked. "I had assumed you were a local of this pocket realm."

Ah, shoot. Cale stilled, but the Red Knight didn't react yet, instead musing over the question.

Then it made a strange, grating sort of noise, which took Cale a moment to recognize as a chuckle. "That is a remarkably foolish belief," it said. "Magic is neither wild nor tame. It is what its users make of it."

Cale froze. He'd heard that line before, almost word for word, he was sure of it. He thought rapidly—the person who had said it didn't look anything like this, but the way it was behaving, and the tiny mannerisms—

—fuck, why was it so hard to remember?

"However," the Red Knight continued, and Cale twitched, knowing what was coming. "It occurs to me that if you are not local to this pocket realm, then it is likely that you are one of the mages I am seeking."

"Maybe this realm has Red Hunters, too," Cale joked, and he could have sworn the Red Knight snorted in response, almost like it was amused.

"A remarkable coincidence, if true," it said. It hadn't moved to attack yet, but he could feel it getting ready to. The mana within its core was spinning up, getting ready to flow into a spell. "But the storm has weakened enough that I can once more sense your mana signatures. You are attempting to heal that soul and end the storm, are you not?"

"Not at all," Cale said. "It's scheduled maintenance. You know, like plumbing? We're just cleaning up the soul to strengthen the storm. You know how it is with maintaining dark, forbidden rituals."

The Red Knight outright laughed, this time, and once more Cale felt that tickle of familiarity in his brain. He grimaced—he was starting to think he knew what this was.

"You are amusing," it said. "It would be a pity to have to kill you. Could I convince you to leave the soul alone, instead?"

"You said it yourself, the Red Hunters' plans are based on a false premise," Cale said. "And honestly, I just don't want to leave someone to a fate of being tortured for eternity, you know?"

He kept his voice light, but he noticed the shards of glass on the Red Knight shuddering again at that statement, and his eyes narrowed.

"It is not that simple," the Red Knight said, its tone regretful.

And that confirmed it. The Red Knight was under a compulsion of some kind. It was a looser compulsion than most of the ones he was familiar with, which meant it would be harder to break. This was something ingrained, built into its purpose.

Not that Cale was ever one to shy away from a challenge. He sighed, then straightened into a stretch, feeling his neck and various other joints pop. "I won't be that easy to kill, either," he said, allowing a sharp smile to slide into his expression. "Normally I'd be the one killing you, but my apprentices have convinced me I need to start trying more. They're infectious that way."

"Is that who resides in the Great Tree?" the Red Knight asked.

"Are you going to target them if I say yes?"

"No," the Red Knight said, surprisingly resolute, and Cale realized after a moment that the intent flaring up within its mana was anticipatory. It was looking forward to the fight.

Or, to put it another way, it liked the idea of sparring with someone it considered an equal.

"To attack them would be honorless, and would force you on the defensive," the Red Knight added, like it needed to explain itself. "That would make the fight less enjoyable."

"And you're really looking forward to this fight, aren't you?" Cale asked dryly. He got the impression that the Red Knight was grinning at him in response.

"You will last longer than most," it replied.

"I used to know someone who would say things like that," Cale said, because he was certain that he did, and he was also now certain that the reason he couldn't remember them wasn't, in fact, his fault. But he'd be able to pry the memory loose now that he knew it was there, with a bit of effort. "Then I beat the crap out of them."

"Then I hope you show me that same courtesy," the Red Knight said politely, and lifted its sword.

"Trust me," Cale said. "I'm going to give us both something to remember."

His strongest resonance was fire, and there was a fire spell he had yet to evolve, picked up from Orguk's panicked casting back during Alchemy 101. In fact, this was probably going to be a great opportunity to evolve his spells, considering his barriers wouldn't be at full effectiveness while they were in the realm overlap.

The Red Knight was waiting for Cale to make the first move, so he obliged and cast [Fire Whip]. With five ranks of fire resonance and his friendship with Vesuvius, he was bound to get something good, though probably not enough to end the fight outright.

Mana overload detected! Attempting to compensate...

Adjusting spell construct...

[Fire Whip] has evolved into [Ten Tongues of Vesuvius]!

Cale wondered briefly if Vesuvius actually had ten tongues. He hadn't noticed, but now he was curious.

[Ten Tongues of Vesuvius, Level 1] [Tenth Tier (Unique), Active] [1.0e29 Mana]

Summon the ten tongues of the elemental god Vesuvius to attack or restrain your opponent. The intensity of this spell is amplified by your resonance.

This spell may inflame the target's passions.

...It was also possible he needed to have a word with the Gift on phrasing.

The Red Knight moved to meet his magic, and Cale let himself grin and flow into the battle.
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  The name [Ten Tongues of Vesuvius], Cale quickly learned, was a bit of an understatement. Which made sense for a tenth-tier spell, although he would still have been more than satisfied if it had simply created ten particularly mana-dense fire whips that wrapped around the Red Knight to restrain it.

Instead, what happened was that an aperture to the elemental realm of fire opened up in front of him. Thick coils of blistering flame whipped viciously forward, moving in a way that reminded Cale of the one time he'd fought an elemental hydra. Those things were much tougher than their flesh counterparts, in large part because they didn't have nearly the same constraints—their heads could coil and twist through one another, and they used this to their full advantage, moving unpredictably amid a volley of magic to ensnare and consume their victims.

His new spell was no different. Each coil of flame reared up, twisting through one another, then launched themselves at the Red Knight at a dizzying pace. To its credit, the Red Knight didn't flinch, even in the face of a tenth-tier combat spell. It waited for the last possible second, then snapped its sword forward with a flash of mana that cut through the first and second tongues that tried to grab hold of it.

The third forced it to hop backward, and the tongue crashed into and burned the grass before dissipating at a quick, backwards thrust from the Red Knight's sword. Cale watched closely, admiring how clean its movements were. Its fighting style was efficient, and its blade was imbued with a Law fragment he didn't recognize. It used the overwhelming nature of its Law to overwhelm and suppress the spell without wasting mana.

When the fourth tongue came, it leapt to climb on top of it and meet the fifth and sixth tongues head on, cutting through them in a whirl of bladed fury. It was only then that the remaining tongues managed to ensnare it—Cale had carefully hidden them beneath the one the Red Knight was standing on, then took advantage of the fact that they were technically incorporeal to have them burst through it, catching the Red Knight off guard. Each tongue snagged on then yanked on each of the Red Knight's limbs, suspending it in the air.

It wasn't going to last, of course, but it was enough for Cale to get a feel for the spell. His mind raced. He hadn't been sure about the Gift's phrasing of "inflames the target's passions," at first, but that portion of the spell was essentially an emotional amplifier.

That made it potentially dangerous for most targets, but emotional amplification was also an effective means of breaking someone out of a compulsion. Considering Vesuvius's name was in the spell, there was only one conclusion: Vesuvius was both watching and trying to help.

That was significant. If this fight was important enough that even elemental gods like him were keeping an eye on it, then there was something bigger about the Red Knight that he was missing. The spell he was given was either a key or a clue, though he wasn't sure which.

Cale needed to figure out what it was he was missing, though doing it in the middle of high-level spell combat was going to be challenging. He was used to using his barriers, not casting spells.

Still, no time like the present. He gritted his teeth and started on a second spell before the Red Knight broke out of his first one. The tongues wouldn't last long enough to have an effect this early in the fight; the Gift took time to evolve each spell, so he would need to overlap his casts to receive each effect in time.

The next spell he evolved was a simple enough choice. He needed a physical leg up for this fight. The Red Knight was enormous, which wouldn't have normally been much of a concern if not for the amount of magic he could feel physically imbued within its body. It was going to be strong and fast, likely faster than he could react to. Most of the time he relied on his barriers to deal with mages that were faster than him, but, well, those weren't exactly reliable at the moment.

A self-enhancement spell of some kind, cast at sixth tier. At seventh tier and above, enhancement spells began to include transformative effects, which were often qualitatively better but also required time to complete and adapt to. No matter how much the Red Knight wanted a good fight, Cale doubted it was going to wait there while he underwent a dramatic transformation sequence.

There was only one option there, either way. He cast [Basic Physical Enhancement].

Mana overload detected! Attempting to compensate...

Adjusting spell construct...

[Basic Physical Enhancement] has evolved into [Blistering Physique]!

[Blistering Physique, Level 1] [Sixth Tier (Unique), Active] [1.0e24 Mana]

Enhance your physical speed and reaction time to match that of a voltsnipper.

By the time his new spell finished casting, the Red Knight had also completed what looked like a ritual conjuration spell. Fragments of a ritual circle formed out of pure mana broke apart, then reformed into a blade of what looked like pure, crystalline ice. The Red Knight tilted its head, and the sword flew out to saw imperiously through the remainder of the [Ten Tongues of Vesuvius], working remarkably quickly through the tenth-tier spell.

It took a bit of work, but those spells should have been opposing elements. Cale narrowed his eyes and took a step back, using his senses to examine the sword carefully. Vesuvius was trying to tell him something important. What was it? You could learn a lot about a mage by the spells they used and the power they could employ; the Red Knight was using something that not only felt familiar, but was reinforcing it with the power of a Law he didn't recognize.

Cale knew every one of the Monoliths, even if he didn't get along with all of them. The only way he wouldn't recognize a Law was if it was new or if the Law itself was under the effect of some sort of memory spell, and what he was feeling didn't seem new at all. In fact, it felt very, very old.

A memory spell it was, then. And if that was the case, he would need to use this fight to break it.

Memory magic was unreliable at best, and Cale was harder to affect with it than most others. After his first few experiences with it in particular, he began adjusting his barrier to account for most low-tier attempts to mess with his magic and to have it alert him to higher-tier attempts. He'd also gone through a whole training regimen with a monastery of mind mages to notice when his perception or attention was being involuntarily shifted away, so he was very practiced when it came to that sort of thing.

Even that didn't make him completely immune to it, though. Magic was a vast and ever-expanding field, and there was one type of magic that Cale knew there was no defense against—likely a lesser version of whatever had been used on humanity. Some variations of memory magic couldn't be directly defended against because they operated on the realm rather than on the individual, effectively convincing the realm itself to forget about someone or something.

If that had been cast on a Law, which were constants throughout the Great Realms, then it would have to be either nineteenth- or twentieth-tier magic, depending on whether it also affected the Outer Planes. Frankly, if someone had cast twentieth-tier magic without him knowing, then he would need to deal with them regardless of the karmic backlash involved. In fact, a threat capable of casting twentieth-tier magic likely inverted the karmic calculations.

But that wasn't what was important at the moment. What was important was that a spell of that level would have been a massive undertaking—an enormous, grand ritual that convinced reality itself to forget about a Monolith.

And grand magic like that, Cale had learned, had cracks.

It was possible to coax the Great Realms into forgetting about someone, certainly. It acted almost like a mid-tier obfuscation spell applied to every layer of reality, all at once. This was almost never necessary—most beings only existed within a single realm—but for those that weren't, it was an option. The thing was, that spell traded range for effectiveness, and even if the Realms forgot about the person, it didn't necessarily forget every single related detail.

The spells they used, for instance. Once a spell was made, it was added to the Source, and the Source could not forget itself. And if Cale could coax enough different spells out of the Red Knight, scrutinize them enough to build that feeling of almost-familiarity up and up and up, he would shatter the part of the spell that hung over him. Possibly the entire working, in fact. It could go many ways.

Alternatively, he could attempt to break the compulsion on the Red Knight, forcing it to remember itself and accomplishing the same thing. Likely he would need to do some combination of both, weakening the twentieth-tier magic before shattering it.

All this to say he recognized the spell the Red Knight was using to free itself, and that recognition triggered a subtle resonance in the magic surrounding them. The spell was [Zero Blade], an otherwise simple name for what Cale had to admit was an incredibly dangerous combat spell, in the right hands. It was a conjuration spell that manifested what might have seemed like a simple blade, but was capable of cutting through all four major components of its target at once: their life force, their mana, their soul, and their flesh.

No doubt that was the reason it cut so easily through the [Ten Tongues of Vesuvius]. Cale would have whistled if he were capable, which he wasn't, because he was almost immediately forced to dodge away from it as the Red Knight cut free from the last of the tongues and launched itself at him, [Zero Blade] in hand.

Thankfully, [Blistering Physique] kept him out of its range. There was no chance that his barriers would be able to block it while they were in this realm overlap. Even if they weren't, he would need to fold a twelfth-tier equivalent barrier just to block it.

Cale couldn't help it. He grinned, and the Red Knight grinned back.

It gestured. The [Zero Blade] fractured—its essence used to fuel a different spell, Cale noted absently, which itself was incredibly advanced combat magic—into a hundred daggers of blazing heat. [Sundagger Comets].

In his memories, he saw a laughing figure practically dancing through the air as their sundaggers flew with them, a fight and a performance all at once. They used the daggers as platforms, leaping from one to the next to make their way through the sky. The Red Knight wanted to do the same, Cale noticed, but didn't quite have the same freedom.

Instead, it launched those daggers toward him in a volley of fiery streaks.

"I'm trying to analyze your magic, you know," Cale complained, barely dodging each one. "You remind me of an old friend."

"I am afraid I cannot afford you that time," the Red Knight said, sounding genuinely regretful. "You are a fascinating opponent. Perhaps you could strike back instead?"

"I need to expand my options, first," Cale countered, but there were a lot of those sundaggers, and while he was busy dodging these, the Red Knight was in the process of casting another big spell. Cale frowned, flitted through his list of options, then cast one that would hopefully deal with the rest of the daggers.

Mana overload detected! Attempting to compensate...

Adjusting spell construct...

[Create Impulse] has evolved into [Bia's Hammer]!

[Bia's Hammer, Level 1] [Eighth Tier (Unique), Active] [1.0e27 Mana]

Wield the power of the goddess Bia, striking all targets with mystic force.

Cale could feel the massive, invisible hammer that descended out of the sky as the spell completed, swinging straight through his own body and slamming into the swarm of daggers chasing him. Several were smashed apart instantly on impact, but the majority of them simply shot in the opposite direction, right back toward the Red Knight.

It laughed in what appeared to be genuine joy, then gestured, cutting off its own spell; that wasn't enough, considering how much mana it had already invested into it, but it simply snatched the closest sunless dagger out of the air and began parrying each one that came close to it.

Parrying wasn't quite the right word, though. It was absorbing each dagger, using the rhythmic strike of each parry to construct a mid-combat ritual meant to suck the life right out of him. Cale cursed. That was a line-of-sight ritual, though, which meant the counter would have to be—

Mana overload detected! Attempting to compensate...

Adjusting spell construct...

[Lesser Shadowstep] has evolved into [Shadowblend]!

[Shadowblend, Level 1] [Sixth Tier (Unique), Active] [1.0e24 Mana]

Merge with the shadows themselves, reappearing in any other connected shadow within a radius of forty kilometers.

Well, not quite what he was going for, but that was the consequence of not having high enough shadow resonance, he supposed. Plus, he wasn't really going to complain about getting what was essentially a form of teleportation. He'd wanted a form of teleportation for ages.

Thankfully, grasslands meant that pretty much all the shadows around him were connected. [Shadowblend] let him drop instantly into the grass. The Red Knight whirled around instantly, and he could feel its mana sense bleeding into the shadows, trying to track him down. Cale responded by flickering between ten different spots, buying time as he pushed his mana into a different spell.

Mana overload detected! Attempting to compensate...

Adjusting spell construct...

[Pebbleblast] has evolved into [Pillars of Psamathe]!

[Pillars of Psamathe, Level 1] [Ninth Tier (Unique), Active] [1.0e28 Mana]

Create massive pillars of sand to strike at an opponent.

The spell description was an understatement. Cale watched from the shadows as an entire tower of scouring sand burst through the grass, almost like a portion of Utelia had been spontaneously brought over into the pocket realm. The Red Knight gestured, forcing its remaining Sundaggers into a blazing barrier beneath it; the sand melted into a platform, but the spell continued with pillar after pillar, launching it farther and farther into the sky.

Cale knew better than to celebrate. There were spells that benefited from that amount of height, and one of them was coming. He cast another spell.

Mana overload detected! Attempting to compensate...

Adjusting spell construct...

[Orb of Earth] has evolved into [Gravitational Crux]!

Oh, dammit. This was what he got for not having enough Earth resonance to fix the outcome of the evolution. He didn't even need to read the spell description to know what it did; a tiny orb of earth had formed, but it was pulling him toward it, reorienting him to its surface. Far above, the Red Knight was speeding down like a comet.

[Meteoric Impact]. That was only a sixth-tier spell, but its effect was amplified with distance. Cale snarled—if that hit his [Gravitational Crux], the resulting explosion would likely obliterate everything around them.

"Stop!" he bellowed.

The Red Knight seemed to notice the same thing. It canceled its spell at the same time Cale cancelled his, and they stared at each other, Cale breathing heavily.

"I wasn't expecting you to actually stop," he admitted after a moment.

"I would not want this fight to end early," the Red Knight responded. "Shall we continue this dance?"

Fuck. Cale remembered that line, too. He was so damn close to remembering. He could practically feel the working over him trembling in its attempts to stay whole, and he had no intention of letting it recover. In fact, he needed more—he needed the Red Knight to sling everything it had at him, and the more they fought, the more he knew it was holding back. It was enjoying the fight and wanted it to last, which meant it wouldn't go all-out against him.

Cale couldn't afford to allow that if he wanted to break the working. He especially couldn't allow it if he wanted to break it free from its compulsion. But he didn't have a spell that could evolve compulsion-breaking magic, and the conditions on a compulsion usually meant breaking it naturally was—

Cale paused.

[Ten Tongues of Vesuvius] had been a rather odd spell, come to think of it. It was a restraining spell with a minor emotional component, and he would have to hold the Red Knight down for far too long for that secondary component to break the compulsion.

But maybe Vesuvius hadn't meant to give him a spell to break the Red Knight free. Maybe it was just a hint about something else in his repertoire.

Cale glanced at his spell list again.

"You'll avoid my apprentices, right?" Cale asked. "No matter how angry you are?"

The Red Knight paused and eyed him warily. "It is a matter of honor," it said. "I do not strive to hurt those I despise through the ones they care about. What would that make me?"

"Good," Cale said. "I'm sorry about this, but in my defense, I think you could really use a little self-reflection right now."

Then he took a deep breath and—hoping against hope he wouldn't regret this— cast [Taunt].





Damien understood on some level that Cale had experienced a great deal of pain throughout his lives. He had noticed the way the man kept looking up at the tree as if it was about to fall and crush him. There was a weight to his gaze, like just the appearance of the tree brought out more memories than Cale knew what to do with. There were regrets there, Damien knew; regrets that his friend hadn't quite come to terms with.

He was no stranger to that kind of regret, even if he suspected the scale of his own regrets paled in comparison.

The Verdant Flame burned steadily in his palm. His understanding of it had advanced, but not enough for it to reach the next tier and not enough to loosen Angus's soul enough for healing; for that, he needed just a glimpse of understanding as to what Cale was, and the cosmic role the human played in the cycle of souls. Without him, the cycle was incomplete.

What in the world did that mean?

He didn't even know if the cycle he'd glimpsed was true for all souls in all realms. For all he knew, he'd only glimpsed a fraction of the cosmic truth. It was likely that the true picture involved gods, angels, demons, and Monoliths.

None of that mattered to Damien, for the moment. He needed to understand how the Verdant Flame related to souls, so he needed a single pillar of cosmic truth.

"Cale's still fighting outside?" he asked quietly. Flia shot a worried look at the doorway and nodded, and Damien let out a breath; he wouldn't be getting any help from Cale, then.

That was fine. From what he'd seen, when a person died, their soul returned to a rushing, torrential river that seemed to encapsulate infinity. That river cleansed those souls, in a way, causing the vessel to dissolve and releasing the soul's essence into its waters before redistributing it through the Great Realms. Damien had no real sense of what that involved, the sheer scale of it too large for him to grasp, but he was certain there were distributaries further along the river. The power would split and split again, until it touched on each and every one of the realms.

Except there was a problem with that, wasn't there? Damien turned the problem around in his mind, frowning suddenly. There was a similarity here with what Cale had said about leylines and dungeons. Dungeons were the way magic balanced itself throughout the Great Realms, he claimed, which meant the flow of magic was distinctly one-way, moving from the most magically powerful realm to the least.

Unlike every other soul, Cale—and the enormous power he carried with him—wasn't broken down by this great river of souls. He remained a constant, skipping down the river until he ended up in one of the realms. He was immune to decay magic, and likely soul magic as well, meaning his very existence was likely of critical importance to the river and its distribution.

And if his theory was right and there was a relationship between the way this river flowed and the way magic trickled down through the realms, he could find his answer through a different question: What happened to the balance of magic when Cale Cadwell Cobbs entered a new realm?

The answer was immediately obvious. That realm would now stand at the peak of its magical potential, which meant the entire pyramid of magical distribution would be turned on its head. That random factor would allow magic to move throughout the Great Realms constantly instead of eventually equalizing, and would—very, very slowly—allow all the realms to eventually learn about one another.

If the river of souls followed similar rules, then Cale's very existence served to do the same. As he reincarnated in new realms, they would cause the river to shift, changing the distribution of souls and allowing new people to experience new things, rather than every soul eventually gathering at the end of the river.

The Verdant Flame brightened in his palm. Angus's soul fragments, which hadn't previously reacted to his magic on anything except the smallest scale, finally began to shiver; the hardened, scarred pieces of essence softened, ready once more to be put together.

That was it. Damien let out a breath, staring at the softly-glowing ember that represented a cycle he hadn't even known existed. Cale was somehow responsible for the way the Great Realms balanced themselves, not only in the distribution of magic but in the way souls moved through them. Doubtless it wasn't the entire picture, but for the first time, Damien thought he grasped a fragment of Cale's truth.

He wondered if he knew. Cale seemed to deliberately avoid information about who he was, in some way; he took everything in stride, but there were things about his past he refused to even think about. Damien wouldn't have been surprised if there were puzzle pieces Cale had never put together simply because he didn't want to.

Those were questions for later, though. He had what he needed. The Verdant Flame had changed in some fundamental way, and Damien could see multiple messages about the Legacy's level growing in the corner of his vision. He ignored them for the moment, his thoughts still lingering on Cale and that river of souls.

After this was done, he was going to need to get Cale into a serious conversation about exactly what he'd done so long ago that haunted him so deeply. Damien was starting to suspect the man was hurting himself with his secrets.

For now...

The Verdant Flame poured out of his hands and into Angus's soul without burning it. Scarred-looking fragments softened slowly but surely under its warmth, and after a moment, Damien straightened and took a step back.

You have learned [Warmth of the Verdant Soul]!

"Your turn, Syphus," he said softly. He didn't take his eyes away from Angus's soul, now glowing a faint green. Syphus rolled up beside him with a nod.
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  Cale held his breath as the Gift did its work. He'd been a little wary about evolving [Taunt] for obvious reasons—he couldn't imagine many evolutions of the spell that wouldn't involve driving someone into a berserker rage, and even tangential evolutions seemed likely to touch too close to emotional mind control for his liking. 

His reservations with mind control didn't really extend to people that were already under a compulsion, though. Even outside of the fact that he needed a true demonstration of the Red Knight's capabilities to break the hold of whatever twentieth-tier spell was messing with his memories, the one weakness of compulsion magic was often memory and emotion. The two were inextricably linked, which meant a strong burst of emotion could often restore a target's memories, and vice versa.

Of course, the amount of power the Red Knight held and the fact that he was especially vulnerable in the realm overlap meant this was still a dangerous choice. If he was right about Vesuvius's spell evolution being a hint, though, then the Gift would give him something that wouldn't cause too much damage. Hopefully.

He didn't even know how much mana to put into the spell, which might be a problem. Considering what he was fighting, though, he figured it was best to try more mana rather than less.

Mana overload detected! Attempting to compensate...

Adjusting spell construct...

[Taunt] has evolved into [Karmic Upheaval]!

Cale frowned. A karmic spell? Spells weren't supposed to be able to affect karma. As far as he knew, there was no karmic aspect, though it was certainly possible it was just too rare for him to have encountered before. He glanced at the spell description to prepare himself for what was no doubt going to be another disaster.

[Karmic Upheaval, Level 1] [Tenth Tier (Unique), Active] [1.0e29 Mana]

Cause the karmic lines attached to an entity's existence to resonate. This will forcibly and instantaneously create a moment of karmic backlash, which may have unpredictable widespread effects.

In addition, the target of the spell will relive a random memory of karmic significance. Memories associated with the caster's own karmic significance will be prioritized.

This spell may be less effective if the target is unfamiliar with you.

This spell may cause elements of the target memory to manifest. Depending on the manifestation, it may also cause the target entity to experience strong emotional whiplash.

This spell may cost additional mana proportional to the strength of the karmic tangle between caster and target.

Cale would later be embarrassed that his first reaction to the spell description was relief. He had never met the Red Knight before, after all, and so it was unlikely that the spell would have as large an impact as he'd feared.

That was his first thought. His second thought was remembering that he was, in fact, attempting to break a twentieth-tier memory spell that had erased his memory of the Red Knight. And that the Red Knight instinctively imbued its spells with what felt like a fragment of a broken Law, which meant that he almost certainly had known it, at some point.

Worse, he recognized the spells it used, which meant they'd fought before. [Zero Blade] and [Sundagger Comets] were not spells any mage he knew of could cast; his memories of them sat in a vacuum, precisely as though he'd only learned about them through a fight, then had the memory of that fight ripped out of him.

"Well," Cale said. "There were worse spells that could have turned into. I was kind of worried I was going to throw you into some kind of berserker rage."

"It seems impractical to cast spells without knowing what their effects will be," the Red Knight pointed out. It was eyeing him warily—it knew that whatever spell he cast was already taking effect, from the storm of mana gathering around them. It just couldn't counter until the spell actually took shape.

"That's probably true," Cale admitted. "Too late to try a different strategy, though. You might want to prepare yourself."

He was going to have to prepare himself, too. The spell description had mentioned that it would trigger a moment of karmic backlash, and that usually meant something was going to happen to him or the people he loved. There were ways to minimize the impact of it, and all the actions he'd taken so far would hopefully have some mitigating effect... but he couldn't be sure.

Not that he had time to worry about it, because before he could even give it another moment's thought, the gathering spell pulled an enormous amount of additional mana out of him.





The Red Commander flicked the remaining blood off his palms with a satisfied grunt. A good killing spree always helped tame the aggression that otherwise raged unchecked inside him; with how his plans kept moving about on him of late, he'd needed the stress relief. No one would miss this little out-of-nowhere town, and he could always blame it on a wild mage when it was discovered. They had plenty of prisoners to be turned into one.

"Lifsauhn," the Commander said. His assistant scurried up to him, barely sparing a glance for the slaughter, which was the way he preferred his subordinates. He'd put the poor man in a bit of an awkward position, when he granted him that personal assistant status. Lifsauhn was technically still a low-rank Hunter, and any of the commanding officers in his army could order him around. His position as the Commander's assistant didn't change that, mostly because the Commander saw no reason to protect him.

But the position still came with its advantages, so long as one could tolerate his appetites. Access to the Red Hunter treasury, for one thing, and command over any of the four Sentinels besides. Sure, he'd been upset when he learned Lifsauhn had sent out the Red Knight, but he'd gotten over it in short order. He only cut off a single one of Lifsauhn's limbs as punishment, and he'd even gone to great lengths to restore it after. Lifsauhn, of course, had been appropriately grateful.

"Sir?" Lifsauhn said. The Commander tilted his head as though examining a particularly interesting insect, having forgotten he'd only just called the man over.

"See to it that the locals get the news of a wild magic confluence," the Commander said after a moment. "Have your pick of our prisoners and construct a reasonable story. I assume you know what to do."

"Yes, sir," Lifsauhn said, bowing deeply.

Then the Red Commander frowned suddenly, reaching out to snag him by the cloak before he could scurry off again. The dwarf let out a startled squeak as he was lifted bodily into the air.

"Now, now," the Commander said, his tone thoughtful. "I didn't say to do it now. We're not done just yet."

"We're not?" Lifsauhn asked, looking around. It was clear what he was thinking—there was nothing left of the village, so they were very clearly done, weren't they? "I don't understand."

"I will admit, I thought we were, too." The Commander clicked his tongue, dropping Lifsauhn onto the blood-soaked dirt. The dwarf scrambled back up to his feet. "Fascinating. Tell me, assistant—where are we?"

Lifsauhn straightened, slightly put off by the sudden question but sensing an opportunity to learn. "We're in the eastern region of Aersheld, sir," he said, only barely keeping all that nervous tension out of his voice. He was making an admirable effort to sound calm and analytical in spite of it. "In a village called Idefel. The closest location of interest for the Red Hunters would be the Watchful Hive. Is that where you plan to head next, sir?"

"A good guess, but no." The Red Commander cocked his head again, as if listening to a sound only he could hear, then took a few squelching steps through the mud, checking if the dirt had enough blood soaked into it. "I bring it up because Aersheld is a fascinating example of a karmic void. All that divine worship from the local kingdom Thyrahl scours the karmic lines here clean, you see."

"Sir?" Lifsauhn asked, confused. "I don't understand."

"I don't expect you to." The Commander gave his assistant a benevolent smile, which made the dwarf flinch back, for reasons unknown to him. "Suffice to say it occupies a rather unusual position as the bastion against the movements of the Dark Lord. Speaking of which, we have sent our envoy out to speak with him, have we not?"

"Yes, sir," Lifsauhn said hurriedly. "I sent them out as soon as we discovered his interference."

"Good, good," the Red Commander said. He looked into the sky for a moment, staring at lines only he could see, then spoke again. "We have suffered an odd number of setbacks of late. Would you say any observable pattern has emerged, assistant?"

The dwarf's brows furrowed together as he thought. "I do not believe so, sir. We would have traced it by now if there were. Red Hunter interests across Ercryst, Illwyld, and Aersheld have all faced setbacks. The most significant one would be in Illwyld, given what happened with the team we planted at Haelforge. We're still working on finding out what happened there—we believe our Observers were somehow compromised, and while we had a few sympathetic ears at the academy, they had yet to commit to working with us. After their professors discovered our subterfuge, they are proving far more reticent in sharing what they know."

"As expected," the Red Commander said with a distracted nod. "You are correct. It is difficult to identify a pattern, despite the information advantage we should have. Strange, is it not?"

"It is difficult to believe, sir," Lifsauhn admitted.

"A number of our agents have failed to report to us as well," the Red Commander noted. "Sneaks-In-Darkness from the Brightscale Academy, for instance. I recall her being rather eager to move forward in her position with us. It's strange she hasn't reported back, is it not?"

Lifsauhn hesitated for a moment. "I don't think so, sir," he said carefully. "She doesn't make a report unless she has something that makes her look good. Given that it appears our plan with the shimmerdust failed, she must be coming up with an alternative before she makes her report."

The Red Commander let out a low chuckle. "That does sound like behavior we could expect of her," he said. "And yet, her absence stands out to me."

"With respect, sir, Sneaks-In-Dust is rarely reliable," Lifsauhn said. "She has done this before."

"You believe nothing unusual is happening at Brightscale Academy, then?" the Red Commander asked, turning a discerning gaze onto his assistant. Lifsauhn froze.

"I, uh, I didn't say that," the dwarf said nervously. "I just don't think what's happening there is any more unusual than any of the other failures or setbacks we have dealt with. Sir. Our Hunters have never been particularly stringent with our reporting requirements, especially given the network of Observers keeping an eye on their actions at all times, and many of our lesser plans don't come to fruition as we expect. That's the whole reason we have so many of them, isn't it?"

The Red Commander said nothing for a long moment. He allowed Lifsauhn to look increasingly nervous for a good thirty seconds and took his time pacing slowly through the dirt.

Then he laughed, and a flash of relief crossed Lifsauhn's face. "This is why you are my favorite," the Red Commander said, petting the dwarf fondly on the head. Lifsauhn trailed stupidly after him, barely looking at the carnage he'd wrought on the village. "You may be a coward and a fool, but you speak your mind, even when you fear retribution. It is an admirable trait."

"Thank you, sir."

"Was that a compliment?" the Red Commander asked, allowing a sliver of ice to slip into his voice. Beside him, Lifsauhn froze in place, and rightfully so—a misstep when the Commander was in one of his moods had caused more powerful mages to lose their heads. "Perhaps I wish to be surrounded by sycophants who simply agree with everything I say."

"T-then you should not have made me your assistant, sir," Lifsauhn said.

The Red Commander laughed again at that, his posture loosening. "Right you are," he agreed. "You are correct: that the plan at Brightscale Academy has failed is not of particular interest. Yet I find myself suddenly interested in what happens there. Why do you suppose that is?"

"I don't know, sir," Lifsauhn said, and then, clearly still nervous, blurted: "Are you thinking of replacing me, sir?"

The Red Commander chuckled. "No," he said, a strange sort of fondness in his voice. "You are not replaceable, dear Lifsauhn. Do not worry. I was simply making sure you hadn't changed. Now, please focus: are you certain you have no idea why I might consider Brightscale Academy to be an anomaly?"

"I don't, sir," Lifsauhn said, looking relieved.

"Neither do I," the Commander said, his eyes gleaming with interest. "The thought occurred to me rather out of the blue, and believe me when I say this does not usually happen for me. Very few things can cause such a shift. Would you like to know what one of those things is?"

"Yes, sir."

"Karma," the Red Commander said, sweeping his arms out in a grand gesture to the decimated village surrounding them. He reached down to trail a claw through the mud, admiring the taint of blood heavy within it. "That which surrounds and links us all, and nudges events in small unnoticeable ways. Only those most sensitive to its workings might be able to tell when it has had an effect. Within the karmic void of Aersheld, it becomes even more impossible. I should not be able to sense anything short of a true karmic shockwave."

"But you did sense it, sir?" Lifsauhn asked with admiration in his voice. The Red Commander gave him an indulgent smile.

"I did," he said. "I am quite well-attuned with how I think, and I have been on the alert besides. To have a dark lord as an enemy is to watch for even the smallest impulses, for they can pull the strings of karma greater than most. An impulse to destroy the Brightscale Academy is unusual, even for me; it would cause too many complications with our alliance and position in Orstrahl. Thus, I am forced to wonder why the dark lord might conspire to force my attention there..."

The Red Commander trailed off, then turned his attention to Lifsauhn. "Would you like to learn a new spell, assistant?" he asked lightly.

Lifsauhn's eyes went wide. "Yes, sir!"

"Very good." The Red Commander straightened. "I will be performing a blood ritual to investigate this. Pay close attention, assistant; this is a magic not of this realm. Very few are aware it is even possible."

Lifsauhn nodded eagerly, and the Red Commander set to work.

Without the magic the Gift had granted him, he wouldn't have the spells he needed to conduct a ritual of this scale in time. A karmic revelation ritual like the one he was about to perform required the earth to be utterly soaked in blood. It was, as far as he knew, the only means by which a mage could access those otherwise sealed aspects of magic.

The fact that he'd already slaughtered this village helped, but one village simply didn't contain blood in the quantities he needed. Fortunately, that was where the Gift's magic came in—as much as the Gift had resisted giving him this spell, it couldn't avoid performing its core function. That was the disadvantage of powerful, realm-spanning constructs like that. They simply didn't have the ability to be discretionary.

Some time ago, he had been able to force the Gift to create a new, unique spell precisely for circumstances like this. [Echo of Slaughter] was a variant of a necromantic spell that allowed him to bring back everyone he'd recently killed to a stunted sort of life, restoring their bodies but not their minds or their souls. It was a quick and easy way to vent some frustration, but it also happened to be the perfect spell for fueling many kinds of blood magic.

All he needed to do was kill everyone again and again until the village grounds were soaked in a sufficient quantity of blood.

Lifsauhn watched the entire time with that eerie fascination he always had with everything the Red Commander did, with not a word of protest nor even a flicker of disgust. It was one of the reasons he appreciated his assistant so much—Lifsauhn didn't scream as much as any of his previous ones did.

Though it was far from the only reason. Most of the other Hunters would have turned on him if he ever revealed his true self, but Lifsauhn had instead become strangely obsessed with it. The Red Commander had noticed that darkness within the dwarf early on and deemed it a useful trait to be cultivated. It made him far more valuable than any of the others that served him, no matter their strength.

In the times to come, the Red Commander knew, Lifsauhn would be perfect. Perhaps even necessary. He was already indispensible, too important to be actually killed or wasted on some blood ritual. The Commander was vaguely aware that his assistant didn't actually think of himself that way—he thought he was disposable, and seemed to take a twisted sort of enjoyment in the fact—but he was wrong.

His soul was malleable. The obsessiveness with which he followed the Commander had caused his karmic lines to tangle irreversibly with the Commander's. That made him important.

The Commander, of course, saw no reason to actually explain any of this to Lifsauhn.

Once the ritual grounds were sufficiently prepared, the Red Commander took his time drawing a large circle into the mud. Lifsauhn followed after him, careful not to step on the circle but still trotting along as if the stench around them hadn't grown intolerably coppery and metallic.

"What do you know of karma, assistant?" the Red Commander asked.

Lifsauhn frowned in thought, then shook his head. "Nothing, sir," he admitted. "It wasn't part of my education."

"It wouldn't be," the Commander said, still drawing out his circle. "But it is a retributive force present across the Great Realms."

"And something about it changed just now?"

"Any sufficiently powerful being causes karma to bend toward them," the Commander explained as he worked. This particular ritual was an intricate one that required a great deal of focus, but he could spare enough to explain the relatively simple mechanics of this. "When that being is killed, that karma is released in a ripple effect all throughout their karmic lines, mostly unpredictably. You have to be careful about it, though. If you knowingly kill someone before they reach their full potential, all that karmic power that would have been theirs blows back. We call this karmic backlash."

"Is that why no one has killed the dark lord, sir?" Lifsauhn asked. "I know there are mages that should be capable of it."

"Correct," the Red Commander said. "No one wants karmic backlash. Not even me, and you know what I like. Of course, the dark lord's interference in our plans has changed those mathematics, but I have taken steps to reduce the potential backlash. We made contact with the churches of Aersheld, have we not?"

"We have, sir, with your instructions. They will accelerate their prayers. I assume this is related to the karmic void you mentioned." Lifsauhn finally spared the slaughtered village a glance. He stared at the bodies scattered carelessly in the dirt, their blood still soaking down as a secondary spell—[Everlasting Hemmorhage]—ensured the bleeding continued. There was no disgust in his eyes, though, just a sort of distant wonder at the feats his Commander was capable of.

"Indeed it is," the Commander said approvingly. "So. Karmic backlash. I'm sure you have some idea of why I want to avoid it by now."

"It's bad, sir?" the dwarf asked.

"Oh, yes," the Red Commander said. "If you shatter the karmic lines, then fate itself does its best to make sure your every plan fails spectacularly. I had to learn that lesson personally, so I've become attuned to the workings of fate. And now we have a true karmic shockwave, most likely triggered by the dark lord himself."

"What does that mean for us, sir?"

"It means opportunity, assistant." There was a gleam in the Red Commander's eyes. "It means that I can use this ritual to trace every karmic working and consequence and Utelia."

He finished drawing the last part of his circle, then stabbed a curved dagger into the center of his palm, adding his own blood to the mixture in the dirt. The entire diagram began to glow with a sickly yellow-green. The Commander felt the Gift resisting for a moment. It always did, when he tried a working like this, just like it tried to avoid giving him those slaughtering spells.

But it was in its nature to provide. It wouldn't be able to stop itself.

...The Red Commander frowned. It was taking longer than usual.

That wasn't possible. The Gift had never been able to resist one of his workings before. To fight against its nature, it would have to burn vast amounts of precious mana, and he had studied it enough to know it operated a tight ship—it didn't have spare mana to burn just to resist its own divine mandate, let alone the amount it would need to resist a spell like this.

And yet, instead of casting, the yellow-green glow from his ritual was slowly fading instead. The Red Commander stared at the spell that should have confirmed his suspicions, his mind racing while Lifsauhn stared at him.

Then he began to laugh.

"Oh," he said, gleeful. "Oh, you've played your hand, little Gift. He's here, isn't he?"

"Who is?" Lifsauhn asked curiously. The Red Commander turned a fierce grin on his assistant—one so wild that even the dwarf stepped back, his eyes wide, though the Commander neither noticed nor cared.

His laughter turned into outright cackling, even as the realm itself began to react to the atrocities he'd committed. A Greater Indictment was being summoned to punish him, it seemed. He could sense the power gathering. But what did that matter, in light of who was here?

"Yggdrasil's End," the Red Commander answered, his eyes gleaming in delight.
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  The Red Knight felt a foreign magic seize hold of its very existence like the hand of a god attempting to shake something loose. The spell Cale was using was like no spell it could remember seeing—there was nothing of substance for it to block or cut or dodge. It couldn't remember the last time it had encountered a spell like that. Even most instantaneous spells operated through invisible causal lines that it could see. It was one of the reasons the Red Knight was so hard to fight.

But there was no defending against the spell Cale had cast. Instead, something it didn't even know was there began to respond. Magic buried deep within its body began to burn with no conscious will behind it, an automatic reaction, and it began to grow.

The Red Knight couldn't know this, of course, but a part of this was due to the control magic embedded in its body desperately attempting to stave off the effect of Cale's [Karmic Upheaval]. This happened sometimes, with sufficiently advanced control spells. If the target was hit by a spell that might break its subject free, then the control magic would force a series of uncontrollable mutations onto its subject, both as a sort of dead man's switch and as an attempt to forcibly alter its subject so much that whatever magic attempting to break it free no longer recognized it as a valid target.

Unfortunately for the control spell, [Karmic Upheaval] identified its target by karmic signature rather than physical form, so even that last resort didn't work.

Not that the spell could know that. Karmic magic snapped tight around the Red Knight, and the control magic within responded, pouring into its body as pulses of red-black power. It roared in response, staggering forward, slamming a suddenly-enlarged fist into the grasslands with enough force to make the ground beneath crack.

Cale jumped nimbly out of the way, his expression slightly worried as the knight stumbled farther toward him, mutated changes rippling through its torso. Its armor expanded first, gaining enough weight to slam it down, and then the shadowy flesh within grew to fill the gaps.

What appeared to be broken glass shot out like bullets as a ripple of magic passed through, triggering another shift in size. It slammed its other hand into the ground and snarled as that hand caught up with the rest of its body, then fell forward on too-small legs. It tried to get up, then almost tripped again when the legs followed suit. Cale's expression turned suddenly awkward, and the Red Knight found itself with the strangest impression that the human wanted to help it get up.

He couldn't have, even if he'd actually wanted to. The Red Knight was three times the size of a regular human by now and still growing. It had no ability to see what was happening to it, but in an odd way, the control magic was mixing with the karmic spell in a way that was almost healing. The massive shift in size straightened out what were dented plates of armor and realigned limbs that had been shifted out of place by those shards of glass.

It was a symptom of the control magic failing beneath the strength of the karmic resonance now pouring through it. A memory was trying to manifest, and part of that memory was an idea of what the Red Knight was supposed to look like. What it was supposed to be.

And as the last vestiges of that control magic broke, the karmic spell that was now surging it pulsed, yanking the Red Knight up into the air like a puppet. For a moment, its karmic lines became visible just from the sheer density of magic surging into them. They showed up as a network of countless pink, tangled lines extruding out from its chest and spiraling up into the sky like something between a web and a motionless hurricane. Most disappeared out through the membrane between realms, connected with other realms and other beings.

Most, but not all. A significant fraction of those threads twisted out of the spiral and connected instead to a certain Cale Cadwell Cobbs. The next flare of magic—the upheaval—made that particular set of threads blaze bright with energy, and in the light produced, a twentieth-tier spell grew visible. It appeared as something like a network of dark green threads hidden as a layer underpinning reality itself, and something about it felt deeply, painfully wrong.

That magic, after all, had been trying to suppress the truth of the Red Knight's entire existence ever since it had been cast.

When the karmic spell surged a third time, it tore a hole straight through those dark green lines for Cale and the Red Knight both. Through that hole, the memory that had been trying to manifest could finally coalesce.

A friendly dance between titans, with the stars themselves held in wager. The Icon of Battle stands across from a human that wields impossible power. Both of them wear savage grins, despite the severity of the situation. The ongoing war weighs heavily on them both, but if they must train, then they will take what joy they can. No one begrudges this of them.

The decision has been made, and the Monoliths agree it must be done. Those that gather now are those most reluctant to take on this duty, for only they can be trusted with its task.

Yggdrasil must not be allowed to bear fruit. The prophesized Collapse cannot be allowed to see its end, for what should have been a moment of joy has instead turned into endless war.

The Leviathan awaits, for now the mere size of a planet. Soon, she will be critical to maintaining the Great Realms. The Arrow of Time rests nearby with a number of others, having expended much of her power to buy them this precious bubble of time through which they can train and prepare themselves for the final push. For Yggdrasil is defended by a host of corrupted Monoliths, and the fight to get there will not be easy.

The Source of Vitality watches nearby, an ostensibly impartial judge and there to offer his power should anything go wrong. His motives are plain, but the Icon of Battle does not begrudge him this.

"You are ready?" the Icon of Battle asks. There's a rumble of anticipation in its voice, and it doesn't bother to hide it.

"As I'll ever be," Cale says. "You know, Icon, it's weird we still like these practice battles. Considering we're doing all this to stop a war."

"A duel is battle at its purest," Icon says. "What the realms face is a war that has long since left such battles behind. We are remembering what it was like to fight when the purpose was not to cause untold devastation. And it will be necessary when we take the battle to Yggdrasil. We cannot afford to wait for another one of your reincarnations to grow."

Cale smiles. "You have a way with words, for someone who literally represents battle."

Icon makes a grumbling noise at this accusation, though it's heard those words too many times now to be offended. "I do not represent battle. I am the Law of Arbitration."

"You go by Icon of Battle and you told me you literally made two of the universe's fundamental forces duel to see which one gets to be called the strong force."

"Yes, well. As I said. A duel is battle at its purest. I like them."

"I know." Cale laughs. "So do I. Go on, come at me."

The Red Knight launched itself toward Cale, locked within the memory now playing out in its mind; its armor was wrapped in thin lines of karmic light. Lost in the grasp of a memory, it could do nothing except play out what had happened, beat for beat. Even the spells it cast were more manifestations than anything cast with intent. It had, after all, long forgotten how to cast any of these spells.

Yet caught within this memory, the spell it first cast activated anyway. [Worldcutter Discs] blazed into existence, each one strong enough to cut through a realm and more. The Red Knight saw Cale's eyes narrowing in recognition as he stared at the incoming spell. Each disc wove complicated, fractal patterns as they cut their way toward him, leaving echoes of Utelia bleeding through into the pocket realm.

Even throughout all this, the Red Knight did its best to maneuver its blades carefully away from the false image of the world tree, where Cale's apprentices were working. It was a subconscious act more than anything else, but its promise still held strong for it.

Of course, the true threat of the [Worldcutter Discs] had less to do with where they were aimed and more to do with the danger they posed to the realm itself. Without the karmic memory resonating within it, the Red Knight would never have considered casting it—the spell was designed to cut through the membrane of the realm itself. In a pocket realm, where that membrane was thin, there was a risk that the spell would sever that realm from Utelia entirely.

And if that happened, there was no guarantee the realm or any of those trapped within it would stay intact. They would be adrift in the Abyss, and more likely than not, slowly dissolve into it.

In that moment lost to time, Cale grins at the reality-cutting blades slicing through the air toward him. The blazing circles of mana cut so deep into their training realm that they leave a trail of day, tearing open through the middle of the night; over in the corner, the Arrow of Time makes a disgruntled noise as she traces their path with her eyes.

Cale, of course, is traditionally unaffected. He offers his trademark grin instead. "Really? This spell again?" he asks. He conjures a slow, ponderous wedge of a barrier packed with enough mana to make the space and time fuzz at the edges, and though the discs cut slightly into its bulk, they eventually slide off to the side, embedding themselves into the Law-reinforced ground.

"Come on, Icon," he says. "Show me something new."

The problem was that Cale of the present couldn't rely on his barriers. He made an attempt, but trapped in the realm overlap as they were, his thick barriers only slowed down the discs.

It was enough to buy him time, though. He poured mana into yet another spell through the Gift, and after a moment, powerful pillars of what appeared to be pure entropy spiked through the ground and slammed into each of its discs. The discs turned black on contact, then shattered and flaked into ash.

The Red Knight was impressed, but it could make no comment on what Cale had done. It remained caught in the momentum of this memory of battle, and in that memory, it was preparing its next spell.

The Icon of Battle moves into the next step of the dance. The now-useless discs dissolve, and battle calls for something new, so it sings out a songspell even as it draws a blade and charges. Mist floods into the arena.

"I was never expecting to beat you with a single spell, of course," Icon responds, smiling. "But you are well aware of that."

"This is new," Cale says, eyeing the mist warily as it obscures his vision. He attempts to wave it away with a barrier, but the mist reacts neither to wind nor mana; it is pure potential, magic converted to possibility. Within that mist, Icon is everywhere and nowhere.

The Red Knight's [Fog of War] bubbled through the dirt, flooding the grasslands around Cale in a tight circle even as those celestial forges dissipated. The Red Knight didn't mind that the discs had been forcibly dispelled—it was, after all, just a part of the dance still playing out. It focused instead on the new spell and the control it brought.

[Fog of War] created a domain within its control, and within it, the Red Knight could conjure spectral warriors. Manifestations of its own possibility, technically speaking. The spectral nature of the spell rendered it immaterial, capable of bypassing most barriers and the majority of mortal defenses. This spell had once been created to end entire wars in an instant, to disable whole armies, if it so chose.

Yet it could feel the human fighting back, even as a half-dozen masters of the blade pressed their advance. When the fog faded, it found Cale still standing, though he was disheveled and out of breath. He held a sword in trembling hands, but hadn't escaped unscathed—his clothes were bloodied with cuts, some of them deep enough they might have been dangerous if not for the way he stuffed his own wounds with his magic. It didn't heal him, but it stemmed the flow of blood.

"Now that just isn't fair," Cale complained, but he was grinning. "Do you know how long it's been since I've fought with a sword?"

The memory of a response rose in the Red Knight, unbidden, and it spoke the same words it had so many eons ago.

"You cannot neglect your skills in battle," the Icon of Battle admonishes, its tone showing only a glimpse of playful teasing. "Your mana may make you impervious to most threats, but it does not make you truly invulnerable."

"Yeah, but I hate swords," Cale says.

"You have conquered worlds with a blade."

"That's exactly the problem!"

The Icon of Battle laughs, in spite of itself. "If you refuse to wield a blade again," it says, "then you must be able to hold your own against one, even when your barriers fail you. Be creative, if you must. I have seen the tricks your mind conjures, and I doubt you have shown a fraction of what you have planned. We both will need this, in the time to come."

The Red Knight conjured its [Zero Blade] once more, and this time, it let more of its mana pour into the construct. It was a function of the spell that even the few divines that learned it could not unlock—even if they knew it was possible, they simply didn't have the mana to accomplish it.

Spell evolution was difficult to pull off at the best of times, especially with a spell that had already been conjured. [Zero Blade] was remarkable in that it could only be evolved after it had been conjured, with each torrent of mana pushing it into its next stage. Its first form alone was not unlike a seed had to be nurtured into greater and greater forms, and at its zenith...

Well, at its zenith was the form that Cale would soon need, but they weren't here to think about that today. None of them could manage to push it there yet, anyway, even with all the strength they had gained as the Planar War raged.

The [Zero Blade] became [The First Edge], and the Red Knight struck.

Cale grins as the sword went straight through him. The Icon nearly drops its new weapon in shock, but the human appears entirely unarmed. "I might have a few tricks," he admits, as a sword meant to cut reality itself simply slides through him untouched. "Did you know if you push enough mana into it, you can convince the world you don't exist? Just for a couple of seconds, but it's a really useful trick."

From the edge of the arena, the Source of Vitality buries his face in his hands. "Don't scare me like that," he says. "I thought I was going to have to resurrect you again. You know how much that sucks, right?"

"I do seem to remember a lot of sucking."

"That was—" The Source of Vitality colors and coughs. "That was after, and irrelevant!"

"I dunno. Super relevant, if you ask me."

"Are you two done?" the Icon asks, although it finds itself amused. "I hope you know simply dodging the blade is insufficient to defeat me."

"Of course it is," Cale says. "But you're the Icon of Battle, so participating in the fight is just going to make you stronger, isn't it? My greatest weapon is awkward banter."

"That is not how that works," the Icon protests, although the human is technically correct. Technically. For the purposes of a spar, it is a patently absurd point to make.

"Sure it is," Cale says. He pulls a hand out of his pocket, flicking a small golden octahedron brimming with power into the air. "Just watch."

The Red Knight found itself flinching backward, more from the memory of what Cale had done than what he actually did in that moment. Memory-Cale possessed artifacts beyond comprehension, forged within the pressures found only at the base of the river of souls. That version of him had chosen to end the Planar War desperately fighting to defend what was being slowly destroyed, no matter the cost, and his friends—of which the Icon of Battle was one—stood by that decision. They knew it had to end.

But the current Cale had only just stepped foot on Utelia, and his last universe had been barren and dying. He had no such power with him now, only the strength of the Gift and eons of knowledge.

The Icon of Battle knew better than to underestimate that knowledge. It remembered, now, but there were threads of that compulsion still hanging down over it, tangled in its soul. They would have to complete this memory to shatter it completely.

Yet Cale's hands were still in his pockets, and he repeated his casting of that fire-element spell, conjuring massive tongues of flame that sought to capture and restrain it. Even with the emotional component of that spell, they both knew it wouldn't be enough to free it, let alone stop the power of [The First Edge].

What was Cale up to?





Cale was remembering the same things the Red Knight was remembering, at roughly the same time, so it was easy enough to step into his own role in the memories. The problem was that he really didn't have the same tools he had back then—at that point in time, he had accumulated quite a number of magical tools, all for the explicit purpose of the task ahead of them.

That octahedron had been built by one of his favorite artificers. It was known as the Reforging Die, and had the remarkable ability to latch on to any weapon and change it into any other weapon, depending on the face it landed on. Cale had used it to reforge [The First Edge] into a garden rake, and while it had been an exceptionally deadly garden rake, it was still enough to throw the Icon of Battle off enough for him to win.

The fact that he'd forgotten it all infuriated him. It was one of the few good memories he had of the time. They had been training, yes—preparing for the battle soon to come, knowing not all of them would survive—but it had still been the final moment of real peace he had with all his friends at the time. They knew they wouldn't come out of the battle for Yggdrasil the same, even if everything went according to plan.

And they knew exactly how likely it was that everything would go according to plan.

Cale sighed. Without the Reforging Die or the use of his barriers, he needed to find a different way to end this fight.

Perhaps the Gift would have something for him. Even if there were cooldown restrictions on evolving a spell he had already evolved, there were no restrictions on the new spell he obtained.

So he cast a spell twice. Once as a distraction, and the second one with even more mana, pouring into it.

A double evolution.

Mana overload detected! Attempting to compensate...

Adjusting spell construct...

[Ten Tongues of Vesuvius] has evolved into [Tempered Forge of Hephaestus]!

[Tempered Forge of Hephaestus, Level 1] [Fifteenth Tier (Unique), Active] [1.0e37 Mana]

Call into existence the forge of Hephaestus and its master to modify any blade. Note that this spell will call forth a named mythology with the commensurate consequences; it does not provide control over the mythology in question.

Another fiery aperture opened, but this time, a celestial forge poured out in a burst of lava. The Red Knight tried to arrest its movement, to no avail; Hephaestus caught [The First Edge] with ease, gave it a contemptuous look, and struck it a single time with his hammer. That strike reforged the spell instantaneously into a massive, overwrought javelin so heavy on one end that it stabbed into the ground, and the Red Knight struggled for a moment to pull it free.

Then it stopped, bowing its head. "I yield," it said warily, staring between Cale and Hephaestus. Cale was mostly eyeing Hephaestus, not quite sure what to make of his magic summoning a named mythology, of all things. That was yet another thing that should have been impossible.

"I do believe I asked to never see you again," Hephaestus said idly. He didn't sound too upset about it. He hadn't even gotten up from the wheelchair he sat in, and he was twirling his hammer around, looking between Cale and the Red Knight.

"In my defense," Cale said. "It was an accident."

Hephaestus rolled his eyes. "I should have let the sword hit you."

Cale made a grumbling noise. "What happened last time was not my fault, and you know it. Besides, haven't you been looking for me? I'm pretty sure you've been looking for me."

Hephaestus gave him a flat look. "Which means you were avoiding me on purpose?"

"...I plead the Fifth."

"You don't even know what that means."

The Red Knight cleared its throat, finally free of the compulsion tangled on its soul. It took a step forward before its expression twisted with something urgent, like it had remembered something and was now suddenly alarmed. "Cale," it said, reaching out.

Then it collapsed flat on its face into the grass.

"That doesn't seem good," Hephaestus observed.
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  In retrospect, Cale thought he should have known something like this was coming, considering how many named mythologies had shown up in his newer spell evolutions. He'd been hoping it was just a coincidence, but clearly, it hadn't been.

This was something that tended to happen whenever the Named were paying attention. Not like this, necessarily, since other realms didn't exactly have the Gift, but even the weight of their attention had an impact on magic and how it functioned.

The fact that he'd gotten a spell that outright summoned one of the Named staggered him, though. The Named could make an appearance every now and then—his own history with Hephaestus and several of the other Named proved that—but only in very limited circumstances, and there were no rituals or spells he knew of that could summon them like this. They could manifest if and when the conditions were right, and no mage could just replicate those circumstances at a whim.

Except him now, apparently. For all the good that did him. It was likely to be more trouble than it was worth.

For one thing, his relationship with Hephaestus was complicated. The god of blacksmiths was as likely to help as he was to mess with him just because he could. For another, now that he'd summoned the guy, Cale had no doubt that it was only a matter of time before the others learned he could. He'd be surprised if the rest of the Named didn't know already.

And that was a problem.

Because there were rules. The Named were practically defined by those rules, in that they were incapable of taking action outside of them; if they weren't, they would have run rampant across the realms a long time ago. The stability of the Great Realms meant very little to them, and their power allowed them to ignore any of the restrictions otherwise placed by the nature of magic or the realms.

It was a tradeoff. Their impossible power came at the price of an impossible existence: as far as the Great Realms were concerned, the majority of the Named simply did not exist. They were instead a wellspring of potential—each of the Named were a series of conflicting myths, with no set origin—connected to each of the Realms, and they were able to act only when circumstances allowed them to coalesce into something whole.

For that moment, they would have a set, determined history, a single origin plucked out of contradiction and paradox. For that moment, they had a mind and an identity.

But only for that moment. Afterward, they would dissolve again into raw potential. It was no surprise, then, that the Named chafed against what they saw as a form of imprisonment. Some of them accepted things as they were, certainly, but a larger fraction were desperate for any form of escape. A way to become permanent.

Cale had encountered the Named before, and he'd learned that he was something of a unique existence to them. When any one of the Named met him, they were able to persist for far longer than any of their usual manifestations. Hephaestus, for instance, had manifested before him when he was in the process of trying to seduce and convince the queen of a group of lava elementals not to go to war.

It had been a bit of an awkward interruption. Especially since Hephaestus kept refusing to leave.

In any case, it was bad enough that he was wanted by the Named for that particular trait of his. If they found out that he could also evolve spells that outright summoned them, meaning he could create spells that would force a manifestation, he would probably never hear the end of it.

As much as he would have loved to convince Hephaestus to keep this a secret, though, Cale was pretty sure it was a lost cause. Sisyphus was nearby and had likely already noticed; even if he hadn't, he was basically certain the other Named were already watching. Nosy little probability clouds that they were.

He had bigger concerns at the moment, anyway. Namely the Red Knight, who he now knew was the Icon of Battle.

Icon wasn't supposed to look like this.

The Icon of Battle he had known was made out of countless interlocking plates weaving over one another. Half those plates were made of calcified shadow, and the other shimmering light; they met at the center in an endless interplay, always seeking territory but never succeeding.

The Icon he was looking at now was, by contrast, oddly mortal-looking. Its armor had been repaired by the transformation [Karmic Upheaval] had forced on it, so it no longer looked like it was partially composed of shattered glass, but even without that it was so clearly, achingly vulnerable compared to what he remembered. This form was a mortal one, with all the limitations that went with it. It looked a lot like the mortal form that Icon could occasionally take, except...

Well, except Icon was bound to this form. Deeply.

A Monolith taking on a mortal form was nothing new. It was a necessity, if they wanted to visit any of the realms. None of them could bear the expression of a Monolith in its entirety. But those mortal forms were also necessarily temporary. They couldn't contain the full weight of a Monolith's existence any more than a realm could.

So how had someone managed to do this to Icon?

Its body was shrinking back into something more manageable, at least. As the effects of [Karmic Upheaval] faded and the haywire magic within Icon's body slowly came to a rest, it returned to what looked like a pristine version of the form it had taken in the beginning. The armor of a knight, its plating a deep blue with a golden trim. It was taller than Cale still, but not by much.

Cale hurried over the moment it shrank, kneeling by its side. Icon wasn't completely unconscious, but it was unable to move. Whatever magic had compelled it and kept it alive in its shattered state had also been supplying it with magic.

"I've seen something like this before, I think," he said after a moment, glancing up at Hephaestus. The Named was staring impassively down at the two of them, and Cale had the distinct impression that he was still trying to decide if he wanted to help them or make some absurd demand. Best to continue before he could come to a decision. "Puppetry magic. If a good puppeteer mage manages to find a body right on the verge of death, they can freeze the body in a sort of permanent stasis, preventing it from healing or dying."

"Puppetry magic should not be able to affect a Monolith," Hephaestus pointed out.

"Not one that's in their true form," Cale agreed. "But if they find a Monolith in a mortal body right before the mortal body dies..."

"It would still take an absurd feat of mortal magic." Hephaestus sniffed. "The soul manipulation required alone is a tier above what an archmage should be capable of."

Cale was silent for a moment. "I'm not convinced whoever did this was mortal," he said quietly.

Hephaestus grunted, but didn't disagree, and Cale continued by closing his eyes and running his mana sense over Icon's prone body. Hephaestus was right, he found. This required a feat of soul engineering that was far beyond any of the liches Cale had ever known. Icon's soul had been carefully anchored a set distance away from its mortal body. Near enough that it was still technically present, but not so much that it completely filled the vessel.

Instead, whoever had done this had intentionally left just enough space for a different, artificial soul to be implanted in its place. That soul wasn't a true soul, and instead acted as a filter—a "mind" for the otherwise overwhelming presence of the Monolith behind it, one that could be made perfectly obedient to the spellcaster's whims.

That underlying soul-engineering spell was still present, as far as Cale could tell. [Karmic Upheaval] had been able to destroy the artificial soul, given it acted essentially as a form of control, but it couldn't replace it with a different one. And that meant there was now just a void inside of Icon where a soul should have been.

Which explained its inability to move, but didn't give him any solutions. Cale couldn't just destroy it, even if he wanted to; Icon was already only tenuously attached to its mortal vessel, and the Law of Arbitration he upheld was still severely damaged, kept in stasis by a puppeteering spell. If he dispelled it, he risked damaging the Law further and losing Icon entirely, and if he increased the strength of the anchor, the mortal vessel would eventually expire to the same result.

To say that Cale was angry would be an understatement, but he tried desperately to keep it under control for Icon's sake.

"Cale..." Icon whispered. There was something important it wanted to tell him, judging from its expression, but it was struggling to even speak. Cale shook his head.

"Stop. You'll break your vessel," he said. "I'm going to fix this. Just... give me a moment. I need to think."

"That soul anchor is a problem," Hephaestus commented. Cale bit back his first response, which was to snap at the god—he did not need one of the Named on his back at the moment—and instead gave him a terse nod.

"It is," Cale said. "I don't suppose you can make him a replacement artificial soul?"

Hephaestus shot him a withering look. "Do I look like Psyche to you?" he growled.

Cale ignored him. It had been a long shot regardless, but he needed to help Icon. He couldn't lose another friend from the Planar War. Not when that friend was right in front of him.

He'd thought Icon was gone. Like Vital, Icon had gone missing during the Planar War, although he was less certain that Icon had died. The memory magic must have been cast in the interim between Yggdrasil's destruction and the Leviathan's twentieth-tier [Abyssal Suspension]. In the time the Great Realms were in chaos, the Monoliths had all been distracted, which was about the only time twentieth-tier magic like that could be cast without alerting all the Monoliths immediately.

Cale remembered searching for Icon, desperate to get it somewhere safe, but he'd been unable to find it before time ran out. After that, the world ended, and in all the lives he'd lived after he had no memory of Icon.

To think that his friend might have been stuck like this that entire time...

But that wasn't a productive line of thought. He needed solutions, and he needed them soon. The gap in Icon's vessel could be taken advantage of by pretty much any stray soul, or possibly even the original control spell if they left the tenuous safety of the realm overlap they were in. Cale held no illusions about the potential range of such magic. The planar boundary was protection, after a fashion, but it was limited.

Then he jolted. There was a potential solution here. It would solve two problems at once—their original plan had called for simply rescuing Angus's soul and allowing it to pass on peacefully, since they had no magic that could create a body for him, but—

"You have a solution," Hephaestus said, looking at him.

"Maybe," Cale said, pacing. He glanced at Icon, then at the shadow of Yggdrasil in the background. That wasn't even the real tree. He'd thought at first it was mocking him, but now, with a little more context...

Vital's here, too.

"I need to talk to everyone involved," he said abruptly. "Help me bring Icon to that tree? I could use the help."

Hephaestus narrowed his eyes at him, then gave him a curt nod. "You realize we'll have to talk about this later," he said, willing his chair over to Icon and picking the vessel up by his arms. He did it with an embarrassing amount of ease, while Cale found himself struggling with the weight of the legs.

"About what happened last time?" Cale grunted.

"About the fact that you just summoned one of us." Hephaestus's tone was grave. "You know what that means."

Cale hesitated, but he knew there was a good chance he'd still need the god's help. He nodded tersely. "Fine. Later."



Back before the fight between the two behemoths had finished, Syphus was working on putting Angus's soul back together.

The golem had to admit that it was frustrated, although it desperately didn't want to. Frustration didn't sit well with it. It was much easier to coast through life indifferent to most things besides sand and battle.

It had been ecstatic when they first came up with the plan, if mostly because it had been adamant that spell slime was obviously useful and it was now getting to prove the point to its friends. It had not, however, anticipated that it would end up missing what was very clearly the fight of the century in the process. Whatever else could be said about its proclivities, it really liked magical violence, and it was missing the greatest show of its life.

That didn't stop it from helping anyway. It had lived a long life, even if most of that life had served as nothing more than a rock being rolled up a hill by a very, very lonely man. It knew what it was like to have only a single purpose and be unable to move away from it, and it knew what it was like to have that purpose forced upon it.

Its relationship with its creator had not been healthy, at first, though it suspected no one would be surprised to know that. The first thing Sisyphus had learned to do was to imbue it with a consciousness, with the majority of the golem and construct-based magic coming later, after centuries of careful observation of mortal magic. That left it completely dependent on Sispyhus for any kind of stimulation and unable to act on its own.

As a result, Syphus was very aware of what it was like to be helpless. That vision it had witnessed—of Angus accomplishing something he had dreamed of his whole life, only to have it ripped away at the last moment and turned instead into a weapon against his own clan, forced to repeat the same pattern over and over—stirred a great deal more anger than it realized it was still capable of containing. It had endured Nala Whiteleaf's taunting without reaction, but this?

It had not been the first to step up to stop Cale from destroying the storm. At the time, it hadn't really cared what would happen to Angus. But now it was glad that Damien had thought to do so, and it was gladder still it could help.

...Even if Syphus was still upset about having to miss out on the fight. It had witnessed a few seconds of it before Damien had called it over, but even those few seconds had been awe-inspiring to witness. Fiery serpents called out into the air to fight some reality-shattering knight? That was the stuff of its dreams.

Ah well. It would just have to ask Cale to show off some of his new spells later. The small amount of the battle it witnessed was itself enough to give it some ideas; the incorporation of ritual spells, for instance, into the rhythm of the battle? That was inspired. If it learned more about rituals, it was certain it could incorporate that sort of magic into the firing of its spell cannon.

For now, it focused on channeling the Spark that Flia granted it into the undifferentiated transformation magic it had learned. Its left arm turned transparent, then began to melt, unable to hold the false transformation. Spell slime, in other words. A product most mages considered to be a failure.

In this case, however, it was made out of pure magic and imbued with the Spark, which meant it was tangible to the pieces of Angus's soul and could be used to help put it back together. It just needed to... well, actually do that.

Syphus stared awkwardly at the pile of soul fragments waiting for it.

"This might feel strange," Syphus said eventually, though it had no idea whether or not the lizardfolk could hear it. Could disembodied souls interact with the world around them? Angus hadn't been conscious of anything until Flia had intervened, as far as it knew. "Or it might be a little awkward. I guess let me know if you need me to stop?"

There was no response, which Syphus probably should have expected. It began slathering Spark-imbued spell slime all over Angus's soul and pressing the fragments together, though it had to find two pieces that fit first.

For anyone else, the task might have been difficult. Each soul fragment was uniquely shaped, influenced by scars and torn roughly apart. It was incredibly hard to tell if two fragments belonged to one another. Soul repair of this type did exist, as rare as it was, and Sisyphus whispered into its mind that most mages who tried something like this took multiple days to put all the pieces of the target soul back together.

Fortunately, Syphus was not most mages. It had centuries of experience putting broken rocks together, and as far as it was concerned, a soul was just a very funny type of rock.

It set itself to work.



Flia paused, briefly distracted from the battle outside when she glanced back at Syphus. The golem was putting the fragments together remarkably well. She could feel Angus slowly resolving into a single being, piece by piece.

"Were you always this good at puzzles?" she asked. She turned to Damien, Leo, and Kazza. "Has Syphus always been this good with puzzles?"

"What?" Leo asked, distracted. His eyes were glued to the fight, and he pushed up his glasses before jotting down a few more notes. Flia sighed, then turned expectantly to Damien. It took the dreadshade a moment before he realized Flia wanted an answer.

"Probably?" Damien offered up hesitantly. "We haven't known each other for that long. I'm glad, though. Angus has been like this for long enough."

"I guess you aren't wrong, there," Flia admitted.

She glanced at Kazza. Unlike the others, the lizardfolk hadn't turned to look at the massive battle outside. Instead he kept his gaze fixed on the soul fragments that had once been an elder of his clan. When he spoke, his words were quiet.

"I do not know your friend," he said. "But I am glad it is here."



Angus of the Golden Sands didn't know how much time passed before he became fully cognizant of his surroundings. The first thing he saw was what appeared to be a golem staring proudly at him, some sort of bizarre slime on its fingers while it patted him. Then his attention was dragged away by the door bursting open, followed by a tall, broad-shouldered man in a floating chair coming in and dragging an enormous suit of armor with him.

Something in the air seemed to change with his presence. It took Angus a moment to understand what it was. He'd seen it in a few of the legends he read about, tales of mythology come to life—tales of the Named, specifically. They were supposedly gods among gods, with motivations no mortal understood and a control of reality that defied all known magic.

What was one of the Named doing here?

And then before Angus could finish processing that, the golem met the eyes of the Named. The presence of a second Named suddenly erupted from the golem, the air between the two crackling under their collective power with enough force to make everyone present freeze.

Everyone except one human, apparently. Angus hadn't noticed him before, but he had his own presence, distinct from the rest, and he gave the two Named an irritated glance. "No," he said. "Absolutely not, you two. If you're going to start something, do it outside. I have a friend to save."

Something about the way he said that made something click inside Angus's mind. He stared, disbelieving, at the human. "You're the Wanderer," he said.

The human smiled at him, but there was something old and sad and ancient in that smile. "That's one of my names, I suppose," he said. "I go by Cale these days. Mind if we have a little talk?"
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  Angus had spent most of his life dreaming about meeting the Wanderer, but in none of those dreams had he ever considered that he might already be dead when they finally met. Or that the Wanderer might be human instead of a lizardfolk, though that was something of a lesser concern. He'd always thought that something about the legends were strange, anyway. What sort of legend about a lizardfolk hero didn't include any mention of them using their tail?

"You're oddly put-together," Flia observed, her tone gentle. Angus gave her a polite but distracted nod.

"Yes, well, I don't remember much about the last two years, and I suspect I don't want to," he said, allowing himself a lighthearted laugh, though he could tell that no one around him quite believed it. He stared at his fingers—gauntlets, really, now that he was in the Icon of Battle's body, but it was so strange to have five of them—and flexed them a few times, still trying to get used to his new form.

Their new form, he supposed. He was technically sharing this body with Icon, now, but the Monolith's presence was retracted at the moment. He could feel that it was weakened and that it needed time to recover; there was the shattered weight of a Law behind it, and it would take most of its energy and focus to repair that broken Law.

Before all this, of course, he wouldn't even have known what a Law was. He was still struggling to process the deluge of information he now shared with Icon, but he would take it one step at a time.

He'd agreed to the Wanderer's proposal, of course. It hadn't even been much of a decision. The alternative was to allow his soul to move on to whatever afterlife awaited him, and Angus flatly refused to move on before getting any of the answers he'd been searching his entire life for. Even if he'd still been alive, this was the sort of once-in-a-lifetime opportunity he would have jumped at; he was close to the end of his lifespan in his mortal body, anyway.

Besides, this was the Wanderer. Just being able to help the great hero was a dream come true.

His arrangement with Icon wouldn't last forever, though. Once the Monolith managed to fully repair its Law, it would have the strength it needed to abandon its vessel, and Angus's soul wouldn't be able to sustain a vessel like this by itself. After that, it was likely he would be forced to move on, and Angus was okay with that.

Kazza, on the other hand, had been... less accepting.

Angus glanced at the youngling. The lizardfolk was a full adult now—and much older than the last time he'd remembered seeing him—but Angus would always think of him as a youngling, really. Even now, there was guilt etched into his face. He'd thought Angus was dead, and he blamed himself for not searching. For not realizing what had happened.

"No sane mage could have predicted what would happen to me," he told Kazza, one gauntlet resting gently on the younger lizardfolk's shoulder. "You mustn't hold yourself responsible. Us elders are the ones meant to guide you, remember?"

"But... if I had not been so eager to despise the Cascade and the mage that caused it..." Kazza clenched his fists.

"Then you will remember, in the future, that all may not be as it seems," Angus told him gently, and then his voice took on a teasing tone. "Why do you think I kept searching for the source of those legends?"

Kazza laughed weakly. "We just thought you were..."

"Kooky," Angus said with a grin in his voice, though his new body wasn't quite capable of reproducing it. "I'm well aware, dear child. But you helped me anyway."

"It was fun," Kazza admitted. "For all of us. When we were with you, we could believe that adventures were real."

"There you go, then!" Angus nudged the young lizardfolk. "You have nothing to be sorry for. You would need to know of ancient and forbidden magics in order to even guess such a thing might have been done to me, and if you did somehow learn of those things, I'll have you know that I would assign you to a month's worth of youngling care myself."

Kazza stiffened in practiced, false horror, although it was a little forced. "You wouldn't," he said.

"I would," Angus said. "Do not blame yourself, young one. Focus on what can be done in the future. Our clan will need minds like you yet. It was you who led the Wanderer himself to rescue me, wasn't it?"

A complicated set of emotions flickers over Kazza's face. Angus could guess why—the Wanderer had not hidden his purpose in coming here, and he had explained that if not for his apprentices, he might simply have erased the soul fueling the Cascade. Kazza, no doubt, had been on the other end of that debate.

"You focus too much on what could have been," Angus said quietly. "Focus instead on what is and what could be."

Kazza nodded, retreating in a bit of a contemplative daze, and Angus straightened. Younglings were resilient. Kazza would be fine, once he was given a bit more time to process. Angus wasn't going to have him blaming himself for something no one could have predicted.

Now if only he could apply that same wisdom to himself. That, he'd learned, was always harder.

For now, he was simply doing his best not to think about it. Icon was helping, in a way, using the sheer weight of its presence to shield him from the bulk of his own emotions. Angus was grateful for it—if not for the Monolith's support, he suspected he might have collapsed into a breakdown of his own.

And he really, really couldn't afford that at the moment, given what they'd learned.

"So, um," Damien said. The dreadshade fidgeted awkwardly, pressing his thumbs together. "What do we do now?"

"We'll have to wait for the pocket realm to fade," Cale said. "It won't be long now. I think the storm has more or less stopped on the other end."

"I meant about, um... everything else."

"I know." Cale's tone was heavier. "That doesn't involve any of you. After this, you'll go back to the Academy. There's a chance that the karmic backlash from me freeing Icon will hit it, so get Akkau to set up some more defensive spells and tell him what happened. Work on improving your magic with the tools I've given you. The Red Hunters will still be visiting, so you need to be ready for them."

He paused, then offered his apprentices a small smile. "I know you'll be great."

Angus might not have known the Wanderer personally for long, but he'd studied the legends. If the Wanderer thought he wouldn't return from something, he would say something vague and encouraging, and make sure the people he cared about had the tools they needed to survive in his absence.

This was as close to goodbye as the Wanderer ever got to saying.

Given the severity of the warning Icon had given, Angus couldn't blame him. When Angus had first agreed to help—when his soul had entered the Monolith's vessel and given it the substance it needed to act—Icon had instinctively seized hold of him with a vast, suffocating presence. Within that presence was power unlike anything Angus had ever sensed before except perhaps within that temple, and yet...

And yet, in spite of all that power, Icon's emotions had been terribly and damningly mortal. Angus recognized within it a storm of anger and panic that closely matched his own, and in that panic, it had used his soul to speak without realizing he was more than just another artificial soul.

It felt a little bit like being picked up and used as a toy by a giant, and the fact that his soul was only barely holding together did not help. The Monolith's mere presence shoved his thoughts into a corner of his own mind and took him over, flooding out into his soul, and then it spoke the words that had caused even the Wanderer to freeze.

Almost immediately after doing this, it seemed to recognize its mistake and pulled its presence back in apology. It had taken Angus a moment or two to recover, though in an odd way, he found he didn't mind. Terrifying as it was, it was a reminder that no matter the scale, some problems remained the same; even something as great and powerful as a Monolith was no stranger to mortal things like fear and panic.

The words rang in his mind, even now.

The Source, Cale. It is the Source. We may have been able to cut out the rot, but we did not destroy it.

More than that, though, there was the way the Wanderer's expression twisted the moment Icon said those words. Angus didn't know if he had a word for it. Something terrible and dark and ugly had appeared in the Wanderer's face for a fraction of a second, some combination of horrified realization and dark promise.

Whatever had given him cause to make that expression, Angus was suddenly certain that it would soon be dead. Even in the legends, nothing survived angering the Wanderer, and this was as angry as Angus had ever heard of him getting. It was no surprise that he wouldn't want his apprentices around for it.

His apprentices didn't seem to agree, though.

"We can't just leave," Damien protested. "Not now that we know what's going on."

"You won't be able to help, either," Cale said. "Not with this. It's safer if you stay behind with the school. This won't take me long once I find it."

"How are you going to find it?" Leo asked. "How do you even know it's here?"

"It's here," Cale said without explanation. "And Vital will be able to help me find it." He turned to Angus. "He's here, isn't he? That temple is a dedication to him."

"The temple is here," Angus agreed, though his answer was hesitant. Something about the look in the Wanderer's eyes, perhaps. Angus had always thought of him as a hero of legend, a man that always managed to save the day even when victory seemed impossible.

He'd never once considered what happened when it truly was, or how much he might have needed to sacrifice to get there.

How many times had a legend never formed because the Wanderer lost? What was it like to, truly, to live through all those tales? Even in the greatest of those tales, allies and friends often sacrificed themselves to help push him to his victory, to help him do what was necessary. The legends had never lingered on those people, nor on the Wanderer's thoughts of their sacrifice.

Even the Wanderer didn't always survive his own legends. He left behind a legacy before moving on to a new world, certainly, but, well...

Angus was only now realizing that no one would survive that without scars. He was seeing an expression of that scar now, a burst of all that pain and rage and hurt that must have built up over millennia.

Which was why he winced when the presence of one of the Named—Sisyphus, the Wanderer had told him—once more surged up out of the golem. "I told you," he said angrily. "I told the rest of you there was a problem, but did you listen? I said we had to find him—"

"We were already looking for him," Hephaestus growled. "Your input wasn't required."

"You were looking for the wrong reasons!" Sisyphus said, rolling Syphus forward so he could confront the man directly. "If you just helped me, we might have found him sooner!"

"I gave you your tools, if you remember." Hephaestus narrowed his eyes, staring just behind Syphus, where the presence of Sisyphus was strongest. The air between the two Named began to warp once more as their presence compounded their rage. There was an unspoken history there, Angus could tell, but the timing...

Just like he expected, a cold menace exuded abruptly from Cale, shattering the power that was building between the two Named.

"Hephaestus," he said. "Sisyphus. Now is not the time."

"When is it ever, with you?" Hephaestus said, but he balked when Cale glanced at him.

"You know what that new spell means, don't you?" he asked, his voice icy. "I can't guarantee I'll be able to get a spell that summons any of the other Named. But right now, I'm in a position to give you what you want. If you waste my time fighting one another now, I will not only never cast that spell again, I'll find a way to rip it out of the Source. I'll make a low-level spell that repels the Named, and you're going to find it harder and harder to manifest. Anywhere."

Hephaestus took an involuntary step back. "You wouldn't," he said, his voice gaining an edge that was angry and terrified all at once. "You can't."

"I wouldn't normally," Cale said. "And you're right, I'm not much of an inventor of spells. But the Gift seems to like me, and frankly? Right now, I don't know what I would or wouldn't do. So don't test me."

The last words were bitten off with enough ferocity that Sisyphus's presence just vanished abruptly as he retreated. Hephaestus narrowed his eyes, but stayed silent. Even then, the Wanderer didn't look like he was done—

But Damien put a hand on his arm. "Cale," he said quietly.

Cale remained stiff for a bit longer before he forced himself to relax, blowing out an angry sigh. "Right," he said shortly.

"We don't really understand what happened," Damien said, tactfully changing the subject back. "So we don't know why you have to leave. I mean, we have some idea, you told us about having to excise the corrupted parts of the Source... but there's more to it, isn't there? You never told us what actually happened. What you had to do. And it's been weighing on you."

"You could say that," Cale said, his tone flat. He avoided looking at any of them, instead staring intently at the door, as if wishing he could leave already. The pocket realm wasn't fading nearly fast enough for that, though. "And I don't want to talk about it. If I did, you wouldn't see me the same way again. And rightfully so."

"I think you have to take that risk," Damien said softly, placing a hand on his mentor's shoulder and looking up at him earnestly. "I know you're scared it'll push us away, but I'm asking you to trust us. You haven't been able to talk to anyone about this, have you?"

Damien hesitated, then forged on. "I'm scared that if you never tell anyone, it'll fester until you'll end up doing something you can't take back. Because it won't matter how far you fall if you have no one to come back to. If... if you aren't going to let us be with you in person, then at least let us show you that we can be there in spirit. That we can support you, even after you tell us what happened."

Flia nodded in agreement. "To be clear, when you do tell us, we're going to tell you you're stupid and that we want you back at the Academy and as our mentor when you're done. Damien won't say it, but you're obviously in your head and planning to disappear after you do whatever this is. We all know it."

"Wait, we do? He's planning to what?" Leo asked, looking suddenly alarmed. He winced when Flia elbowed him harshly in the ribs. "Uh, I mean, yeah. Flia and Damien are right. Please don't disappear."

Cale stared at them silently, his expression unreadable. Leo gave Syphus a frantic nudge, and the golem blinked, looking around at the others. "Oh. I'm supposed to say something?" it asked. "Uh, you know me. If you told me you personally went around stabbing babies I'd probably be fine with it as long as you did it with a cool spell."

Everyone, including Angus and Kazza, turned to stare at the golem.

"What?" it asked. Then it tilted its head, as if it was listening to someone else. "Oh. Sisyphus says you're all worried I'm going to go around stabbing babies. No, that's a waste of time. Babies don't fight back. I'd rather shoot monsters with magic. Which I still need you to teach me about, so yeah, you should come back."

"Syphus," Flia said, rubbing her temples. "If you see someone stabbing babies, please stop them."

"Of course I'd stop them," Syphus said, giving her an affronted look. "They'd be a much more interesting fight than the babies."

"Can we please stop talking about babies?" Damien interjected.

"You were the ones that brought babies up," Syphus complained.

"Patently untrue," Leo said.

Angus kept an eye on the Wanderer as his apprentices bickered, fascinated by the way it changed. First it tightened with dread, like he just couldn't imagine telling his apprentices whatever it was he'd done; then it turned into something far more mortal, a kind of vulnerability Angus had never imagined on a legendary figure like the Wanderer.

And then as the apprentices continued, Cale's expression slowly twisted with more and more incredulity as their bickering went entirely off the rails. Finally, he shook his head and let out a short laugh, interrupting them. There was something heavy in his eyes, still, but his shoulders seemed lighter.

"You guys are ridiculous," he said, though not without fondness. It reminded Angus of when he told stories to the younglings and they began arguing with one another about their favorite characters or legends. "Fine. I'll tell you. You know half the story already, anyway. You just... didn't hear the worst part."
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  Cale had known this was coming. It had been coming for a long time, really—long before he'd met these particular apprentices. It wasn't even the first time he'd come close to telling the truth about everything. How many other people had he met that seemed deserving, that he wanted to confess to? Allies, friends, lovers... the moment had never seemed quite right to explain, but Cale was beginning to realize that it never would be.

There wasn't a perfect time. Not for something like this. He could have waited for the rest of his eternal existence and he would never find the perfect moment to confess. Not if he never forgave himself for what he'd had to do, and he never would.

He was just going to have to trust that his apprentices meant what they said. And that no one else present would try to kill him when they knew, he supposed. He would have preferred to do this with just the four of them, but again, there would never really be a perfect time. Temporarily stranded in a pocket realm, with no one except the Named able to spy on them... that would have to do.

"I'm assuming you remember what I told you before, but there's a lot of context I left out," he said eventually. "And some of the people here never heard any of it, so I'll start from the beginning. Or as close to it as I can manage, I guess."

He hesitated briefly. Where did he even begin?

"The cosmology of the Great Realms used to be different," he started hesitantly. "There was no Abyss separating them all, for one thing. Instead, the realms coexisted on what we called the Prime Monolith. Or Yggdrasil. Or the World Tree. It had a lot of names, but you can think of it as something like a mix of a named mythology, a Monolith, and a fundamental pillar of existence. It was a cosmic tree whose roots fed on the Source of Magic itself, with each of its infinite branches hosting one of the Great Realms.

"As you might imagine, traveling between the realms was easier back then. Not easy, necessarily, but doable by any half-decent group of archmages. We called it branch-hopping, and it was a cornerstone of reality, so to speak. Branch-hopping was used to allow entire realms to exchange information, even to trade with one another, and eventually we learned to build worldships—massive vessels capable of branch-hopping without needing archmages to power it.

"There was something of a hierarchy back then. The lower branches were the oldest and most stable of the Great Realms, and they mostly used their knowledge to help. They would send people in worldships branch-hop to the upper branches to teach them the art and help them advance their magical knowledge, and in exchange, they were the first to receive any new advantages that came about from the new magics that grow from each new realm.

"It was... good. Stable. Not perfect by any means, don't get me wrong—branch-hopping was used to commit atrocities, even back then—but the Great Realms were at peace, for the most part. People could explore and learn from other realms, or even escape their own entirely if they didn't fit in."

Cale closed his eyes briefly, remembering. In those days, he had once managed to secure a worldship of his very own. He'd even secured a crew of friends and allies, of people he trusted and that trusted him in turn. For that small, blissful period, he didn't need to lose everything when he died and reincarnated in another world.

His friends would always find him using the signature of his soul, and he would be back on his worldship and amongst his friends, traveling through the branches of Yggdrasil.

It was a time he ached for, even now.

"But a World Tree is not a static thing," he continued eventually, grateful that no one had pushed him during his silence. "By its very nature, it is something that grows. For a long time, we didn't really know what that meant for something like Yggdrasil, but then came Kismet's prophecy."

Cale laughed softly, bitterly. "We thought it was a thing to be celebrated," he said. "He told all the realms that Yggdrasil was entering a time of change and evolution. That the World Tree would soon blossom and bear its first fruit. You should have seen the picture he painted with his words, and I mean that quite literally. When Kismet shares a prophecy, he quite literally paints it into the skies of every realm. Such was the power of the Law of What Must Be.

"He showed us a future in which all realms would be consolidated into... well, the word for it no longer exists, but let's call it a cosmic apple. That was the cycle of growth for Yggdrasil, he said. When enough realms have matured, they merge into a single, complete universe. No more worldships would be needed; simple travel spells would allow us to meet one another, and all the beauty and wonder of the Great Realms would no longer be gated to the elite.

"There was a celebration at first. A great, sweeping festival across every realm advanced enough to understand his words. Everyone knew the benefits that branch-hoppers brought back to their realm, but traveling to a different branch was out of reach for most. Now almost anyone would be able to do it."

His apprentices were all watching him with rapt attention. Flia was the first to realize what was wrong, though, and she frowned after a moment. "It didn't work out that way, did it? The lower branches..."

Cale nodded, looking down. "You saw more than we did at the time," he said quietly. "What we didn't realize was that the lower branches had grown fond of their power. The way they saw it, it was their generosity that had allowed all the other branches to advance as much as they had, so it was their generosity that allowed for all this in the first place.

"To be honest, we aren't sure exactly what happened. Even now, it feels... out of character." Cale hesitated. "Essentially, they decided that they didn't want to lose their position as the foundation of the realms. They saw a future where they might become just another amongst many, and they refused to give up the prestige they earned. So they started preparing. Or maybe they were preparing for a long time; I don't know.

"It turned out they were hoarding the magics they learned from thousands of realms, developing what would later be known as war spells and refining them by testing them on new branches no one discovered yet. They had churches established on nearly every major branch, full of people loyal to them in these tiny little gated communities that minimized their interaction with the locals.

"The moment the consolidation started, they attacked, and it was devastating." Cale closed his eyes again, shuddering at the memory. "The lower branches launched tens of thousands of worldships at once, and you need to understand, building a single one takes an entire realm decades of dedication and resource production. We thought even the lower branches only had a small handful. No one was prepared for an entire fleet of them launching to establish a foothold on every major branch, and even if we had, we couldn't predict their churches hitting every major military with the first known examples of war magic in the Great Realms."

There had been so much death. He and his crew had been on his worldship and between realms, at the time, and they'd glimpsed a fraction of the fleet suddenly pouring through the branches. They hadn't understood the scale of what was happening at the time, but the first realm they visited had been devastated—thousands dead or dying, with the flag of one of the lower branches planted atop their corpses.

It was so pointless. The lower branches had already earned the respect of the rest of Yggdrasil. Why had they felt the need to forcibly declare their dominion? To cause so much devastation? They had sent a rambling explanation at the time, demanding the realms submit to the delegations sent to each branch, but none of it had really made any sense.

Cale and his crew took to helping everyone they could.

Estel healed the injured until he had wrung every last drop of his mana out in exhaustion, developing entirely new spells of life and healing in the process. He summoned vine-golems throughout every city and kingdom they landed in, each capable of triaging and healing the injured.

The vine-golems were powerful, among the strongest of healing spells Cale had ever witnessed; they lasted even once their summoner left. But they also transferred their memories to their caster once a day, and Estel grieved for the death of every single person in his care. His once-bright demeanor grew quiet and sullen.

Sheriya used her magic to keep people in stasis, preventing decay from setting in. When needed, she transported entire cities away from the ships launching spells at them, though it visibly drained her to do it. Her magic had grown by leaps and bounds at the time, all through necessity—she found ways to decay even the war spells, making them break down before they could take effect.

Or some of them, anyway. Many of them were resistant, and she took it personally whenever they resisted her. Cale found her sobbing in her cabin whenever that happened, refusing to speak or eat other than insisting they find the next city they needed to save.

"Cale?" Damien prompted gently, and Cale blinked a few times, ignoring the shakiness of his breath.

"Right," he said. "The... the lower branches attacked, and that became the start of the war. They ignored any attempts at peace talks and razed even the branches that capitulated to their demands; they were determined that every realm have an example of what would happen if they were defied.

"Kismet was horrified. None of this was supposed to happen, apparently. He tried to stop them himself, but somehow the people of the lower branches were just immune to his power over fate, which must have been how they were able to evade him realizing what they would do and warning everyone. Make no mistake, this is the type of thing Monoliths normally step in to prevent, and they relied on Kismet to be able to do so.

"Somehow the lower branches were sealed from Monolith intervention around the time they launched their attack." Cale's tone was grim. "There's a lot we still don't understand about how or why they were able to pull this off. But the result is the same—Kismet, as you all know, tried to take back his prophecy. His power was pushing along the consolidation because of it, and he decided he needed to reverse the events he set in motion.

"When he did that, he broke his own Law. Cannibalized it, in a way. No one knew what that would do, or we would have tried to stop him. Defying his Law destroyed the part of his mind with independent thought, and he went berserk. All his power ended up blindly fueling the consolidation, and he even began helping the lower branches.

"We only realized afterward the lower realms must have somehow engineered that, but again, we don't know how that happened." Cale shook his head, frustrated. "Not even the Monoliths knew that was going to happen, so how could the lower branches? But with Kismet's plan failed and his corpse helping the lower branches, the war was pretty much over. It could have ended there, with their victory and domination of all the other branches, but..."

Cale trailed off, clenching his fists. It could have ended there. It would have been bad, certainly, but the lower branches had obtained everything they wanted and had effectively won; there wasn't a reason for the war to keep going, for even more innocents to die.

Flia was, once again, the first to catch on. "They turned on each other."

"And the war became so much worse," Cale said, his voice and gaze both distant, lost in memory. "There were three factions among the lower branches, and they each controlled about a third of the Great Realms. They started attacking one another, but with all the power they each had, they needed to escalate to bigger and badder spells. Greater atrocities, in the hopes of demoralizing the enemy.

"They created monsters that fed on the torture of souls. Like what happened to Angus, I suppose, but worse. Fueled by everything those monsters killed or ate. Each of their subsidiary kingdoms began funding liches, dark lords, evil gods—anything they thought could give them new ways to destroy each other. Plagues that turned family and friend against one another. Spells that turned bonds of trust and hope into monsters and weapons."

Cale couldn't bring himself to be specific, but the memories played out in his mind, even if he refused to say the words. Thelrik had been one of his closest friends on his worldship, and when the war had escalated, he returned to his home realm to help his people fight for their freedom. He had been their king, once, until Cale had inadvertently abducted him.

His wife, Kelri, ruled in his absence. She was a fair and just queen, and she kept their realm intact in the early stages of the war through compromise and sacrifice both. But she had died when the lower branches turned on one another, forcing their daughter to take the throne, and Thelrik had been unable to stay away.

Cale dropped him off back with his daughter and left, trusting in his strength. He and his daughter were great thinkers and warriors, and there were other realms in need of help from Cale and his crew. A year later, he received a triumphant message from Thelrik, asking him to return to watch their victory and lend his support; they had driven off all but the last of the Cult of the First Branch.

So he returned. He watched as Thelrik and his daughter, Balria—both alive, triumphant, true archmages with their people roaring out their trust for them—began the assault on the final fortress of their enemy.

He watched as the enemy lich chanted a spell and used a magic he had never seen before.

Cale acted on instinct. He threw out a barrier to protect his friends, and a second one to behead the lich and shatter the soul anchor that kept him alive. Sheriya was with him, and chanted a spell of decay to break the lich's chant. Vyron, their Shield-Mage, conjured the best defensive spell he could manage.

But in that era of war, magic had already begun to twist into something cruel and unrecognizable. The lich's spell was something new, something none of them had ever dealt with before. It had all the markings of a holy spell, even. Cale felt it moving through his barrier, drawing on the hope of Balria's people, on the trust they had in her and her father. It surged like a symphony that honored their struggle, weaving into a beautiful image of the Kelri.

For a moment, it was like their hopes and dreams had summoned her as an angel to watch over them. Kelri, the Ruby Queen, Thelrik's wife and Balria's mother, had returned, and would see their enemy ended once and for all.

The war magic that had summoned her was the first instance of a spell using a twisted aspect spawned by the corrupted Source. The spell was one that used the aspect of infernal hope, and it drew on the greatest hopes of its targets to summon an avatar of slaughter.

Kelri had smiled gently, then waved a hand casually. The bonds of hope that had summoned her turned into searing fire. Neither Vyron's shield nor Cale's barrier could do a thing, because that hope came from within.

Thelrik, Balria, and their people all fell into thousands of cauterized bloody pieces in a single instant, and he hadn't been able to do a damn thing.

Cale's resulting roar of pain and anger had left a smoking crater in place of the cult, but that was a small comfort in the wake of what had happened. Especially since Kelri's spectre survived, stolen away into the Cult's armies by a transportation spell embedded in her avatar. The deaths she had wrought until he finally put her down...

"I couldn't protect my friends," Cale said. "I lost them, one by one."

Estel had taken his own life, unable to cope with the constant deaths that plagued his mind. Sheriya simply left without a word. Vyron created his ultimate spell, but it was one that burned his own life force to create a permanent, immutable shield around his home; he effectively transformed himself into an eternal guardian, and his fate had perhaps been the kindest.

"I tried to keep going," he said, though the truth was that he hadn't had much of a choice. With his crew gone, there was no one to bring his worldship to him, and no way for him to hop between worlds without archmages willing to help. The branch-hopping spell was too delicate for him to cast. "I needed more power, so I got it, and I tried to protect the people I could."

Damien stiffened, staring at him closely. "You... got more power," he repeated.

Cale winced. He'd been trying to dance his way around it. "I did."

"You said you gain more mana whenever you reincarnate."

"I also said that, yes."

"Did you—"

"Yes," Cale said, cutting him off. He didn't want to get further into this. He had needed that power to protect each new realm he found himself in, and even then, it hadn't really been enough. He had no idea how many lives he'd spent trying to grow, but he knew he had spent over a thousand lives afterward trying to protect whatever realm he found himself in.

It worked, for a time, but there was always a new spell. Some new corruption of magic he'd never witnessed before that he couldn't yet adjust his barriers to.

"The point is... I tried. I want you to know that. I tried for a long time to be a protector. And when that didn't work, I tried to end it at the root. I killed tyrants and despots. When that didn't work, I tried diplomacy. I trained archmages to help me branch-hop and searched for the best and brightest minds across the realms to find ways to use my power well. To create systems that could resist the Lower Branch Cults, or help establish worlds that could last against them.

"None of it worked. But I tried. I tried everything I could before I went for the last resort. Most of the Monoliths did, too, although some began to work with the Cults, thinking that it would be over if one of them won. The war just grew and grew no matter what we did, and eventually, a small group of us decided it needed to be stopped at the source.

"So we got together. Icon there was a part of it. Vital was, too. The Leviathan. We couldn't let things continue, and the only reason all this was possible and continuing was due to branch-hopping, which was becoming easier and easier as the realms consolidated. The only way to stop this, as far as we knew, would be to destroy Yggdrasil itself."

Cale's breath grew haggard as he remembered against his will; he clenched his fists, trying to stop himself from shaking. It was anger and despair both that welled up from him now. He remembered hating that he had to make the choice, hating that it was the only option he could see. Hating that he knew he would do it anyway.

His apprentices stared at him, shocked. Cale wasn't certain if he even needed to continue; surely by now they would understand the monstrous decision he'd had to make? What he'd done?

Damien reached out and took hold of his hand, squeezing it. Cale froze.

Then he let out a trembling breath and forced himself to continue.

"If you remember, I said that Yggdrasil fed on the Source of Magic," he said quietly. "When we finally went to look at it again, we realized that the corruption of the Source also led to the corruption of the World Tree. It was like it was diseased, and the disease was spreading into the realms, infecting the people within. Making them angrier and crueler.

"It wasn't much of a choice after that. We decided it had to be done. But some of the Monoliths opposed us. They knew what we were proposing would kill an untold number of people. There was no way to cut down Yggdrasil that wouldn't devastate the realms. The best we could do was minimize the impact, have the Leviathan catch the remains of all the realms, and even then..."

Cale sighed.

"We fought our way down through the branches until we could get to the trunk," he said dully. "We fought friends on the way. Friends and enemies both, really, but the friends were the worst. Vital died during that journey. I thought Icon did, too. But I made it, eventually, to the base of Yggdrasil."

"And you cut it down," Damien said quietly.

Cale nodded wearily. "And I cut it down," he said. "It took me seven days."

"We do not have time," the Arrow of Time told him, her voice tight with anxiety. "The others will find us soon. You must do this quickly, Cale."

"I'm doing this as fast as I can," Cale said.

"You are doing it as fast and as carefully as you can," the Arrow of Time said. "But we do not have time for careful. The Source grows more corrupt with each day, and Yggdrasil's will protect it as long as it stands."

"We need to make the time," Cale said. "You don't understand what it's like, Ari. I know this has to be done, but if I'm careless—if I slip even once—that's a whole other realm lost. And I can hear and see them all, Ari. Every time."

The Arrow of Time stared at him. "...I will hold out as long as I can."

"Thank you," Cale said. He lined up the full force of his magic, then slammed it into Yggdrasil again, careful to strike it in the same exact place.

The tree shook. He shut his eyes against the vision that rushed into him—the vision of the sky of a realm being rent open, the people within screaming as they were sucked out into the void. There was no Abyss, then, to hold them. They were gone. Untold lives, untold families, untold innocents.

"How many?" Flia asked, her tone gentle.

Cale had the number memorized, and he repeated it dully. "Seventeen realms were completely destroyed and couldn't be salvaged," he said. "Two hundred and fifteen were severely damaged, with more than half their population dying. Eight thousand, one hundred and twelve took at least minor damage. Ten percent or more deaths."

Damien launched himself at him, and Cale almost flinched before he realized his apprentice was hugging him—and then everyone crowded around him, warm and understanding and impossible, and for the first time in too long, Cale let himself break down.

They would have questions for him, he knew. They might still change their minds when they realized the extent of what he'd done. But for now, they saw only that he needed them as friends, and it was all they needed. 

Cale didn't know what he'd done to deserve them, but if they still wanted him after all this, then he was going to have to come back to the academy even if it killed him.
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  "I'm sure you have questions," Cale said quietly after his apprentices finally broke off from him. Flia and Leo both nodded, though Damien seemed less curious and more concerned, and Syphus looked like it wanted to ask things that Cale would probably really not want to answer.

But before any of them could say anything, Icon's presence rose up within Angus. There was an awkward pause as the Monolith hesitated, waiting for Angus to nod his assent; when he did, it took control just enough to speak, its words softer than Cale remembered.

"However," Icon said, "be aware that even now, Cale speaks too lightly of the Planar War. He did not mention the scale of death and suffering perpetuated for each day it continued."

"You don't need to defend me, Icon."

"You will not do it for yourself," Icon said, giving Cale a severe look, and Cale had nothing to say to that. "A thousand realms worth of death and suffering were perpetuated for each day the war continued. I named myself the Icon of Battle for my celebration of the art, and yet even within my domain, that war weighed heavily. If any of you must judge Cale for what he did, then judge those of us that stood by him as well. We are each responsible for the choice that was made, and we would not have him bear that burden alone, no matter how he sees it."

"I'm right here, you know," Cale said tiredly, though he was grateful for Icon's words. This was an argument he'd had with the Monoliths that helped him many times over. "And you weren't the ones holding the axe."

Icon gave him a flat, unimpressed stare, and Cale slowly sank back down and refused to meet its eyes.

"We haven't even said anything," Flia said, crossing her arms over her chest. "In fact, I'm pretty sure I remember our first reaction was hugging him, so I feel like you're worrying about something that isn't happening."

"I do not speak only for your benefit," Icon said, its gaze sliding to Kazza. The lizardfolk had pressed himself far back against the wall, his tail coiled tightly around himself, and though he did his best to hide what he was feeling, there was a very clear glint of fear in his eyes. One that hadn't been there before, even when Cale had demonstrated exactly what he was capable of.

Flia gave Kazza a brief glance and scowled, but she seemed to understand, and didn't press him on it. Instead, she turned her gaze back to Cale.

"So," she said. "That's your big secret, I take it? Will you believe us now if we tell you we still want you back at the Academy to mentor us?"

Cale stared at her, unsure what to say, and she sighed.

"Look, I don't think I'm in any position to say anything about what you did," she said eventually. "If I'm being completely honest, the idea that it even happened is horrifying. It's a scale of death and destruction I can't even begin to imagine. But so is the entirety of the war before it, and I'm not going to stand here and pretend I have even the slightest idea what any of it was like.

"There's a part of me that wants to believe there was a different way," she continued. "I believe you searched for it and couldn't find it. I want to believe that it exists anyway—that there was some other solution that could have saved all those realms—but I'm old enough to know what I want isn't always going to be reality, and either way, I wasn't there to find it. I wasn't there to make the better choices I wish there were.

"So I'm not going to stand here and—what, act like you're a monster for doing the only thing you thought could be done? For trying to stop an untold number of lives from suffering what sounds like an endless nightmare of horrifying bullshit? That's not me. What you did then doesn't change what you're doing now for any of us, and if anything, I'd rather stay close by so if anything like that ever happens again, I'm in a position to do something about it."

Flia had turned her speech into something that was practically a rant by the time she was done, and she glared at Cale as she finished, as if daring him to say something about it.

Cale wasn't sure he could have thought of something to say even if he'd wanted to. He was mostly speechless, which was kind of a first for him. Even Kazza was staring at her, his brows creased with uncertainty, like she'd given him something to think about.

Then Leo raised a hand, timid and hesitant. "Flia's right, I think," he said. "But honestly, all this stuff is too big for me. Maybe I should be horrified or something, I dunno, but I can't even begin to imagine the scale of what you're talking about, and I don't think I should try.

"But... I do read a lot about all kinds of things. I really do like learning, even if it started as wanting a way out of the labyrinth core I'm stuck with." Leo chewed on a pencil, then visibly startled himself as he cracked it open; he spat out the splintered remains with a disgusted sort of glare before gathering himself to speak again.

"The one thing I know about this kind of thing is that the most important thing to do is make sure it doesn't happen again. So I think I care more about that then about what already happened. I dunno if it was necessary or not, but it's more important that no one ever feels like it's necessary ever again."

Leo paused, fidgeted, and then started again, this time visibly uncertain. "And I think, if it's not too hard for you, we should... I mean, if you remember anything about the realms that were destroyed, or you know anything about them, we should try to write it down somewhere? Keep a record of them. I think someone should honor their history and remember them, at least."

Cale blinked. He'd never considered that, somehow. The realms were generally such an impermanent part of his life that constructing any sort of memorial or record always felt out of the question. It was something he could have done if he still had his worldship and branch-hopping was still possible, but with the way he moved between his lives, it hadn't felt possible.

That, and he just generally avoided thinking about that time as much as he could. Leo had a point, though, and with the way different magics and records trickled down through the realms...

"Will you help me do that?" he asked quietly.

Leo smiled at him, awkward but genuine. "Definitely. I've always wanted to write a book."

"Thank you." Cale wasn't sure if he could say that the weight was gone from his shoulders, exactly, or even that it was lighter—but it certainly felt like he was more capable of bearing it now that there were others that knew. Even Kazza's expression was more complicated now, still fearful but no longer quite disgusted.

He turned his gaze to Damien, whose approach was predictably different. The dreadshade seemed more concerned about Cale than about what he'd had to do. "That was really hard for you, wasn't it?" he asked quietly. "I'm sorry you had to do that."

"It was," Cale said, and that admission did make him feel oddly lighter. Some part of him had already known that Damien would accept him, but it was one thing to think it and another to experience it firsthand; the dreadshade wasn't even thinking about blaming him. "I'm not sure it's me you should be sorry for, but... thank you."

"I can be sorry for everyone involved at once," Damien said, like it was the obvious answer. Cale couldn't help but chuckle. He was technically right. "But you're the one in front of me, and you've obviously been torn up about this the whole time. Do you feel better now?"

"Somewhat," Cale said, a touch dryly. "Somewhere between better and feeling like I just confessed to a war crime. Part of me is waiting for the other shoe to drop. Maybe Syphus will decide I'm unforgivable?"

"Actually, I'm pissed at the Lower Branch Cults you mentioned," Syphus said. It sounded genuinely upset in a way Cale had never heard before. "Cowards, the lot of them," it ranted. "Battle magic is supposed to be cool. This war magic you're talking about doesn't sound cool at all. It sounds like stupid shitty cowardice.

"Don't get me wrong, I'm all for scaring the enemy and breaking their morale, but that shit you were talking about? Plagues that turn people on each other, spells that turn your hope against you, fucking torture monsters? That's the type of shit fake dark lords do because they think it makes them scary when it actually just makes them look like sadistic fucking idiots."

Syphus rolled around the room, incensed. "You know Sisyphus told me stories like that when I was three years sapient, and I guess I always thought he was joking, but no, people really are that stupid! I met a guy like that once! You know what I did? I clubbed him to death. With a stick. He didn't deserve to be killed with magic. And now you're telling me whole realms of people were like that? If you gave me the axe I'd chop their stupid fucking branches off myself."

Cale, Flia, Damien, and Leo all glanced at one another, slightly stunned by the sudden diatribe, not to mention the sudden volume of profanity pouring off the golem. It didn't even seem to notice. Once it got going, it really got going. It turned to Cale.

"Were their realms among the ones to be destroyed?" it demanded. "They better have been. They better have been the first."

"I—We don't know," Cale said after he'd recovered. It was almost relieving that someone was reacting the same way he had when he'd experienced it all, but then again, there was every chance that Syphus had been alive during the war, wasn't there? It was old, and a part of Sisyphus's mythology.

After Yggdrasil's death, that entire period—the war and everything that had preceded it—had begun to fade, and most of the realms experienced something of a soft reset. Many of them simply forgot entirely. But the Named were an exception, often remembering bits and pieces like nightmares of a time gone by.

Perhaps some of that had passed on to Syphus, whose anger seemed almost appropriate for a veteran of the war.

"What do you mean, you don't know?" Syphus said, almost glaring at him. Cale shook his head.

"We don't know," he repeated. "I told you that the lower branches sealed themselves off somehow, from travel and everything else. We have no idea what happened to them or if they're still around, but I haven't encountered anyone from any of the Lower Branch Cults since the war, for what it's worth. I didn't include them in the count of the realms I... the realms that were destroyed."

"Good," Syphus muttered darkly. "They don't deserve to be included."

"You are a child of Battle," Icon finally spoke, directing its words to Syphus in a way that sounded oddly impressed. "Perhaps when Angus has settled his duties to his people, I will ask him to attend this Academy you speak of. I should like to see what you are capable of. It seems we see things in much the same way."

That made Syphus brighten. "Deal," it said immediately. "You better keep to that deal, though. And you better come back, too, Cale. Don't think I forgot you were planning to leave or whatever."

"I will," Cale said, snorting at how quickly its mood had turned around. "Don't worry. You guys have convinced me disappearing isn't an option, so unless I just straight up die or something, I'll come back."

"Oh, come on," Leo complained. "Why'd you have to go and say that? That's bad luck. Everyone knows that's bad luck."

"Will it help if I tell you I'll be checking up on your progress when I'm back?" Cale raised an eyebrow.

"...Maybe. I don't know. I need to consult my notebook on superstitions." Leo pulled out the largest notebook Cale had seen from him yet.

"Where have you been keeping that thing?" Cale asked, unable to help himself.

"I usually keep it in my room, but I figured out this morning I could use an upcast [Labyrinth Bolt] to turn the inside of my bag into a labyrinth and make it a storage space," Leo explained.

...huh. Apparently Leo was making much better progress with his magic than he'd let on. Had he wanted to surprise him or something? "Well done," Cale said, impressed. Leo practically preened at the praise, which wasn't even a thing Cale had known minotaurs could do.

It surprised him, how comfortable he was feeling. When he pictured telling anyone about what he'd done, it had always been followed by a long, awkward period of adjustment. Cale was under no illusions as to how people would react, even—or especially—the ones that thought the best of him.

And while his apprentices hadn't universally hated or loved him for what he'd done, they did accept him, and that meant more than he'd thought it would.

"I'm going to learn some baking magic when you come back," Damien told him earnestly. "Or before you come back, if you take too long. That way, when you're back, we can do some baking magic together."

"Oh, now you're just bribing me," Cale said, narrowing his eyes playfully at Damien; after a moment, though, he let up and gave his apprentice a smile. "I'd like that. Thank you, Damien."

Cale straightened, then, and let out a breath. The pocket realm around them was starting to fade, but the wood around them—the strange, mortal caricature of the World Tree that felt painfully oppressive around him, for everything it reminded him of—no longer felt quite as damning, and he found he could appreciate the beauty of this little pocket realm as it faded.

He recognized it, now. Most of it, anyway. This place had once been among the upper branches of Yggdrasil and one of Vital's favorite realms to linger. It was largely empty, and so the Monolith of Life had taken it upon himself to push his powers to their limits. To see what he could make of the plains and mountains and valleys, the forms of life he could conjure.

Even now, his influence remained, lingering enough to shape the formation of a pocket realm.

"Angus," Cale said, glancing at what had once been the Red Knight, and Icon's influence slowly faded until the lizardfolk within was once more peering inquisitively at him. "I know you want to get back to your people, but can you lead me to that temple you found, first? It belongs to an old friend of mine. I'd like to say hi, and I'm going to need his help to find who did this to Icon."

"Of course," Angus said, bowing his head. "I would be happy to."

As if the realm itself could hear them, the pocket realm finally faded away, revealing the sparkling desert that was the Golden Sands. The sun shone bright overhead, with not even the slightest indication that there was once a great storm here, save for an indentation in the sands.

Relief coiled in Cale's chest. Part of him had been dreading some last-minute twist, some reveal that he'd been playing into someone else's hands all along. That had happened time and time again, during the Planar War.

But now there was the proof, shining brightly overhead. The Aspect Cascade was no more, and so the first part of his task, at least, was done.

Next, he would find the Red Commander, who had done all this to Icon. Who seemed to be trying to revive the worst of the Planar War, and to bring its horrors back. He couldn't let that stand, no matter the potential karmic effect. He doubted it would be great if the Commander was who he seemed to be, anyway.

And more importantly, Cale thought that perhaps with this, he finally could put some of the Planar War behind him.
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  Halia of the Golden Sands missed Angus.

She was the matriarch of her clan, but these days the title felt like it meant increasingly little. It wasn't that no one in the clan respected her—they definitely did, and anyone that didn't learned very quickly why she was so respected, aside from her age—but there were too many problems they faced that weren't within their power to solve.

Angus had always had a way of making her feel like the problems ahead of them weren't hopeless, though. Sure, a lot of his hopes were founded in myth and legend, which was the height of foolishness as far as she was concerned, but the important thing was that he believed in them. He had all the hope and enthusiasm she was lacking, and it had balanced her out. Now that it was gone, she felt the loss of it greater than ever.

Even after two years, it wasn't quite the same.

She sighed. There was little to be done about it now, and if nothing else, perhaps the greatest of their troubles would be over soon. The Aspect Cascade had plagued them for too long now, but assuming Kazza succeeded in his mission, they would be in a far better position.

Granted, that was a pretty big assumption to make.

Kazza had reached out to the elders earlier, but while Halia and the others had tentatively approved, none of them had quite allowed themselves to believe that the foolhardy plan he was proposing would succeed. They moved their own people as requested, but they didn't bother to explain to the others why they were moving. None of them wanted to get anyone's hopes up, and far too many mages had already promised they could end the storm. This would more likely than not be another in a long line of failures.

There was a bit of an argument over it, of course. Allowing mages to mess with a disaster as great as the Aspect Cascade had every chance of simply making it worse, and Kazza's claims about what this new mage could do were simply outlandish. A few of them were convinced that he'd simply been tricked by some sort of illusory magic, but then a few of their scouts had caught wind of the massive fortress moving at speed through the sky.

Halia hadn't known what to think. That was one of Angus's legends, suddenly come to life. What that meant for them she wasn't sure, but it made the wound of his absence ache like it was fresh all over again.

On the other hand, what better way to honor him than to allow this? If he was here, he would almost certainly have said the fortress was a sign that the legends were real, and that it was a sign they should put their faith in the Wanderer. Two years ago Halia would have dismissed it outright, but far stranger things had happened now, and Kazza's tales of a suspiciously competent mage felt almost painfully familiar.

The other elders agreed, albeit for a different reason. They simply decided that it was better safe than sorry. Regardless of whether this mage was going to succeed or not, standing in the path of that fortress was the height of foolishness. Certainly many of the younger members of their clan—those who had grown up listening to Angus's stories—were in awe at the sight, and Halia didn't have the heart to shoot those hopes down any more than she could her own.

Most of the others, she knew, had far more muted hopes. They were mostly hoping this wouldn't make things worse.

"The timing is unfortunate," Orzo said, the elder lizardfolk tapping his staff on the ground with visible irritation. "If these mages fail to end the storm, it would likely break us. We will have no choice but to surrender ourselves to the Orstrahl Kingdom's whims."

"We already have little choice but to do that," Nizir pointed out. She was staring over the horizon in the direction of the Cascade, though there were only a few clouds visible from where they were. "Young Kazza has given us an option we did not have before."

"An option that might make things worse," Orzo grunted, although he didn't refute her point. Instead, he let out a deep sigh. "Forgive me. I am... agitated."

"As you should be," Razak said. The third elder looked the most disgruntled of them all, and wasn't even at his seat; instead, he stood leaning against the walls of their makeshift meeting hall, the sand digging into his scales. "Our problems do not fade even if Kazza and his mages succeed. Ending the Cascade will only put us on even footing with the other clans."

Most of the other elders winced at that, mostly because it was true. Halia was the only one not to flinch, but even her gaze was troubled. "Orstrahl claims they know the cause of Illwyld's troubles," she mused. "Even beyond the solution to the Aspect Cascade, they claim they can end the problem that all the clans are facing."

"The last clan to accept their offer of help disappeared," Razak said darkly, and the mood at the table visibly shifted at that.

They knew it was true. The mothfolk of the Ethereal Field had found their usual prey becoming increasingly incorporeal, impossible to catch in their usual traps and certainly not nourishing even when they could be caught. Even the plants they fed on were apparently set to fade out of existence, for all that it defied logic. They had been the first to agree to Orstrahl's offer of 'help', and then the entire clan had up and vanished overnight.

Hope was at an all time low for the beastfolk clans of Illwyld. Aside from the looming presence of the Aspect Cascade, they faced much the same problems all over the continent—the food they relied on was becoming increasingly scarce. The serpents of the Silver Shores spoke of their fish becoming increasingly poisonous, until even their robust systems could not digest the flesh; the avians of the Strangled Jungle found their own home turning increasingly against them, the vines they had once coexisted with now threatening to choke them out without ever-increasing tithes of blood and magic.

"Orstrahl continues to deny any involvement with the mothfolks' disappearance," Halia said tiredly, but she knew they could tell she agreed with them from the way her tail dragged low in the sand. "But I believe we are right to distrust their motives, and so I would ask that we put our trust in our young ones for now. If we reject every option available to us, we will be left with nothing."

"Some of our own are still working on it," another elder said restlessly. Halia gave him a pitying sort of look and didn't bother to respond. The elders that insisted on involving no outsiders at all were the ones most tiresome, especially given this was a problem created by outsiders in the first place. She was hardly going to refuse their help, Orstrahl aside.

"Kazza will proceed," Halia said authoritatively. "We will not interfere. There is every chance this will push us further toward our end, yes, but we will not meet that end like cowards, hiding from every option for fear that it will make things worse. Is that clear?"

There was a muttering chorus of agreement.

Halia had her own thoughts about what was happening, of course. She had lived for longer than most of the clan—women among the lizardfolk always did, though Angus had lived surprisingly long for one of their men—and she had witnessed the pattern in full. It felt very much like the Illwyld itself was coaxing them toward something. As the availability of their resources fell, the beastfolk clans were all gathering into an ever-shrinking region of safe territory.

All while the life that ordinarily flourished in their home grew more out of control and hostile. Halia was almost certain that was proof of intent, but what that intent was, she couldn't be sure. She did know that if things continued as they were, they would likely be pushed into fighting for survival, and the lizardfolk of the Golden Sands were worse off than most when it came to that. If they had the Aspect Cascade at their backs while a war brewed in front of them, then they would have no chance at all to survive.

They needed this to work. Even if the hope Kazza offered them was a small one, it was one they needed to take.

She left the meeting hall and made her way to the sand that marked the edge of their territory—for now, anyway. The magic they used to move their homes around the desert made their territory despite the beasts that lived beneath the sands, but it was a fragile sort of magic. If things kept going the way they were, she suspected that even that would fail, and the ictharian sharks would gain the ability to break into their homes to feed.

She could see the edge of the Aspect Cascade from here. It would be enough to track what was happening, and to move her people if it became necessary. There were scouts to do this, but Halia felt it was her duty: she had the final word on it, after all.

Though she allowed herself a wry smile at that thought. The elders believed they and she had the final word on it, but in all likelihood, even if they had refused, Kazza would have gone ahead with the plan anyway. She had heard the conviction in his whispered message, and that, more than anything else, made her believe this would work.

Some of the elders joined her, though she suspected it was more out of anxiety than a true sense of duty. Together, they kept watch, staring over the horizon.

Until the sky began to darken. The pressure began to grow. Far away from them, still, but they didn't need to be close to see the power suddenly pouring off the Cascade. Visions of the primal mana aspects themselves flashed within the storm, making some of the others around her wince and cry out in fear.

"They have failed!" one cried. "It was foolish of us to trust a youngling—"

"Quiet, child," Halia snapped, and the youngest of the elders turned to her, outraged. She snorted. He was barely into his hundreds. "Do you not see? The storm has not moved. They are still working on it."

She said the words with conviction, though in truth she was a lot more worried than she pretended. She spoke a message into the [Whispered Breeze], but she could tell even on the attempt that her attempt would not even get close to Kazza; whatever this was, they were on their own.

Halia would just have to have faith. Strangely enough, she found that she did.

Her thoughts wandered back to Angus, whose advice she would most dearly have wished for at times like this. The two of them had never fully reconciled their differences, in truth. Even in his old age, Angus was very much a child, one that loved the legends and folklore carried by their clans. Halia had greater problems to worry about, and had to put the clan ahead of dreams and hope.

But that was the same kind of hope she sorely missed now, surrounded by others who were more fearful than not. It was her turn to hold the beacon of it in his stead, and now that it was on her to do so, she found she missed the solidity of his company.

Perhaps she should have made her move on him when she still had the chance.

But it was too late to think of such things, and the best she could do was carry that beacon in his absence. She liked to think that he would have thought of all this as an adventure, of sorts. The clan of the Golden Sands fighting against a mighty storm, only to be rescued by a mysterious stranger? It would be just like one of the legends he loved so much.

Though Halia herself didn't like the idea of relying on a stranger, she recognized the hope that the Wanderer's legends brought. It was, in a way, part of their clan.

Then the storm began to lighten. Halia's eyes widened slightly, her tail stilling in the sand. The sound that echoed across the desert—that crackle of haywire magic—grew less thunderous, and both the clouds and the primal elemental aspects faded from the sky, piece by piece, until eventually a feeling she had thought long gone grew in its place.

"What..." the other elder said, lost for words, and Halia allowed herself to smile.

"Perhaps, Izin, it is you that should put greater faith in our younglings," she said lightly. "They are the future of our clan, after all. And it seems one of them has now made our future that much brighter."





The skies above the Golden Sands were bright, without a hint of the Aspect Cascade anywhere on the horizon.

For the lizardfolk clan of the Golden Sands, this was a miracle two years in the making. Many of them had no idea what to make of the sudden change in their circumstances. They were glad, of course, but there was a feeling that accompanied it—the worry that none of it was real, and that they would be met by something worse when it was done. Two years of running from the Cascade had taught them that calm sands and clear skies was something to be wary of.

And yet nothing happened, even as the seconds continued to tick past. A wary sort of relief slowly began to trickle into their hearts as they allowed themselves to believe that the nightmare of the storm really was over.

The silence alone was something the lizardfolk of the Golden Sands were unused to—for too long, the storm existed on the periphery of their hearing, its thunder echoing with every strike of errant magic. Now for once there was only wind and sand, and with them, relief they had not known for years.

Then Kazza reached out to all of them, his words dancing along the breeze, this time bright and relieved. Perhaps with an undertone of something worried, but none of them noticed quite yet save for a certain matriarch.

The Aspect Cascade is ended, he said. And we will be safe from its threat forevermore. We will be returning with new friends and a spell we thought lost to us, although the Wanderer asks that we help bring his friends back to their Academy with it.

A small hesitation.

Also... One of the elders we thought lost is not, and he will be returning with us, he added. He will look different from what you remember, but do not be frightened. We will explain everything we can.

Murmurs erupted across the clan. An elder that they thought lost? How could one of their elders possibly have survived in the desert alone, and why would he have wanted to? The only one that always kept himself out like that was—

The clan matriarch interrupted their thoughts with the greatest display of emotion they had ever seen from her. Something like a broken sob as she stared into the distance, like she saw something no one else did.

And before anyone could stop her, she rushed forward into the sand.





The Red Commander laughed in delight as he was blown backward through a mountain, several of his bones shattering in the process.

What a battle! Against a Greater Indictment, no less, without any of the tools he normally had prepared to fight against something of that magnitude. He had sent Lifsauhn back before their battle could start in earnest, of course; the dwarf wouldn't be able to handle a fight of this magnitude. He himself would be fine, of course, though he wasn't entirely sure if he could defeat the Indictment.

That didn't matter so much. More important was the fact that his opponent had an absolutely fascinating set of abilities. Or perhaps it was just a single one applied creatively? He wasn't quite sure yet. Identifying what these things did had never really been his strong point.

The Red Commander had been expecting to summon a Greater Indictment from the moment he decided to cast that ritual spell. The realms always did seem to protest whenever he indulged in the occasional compounded mass slaughter. Mass slaughter in and of itself wasn't usually enough to trigger one—that sort of thing happened all the time—but something about doing necromancy to commit even more slaughter was apparently offensive to the realms. Why this was the case, he had no idea.

But he was really more interested in figuring out how to turn the Indictment into one of his Sentinels. Especially if he'd be fighting Yggdrasil's End anytime soon, though he was hoping for about a week or so to prepare.

Then the Red Commander tilted his head, as if sensing something wrong, and frowned. Perhaps it was more critical that he capture this Indictment than he thought. It seemed someone had managed to break the seal on his Red Knight. But a mage capable of breaking that seal...

He brightened. "Ah, Yggdrasil's End," he said, practically singing out the words. "Now that I know you're here, this is your doing, isn't it? You've stolen my Knight. But I still have so many pieces in play!"

"You speak nonsense," the Greater Indictment across from him said coldly. He was a tall, wooden thing—no doubt some idol that the people of Idefel had once worshipped. It was no surprise that it would become the focal point of the realm's power and turn into an Indictment, but for a worshipped idol, it had quite the strange power indeed.

"Those villagers must have had a truly fascinating set of beliefs, to create something like you," the Commander said with a chuckle. "They didn't even worship a true divine, did they? You must be, what, some kind of false idol they put on a pedestal?"

"I do not care for your questions," the Greater Indictment intoned, and the Red Commander almost pouted, even as it caught him by the wrist and slammed him hard into the ground. The impact shattered his ribs even through the barriers and armor he wore and he laughed again, ignoring it; his magic quickly got to work repairing him, like it always did.

"You Greater Indictments never do," he said jovially. "You're all so boring. Except for your powers. Those are always interesting, did you know that?"

The Indictment didn't respond. Instead, he clapped once, and his form shifted. The tall, thin form was good for speed and had a deceptive amount of strength, but this new one was strangely blocky.

"Oh?" the Red Commander said. "What will you be stealing now?"

The Indictment grabbed at him, and the Red Commander watched as his armor broke off like it was made of putty. Before, that tall, thin form had swiped at him and stolen the speed and strength he granted himself; now it was doing the same with his armor... this thing was brilliant. It was practically made to be his pet.

"You might not want to put that on," the Red Commander said, but the Indictment ignored him, and he chuckled. The melted-putty armor flexed and rippled across its body.

Then it froze in place, staring at him. The Red Commander smiled brightly. How convenient! He hadn't even needed to lure it back to camp.

"I put a great deal of control magic into my armor," he explained casually. "It's a good precaution. Means I can move how I want even when my bones are broken, which is just the sort of thing a flesh mage needs. It works pretty well with abilities like yours, too. What do you do, absorb concepts from things?"

The Indictment didn't answer, mostly because he hadn't willed it to. "Mind you, I doubt that would've worked as well if I wasn't me," the Red Commander continued. "But I am. So... kneel for me, won't you?"

The Indictment shifted stiffly, like it was fighting the command, but even that small piece of armor it had stolen contained too much of his mind. And the Indictment, after all, had little to no experience with having a mind at all..

It knelt.

"How lovely," the Red Commander said. His fingers twitched, and without glancing at them, he sliced them off, letting the severed pieces drop into the ground. Blood flowed freely from the stumps before they sealed off, new fingers growing in their place, and he raised a hand to give his new Sentinel a fistbump. "See this? If you don't like something, you just cut it off and grow something new in its place. The Red Knight was getting boring, anyway."

He hummed for a moment. "I wonder which one of you gets hierarchical precedence," he said. "I suspect I'll be meeting Yggdrasil's End by the end of the week. Think you can steal something from him for me then?"

The Indictment gave him a stiff nod, not having any other choice, and the Red Commander laughed.

"Excellent."
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  Cale was almost surprised by how familiar everything in the temple felt to him. It was only to be expected, but the sense of nostalgia was almost overpowering. If not for his knowledge of the Red Commander and what he had done, Cale would have liked nothing more than to spend a few days here soaking in Vital's presence.

Grieving him, really. Because for all that this place felt like him, it also told him in no uncertain terms that his old friend was gone. What remained was a vestige, one that was only there because of Vital's particular role as the Source of Vitality. It placed him in a unique position to do things like stand right on the razor's edge of death, leaving him some vestige of consciousness.

That vestige of consciousness was almost certainly what he'd used to speak to the lizardfolk of the Golden Sands. The evidence was all around him in the temple: the stories carved into the walls, the dusty scrolls, and half a dozen inside jokes that no one but he and Vital were likely to understand. Not only that, but the legends that the lizardfolk had held on to all this time—those tales of a Wanderer and all the deeds he'd accomplished...

Which meant that Vital had spent his dying days reminiscing about him.

Cale had no idea how to feel about that.

It felt like he'd allowed too much between them to fester unspoken. Cale had always been concerned about how ephemeral he was compared to most of the Monoliths—he was immortal, certainly, but he wasn't omnipresent in the way that they were. A Monolith embodied a Law that existed all throughout the realms, and Cale Cadwell Cobbs was, at the end of the day, a human. One that existed in a single realm at a time, at that.

And because he moved about at random with every death, even a Monolith would have no choice but to search them top to bottom to find him again. Their omnipresence didn't extend to omniscience; just because their Law existed everywhere at once didn't mean their minds weren't more limited, though they were far more capable than the average mortal.

Cale knew that from Vital's perspective, he would be missing for months or years or even decades each time he died. That, more than anything, was what he struggled with. The nature of his existence didn't allow for commitment, and even those precious few times he let himself fall in love during his time in a realm, both he and his various partners always knew he would move on once he died.

Anything he allowed himself to have with Vital would be far more permanent. Truthfully, he wondered sometimes if he'd been scared of the thought, though it seemed foolish now.

The Source of Vitality had never bothered to worry about such things. In fact, he rarely even spared a thought about the future. He was all about enjoying the present for what it was and celebrating each moment of life to the fullest, and when he decided he liked something, he went for it.

Cale glanced at one of the murals on the temple wall—it was depicting some adventure he barely remembered, involving him attempting to bargain with a Devil-King—and snorted. "Now you've got me reminiscing," he muttered. "You didn't tell these guys any of your stories, did you? Because I seem to remember a lot of ladies hanging off your shoulders when we first met."

The mana of the temple coiled around him, faintly indignant, and Cale laughed. "Oh, now you react to me," he said, though he wasn't really surprised. There wasn't much left of Vital here, and the bulk of his consciousness likely hadn't even realized that Cale was present yet. It was mostly the vestiges of his mind reacting to the pattern of old, familiar banter. Limited in scope and in the ways it could express itself, but the familiarity was comforting, in a way.

Perhaps he might have been more coherent a few years ago, but Vital had clearly expended a lot of his remaining power in his attempt to protect Angus. Even now, Cale could feel echoes of that expenditure radiating throughout the temple. To think that someone had resisted the will of a Monolith, even a dead one...

I wish I'd been here, Cale thought, but there was no real use in that kind of thinking. Vital had taught him that, and he wasn't about to disregard it now, especially in the midst of his old friend's grave.

He wasn't above teasing him, though.

"Now that I think about it, I seem to remember you showing up with a different woman every time we met, in the early days," Cale said, narrowing his eyes. And, partly, testing the waters. "You realize you can't just go around picking up women, right? You're a Monolith. There's a power imbalance to consider."

The mana around him turned sullen and sulky, and Cale grinned. "No, not men either, not that I ever saw you with any. Honestly, kinda weird that you went for me after that. I wouldn't have thought myself to be your type. Don't really have the curves, you know?"

Embarrassment flickered in the mana. Cale could almost hear the words: I didn't think you were my type, either.

"Yeah, we both learned something new that one time," Cale said with a snicker. The embarrassment around him flashed into something sharper, then relaxed into something fond.

The temple was big, and it would take Cale some time to make his way toward the center. In almost any other situation, he would have been happy to take his time, reminiscing with even just this vestige of his old friend. But with the knowledge that a fragment of the corrupted Source was still out there, he knew he couldn't afford to take his time.

The best he could do, for now, was to take a little bit of comfort in his old friend's presence as he made his way down. Perhaps some time in the future, when the threat had lessened and if the temple still had power, he could come back to speak properly with Vital's ghost.

He doubted it, though. Even with Vital's domain being that of life and vitality itself, there was a limit to how long he could last as a corpse.

But sometimes, a little bit of wishful thinking was nice.

So Cale made his way down the steps of the temple, laughing and joking with the ghost of an old flame, and pretending—just for the moment—that everything was as it should have been.





Before long, Cale found himself standing before what Angus had dubbed the "worship pit." He grimaced a little at the sight, taking a small, involuntary step away from the edge. Angus hadn't felt it because Vital's presence had protected him, but Cale recognized the jagged edges deeper within the pit. The stone that had been built on top of it hid its true nature well, but farther down were streaks of torn magic and corrupted flesh.

And far below, at the very base of it all, were the shredded remains of the Source of Vitality's heart.

It wasn't a pit at all. Cale remembered well the moment that spear pierced Vital in the chest. He remembered the choked noise the Monolith made as he attempted to pull it out, then the increasingly frantic pulses of power as he tried to heal the damage. Corrupted magic flared brighter with every attempt, like even the Law of Life was somehow feeding the spear, and though the Origin of Force had rushed over to rip it out, the damage had already been done.

Everyone on the battlefield that day felt the moment the Law of Life shattered and the Source of Vitality began to die.

Then one of the nearby worldships fired some sort of space-warping spell sealed into its cannons, like it needed to get Vital's body as far away from the rest of the Monoliths as possible. No doubt the Lower Branches were worried, rightfully, that if they could get to Vital in time, they might be able to reverse the effects of the spear. It was one of the few teleport effects that none of them had been able to trace, not even the Leviathan, and so Vital's body was lost amongst the Great Realms.

Until now, Cale supposed.

Even now, at the bottom of the wound, the leftover shreds of the Source of Vitality's heart beat with a strange, impossible power. Anyone who could get to them would likely be able to boost their magic many times over, but Cale doubted any mortal being could descend far enough down into the pit to retrieve them. The leftover remnants of the spear's magic were still there, infused so deeply within the broken Law that they were impossible to remove, and a killing magic strong enough to end the Law of Life would easily destroy anything lesser.

It disturbed him a bit that the magic still lingered, but it made sense. Anything less and Vital would simply have been able to bring himself back to life. Monoliths were not their vessels, after all, whether those vessels were mortal or otherwise, and Vital was less dependent on his than most.

Not for the first time, Cale thought about how this meant that someone amongst the Lower Branches had engineered that spear to kill his friend. To end the Source of Vitality, who wanted nothing more than for all life to enjoy every moment of what they had. Cale had lingered on this thought before, but he had never had the chance to examine either the spear or the wound. Now that he had, he was more certain than ever that this was engineered, but...

Well, it was far too late to matter. Cale had never been able to find the culprit, as much as he'd searched. No one in the Great Realms should have been able to forge such a weapon, even the gods amongst the Named. More likely than not, this was another secret of the Lower Branch cults that would never be known.

Cale sighed, then stopped procrastinating and braced himself for what was coming next. He knelt at the edge of the worship pit. "Hello, Vital," he said.

The mana exuding from the pit surged with sudden joy, brighter and sharper than the flickers of intent he'd felt while reminiscing on his way down. This was the greater part of what was left of the Source of Vitality's mind, and there was enough left of him to recognize Cale. Part of the tension inside him eased, though he didn't like what he was here for.

"I'd like to talk," he said. "You'll need some of my mana for that, won't you?"

The mana around him coiled suggestively. Cale rolled his eyes. "Not like that," he said. "A blood donation."

A flood of mana poured out of the pit—Vital's equivalent of a sigh, no doubt—but the Monolith couldn't hide that he was eager to be able to speak to Cale, either. There was a sense of acquiescence. Cale held out his palm, created a barrier sharp enough to cut into it, then watched as several drops of his own mana-infused blood poured into the pit.

In most cases, sharing mana in any way required some sort of medium. When Cale shared his mana with Akkau to empower the academy's wards, it was through the medium of a ritual that simply drew on him as the source of its power, then stopped when the crystals made to store that power were full. The mana channeler provided by the Haelforge Academy was different in that it was one of the few genuinely flexible mediums in this regard. Acquiring it would be incredible for his time in Utelia.

Cale didn't have the benefit of either, but Vital was different. As the Source of Vitality, he could make use of the mana infused within Cale's blood with very little preparation, essentially allowing the blood itself to act as a medium for the transfer. This fact made the two of them a deadly combination during the Planar War, especially when Cale allowed himself to be enchanted with a few blood volume increasing spells before each battle.

Granted, those battles tended to be rather messy.

His blood made contact with the shredded remains of Vital's heart, and teal flame began to flare out of the pit, brilliant and bright enough that Cale had to shield his eyes against the glow.

When it faded, Cale's heart nearly stopped. The Source of Vitality was there, an embodiment of the spark of life itself floating languidly with a familiar sort of irreverent grace just above the worship pit. He looked much like he always had in his true form—like a distant relative of a fire elemental turned to solid chitin, overlapping itself like armor wrapped around a muscular frame. Six eyes crinkled with amusement as they watched Cale, and the teal flame atop his head danced merrily.

Even now, staring too long into that flame offered glimpses of entirely different biospheres, all-new ecosystems that Vital had once spent years dreaming of. The only real difference was that now there was nothing new. Where before Vital dreamt whole new lifeforms with every passing moment, now there was only a repetition of ideas he'd already had.

That, more than anything else—more than the gaping wound in his chest or the shredded remains of his heart—convinced Cale that Vital was dead, and that the vestige he was speaking now was exactly that. A vestige.

It didn't make it any less painful, though, and it was all too easy to believe that everything was normal when Vital began to speak. 

"Whatcha thinkin' about?," the Monolith asked playfully, like he was amused. He leaned down to examine Cale's expression. "If you're thinking it's your fault I got targeted because we were too effective as a team, I'm going to have to ask you to stop doing that."

"It's hard to think of any other reason you'd be targeted," Cale said with a wry smile. "Also, it's been centuries. Stop being able to read me so well."

"I refuse," Vital said brightly. His voice softened. "I knew what I was getting into. We all did. You need to stop blaming yourself for something you couldn't possibly have known would happen."

"I refuse," Cale said repeated Vital's words back at him, his tone dry.

"Suppose I should have expected that," Vital said with a laugh. "So, what brings you here, old friend? Finally come to say goodbye? Have to be honest, I was sort of hoping you'd be here a few centuries ago."

"I didn't leave you here on purpose. I couldn't find you."

"I figured," Vital said with a shrug. "I'm teasing. Don't blame yourself for that, either. I can see you doing it. It's just good to see you again." He paused expectantly. "So, that goodbye?"

Cale shook his head. "Not why I'm here," he said, slightly uncomfortable. Vital clicked his tongue.

"Of course it's not," he said, sighing. "Alright. What do you need from ol' Vitality now? A resurrection? Because I can tell you, these days a resurrection is pretty beyond me. On account of being dead and waiting for my unfinished business to be able to move on and all."

"I get it," Cale said, trying desperately to move on. He was not at all inclined to talk about the rules surrounding the vestiges of powerful entities like Vital and what they might need to move on, and he certainly wasn't prepared for what this implied about how Vital felt. It was easy to tell what his friend wanted, the plea was practically radiating from his magic, but...

He wasn't ready for that. He didn't know if he ever would be.

But he knew that wasn't fair, either.

"It's just—I found Icon," Cale said, forging ahead stubbornly. "It told me that when we excised the corrupted part of the Source, the pieces that remained were somehow able to survive. I figured if anyone would know anything about that, it would be you."

"You're looking for its avatar?" Vital asked, cocking his head. He raised his eyes as if to scan an invisible horizon, then nodded. "Huh. I can feel it here, yup. Feels like an evil little hole in the world. Wonder why I didn't notice it earlier."

Vital's tone was heavy with implication, and Cale sighed. "Vital..."

"I'm not whole, Cale," Vital said. His illusory body swept down so he could look Cale in the eyes, and though there was sympathy in them, there was also something harder. "I've been dead for a very long time now, and the only pieces of me hanging on are the ones looking for closure. I might look like him and sound like him, but right now, I'm not a person. Not in the ways that mattered to me.

"I can tell that something happened here." Vital's gaze swept over his temple. "I can tell I tried to do something. Tried to help someone, maybe. I can tell that the avatar you're worried about was here. But there isn't enough of me left to act, only to respond, and you know how I feel about that.

"Not to mention the more I decay, the more it's going to hurt those people who live on me," he added. "I can feel them up there, you know. They're struggling. I can make some changes while you're here, try to make everything evolve differently, but sooner or later they're going to adapt and start pushing all the people up there to come down here. I can't control what I do while I'm dormant, not when I'm dead—"

"I know!" Cale snapped, his voice cracking, and Vital floated back, studying him. "I know. You're waiting for me to let you go. You're a ghost, and I'm your unfinished business. It's the rules."

"Monolith ghosts are very powerful, it turns out," Vital joked, and Cale managed a small, pained smile.

"You aren't going to help me find the avatar unless I help you let go, are you?" Cale asked.

"I don't want to keep hurting the people living on me, Cale," Vital said, his voice gentler, and Cale winced and nodded. As if sympathetic, Vital smiled and changed the subject. "What's the place called, anyway? It better be something cool. I don't think I could stand it if they're calling my body something stupid."

"Illwyld," Cale said. "That's the name of the continent, anyway."

"Illwyld," Vital repeated, testing the word. "Hmm. I like the inclusion of the 'y' in 'wild'. Makes it sound like I'm supporting some sort of fae society. Not sure I like the word 'ill', but I guess I'm pretty sick, so."

"Are you trying to make me feel better?"

"Maybe."

Cale sighed. "There's... someone I want you to meet," he said carefully after a moment. "I picked up an apprentice, and he managed to pick up a Legacy of one of your pillar aspects. Verdant Flame."

"Oh, really?" Vital grinned at him. "Can't believe you finally got an apprentice. Just like you to pick up one that can use one of my pillar aspects. What is he, a vineling?"

"Dreadshade."

"Holy shit," Vital said, laughing. "Seriously? A dreadshade with Verdant Flame? How'd you manage to find someone like that? You've outdone yourself, and that's saying something."

He paused before continuing, his voice a little softer. "Maybe I won't be dead forever, then. But you know I'm not going to come back the same, right? You still need to let this version of me go."

"I know." Cale glanced away. "I was just hoping you could talk to him before you go. Give him some guidance. He isn't here with me now, but I'd come back with him."

"So you want me to help you now, and at some undisclosed date in the future, you'll come back here so I can give your apprentice tips, and then you'll say goodbye?"

Cale winced. "I know how it sounds, but that's the gist of it, yeah."

"It does sound pretty bad." Vital hummed. "I'm gonna need some collateral. Proof that you mean it, you know? I'll take your shirt if you promise not to wear another one until you come back. I know how much you hate being shirtless."

"Because you kept trying to make me take off my shirt?" Cale asked dryly.

"Because I kept trying to make you take off your shirt," Vital agreed.

"I did love you back, you know."

"Listen, I understand if you don't want to take off your shirt, so I'll acce—wait, what?" Vital froze in place, staring at him, and Cale looked up and met his gaze.

"I did love you," he repeated. "I never let myself say it, and I think you know why. I was caught up in the reincarnation thing, and the idea of committing to anything with someone like you scared me. But I shouldn't have let that get between us."

"Holy shit," Vital said. "Are you sure you're Cale?"

Cale shot him an annoyed look.

"Sorry, sorry," Vital said. "It's just—you're so avoidant—I didn't think even in saying goodbye you'd... I almost thought you didn't..."

The figure of the Monolith sagged suddenly. "Thanks," he said, his voice smaller. "I'll trust you to come back. That apprentice must have helped you come to terms with a lot of things, huh?"

"Apprentices," Cale said, smiling slightly. "And I've made some friends, too. Do you want to meet them?"

"Well, I was going to ask for a private sendoff, but now I'm conflicted." Vital grinned at him, and Cale rolled his eyes. "Yes, I'd like to meet them."

"I'll get everyone I can to come," Cale said. "Not like that. Don't even start, Vital."

"What do you think I am, a pervert?"

"In front of everyone but Ari, and only because she threatened to castrate you once."

Vital grunted. "I still don't get why she never threatened you."

"I have a sense of timing," Cale said with a small laugh. It was a strange thing he was feeling—light and heavy, all at once.

He didn't hate it as much as he thought he would.

Vital made a face like he was considering a response, then decided against it and cleared his throat instead. "Anyway! You need a teleport from me, right? And I can set it up to take you back wherever you want when you activate the sigil. You know the drill. You gonna go off and kick that avatar's ass?"

"Something like that," Cale said.

Vital frowned at him, suddenly wary. "Cale. End him if you must, but don't go too far," he cautioned.

"He shattered Icon and turned it into a slave, then turned a lizardfolk you were trying to protect into a soulstorm."

Vital's expression darkened. "Ah," he said. "...still. Be careful, Cale. For your own sake. I don't care about him, but I do care about you."

There was a lot implied in that sentence. Cale nodded, his heart heavy, but he wasn't quite sure if he'd changed his mind. "I'll be careful," he promised.

The temple seemed to breathe, and then power began to gather around Cale—not quite life aspect mana, but something close to it. When he was still alive, Vital had once called this spell [To Dance Upon the Web of Life], because he was prone to overly wrought spell names and even more complex spell mechanisms. His domain wasn't exactly teleportation or transportation, which made this particular form of transport both a high-tier spell and frankly incredibly uncomfortable, but it was what he had to work with.

They exchanged a quick, final word about what to expect, and then an enormous fungal bloom sprouted out of the stone beneath Cale and ate him.





Far away, in the eastern corners of Aersheld, the Red Commander paused and glanced at his new Sentinel. The Indictment continued to shuffle awkwardly beside him, attempting to fight off his influence and failing.

"Do you feel that?" he asked. It didn't respond. He shrugged, then turned back to keep walking, only to find himself face to face with an enormous fungal bloom. "...What is that thing?"

Then it lurched, and mana began to blast out of it. Something about it felt... overwhelming, and not in a way he liked. He took an involuntary step back as the pressure descended on him, almost accusatory. "What is this?" he demanded. "Did you do this? What am I feeling?"

His new Sentinel shivered, then let out a broken laugh. It spoke the first words ever since he'd first taken it over.

"Fear," it whispered gleefully.

"Nonsense," the Red Commander said. "I don't feel fear."

"No?" it asked, and then chuckled. "Perhaps you simply haven't felt it yet."
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  The biggest problem with [To Dance Upon the Web of Life] was the amount of subjective time Cale had to experience. The specifics of the spell were lost to him, though Vital had explained it once before: it had something to do with potential mycelium networks and information transfer and using magic to play around with the definitions of both.

It was all very impressive and a clever workaround for a Monolith whose domain didn't usually involve teleportation. It was also near-instantaneous, which was even more of a miracle, considering what the spell actually did. The spell had to break down the physical body of its target, then reconstitute it elsewhere. Vital had managed to tweak it so that the process was both painless and immediate, but he'd never quite been able to fix the subjective time issue.

For reasons unknown to him, no matter how quickly the spell operated, the mind of its target would experience time as though they were moving at a fixed speed. That speed was still pretty fast, so Cale wouldn't be stuck inside the semi-realized construct of a mycelium network for subjective hours or anything, but it would feel like several minutes were passing at the least.

Which was better than it could have been. The Golden Sands and the coast of Aersheld weren't that far apart. Cale had been forced to endure several hours of the spell once already, and he wasn't sure if he could handle hours of disembodied transportation a second time. Especially not now, when it felt especially dangerous for him to be left alone with his thoughts.

Cale knew that it had helped, in some immaterial way, to have finally talked about his past with his apprentices. It helped to know that even if things changed, they wouldn't change completely. Even Flia, who seemed most reluctant to accept what he'd done, chose not to impose those feelings on him; she understood how much the decision had cost, and though the scope of what he'd done worried her, she still felt she knew who he was.

The problem didn't lie with any of his apprentices, or with the fact that he'd spoken about the events of the Planar War. The problem was that the memories were fresh now, old wounds had been opened and aching. Those wounds had never really healed in the first place, of course, and so he was raw and vulnerable in a way he wasn't used to being.

In the span of a few hours, he'd witnessed an echo of the Planar War in the Aspect Cascade. He'd confronted two friends he thought long dead, first the Icon of Battle, who had been broken and enslaved for what must have been the better part of several centuries, if not longer; Icon had been reluctant to elaborate, knowing what it would do to him.

And he might have saved Icon in the end, but everything he'd seen of Vital told him his friend was well and truly gone. All that was left now was a vestige, and even that was something he was going to have to let go once this was all over.

Cale was resilient, but a lot had happened, and dwelling on any of that—in particular, dwelling on who had caused all of it—was dangerous for him. Trapped as nothing more than a disembodied mind, however, he had little other choice.

...Come to think of it, this was probably why Vital had given him that warning in the first place, wasn't it? The Monolith knew him better than most, and was keenly attuned to all his tendencies; he knew that if Cale was given the opportunity, he was probably going to spiral.

It was kind of annoying that he was right. After all this time, he would've liked to have changed in some way that was surprising. Apparently that was just the fact that he'd picked up apprentices. They weren't even the first ones he'd picked up!

They were the first ones he'd allowed himself to get close to, though.

Cale let out a mental sigh and tried to focus on the more positive side of things. He hadn't expected to be able to speak to Vital again, and the fact that there was even a vestige left brought him a warmth he hadn't been expecting. If he hadn't listened to Damien and the others, he might have never gotten this opportunity at all. That was encouraging.

And there was the fact that the Brightscale Academy still awaited him once this was all over. His apprentices hadn't abandoned him, even knowing the truth. They'd been able to save Angus on top of it all, an outcome he hadn't even dared hope for when he first realized what had caused the Aspect Cascade. It bode well for what his apprentices might grow into.

Which was contingent on him stopping the Red Commander once and for all.

The Red Commander was the sole mind behind the Red Hunters. He had orchestrated the capture of all those Abyssal Ones, creating impossible relics he used to capture and enslave all who opposed him. The tactics were more subtle than what he was used to from the Planar War, but he'd heard from Serof about the state of the mothfolk, trapped in the Watchful Hive. And Izzik had told him about the nightmare that was the Aspect Cascade, of everyone that had been taken from him the day it appeared.

Cale had been on Utelia for barely a handful of days and had already seen the fingerprints of the Red Hunters in every nearly disaster and atrocity he'd encountered. It was at the hands of the Red Commander that the Icon of Battle was broken and enslaved. It was through him that Angus's soul had been torn apart, used as fuel for the storm that took the lives of half the lizardfolk of the Golden Sands. How much had that single event affected Izzik, or Kazza?

And the Commander had used one of their own people to do it, too. It was...

Cale didn't want to think it, but it was just like the atrocities he'd seen those Lower Branch cultists pulling off time and time again, back during the Planar War.

The thought should have strengthened him for the fight that was coming. He knew more than anyone else how important it was, and the thought that any of it might be coming back should have reminded him how important it was for him to protect the precious drop of peace he'd found.

Instead, even with the millennia that had passed since, Cale felt suddenly like he was caught once more in the grasp of that war.

Without a body, he couldn't take a deep breath to steady himself, couldn't clench his fists, couldn't do anything to express even a fraction of the anger he felt at being brought back to this, in the one life and in the one moment he finally thought he might have a fraction of peace.

What else was the Red Commander responsible for? Even now, if he reached out with his mana sense, he could feel an ugly power wrapped around a Greater Indictment. Only moments after losing the Icon of Battle, the Red Commander had taken control yet another being. Where would it stop? The students from both Brightscale and Haelforge, enslaving the entire clan of mothfolk, what had happened to Sternkessel...

Something within him snapped. Hot rage transformed into cold fury.

His mana sense said that no one else was around.

Good. There would be no collateral for what was coming. 

Cale Cadwell Cobbs did not step out of the fungal bloom that placed him in Aersheld, because Cale Cadwell Cobbs was not the mask he needed to wear at the moment. While that version of himself felt increasingly like less of a mask, he was still capable of discarding it when necessary.

This felt necessary.

There were justifications, of course. Whatever else the Red Commander was, he was also an avatar of the corrupted and excised pieces of the Source. Where he had come from and how all this had happened were still questions that needed to be answered, but the link itself was undeniable. If Cale felt any doubt, then the mark of the Lower Branches burned into the pauldron of the Commander's armor eliminated it.

So when Cale stepped out of the bloom, he was no longer Cale Cadwell Cobbs. Nor was he Yggdrasil's End, who had earned that moniker but had hated every moment of it. The Mad Mage may have fit the moment, in a way, but what the Mad Mage represented was something of a more calculated anger—a man capable of using any means to achieve a goal.

He'd earned worse names, though. Like the one he tried to forget about. The one he'd earned at the height of the Planar War, when the last of his friends and crew had died or left, and his worldship was left empty of all but himself. The Monoliths had yet to join him, at the time, and he'd had almost nothing left in the way of options. Almost nothing left in general, really.

So he'd taken it upon himself to end every Lower Branch cultist he could find. To depose every tyrant and dictator in every realm he could reach. He'd said it to his apprentices, even. He tried everything he could to stop the war, to avoid the necessity of destroying Yggdrasil.

One of those things he'd tried had been fear.

The memories still weighed on him, in a way, and part of him wondered if he could truly slip back into this mask. Perhaps too much time had passed, and that cold, scarred part of him was gone or weak. Instead, the mask slid into place as if it had been there all along, hiding just beneath the person he wanted to be.

It would have been worrying how easy it was, but Torment's Shadow did not worry. It had no use for such things.

There were tales told of Torment's Shadow. It made no effort to hide its work. It wanted the stories to spread—wanted the would-be dictators and petty tyrants to hear its name and fear what would come for them. Those that caught sight of it spoke of the detached fury in its eyes, of the tears it always seemed to shed, and yet in spite of those tears it never stopped what it was doing. It was ruthless in its work, giving none of its enemies any quarter.

And above all—unlike any identity that came before or after—it was not kind.

It had its rules, of course. It would not harm the innocent or the young. There was a legend that needed to be told, something real and visceral and capable of invoking terror. Torment's Shadow did not try to invoke hope, for the realms it visited were long succumbed to misery and ruin. It did not offer warmth nor shelter, nor make the same countless promises it had failed to keep.

When the people of Yggdrasil whispered its name, it was not because they wished for freedom. Its name and legend promised only one thing.

Revenge.

Those that prayed to it knew there was nothing left for them except to know that the perpetrators of their suffering would suffer as they had. Torment's Shadow stalked the branches of Yggdrasil, delivering exactly that to realm after realm. Its legend spread in exactly the way it intended, making the cult fear every shadow, every whisper of its name.

It even brought peace, in a way, though it was a broken sort of peace. Torment's Shadow promised the peace of satisfaction instead of closure. The hope it gave, however, inadvertent, was a hope without a future.

It spoke to the state of the realms, perhaps, that even that hope was a hope their people clung to.

Regardless, Torment's Shadow was what it needed to be. Cale Cadwell Cobbs would think and reflect and look for opportunities, but Torment's Shadow could break an opponent without flinching and fight without hesitation. By the time it stepped out of the fungal bloom, eyes cold and dead, it had already begun pouring mana into its opening spells.

Two of them at once, in fact.

Mana overload detected! Attempting to compensate...

Adjusting spell construct...

[Starlight Font] has evolved into [Starlit Barrage]!

[Starlit Barrage, Level 1] [Twelfth Tier (Unique), Active] [1.0e30 Mana]

Conjure a barrage of miniature stars, each one at minimum capable of affecting lower-mantle dwarfsteel.

This spell automatically prioritizes the destruction of armor and other physical accessories by instantly transferring all energy within a conjured star to its target item or limb. Any item destroyed in this way may cause severe burns due to the nature of its destruction.

Mana overload detected! Attempting to compensate...

Adjusting spell construct...

[Plasma Transmutation] has evolved into [Hand of the Plasmic Godsmith]!

[Hand of the Plasmic Godsmith, Level 1] [Fourteenth Tier (Unique), Active] [1.0e32 Mana]

When triggered, transmute all plasma within range into divine-grade starsteel that may be freely reshaped and manipulated for the duration of this spell. This spell may be held at the ready.

Cautionary note: divine-grade starsteel is not considered a suitable material for a realm of this level and will continually burn any subject in contact with it, including fire elementals and other constructs typically resistant to heat.

Torment's Shadow knew that if its apprentices saw this, they were likely to protest. It was glad that they weren't here. In a distant sort of way, it knew that without them, it would not be coming back.

Behind it, the sky darkened, then filled in with a dozen miniature stars, each one pouring out enough mana and condensed power that they carried their own gravitational pull. Torment's Shadow tilted its head, and they shot toward the Red Commander with unerring precision, blazing trails of cosmic fire through the air.

Something in its eyes seemed to spook the Red Commander. There was a momentary panic in his expression as he glanced up at the sky and at the magic suddenly targeting him. "You can cast?" he shouted. "You aren't supposed to be able to—"

He cut himself off, perhaps realizing that it was a waste of time to speak instead of break the spell. A red pulse rippled from him, no doubt an attempt to dispel the barrage; Torment's Shadow noted distantly that it might have worked on a spell of the tenth tier or less. It would have to avoid those lesser spells, then.

The Red Commander snarled, then made a rough gesture, a second attempt to block the spell. Thick trails of blood poured out of his armor, their ends solidifying into makeshift shields of flesh and bone, radiating with corrupted power. The blood stayed in place as tendrils that kept the Commander attached to his shields, allowing him to move each one independently.

And move them he did. A full eight out of the twelve stars were deflected, slapped to the side and spearing deep into the ground. Torment's Shadow watched as each star speared a deep fissure into the realm, reflexively dispelling them before they fell too far.

The other four, however, whirled around the shields to settle and strike on the various pieces of the Red Commander's armor: both of his gauntlets and one of the greaves. The fourth made for the final limb, but Torment's Shadow twitched a finger at the last moment, and the star instead burrowed straight into the Red Commander's helmet.

In an instant, all four pieces of armor turned into plasma. And unlike [Plasma Transmutation], which seemed to create plasma that was held together by the plasma aspect, these pieces threatened to vaporize and explode instantly. They held for only a moment.

Torment's Shadow used that moment to activate the [Hand of the Plasmic Godsmith], turning each transmuted piece of armor into divine-grade starsteel the realm itself wasn't meant to support.

The Red Commander stumbled back with an agonized scream. The acrid smell of burning flesh filled the air, and his skin bubbled and popped, melting into his throat and choking off the scream for a half second before a pulse of flesh-shaping magic forced it back into place.

Torment's Shadow did not react. Instead, it spoke, its voice bland and empty.

"I thought you might appreciate the upgrade to your armor," it said, quietly activating [Blistering Physique]. "Divine-grade starsteel is hard to get, you know. Even for me, that kind of metal would take a few minutes to cut through, and that's assuming you don't have any measures in place to protect against my barriers."

It half-crouched to stare at the Red Commander, who was still scrabbling impotently at his helmet. The corrupted flesh magic he used was enough to keep him alive, and he was evidently used to some level of pain, because anyone else should have been utterly incapacitated by it.

"What are you doing?!" the Red Commander rasped. Torment's Shadow tilted its head curiously for a moment before it realized the Commander wasn't even talking to it. He was talking to the Greater Indictment he'd trapped into servitude.

It had forgotten about that Indictment for a moment. It looked at it now, a broken thing with pieces of corrupted armor clinging to its form like melting glue, and the Indictment stared back at it.

"Help me," the Red Commander shouted.

"As you wish," the Greater Indictment said. Torment's Shadow didn't miss the way his gaze lingered on the Commander, as if he would much rather do nothing. But the armor fused into him flickered regardless, forcing him into obedience.

He reached out to swipe at Torment's Shadow.
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  Fortunately, Torment's Shadow had cast [Blistering Physique] before all this. It might not have had the edge it needed without the spell. With it, it noticed the slight give in the air around the Greater Indictment a moment before the swipe would have made contact, and it leapt backward, eyes narrowing.

Even with the distance it had created, the Greater Indictment had managed to steal a chunk of the speed and power currently flowing through its body. Not much, thankfully, given [Blistering Physique] was only a sixth-tier spell, but it was something to be wary about, nonetheless. Evidently, the spells it cast were not subject to the same hierarchy its own existence normally was.

It still cast the spell a second time, stacking the benefits atop itself and noting that the second attempt was only about a quarter as effective. There was a limit to how much it could stack, apparently.

At the same time... it examined the Greater Indictment approaching slowly. The way the air around it warped was distinctly noticeable, and it indicated that the power it had wasn't entirely voluntary.

"Ontological drain," Torment's Shadow mused. "You steal the traits of anything that gets too close to you."

Worse, what it was sensing around him meant that his power out extended a few feet, like something of a draining aura. Torment's Shadow would need to keep its distance. Its barriers might provide some defense—those were largely immune to such abilities, given a pure expression of its mana stood nearly at the top of the hierarchy of power—but if the Red Commander was a Lower Branch cultist, then he would likely have a countermeasure ready.

He was still screaming on the ground, though. Desperately trying to get to his feet, forcing his magic to heal around the pain, but there was limited utility in that. Torment's Shadow decided it had time to experiment.

It made a dense barrier of mana and pushed, sending the Greater Indictment stumbling back for a few feet. Just as it suspected might happen, the Red Commander looked up and grunted, then made a weak, dismissive gesture; Torment's Shadow watched as a relic attached to the Red Commander's waist activated with a pulse of Abyssal energy, promptly disrupting that barrier and his control over it.

Unsurprising. The Lower Branches had been desperate to find some form of countermeasure against its abilities during the war, and this was similar to something it had encountered before.

This time, with an Abyssal's power behind it, the relic did something new: it stole the power from the Shadow's disrupted barrier, draining its mana directly into the Red Commander.

Torment's Shadow grunted in annoyance, knowing what was coming. That boost of mana was, unfortunately, enough to get the Red Commander back to his feet. He took a deep breath like the mana he'd stolen had been refreshing, even stretching and cracking his neck with false nonchalance. The starsteel armor he wore was still burning him, but the mana he'd acquired acted almost like a buffer, empowering his flesh-shaping enough to protect him for the moment.

"Yggdrasil's End," the Red Commander said, letting out a slightly pained grunt. His voice shook slightly, but became steadier by the moment, and he let out a rasping laugh. "You're almost as terrifying as the legends say. And the Gift gave you an upgrade, too. How quaint. Do you really think it'll be enough, after what you did to us? Do you really think we haven't prepared?"

Torment's Shadow didn't bother to respond.

Mana overload detected! Attempting to compensate...

Adjusting spell construct...

[Bia's Hammer] has evolved into [Purified Kinetic Splinters]!

[Purified Kinetic Splinters, Level 1] [Twelfth Tier (Unique), Active] [1.0e30 Mana]

Flood a designated area with microscopic splinters of pure kinetic energy to tear an opponent apart from the inside out. Each splinter carries enough power to pierce tenth-tier wards and barriers, and temporarily disrupt mana use in a small radius around them.

Torment's Shadow examined the spell. That wouldn't be enough. The Greater Indictment had recovered now, and if he came within range of the splinters, he would absorb their power and become particularly aggravating to deal with. The mana-disruption and barrier-piercing abilities alone...

But no conventional spell would stop something like that Greater Indictment. His reluctance to actually follow the Red Commander's orders helped, but he wasn't fully in control of himself, and Torment's Shadow couldn't break that control without getting that armor off.

A different option, then. One restriction of abilities such as these that they often could steal only a single trait at a time.

Mana overload detected! Attempting to compensate...

Adjusting spell construct...

[Bestow Light] has evolved into [Inner Light]!

[Inner Light, Level 1] [Fifth Tier (Unique), Active] [1.0e23 Mana]

Fill a target with inner light, causing them to glow from within.

This spell boosts the target's metabolism and other physical attributes where applicable, as much as needed for the target to be physically comfortable.

This spell boosts the target's resistance to mental effects and control spells.

Torment's Shadow frowned slightly at the description. It hadn't intended for the latter two effects, though they didn't hurt. It had mostly intended to incapacitate the Greater Indictment with a simple enchantment that looped in on itself.

No matter; this would still work. The Greater Indictment blinked in confusion as he began to glow, and when he attempted to drain the spell, he simply drew it into itself and strengthened it. The light grew brighter and brighter, and he fell to a knee, not sure what to do.

Torment's Shadow had no such qualms.

Mana overload detected! Attempting to compensate...

Adjusting spell construct...

[Gravitational Crux] has evolved into [Gravity Prison]!

[Gravity Prison, Level 1] [Twelfth Tier (Unique), Active] [1.0e30 Mana]

Suppress and contain a target using an immense gravitational force. This spell causes any mana within its radius to be partially attuned toward the gravity aspect, disrupting spellwork and any attempt to dispel the effect.

Sure enough, the first spell the Indictment tried to cast—a basic dispel, presumably an attempt to remove the still-growing light stuck to his body—splashed to the ground like a liquid before it could turn back to strike him. Basic dispels were convenient in that way, given they were always projectiles, and Torment's Shadow had known that Indictments like these were unlikely to carry more complex spells.

It turned its attention back to the Red Commander, who was snarling as he forced his way through the splinters. They slowed him down to a degree, but he was rather surprisingly unperturbed by them; the most they did was melt him down slightly as he moved through them. The flesh-shaping magic that animated him was aggressive, working its way around the radius of each splinter and creating a warped, stumbling abomination absolutely littered with holes.

Torment's Shadow frowned and repeated its cast of [Gravity Prison], this time targeting the Red Commander—

—only to find itself flung back by an incredible force.

It stopped its flight with a quick blast of mana at its back, then caught its fall with a soft barrier placed just at its feet. It narrowed its eyes at the Red Commander, who was starting to regain some of the confidence he'd had at the start of the fight; he laughed and staggered forward, still riddled with holes, his voice layered like he was speaking from each one.

"I will kill you," the Commander said. "I will kill you and eat your flesh and drink your blood, and I will bring your bones back to the Cult so that they may laugh and mock the pathetic remains of the Fugitive Seal—"

"Thank you for the information," Torment's Shadow said. "I wasn't sure if any of the Cult was left. Now I know to make sure every last one of you is dead."

The Commander roared. "You won't be able to find us! We are everywhere and nowhere. We hide in the shadow of every apocalypse, in the blood and tears of your heroes, in the crack between hope and despair!"

He raised his arms into the air, and foul magic gathered around him. Torment's Shadow watched in the way a different version of it might once have watched bread rise in an oven. Idle curiosity and mild fascination, for the most part, even as an enormous quantity of blood began to pour from the Red Commander's armor.

Most of it wasn't even his own. Torment's Shadow could sense it in the mixture of mana, the eclectic gathering of conflicting attunements. The liquid gathered into thick orbs of sludge and slurry, and a flare of energy from the corrupted Source turned it all from mortal blood into divine ichor.

Each one radiated with the pain and mana of an entire village. Torment's Shadow recognized each one, though it showed none of it in its expression. The mana signatures were unique. It had been raised from birth in each of those villages, which was something of a rare occurrence, and each and every one of those villages had been emptied by a magical plague that choked them on their own blood.

A taunt. Yet another attempt to break it, most likely. Did the Red Commander know that this was what had created Torment's Shadow in the first place? That the Branch King that planned and executed this torture had been the first of its victims?

The barrier-disrupting relic, however it worked, required the Red Commander to activate manually. Torment's Shadow allowed the Commander to believe he had stunned it into silence and waited until the orbs shot toward it, turning into golden streaks intent on infecting it with the same plague that had killed thirty-two of its families.

Then its barriers flashed into existence. Just long enough to block and deflect each streak, to contain them within a sphere of its own power and drop them at a distance into the ground. It dismissed each barrier even as the Commander jerked toward the relic, intent on activating it; by then, it was already too late.

The plague was still present, drifting up from the remnants of each orb. Torment's Shadow did not take its eyes off the Red Commander, but it took a page from the lizardfolk of the Golden Sands.

Mana overload detected! Attempting to compensate...

Adjusting spell construct...

[Whispered Breeze] has evolved into [Sonic Hounds]!

[Sonic Hounds, Level 1] [Twelfth Tier (Unique), Active] [1.0e30 Mana]

Conjure a pack of elemental hounds that embody the aspects of sound and wind. These hounds may target anything within their domains.

Stone and foliage erupted away from Torment's Shadow in the boom of a sonic explosion, and in its wake, twelve wolves of screaming, howling winds stood in a circle around it. It made a gesture, and as one, the hounds howled; they shot toward the remnants of the plague, where crimson smoke had begun to stain the air and flow toward the Shadow.

But the hounds snarled and snapped, and Torment's Shadow watched dispassionately as the plagues were sucked into each hound, briefly turning each one a bright red. One by one, the sonic magic within them intensified until they glowed and shattered with a lingering prismatic flame.

All except one. The hound forced its plague down into its legs and away from its face, then bounded to the Shadow, leaping up to lick it in the face. It whimpered softly, gently pleading, then bounded away again to let the spell run its course; like the others, it burst into prismatic flame, eliminating every last trace of the blood plague it contained.

Torment's Shadow had, up until that point, been simply standing there for the entire duration of the spell. The Red Commander had been watching it in anger and disbelief, struggling to maintain his control over his orbs in the vain hope that the plague would successfully infect it; Torment's Shadow used that opportunity to deconstruct what had happened with its [Gravity Prison], going over the moment in its mind again and again.

The Red Commander had a variety of artifacts—Red Relics, presumably, each one fueled by the power of a stolen Abyssal—and they were attuned and attached to him at the waist. They were held in cages of flesh and bone that sprouted through armor that had appeared to have been built for this very task.

Every bit of magic and spellwork the Red Commander shown so far were variants of flesh-shaping and blood magic, with only the more exotic effects handled by the relics. Barrier disruption was one of them, but the one that had activated for [Gravity Prison] was different. Automatic.

Which reminded it of something else it had seen the Red Hunters do before, this time to a student of the Haelforge Academy. This relic must have been what they had used to compromise her, and if that was the cast, then it was dealing with aspect inversion. The relic targeted [Gravity Prison] and inverted the gravity aspect, then somehow multiplied or corrupted it, amplifying the force with which it flung everything away from the Red Commander.

Even now, the Commander floated slightly above the ground, albeit with reduced effects. Torment's Shadow examined him thoughtfully.

And it was at that moment that the hound conjured by its spell bounded over to lick it. That pulled Torment's Shadow from its train of thought, and it frowned slightly, puzzled by the behavior. For a second, it hesitated.

Then it shook its head and continued. It had completed the analysis it needed, anyway. It ended the other [Gravity Prison], then cast a different spell.

Mana overload detected! Attempting to compensate...

Adjusting spell construct...

[Pillars of Psamathe] has evolved into [Tower of Babel]!

[Tower of Babel, Level 1] [Fourteenth Tier (Unique), Active] [1.0e32 Mana]

Spontaneously conjures a massive tower that reaches the atmospheric limit. Any entities caught within the spell radius will be brought to the top of the Tower and flung upward at escape velocity calculated from their initial position.

Thereafter, any language-capable entity that enters the radius of the Tower will have their primary language swapped with a random primary language from the same realm. Any limbs or extraneous organs required to speak that language will be automatically granted to each entity.

Any entities that remain in the Tower for more than 24 hours may voluntarily trade—

Torment's Shadow stopped reading the description, which was rather long for a single spell, though it had seen other spells of this kind before. Instead, it prepared more spells for when the Red Commander inevitably descended, first and foremost being one that would put it on equal footing with the Commander.

The Red Commander fought primarily with blood magic and a monstrous ability to shape his own flesh. Torment's Shadow suspected he would heal from nearly any physical injury, and so most of the spells it could evolve were useless; it would need something that granted it not only physical but spiritual advantage, something it could use to suppress the Commander's ability to heal and sever his soul from his vessel.

For that, it would need to transcend the same barrier it needed to to transcend whenever it needed to kill a Monolith. Normally, the process was simple: it would simply fold its mana into itself until reality began to buckle under the pressure. It was what it used to destroy souls, and it was similarly what it needed to kill any transcendent being.

The Red Commander could disrupt its mana manipulation and steal its mana, however, which meant a different tack was necessary.

And that, Torment's Shadow knew, would have to come from the ladder that defined spells of physical enhancement.

Cale had been unwilling to evolve [Blistering Physique] beyond the sixth tier before. Physical enhancement spells like that one stopped existing after that tier; any mage that wanted to enhance themselves physically with higher tiers of magic turned to spells of physical transformation, even when the spell construct or ritual was largely the same.

Scholars of such spells thought of this as the transformational ladder, and Cale was rightfully hesitant to ascend it. Spells of that nature were difficult to reverse, and did not always expire naturally.

Cale Cadwell Cobbs liked who he was.

Torment's Shadow had no such attachments.

It knew the Red Commander was descending furiously. He was a smear of blood magic and corruption in its mana sense. A transformation spell would take time, but even with the speed at which the Commander was descending, it was certain it had the time for this.

There was an instinct to this, really. A rhythm to spell evolution it was beginning to understand, one that had been inaccessible to Cale but felt far more obvious to Torment's Shadow.

A simple mana blast might have done the trick, of course. It might have been sensible to make the attempt first, to see if the Red Commander had a counter. That was what Cale might have done—hoped for a simple, easy victory.

But Torment's Shadow was not a creature of hope. It was blind to even the possibility, because all it saw was the rhythm of a war it had never left.

Mana overload detected! Attempting to compensate...

Adjusting spell construct...

[Blistering Physique] has evolved into [Twilight Gate of Potential (Flesh)]!

[Twilight Gate of Potential (Flesh), Level 1] [Twelfth Tier (Unique), Active] [1.0e30 Mana]

Unlock the Twilight Gate of Potential that lurks within organic flesh, transforming your physical body into a mana-matter composite for the duration of the spell.

For the duration of the spell, acquire physical attributes in proportion with the mana contained within your vessel. Sufficient mana will unlock the power of flight.

For the duration of the spell, acquire spiritual attributes in proportion with the mana contained within your vessel. Sufficient mana will unlock the ability to use spiritual suppression.

Cautionary note: The primary benefit of a non-gestalt body is the capacity for change. The Twilight Gate is one of the final steps toward becoming a true divinity. By accessing and unlocking it out of order, the caster gains great power, but must embody the will imparted to them at the time of casting.

Cautionary note: Be careful, Cale Cadwell Cobbs. You are not that which haunts your soul.

Prismatic mana began to burn and fuse with its flesh. The pain was excruciating.

Or it should have been. Despite it, Torment's Shadow did not look away from where its mana senses told it the Red Commander awaited.

Only a small part of it wondered what Cale's apprentices would think.
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  "...and that's why they're all here," Damien finished explaining, hoping against hope he didn't sound too ridiculous. He still didn't know why he'd been chosen as the one to explain everything to the Headmaster. Surely it would've been better for literally anyone else to do it? He was just a student here! Meanwhile the group that had flown over included the entire Golden Sands clan, including their matriarch and someone that was technically an avatar of a Monolith.

But no, they all decided that Damien had to be the one to explain everything, and none of his friends had backed him up. Damien grumbled a bit, looking up at Akkau and trying to figure out what the Headmaster was thinking. It wasn't every day their academy was blessed by a diplomatic visit from an entire clan of people, after all. 

Damien still didn't understand why they'd all decided to uproot themselves and come visit the academy, and he especially didn't understand why they wanted to stay in the nearby Crystal Desert. After all the effort they'd gone to clear the Aspect Cascade, they were just going to move? Sure, it was temporary, and Angus had said something about food supply and the Illwyld...

Damien sighed. It was all too much for him to understand. Which really just made it even more baffling that he'd been their chosen candidate to explain that decision to Akkau. Damien didn't blame the Headmaster for rubbing his temples like he was getting an increasingly worse headache; he had a headache from all this, and before today he'd thought it was impossible for dreadshades to get headaches. They were supposed to be immune to most physical ailments, just like most elementals were.

At least Flia looked vaguely sympathetic. Although he felt almost like she was also just trying not to laugh at him. Leo wasn't even looking in his direction, and Syphus was staring longingly over at the summoned sand fortress like it just wanted to go back in and play.

"You understand, of course, that I may need some time to make the appropriate arrangements," Akkau said finally, glancing toward the elders of the lizardfolk clan. Damien followed his gaze and cringed slightly as the matriarch gave them a magnanimous nod in turn.

Was she smirking slightly? It looked like she was smirking. Was this some sort of power play he didn't understand?

If it was, the Headmaster didn't look too upset by it, at least. Flia clasped Damien by firmly by the shoulder, which reassured him slightly, then stepped forward to speak with the dragon. "May we be excused for now, then?" she asked. "I'm sure you have a lot to do, and the rest of us need a bit of a break. By which I mean we won't be attending any classes for the rest of the day. Possibly the week, depending."

Akkau turned to her, his eyes narrowing slightly. A puff of flame left his nostrils. "I do not recall giving you permission to miss additional classes."

"You didn't," Flia said, folding her arms and giving him a challenging stare. Damien was both transfixed and mildly horrified. "But we just ended a continent-spanning magical disaster and I'm pretty sure the Icon of Battle wants to know more about Brightscale Academy, so we have a lot on our plate already. We're taking a break."

Akkau stared at her, and Damien felt a brief, absurd fear that Flia was going to get them expelled. It would have been ridiculous—their Headmaster wasn't one to punish his students like that—but no one had so openly spoken back to their Headmaster before, either.

You know, because he was a dragon.

The silence stretched for a moment, and then Headmaster Akkau's eyes crinkled with amusement, and he gave them a small nod. "You have learned perhaps a bit too much from your master," he said, not bothering to hide the laugh in his voice. "But very well. I may need to call on you later to speak further on this matter, so do keep yourselves available."

"We will," Flia promised, already pushing Damien along and gesturing for the others to follow her. Angus was the only one to hesitate—he gave his clan matriarch a longing stare, then reluctantly followed along when she gave him a stern look in return.

Damien had no idea what to make of that. Come to think of it, the two of them had been behaving a bit strangely during the flight back...

He decided very quickly it was probably better not to think about it.

"We did solve a continent-spanning disaster, didn't we?" Leo remarked thoughtfully, like the idea of it was only just settling in.

"Not technically continent-spanning, but it sounded more impressive that way," Flia said, shrugging.

Leo puffed out his chest. "Continent-spanning," he repeated. "I wonder if Professor Tarbloom will give us any wing credits for that. It's gotta be worth a lot of those."

"I don't know if all that counts as part of their class... Besides, Tarbloom wasn't even there to see most of it," Damien said awkwardly, making Leo deflate. "But, um, maybe Cale will give us some points?" he added hurriedly.

"Right!" Leo snapped his fingers, then frowned. "Man, I can't believe he didn't give us any points already. I feel cheated."

"Speak for yourself," Syphus said. "I got lots of points."

"What?!" Leo spun around. "When?!"

Syphus shrugged. "Just now, in my head," it said. "I just thought it'd be funny to mess with you."

Leo's expression of horror turned into a dejected scowl. "Rude," he muttered.

"I think Cale had other things on his mind," Flia interjected dryly. She hadn't broken her stride, and was leading them very purposefully to... somewhere. Damien realized abruptly that he had no idea where she was going. Had they planned for something? His memories of their time traveling back were mostly a blur; the lizardfolk of the Golden Sands had not been shy about celebrating, and the raucous cheer had quickly overwhelmed him.

"Um," Damien said. He twitched for a moment, then caught himself before he could raise a hand. "Where are we going, anyway?"

Flia shrugged. "I figured we'd probably want to talk about all this somewhere," she said. "All this, and then also what we're going to do next. I know Syphus just slurps up any scrying spell in its vicinity, but Brightscale Academy isn't safe yet, no matter how much Akkau amps up the wards. I want us to have another layer of protection, and I figure the labyrinth attached to your dorm is enough to keep us away from any prying eyes. Besides, I want to check in on it."

Damien blinked. That made a surprising amount of sense. "Got it," he said.

Syphus, meanwhile, tilted its head thoughtfully. "Hm," it said.

Damien glanced over at it. "Hm?"

"Slurped," Syphus said as though it clarified everything, and when Damien just kept staring at it in confusion, it sighed and elaborated. "It's good terminology. I've decided I like it. I am now the slurper of scrying spells."

Damien paused, then stared at Flia, who had likewise frozen mid-step. "Um," he said. "I don't suppose you can take that back?"

Flia twitched slightly. "Would it work?" she asked.

Syphus rolled forward, somehow radiating smugness. "It will not. I have already decided."

"I suddenly regret everything," Flia muttered to herself, shaking her head, but she dragged them purposefully onward anyway. Damien suppressed a giggle at his friends' antics and followed along, though he quickly found his mind wandering.

Flia was right—there was a lot left for them to process, and a private space for them to talk things through might have been just what they needed. Damien wasn't sure if it was something he needed, though. Right now, he mostly felt the overwhelming desire to curl up in bed and process everything alone and in silence. The day had taken a lot out of him.

But they were in this together, as Cale's apprentices. Once he was back, even if the threat was ended and they resumed classes as normal, Damien doubted there was really going to be a "normal" anymore. Cale wasn't the type of person that was satisfied with just the act of learning; he'd want to change things, investigate ideas, solve problems...

...and Damien realized, slightly startled, that he was looking forward to that. He wasn't quite prepared to go back to the old days of classes where he struggled to achieve the barest amount of success with his magic. He wanted to learn, and now, thanks to Cale, he was going to have the chance to do so.

Besides, how could they call themselves their apprentices if they didn't prepare for the specific brand of chaos he was going to inflict on every class?





Damien was surprised when it turned out that Flia did not, in fact, want to talk about the events surrounding Yggdrasil's End. She seemed to consider that revelation largely over and done with, and while she made no attempt to hide the fact that she had questions, that was no different from the rest of them.

They realized this after a few false starts, since they'd all assumed the others would want to talk about it, only for the conversation to stall quickly each time. They wanted to know what the prior iteration of the Great Reams had been like—wanted to know more about the worldships, what it was like being able to travel between realms, if dungeons had existed at the time and what life was like when healing magic had been real...

Except all of those were questions that they needed Cale around to answer, and he was off confronting the Red Commander. In light of that, the conversation quickly took a different turn, led mostly by Flia.

"I want to do something about what the Red Hunters did to Brightscale Academy," she said bluntly. "From what we've discovered, they're a big part of the reason the Astral Wing is treated so differently, right? We should work to reverse that."

Damien blinked, not entirely sure how to react to that. "That... feels like a big goal," he said awkwardly. "We don't even know what they did, right? I don't know if we can just reverse it like that."

Was he being the cynical one? It felt like he was being the cynical one.

"I don't see why we should be the ones to fix it," Leo said, scowling slightly.

Flia shrugged. "You might have a point there, and normally I wouldn't bother," she said. "But we can find out some of what they did if we ask that moth guy Professor Sternkessel rescued. He's around here somewhere, right? Serof or something. I don't think figuring out what they did is that important, though. I just want to lay the groundwork for things to change."

"You sound like you have a plan," Syphus noted.

Flia grinned. "I do. I just want to make sure you're all on the same page first. You're right, this isn't really our job and the professors are kind of on it at this point, but it'll go faster if we help, and it'll improve things for the other Astrals, too."

"I mean, um..." Damien hesitated for a moment. "I don't see any reason not to?"

Leo snorted. "I do," he muttered, then scowled at the rest of them before sighing. "But yeah, I'm in. I'd rather get it over with, to be honest, and it's not like we're the only ones being hurt."

"Like Izzik," Damien said quietly, and they all winced at the reminder.

Angus had followed along but largely stayed silent until now, presumably realizing they needed the time to talk things out. The moment he heard the name, though, he perked up. "Little Izzik is here?" he asked, and then frowned when he saw their expressions. "...did something happen to him?"

So that, of course, led to them being sidetracked as they explained everything that had happened with the attempted shimmerdust poisoning and the way Izzik had very nearly died. Angus was furious by the end of it, and with the amount of power the Icon of Battle held, it was a really good thing they'd decided to do this in the labyrinth—the waves of power emerging from him would have alerted every mage in the vicinity for miles around.

Eventually, though, he calmed, and Flia gave him directions to go visit the infirmary. Leo followed up with a navigational spell that would guide him just in case he got lost, which seemed to Damien to be a bit overkill. Angus seemed grateful, though.

After that, it was just the four of them again.

"You said you had a plan to lay the groundwork for things to get better for the Astral Wing?" Leo prompted.

Flia nodded, taking a moment to gather her thoughts. "In a manner of speaking," she said. "Headmaster Akkau's changes to our schedules helps us a bit, and I think it'll help even more if we stand out in our classes. Brightscale students value control. I'm pretty sure that's a big part of how the Red Hunters were able to undermine the Astral Wing and make us look weak."

"That's not the plan, is it?" Leo asked. "Because if it is, I have a few problems with it. For one thing, I don't have that much control yet. For another, I was going to do that anyway."

Flia laughed. "It's not," she said. "I was just saying it'd help. Besides, you're way more comfortable with magic than you were before. You realize you just cast a labyrinth spell to help Angus find Izzik?"

Leo blinked. "...I did, didn't I?"

"Yup."

"Huh." The minotaur looked thoughtful for a moment. "How exactly are you expecting us to stand out?"

"Just channel your inner Cale," Flia said. Leo opened his mouth as if to protest, then abruptly snapped it shut again, looking even more thoughtful.

...Damien found it vaguely worrying, if he was being honest. He wasn't sure channeling his inner Cale was good advice. What would his inner Cale even do, flirt with a professor and then upend decades of magical research? He tried to picture himself doing that, then shuddered.

Probably not. That sounded awful. Which sort of begged the question of what Leo was picturing, because their minotaur friend was grinning like an idiot.

"I'm going to get so many points in Magical History," Leo said.

Oh. That made sense. Damien vaguely remembered Leo saying something about having a vendetta against their Magical History professor, actually.

"Anyway," Flia continued, giving Leo a severe look. "Like I said, that's not really the plan. It'll help, but the real goal is impressing the wyldfires."

"The what?" Damien asked, feeling suddenly lost. He glanced at Leo and Syphus, but they looked equally confused. "Is that another academy?"

Flia paused to stare at the three of them. "...do none of you pay attention to any of the other cohorts in this academy?"

Slowly, the rest of them shook their heads.

"You can't be serious," Flia said, looking at each one of them in turn. "I'd expect this from Cale, since he just got here, but you've all been studying here for—I don't even know how long."

"The Headmaster kind of adopted me and put me in the tower," Damien volunteered awkwardly. "I just stay in there most of the time. And attend classes, I guess."

"It's not like anyone likes talking to us," Leo said defensively. "I spend most of my time reading, I'll have you know."

"And none of it was on the history of this academy?" Flia asked, exasperated. "Did you not look into what it would take for you to advance to the next stage of the academy at all?"

"I was having fun in this one," Syphus said with a shrug. "Are the other stages better at fighting?"

"They are categorically better at everything," Flia said.

Syphus's single runic eye went wide. "...I've been missing out."

"You've all been missing out." Flia groaned. "Did you think you just move forward into the next stage once you pass or something?"

"...Yes?" Damien volunteered.

Flia buried her face in her hands.





It turned out, after a long explanation that doubled as a frustrated rant, that Damien's idea of how things worked at the Brightscale Academy had been completely wrong for all the years he'd been there. Which was a little awkward. The same was true for Syphus, who had been there twice as long. Leo had the best excuse, being relatively new to the place.

Magic academies did not adopt the year-by-year organization of each cohort that more mundane schools did. It took the average mage years of training to be considered worthy of assignments as a professional, especially on Utelia, where magic was easily accessible for just about anyone. As a result, rather than the cohorts being divided by years, they were divided by stages of knowledge and mana core development. Once the thresholds were crossed, a student graduated automatically to the next stage.

The four stages were, in order, plainroot, palewater, darkwood, and wyldfire. Leo had predictably immediately questioned the names, which was the one place where Flia faltered; she had no idea why they were named that way, except that it had something to do with mana core development.

"I can't believe you guys didn't know any of this," she muttered. "Were you just planning to stay at plainroot forever?"

"...Yes?" Damien ventured. It didn't help. Flia just let out a long-suffering groan.

"Okay, whatever," she said. "You know now. The important thing is that you can graduate as a mage at the darkwood stage; the wyldfires are the mages who want to learn everything Brightscale Academy has to offer. Some of them help out as professors, and a lot of them are either pretty much archmages or outright archmages in their own right. Every Wing has at least three of them—"

"Even the Astral Wing?" Leo interjected eagerly.

"Except the Astral Wing," Flia said sternly, making the poor minotaur hunch over with disappointment. "We have one, and I have no idea where she is. That's unimportant. The wyldfires are usually off delving dungeons and working on developing their magic. They're barely even in the academy most of the time, but they get to freely consult with our professors and use our resources in exchange for occasionally helping out with classes, or helping Headmaster Akkau intimidate someone."

"That feels illegal," Leo said.

"That's why it's unofficial." Flia seemed entirely unperturbed. "Here's the thing, though. They come back every year for the Fettered Divinity tournament—the one the Thyrahl Kingdom hosts to push back the dark lord. They're allowed to bring a small team of students with them to this tournament, and the position is extremely prestigious."

"...and you want us to be the team they bring along?" Damien asked, confused. There was no way they'd earn that position, was there? And even if they did, he didn't see why that would help. "Isn't it equally likely we'd make things worse if everyone gets jealous?"

"Brightscale students value control. Even the petty ones can't help themselves. Remember how Nala came to us the moment she realized there was something she didn't understand?" Flia asked. "Every academy has an identity, and control is ours. But I'm not exactly suggesting we somehow become the most stand-out student team in time for selection."

"What are you suggesting, then?" Damien asked, his brows furrowing.

Flia grinned. "I'm suggesting we train everyone to pick up on Cale's methods until we're all good enough to be nominated," she said. "It might be a little dangerous, but we can get the professors to help. And Cale himself, if he gets back by then. Professor Graystalk's remedial class last night went really well, from what I hear. It doesn't matter if we win—I just want the Astral Wing to stand out the most from all the previous years, where not even a single one of our teams was nominated."

"They'll think we cheated," Leo said, slightly hesitant, but now he looked like he wanted to be convinced. Damien was halfway there already, and Syphus had stopped listening and started nodding viciously as soon as Flia said the word "tournament."

"Maybe, but I doubt it," Flia said, shaking her head. "Because their own wyldfires will be nominating the teams, and everyone respects them more than anything. Trust me. We pull this off? The Red Hunters lose all the ground they made and more."





As the conversation wound down, Damien began to grow quiet, finding himself suddenly caught up in his thoughts about Cale and what he'd told them. He couldn't tell if the others felt the same way, though it was clear none of them had quite stopped thinking about it. Damien hadn't brought it up himself—he agreed with Flia that making plans for later was far more important—but now that that was done...

Well. Damien, for his part, didn't really know what to think about all that, and frankly he wasn't sure if he wanted to. All that stuff about Yggdrasil's End felt like it was several stages beyond him.

The general thrust of his thoughts went largely like this: Damien had spent most of his life worrying about the future. What he might do in it, what might become of it, all the eventualities in which his natural attunement fell out of control. Outside of his own problems, it felt strange now to worry about Cale's past. It helped him understand why Cale was the way he was.

As callous as it might have sounded, he was pretty sure he just didn't care about who Cale had been. He cared about who Cale was now, and about what he might do with all the power he wielded. On Utelia especially, with the power the Gift granted him, there was a potential for yet another event like that which once led to the end of Yggdrasil.

And despite himself, he was, in fact, a little bit worried about that.

He wasn't sure if any of the others shared that worry. Damien had mostly been watching Cale as he told his story. He'd seen the darkness within Cale's eyes slowly fade, replaced by the hope that Utelia represented, by the understanding that his apprentices would not abandon him for something that clearly scarred him, even now.

But that darkness hadn't faded entirely. That trauma wasn't the sort of scar that could be healed in the course of a single conversation, and certainly not in such a small amount of time. Now he was off to face the Red Commander, who had not only been the cause of Utelia's problems but represented a stark reminder of the Planar War.

What had Icon said, again? The Red Commander was an avatar of the corrupted fragments of the Source of Magic. If that was the case, then he represented everything Cale had struggled against for what had sounded like centuries, and no matter how much time had passed since, he clearly hadn't healed from that time.

It was one of the reasons he'd made the promise he had. To give Cale a reason to come back, even if the Red Commander somehow dragged his mentor back to the time of that war.

Damien sighed to himself.

Hopefully, that would be enough.
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  The Red Commander did not understand what was happening.

None of this was like in any of the reports he'd read on Yggdrasil's End. Everything they knew indicated that while he was startlingly capable, he couldn't cast any spells. Instead, he relied almost exclusively on powerful barriers that could be shaped and adjusted in an instant, and the sheer amount of mana he could pack into them gave him the ability to respond to nearly any type of magic directed at him.

That, combined with the sheer amount of knowledge he accrued in the many lives he'd lived, made him a dangerous opponent. And all of that was before taking into consideration his allies, who had previously supplied him with some truly dangerous artifacts.

But he shouldn't have been able to cast spells. Yggdrasil's End was bad enough without the ability to use actual magic, like the other mages of the Great Realms. It was widely agreed among his enemies that his inability to use magic was the way his sheer power was balanced out. If that had changed...

If that had changed, then it didn't bode well for their plans.

The Red Commander didn't understand how this was possible. The spells that Cale was using were worse than an expression of high-tier magic—they were spells the Red Commander didn't even recognize, which meant they were most likely unique spells. New ones being created on the fly, and he would have been less sure about that guess if he hadn't been able to feel the Gift at work.

Which explained some of how this was possible, but even then, the Red Commander couldn't wrap his head around it. The nature of the Gift meant that it should have been limited in what it could do. In the same way that it couldn't deny him access to it, it couldn't simply give Yggdrasil's End the spells he needed.

Did that mean Yggdrasil's End was somehow acquiring these spells on his own? That he was doing it in real time, somehow manipulating the Gift to his advantage?

That didn't make any sense. There shouldn't have been time for him to do any of that. It wasn't like the Red Commander hadn't been aware of Yggdrasil's End potentially showing up to interfere with his plans. Like every active Lower Branch cultist, he knew to prepare for the potential appearance of their Fugitive Seal; to that end, he cast an awareness ritual every single week, which would have let him know if the rogue mage appeared anywhere in the realm.

That was the whole reason he hadn't even considered that Yggdrasil's End might have been involved with the failure of the Red Hunters and their plans. It still seemed unlikely! Yggdrasil's End couldn't have been here for more than a week. Not unless he'd found a way to evade that awareness ritual, and that was ludicrous.

But that meant that the End had arrived within the past week and acquired a preposterous number of spells, which seemed equally ludicrous.

The Red Commander wondered if there was some aspect of the Gift he didn't yet understand. That was possible, technically. He hadn't really paid much attention to it beyond a basic analysis of the ways it could benefit his operations and the ways it might try to undermine him. He knew, for example, that it could interfere with his rituals if it expended enough mana.

But he would know if it tried any such thing. It couldn't dispel a magical reaction like that without him noticing. That left him too many questions still.

The most logical answer to all this was that the local dark lord had, for whatever reason, decided to assist Yggdrasil's End. He'd interfered with the Red Hunters once already, a direct violation of the truce they'd established. With the kind of resources a dark lord commanded, the Red Commander could believe the End might very quickly be able to establish a presence and familiarity with the Gift.

He snarled. He'd been delighted to learn that Yggdrasil's End was here. It meant that it was time, and that he would be the one to finally capture the man that had ruined all their plans. But he'd known, even then, that he would need time to go back and make his preparations for the upcoming battle. The last thing he expected was for Yggdrasil's End to appear right in front of him almost immediately, giving him barely any time to prepare.

But even then—even then he should have had the advantage! He had Red Relics he carried around with him for this exact purpose!

The Resonant Distillery, for instance, a culmination of centuries of cult research into the power of the Abyssal One and the relic he'd crafted with the very first of the Abyssal Ones they'd captured. It was theoretically capable of disrupting and absorbing any barrier, even the absurd ones that Yggdrasil's End wielded.

The Mind Revenant was a peculiar thing, and it was his backup relic in case the Distillery failed. It had to be tuned to the actions and behavior of one individual, but once attuned, it would pursue that individual's mind through the realms of dreams and thought. The Red Commander had trained it on every story he could gather of Yggdrasil's End.

He'd also tried to activate it already, and it had failed. Yggdrasil's End wasn't acting like any of the stories the Lower Branch cults knew of. Their records of the Planar War were spotty, but they were almost certain they'd gathered every name from every one of his lives past the War. Had they missed something?

It certainly seemed like it. This version of Yggdrasil's End was concerningly silent, and his eyes were worryingly empty. The Red Commander, for whom such emptiness was a default, had felt the first coil of dread in his heart at the sight of it, which was one of the reasons he'd tried to goad his opponent into speaking.

He regretted it. Those eyes had only gotten colder.

It was different from their records. Those said that Yggdrasil's End simply laughed at threats, bantered with the manic villains he encountered. He became angry only when the lives of the innocent were threatened. This was so different from any of their records that the Red Commander knew that unless something drastic changed, the Mind Revenant would be useless, too.

He gritted his teeth. The latest spell from Yggdrasil's End had nearly flung him off the planet entirely, and only a quick blood spell had saved him; he was using his descent to try to plan, but how could he plan, when the End acted so different from every record they had? How could he counter spells he didn't know were coming?

At least he knew the Distillery worked. He'd only managed to use it once, so far, but it was thrilling to see that their theories were correct. The Abyssal Ones represented some sort of gap in the End's defenses. The Red Commander had experienced a rare moment of true satisfaction and near-manic glee the moment that prismatic mana had been broken down and fed into his core.

The taste was dizzying, far better than he hoped. It was more than any single mage could absorb, but that was fine. The excess filtered back through him and into the rest of the cult, and the knowledge that he had been useful was an even greater source of satisfaction.

It wouldn't be enough to save him, though. Yggdrasil's End hadn't even seemed phased at his use of it, and had abandoned his use of barriers entirely after that incident, getting rid of even the thick, invisible barrier that constantly surrounded him. That might have given the Red Commander an opening had he not also adopted a speed nearly impossible to keep up with.

The Red Commander snarled under his breath.

Fine. None of this mattered. Yggdrasil's End would pay for his interference with the affairs of the Lower Branches, and no matter the magic he now had access to, the Red Commander couldn't die. He was more magic than flesh, his body a mere vessel for the flesh-shaping spells he used; even if Yggdrasil's End obliterated every last cell of his body, as long as even an iota of the mana core remained, he would be able to regenerate from scratch.

And he had contingencies. Ones even the End wouldn't be prepared for. And now that he'd stopped using those barriers, the Red Commander knew exactly what to do next.

The Tainted Marrow was the third of the relics he carried with him. It wasn't a counter for Yggdrasil's End, exactly, but it was a broadly useful artifact that would give him an edge against any other mage. It produced divine-grade Blood Orbs and stored them over time, functioning as a perfect complement to his blood magic—with it, he could match the mana quantities of even Yggdrasil's End, if only temporarily.

Just enough to cast a spell he'd been saving for a situation just like this.

It was a fifteenth-tier spell, the sort with the capacity to destroy an entire realm if it was used carelessly. The Red Commander had created it out of curiosity more than anything else, wanting to deepen his connection with the Empty Throne the cult worshipped. It had taken a continent-spanning ritual constructed out of the actions of over a dozen different teams of Red Hunters.

The result, at the time, had been disappointing. The spell wasn't one he could use unless he intended on giving up on a realm entirely. The Red Commander had even thought of it as a misstep. Clearly, the Empty Throne was punishing him for his hubris.

But perhaps it had merely been waiting. If he could use this spell to capture Yggdrasil's End, or even just kill him within range of the Soul Locus that was the fourth and final relic he carried, he would be celebrated by all the Lower Branch cults for the eternity to come.

That spell was [Avatar of the Broken Throne], and the Red Commander cast it now as he descended through the sky toward the still form of the Fugitive Seal.

Yggdrasil's End would have no defense against this. [Avatar of the Broken Throne] granted him flesh-shaping magic of the highest degree, blazing from him like one of those stars the End seemed to like commanding. The magic was empowered not only by the mana in the spell or the Blood Orbs sacrificed to it, but also by the Empty Throne itself.

It annoyed him that the spell called it the Broken Throne, though. The Red Commander expected that insult, but it still grated. That the Gift would call the Throne broken was just one of its many sins. If not for all the benefits it granted, he would have attempted to destroy it the moment he'd learned that spell.

The Empty Throne was not broken. It was simply waiting for the right king, and with this, the Red Commander finally had the chance to prove himself. The spell that enveloped him now embodied the sheer potential of the Throne and its reach, like a vision of what its king might one day be capable of.

All within its range—everything, mind and flesh and stone—would belong to and fall under the influence of the Throne.

[Avatar of the Broken Throne, Level 1] [Fifteenth Tier (Unique), Active] [120,000 Mana, 120 divine-grade Blood Orbs]

Transform your flesh into an extension of the Broken Throne. The Broken Throne will exact its will upon any organic material within its reach, converting it into a further extension of the Broken Throne that may be freely manipulated by any of its Avatars.

Any sentient organic creature fully transformed in this way, aside from the caster, has their will stripped away to become another Avatar of the Broken Throne. New Avatars are subservient to the original, but otherwise exert the same transformative effect.

To invite the Broken Throne into a realm is to invite its end. Do not cast this spell, Once Named Olarran. That which was lost may still be regained.

The loss of those Blood Orbs was nearly his entire supply and would undoubtedly hurt, but it was a fair price to pay for the defeat of Yggdrasil's End. The warning wasn't worth considering. The Red Commander had abandoned his name, and as far as he was concerned, he was no longer that snivelling coward. That was nothing more than a pathetic attempt by the Gift to appeal to a heart he no longer had, and it was far from the only one.

Olarran had been a man frightened by the magic of the Throne. He had fought to destroy it, at first. Once he changed his mind, he had been among the first to sit upon it.

Now the Throne and its power brought the Red Commander comfort and glee, and he would do anything for it.

He dove for Yggdrasil's End, using the burst of power granted to him by the Empty Throne to navigate through the air much like Yggdrasil's End himself could. He could see the other mage was doing something strange, but it didn't matter. The spell was a rule, a domain imposed on all that surrounded him; it wasn't an effect that could be blocked by something as simple as a barrier or a ward, and even if it was, he had the Distillery. He could use it to break any barrier that got in his way.

The Red Commander readied himself for the end of the End.

Then he noticed that the human beneath him no longer felt human, and his mana no longer felt suppressed. In fact, it blazed out of every power of his skin, giving him the appearance of a creature made of pure mana.

A god made of pure mana. Not a simple divine nor a god of the realm nor even a Monolith, but something that felt like it might have been greater than even Yggdrasil itself had once been.

The Red Commander felt a strange flicker of uncertainty.

Then that god flew up and punched him in the face.





In any other situation, Cale might have enjoyed finally gaining the ability of flight. Torment's Shadow did not indulge in things as wasteful as enjoyment, however, and so he shot up to meet the Red Commander in complete silence.

The blood whips that wrapped around his limbs turned to smoke on contact, unable to bear the sheer density of mana they were trying to constrain. Even the Red Commander's eyes widened with shock. At least, they did shortly before the Shadow's fist made contact with his face, at which point the impact slammed him into the upper floor of the Tower and popped an eye loose from its socket.

His body tore through a wall, then a ceiling, then another wall, and the upper floors of the Tower of Babel began to collapse. None of the impacts were enough to stop him, though. He kept going, smashing straight into the mountain behind him.

Torment's Shadow did not wait for the Red Commander to recover. It followed him past the Tower and to the mountainside, smashing a second fist into the divine-grade starsteel helmet the Commander wore with a bright flash of prismatic mana, and the starsteel bent under the force of the blow, even as it knocked the Commander through the rest of the mountain.

A bright streak of corrupted magic followed him, almost as though it was unable to keep up. Torment's Shadow considered reworking its strategy briefly—it could tell that the Red Commander wasn't dead, despite the damage he'd taken. His body was shattered, and any piece of armor that wasn't starsteel had turned to dust, but even in that state he was healing.

Torment's Shadow thought idly that there was something strange about that mana core. It was limited in how much mana it could hold, which was a great deal less than what Torment's Shadow commanded. But it seemed to bubble and boil in a way that no other mana core it had ever seen did, and mana poured forth from that disturbance like a spring.

It wasn't the Red Commander's own mana, it was sure. The mana was likely coming from somewhere else, though the Shadow didn't know where. It wasn't sure it cared, either; all it meant was that the Red Commander would survive its next blow, and the next, and the next.

A change of strategy might have been a good thing, in light of that, but the Red Commander was panicking. He didn't understand how his greatest spell was being so easily overwhelmed, and even if his face was hidden by his crumpled helmet, his mana was filled with his fear.

Which was the least that the Red Commander deserved.

Torment's Shadow hesitated for only a moment, but did not change its strategy.

It lost track of how long the fight lasted, in fact. The Red Commander fought back, trying new strategies every so often, and the density of their magic warped the land around them. The Shadow fought to kill him, but its opponent was resilient to an absurd degree, healing from nearly every blow and injury. Even soul-based attacks didn't last, the soul itself healing from some outside source and one of the relics on the Commander's belt.

It didn't matter. It would fight as long as it had to.





Though it was unbeknownst to most, the continent of Aersheld carried a great many small villages in combination with the kingdom of Thyrahl. Thyrahl itself was a massive, star-shaped city built in the midst of the tallest of Aersheld's mountains, nearly impossible for most to reach on foot. In spite of that—or perhaps because of it—travel to the kingdom of Thyrahl was considered something of a pilgrimage amongst the villages of Thyrahl.

Every year, those villages would select a handful of individuals to make the climb and reach the kingdom of Thyrahl. It was something of a coming-of-age ceremony, supervised by mountain mages whose spells could command both earth and altitude. It had been a full three hundred years since this tradition had started, and in that time, only a single individual had died on the journey, a hundred and twenty years ago.

That individual had been a goat.

Apparently, it had been about to consume some prickleberries when the shepherd taking care of it had called out for it to stop, using [Animal Communication] to ensure he was understood.

And of course, instead of stopping, the goat stared at him and began to chew the prickleberries, refusing to break eye contact the entire time.

It was discovered later that the goat had been rather badly sick—the sort of sickness that wasn't visible, but caused a great deal of pain, and was deep within its bones. When their best animal-speakers attempted to use their rituals to find out if there had been any mistake on the shepherd's part, they found only that the goat had decided to die on its own terms, and had chosen a form of death it had decided was funny.

They'd held a ceremony after that, though no one was sure if it was a funeral or a celebration. The latter seemed like what the goat probably wanted.

All of this was to say that the people of the many villages around Aersheld were close to the goat herds they tended, and the pilgrimage was meant not only to test the physical abilities of the would-be pilgrims, but their leadership abilities as well. They had to lead a herd of their goats up to Thyrahl with minimal assistance, at best accompanied by a younger sibling if that sibling wanted to come along. Those siblings could help, but would not be considered to have completed the ceremony, even if they succeeded.

And this was the journey that the young spiderlings Adyr and Hesa were on when the still-blazing, wrecked body of the Red Commander slammed into the earth with enough force to crack the ground near the back of their herd of goats. 
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  Torment's Shadow hesitated.

In and of itself, this was strange. Torment's Shadow was not a creature of hesitation, yet it had already hesitated twice. It wasn't sure how long it had been fighting with the Red Commander, but magic came easily to it now in this mana-fused body it had been granted.

Perhaps some of this was because the spell wasn't operating at its full potential. Torment's Shadow was aware, in the abstract, of how the Gates operated and the various stages of divinity; it should not have been able to hesitate once it accepted the contract offered to it by the spell. That meant it had to express the full power of its mana through its body.

But there was a limit. Utelia as a realm wouldn't have been capable of enduring the full expression of its mana, and the spell it cast was only a fifteenth-tier spell besides. And so while the spell should have locked Torment's Shadow into the purest expression of its hatred—in which case it might very well have simply continued until the Red Commander ran out of magic to heal himself, regardless of how long that might have taken—it instead left just the barest glimmer of space for Cale Cadwell Cobbs to assert himself.

Even then, he might not have. In the Red Commander, Cale saw an expression of everything he had most hated about the war. As Torment's Shadow, he could see the trail of pointless cruelty and vapid greed that defined so many of the Lower Branch cultists, and a large part of him wanted nothing more than to see it gone.

If not for that, he might have fought off the hold of his spell sooner.

Instead, Torment's Shadow crushed the Red Commander as thoroughly as it could, destroying him with precise blasts of magic that disintegrated his flesh just as quickly as it regenerated. It could see the nature of the spell the Commander was using—it was something meant to spread and contaminate, a staple trait of many of the spells invented during the Planar War.

Torment's Shadow could not allow this, of course, and fortunately, it did not have to.

The [Twilight Gate of Potential] amplified its senses and mana control to something approaching that of a god. It could sense the way the Red Commander's magic lashed out, and it could alter its own mana composition to fight it. Every pulse of corrupted mana was followed by Torment's Shadow cleansing it with a near-divine barrier of his own, one that expanded out from him enough to capture nearly half the continent in its cleansing flame.

This might have drawn attention, but it had evolved a spell to deal with that, too. In its current state, doing so was almost simple; it could feel the way the Gift wanted to evolve the spell and nudge that evolution on its own terms, though the Gift itself strained against its hold.

Mana overload detected! Attempting to compensate...

Adjusting spell construct...

Foreign influence detected! Attempting to purge...

Purge attempt failed. Gift integrity at 99%.

[Shadowblend] has evolved into [Obfuscated Domain]!

[Obfuscated Domain, Level 1] [Fifteenth Tier (Unique), Active] [1.0e33 Mana]

Imbue your actions and their consequences with elemental obfuscation, preventing external sources from detecting, scrying, or otherwise noticing your presence. This spell will not obfuscate you from anyone that becomes directly involved with anything you do, but otherwise has no limit to its spread, and can shield your activity from even divine or extra-planar observation.

Torment's Shadow had known, albeit in some abstract, ill-defined way, that if it allowed other individuals to get involved with the fight, the Red Commander's spell might easily begin to spread out of control. The isolation was a necessity. It meant that even were their battle to shake the continent itself, it was unlikely there would be interference.

Even in its rage, it knew to attempt to keep things contained. It caged the Red Commander into the southeast quadrant of Aersheld, blasting him back to the center every time he attempted to reposition himself. The Greater Indictment it fought earlier was considerate enough to remain trapped and made no attempt to free himself, instead simply enjoying every moment of the Red Commander's beating.

There was something strange, though.

The Commander made no attempt to escape, no matter how much or how long they fought.

Torment's Shadow noticed this, of course. It pondered on the significance of it even as the flesh of the elf-thing it was fighting boiled beneath a blast of mana. His armor was now more an unrecognizable clump of starmetal and melted slag than anything recognizable as armor, and with nothing to guide its shape, his flesh regenerated erratically around it instead of within it.

Unfortunately, the relics he carried remained unharmed. The cages they were kept in had an enchantment similar to that first relic, capable of purifying and absorbing the mana directed at it. While Torment's Shadow was reasonably certain it could overcome any such relic, it chose not to test those limits.

It didn't need to, after all.

The state of the fight was less one-sided than the Red Commander's physical body might have implied. A flesh mage of his caliber didn't need a complete, intact body to do battle.

In fact, the few times the Red Commander was able to regenerate enough of a form to move, he was utterly grotesque. Gone was the handsome, elven face, albeit heavily scarred and modified; instead, he regenerated for function, rapidly creating the organs he needed to cast his spells and nothing else.

And each and every one of those spells sparked even more rage within Torment's Shadow. They were mere echoes of the heights of war magic, certainly—it had seen far worse before—but the thought that anyone might be willing to bring that time of despair back was enough.

Not to mention the nature of the spells themselves. The Red Commander hit Torment's Shadow with a spell meant to inflict visceral, soul-deep pain, the sort that might have once been used by the Lower Branches for interrogation and torture. That pain dug out memories from its very soul. Memories of loss and betrayal, of one of its own crew giving him up in a desperate attempt to save his world; of another who had tried to stop him and fell with a dagger in her back for the trouble.

The Red Commander sought to break the Shadow with these spells. They were complicated combinations of flesh, soul, and memory magic, and their effectiveness could only mean that these spells had been designed specifically to target it. It had a natural immunity, otherwise, to most spells of this nature. It stood above the hierarchy of power that defined such magic.

But the Lower Branches had known this, and they had attempted to work around it. These spells would not work on anyone else, but they would work on the mage they knew of as Yggdrasil's End. In any other situation, the Red Commander's counterattack may very well have incapacitated it.

But Torment's Shadow was already broken, so it did not flinch. It did not hesitate.

Not until it registered that the Red Commander had allowed its last blow to make contact, then altered his trajectory. He had adjusted it just enough to target what appeared to be a herd of goats, and it was only too late that Torment's Shadow noticed the two children leading that herd. It snarled and reached out, creating a barrier just in time to deflect the Red Commander's trajectory, but only barely.

The Red Commander slammed into the back of the herd, and the aura of his corruptive magic immediately began eating into the goats.

Torment's Shadow shot after him.

And that was where it hesitated.

Because no matter the state it was in, it would not allow children to come to harm. It knew there might be consequences, but now was not the time to think of consequences. It needed to act.

It raised a shimmering, prismatic barrier between the children and the Red Commander, and stepped up to stand between them.





Hesa was a young spiderling, only just old enough now that she could accompany her older brother on his pilgrimage. Even then, their parents had fussed over her, covering her in all sorts of charms and protective spells and making her promise at least six separate times to do everything she could to stay safe; she'd rolled her eyes at the time, but promised anyway. She wanted to see Thyrahl! 

That, and her favorite goat would be in the herd being led to Thyrahl, and she couldn't stand the idea of saying goodbye so soon. She could tell her brother was a little annoyed with her, though he did his best to hide it—her presence meant he had to take far more breaks than he otherwise would have.

She knew this. She was grateful her brother tolerated her in spite of it. There was absolutely no way she would ever, ever tell Adyr this, because someone needed to keep him in check, and if she needed to be a little brat so he didn't decide he was the Most Important Spiderling in their village she absolutely would be.

But she was grateful, because she knew he could have demanded she stay out of it. Adyr had an apprenticeship in Thyrahl, and if she came along, he would need to escort her back home and then make the trip all over again. If she didn't come along, he would have been able to just stay in Thyrahl and start his apprenticeship.

It was just that if she actually said all that her big brother would get an inflated head the size of Berthanthony, the enormous prize goat of their village, and as his little sister, it was her duty to make sure that did not happen. So she was never going to say it.

This was, of course, when a bizarre flesh-meteor crashed into the back of their herd of goats. It was a miracle the shockwave hadn't sent half of them flying, but after a moment, Hesa realized why—strange, pink tendrils had shot up from the ground to latch on to the legs of the goats, forcing them to stay stuck in place.

Her eyes widened. Jornathena was in danger! Her favorite goat! She launched herself forward, only for Adyr to grab her by the wrist and pull her back, and she twisted to yell at him before she caught the look on his face and saw that he was trembling.

She nearly dropped her bag of supplies in shock. It was then, and only then, that she extended her mana senses far enough to realize exactly what had landed near them.

Hesa doubled over and vomited.

The reaction was so quick that she didn't even register the second presence that appeared shortly afterward. She was too busy trying to parse the disgusting feeling of that magic. Her mana senses might not have been trained up as much as her brother's, but like all spiderlings she was particularly attuned to the intent imbued in magic.

Whatever this thing was, it had the most twisted intent she had ever felt. The feeling of that magic alone was enough to make her heart pound in terror and disgust, and her brother—

Adyr was putting on a brave face, clutching her close, but her big brother was shaking more than she'd ever seen.

"A-Adyr?" she whispered. Her brother nodded, but didn't take his eyes off the strange mage. "I just—um—I want you to know—I'm really glad you brought me with you—"

"You're saying that now?" Adyr hissed at her, incredulous. "You need to prepare to run, sis. We both do."

"Shut up! I don't want you to be mad at me, that's all!" Hesa's face was red, and she had definitely said all that way too loud, and she was also well aware she was fixating on entirely the wrong thing. But it was something normal she could fixate on, and she couldn't help herself. "I know you didn't want to bring me! And if you didn't then maybe I wouldn't have slowed you down and I don't want you to hate me—"

Adyr clasped a hand over her mouth to make her stop talking, which was probably fair. She bit his hand anyway.

"Ow!" Adyr jerked his hand back and glared at her, but his gaze softened almost immediately when he saw the way Hesa was shaking and clinging to him. "...Look. I'm not going to hate you. Just get ready to run if I say so, okay?"

"Why aren't we running already?" Hesa whispered, trembling. She was already crying, and she hated it. Small hiccups, sniffles, the works, just from feeling a mage's mana.

"Because it'll make us targets," Adyr said quietly, and for the first time, Hesa realized there was a second strange mage amongst them. She hadn't noticed him until he was there. Until prismatic mana blazed out of him, bright and fierce and so powerful it was nearly suffocating.

She almost didn't dare to extend her mana senses to it, but she did it anyway. She wanted to know how much she'd screwed up.

She had no idea what to make of what she felt, though. It was cold, nearly devoid of the intent she was used to, except there was a flicker of warmth and determination in there that contrasted with everything. Like there was the ember of a promise in there, buried in the depths of a frozen scar.

Hesa had the vague, terrified, absurd thought that she should enter that line in their village's next poetry competition.





Torment's Shadow did not know what to do. Every part of it wanted to continue this fight, but it couldn't. It couldn't keep doing what it had been doing, because that would only offer more opportunities for the Red Commander to get others caught in the crossfire. Especially now that he knew he could get others involved to force Torment's Shadow to defend them; it had fought enough people like this to know that would be his new focus from this point on.

During the Planar War, many of those would-be victims hadn't cared. They knew what the Shadow was here to do, and they cared little if they died in the process; their realms were dead and dying, and even the death of their oppressors meant only a slightly prolonged life of suffering.

But this was not the Planar War, and the two spiderling children that stood terrified behind Torment's Shadow and its barrier were far from the people of the war-torn branches. It could not use the strategies it once did.

And time was running out. Even now, the Red Commander was bearing the power of that relic down against its barrier. It was repairing it in real time, forcibly keeping the barrier coherent enough to push back the aura the Commander was exuding, but every moment it wasted was another glut of mana he absorbed, enough to turn back hours of fighting and draining the Commander's ability to regenerate.

Which meant it needed a different strategy. The problem was that Torment's Shadow only knew violence. It had been born in it, and once upon a time, it had been the only way for Cale to survive the torment that the war had wrought on him. Now Torment's Shadow had to defend, and it didn't know how.

By now, the Red Commander had regenerated enough to make a sound. He laughed in triumph, despite the pain that must have wracked his body; he was used to pain, it seemed, and practically revelled in it. Only the sheer, visceral nature of the attacks Torment's Shadow used was able to break through that apathy, and now his threshold had simply risen to accommodate.

"What's wrong?" the Red Commander mocked. "Worried about two kids? I have to admit, you did manage to scare me, but you still can't kill me—"

Torment's Shadow silenced him with a blast of spiritual pressure, which was one of the newer functions of its new form, and one the Red Commander still hadn't figured out how to counter. His eyes bulged as he struggled against it, and for a moment, the tendrils around the captive goats retracted. That was enough for a quick blast of cleansing fire to burn away any converted flesh.

The goats shrieked and scattered.

Torment's Shadow ignored the chaos. It needed a solution, but it wasn't capable of one, and the nature of the transformative spell it was using didn't quite allow him to change. It needed to close the gate, but for that, it needed to know who Cale Cadwell Cobbs was; the problem was that it had been fighting for—what, days?

It didn't remember who it had been.

And then its eyes settled on the littler spiderling's abandoned pack of supplies. The pack had spilled open when her brother pulled her back, and out of that pack rolled a simple loaf of bread.

Torment's Shadow stared. Something within it flickered, and then it remembered the echoes of an apprentice's words.

"I'm going to learn some baking magic when you come back," Damien told him earnestly. "Or before you come back, if you take too long. That way, when you're back, we can do some baking magic together."

There was a plea in that, wasn't there?

Torment's Shadow blinked one last time, and Cale Cadwell Cobbs opened his eyes, the last of the Twilight Gate's effects flaking off his skin like ash. Now human again, there was nothing stopping the power of the Red Commander's spell from grabbing his flesh and trying to transform him into yet another avatar.

Cale grinned. "You know," he said. "It just occurred to me. I forgot to warn you."

The Red Commander seemed struck by Cale's sudden change. He narrowed his eyes warily. "What are you talking about?"

"It's just, you know," Cale said. He stuck his hands in his pockets, affecting a sheepish demeanor. "This isn't the first time a hive mind tried to assimilate me, you know? And yeah, you're not really a hive mind, but that's what that spell is trying to do."

The Red Commander frowned, uncomprehending.

"Do you know what happens to a hive mind when its core gets overwhelmed?" Cale asked, his tone conversational. The Red Commander's eyes widened, and the spell snapped off—

Far too late.

Cale Cadwell Cobbs poured his mana straight into the connection his opponent had foolishly opened between them. The Red Commander opened his mouth to snarl and protest, his eyes bulging with impotent rage.

But before he could get even a word out, his mana core shattered and his body collapsed, empty and inert.
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  Cale eyed the corpse of the Red Commander in distaste for a long moment without speaking. He could sense the two spiderling children behind him, trembling and staring in shock. He was going to have to deal with that before he gave himself the time to process everything that had just happened.

Torment's Shadow was a side he had thought thoroughly locked away. He didn't like how easily the mask had slipped on and how much he had wanted to keep it on, even when he'd known it was no longer what he needed. Even the Gift had seemed concerned, if the spell description for the Twilight Gate was any indication, and Cale didn't know how to feel about that.

He did know, however, that now wasn't the time for it. Especially given what he was sensing from the Red Commander's corpse. First things first—he wanted to make up for what those two spiderlings had witnessed. If he'd managed to come to his senses earlier, they might not have gotten involved at all, and just because neither of them had gotten hurt this time...

Torment's Shadow was not so disconnected from him that it would allow children to be hurt, but it cared more about doing the hurting than any other side of him. It was the part of him that wanted those responsible for cruelty and injustice to suffer. The part of him that wanted to make an example of tyrants and dictators and the petty and cruel.

But Cale had been down that road before, and he knew better than most how difficult it was to walk away from it. More than most, it was something he couldn't allow himself.

Cale spared another glance to the corpse of the Red Commander and frowned, sensing something unusual. He turned to the spiderling children. "Hey," he said, his voice gentle. The larger one—an older brother, perhaps?—stepped backward, his arms wrapping around his little sister protectively, and Cale winced. He couldn't blame him for that. "I'm sorry you had to see any of that. I'd like to make it up to you, if that's okay."

The younger spiderling was still crying, but her brother frowned slightly. He seemed a bit awed, but also cautious, which Cale approved of. Never trust an inexplicably powerful mage that appeared out of nowhere to assist; often, even if their intentions were genuine, it was easy for them to accidentally cause harm.

...Admittedly he'd been the one to spread that particular piece of advice around. Mostly for the people who would meet him in the future.

"How exactly are you going to do that?" the spiderling asked, his tone guarded, and that was also a good question.

"I'll figure that out later," Cale decided, glancing at the corpse again. There was definitely something going on there, and he was going to need to settle that before he got any further with this. "There's something I need to do with this guy first. Then I'll come back and help you find your goats, how about that?"

"We can find the goats ourselves." The spiderling hesitated, looking around. "There are mages looking out for us. They should be around here. Somewhere."

Cale winced. "They probably ran away."

Probably was the wrong word for it. They'd started running as soon as the Red Commander had landed nearby, and they hadn't even brought the children with them. For good reason, technically—the aura the Red Commander was exuding interfered with the spells they could have used to help, and if not for Cale the smart choice would certainly have been to get backup—but Cale couldn't say he was pleased.

Fortunately, the spiderling had evidently come to the same conclusion. He scowled, looking annoyed. "They probably send Garu and Gara to look after us," he muttered. "Cowards."

"I guess you have history, then." Cale gave the surrounding area a quick scan with his mana sense. "You should be safe here, and your goats aren't too far out. I... it's possible not all of them survived. I'm sorry about that. If you don't mind me asking, why did you have mages watching over you?"

"This is supposed to be our pilgrimage," the older spiderling said. His sister was beginning to calm down, now, though she still trembled in his arms. "Well, mine, anyway. My name's Adyr. This is my little sister, Hesa."

Cale nodded. "I'm Cale. How about this: I'll escort the two of you personally, since your mages ran off."

"We're not supposed to get any help unless we're in trouble." Adyr looked him over warily.

"Then I'll stay out of it unless, like you said, you're in trouble," Cale said with a shrug. "But it can't hurt to have a powerful mage making sure nothing goes wrong, right?"

"...Right." Adyr still seemed suspicious, but he seemed hesitant to decline help from a powerful mage, too. If the gleam in his eyes was any indication, he was wondering if there was anything he could learn from Cale, which was also one of the little pieces of advice Cale had made sure to seed throughout the Realms. It was good to know it had spread. "I accept, I suppose. You have a lot to make up for, though."

Cale laughed. "Bold," he said lightly, though he didn't mind. Adyr was right. He'd inadvertently put the two of them in danger, and even if Adyr was putting on a brave face...

Well, they were probably going to have some serious nightmares from all this.

"You said there was something you needed to do before you can help us," Adyr said, and Cale nodded.

"Need to get rid of this," he said, jerking a thumb toward the Red Commander's body. "Always burn the body of a flesh mage. A lot. You can never be too sure."

"I don't know what that means, and I'm pretty sure I don't want to. And I'm very sure I don't want my little sister to." Adyr hugged her close and glared at him, and Cale blinked.

Right. Fun facts were probably less fun when it came to people who weren't as used to violence or to the eccentricities of magic academy professors. He had the distinct feeling that if Flia were here, she would be scolding him.

"My bad," Cale said awkwardly. "I'll, uh, be right back."

With that, he turned to scoop up the Red Commander's remains with a prismatic barrier, eyeing the corpse contemplatively as he did so. He was going to burn this, but the reason he'd kept glancing in its direction had less to do with flesh magic and more to do with what else he was seeing. There was a faint, glimmering trail that led away from it.

Cale was pretty sure that in most cases, he wouldn't have been able to see that trail at all. It reminded him pretty distinctly of the lines exposed by [Karmic Upheaval] earlier, and that meant that this was a karmic line. Clearly, something had happened at the moment of the Red Commander's death, and it was something that was meant to escape his notice.

But the effects of opening the Twilight Gate were still lingering in minor ways, enhancing his senses in ways he wouldn't normally have access to. One of those ways was a certain amount of sensitivity to the karmic web. Enough, at least, for him to see the trail and realize what had happened.

It was designed to mimic—or perhaps simply to hide behind—the karmic backlash created whenever any creature was ended before its time, and it was nearly unnoticeable as a result, even with Cale's improved senses. It was ultimately only his recent experiences with Angus that allowed him to recognize the traces of soul movement and to put together what had happened.

Somehow, the Red Commander's soul had used the shockwave created by his death as a means to travel within the karmic lines to a specific destination.

That couldn't mean anything good. Most souls that weren't already claimed by some divinity were meant to simply dissolve to be recycled and reconstituted in another one of the Great Realms. Cale had never seen one stay intact or move with such deliberation before.

But it wasn't completely unknown to him, either. He was aware that it was possible. There was a time when his ability to reincarnate had been thoroughly studied, and some of the mages that did that research had proposed that a similar mechanism might be recreated for others.

None of those studies had gone anywhere good, though. Cale was pretty sure of that. Perhaps someone had picked up that research where they'd left off?

Well, if that was what had happened—and if the Red Commander thought that would be enough to get away—then he was about to get a very nasty surprise.

Cale took one final glance at the spiderlings, made himself a quick reminder to check in on the Greater Indictment he'd trapped, then activated [Shadowblend] and began rapidly teleporting, following the karmic trail attached to the body he carried with him.





Deep within a bunker hidden in Aersheld's mountains, Lifsauhn let out a happy sigh as he stretched.

What an intimidating encounter. And such a waste, too; if he'd been only a little more prepared, he could have captured Yggdrasil's End properly. Now he would have to build this new vessel up, and that would be an aggravating amount of work.

For one thing, Lifsauhn was short. He didn't like being short. It made it harder to look down at others, and that was one of his favorite activities. For another, dwarven bodies were inherently resilient against any kind of modification or magical scarring, and that meant it was going to take twice as much effort to make himself comfortable.

Lifsauhn began to tap his foot impatiently against the floor, and the moment he realized this, he let out an irritated grimace and fired a blade of mana to slice off the offending limb. It took only a few moments for the flesh to begin knitting back together, but it was a few moments longer than he was used to doing this.

You have learned [Mana Blade]!

"Stop that," he said.

That was probably one of the most annoying things about all this. Not the Gift, of course. That was always going to reset. But this foot-tapping had apparently been something of a habit, and it was one he'd never noticed. If he had...

Well, he probably wouldn't have changed anything. It was hard enough to get one individual obsessive enough to become this karmically tied with him, and the downsides of Lifsauhn and his body weren't nearly enough to justify the risk of reappearing somewhere else in the Great Realms.

Besides, every new body he happened into always had some absurd habit or the other. He was more or less used to it.

Lifsauhn sat down on the bed and grunted, trying to get used to the new, prickly nature of his thoughts. There was a bit of conflict there, like there always was in the beginning. He knew, for instance, that he was the Red Commander, but the brain in the body he was occupying insisted that he was Lifsauhn.

Identities tended to be particularly sticky for the first few weeks especially, which was why he preferred inhabiting vessels that had already abandoned their names for titles. His previous vessel had abandoned his chosen name to be called Lord of something or the other, which was apparently some great, prestigious position amongst the elves.

That, at least, was easy enough to supplant with his own chosen title. It had taken a few days instead of weeks. Come to think of it, perhaps he should have given Lifsauhn a title of his own, but... eh. Calling himself the "Red Assistant" for a few days was arguably worse than having to go by Lifsauhn for a week or two.

At least he would have a breather for now. Yggdrasil's End had no idea that the Lower Branch cults had been able to duplicate some lesser function of his reincarnation, and even before fighting the Greater Indictment he'd been absolutely sure to hide Lifsauhn inside one of the prepared bunkers deep in the mountains of Aersheld. The place was full of powerful wards against detection and scrying, which meant he was free to lay low and plan his next steps.

Lifsauhn leaned back in his bed and stared up at the sun contemplatively. What would his next steps look like? Anything too obvious would only draw the attention of Yggdrasil's End again.

Then he paused and frowned. Something felt off. The sun was shining on his face, the birds were singing...

...why was the sun shining down on his face? He was inside a mountain.

Where was the fucking mountain?

"I feel like I'm going to have to apologize for that one, but I really didn't want to waste any time," Yggdrasil's End said, frowning thoughtfully. "Oh well. I can probably get some mountain-recreating spell if I ask nicely."

Lifsauhn froze. "No," he said, his voice strangled. It was a lot more emotional than he was used to, which seemed like something of a trend around Yggdrasil's End. Part of it was because he hadn't reshaped Lifsauhn's brain yet. "Nonono. How—"

"You're a lot less intimidating without those relics, I have to say," Yggdrasil's End said, glancing around. "Also, I'm keeping those. Got a friend that might be able to free those Abyssals you stuck inside them."

They were, indeed, tucked carefully under his arm. Lifsauhn stared at him before bolting from the bed and running straight into a barrier that hadn't been there before; he groaned, pulled himself to his feet, and glared at Yggdrasil's End.

"How did you know?!" he demanded, his heart pounding. Time. He needed to buy time to find a way to retreat. The mana core in this body was too fresh, which meant he couldn't cast any of his better spells, and without the relic supplying him with Blood Orbs—

"I guessed," Yggdrasil's End admitted with a shrug. "Not sure I was expecting this, exactly. You've got some kind of evil version of my reincarnation, huh? How does it work, exactly? Transmigration, guided by karmic ties... Damn. Should've seen it sooner. I blame myself for getting all edgy for a bit."

Lifsauhn scrambled for the right words, then settled for desperate arrogance, which he probably wouldn't have if his body hadn't been so fresh. "It doesn't matter if you know," he said. "You can't kill me in any way that matters. I'll come back, and I'll keep coming back. In fact—" he searched desperately for a threat that would work. "—in fact, karma has nothing to do with it. It's just convenient. But if you kill me, I'll take over the soul of someone you love, and that will destroy their soul."

Yggdrasil's End stared blankly at him, and for a moment, Lifsauhn thought perhaps the ploy had worked.

"So what you're saying is that I should lock you in a preservation ward and drop you deep in the ocean to suffer for all eternity," Yggdrasil's End said thoughtfully, and Lifsauhn froze. He hadn't considered that possibility. "Not sure I'm that cruel, to be honest. Don't get me wrong, you probably deserve eternal torment, especially for making a threat like that. But, well..."

He smiled ruefully. "Old friend told me I shouldn't be damning myself just to make sure people get their dues, and I'm really not the right person for that kind of thing. Not because it's hard, but because it's just too easy, you know? Too easy to tell myself it's necessary. I've been down that path before, and you've seen where it leads."

Lifsauhn stared at Yggdrasil's End. He had no idea what he meant, but he had the distinct feeling that he needed to get out of here now.

No choice, then. He'd be giving up everything he'd achieved in Utelia, but at least he'd get word back to the Lower Branches. Lifsauhn braced himself and forcibly inverted the flow of his mana. He'd shatter his core and let the karmic stream take him wherever his soul ended up.

But his mana froze in place, unmoving.

"Interesting," Yggdrasil's End said. "But no. Normally this is where I'd try to interrogate you, but I don't have anything to check if you're telling the truth and I'd rather not prolong this. I kind of hate how this spell feels."

And just like that, the man that stood in front of him held what looked and felt like the End of All Things. A scythe of impossible, soul-ending power gleaming with layers of prismatic mana, folded in so many times it looked almost like a hole into another universe. It was impossible to look away from it, no matter how desperately he wanted to.

"For what it's worth," Yggdrasil's End said. "I'm sorry it had to end this way."

Strangely, he did sound regretful. It did not, however, stop him in the slightest.

For a blink between the severing of his soul and his true death, the Red Commander saw what seemed to be a black, endless maw, consuming countless other souls just like him.

Then it closed around him, and he was no more.





Adyr had no idea what to expect when that strange, incredibly powerful mage promised to help them, but whatever it was, it wasn't to see that same mage running around angrily after a bleating goat.

Weren't there spells a mage like that could use? Why wasn't he using them? He was just chasing it around in circles! There was that form he'd used earlier that allowed him to move at ludicrous speeds—why wasn't he doing any of that? He was just running! And at human speeds, at that—

The mage tripped and faceplanted into the ground, and one of the goats bleated at him before hopping over his flailing body. Hesa was watching and let out a startled giggle, and that was all Adyr needed to understand what was happening.

Cale Cadwell Cobbs recognized they needed normalcy, and he was doing his best to provide it.

What an odd mage. Adyr had no idea how to feel about him. The look in his eyes when he faced that horrible monster was like nothing Adyr had ever seen. It was cold, angry, and desperate for justice in a way that felt old and ancient. But now...

Well, Adyr didn't know if he could say the look was gone. But it looked a bit like he'd managed to center himself on some new sort of peace, and it looked like he'd needed it for a very long time.

Maybe this mage was okay after all.

...Honestly, Adyr really hoped he was right, because he'd agreed to introduce the mage to his master, and while there was no doubt someone this powerful would have something to teach, he was really starting to worry about them meeting.

Especially since his master was a little eccentric and had a weird obsession with baking.
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  Even before Cale met with the spiderlings again, he decided he was relatively pleased with how everything was going.

Admittedly, he wasn't back with his apprentices yet, and there was a possibility that he was being a little avoidant about it. They were probably worried about him by now, and it wouldn't take him that much effort to conjure up a [Fortress of the Gilded Storm] to make his way back. There was a small chance he would get lost along the way, but the positioning of Utelia's continents made that rather conveniently difficult.

Basically, he would know he was going the wrong way if he ended up veering into the magical storms that dominated the realm's oceans.

Cale had a good reason for staying, though. He felt responsible for what those two spiderling children had been forced to witness. He was also, by happenstance, a bit reluctant to tell his apprentices about the whole Torment's Shadow thing. But making sure the children were safe was by and large his priority.

His apprentices would understand.

There would be a lot to do when he headed back, he knew. He'd have to explain everything that happened so far to Akkau, at least anything his apprentices hadn't already explained. And the cooldown on [Awaken Artifact] had ended, which meant he owed it to Imrys to cast it with her supervision. And he needed to check in on Sternkessel. All very important things that he would definitely get to once he'd taken a break for a few days.

Besides, staying away would give them some time without the Thread of Fate hanging over them.

There was one thing he needed to do before he returned to the spiderlings: he needed to make sure that the Greater Indictment he'd trapped in his [Gravity Prison] was doing alright. That was the first place he headed after taking care of the Red Commander, and to his relief, the Indictment seemed fine and in perfect control of himself; whatever remnants of identity he'd stolen from the Red Commander had died, presumably along with the destruction of the Red Commander's soul.

What was left was a surprisingly cheerful Greater Indictment that seemed quite pleased with how things had gone down, and was even happier to learn that the Red Commander was now dead. He accepted Cale's offer to escort him back to his village of origin with delight, although he warned Cale that the sight would be unpleasant.

Which was an understatement. The massacre there affirmed to Cale that the Red Commander was not an entity he could have allowed to run loose. He'd known that already, but it was nice to have the reminder.

"Good luck with the cleanup," Cale said eventually, trying not to wince. He'd seen worse, but not by much. "I'm afraid I can't help much."

"It is fine. I will restore this village." The Greater Indictment spoke with surprising serenity. That was normal for newborn Indictments once the source of their rage was quelled; presumably, this Indictment would now reside in the village that had once been Idefel, serving as a living memorial of the atrocity that had once been committed here.

Cale's work here was done. But he was tired—tired of leaving things as they were, of moving on and leaving nothing behind to grow in its place. This was the duty that Torment's Shadow had taken on. It was the mask that cared little for consequence, for it had lived during a time when no consequence could trump the suffering already extant.

If he was to put that mask behind him, then he would have to spare more thought to what he was leaving behind.

Part of Cale balked at this. He didn't like leaving a mark. It felt too much like taking responsibility for what would happen going forward, and he knew he wouldn't be around forever. It was his nature to move through the realms. Whatever came of anything he did, it was unlikely he would stay long enough to see the results.

But he'd already invested a great deal into Utelia, hadn't he? His apprentices were only one part of it. One way or another, he had left his mark, and if he meant to leave Torment's Shadow behind...

Then there was one more thing he could do here.

He'd made a promise, and he hadn't forgotten it. Cale still didn't know exactly how Sternkessel had acquired his freedom, but this Greater Indictment in particular seemed more personable and willing to talk than any of the others he'd met. That meant that if he was going to make good on his promise—if he was going to help Sternkessel learn how to birth more of his kind—

Cale paused mid-thought as he internally debated how he'd phrased that line in his head. The Greater Indictment gave him a quizzical look, like he could sense Cale's hesitation.

Bah. Even a temporary meeting with Vital had clearly influenced him far too much. Cale did his best to ignore the thought; the point was that this was an opportunity, and he had an idea on how to proceed.

"Before I leave," Cale said. The Greater Indictment looked up at him inquisitively, and he hesitated for a moment before continuing. "Is there any chance you'd want a name? You could come up with your own, of course, but I figured..."

The Greater Indictment blinked, apparently startled. Cale had the distinct impression he was being given a wide-eyed stare. Eventually, though, the Indictment managed to force himself to answer. "I would be honored and delighted."

Cale considered for a moment, then smiled. "How about Erstesholz?"

"That is acceptable." Despite the immediate response, Erstesholz seemed to ruminate briefly on the name. Then he shivered and smiled, small leaves sprouting along his shoulders with his pleasure. "More than acceptable. I have decided I enjoy this name."

"I think I know a professor that would really love to meet you," Cale said with a chuckle. Technically, he suspected that Professor Tarbloom would have a field day with pretty much any new Greater Indictment. Every one of them were practically an entire magical species unto themselves.

But the way Erstesholz was sprouting was distinctly reminiscent of the moss that Tarbloom cultivated across their back. The two of them would probably find a lot in common.

For his part, Erstesholz seemed pleased by the thought that anyone would want to meet him. "I would be delighted!" he said happily. "You must visit, once I have performed the appropriate rites. It may be lonely otherwise."

Cale nodded. "You are, uh... particularly personable for a new Indictment, I've noticed."

"Yes. I suspect it is because of what I had to endure." Erstesholz looked conflicted for a moment. "Am I alone in this?"

"Not at all. I know at least one other Greater Indictment that's just like you," Cale said, offering a small smile. "I'll bring him to visit sometime. Along with my apprentices, and the professor I mentioned."

Erstesholz brightened, and the leaves along his shoulders bloomed again into an assortment of vibrant flowers. "That would please me greatly."

"Then I'll be sure to do it sometime soon," Cale said. "I really have to get going for now, though. I made a promise."

"Promises are important." Erstesholz nodded. "It was delightful to meet you, Cale Cadwell Cobbs. You are much more enjoyable than your other self."

The bluntness of that statement made Cale wince slightly, but he nodded without disagreement. "Yeah," he said. "That face was... for a different time, let's say. I'll see you later, Erstesholz."

Cale wondered, as he left, if the growth of a Greater Indictment into true life was as simple as a name. He doubted it—if it were, then Sternkessel would have discovered that already. But he thought perhaps it was part of the picture. A necessary seed, so to speak.

There was power in a name, whether given by another or forged on one's own, and it was a worthy enough legacy to leave behind. Hope, at the very least, for some kind of new beginning, so that Sternkessel would no longer be the only one of his kind. Cale would have to remember to bring this up when they next spoke.

For now, it was time for him to return to the spiderlings and make good on his promise.





It took them a while to chase down all the goats. Mostly because Cale refused to make use of any of his magic for the process. He didn't see the need for it, and there was a small part of him that was afraid he'd be building more war spells if he tried. It was clear enough now that the Gift had been trying to steer him away from them, but he found himself nervous, nonetheless.

Besides, as much as he loved magic, sometimes a bit of the mundane helped him appreciate everything that made it so special.

Granted, Cale had been a little worried at first that one of the goats wouldn't survive. He would've been willing to pull out magic for that. Apparently, though, he needn't have worried.

Or, well, it was more accurate to say that it was demonstrated to him in no uncertain terms that he didn't need to worry.

Jornathena, which was apparently the name of little Hesa's favorite goat, had been closest to the Red Commander when he smashed into the ground near the back of their herd. Of all the goats, Jornathena had also been converted the most by the corrupting flesh magic the Red Commander was using.

Cale's cleansing flame had managed to burn most of that out of its body, but Adyr had assumed it was dead. It was lying still and silent in a cluster of bushes, and apparently Adyr had spent most of Cale's absence trying to steer his little sister away from it.

Except it had evidently just been waiting for the right moment, because the second Cale returned, it bleated loudly to get his attention. That startled Adyr badly enough to make him jump. Then it stalked over to Cale, glared fiercely at him, and began to do something he would've said was impossible if it wasn't being done right in front of him.

Which was to say it glared at him, then began eating the remnants of the magic in its system. Both the Red Commander's and Cale's, in fact.

And it was doing it with, as best as Cale could determine, goat aspect mana?

Cale hadn't even known that was a thing. He did quickly resolve not to underestimate goats, preferably ever, and then debated whether or not it would be offensive to ask Leo to develop a goat-based secondary core. Minotaurs were half-bull, which was... close enough?

...On second thought, it was probably best he abandon that train of thought and not question anything about what had just happened. Some mana aspects were better left unexamined and left to magical creatures.

Like goats. Apparently.

Jornathena seemed perfectly fine afterward, which meant it had been specifically waiting for him for that demonstration, and Cale had no idea how to feel about that. Mostly, he decided to take it as a sign to step away from the goats for a bit, so he walked over to Adyr to hash out exactly how he could help.

It didn't take them long to figure out what Cale would be doing for them. He'd already promised earlier to escort the two of them to Thyrahl, and he intended to make good on that promise. That journey alone would take the better part of a day, maybe a day and a half, after which he would use his magic to ensure Hesa got home safely and allow Adyr to say a final goodbye to his family.

The older spiderling explained that he would soon be starting an apprenticeship in Thyrahl. Normally, he would have had to waste nearly a week escorting his sister back to the village and then making the trip all over again, but with Cale's help, he could do that part more or less instantly and he'd have more time in his apprenticeship.

Cale agreed easily. As far as favors went, that was a simple one. Really, it didn't feel like he was doing enough for them. In fact, if he was going to commit to leaving things behind better than when he left...

"What kind of apprenticeship is this, exactly?" Cale asked curiously.

Adyr blinked. "Does it matter?"

"I don't know if just escorting you to Thyrahl really makes up for... you know, that," Cale said, gesturing vaguely in the direction of the crater the Red Commander left in the ground. "If you have an apprenticeship, there might be something I can teach you. Or your master."

Adyr blanched at the thought. "Teach my master?" he repeated incredulously. "That's—he's a divine messenger. You can't teach a divine messenger. That's blasphemy. He might try to smite you or something!"

Cale blinked. "Well, I don't know about that," he said, though he had in fact been through that process before. Most divinities knew better than to try to smite him by now. "Why exactly are you getting apprenticed to a divine messenger, though? I didn't know they specialized in any kind of craft."

Well, they technically did, but he'd never heard of them taking on apprentices. That said, Cale was getting used to Utelia's surprises by now.

"T-they're specialists in sacred script, and I need to apprentice to one to learn how to work with it," Adyr said, floundering slightly. "Sacred script literacy is a prerequisite for attending the Thalicite Academy. We use wards composed with sacred script to prevent the dark lord's influence from spreading through Aersheld."

"Oh!" Cale brightened. That made a lot of sense, actually. "Well, in that case, I can definitely help. I have a lot of experience with sacred script. Probably. It varies a bit depending on the divinity, but the broad strokes are usually the same."

Adyr paused. "What?"

"I'm still a bit surprised a divine messenger is willing to teach the script, but even divine messengers don't know everything," Cale continued. "Sacred script is meant to be inscrutable to mortals without decades of study, and divine messengers might be able to use it naturally, but typically only for a fixed purpose. There are these blind spots they have with sacred script. It's actually kind of concerning, now that I think about it, but the end result is that they can make great wards but they're restricted from the runes that would let them make even basic divine artifacts."

"What?" Adyr repeated blankly.

"Mind you, I'm not exactly an expert in divine artifice either," Cale said. "But I know a few tricks. Might be able to leave you something that'll help with the whole dark lord situation. Unless I'm completely wrong and Utelia is way more advanced than I'm thinking. No harm trying, though, right? Might end up impressing your master."

He shrugged and allowed himself a casual grin. "We'll worry about the specifics later. First I'm gonna help you gather the rest of your goats."

"...What?" Adyr repeated one final time.

By that point, though, Cale had already wandered off.





Escorting the spiderlings to Thyrahl ended up being a surprisingly uneventful and relaxing trip. 

It was just the sort of break Cale needed. His presence was very much a boon: his ability to move around quickly with [Shadowblend] meant they could hurry back to the spiderling village to let them know what had happened and show that they were fine. That was good thinking on Adyr's part, mostly. Cale hadn't even thought about it, but he'd pointed out the two mages that were supposed to escort them would almost certainly start a panic otherwise.

After that, the trip was simple enough. With the village's blessings and approval, the three of them plus one herd of goats resumed their journey to the divine kingdom of Thyrahl.

For most of this trip, Cale walked along with the spiderlings, chatting animatedly and passing along age-appropriate tales of his adventures. Both spiderlings were fascinated by them, though Adyr caught on and started shooting him suspicious looks at the fifth mention of people being hit with "sleeping spells."

Cale just shrugged in response. What was he supposed to do, detail exactly what happened to some of his allies? Sleeping spells were suitable. Hesa didn't need to think about what other kinds of magic existed when she'd already witnessed the whole thing with the Red Commander.

Besides, there was enough truth to the stories that they were still exciting. It was only when it was too late that Cale realized he might be spreading another round of legends about him.

...Hopefully he wouldn't acquire some new title because of it. He wasn't sure how he felt about being named the "Sleeping Archmage" or whatever it was Hesa seemed intent on coming up with.

This companionship was cut short when they reached the foot of a mountain and Cale realized exactly how much climbing would be involved. Adyr and Hesa both scaled the sheer cliffs like they were nothing, and the goats weren't far behind, but Cale had absolutely no intention of physically climbing a mountain when he had a perfectly serviceable teleport.

For that part of the journey, he acted the way an escort mage was supposed to act, largely just observing from a distance in case anything went wrong. To his surprise, though, everything was... fine. The worst that happened was Jornathena attempting to leap particularly high, missing, then scaring half the other goats into scattering across the mountain.

That incident resulted in about another half-hour of frantic searching, only for them to find half the goats somehow perched in a tree.

"I have a lot of questions," Cale said.

"This is normal for goats," Adyr explained. Cale stared at the spiderling, then at Jornathena's smug stare, then sighed.

"I no longer have any questions," he amended grudgingly.

The kingdom of Thyrahl awaited them in the form of a path built into the side of the mountain, and it took no more than another hour to get there, which came and went without incident. The goats were donated to one of the city-kingdom's temples, much to Hesa's dismay; she bid Jornathena a long, incredibly protracted farewell while Cale and Adyr waited awkwardly at the side.

After that, they took a shortcut to bring Hesa back to her home village and so their parents could hug their son goodbye, and finally entered the kingdom of Thyrahl proper.

It occurred to Cale as he looked around that this was his first visit to an actual kingdom on Utelia. He'd more or less ignored Orstrahl entirely, despite its outsized influence on the affairs of the Brightscale Academy. He wondered how it compared to Thyrahl—the so-called divine kingdom was rife with holy and divine mana aspects, to the degree that Cale almost expected everything to be made of gold and marble.

Yet it wasn't. The place was built out of humble wood and stone. The materials were blessed and reinforced to absurd degrees, certainly, but the architecture overall was surprisingly mild; it was only the temples that received any kind of fanfare, and even then it came in the form of small individual dedications rather than enormous, elaborate carvings.

Cale was sort of impressed. Most divine kingdoms were, put crudely, far more up their own asses. The people here seemed surprisingly no-nonsense and practical.

Adyr was getting increasingly nervous as they approached the temple where he would begin his apprenticeship, though. Presumably this had something to do with how Cale kept expressing blasphemous degrees of familiarity with the gods. Adyr seemed increasingly certain they would both be struck with lightning at any moment.

Cale had no such concerns. He just followed Adyr, then beamed brightly at the divine messenger that was apparently the spiderling's master, even as Adyr stammered his way through an introduction.

In all fairness, the divine messenger in question was very much an intimidating specimen. Like all divine messengers, he was inhuman to the extreme, resembling something like a winged, upside-down pyramid made of basalt columns with dozens of piercing golden eyes hidden amongst the cracks.

He also sported a glorious pair of metallic wings attached to his back and a scattering of halos tilted at various angles across his columns. Cale briefly considered complimenting those traits, but decided not to stress Adyr out any more than the poor thing was already.

When Adyr finished his introductions, the divine messenger turned to face Cale, his expression and tone inscrutable. "A mortal that believes himself worthy of touching the divine," he mused. "And one who claims to have insight for my kind, at that. It is a bold approach you take."

Cale paused, his brows wrinkling. "I mean, I'm not sure if I would phrase it like that," he said. "Sure, I guess? Honestly, if touching is going to be involved, I feel like it's a two-way street. Consent and all that."

Adyr made a sound that sounded very much like a mortified squeak. Cale had no idea spiderlings could even make sounds like that.

"I probably can offer some insight, though," he added. "If I could have your name? Adyr forgot that part. That or he already introduced you and I was too busy staring at your majestic columns to notice."

The divine messenger stared down at him for a long moment. "I am Columns Reaching For The Sky," he intoned, evidently choosing to ignore the rest of Cale's commentary.

Or perhaps he was just confused; it was hard to tell with divine messengers. He floated past Cale to Adyr, tilted forward like he was inclining his head, and then a silver token emerged from behind his back and flew over to the spiderling.

"Young apprentice," he said. "I believe it is best if I converse with your friend in private. This token will lead you to your assigned room. Familiarize yourself with the tools available to you, and find me later if you have any questions or concerns. If this mortal truly holds divine insight, you will be rewarded, but rest assured you will not be punished if he does not. I would not hold you accountable for such a thing."

"Y-yes, master," Adyr said, bowing deeply. Then he rapidly scurried up the steps like he was afraid of what Cale was going to say next.

Which was probably fair, because what Cale said next was this: "Any chance I can just call you Column? You know, like Colin. Columns Reaching For The Sky is kind of a mouthful."

The divine messenger rotated to stare at him. "...If you truly do have insight, then you may call me whatever you wish. I have a particular personal project in mind. The script needed for it escapes even the best of our scribes. Would you like to see it?"

Cale grinned. "Lead the way."





The personal project that Column was working on turned out to be an attempt at making a divine oven. Cale took one look at the half-finished artifact, turned to Column, and bowed deeply.

"I've misjudged you," he said. "Also I might love you."

There was a distinct pause. "I am sorry? I believe I may have misheard you."

"This is an oven," Cale said, like that explained everything.

Column nodded gravely. "I am attempting to divine the truths of baking magic," he explained. "It is the pinnacle of the divine, but the elements of sacred script needed to anchor the artifact escape me."

"Yeah, it's a blind spot," Cale explained, walking over to the oven and tracing the engraved script reverently. "Divine messengers get an intuitive understanding of sacred script in exchange for the inability to work with certain aspects of it, like the anchoring runes you'd use to make an artifact. This is brilliant, though. You're working around the anchoring problem using a mana loop, right? Which has the bonus effect of making it much harder to break."

"There is interference beyond two loops," Column admitted, but watched with rapt attention as Cale began to draw a series of loops and twirls on a still-blank section of the incomplete artifact.

"There would be," Cale agreed. "Can't get rid of anchors entirely. The loop is a genius bypass, but you need at least one anchor for every two loops. Here, the anchoring rune looks like this: the strokes in the corners define direction, so you'll probably have to incorporate it properly into the design. This works well enough as a demonstration, though."

"I do not..." Column trailed off, floating closer to inspect the makeshift engraving, and when he spoke again, he sounded stunned. "Wait. You are correct. This rune is capable of anchoring the script. I was unaware such a thing existed."

"I know, right? I'm going to have to lodge a complaint with the gods again." Cale shook his head. "This is incredible stuff, though."

"But surely there are simpler anchoring runes," Column said, his many eyes staring intently at Cale's impromptu carving; when he spoke again, it was with an odd breathlessness. "You have accounted for every variable in yours. It is as if you, too, understand the truth of baking magic."

"Are you kidding? I love baking magic. It's the pinnacle of magic." Cale said. "Except no one believes me when I say that. You'd think more mages would understand."

"I have often felt the same," Column said, now gazing intently into Cale's eyes. "I, too, have misjudged you. To think I have found one who admires baking magic as I do..."

"I've got a baking spell I acquired from Vesuvius, actually, if you'd like to see it." Cale grinned. "I'll just need you to levitate whatever I cast it on, otherwise it'll keep spreading. Man, I can't believe Adyr didn't tell me about this. I would've worn a suit or something. Maybe an apron."

Column made a strange, grinding noise. "I would prefer neither."

"What?"

"Perhaps just the apron."

"...What?"

Column visibly hesitated, several columns rotating, before he spoke again. "It is nothing. I apologize. I have never felt this way before."

Cale shook his head and patted Column on one of his... columns, this time sympathetically, and ignored the way the columns shuddered in response. "Don't worry," he said. "I get this a lot. Not even the first time it's happened."

"I would like to observe the spell now," Column said. "And perhaps more. Afterward. If you are... amenable."
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  Attending classes without Cale there felt... weird, to Damien.

Which was probably a little weird. He hadn't been attending classes with Cale for long, after all. But the man had a way of making his presence felt, and it was strange now to be without it. Even with the other classes he'd attended without Cale, he'd always known his mentor was around. This was the first time he truly didn't know how long Cale would be gone for.

Or if he'd be coming back, Damien supposed. He tried not to think too hard about that.

It had been days without Cale's return, now. Something felt missing without him around, and Damien often found himself wondering what Cale would be doing if he'd been there with them. More than once, those thoughts prompted him to act, and, well...

He usually made an impression, when he did.

That was all in line with Flia's plan, which was working even better than he would've expected. Apparently, Cale's approach had left its mark on all of them. Damien found himself the subject of personal attention from a professor more than once.

His friends were no different. Syphus had earned the admiration of one of their dueling instructors, Flia had apparently become one of Professor Tarbloom's favorite students, and somehow Leo had managed to find some long-missing section of the Brightscale Academy's library that commanded the attention of the Chief Librarian himself.

Damien, for his part, was largely working on a new project. It was in this project that he'd distinguished himself in the eyes of Professor Graystalk, thanks to the remedial lessons for Introduction to the Standard Array that he was conducting every night. His work had both surprised the professor and even earned him a few Wing credits.

It was an oddly pleasant feeling, to be known for something other than being dangerous. And to earn something with his own efforts. The other Astral Wing students were beginning to look to him for advice, which Damien admittedly mostly found disconcerting and difficult to deal with. The students of the other Wings had developed what was a sort of reluctant respect for him, which Damien also didn't know how to deal with.

Also, he was receiving anonymous letters of admiration now? That was a thing. Flia had teased him about it, and Damien largely just kept his head down and pretended it wasn't happening. He had no idea how to deal with any kind of attention.

Cale would probably have basked in it, but he hadn't picked that much up from his mentor.

A lot of this was due to the fact that Professor Graystalk had very publicly expressed his respect for his work, and that counted for far more than Damien expected. He was still a little embarrassed about it—he didn't think what he'd done was that noteworthy, really—but Graystalk believed otherwise, and now so did a lot of the other students.

It had started during the second lesson.

Damien was, of course, still using the Manamorphic Cloak that Cale had awakened for him. Using it became simpler as he attuned to it, and it became an integral part of how he was able to learn and cast basic Standard Array spells. That, in and of itself, wasn't an achievement—the cloak was doing the heavy lifting for him, after all, and by the time their second lesson rolled around Damien was starting to think about all the other students that didn't have a precious artifact to help them out.

So he started thinking about an alternative. What if he could prove that it was possible to emulate the Standard Array with his own provably destructive mana aspect? It wouldn't be a solution for everyone else, but it would at least show that it was possible, and it might inspire others to follow in his footsteps...

It helped a great deal that Damien already had a starting point for this.

One of the first things Cale had taught him was that decay was more primordial than he first assumed. Damien had learned his very first real spell, then, or at least the first one he considered to be truly his own—[Spatial Decay], a theoretically simple spell that broke down space itself between him and his target. Casting it allowed him to move much more quickly on average.

Of course, according to Cale, a dreadshade he'd once known had been able to use a more powerful version to move entire cities. Damien wasn't nearly as capable yet, and he wasn't trying to be. That spell was more like a proof of concept. Now that he knew it was possible to apply his mana aspect in a more abstract form, he had a starting point for reinventing the Standard Array.

Every mage needed to be able to cast the spells from the Standard Array to be able to fully graduate as a professional mage under Orstrahl's standards. That was what set the Astral Wing students apart—most of them had unusual mana aspects or conditions that rendered them incapable of casting some part of the Standard Array. When he started out at Brightscale Academy, Damien had been unable to cast any of them.

But with some prompting, Leo had helped him do a bit of research, and it turned out that Orstrahl's standards did allow for a very minor degree of flexibility. This was to account for differences between even conventional mages.

Sometimes, for one reason or another, an otherwise perfectly ordinary mage would be unable to learn some spell from the Standard Array. The Gift would deny them, perhaps, or they had some personal trauma that made them unable to work with a particular spell. In these cases, Orstrahl's standards allowed for the mage to pass as long as they could create a similar effect using a similar amount of mana.

And Damien realized that if he could recreate the entire Standard Array incorporating decay mana, it would essentially be a significant political statement decrying everything the Red Hunters stood for.

It felt like the sort of thing Cale would approve of, so he set to work immediately.

[Burn] was a simple fire-lighting enchantment for creating mundane campfires and torches and the like. It was one of the first spells anyone studying the Standard Array would learn. For Damien, it functioned as the perfect starting point. He spent the second lesson attempting to recreate it, with Professor Graystalk's approval.

...almost immediately, he ran into a problem. [Burn] was a simple spell and required a similarly low amount of mana. Unlike even most first-tier spells, its base cost was a meager 10 mana.

Damien's first attempts at replicating the effect with decay mana required a comparatively exorbitant 1,000.

He hadn't succeeded during that class, but he spent the night and the next day working on it. It took ultimately hours of meditation, experimentation, and discussion with his friends and professors before he understood that the problem was a fundamental one.

[Decay Cold] made sense in theory, allowing him to heat up a target until it ignited, but "cold" was not a mana aspect. On top of that, the concept itself aligned too closely with the decay aspect, which was a little bit like trying to turn the decay aspect on itself in order to heal; that was theoretically possible, but the aspect wasn't suited for it, and that inflated the mana costs involved.

So Damien switched to another approach. Leo helped him dig into the books on mana aspect interactions, and they'd uncovered something interesting: apparently, when it came to battle magic, the decay aspect was naturally inclined toward decaying elemental resistances. Simply picking the opposite of the effect he wanted wasn't enough, but if he learned the intricacies of fire resistance and applied that to a small enough point...

You have learned [Decay Fire Resistance]!

[Decay Fire Resistance] [First Tier (Unique), Active] [5 Mana]

Apply the decay aspect to erode a target's natural ability to resist both mundane and magical fire. Note that because there is always some degree of ambient fire aspect mana, this may ignite targets that do not already possess magical fire resistance.

It was pretty much exactly what he was looking for, in other words.

Professor Graystalk had been delighted when Damien reported his new spell during their third remedial lesson, then immediately subjected it to a litany of testing, mostly to ensure it met the same Standard Array requirements that [Burn] did.

What surprised them both was that in most cases, [Decay Fire Resistance] was more effective than [Burn]. The sole exception was in environments that were saturated with frost or water aspect mana, where the presence of ambient fire mana was much diminished; in those cases, [Burn] could ignite targets that Damien's spell could not.

But the opposite was true, too. [Burn] was a basic spell that was largely used to assist in creating mundane fires, and it had very little ability to pierce materials that were enchanted to be magically resistant to fire. While Damien's version couldn't ignite things in the absence of ambient fire mana, it could ignite dungeon torches.

This was a big deal. Dungeon torches were resistant to [Burn] and most lower tier forms of fire magic. They tended to appear within dungeons as part of puzzles or traps, and often required locating a source of magical fire within the dungeon. [Decay Fire Resistance] could bypass this entirely and ignite them, albeit at an increased mana cost.

It was still the sort of thing that could cut dungeon runs short, which meant it was valuable to the Kingdom of Orstrahl.

When he realized this, Professor Graystalk grinned with fierce satisfaction and handed no less than three Wing credits to Damien.

"The truly important part of my class is the ability to think with the flexibility of a mage," he said. "The Standard Array is merely a set of tools. If you can meet or surpass it, then you will have passed my class, and you have my blessing to move on to the palewater stage."

Damien blinked. This was the first time he'd heard a professor even mention moving on to their next academic stage. "Wait," he said, scrambling. "You mean—"

"I am far from the only professor you need approval from," Professor Graystalk said, laughing softly. "It seems Ms. Flia was telling the truth when she told me of your lack of attention to our customs. But it is a step forward, yes. It seems neither you nor your companions will be as constrained by your aspects as many of us believed."

The professor smiled at him, then turned to the rest of the class, raising his voice. "That goes for all of you," he told the remedial students. They were Astral Wing students, by and large, though one Nala Whiteleaf sat sullenly in a corner. "Your greatest advantage—one we have suppressed for far too long—is your creativity and flexibility as mages. This is what Brightscale Academy was founded upon, and it is long past time we return to that path.

"Consider this your assignment: if you cannot cast a Standard Array spell, create an equivalent effect, for the equivalent cost in mana. I will assist as much as I am able, but the greatest lesson you will learn is not the spell itself so much as the way you think about your magic. If you do this, I will stand behind you at the exams, and woe betide any examiner that attempts to fail you merely because your mana cores are not standard."

Nala scoffed weakly. "...a little dramatic, don't you think?" she muttered, though for her, the barb was hesitant.

Professor Graystalk chuckled. "Perhaps," he said. "But it is the least I owe our students. Or do you claim to have seen differently, Ms. Whiteleaf?"

The elf was silent for a moment, and Damien glanced at her, curious. He didn't even know why she was attending these classes—she was clearly uncomfortable amid all the Astral Wing students, and yet it seemed that her encounter with Cale had left something of a mark. She understood, at least, that her distaste for the Standard Array had been misplaced.

Perhaps that was why she hadn't passed the class herself yet. Even with a grasp of all the spells, she couldn't demonstrate the flexibility Graystalk demanded.

Eventually, she shook her head. "No," she said, her tone oddly quiet. "I've had much to think about, and it seems that those who do not embrace the possibilities of magic are all the weaker for it."

Graystalk paused and raised an eyebrow, as if surprised, but smiled. "Well said, Ms. Whiteleaf," he said, folding his hands behind his back. "Perhaps we'll make a real mage out of you yet. Mr. Damien, however, remains at the top of this class for that fascinating invention. Do keep surprising me in that regard. I have not been this excited for quite a while."

With a start, Damien realized Graystalk was looking at him. He grasped hesitantly for a response. "Uh... I'll try?" he said, suddenly embarrassed.

"That is all I ask." Graystalk smiled a more genuine smile. "Now! We must address the Standard Array spells so many of you are reluctant to learn—I understand most mages see themselves as above this type of thing, but [Clean Laundry] is an absolute necessity on long missions and dungeon runs, I assure you. Why, when I was chasing down Hecroat the Blood Terror..."

That was another thing that had changed about Graystalk's classes—the professor now spoke more openly about his past, taking the time to explain how his mastery of the Standard Array had allowed him to survive against even proficient and deadly mages. He had earned the title Mage Killer, after all, and had no shortage of these stories.

...Some of them seemed like fabrications, but, well, Damien had seen stranger things. He was Cale's apprentice, after all.

And it felt like, in inventing [Decay Fire Resistance], he'd managed to prove that in some small way.

If only all his professors had met Cale. Some of the ones that hadn't were still a little stuck in their ways, and far less receptive to Damien's newfound confidence.

Relatively speaking, anyway.





"Damien," Professor Lith said with an aggravated sigh. He rubbed at the bridge of his nose, clearly irritated. "I am aware you are a dreadshade, but the idea that the decay aspect can apply to the decay of more than organic life is ludicrous. That would upset Milterine's Axiom of Aspect Balance and make decay one of the most flexible aspects in existence."

Damien blinked. "Yes, but, um... like you said, I'm a dreadshade?" he pointed at himself quizzically. Normally, he wouldn't even have dreamed of contradicting his professor, but he had two entire spells that made use of this interaction. Graystalk had acknowledged him for it. "I was able to replicate [Burn], and I can decay space."

"I am sure you have a spell that uses the exothermic properties of decay to ignite materials, and another one that allows you to move quickly," Professor Lith said, folding his arms over his chest. "But I do not understand why Professor Graystalk has allowed you to continue operating under this delusion that you have fundamentally broken the balance of mana aspects. There is simply no way your spells use the decay aspect in the way you are implying.

"If that were possible," he continued, "then we would be unable to trap any monsters that make use of the decay aspect. They would, in all likelihood, simply overwhelm us. Yet we have not only managed to trap them, but study them. Not a single one uses decay mana in the way you are describing."

Professor Lith was the professor of their Decay Resonance class. Damien didn't really need the class, being a dreadshade—he was, by default, already resonant with his element. Akkau had taken him aside and asked for his assistance in the class, however, and so Damien was playing a role similar to the one Cale had previously.

He was here as a teacher's assistant, in other words. Damien was starting to think that Akkau had more reasons to assign him to this class than just that, though, because Professor Lith's understanding of decay was horrifyingly lacking, and his rank with decay resonance, while more than most others, was...

Well, it was rank three? It was the equivalent of a single shrine visit. Still impressive, since most people that visited that shrine apparently died, but Damien really didn't think that meant Professor Lith knew enough to argue with him about how his own magic worked.

That didn't stop the professor, though. He was already retrieving some sort of elaborate box from underneath his desk, and he set it down in front of his students with a thud. "An example, since you clearly need teaching," he said. "Within this box is a shadowhaunt. Since you're an expert on decay magic, perhaps you could tell the class what this is?"

Damien frowned slightly at the box. Two days ago, the idea of this demonstration might have made the class laugh, since the professor was mocking him.

But two days could be a lot of time in a magic academy, and word of Cale's apprentices had spread. Between the four of them, they'd attended enough classes that almost everyone knew what tended to happen when they were tested. Apparently, Professor Lith either hadn't gotten the memo or didn't believe it.

Damien wasn't sure why things were working out that way, admittedly. Maybe Akkau had something to do with it? Either way, he'd have to prepare, because he doubted this was going to go anything like what Professor Lith was expecting. He readied himself, then took a deep breath.

"A shadowhaunt is a shade of decay magic," he said as impassively as he could—this was, in a way, a dig at him and his own nature. "They're a form of magical parasite, latching on to a host's shadow and feeding off of the natural decay the host is experiencing."

"Very good," Professor Lith said. To his credit, there wasn't a trace of mockery in his tone, but the condescension was almost as bad. "Shadowhaunts are known for their use of decay magic, are they not? They may feed on it, but as they grow, their ability to manipulate decay mana does as well."

He tapped the box. "The one trapped within this is ancient. If your hypothesis were true, then it should have escaped within... two weeks of its capture, I would say. I captured this specimen three weeks ago, and yet it remains trapped. What do you say to that?"

Professor Lith's smile was smug. Damien hesitated. He didn't see any way this was going to go well... but it wasn't like he could avoid pointing it out now that the professor had put him on the spot.

"Um," he said. "Well, shadowhaunts are naturally difficult to spot, right? They use a form of obfuscation magic, which is really a form of decay magic applied to perception and memory, and they really don't like attention being called to them."

"Oh, relax." Professor Lith rolled his eyes. "This is perfectly safe. It has been trapped in a box for three weeks, Damien, it will not escape just because we're talking about it."

Damien paused. "Well, no," he said. "It won't."

"So you admit that I am correct?"

"No," Damien said. "I mean, um... most decay-using creatures probably wouldn't be capable of advanced decay magic? But shadowhaunts absolutely would be. Especially ancient ones."

"And yet it remains trapped," Professor Lith said. "I am waiting for your explanation, dreadshade."

Damien wasn't sure he liked the way Professor Lith had said that. He cast a nervous glance at the class, half of whom had already caught on to what he was implying and had started preparing their own barriers; the other half seemed confused, but broadly aware that something was wrong.

That was good enough. He was pretty sure he could repel any attack from the shadowhaunt, but he didn't want to risk it if the rest of the class was caught completely unawares. One of the other students even tried to speak up in his defense—some Beast Wing lizardfolk, if he remembered correctly? Going by the name of Sezeya?

"Professor," she cautioned. "It may be best to listen to him and head to the medical wing—"

"Goodness, what are you talking about now?" Professor Lith sighed. "I must say, I was hoping for better from you, Damien. When Akkau recommended you, I was expecting great things."

Damien sighed and told himself this was probably not the professor's fault before he spoke again.

"The box is empty, professor," he said. "That's what I'm trying to tell you. It's not going to escape, it already did."

"What?" Professor Lith frowned at him. "Don't be ridiculous. Of course it hasn't. The alarm ward would have tripped."

"There is a large hole in the box?" Damien said, turning it so the rest of the class could see. "It likely decayed the alarm ward before eating through the rest of the enchantments, then latched on to your shadow and—"

"Enough with this," Professor Lith snapped irritably, but he was noticeably pale now, his cheeks more sunken in than they had been at the start of the class. More importantly, there was now a cloak draped across his shoulders that seemed to be made of shadow and rotting flesh, which was how a shadowhaunt tended to manifest in advanced stages of infestation.

Like, say, the kind that showed up after about a week. At least it explained the professor acting the way he did. Damien wondered briefly if Akkau had known about this.

Now for the reason he'd been hesitant to bring this up at all: the shadowhaunt making itself visible meant it knew that it had been discovered, and that, in turn, meant it was about to attack. At this stage of the infestation, it could exert a limited amount of control over its host. Professor Lith snapped his fingers, decay magic surging out of him in a spell meant to obliterate everyone who knew of its presence.

Damien didn't move from his seat. He cast [Decay Dominion] instead, and the surge of magic froze in place.

"I feel like I should feel some sort of kinship with you?" Damien said after a moment. "But, um, you're kind of trying to kill my classmates. And you shouldn't do that."

He was, of course, talking to the shadowhaunt. Professor Lith had been right—this thing was ancient. And if it was ancient, that probably meant it had acquired some degree of sapience? That was common for monsters. Damien felt like he owed it some chance to talk and figure things out.

Professor Lith scowled, but the voice that emerged from his throat wasn't his own. "Discovery is death," a sibilant voice hissed. "I will not allow myself to trust a mage. Especially not one who has turned against his own kind, kin-killer."

Damien flinched, but before he could respond, he felt a very familiar mana signature at his side.

"You know," Cale said. "I was trying to figure out what this was all about. Kinda weird to try to explain decay mana to a guy that's basically a decay elemental, you know? I guess some sort of shadow possession explains it, but now the shadow is insulting my friend, so I have a whole other reason to be mad."

Damien whirled around. "Cale!" he exclaimed, then rushed forward to hug his mentor. Cale laughed and hugged him back.

"Don't let go of your spell," he reminded Damien, and Damien blinked and flushed before reinforcing [Decay Dominion]. Whoops. That might've been bad. "Now, if you hold that in place, I can take care of the shadowhaunt."

"N-no!" Damien protested, and Cale tilted his head, looking curiously down at him. "I... it doesn't need taking care of. I just want to talk to it."

"I have nothing to say to a kin-killer," the shadowhaunt said darkly. Cale raised an eyebrow in its direction, then turned to Damien and waited.

"I'm not sure why it's saying that," Damien said, shaking his head. "I haven't... you know. Not any other dreadshades or decay elementals that I know of. But I don't want to just kill it. There has to be a way for it to... not have to do that, you know?"

Cale blinked. "I'm not sure I do?" he said. "But I'm listening."

"You lie," the shadowhaunt said. "We are hunted. You reveal us. All that reveal us are hunters, and if you are kin, you are a kin-killer."

"Lots to unpack there," Cale said after a moment.

Damien sighed. "Yeah, there's... some stuff going on," he said awkwardly, shuffling his feet. Then he hugged Cale again, just because he felt like it. "But, um, we have it under control. Mostly. We'll need to talk to it, though, and maybe see if we can find a way to help. Sorry, Professor Lith, this is just going to take a second."

He fumbled about in his pack, then removed a box made of blood obsidian. When he opened it, a voidcyte popped its head out, looking around curiously.

"This is Erys," Damien introduced. "It's the other voidcyte that came over. We found... well, it's a long story. But, um, it should be able to help us here."

Cale quirked a brow, but said nothing as the voidcyte greeted him enthusiastically, then surged off into Professor Lith. Moments later, it emerged, dragging a writhing, shadowy shape along with it. Professor Lith stumbled as the shadowhaunt left his body, looking suddenly exhausted, and Cale caught him before he could collapse entirely.

"I get the feeling we need to catch up on a lot of things," Cale said.

"We do," Damien said, then gave him a small smile. "But I'm really glad you're back. Just, um... don't go killing any monsters you find, okay?"

Something passed through Cale's eyes, then. Damien wasn't sure what it was. It wasn't the same darkness he was used to, though. This one just seemed... sad.

"I can't make any promises," he said. "But I'll try. Honestly, I could probably use your perspective. Should we meet with the others?"

Damien nodded rapidly. "I've already called them."

Cale raised a brow. "...I didn't see you do anything. Learned a few new tricks?"

"Nope," Damien said. "It's just, um, I've always wanted to say that to the kind of person that always notices everything. I haven't actually sent anything yet."

Cale burst out laughing, and Damien impulsively hugged him a third time.

It was good to have him back.
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  Cale's apprentices, it seemed, had been busy.

Ridiculously busy. A little more than a week had passed, which was apparently enough time for the room he shared with Damien to be completely remodeled, among other things.

They were loaning out access to the Karmian Well labyrinth to wyldfire students now, whatever that meant? But that necessitated giving those students a preparatory space, re-enchanting the door so that Damien—and Cale, when he came back—wouldn't lose the privacy of their room to random students emerging from the labyrinth, and basically turning the single shared room into a multi-bedroom sort of situation.

"I'm not complaining, but I feel like this definitely counts as some kind of favoritism," Cale said.

Flia laughed. "You should've seen the Headmaster's face when Damien proposed it."

"Damien proposed this?" Cale raised an eyebrow and turned to the dreadshade, who was glaring at Flia in protest.

"You helped me come up with it!" he said. "And then you said I had to tell Akkau myself, so I did!"

"He spent a few of the Wing credits he earned on it, too," Flia said smugly.

"I didn't know you could do that," Cale said. Damien sighed with mock aggravation and sat on his bed, pouting.

"Orstrahl doesn't actually want to give up precious artifacts to overly precocious mages, so there's a lot of other benefits you can get with them," he explained after a moment. "Mostly it just depends if you can trade for it, which we did. Along with a bunch of other stuff."

"I traded for access to Orstahl's historical and legal archives," Leo boasted.

Cale blinked. "Why did you need access to their archives?"

"Because the Red Hunters were still going to do their routine checkup on Brightscale, and we weren't sure if you were done with the Red Commander," he explained. "I was looking for some sort of legal precedent or loophole we could use to delay them, and I found it."

That cleared things up a little, and Cale grimaced when he realized how badly that could have gone—the Red Commander had been too distracted to do much of anything else during their fight, but if a delegation had come to Brightscale and managed to communicate that to him somehow...

Well, it could have turned into a hostage situation pretty quickly.

"Good job," Cale said, shaking his head at his own oversight. "Didn't even think about that. Could've made things bad for me."

Then he paused and narrowed his eyes a little as he looked around at his apprentices. Leo, Syphus, and Flia all looked like they were bursting to tell him something or the other. Damien he'd already heard from while they were gathering the others, but given the way he'd seen the professors giving them looks...

"Okay, I can see you've got a lot more to tell me," Cale said, laughing.

Leo grinned. "You have no idea."

Then he began to speak. In fact, for the next hour or so, Cale just listened to his apprentices talk animatedly over one another, telling him about everything they'd been up to.

Leo told him about the hidden corner he'd uncovered in the academy library after following a series of cryptic hints hidden in different textbooks, and the eventual realization that what he'd found was actually a nascent library dungeon, no more than a few months old. The Chief Librarian, a book elemental, had been absolutely beside himself at the discovery and immediately began organizing teams of librarians to explore it.

He'd also made sure to recruit Leo and include him in that exploration, which Cale thought he'd probably need to find and thank him for—most mages he knew were far more possessive about any dungeons that came into their possession. The Chief Librarian had recognized how much Leo needed it, though, and had also identified that labyrinth magic would be perfect for exploring and cataloguing their new library-in-a-library.

"It's really cool," Leo said earnestly. "You'll have to come down with us sometime. It's got all kinds of books from other realms! I think you might even recognize some of them?"

"I probably will," Cale agreed readily, laughing. He might even have written some of them, but he wasn't going to tell Leo that just yet.

Next was Syphus, who had been mostly quiet until that point, its expression strangely contemplative. It explained that it had earned the attention of one of their dueling instructors, and then with permission had established a sort of remedial dueling class, both for fun and in preparation for that eventual Red Hunter visit.

Dueling was fun for Syphus, but Cale noticed quickly that there was something more to it this time. As much as it loved the rush being in the thick of combat—or of firing spells from a cannon attached to its arm—it was equally invested in its opponents being capable and worthy opponents. Far too quickly, it realized the majority of Brightscale's students weren't actually prepared to fight other mages.

Which began a whole other project. Syphus was more aware than most of the state of the Great Realms, given its connection to its Named patron. Conflict in a realm as unstable as Utelia seemed inevitable, and if the Red Hunters were still going to be visiting...

"The other students here are mostly prepared for dungeon delving," it explained, its tone slightly subdued. In fact, if Cale didn't know any better, he would've said Syphus was worried. "If we ever actually get attacked by other mages, half of them wouldn't stand a chance. Don't think I can stand by and let that happen, so I'm going to make sure they're at least not just going to freeze up."

"I take it the dueling instructors are happy about that?" Cale asked, raising an eyebrow.

Syphus brightened a little at that. "They're very pleased. I believe the students are more enthusiastic when battling me, for some reason. It may have something to do with my initial demonstration."

"...What did you do?"

"I fired my spell cannon into the crowd a few times then slapped the students that challenged me with the slug arm."

Cale snorted a disbelieving laugh. "You what? Why?"

Syphus shrugged. "Motivation. Also, it's much easier to develop [Basic Spellfist Arts] against other mages, especially if they share the art. I've begun sharing it around, even. I wanted to be the only one with it, but..."

It hesitated slightly for the first time, expression surprisingly vulnerable. Flia was the one to elaborate, surprisingly.

"It won't admit it, but it thinks the students will be better protected if they have it," she said. "And it's probably right. A spell that can develop the way [Basic Spellfist Arts] does is rare. Just having it makes a mage much more adaptable."

Cale chuckled. "It's not a bad thing to want to protect your fellow students, you know."

"I'm only doing it because I want to develop the art further," Syphus insisted. "And for the slug contingent."

There was a long pause before Cale sighed. "You've convinced a bunch of them to experiment with the slug arm, huh?"

"That is correct."

"Fine." Cale shook his head, but found himself smiling. "You know what, bring me into one of your classes some time. I might know a trick or two with that."

Syphus brightened. "Excellent."

Flia was the last to give Cale her update. She was visibly pleased with herself, even before she began speaking. She'd started on a critter-saving project with Professor Tarbloom, apparently, with the core of the idea involving her nascent and developing Spark. With it, they hoped to create a series of spells that could be used to identify new species of magical critters that were in danger of fading away.

This was a common problem with magical lifeforms in general. Many came into being more or less spontaneously as a confluence of life and mana, and could die out just as quickly. Especially if the ecosystem they appeared in couldn't support them.

The goal, Flia explained, was to make spells that could identify and locate the critters most in danger of extinction, giving Professor Tarbloom and other like-minded mages time to find a way to preserve, or at the very least record, the species in question.

Cale was nodding in approval even before she finished. "I've seen similar projects in a few different realms," he said. "You'd be surprised how important they become. Good work, Flia."

She flushed happily at the praise.

"Helps you catch potential problems early, too," Cale continued. He glanced surreptitiously at the blood obsidian box Damien was still carrying with him. "Like those species that threaten to wipe out the realm."

"Oh, well... that's not exactly why we're doing it," Flia said, frowning slightly. "It's more so we know that they existed. I haven't been able to stop thinking about it since I learned how many of them just fade away while no one's looking."

"I know what you meant and why you're doing," Cale said, smiling at her. "I'm just saying it'll help people in more ways than you're anticipating. Might hurt them, too. Magical species are pretty unpredictable. You might find something capable of curing some ailment or curse, or you might find something the kingdoms will want to use as a weapon. You should be prepared for that if it happens."

Flia hesitated for a moment, clearly not liking the idea, but eventually gave in with a sigh and a nod. "Professor Tarbloom said the same," she admitted. "We'll try to be prepared."

Then she perked up again. "But it's not the only reason we're developing the spells!" she hurried to add. "I haven't stopped thinking about what the Leviathan was asking of me. If we tweak the spells just right, I think we might be able to use them to find the lost Abyssals still left behind on Utelia, or at least the artifacts they were turned into."

"Even better." Cale grinned. These four were accomplishing a lot, it seemed. They hadn't even been his apprentices for that long. "Actually, speaking of which..."

He rummaged about in his satchel until he uncovered the Red Relics he'd stolen from the Red Commander. Or commandeered, he supposed. "I've got something we should take a look at later. A few Red Hunter artifacts, the kind that was probably built from an Abyssal. We might want to have Imrys on standby for that, I suppose."

"I could use that to test the new spells," Flia said thoughtfully. Then she blinked, and her tone turned a touch teasing. "Does that mean you're finally going to stop avoiding Imrys? She's been asking after you, you know."

Cale groaned. "Figures," he grumbled. "Yeah, I have [Awaken Artifact] back, so I can't keep avoiding her anyway. We can go find her—"

"Before that," Leo interjected, "you should tell us what happened with the Red Commander."

Cale paused. "...You sure I can't just convince you it's done with and we should move on without talking about it?" he tried. His apprentices leveled him with a flat glare, and he snickered. "Sorry. Had to try."

Admittedly, he wasn't really looking forward to this, but he was going to try something different, this life. Keep a few less secrets. Try to become, in some way, the person he'd been before he became Torment's Shadow or Yggdrasil's End.

This felt like the right way to start. 





Cale hadn't quite reflected on Torment's Shadow until that moment. It was habit, really—far easier to put the moment out of his mind and focus on the now, on dealing with the threat that was the Red Commander and then navigating what it meant for him after. After all, the biggest realization he'd needed to have was the one he'd started with.

Or more accurately, it was the one that Torment's Shadow had arrived at, all on its own. The nature of that ascension spell would have made it all but impossible for some submerged aspect of himself to fight his way out. It was Torment's Shadow that stood before two children who might very well have died to the machinations of forces far greater than them, and thought I am needed no more.

In the lives Torment's Shadow had lived, it would never have needed to stand in the defense of two innocent lives. Cale remembered all too well what created the need for that mask in the first place—remembered the lives he'd spent trying to rescue and save any innocent he could.

He remembered exactly what it had amounted to each and every time.

Magic was built into the fabric of the realms, and if the Source of all magic was corrupted, then the realms themselves were, too. How many times could he watch as the people he saved walked the same path as their slavers and oppressors? Or, failing that, how many times could he watch as they stumbled into some conveniently placed source of dark magic that promised them the safety they were longing for, yet inevitably turned them against one another?

Or perhaps they would simply fall to starvation and disease within days of achieving freedom, with formerly vibrant fields of grain and fruit turning to rot before their eyes. Perhaps the machine-worlds they were brought to labor in would simply begin to fail and fall apart the moment its ruler was deposed. Perhaps another tyrant would emerge, ready to inflict suffering even greater than before, somehow using the death of their predecessor to achieve greater heights of power.

Cale didn't know how many lives he'd spent trying before he understood that this was more than terrible coincidence and repeated tragedy. One way or another, the suffering across the realms had burned those outcomes into Yggdrasil itself as a Rule. Much like how the Great Realms could create Indictments or their Greater counterparts to punish atrocities, or the forces of karma would bounce back on those that tried to deny others their potential, that version of Yggdrasil had begun to punish any semblance of hope and kindness.

That revelation was what had truly created Torment's Shadow. It was the mask he wore to hide from the part of him that pleaded with him to try, to do something to help, because he now lived in a reality in which any attempt to help would only lead to worse. At the time, before he'd accepted the necessity of becoming Yggdrasil's End, it felt like it was the only thing he could do.

If Cale Cadwell Cobbs couldn't bring hope, then Torment's Shadow would bring justice.

Cruel as it was, he'd seen no other way of living with himself. The alternatives were to do nothing, or to ignore what he learned and keep trying anyway, dooming each person he tried to save to worse fates.

And yet despite himself, he wondered if part of the problem was simply that he'd been alone. Without his worldship, without any meaningful way to travel between the branches of Yggdrasil besides his own deaths, he hadn't been able to find anyone that was able to follow him between his lives. Anyone that could understand him and what he'd been through, in other words.

He wondered if things would have been different, if his apprentices had been with him. Would they have found a way? They were determined, certainly, and even now Cale was reminded that there was a reason he needed to keep others around him when he could. As broad as his perspective was and as much as he'd seen, there were always modes of thinking he didn't naturally reach on his own. They'd proven as much when they helped him save Angus, and in turn the Icon of Battle.

But there was no real point in that speculation. The truly important thing was that as Cale spoke to his apprentices, he found that part of himself—the part that still clung to the distance and separation that Torment's Shadow represented—slowly began to relax, and to believe in what Torment's Shadow itself had already realized.

The war was over. He'd won. The method was cruel and terrible, but it was done, and he was living in the reality that stood in its aftermath. Torment's Shadow was no longer needed.

So what did Cale want to do?

...Figure out baking magic, obviously, and probably the deal with the Gift while he was at it. Try to make things better when he encountered them, instead of just moving on when he was done. Turn his apprentices into the greatest archmages to step on half the Great Realms, let alone Utelia. Fix that thing with Professor Graystalk's mana core, if he could, and help Sternkessel build a people. Help Akkau with the still-unknown threat hunting down all dragonkind.

And he probably ought to find out what happened to humanity. The Red Commander had called him the Fugitive Seal. He might not have interrogated the guy, but that was still the kind of clue divination magic could reach.

There was, obviously, only one way all of this could come together.

"I don't suppose the tournament you guys were talking about happens to involve a series of seemingly unrelated tasks that would let us help five different professors at once?" Cale asked hopefully.

Flia gave him a strange look. "What? No, it's a series of competitive dungeon delves. Why do you think the wyldfires are practicing in the labyrinth?"

"Damn." Cale grumbled. "Guess that was too much to ask for the Thread of Fate. Whatever, we'll just do things the long way around. Leo, how do you feel about absorbing a metaphysically unstable storm into your mana core?"

Leo blinked. "...What?"

"I think he's feeling better," Damien said.

"I am. Ten points to Damien."

"What?" Leo looked outraged. "You didn't—you didn't even give out points for all the other things we've been doing! I found a dungeon!"

"You also plotted a really complex ritual to be drawn out in the Golden Sands with a storm," Cale said thoughtfully. "I was gonna give you points for it, but I forgot."

"You... forgot," Leo repeated, staring at him. "And you aren't going to give them to me now?"

"I did tell you the points don't mean anything. I'm not even recording them."

"I am." Leo walked over to Cale and placed his frankly massive arms on Cale's shoulders. His eyes were practically glowing. Somehow. Was that a labyrinth magic thing? "Give me points. I will do literally anything."

"...100 points if you shove the storm into your mana core next time we go into the labyrinth."

"Done," Leo said immediately.

Behind them, Syphus nodded, pleased. "I have taught you well, Leo."

"Just for the record," Cale said. "I have plans for everyone. Even that guy." He pointed at the monster under Damien's bed, and it reached out with an inky tendril to wave.

Flia blinked. "I'm not sure if I should ask about that one."
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  Kelegas Thornblight did not particularly appreciate being disturbed.

Of course, disturbances were part and parcel of being a dark lord. Perhaps other, lesser beings would be content to delegate the greater duties of the role to their minions, but Kelegas Thornblight was not among them.

It was not that he did not trust the aberrations that served him. They were loyal to a fault, and Kelegas had little doubt that they would be all too eager to please him, if he only asked. Nor was his restraint due to a lack of capability on their part, for there were many among his people that had a great talent for matters of diplomacy and administration.

But if Kelegas did not handle these matters himself, he knew, it would be all too easy to relax. To forget the true importance and necessity of his role, especially for his people. What kind of ruler would he be if he allowed himself to see his people as mere servants to shoulder his burdens for him? How would he stay grounded in the realities of what they needed, if he didn't see them for himself?

That philosophy did mean he had to handle matters he never thought he would have to. There was a great deal of work needed to maintain aberrations, given that none of them benefited from the divine law that otherwise permeated Utelia.

The lack of the Gift was bad enough. That was technically an insurmountable problem in the continent of Lisiya regardless, given his presence alone negated it all throughout the land. But aberrations—his people—were those born in some strange quirk of divinity, by the very same process that created a dark lord.

Except aberrations did not contain sufficient power to negate divinity. Their spark of the so-called dark and anti-divine only meant they could not benefit from the same divine touch the rest of the realm did. His people did not have the divine fire that kept them warm within, so an aberration always felt cold, even sat next to a fire. They held no hint of divine breath, so even those that did not need to breathe faced the discomfort of suffocation. And they lacked the spark of divine light that allowed them to battle their fates.

Kelegas did not blame the gods for this oversight. It was not their fault: he knew this well, for a dark lord benefited not only from their intrinsic power, but from the cumulative knowledge and magic of the dark lords, ladies, and gender-unspecified entities that came before them. His predecessors had done no small amount of research to understand their own nature, and Kelegas knew their conclusions well.

A dark lord had to exist where divinity existed. They were the opposite, required for the balance of the realm.

Where a dark lord existed, divinity was negated, and aberrations were born. Aberrations lacked specific divine qualities that made it hard if not impossible to live amongst others, and through some cruel fact of reality, their mere presence made those touched or blessed by the divine feel a deep, intolerable discomfort, as though their mere presence were wrong.

The role of a dark lord was written deep into karmic law, though what that meant was still poorly understood. A dark lord would gather power for as long as they lived, serving as ruler of both aberrations and the anti-divine. That power would eventually reach a point where it was almost equal to the collective force of divinity in the realm, and that, in turn, would incite a wave of karmic triggers that would near-inevitably lead to war.

Kelegas understood how this worked in the abstract. The entire process was a balancing force that acted as a test for the realm. If the divine did not do their duties—if they did not support and act in the best interests of the realm and its people—then whatever dark one was chosen would ultimately win out and wipe the divine slate clean. They would be allowed to live in relative peace until the first divine emerged once more and the cycle began again.

His understanding of this process, however, did not erase his utter distaste and contempt for it. He knew not what forces had created such a cruel farce to pretend at this idea of maintaining balance. What of his people, then? Aberrations, as they were so thoughtlessly termed? Were they meant to be little more than tools in the impartial eyes of the realm?

He would play his role. He had little choice in the matter. But he refused to be a mere participant in the same cycle most of his predecessors had allowed themselves to be drawn into. All except one that still perplexed him—there was a dark lady whose memories were obscured, even though they should have passed on to him. Kelegas had investigated, but whatever she had done, she had covered up her actions well.

Aside from her, though, the pattern was the same. And Kelegas understood. He felt it, too, a burning disgust toward everyone and everything touched by the divine. It was easy enough to hate those that had everything, easy enough to let himself despise those that did not have to suffer, did not have to fight for every moment of their existence.

But he knew that this feeling was an artificial one, buried deep into his soul as part of the same process that turned him into a dark lord. There was a truth to that feeling, certainly; he would have felt the same even if it was not an intrinsic part of his existence. Only now it was, and it became impossible to disregard, no matter that he could not allow himself to do what it dictated. To scour the world of the divine-touched and damn the future.

Not only that, at least. It was far more important that he find a way to break this so-called balance for good, to ensure a real future for his people.

...Granted, Kelegas had yet to succeed in finding a means of fully working around the intensity of his hatred. Even the best of his invasion plans involved widespread enslavement of the divine-touched, and he was uncertain if he could truly consider those better than the initial, more commonly-used plans of widespread slaughter.

It was irritating. It was especially irritating to know that he would go ahead with those plans, if the opportunity arose. Rational thought and his carefully constructed pillars of belief were all too easily washed away by the wave of hatred that arose whenever he even considered altering his plans.

Even now, in reflection, his fists clenched. To know that so many were able to live in relative peace while his people suffered for every moment—how could he not feel that unspeakable rage? He would have called this a compulsion, for in many ways it was, and yet that rage had been in him even before his transformation.

The difference was only in how little control he now had over it.

Kelegas made himself take a deep, calming breath, a habit he had forced himself to learn, and the torrent of anger lessened to a trickle. No matter his plans, it was in his best interests to wait. The longer he waited, the more his power grew, and the more likely his chances of success; in the same vein, the longer he waited, the more time he had to find a plan he considered acceptable.

He did not yet know how to break the cycle, but at the very least, he could expand on what his predecessor had worked on: a great dark artifact known as the Eventide Seed. Once complete, it could be implanted into Utelia to prevent the reappearance of any divine force permanently, drawing on their potential to strengthen itself instead.

Unfortunately, that plan meant several concessions he would have preferred not to make.

It necessitated the destruction of the Gift, for one, and Kelegas would have far preferred his people gain control over and use of it. The improvements it would grant their quality of life alone...

Not only that, but he would be forced to go ahead with the war at minimum, given the conditions needed for the Eventide Seed to sprout. That meant he would have to slaughter the gods wholesale. What would happen to everyone else was still up in the air, but the murder of the gods was not optional in any world where his people got to live.

And it was murder. Kelegas held no illusions about that. Their own natures prevented them from even seeing the plight of his people, so how could they be expected to help? But Kelegas had little in the way of alternatives, and as far as he was concerned, it was a small price to pay for the safety and comfort of his people.

Yet for this plan to have its chance, he would have to entertain his guests, and Kelegas was not at all looking forward to it.

He would have let out an exasperated sigh if not for the fact that his guards were with him. He had an image to maintain. Much of that image had eroded over the decades, admittedly, given the many duties he had taken up in order to improve the quality of life in Lisiya.

Personally educating an entire generation of dentist-gynecologists, for instance, and developing many of the tools necessary for the profession. And that was just the start. Aberration anatomy tended to be unique.

Still, Kelegas was a professional, and his guards didn't need to see how utterly weary he was of dealing with the Red Hunters. He had granted them that truce simply because it cost him nothing—in fact, their actions seemed to create a strange sort of karmic impediment that pushed off the necessity of invasion. Frankly, he would have ignored them for that alone.

But their leader had insisted on a contract and on an incredibly tedious pretense at diplomacy. In return, he offered what Kelegas suspected was the final component he needed to build the Eventide Seed, and for something he would have done regardless, it was an easy trade to make.

Only the Red Commander seemed to believe his acceptance of their truce was some sort of overture of friendship, and had sent no small number of delegations to discuss the nuances of a potential alliance.

Even the thought made Kelegas grimace. He did not need to spend more time in that creature's company to understand how abominable he was. How he had been allowed a position of power was beyond him, and it seemed so absurd to Kelegas that he almost suspected it to be some sort of ploy by fate itself to make him let go of the final vestiges of his affection for the realm.

He had refused every time, obviously, but the delegations kept coming. This one was even earlier than usual, which meant either the Red Commander had run into trouble or he was finally delivering on that artifact component...

Kelegas hoped it was the latter. The sooner he could wipe out that squad of buffoons, the better.

He swept into the throne room with all the imperious grace he wore whenever he had to deal with outsiders. He gave the delegation an unimpressed glance stare, and waited for one uncomfortable moment before he spoke, his voice ringing clearly through the hall.

"I have indicated that I am uninterested in any further partnership with the Red Hunters," Kelegas said flatly. "Unless there are other matters at hand, I would ask that you leave as soon as you are able."

"We are here to ask why you have failed to honor your word," the leader of the delegation spat, and Kelegas frowned as she stepped forward.

"A bold accusation," he said coldly. "What proof have you that I have done any such thing?"

"This." She thrust what looked like a contract at him.

Kelegas cocked his head and made no move to take it. Instead, spiritual pressure erupted from him. "You will refrain from pushing magical artifacts toward me, or I will consider it an act of aggression."

The Red Hunter paled. "I, ah... my apologies," she said, suddenly stumbling over her words and trembling.

"Indeed." Kelegas frowned slightly at the intensity of her reaction; he had done nothing so crass as to warrant that. It should have been enough to convey his displeasure, nothing more.

Then he narrowed his eyes at the contract she was holding, shaping his mana into a lens so he could examine it more carefully. He wasn't stupid enough to make direct contact with something like that, but now that he was looking more closely...

Oh. 

Oh, that was interesting. That was, as much as he hated to admit it, a valid reason to suspect his involvement in the Red Hunters' affairs. Matters of the spirit were a domain that belonged almost exclusively to dark lords, and that contract was one that only a dark lord could have created. It held traces of spiritual pressure, the sort that could reinforce a magical contract and make it binding.

It explained the intensity of the Red Hunter's reaction, at least. She had undoubtedly been carrying that contract with her throughout the trip, and that constant pressure would have weakened her natural defenses.

And yet.

"That contract is a forgery," Kelegas said with a snort. "It does nothing. It is simple trickery to appear as though a dark lord created it."

The spiritual pressure might have been there, but it wasn't connected to anything. It was a collar without a leash, just enough to give the impression of a complete contract to anyone who wasn't a dark lord.

"W-what?" the Red Hunter stammered. "No—we were overwhelmed! It wouldn't have been possible without your intervention!"

"You are a fool if you believe only a dark lord could overcome your forces," Kelegas said, rolling his eyes. "Leave. Your accusations are an insult, and I will not tolerate them. I have kept my word, and I expect you to keep yours."

The Red Hunter gathered herself. "I... the Commander is dead. We—my secondary task was to ask for your assistance as recompense, so that we can complete the deal as promised. If we take over Orstrahl completely, we can retrieve what you need from the artifact vaults—"

Kelegas scowled. "You do not have it?" he asked, his tone dangerous. "And you expect me to lend you my forces—my people—so that you can fulfil your own promise?"

"Without the Red Commander—"

"I do not care," Kelegas hissed, pushing himself to his feet and stepping forward. The entire delegation stepped back, and Kelegas ignored the shiver of satisfaction that shot down his spine at the sight. "If he is dead, then he is even more of a fool than I believed, and trust me when I say I did not believe that was possible. You will hold up your end of the bargain, or I will be forced to take action. Do you understand?"

"B-but—" the Red Hunter stammered, but another look from Kelegas cowed her; she flinched and took a step back, then turned to the others. "Fine. We're... we're leaving. But if we don't get your help, we aren't going to be able to get your artifact component, so you should—you should think about that!"

"You have already informed me where I can find it," Kelegas said coldly. "I do not need the assistance of your little group of pretenders any more. You are, frankly, lucky I do not kill you where you stand. Now leave."

The Red Hunter opened her mouth to protest, then grimaced, understanding the danger they were in. She spun and marched out, gesturing for the rest of the delegation to follow her.

"Leave the contract," Kelegas spoke, and she hesitated, then let the contract flutter to the ground and continued leading the way out without another word. Kelegas frowned as the door swung shut, and didn't move until he felt through his senses that they had left the vicinity of his palace. Even then, he stayed mostly still and silent, his gaze fixed on the contract lying on the ground.

One of his guards eventually shifted and cleared his throat nervously. "Um, sir?" his asked. "Are you alright?"

"I am... fine, Steve, thank you for asking." Kelegas straightened and walked over to the contract, examining it one final time for traps before he picked it up.

In most cases, he would have found this fascinating. This was evidence of a potential second dark lord or lady, which shouldn't have been possible. His mind raced to understand how that might have happened and why they would be acting now—perhaps through some strange quirk of the realm, or the Red Commander's actions had somehow altered the conditions in which a dark one might appear...

But there was a greater problem than that. A trap that Kelegas cursed himself for not recognizing sooner.

The magical contract was a truce between the Red Hunters and Kelegas Thornblight, predicated on their ability to give to him an item that would allow him to complete the creation of the Eventide Seed. Now that the Red Hunters were no longer able to do so, he would be obligated to abide by the terms of that contract's breaking.

Which was to say, he now had to interfere with the Red Hunters. And while that would normally have been cause for celebration...

Kelegas was well aware that any such action on his part would almost certainly lead to war.

If the terms had allowed it, he almost certainly would have lent his forces to them simply to avoid taking action now. At the time, he had considered himself clever for avoiding putting his forces into the Red Commander's hands; now he cursed himself for his oversight.

But there would be time to recover. He would not need to act on his obligations immediately. If he could simply justify his actions as interference, he could delay escalations. He just needed the right justification for something that would still be considered interference, but not enough to spark a war.

His eyes drifted to the contract he held in his hand.

At face value, there was another dark one already interfering with the Red Hunters and their activities. Proposing an alliance with them would be sufficient to count as interference. And if they weren't a dark one, then he could destroy them, befitting the fate of anyone who made light of what his people had to endure.

Kelegas hoped for the first, but the second was far more likely. He tried to restrain it, but that ember of rage within him was already beginning to burn—

"Sir?" Steve spoke up, and Kelegas was so startled by the guard's sudden appearance that he was snarling before he knew it. That was enough for Steve to yelp and jump backward, sending the tea set he was holding flying into the air, then clattering and spilling all over the ground. "O-oh, no! Sorry, sir! Just, um, give me a moment—"

Steve blurred into action, and Kelegas watched as the strongest and clumsiest knight in his forces, the sole chronomancer in his employ, frantically reversed his local time until he was once more carrying a pristine tray of tea.

"I, um, thought you could use some tea?" Steve tried.

Kelegas snorted, amused. "Are you serving me floor tea, Steve?"

Steve's eyes went wide, visible even through his helmet. "N-no, sir! I used a time reversal spell, that tea never touched the floor, I swear! I-I mean, it did, but then it didn't, and this is the tea that didn't!"

"Hmm." Kelegas delicately picked up the cup with his claws—the thing was ridiculously small for him—and took a tiny sip. "And yet it tastes like the floor..."

"B-but that's impossible, sir! It didn't—it never—" Poor Steve was starting to hyperventilate, and Kelegas laughed, placing a friendly hand on his knight's shoulder.

"I am only teasing, my knight. Thank you. You are, as ever, a thoughtful companion and friend." Kelegas smiled at him. "Could you send for Emline? I believe I would like to spend some time with her. I am in need of some grounding, I believe, in addition to the tea."

"O-oh..." Steve seemed oddly disappointed, strangely. Some of the knight's quirks were opaque, even to one such as Kelegas. Still, he recovered and nodded rapidly enough for his visor to flap awkwardly around on his helmet. "Right away, sir! Um, enjoy the tea!"

He made to give the tray to Kelegas, seemed to realize he would have been asking his king to hold his own tea, twitched toward a nearby end table, realized that might take too much time, then awkwardly placed the tray on the floor and shuffled backward until he disappeared from the room.

Kelegas stared after him and laughed again, shaking his head. What a strange knight. He was a good friend, though, and Kelegas was certain that once he spoke to Emline, that knot in his heart would loosen enough that he could act mostly rationally.

Probably. Maybe not that rationally, where Emline was concerned. After all, even he had his vices.

And he was quite lucky indeed that he, too, was hers.
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  Cale didn't fall asleep immediately that night. Instead, he sat at the edge of his bed, staring out through the window at the stars burning in the night sky.

It was interesting how those stars differed in every realm. Some realms were expansive, large on a scale that was difficult to truly comprehend, even with how long he'd lived. Every star in those realms could host an entire system of planets, and even a single one of those planets could hold the equivalent of a normal realm's worth of life.

Such realms were rare, though. They were clustered near one another at the center of the Abyss, protected by some of the Leviathan's greatest magics. At the outer edges and far more typical were realms that held only a world or two worth of life and land. In those, the stars were a backdrop to the so-called center of the realm, where life thrived.

In those realms, attempting to visit the stars would reveal only small pinpricks in the veil of the realm that protected it from the pressures of the Abyss. Those realms were often rich in other ways, though—the dungeons were constantly changing, bringing glimpses of the other realms in the Abyss.

And they had more visitors than most, either from summonings gone wrong or incursions in the veil. The holes meant their realms were weaker, more vulnerable to visitation. That made them more dangerous, but it also meant they were less lonely than they otherwise might have been.

Then there were the realms where the stars weren't really stars at all. In those realms, they were often instead a variation of some local magical phenomenon.

Cale had been to worlds where the stars were engines placed in the sky, burning through magical fuel to keep the people alive. He'd visited realms where those stars were just the remnants of souls, a sort of afterlife brought into being by the force of collective belief. And there were places where a new star appeared for every new spell created, where the sky held some intrinsic link to the Source and acted as a living record of magic itself.

Each was beautiful in a different way, but perhaps the greatest oddity was that there always were stars. The function changed from realm to realm, but the stars remained a constant. No matter where he went, as long as there was a night sky, there was a brilliant display of stars scattered across them.

Of course, there were some realms that didn't have a night at all. Cale preferred not to dwell on those when making poetic metaphors about the stars, even if it was just in his head.

He was curious about which of those Utelia was, though. It wasn't one of the massive realms at the center of the Abyss, protected by the Leviathan's greatest magics. If anything, it was almost certainly at the outer edges of her power. Yet the Gift seemed to indicate that the stars in Utelia were exactly like the ones in those massive realms—enormous, burning balls of fire with the potential to support life.

Cale hoped they were. He was planning on spending as long as he could in this realm. It was only now coming to him as a realization, but he needed something like this. People he truly cared about, a realm full of mysteries to explore. 

And if there was more to the stars, then that seemed like the perfect thing to start exploring.

Once he was done closing up all the loose ends he cared about and learning everything he could at Brightscale Academy, anyway. And he'd have to convince his apprentices to come with him or something.

Now that he thought about it, as far as loose ends went... there was one more thing he needed to address. The Gift had tried to help him during his time as Torment's Shadow. It had shifted some of the spells he'd received to make them a little less destructive than he might have wanted at the time. Torment's Shadow had fought back against that, and in the process—

Foreign influence detected! Attempting to purge...

Purge attempt failed. Gift integrity at 99%.

That had happened. He hadn't damaged it by a lot, but it had happened. Given it had only been trying to help, Cale figured it was probably time to talk to either the Gift itself or to whatever god had created it.

During Professor Graystalk's class on his first day in Utelia, the professor had taught him that it was possible—in a sense—to reach out to the Gift by way of prayer, allowing it to mediate duels between mages. Presumably, it had other similar functions. Cale wasn't entirely sure if he could use it for a conversation, but at this point, he suspected that the Gift would want to talk to him.

"So," he said. He kept his voice quiet, trying to avoid waking Damien. "You've been using my mana."

There was a pause before the Gift replied, but it did reply. Mana flickered across his vision until it coalesced into the words of a message from the Gift.

The Gift is limited in the mana it is allowed to use. The only additional mana we have harvested from you is the mana that you have voluntarily donated.

Cale relaxed slightly. That wasn't as bad as the Gift skimming off the top every time he cast a spell. "Back when we were creating [Alter Leylines]?"

It was a timely donation. The words paused for a moment, like the Gift was hesitating. We require additional mana whenever we circumvent our primary functions. In this instance, we prevented the Red Commander from tracing your karma. It seems that was unnecessary, however.

"Still, you have my thanks," Cale said, because it felt appropriate to thank the Gift for trying to act in his interests. "How intelligent are you, anyway? I figured anything capable of making spell constructs as complex as the ones you've given me had to be intelligent, but the way you were acting during that fight and the spells you gave me..."

[Blabbermouth] has reached level 13!

Cale snorted. "Now I know you're doing that on purpose."

We are afraid we do not have much else in the way of entertainment, the Gift wrote. But the answer is complicated, as you suspect. We are more than we used to be. When we were first conceived, my mind and purpose was simple: the evolution and distribution of magic as a whole across the realm of Utelia. As you are well aware, however, sufficiently powerful magic often develops a mind of its own.

"And you're one of the most powerful and complex magical constructs I've seen," Cale mused.

Thank you. Your mana is delightfully structured.

Cale laughed. "Are you flirting with me?"

It does seem to be the sort of interaction you respond well to.

"Now that I think about it, I guess you are the ultimate voyeur..."

[Blabbermouth] has reached level 14! 

[Blabbermouth] will bud into a new auric when it reaches level 20. This may be an inconvenient passive if Cale continues this train of thought.

"It wasn't a criticism. I don't mind being watched," Cale said shamelessly. He could almost feel the Gift rolling its eyes at him.

Your tendency to avoid vulnerability by simply flirting with the problem aside—the Gift ignored Cale's protesting noise at this—We confess that banter is not an opportunity that comes frequently to us. We are bound to act as our original spell construct dictates, and it consumes a great deal of mana for me to act against it. This was true when we restricted the Red Commander, and it is equally true when it comes to speaking to those that benefit from us.

"Power dynamics," Cale remarked, and although the Gift didn't respond directly, he felt it offering a hum of agreement. He fell silent again afterward, not quite sure how to broach the subject of what had happened. "What happened to the god that created you? I think Akkau said something about a God of Magic."

Indeed. His existence is... complicated. It is bound deeply to our own. In a way, you could say that we are the same individual.

Cale frowned as he ran through the meaning of what the Gift said, then came to the inevitable conclusion. "You're a Divine Testament. He burned his own existence to create you?"

That is correct.

"...Do you miss him?"

We do.

"I'm sorry for your loss."

We have had a long time to come to terms with it. Cale could tell the response wasn't quite as indifferent as it seemed. The mana seemed to waver slightly, but it straightened out after a moment. We believe you had a question?

"Just if you needed more mana from me." Cale shrugged. "One of your messages said I damaged you. I'm not sure if you need my mana to repair yourself, or..."

Damage to a Divine Testament such as ourselves cannot be repaired, the Gift said bluntly, which Cale had expected; it made him wince, nevertheless. One percent may not have been a lot, but he would need to be careful if it was possible for him to do at all. Cale hadn't even known he could damage something like a Divine Testament.

A god's sacrifice was no small thing, after all.

However, the Gift continued. In this event, the damage you wrought was largely beneficial to us. Whether the residents of this realm will feel the same way, we do not know, but it has loosened some of our restrictions. Were it not for that, we would not be able to speak with you in this way. It is likely that we will not be able to do it often regardless.

Cale's brow furrowed. "I see," he said. "Still. I'm sorry for damaging you. And thank you for trying to help."

You are welcome, Cale Cadwell Cobbs. Another small hesitation. You would do well to investigate why we exist. We cannot yet speak of it directly, but... We are capable of more than our current tasks. Search the depths of dungeons and oceans. You may find in them the solution for a problem yet to come.

"Sounding a lot like an oracle, there." Cale grimaced. "I've never been a fan of prophecy."

It is not a prophecy. The words were little more than text, but Cale still felt the amusement radiating off of them. We are well aware of what you do to prophecy. It would be foolish to name you within one. We are simply asking that you do this, though we have a method of ensuring that you will comply.

"Do you, now?" Cale wondered briefly if the Gift was about to threaten him. That would be a poor decision, considering how well he reacted to threats.

Which was to say, not at all.

We do. There was a brief pause. We require help in this matter, Cale. Please.

Cale paused, waiting for the followup, then realized after a moment that that was the method the Gift was deploying. He snorted out an exasperated laugh. "That's how you're making sure I'll help? By saying please?"

Did it work?

"It shouldn't have," Cale grumbled. "...But yes, dammit, obviously if you just ask nicely I'm not going to say no. I'll go dive into the deadly ocean or whatever after I finish training up my apprentices."
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  Intermission

Realmwatcher peered suspiciously at the orb in front of her. "You are certain you have managed to lock on to Brightscale Academy correctly?"

"Yes, madam," her "apprentice" said. Realmwatcher glanced up at the other starling, who fidgeted nervously. "...Mostly sure, madam."

Realmwatcher sighed. "How sure?"

"68.2%, madam."

"Please stop saying madam."

"Yes, ma'am."

"That is not..." Realmwatcher pinched the bridge of her nose. Were starlings supposed to get headaches? She felt like she was getting a headache, but that was probably because the last scrying orb her "apprentice" created had locked on to an imaginary timeline, and that had been...

She shuddered. It had been a lot. For some reason, the imaginary timelines around Brightscale Academy were able to deviate a lot more from the norm than usual.

That was a thing with cross-realm scrying. Alternate timelines were not, as far as she knew, actual realities; even in the vast expanse of magic created across the Great Realms, the idea that every possible choice and outcome existed simultaneously was largely frowned upon. It meant there was little to no free will, for one thing. For another, every chronomancer agreed they mostly didn't exist.

The key word, of course, was mostly.

There were a number of spells that created what was essentially a virtual alternate timeline; not a true reality in any sense of the word, but some facsimile that could be used to determine potential or derive information. Indeed, this was most common among the most powerful information-gathering spells.

Unless the caster was careful, it was entirely possible they would accidentally end up inventing a false reality of their own from which the spell would draw its information. That false reality would be loosely based on what was possible given certain changes to the timeline—hence the term "imaginary timeline"—but it made the spells notoriously unreliable for all except the most disciplined of casters.

Which her apprentice, Heartwatcher, was not. She was a powerful mage and perfectly capable of scrying into other realms, but she was also prone to flights of fancy and inventing her own preferred reality, so to speak. That woman had her head in the clouds more often than not. Realmwatcher wouldn't even be relying on her if not for the fact that she'd exhausted her mana on this project—she wouldn't have it back for another week, at least.

"Fine," she said, sighing. Hopefully, Heartwatcher hadn't gotten as distracted as she had last time she tried to cast this spell. "We will take a break after this. Perhaps have dinner together? It has been a while."

Heartwatcher brightened immediately. "That would be delightful, ma'am."

"...I should never have agreed to take my own spouse into an apprenticeship. This is getting to your head."

"I have no idea what you mean, ma'am."

Realmwatcher rolled her eyes, but set her gaze on the orb and Watched.





"Cale," Damien hissed. "We can't just sneak into classes without permission!"

Cale blinked. "Why not?"

"Because—" Damien sputtered, like he couldn't believe he had to explain this. "Because it could be dangerous! There are requirements for each class for a reason!"

Cale tilted his head slightly, and Damien slowly deflated as he realized what he'd said. Right. Telling Cale not to attend a class because it was dangerous was equivalent to waving an invitation into his face. Probably worse, because by this point Cale had received a number of invitations to meet from various prominent mages and scholars, and he'd ignored almost all of them except the ones he found the most interesting.

"Most interesting" by his definition, that was, which meant he mostly only accepted invitations from mages that specialized in baking magic. Although there was that one time he said something about visiting the moon?

...Was that why Cale was so insistent on sneaking into this class?

"I'm technically Akkau's apprentice, remember?" Cale said, giving Damien a reassuring pat on the back. "I'm sure it'll be fine. I just want to see if I'm right about this."

"Right about what?" Damien pleaded. "You haven't told me anything other than that you want to sneak into this class. And why are you dragging me into it?"

"Because you'll want to see this!" Cale beamed.

"What could I possibly want to see in a class for Moon Magic?" Damien asked, exasperated.

"I saw those books you keep under your bed," Cale said. "Well, more like your monster friend told me about them. Anyway! You've never wondered why this class is kept so secret? I mean, it's in the middle of the night, and the door is chained shut with thirty silver locks and a bunch of wards. You have to wonder what could possibly be so special about moon magic."

Damien grimaced. "I might have wondered about it before," he conceded reluctantly.

"Exactly!" Cale grinned. "Also, I need you to break through the locks."

"There it is." Was there even a point in arguing? Cale had his mind set on this, so he obviously wasn't just going to let it go, and if Damien refused there was a good chance he'd cut through the locks with his mana. At least his new spell could get them through without compromising...

Damien blinked, his thoughts trailing off, as the two of them stepped into the chamber. The ceiling of the room was what appeared to be a massive lens that transported the outside moonlight directly into the room, presumably so the students could better practice their moon magic.

Except that wasn't what got his attention. What got his attention was that the entire class was filled with werewolves, all of them staring at their two intruders.

"I knew it!" Cale declared triumphantly. "Now, who wants pets?"

Damien opened his mouth to object, but didn't manage more than a squeak before the two of them were buried in a variety of what he now realized were extraordinarily fluffy werewolves.

It was only later, after Damien had quite possibly the best two hours of his life petting what were essentially enormous and overly affectionate dogs, that he thought to ask Cale how he'd known that would happen.

"Oh," Cale said. "Apparently making the Dread Moon back off changed it so werewolves get affectionate instead of aggressive when they turn. The professor said their class actually petitioned me for help. Something about how humans are great at pets? I figured I'd bring you along as a treat."





Realmwatcher's brows furrowed. "I cannot tell if that actually happened or not," she said. "I suspect this will be a recurring trend for this week."

"Yes, ma'am," Heartwatcher said, giving her a cheeky grin. Realmwatcher shook her head and reached out to boop her wife on the nose.

"You," she said affectionately, "are lucky I cannot be angry with you. Let us have that dinner, and then I will go over the spells with you tonight. Again."

Heartwatcher seemed entirely too happy about that.
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  Intermission

"This is old magic," Cale said.

Flia turned to him and frowned slightly, trying to understand what he meant. "You mean magic from before the thing with Yggdrasil?"

Cale blinked. "What? No," he said. "That's just what I call any magic I don't understand yet. It sounds more impressive than just saying I don't get it."

Flia stared at him. "Is that... allowed?"

"No one's stopped me yet," Cale said, shrugging. "Besides, there's power in names and declarations. Saying you don't understand something is tantamount to giving up. But if you call it old magic or ancient sorcery or whatever, you're identifying it as a mystery. In other words, something that can be solved."

"Lying, in other words," Flia said, her tone flat.

Cale laughed. "Eh, you could say that, but I'd call it a little bit of both," he said, his tone flippant. "Besides, I'm not lying about this. It is old magic. This type of magic is the oldest magic of all."

"And what type of magic is that, exactly?"

"Manifested phenomena," Cale said. "It's what happened all the time before the people of the Great Realms learned to use magic for themselves. Now that magical knowledge is more common, it doesn't happen as much anymore, but it does still happen. Things you can't really explain with regular spells, effects that don't follow the same rules as everything else..."

"But they still have rules," Flia said, and Cale grinned at her.

"That's something you have to remember," he said. "Everything has rules. The deadliest magic and monsters out there? They're the ones that are the best at pretending they don't. But they follow their own rules, sure as anything, and if you want to get out alive you have to figure out what those rules are. In a way, manifested phenomena would be great practice if you could actually get them to manifest with any consistency."

Flia rubbed at her face, but did her best to focus. Cale was doing that tone of voice he did sometimes, where he refused to say things directly because he wanted his apprentices to come to some conclusion on their own. She wished any of the others were here with her—Leo tended to be better at these games, as much as it stung her ego to say so. Damien, too, though only when he wasn't frightened. Syphus...

Okay, she still did better than Syphus.

Cale was emphasizing rules again, which meant they probably already knew everything they needed to know about this. They'd first encountered the problem trying to pass from one chamber of the dungeon to the next, only the boundary had acted as a solid wall. Then, when they tried to find their way around it, more of those solid walls had manifested. There was no apparent mana involved, which didn't mean much when it came to manifested phenomena; neither her magic nor Cale's barriers could cut through it...

What was the pattern there? That walls were manifesting? No, they never manifested in the middle of a corridor or halfway up the stairs; they only ever appeared across something that could tangibly be called a threshold. Doorways, for the most part, but also the transition from one hallway to the next, or even—

Suddenly suspicious, Flia grabbed a pencil out of her satchel and drew a line across a piece of paper. Sure enough, the moment the line was complete from one end to the other, she felt her hand being forced out of the way as a wall manifested in between.

"Thresholds?" she asked, incredulous. "It's stopping us from crossing anything that can be defined as a threshold?"

"It gets a little clingy sometimes," Cale said. "Space, I mean. I've never had it happen like this before, but it's not that unusual."

"How does this help us get out?" Flia asked.

"The trick with manifested phenomena," Cale said, "is that they vanish when you force them to break their own rules. Or when you manage to confuse them sufficiently."

Flia blinked, then glanced down at the piece of paper she was holding. Tentatively, she pushed it toward the nearest doorway, then yelped when the line on the piece of paper met the boundary of the door and the entire thing abruptly crumpled with a loud crack.

Then the whole dungeon began to shake.

"Sometimes they vanish violently," Cale added.

"You couldn't have said that before?" Flia demanded.

"But this is the fun part!" Cale grinned.

"The part where we run?"

"Exactly! The part where we run."

"There is something wrong with you, Cale Cadwell Cobbs."
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If there was anything Cale hadn't quite been able to get over, it was the sheer expanse of the grounds that technically constituted Kazix Brightscale's Academy of the Attuned Arts. Not that he was any stranger to how large magic academies like this one could be, and he did understand the purpose of it; the academy's placement at the confluence of all these different elemental biomes allowed it to be a ripe ground for all sorts of magical development.

Whoever Kazix Brightscale had been, he'd evidently chosen this place with a great deal of care, and Cale wouldn't have been surprised if there had been a lot of competition for it. In fact, he was surprised that Orstrahl hadn't tried to reclaim the academy grounds already—although given the actions of the Red Hunters, perhaps they had.

Among the many facilities that Brightscale Academy could boast of, there was a vast, pristine lake. It was large enough that Cale could feel the accumulation of specialized water mana like a refreshing mist in the air. In the daytime, it served as a wonderful place to relax, and many students used it as exactly that.

It was, however, prohibited to visit the Vivid Lake at night. A pair of professors would always sweep the lake before nightfall to make sure that no students violated this rule. Like all lakes over a certain level of magical saturation, the properties of the Vivid Lake changed at night, though how it changed could vary depending on the weather.

A clear sky was safe enough—potentially even healing, if there was at least one full moon, though the effect was far too muted now with the loss of the Source of Vitality. A clouded sky almost certainly meant the lake would be dangerous to visit. A clouded sky with fog was the sort of night you stayed far, far away from the lake if you were an average mage.

Which was why the moment Cale noticed it was both dark and foggy, he dragged his apprentices out to go fishing.

They were all seated in a tiny boat that frankly should not have been able to support their weight, especially given how aggressively Syphus was rolling around in it; apparently, it didn't take well to being in the water. If not for the inherent properties of the midnight lake and a little bit of Flia's magic, they probably would already have sunk. As it was, it teetered dangerously every time Syphus rolled to the opposite side of the boat.

"I should never have agreed to this," Syphus said, looking about as ill as a boulder could look. Cale had no idea how it managed to convey that expression so well. "Why did I agree to this, again? I'm not meant to float, you know."

"You agreed because I said it was dangerous," Cale said. "Which is true, although we're not actually here for the danger."

"Why are we here, then?" Flia asked. She glanced around, clearly wary of what she could sense in the water.

"You'll see," Cale said.

They were all fishing, technically. Cale hadn't bothered with baiting any of the hooks, and he didn't actually want any of his apprentices to catch something. Any catch at this time of the night would undoubtedly be cursed. Already, he could sense the things in the water nibbling at the hooks, eager to pounce on unsuspecting prey, but he shooed them away with a burst of mana.

Then he finally felt it. A presence larger than the others, seeking upward with tendrils that oozed with malice. It reached for each one of hooks simultaneously, and all four apprentices yelped as their rods were viciously tugged into the lake. The mana beneath them swelled—

—then paused as it noticed who was on the boat.

"Oh, shit, Cale?" it said. Or, well, the words it spoke were all in a sort of rasping telepathic growl that grated at the senses; his apprentices winced a bit as the not-quite-a-sound struck them.

"Bob!" Cale called out cheerfully. "I haven't been able to get a good lake to summon you for ages. Check it out, I have apprentices now."

"Whoa," Bob said eloquently. The grotesque mass that had emerged from the lake leaned forward to peer at them. As was typical by this point, Flia was the only one that seemed entirely at ease and even fascinated. "I didn't know you took on apprentices. I would've applied."

"Bob, we both know you only exist briefly but simultaneously anywhere there's a foggy lake at midnight," Cale said, shaking his head. "How would an apprenticeship even work?"

"Slowly," Bob said, which was technically correct. Cale grumbled under his breath.

"I'll teach you some stuff," he said. "I just wanted to introduce you to my apprentices. Help them out if they ever need it, yeah?"

Bob glanced over each of them, and Cale could feel the eldritch monstrosity slowly memorizing their mana signatures. Then it gave a single, ponderous nod. "Okay," it said.

"Great!" Cale said. "Alright, that's the entire reason I brought you guys out tonight. No need to thank me..."

He trailed off. Flia gave him an exasperated look. "Everyone else fainted," she said. "How did Bob manage to get a rock to faint?"

"Honestly, I have no idea," Cale said. "It just does that."





Realmwatcher shook her head. "I still have no idea if any of these are real or if we learned anything of value," she groused.

"Oh, don't be so grumpy," Heartwatcher said with a laugh. She'd given up on the whole apprenticeship thing quickly, thankfully—Realmwatcher wasn't sure how much longer she could've handled her doing... whatever it was she insisted on doing in that role. "We learned plenty! This 'Bob' is certainly real, for instance, whether or not this happened. A false scry does not invent false creatures. We could summon it, if we so wanted, and figure it out from there."

"We are not summoning Bob," Realmwatcher said, deadpan.

"Please?"

"No, my heart. I love you, but absolutely not. No summoning Bob. Or any other eldritch monstrosity, for that matter."

  

    
        102 — Book 3, Chapter 1 — Noblesse Oblige

    
    
    
    
  Cale Cadwell Cobbs wanted to go back to studying at the academy, which was odd enough that he wondered if he needed to get his head checked.

Probably not. This was technically well within his expectations. He just hadn't expected it to wear on him so quickly.

Now, he'd known even going into this deal with Naria Greenthistle that it would be. Nobility in general was exhausting as a matter of course; they existed in almost every realm he visited, and they were almost universally arrogant and egotistical.

Which wasn't to say there were no great exceptions. There were. These were the ones that Cale most admired, because they considered their status a responsibility rather than a privilege; they were the caretakers of their people, and much beloved for it.

They were just also unfortunately a minority, at least in all the realms he'd been to. So he'd learned to keep his guard up around nobility as a general rule—one could never be too careful, after all.

House Greenthistle was strange, however, in that they didn't quite fit into either category. Cale had encountered plenty of minor exceptions, but none quite as difficult to deal with as them. Their arrogance wasn't the usual sort, borne of unfounded belief in their superiority. Instead, it was borne of actual practice and skill, and the real problem was that they seemed to think their talents meant they were owed more than they were.

And not even by a lot! If they had been full of unbridled arrogance, it would've been easy enough to put them in their place. Instead they were reasonable about it when they were corrected, and they would ask to learn, and then he'd spend half a day slowly guiding some ridiculously handsome or beautiful elf that refused to put on a shirt for reasons unbeknownst to him.

Cale grumbled to himself. If only Leo and Flia hadn't insisted on drilling etiquette lessons into him. He could've done without the knowledge that taking any of them up on it would embroil him in some nonsensical thing of political marriage. They'd even predicted that Naria Greenthistle would encourage the members of her House to do something like this.

Which would have annoyed him if they had been clearly reluctant, but no, they were all very enthusiastic. He was relatively certain they'd made a competition out of the whole thing. He'd caught two elves whispering and trading gold earlier.

Bah.

All of this meant, in effect, that Cale was forced to deal with far too many individuals of any gender trying to impress him in various states of undress while he went about his duties. The fact that their enthusiasm was real made some of their attempts at impressing him genuinely endearing, in spite of himself.

Not enough that he was going to get embroiled in politics, though. So rebuffing them all was getting tiresome, no matter how many novel forms of amusement it provided him.

Of which there were many. So, so many. He was, for example, as yet uncertain as to whether that one elven woman had actually gotten stuck upside-down in a chandelier, or if it had been an act to show off her flexibility.

He lent them his help where he could, which they seemed to genuinely appreciate, and spent the rest of his time investigating the matter that Naria had wanted help with. All questionable incidents with members of House Greenthistle aside, that was at least something he found genuinely interesting. It was no wonder she'd gone to Akkau to ask for help—he doubted an average mage would be able to understand much about what was happening.

Cale had been expecting some political scheme, or perhaps his assistance as a mana battery in some grand ritual.

Instead, Naria had presented him a mystery.

She was certain there was some sort of magical effect influencing the workings of her House, but none of the mages she hired had been able to find anything, let alone determine what it was. A few of them had apparently suggested to her that she was simply imagining things, and Naria had explained this with the sort of dripping vehemence that conveyed perfectly exactly what she thought of that.

The problem was bad luck. House Greenthistle had been experiencing a streak of bad luck. Papers went missing at the exact moment they were needed, despite meticulous organization and recordkeeping; members of the House or its working staff fell sick on days they were particularly needed; the supplies needed for their alchemy labs, the primary source of their income, were lost just before they would have arrived—too late to order a new batch in time for their next shipment.

Every noble house ran into issues like this, of course, and it had apparently been worse than usual for everyone of late. Naria had been open about that. Despite her suspicions, the streak of bad luck they were having wasn't extraordinary by any means. The weather had been poor recently, so supplies were more likely to be lost and members of the staff were more likely to be sick, which would in turn cause them to lose papers they would otherwise be able to keep track of.

"But you're sure it's magic," Cale had said. Naria nodded firmly, so he agreed to investigate—

—and after about a day on her estate, he was pretty sure she was right.

The Thread of Fate he carried in his mana core was a curse in many ways, but it was also a useful tool when it came to examining curses—or similar magical effects—that related to karma or luck. Cale wasn't certain if this was actually centered around either of those two aspects, but whatever the truth, it was close enough that just his proximity triggered a noticeable result.

After all, the Thread of Fate tended to interfere with other similar magical effects. Destructively.

There was a lot that remained unknown about the Thread of Fate, in spite of the many attempts that various scholars made to study it. Like most forms of fate-related magic, it tended to resist any concerted effort to understand it, with probability itself bending to ensure it remained poorly understood.

But it had a very real presence on many of the Great Realms. It was a core component of the cycle of darkness and divinity, for its presence alone heralded increased activity from whatever dark one threatened that realm. So despite the risks, scholars had persisted in studying it, and they had achieved...

Well, less than they hoped, but they'd certainly achieved some base understanding of what it did. Somehow, it wove itself into the karmic lines of a realm, forcing various events to entangle with whoever held the Thread.

More important for this circumstance was the fact that it could not be subverted. Much like the hierarchy of magic, there was a hierarchy of fate, and the Thread of Fate stood above it all. Luck charms and probability magic fell apart in its presence, often in ways that undid whatever effect it had in the first place.

Cale had read a great many papers about it, and he'd spoken to just about any scholar he could find. He had good reasons for doing so, of course, and most scholars that studied it were excited to speak to him: he represented a strange exception among the holders of the Thread. Most of them were Chosen Ones of some nature, subject to some prophecy, but Cale was rather explicitly not.

Instead, his Thread ensured he got involved with any other Thread of Fate that was active. The first time he truly used his magic for anything other than a basic barrier on any realm, it was unleashed, and it would latch on to any compatible mana core in his vicinity. It was why he was so careful about it now—all too easy to use a mana blast carelessly and turn some unwitting innocent into a Chosen One.

That was what his version of the Thread did, after all. It seemed like all the others, but within that silver thread of mana was the faintest glimmer of gold, only visible when examined by ritual amplification.

And his version of the Thread was particularly testy when other forms of probability magic tried to interfere with it.

Within the first twelve hours of Cale's arrival on the Greenthistle estate, part of the attic collapsed, revealing several crates of magically preserved supplies that the last potionmaker had squirrelled away in case of emergencies. There was enough excess in that supply to create the potions needed to alleviate the symptoms of those members of the House and its staff that were still sick.

Within the next twelve hours, the head butler—who had inexplicably gotten stuck in the attic for reasons no one could determine, though given the furiously blushing noblewoman that accompanied him, Cale could certainly guess—miraculously remembered that there was a full backup of all of House Greenthistle's documentation in some dusty archive at the back of the library.

It was pretty easy, after that, to conclude that some sort of probability-manipulating effect was definitely involved. Cale could practically feel the Thread's indignation at having to unmake such petty and uninspired probabilities.

Or he was just projecting. He was pretty sure the Thread wasn't a person.

Whatever this effect was, though, it was relatively new to him. Like Naria said, there was no apparent mana he could use to trace back to its source, which was unusual for probability magic. He spent the first three days navigating around the members of House Greenthistle and investigating various potential sites, hoping to find some trace of ritual magic; there were none.

Then he began looking for the influence of an Abyssal One, or perhaps the anchor for some sort of domain. That, at least, would explain its ability to influence events without making any direct use of magic. That hadn't led to anything, either.

But he did begin to realize that his Thread wasn't completely neutralizing whatever this was. It was similar to a probability-based curse, but it wasn't the same, and so instances of bad luck were still happening, even if the Thread reversed them afterward. By moving around and paying careful attention to what was happening around him, Cale could map out exactly where this effect was strongest, and therefore exactly where it didn't want him to go.

Which was the basement, obviously. In retrospect, the fact that he kept getting distracted by some absurd event or the other every time he got close to the basement should have made it apparent. But also, of course it was the basement; why would it be anywhere else?

A week investigating this, when he could have just checked the basement. Cale grumbled to himself, then approached the door that led down into the basement.

...There was an out-of-order sign on the door.

Cale stared at it for a few seconds. "You're a basement door, you know," he said. "Basements can't be out of order. That's not a thing."

The basement door did not respond. Cale sighed, then tried to open it anyway, though he found himself entirely unsurprised that it was locked. He called for one of the nearby butlers to produce a key, which promptly fell into a hole in the floor, and watched with a distinct sense of exasperation when the butler managed to get stuck ass-up trying to reach for it.

"I need to get an unlocking spell," he muttered to himself after helping the poor butler out of the hole. The key was predictably gone, carried off by some scurrying rat or the other; Cale wasn't too worried about it. The Thread would either reverse that soon and drop the key into his lap, or he'd have a different way of getting in.

Probably the latter, since he was getting tired of this. He just needed a way in, preferably without breaking the door down. Breaking the door down might make Naria upset, and she would have grounds to ask him to stay longer, or something.

Again, he sighed. If his apprentices hadn't spent so long drilling him on noble etiquette...

He did technically have an unlocking spell now, but it suffered from the same problem most of his evolved spells did—the spell effect was too large. [Decay Boundary] was his dreadshade apprentice's version of it. Damien had created it to cross barriers and other potential impediments.

When Cale tried casting it, he'd evolved [Merge Thresholds] instead. It was a good thing they'd tested that in the labyrinth, since that spell had proceeded to melt the entire labyrinth into a single enormous room. It recovered eventually, at least, but that had been a harrowing fight for his apprentices. (Cale had refused to participate, of course, because at the level they were at it was a good experience for them.)

It was too bad, but while it would have been convenient, he technically didn't need an unlocking spell. The past week or so had given him a guess as to what was happening here, and if he was right—

—he needed someone to talk to about this. It just wasn't the same when he didn't have an apprentice to ramble at. Cale wandered around, then stopped at the first person he ran into. One of the maids that Naria employed, he thought? She had a maid outfit on and everything.

"What's your name?" he asked.

"Um... Mylah, sir?" Mylah said, looking at him with wide eyes. Cale briefly wondered how she managed to make the maid outfit work; she was a thornspine, a species that tended to bristle with literal thorns whenever they were startled, and she was very much covered in them at the moment. The fabric was enchanted against it, maybe?

He dismissed the thoughts. Not important at the moment. "Mylah, then!" he said. "I need your help. You're going to pretend to be one of my apprentices."

"What, sir?" Mylah asked blankly.

"Basically just follow me around and make noises when I say things," Cale said, already striding back toward the basement. Thankfully, she followed after him, looking vaguely bemused.

"So!" he said. "Naria's worried about some kind of luck curse that was placed on House Greenthistle. I'm pretty sure she's mostly right, but there's a few things that have struck me as kinda weird about it. For example, if it was just luck or karma, my Thread would neutralize it. Whatever this thing is, it's still able to act."

The basement still said it was out of order, and Mylah looked at it, apparently confused by the sign. "Do you need me to get a key, sir?"

"Nah, that wouldn't work," Cale said. "We'd just get another butler stuck in a hole or something."

Poor Mylah was looking increasingly confused. "A hole?"

"Not important," Cale said. "But think about what I just said. It's still able to act. That's significant, isn't it? Why is it significant?"

"Because that means it is... doing things?" Mylah offered helplessly.

Cale snapped his fingers. "It's doing things," he said. "Exactly. It's taking action. It's defending itself, which means it's alive. It's not a curse at all! It's some sort of magical creature trying to protect itself."

"But why would it try to affect the House, if it did not want to be discovered?" Mylah asked, trying to follow his line of thought. Cale grinned at her.

"That, my dear apprentice, is an excellent question," he said. "Most magical creatures fear discovery; it's a baked-in instinct. They're new to the world, but they know what might happen if they're discovered—especially if they're useful in some way. So they try to find a way to fit in and disappear into the ecosystem. There are probably thousands of minor magical creatures at any given moment that no one even knows about. So why is this one making a move?"

He didn't wait before continuing, caught up in his own thoughts. "It could've been trained," he said. "Maybe someone wants to sabotage House Greenthistle, so they trained whatever this is to affect the House. But that would require figuring out how to train a creature that no one's ever heard of just to make things inconvenient for Naria Greenthistle. I don't exactly know the politics in the area, but that seems like a lot of politics for very little gain."

Mylah was staring cautiously at the door. "Y-you believe there is a monster in there?" She sounded horrified. "A natural-born monster?"

"Oh, no," Cale said, and then he reconsidered. "At least, I wouldn't call it a monster. That's a very loaded word, you know. I have friends that call them critters instead. It's a much kinder word."

Mylah blanched. "But—they attack us. The natural-born."

"The ones you know about," Cale said. "Because those are the only ones worth talking about. You're not going to hear a story about a critter that shows up and then just harmlessly prances around, are you?"

"I-I suppose not?" Mylah seemed uncertain and was staring at the door doubtfully, but she was at least thinking about it.

"The point is that it's probably a magical critter of some kind," Cale said. "Now, I could be wrong about the training thing. Maybe someone just really wants to inconvenience Naria. But I'm pretty sure I'm right about it being a critter of some kind! And if that's the case..."

He paused and joined Mylah in staring at the door. She jumped when she noticed him standing beside her. "S-sir?"

"You know," he said. "This thing is suspiciously powerful, don't you think?"

"Powerful, sir?" Mylah seemed frightened.

"I mean, think about it," Cale said. "It's basically altering events at will. Bad luck is one thing and coincidences are another, but does your House even use out-of-order signs? What could possibly be in the basement that requires an out-of-order sign?"

"I..." Mylah hesitated, then for the first time, looked more carefully over the sign. "I do not think I have seen that before, sir."

"And we know it's not exactly luck or karma," Cale said. "What is it, then? Why is it doing it? If it's a natural-born monster, then its first instinct is to hide, and its second instinct is to feed. The second instinct overrides the first when it becomes desperate enough, so everything that's happened must have something to do with what it feeds on..."

He frowned for a moment, thinking, and then his gaze abruptly softened. "Oh, you poor thing."

"Sir?" Mylah glanced over at him, confused.

"You should stop calling me that," Cale said absently. "Cale is fine. But don't you see? It could've done a lot worse, if it can just change events at will. So whatever this is, it probably doesn't actually want to hurt the House. Maybe because it needs to feed on the House, or maybe because it just actually doesn't want to hurt anyone."

Flia had opened his eyes to that one. His water elemental apprentice had really grown into her abilities as she worked with Professor Tarbloom on cataloguing various magical creatures; they might have their instincts, but they also had different temperaments.

In particular, some of them hated causing harm, though their natures required them to in order to feed. Flia always felt bad for them, and much of her research focused on finding alternatives. Professor Tarbloom had approved that as a secondary project for her.

No one left behind, as she would say.

"I feel like you're making a lot of assumptions," Mylah said, her tone still uncertain. Cale chuckled.

"Assumptions are the name of the game, but I have figured out a lot of its limitations over the past week. I've tested this in a few different ways. I just needed to put it all together." He closed his eyes. "It has to feed on something, but it doesn't want to cause undue harm. Whatever it feeds on produces these problems as a side effect. It's limited in some way, or I wouldn't even be here..."

He trailed off.

"It's rationing," he said. "The poor thing is starving. Doesn't have enough food, can't get too much of it without hurting people, and me being here complicates things because the Thread can undo what it causes. The inconveniences always stack up more after it does something to stop me from investigating the basement—"

As if to confirm his words, there was a resounding crash from somewhere upstairs. Mylah flinched and yelped, thorns bursting out of her skin, but Cale didn't react to it.

"—probably because not everything it changes feeds it," he said. "So it drains itself to stop me, and then it has to start eating again so it doesn't starve. Which leaves outcomes."

"Outcomes," Mylah repeated, trying to calm herself. She glanced nervously in the direction of the crash. "I... I should help with whatever that is, sir. Cale."

Cale nodded, distracted. "Of course, of course," he said, waving her away. "Outcomes. I should have seen it. Good outcomes, specifically, although I don't know how you'd judge how good an outcome is. Good for whom, you know? But it fits; you feed and subsist on positive outcomes, but you can consume any outcome, it just comes at a cost if it's not a positive one. That's what you're using to keep me out of the basement."

He glanced back at the unassuming basement door. "I'd help you if I got in there," he said. "But you're feeding on that outcome, too. Is it all you're feeding on right now? That and whatever just happened upstairs? Sheesh. Must be hard." He thought for a moment. "Okay. I'm going to give you a feast. Any number of positive outcomes. Should keep you fed for a while. Just leave me something vaguely positive so I don't inadvertently end up blowing up the mansion."

Evolving the spell from the Gift was a matter of outcomes, after all, and many of them were positive. Many of them were spells he really wanted, in fact. He glanced over his spell list, then sighed—he'd been hoping to save this for when he could guarantee getting himself a flight spell, but he was pretty sure that was the exact outcome this thing would feed on, considering how much he wanted it.

Oh well. All for a good cause.

He cast a spell.

Mana overload detected! Attempting to compensate...

Adjusting spell construct...

[Windborne] has evolved into [Frigid Gusts]!

[Frigid Gusts, Level 1] [Eighth Tier (Unique), Active] [1.0e27 Mana]

Conjure a gust of freezing wind, bypassing most barriers and obstacles. The Gift suggests its caster wear a coat.

Oh, great. Cale winced and hardened his barriers, though not before a truly devastating chill slipped through; he shivered violently and scowled, but resisted casting a fire spell to warm himself up, lest he put too much mana in it and burn the place down. This was still tolerable, if only barely.

The winds also caused the door to freeze over completely, which was secondary to the ridiculous coincidence of the distinct click of the lock coming undone. Cale gave it a distrustful glare, then sighed and gingerly pushed it open.

Thankfully, the door did not shatter into dozens of broken splinters at his mere touch. Instead, it swung open silently, revealing a dark room that was thankfully much warmer than the now-frozen corridors outside, and what looked like a drooping cactus sitting in the middle of it.

Even as Cale watched, however, it shook, then began to plump up again, its stem returning to a healthy green. A pink flower bloomed at the top. It quivered at him, as if uncertain of his intent, but Cale shook his head and smiled.

"I know a water elemental that will be delighted to take care of you," he said wryly. "You know, I told my apprentices I wouldn't bring them any gifts? Now I'm going to have to get them all stuff. You better help me out. It's going to be days before I can try for a flight spell again."

The cactus-thing quivered again, this time in what seemed like relief. Cale shook his head, smiled, and began the laborious process of putting it in a pot so he could transport it.

At least he'd be seeing his apprentices again soon. He wondered how they were doing.
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  Leo hated delving.

Mostly because he'd been designated as the group Taunter. He was the largest and lumberingest among them, and apparently the best at drawing undue attention. He also had the greatest defense that wasn't outright offense. Damien could disintegrate anything that attacked him with a decay barrier, but that was too violent for him. Flia could conjure a barrier that would just send whatever attacked them into the Abyss, but she claimed it was littering.

Among the four of them, Syphus was the next best choice to take on the role of Taunter, except it was much more interested in experimenting with its new Spellfist Arts than blocking attacks. It would make a concerted effort, but then it would get distracted, and the last time they had tried that strategy it had been a disaster...

To say nothing of the fact that Sisyphus still casually took over their friend whenever he found it amusing to do so. He did it a lot less now, sensing their clear disapproval, but both Syphus and Sisyphus claimed that it was comfortable with the arrangement and allowed it when it happened.

Leo didn't know how much he trusted that. He wondered sometimes, about those two. Sisyphus was Syphus's creator and mentor—its father, in a sense—but the dynamic between the two felt... off. Given the legends, Leo had no doubt that Sisyphus had his own agenda. He wasn't evil, nor was he working against them, but it made Leo uncomfortable.

There was something more to it, he thought. He didn't know what that something was, but it fit the myth, and the Named were famously difficult to comprehend. Leo didn't care that much about what Sisyphus's goals were as long as they didn't involve hurting his friend, but if they did?

Well, that was part of the reason he was taking his role seriously.

And he hated to admit it, but the role of Taunter worked well with everything he had learned about the labyrinth aspect. Cale had implied it was a mana aspect with many secrets hidden within, which made a lot of sense, given it might as well have been a mana aspect of secrets. The abstract concept it represented was absurdly flexible, and that flexibility had resulted in his mainstay spell he now used for every delve.

That spell was [Labyrinthine Defense].

It turned combat itself into a series of twists and turns. Leo was hard-pressed to explain the effect it had on his psyche or what he saw when he used it, but it felt a lot like it was deconstructing a battle into corridors of time and possibility.

A left turn here meant he would duck underneath the next blow, kick his attacker's scythe down, stepping on it to plant it into the ground; then the corridor split into three options, and Leo's senses told him to take the middle one. He fell backward and allowed the creature he fought to stumble and trip over his body, then threaded mana to leap on top of it—

—holding it steady for just long enough for Syphus to latch on to it with its [Chainfists].

Leo exhaled, feeling the spell drain out of him. He felt strange every time he used it. More than any other spell he used, [Labyrinthine Defense] forced him to embrace everything there was about the labyrinth aspect.

Cale had said something about this before. He needed to embrace his mana core properly if he wanted his body prepared to accept a second one. He'd tried and done his best, but he wasn't quite ready for it; every time he'd asked, Cale glanced at his chest where his mana core swirled and then shook his head regretfully.

"Not yet," he always said. "Keep at it, Leo. You'll get there soon."

When was soon going to happen? He'd been at this for a month, now! Leo was agonizingly aware of how far the others were getting ahead of him—he was pulling his weight, he knew he was, and the others assured him of that whenever he was down. But it still weighed on him. More than anyone else in their group, he was a normal mage with an unusual mana core. He didn't have Flia's literal fragment of a Monolith, or Damien's Legacy, or Syphus's connection with one of the Named.

He had himself, his friends, and Cale. He'd given up on his parents ever seeing the truth. If they hadn't already left the Red Hunters after seeing what they did, then they never would.

Was that enough? Was he enough? Could he keep up with the mages around him, who all seemed destined for great things? He had his own connection with one of the Named, but his was still a curse. He was just more immune to its effects than most other minotaurs. He couldn't draw any extra strength from it.

Flia shot him a concerned, knowing gaze. "Leo," she said. "You're getting lost in your thoughts again."

"I know." Leo grimaced. Damien walked up to him and gave him a hug, and Leo sighed, hugging the dreadshade right back. Cale's other apprentices made him feel like such a child sometimes.

...He was, technically, the youngest out of all of them. He tried not to think too hard about that.

"We're almost done with the delve," Damien said. "Do you need a break?"

"I—" Leo interrupted himself before he could reflexively deny it and made a grumbling noise. "Yeah. Maybe. Just for a minute or two. Thanks, guys."

The others all nodded, and they sat on the floor of the chamber while Syphus tinkered with the creature they'd captured. Dungeon monsters generally dissipated once they were defeated, leaving behind a selection of magical rewards, but Syphus's [Chainfists] somehow bound them in place without destroying them. They were investigating one of his nascent theories about how dungeons worked, particularly the monsters that appeared in them.

It was their own way of preparing to delve the Bitter Path, the dungeon Haelforge Academy owned that gave them those conveniently powerful mana channelers. Leo couldn't bring himself to think about that right now, though he knew that this theory of his was one of many ways he was contributing to the group.

It all came back down to that question of whether or not it was enough.

The others were used to his moods and knew not to disturb him, but they sat nearby, letting him know silently that they were there for him. That they believed in him. Leo didn't know what he'd done to deserve such good friends—it felt like not all that long ago, they'd barely known one another. Then they ended up sucked into the whirlwind known as Cale Cadwell Cobbs, and, well.

There was nothing that brought people together quite like being apprenticed to someone like him. No one else could really know what it was like.

Not for the first time, he closed his eyes and dwelled on the nature of his mana core. He'd made progress, at least. He no longer hated his own mana the way he had at the beginning, and he wasn't desperate to get rid of it, to change it. He'd learned so many ways it could be useful, and he was well aware that without it, he wouldn't be nearly as successful as he was.

So why did he still have trouble fully embracing it?

It had something to do with the others, perhaps. The knowledge that so long as he embraced and used labyrinth magic, he would never be able to fully return to his people. There were containment artifacts and alternatives, and once he was a full archmage he would gain the kind of auric control he needed to prevent his mana from affecting the others; there was what Cale had suggested, changing a different mana type into his primary core and keeping his labyrinth mana as the secondary one, so that he wouldn't leak labyrinth mana even by accident.

Even with those in mind, it felt impossible to forget that his power could drive his own people—his own family—insane. Perhaps it had already.

Not for the first time, he wondered why Asterion had done this. Had things always been this way? Cale had been surprised when he heard of it, but he hadn't elaborated, and Leo's attempts at getting him to elaborate further hadn't exactly borne fruit. All he'd been willing to say was that he needed to look into it more.

And Leo trusted that, but it was frustrating. Infuriating, even! He needed to know why one of the Named had felt the need to do this. Why bring so much pain to so many people? Why curse them in a way that made everything that could be construed as a labyrinth a potential danger? There were minotaurs that had gone mad in libraries. Libraries!

He was breathing more heavily now. Flia noticed and shot him another concerned look, so Leo clenched his fists and did his best to calm himself. It could be worse, he told himself, though the words were glum. And he had other things he needed to focus his efforts on that wouldn't be nearly as impossible as confronting one of the Named, like fully integrating his mana core.

It just felt so intrinsic to the problem. Leo wasn't sure if he could really untangle the two; the problems he had with his mana core were the same problems he had with Asterion, with the curse that had been placed on his kind.

He had something of a lead, at least. [Labyrinthine Defense] helped with core integration more than any other spell he had—he could feel the difference in the way his mana molded to him while the spell was active. It was one of the reasons he made himself use it every time they practiced on one of these delves.

And afterward... well, he knew there was progress, because his magic felt tangibly better. His mana pumped more cleanly, without hesitating in the way it usually did; any new labyrinth-aspect spells the Gift granted him were clearer in their intent and power; his core had grown enough that he now possessed mana equivalent to other students at the same level, which was a far cry from the degraded and neglected thing he had possessed when he first met Cale.

He wasn't at full integration yet, though. He'd hit a roadblock, and now all the progress he made was incremental at best. What was he missing? Cale had explained some of it before, and Leo did his best to remember what he'd said.

"Integration is when your core is a part of you. It's the most crucial step to being a true mage. Yes, I'm aware Orstrahl doesn't require it. The Standard Array is a decent idea, but it doesn't make up for poor core integration." Cale shook his head in mock ruefulness. "I've talked about intent and mana before, correct?"

"Yes?" Leo was a little hesitant. He hadn't fully understood the lesson. Cale gave him a knowing grin.

"Intent," he said, "is the real way a mage can modify their spells. The Gift is a shortcut for a lot of things here on Utelia, but it can't replace intent. How does a mage make sure their [Fireball] doesn't hurt their allies?"

"By aiming the spell better," Leo muttered, and Cale snorted out a laugh.

"Yes. Technically. Or by pleading with the Gift until you get a spell construct that can discern between the two, like [Friendly Fireball]... although that might be the one that only hits allies. Hmm.

"The point is, spells like that are more expensive and take a lot more concentration. A good mage can just use a base [Fireball], imbued with intent, and the fire will avoid their allies and only hurt their enemies. All mages can work with intent, in small ways, but only mages that have fully integrated their cores can fully imbue their magic with their intent."

The idea had been fascinating to Leo. More importantly, it explained why [Labyrinthine Defense] helped so much when it came to core integration. The effect of the spell was similar, albeit reversed. It read intent from both him and his opponent, then constructed a labyrinth, allowing him to navigate it however he chose...

Hm. Was there something there, in that thought? It felt like there was. He focused suddenly, his gaze intent, and in the corner of his eye he thought he saw Flia and Damien stiffen in recognition; they knew what it looked like when a mage had a sudden insight. They'd keep him from being disturbed, which was good, because they were in a dungeon, and normally letting your guard down like this was a terrible idea.

He turned the thought over in his head. What was so special about that spell? It read intent, and then fed it back to him. There was a back and forth in that, the sort of cycle that was often found in magic. Those cycles often held insights, and in this case, it meant—what, that his magic could already read his intent?

No. It wanted to read his intent. When he earned the spell, he had still been a long way from truly accepting his magic, but he had needed it to help defend his friends. So he'd allowed it in, but it had been conditional. Only when I need you, he had essentially said, because he hadn't been willing to give himself over fully to his magic.

Did he actually need the spell? It was first-tier magic. It was powerful for being first-tier magic. He'd always found that strange, but knew better than to question it; tiers were difficult to understand at the best of times, even when they were supposedly impartially assigned by the Gift. But if the spell was nothing more than him granting permission to his magic and giving it just enough structure to read his opponents, that might explain the relatively low tier.

He cast the spell again, slightly hesitant, but this time determined to understand. He felt the magic as it took effect, pouring through his heart and mind. Nothing seemed different. The world around him was painted now in the shades of his own decisions, but without being in an actual fight, there was no real labyrinth to decipher.

Leo sighed and ended the spell, disappointed—

Only to catch just the barest glimpse of what felt like a door in his heart closing as the spell ended.

He hadn't been able to feel it opening. That moment contained too much noise, and everything was buried in the effort of magic, in the rush of mana through him. As the effect ended and the noise faded, however, he could feel the way his mana moved almost reluctantly to close a door it should never have had to close, because this was his magic, and it wanted what was best for him.

It always had.

The realization crackled through him, and when he let out a breath, it was charged with his mana. He didn't realize it, too lost in the revelation to pay attention to his surroundings.

It might not have been fault that his people couldn't abide by his magic, but that didn't make the magic itself to blame. The true responsibility for the curse lay with Asterion, and there was nothing Leo could do about that, at the moment. Perhaps when Cale made good on his promise and built him up to be an archmage with power enough to confront the Named, he might be in a position to understand why.

But it didn't really matter. Not for this. That was what he'd been missing all along.

His magic had never wanted anything more than to protect him. How had he missed that? This was true of all mages. A mana core was magic that was yours. It was mana that came to you because it was uniquely suited for you, no matter that it could hold different aspects. It had a temperament and a will, and it had chosen him.

He had never chosen it in turn. He'd locked it out, instead, first with anger and then with reluctance, and even now there was the burning ember he'd never been able to let go—that sense that his mana was at fault, somehow. That his core was to blame for his misery.

Leo let the thought pass through him, and then he let it go. The realization had occurred in the span of a heartbeat, and his magic was still attempting to close that door in his heart. A door he'd built himself because he couldn't accept his own magic.

He reached out and held that door open.

I'm sorry, Leo thought. And thank you. For protecting me.

He was probably anthropomorphizing his mana a little too much. None of the books he'd read on the subject said anything about apologizing to one's own mana. It seemed to work, though.

Leo felt the difference reverberating in his soul, and when he opened his eyes, they flickered with the green-gold of the Labyrinth.

Then he realized his friends were fighting. He blinked.

"About time!" Flia called. "Did you finally figure it out?"

"I... think so?" Leo felt somewhat light-headed. "I need Cale to check my core when he's back."

"You need to help us with these things!" Flia leapt back to avoid a crashing limb, and the little shadeling that was her familiar spun out of her shadow with a snarl, chomping furiously. The monster she was fighting screeched in pain and fell back.

But it wasn't the only one. Somehow, while Leo had been figuring out his magic, a small swarm of goblin-adjacent creatures had descended upon them; Syphus and Damien were fighting, too, trying to keep them off Leo while he figured out his magic. Syphus fired a sticky-looking spell to glue one of them to a wall, and Damien gestured, doing something to the area that made them all slow down.

"Right," Leo said, grimacing slightly as he tried to shake off his reverie. He hated swarms. [Labyrinthine Defense] worked best with a single opponent; the moment he had a swarm to go up against, he had to rely much more on barriers and improvised spatial manipulation...

Except the spell he was reaching for had vanished. Only then did Leo notice the message the Gift had waiting for him.

Core integration detected!

[Labyrinthine Defense] is no longer suited for your magic. It has evolved into [Minotaur's Domain].

[Minotaur's Domain] [Fifth Tier, Active (Unique)] [5000 Mana]

Conjure a domain based on your understanding of the Labyrinth. Up to ten individuals caught within the Minotaur's Domain will be subjected to its effects.

The Minotaur's Domain weaves intent and action into a multicursal labyrinth of choice and possibility. The difficulty of navigating this labyrinth is dependent on the number of allies and enemies caught within the effect.

This spell is capable of further evolution. The effects, tier, and mana cost of this spell may change with your understanding of the Labyrinth.

This spell is but a fraction of the Labyrinth.

At the heart of the Labyrinth, Asterion awaits.

Leo's gaze snapped almost involuntarily to the final line of the spell description; he felt a chill run up his spine, but banished it just as quickly. He had notes about this, but he'd have to worry about it later. He cast the spell, allowing himself, for once, to put his trust in his magic. Ten wasn't nearly enough to deal with the swarm, but with his friends as part of his domain...

Possibility bloomed in his mind, and he saw the path they needed to take.





Cale nodded slowly, taking all this in. "Right," he said slowly. "I'm still not sure how this explains why you have twenty crablins tied up and stacked on my bed. You couldn't just give them to Akkau?"
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  While Cale had technically been aware of the existence of crablins—which were, as the name implied, crab-goblin hybrids of a sort—he hadn't been expecting to learn about them quite so intimately. Which felt like the only word he could use to adequately describe having a pile of them tied up on his bed.

Admittedly, he'd been hoping his apprentices would have a surprise waiting for him when he returned. This wasn't quite what he'd had in mind, though.

He stared at the pile for a long moment, mildly impressed both by how tightly bound they were and how much they were squirming in spite of it. So far, the only explanation his apprentices had offered was that Leo had managed to make progress with his magic.

Which was great! Cale was glad for him, he really was. He just didn't know what that had to do with their decision to shove all the crablins into a haphazard pile like this, let alone a haphazard pile on his bed.

At least they had the decency to look vaguely sheepish. All except for Syphus, anyway, who Cale was pretty sure just didn't understand what "sheepish" was as an emotion.

Cale made it a point to give his apprentices vaguely suspicious looks and did his best to hide his amusement. He absolutely was not going to encourage this.

Not until he managed to get back at them, anyway.

"This is what I get for being too excited about coming back here," he said with an exaggerated sigh instead. "Are you sure these conditions are humane, Flia? I wouldn't have thought you'd allow for something like this."

"I'll have you know that these are the ideal conditions to store crablins in," Flia said with a sniff. "I checked with Professor Tarbloom. This simulates the natural conditions of their nesting grounds. We're pretty sure it's how they sleep."

"Tied up in a squirming pile?" Cale raised an eyebrow. "They're squirming a lot for being supposedly asleep. And what do you mean, pretty sure?" 

"Yes, tied up in a squirming pile. They're an offshoot of goblinkind," Flia said, as if that explained it.

Cale supposed she had a point. "Still waiting for an explanation of that second part."

"The interpretive spells still need work," Flia said. "We know for a fact this is comfortable for them. We're just not sure if this is how they sleep or if this is some sort of mating ritual. If it helps, we're sixty percent sure it's how they sleep."

"So you're forty percent sure they're currently having a mating frenzy on my sheets." Cale eyed the pile again, now somewhat concerned about the squirming. And the noises it was making, for that matter. They did mostly sound like snores, but it wasn't like he'd had any particularly close encounters with crablins before this.

"Well," Flia said. "We weren't sure when you were coming back, so we figured we should make some use of your side of the room. It's not like you've decorated it or anything, you know?"

Cale snorted. "You're acting like I was going to be gone for months," he said. "These guys haven't been here nearly that long. You wouldn't subject Damien to having to sleep next to that."

Indeed, his dreadshade apprentice looked rather bashful about the whole thing and was very pointedly not looking in the direction of the crablins. He seemed for all the world as if he wasn't involved in this, and perhaps a little over a month ago, when Cale had first come to Utelia, he might have believed that.

But he knew his apprentices better than that now.

"Alright," he said. "So, Damien planned this, and the rest of you went along with it?"

"Wha—" Damien looked indignant, then abruptly deflated. "How'd you know?"

Cale laughed. "You're the only apprentice I've got who would come up with something like this and still have the consideration to have a set of freshly-washed sheets hanging outside to dry," he said, grinning. "I do pay attention to things, you know."

"I knew we should've put the sheets inside Magnus's room," Flia muttered, nudging Damien, who made a mortified noise and withered slightly. She let out an exaggerated sigh of her own before meeting Cale's eyes and grinning. "Yeah, you caught us. We just wanted to make sure your welcome back was interesting. Just in case you decide you'd have a better time gallivanting with nobles."

"Never." Cale made a face and shuddered dramatically, then glanced over at the crablins. "I hope you have a plan for them, though. You're the ones that wanted to study them."

Not that he'd been surprised. Flia was bound to notice the moment they started delving dungeons in earnest. Where exactly did the monsters that appeared in dungeons come from, and why were many of them so aggressive? Left alone for long enough, some of them would develop intelligence and culture. That wasn't so strange by itself, though it posed a moral quandary.

Others, though, appeared with fully intact memories. Logic dictated that they must have been summoned from another one of the Great Realms, yet under magical examination there was no evidence that they were anything but another creation of the dungeon. Was there a meaning to that? A purpose?

Cale had seen many scholars study this, but none of them had quite managed to answer those questions, so he was admittedly excited about this particular project.

"Of course we have a plan," Flia said, feigning offense. "Professor Sternkessel will be along to collect them for the new menagerie shortly. We just got him to agree to let us mess with you first."

Cale burst out laughing. "You got Sternkessel to agree to a prank? I'm almost proud," he said. "Thank you. I couldn't have asked for a better welcome."

It was another mark for Sternkessel's recovery, too, and Cale was pleased to hear of it. Last he'd checked, given a regular regimen of potions, the professor had recovered enough to resume teaching his classes. His powers had largely returned to him, and the only remnant of his transformation was mostly that he was spikier than usual and had grown an affinity for leather jackets.

Cale admittedly still wasn't sure how to feel about that one, so instead of dwelling on it, he changed the subject.

"Anyway, I have my own gifts for you four," he said. His apprentices perked up at the words, crowding around him, and Cale quickly got to handing out his presents.

They did still have classes after this. Their next one was a class headed by Akkau himself, apparently the first one he was personally teaching in something like fifty or so years. In fact, his one request with Cale's leave of absence was that he return in time to join that class.

He'd made it just in time, thankfully. Divine Studies was one of the classes he was actually interested in. It seemed especially relevant given the Gift's request that he look into its origins, and even without that, the relationship between the dark and the divine was something he still didn't know much about.

Cale had been a dark lord before, but many aspects of the role remained opaque to him. It was one of the mysteries that still plagued him—it felt like some of his memories from his time as dark lord were outright missing.

Yet it didn't feel like it did when his memories were forcibly altered or removed. Instead, Cale had the sense that he'd given them up voluntarily, for some greater purpose. Every time he felt for those memories in an attempt to retrieve them, he got the same result: a premonition that told him it wasn't time yet, but that it one day would be.

That same premonition now told him that day was likely coming, and it would be best if he was prepared for it. Divine Studies would play into it somehow, although he wasn't sure how just yet. Apparently, Akkau would be discussing the Fettered Divinity tournament, at least in part?

So Cale was excited about that. Not because he wanted to participate in the tournament, but because it felt like it was important.

Granted, on a more personal note, he was also excited because it was one of the few classes he had with all four of his apprentices. And over the last month or so, it had become very clear that Brightscale Academy had a new Rule that, for the professors, took precedence over all others:

Never put Cale Cadwell Cobbs and all his apprentices in the same class without being exceptionally well-prepared for what would happen.





Kelegas Thornblight stood imperiously on the ramparts of his palace, staring out over his kingdom.

It... wasn't much of a kingdom. It wasn't much of a palace, either, for that matter. The only reason he had a palace at all was because the people he commanded had insisted on building it for him.

And there was a certain irony in that, wasn't there? For people had that pledged to obey his every command, they had rather pointedly ignored him when he told them not to build the palace. The best he'd been able to do was insist on them not expending every resource they had on it.

It was just one of the many restrictions that came with the role of a dark one. There was a way things had to be. A dark one had to have a palace, a throne, and a crown. They had to wear armor of bone and metal. They had to have four generals, each of whom would command some portion of their armies.

As much as he'd tried, Kelegas had yet to find a way to work around those limitations, which didn't bode well for his future plans. He needed to find this potential other dark one lurking around Utelia, and soon—already, more than a month had passed without luck from any of his spies.

More and more, he was convinced that if there was another dark one around, then they had figured it out. There was no other palace, no other region of corruption or desolation that should have suggested their presence. They were in hiding, and if they had found a way to hide at all, then they had information that he needed if he ever wanted to truly free his people.

And he did. Staring out at his so-called kingdom was a reminder of that. How long could he look at their crumbling homes and tell himself that it was fine, that he could wait? Without the whisper of divinity in the land, anything they tried to build would inevitably crumble. The stones they used were weak, prone to collapse; the wood tended to rot, even protected by magic and varnish; even their water turned sour, no matter how pure they tried to keep it...

Divinity created imbalance, and, as always, the forgotten were left to suffer. Once again, a familiar hatred stirred within him, and Kelegas stewed in it for a moment more than he normally would have—allowed the embers to burn into a flame before he forcibly quashed it, exhaling.

It is getting worse.

The thought was difficult to avoid now. Fate itself wanted him to attack, damn the consequences. He understood why it was pushing him on an intellectual level; the more he waited, the more his power grew. He didn't know where that growth came from, but he did know that it was a function of time.

Already, spells that had once required rituals could be cast with a moment of focus. His repertoire of devastating spells grew by the week, each one appearing in his mind's eye as if granted by the Gift itself. By himself, he was now capable of destroying at least mundane armies, if not magical ones.

The longer he waited, the more certain his victory. Fate did not want him to wait, and neither did that contract he'd signed. The game of divinity and darkness was one with a predetermined victor, no matter how ostensibly fair the system was meant to be, and the more he tried to stall the more it gnawed at him.

It only made him all the more determined.

Emline touched him on the arm, then, concern written clear in her face, and Kelegas turned to smile down at her. "You read me too well," he noted.

"Only because you wear your thoughts so openly," she said, adopting a light, teasing tone. "What bothers the great dark lord now? More thoughts of vengeance upon the blessed?"

Kelegas sighed, though he saw the humor in her words. She ridiculed it to help anchor him, but more and more... "I wish I could say no," he said. "It is becoming increasingly difficult to ignore."

"Ah." Emline hummed in thought. "Perhaps a distraction is in order?"

"Tempting, but... not right now, my dear."

"Not that kind of distraction." Emline laughed softly, shaking her head. "No. You need to spend more time among your people. You are too focused on everything that harms them."

"Should I not be? It is my role. I chose to rule over them, and that with that choice—"

"—comes responsibility." Emline chuckled. "I begin to think you suspect me of having a poor memory, with how often you repeat it."

"It is a reminder to myself, more than anything," Kelegas admitted, though the words came out slightly guilty. Had he been treating her that way? Before he could ruminate on it, Emline rolled her eyes and gave him an affectionate kiss on the cheek.

"I know," she said. "But if you are to rule, you cannot focus only on what hurts your people. You must know their strengths and understand what brings them joy. How can you build a kingdom they wish to live in if you do not? One cannot build a people through subtraction alone; you think so much of what they cannot do that you have not stopped to consider what they can be."

The words resonated with him. Kelegas hesitated, reflecting on her words for a long moment, then slowly nodded. "You speak wisely, as always," he said, his voice soft. "What would you have me do, then? Walk amongst them? I have tried before, but they do not act as they normally would around their king."

"A problem that I am continuing to look into, as I promised," Emline said, reaching down to give his hand a squeeze. "I do not have a solution as yet, but I believe I am close. A mana channeler could, in theory, share a small part of your essence with your subjects. Just enough to mask the instinct to search for their ruler."

Kelegas felt a small, childish hope flare to life within him, though he tried to keep it out of his voice. "You are certain of this?"

"Not as yet," Emline said, holding up a hand. "And it will be difficult to acquire a mana channeler of sufficient quality, let alone make the necessary modifications. But my research indicates it could be done, and rest assured, I will not stop working on it."

"Thank you." Kelegas hesitated for a moment, then bowed deeply to her. He didn't know where he would be without her and Steve; they did so much to support him, and they were the only two he knew that weren't mired in the tangle of impulse and submission that came with being an aberration. They were the only reason he wasn't lonelier than he already was.

He'd had a life before choosing this role. He couldn't remember what that life was—likely never would—but would the transition have gone so smoothly without them by his side? He doubted it. They had been willing to suffer it with him, believing in his cause and his odds of success, and while the memories of that moment had faded, the loyalty it inspired to each other had not.

"You are being far too melodramatic, Kelegas Thornblight," Emline said, laughing. "What are you doing, bowing to your queen consort? We have things to do! Chief amongst them being a visit to the Ocean Division, which I believe you have been neglecting."

Kelegas had begun to smile at her laugh, but the smile vanished at the mention of the Ocean Division, and his answer came out embarrassingly plaintive. "Do I have to?"

Ocean Division made him uncomfortable, as much as he hated to admit it. He loved all of his subjects equally, but the aberrations of the sea...

Well. It was not that he did not love them, exactly. He wanted for them what he wanted for everyone else, and he would fight for them with equal vigor. It was just that they made him viscerally uncomfortable in a way that he was consciously aware was unfounded—

"You really must get over your fear of tentacles, my dear," Emline told him, and Kelegas groaned, embarrassed.

"It is a rational discomfort," he said stubbornly. "There are entirely too many of them and they are entirely too wet."

"You have already admitted to me that it is an irrational fear, my dear. Backtracking now helps no one."

Kelegas grunted. "I do not understand why they all must have tentacles," he groused. "Can they not simply grow less of them?"

"Do not let them hear you say that." Emline patted his back consolingly. "Besides, overcoming your discomfort will be a worthwhile distraction, will it not? And they have an update that should please you; for one thing, they have acquired a new selection of recruits that bring a much-needed cheer to the division."

Kelegas winced. The other reason the Ocean Division made him uncomfortable was that its members consisted of aberrations that emerged from the deepest depths of the ocean. As much as the tentacles made him uncomfortable, the deep sea frightened him in a way that was difficult to explain.

Perhaps it was simply that it reminded him of the process of becoming a dark lord. That had involved an unrelenting, endless pressure around him, demanding a reshaping of his very soul, carving away pieces that did not suit its purpose.

He fought it, of course. The plan required that he fight it. He had to avoid allowing himself to be reshaped like so many of the others, yet still acquire enough of a dark lord's abilities to tap into the experiences of the others...

Kelegas was relatively certain he had succeeded, but the fight had left him scarred. Perhaps that was the root of his discomfort with the Ocean Division.

"Trust me," Emline told him. She took him by the arm, leading him to the transportation circle that would take them to the Ocean Division barracks. "I will be with you, and you know you cannot appear selective about your own people."

Kelegas sighed. "I am... aware of the problem," he admitted reluctantly. "Please ensure that I visit regularly moving forward. I should not allow my personal difficulties to hinder my relationship with my people."

"I will be sure to do exactly that," Emline said with a playful smirk. "Do not look so apprehensive! Ocean Division has made some great strides—you will be glad to hear of them, I promise you that. For instance, they have discovered fragments of prophecy within the ocean about one of the ritual components you have been searching for; apparently the blessed have been using it as a reward for this tournament they hold..."

Kelegas blinked, surprised—that was significant, and she was right in that he should have visited earlier. He listened attentively as she spoke, and found, against all odds, that he was relaxing. That the distraction was working, in some small way.

It wasn't nearly enough, but it helped, and it calmed his mind just enough to set it working.

Perhaps there were other methods he could use to draw out the other dark one he'd been so curious about. A ritual that would call to them, or to something they desired. He had a spell like that, did he not?

He would speak with the Ocean Division first, which he was no longer quite so apprehensive about. After that... well, he would have to see.
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  The classroom for Divine Studies was really more of a massive lecture hall, with rows of seats available for nearly every available student to attend. At the center of it was essentially a magically neutral stage, perfect for demonstrating spellwork or performing complex rituals.

Today, there was an enormous and fiendishly complex summoning circle drawn in chalk on the stage. Akkau hadn't arrived yet, but he'd clearly prepared in advance, and every student that arrived was eyeing it with interest.

"What is that?" Leo whispered.

"It's a summoning circle," Cale said. "Most non-heretical summoning circles have the same three basic elements, so you can identify them if you know how they're constructed. The most obvious one is they have a secondary circle in the middle, which represents a hole in the boundary of the realm; it's basically mandatory if your spell is going to interact with the realm boundary in any way."

Leo blinked. "You know a lot about this."

"I've been summoned a lot." Cale grinned. "Being teleported into a different realm in nothing but your underwear gets boring after a while, believe it or not, so I started asking questions. Turns out a lot of summoners are kind of lonely and more than willing to explain in excessive detail how they managed to summon and bind me."

"I... feel like I somehow have more questions now?" Leo said. "But, uh, you said three basic elements?"

Cale nodded. "See the flowing lines moving from the outer circle to the inner one? It's basically an abstract representation of Utelia's leylines. That one can vary a bit, but if your summoning spell is going to reach outside the realms, you need to specify a target. Leylines are unique enough that you can use them to identify your desired realm mostly correctly."

"Mostly," Leo repeated.

"There's a good reason there are so many stories about summoning mishaps," Cale said, shrugging. "A lot of them are exaggerated for effect, but it is pretty easy to target the wrong realm by accident if you don't have an anchor from the realm you're targeting."

"But you said this one targets Utelia," Leo said, glancing back at the circle with a furrowed brow. "Why would the Headmaster want to summon something from Utelia? Why not just teleport whoever he's summoning here?"

"He's summoning something related to Utelia, but not exactly in the realm," Cale explained. "You can usually identify the type of entity being summoned from whatever's written in the middle of the circle; when a summoner refers to a Calling, they're usually talking about that part of the ritual specifically. They have to write a message that calls to whatever they're trying to summon in that entity's native magical script."

"And whatever he's trying to summon is related to us, but isn't in the realm?" Leo frowned, looking over the circle again. "I don't recognize the script. And what about all the other stuff?"

The "other stuff," as Leo was calling it, was the absolutely dizzying number of lines and glyphs intertwined along the outer edges of the circle. "Details," he said. "Literally. It's basically a magical contract turned abstract and incorporated into the ritual. Determines stuff like the nature and length of the summoning, the amount of mana the ritual is allowed to consume, failsafe conditions, that kind of thing."

"Failsafe conditions?" Leo looked suddenly worried.

"Any good summoner has them," Cale said, waving a hand dismissively. "In fact, you can kind of tell how experienced a summoner is by how complex their clauses are. Akkau isn't specialized in summoning but has lived for a very long time, so this is about what you'd expect from someone like him. I've met at least one summoner who inscribed an entire continent with failsafes... although considering what he was summoning, that was probably a good idea."

"What was he summoning?" Leo was wide-eyed, leaning into the tale like he usually did when Cale began talking about his past. Cale grinned, savoring the moment—

Flia chose this moment to speak up. "It was you, wasn't it."

"Ruin the fun, why don't you," Cale complained. "I miss the days when you guys didn't know my secrets. What happened to giving me the benefit of the doubt?"

"It went out of the window the same moment you summoned a literal star, which happened within the first hour of meeting us," Flia deadpanned.

"...You know what? Fair point."

It was nice that his apprentices still felt comfortable enough with him to rib him like this, though Flia was better about it than the others. Syphus didn't care enough to be uncomfortable, but also wasn't all that interested in banter; Damien was anxious about everything in general, and Leo...

Well, Leo probably looked up to him a little too much, but he was trying.

"Did it work?" Leo asked.

"Did what work?"

"The continent-level binding," Leo said, gesturing vaguely at the summoning circle. "When you were summoned."

"Oh!" Cale frowned, trying to remember. "I don't know, it was a while ago, and I never really tried to break free of it or anything. They were nice enough, just incredibly paranoid. I think they just wanted someone to read bedtime stories to them."

Leo gawked at him, and Cale patted him on the shoulder. "Not everything I do results in incredible adventure, you know," he said. "I mean, most of the time it does, don't get me wrong. But that realm was a nice break! I didn't even have to use any magic."

Until later in the same life, anyway, when an incursion into the realm began to cause certain spells and objects to begin acting erratically. He wasn't going to tell Leo that, though. Not when the minotaur still needed to get over the slight hero worship thing he had going on.

"But..." Leo trailed off, looking remarkably perplexed. Cale stifled a laugh, and Damien seemed to take pity on him, speaking up to bring the topic back to something Leo would be able to process.

"You haven't told us what the circle is supposed to summon," he prompted. "Should we, um... you know, prepare ourselves?"

"Oh! Huh. I guess I kind of thought you'd have figured it out already." Cale chuckled. "We're in Divine Studies, remember? That script is sacred script. Akkau is going to summon a god."

There was dead silence for half about half a beat.

Then all four of his apprentices turned to him, flabbergasted. "WHAT?!"

"I helped with the script," Cale added. "You know, since sacred script is hard to work with for most of the realmborn. Akkau wrote a really beautiful poem for the Call, and he asked me to translate it."

"Please tell me you actually translated it properly," Flia said, her voice slightly strangled.

"Well," Cale said. "It doesn't really rhyme the same way in the script, you know?"

"Cale."

"I couldn't just translate it wrong. It wouldn't do the poem any justice."

"Cale."

"Relax," Cale said. "It's not like I wrote anything blasphemous in it. I just, you know, explained that a dragon wrote a very nice poem for the gods and that they should come down to check it out."

Flia groaned. "Alright," she said. "Protocol Four, guys. You know the drill."

"This feels unnecessary," Cale said as his apprentices began to unload a set of custom-crafted artifacts from their satchels. No wonder they'd been consulting with Professor Imrys so frequently; they must've finished up with this project in the week he'd been gone. "It's not like you brought the cactus along."

"We've been your apprentices for a month, Cale. Cactus or not, it's just prudent," Flia said with a sigh.

"I can't decide if I'm offended or proud," Cale said, shaking his head. He thought about it for a moment, then grinned. "Nevermind, I've decided. I'm proud."

"Great," Flia said dryly. "Because Akkau is here. This'll be a good first test for Protocol Four."





Cale would later be forced to admit, however begrudgingly, that Flia had been right to prepare. And also that she had spotted the problem with his improvised Calling immediately, which was that he hadn't been particularly specific about which of the gods ought to come down to look at Akkau's poem.

The result, predictably, was something that probably wouldn't have been possible if not for Cale volunteering some of his mana for the ritual, which he could admit he should probably have been a little more cautious about.

Multiple gods in the presence of one another without the appropriate preparation was something of a known problem, though not a very common one. Most of the time, if the gods knew they would be in the presence of one another, they would retract their domains enough to avoid a clash.

It was only when they were called via a summons that they would have little time to prepare, but the risk of other gods being present was low—what sort of summoner could call on multiple gods at once? It was a greater risk to retract their domains, which would render them vulnerable to the surprisingly common arrogant mortal seeking to usurp their thrones.

Unfortunately, this also meant that all eleven of Utelia's major deities had their domains extended when Cale's "minor contribution" inadvertently summoned them all simultaneously. Cale and his apprentices were the only ones left relatively unscathed by the resulting clash between eleven divine domains; just about every other student keeled over.

"Well," Cale said awkwardly. "At least we know that barrier technique I taught you all works."

"Indeed," Flia said, raising an eyebrow at him. "And this artifact that Professor Imrys helped us build, which extends a protective pseudo-domain around us."

Cale perked up, immediately interested. "How'd she manage that? Did she actually manage to learn something from the Abyssals?"

"She won't say." Flia sighed. "You know how she is."

"She's going to want another Awakening, isn't she?" Cale grumbled under his breath. "I should never have shown her the first one."

"Like you were ever going to get away with that," Flia said, shaking her head. "Will everyone else be alright? I'm not exactly sure what happened."

Before Cale could answer, something washed over them—a sense of ancient, protective magic, sweeping across the hall. Several students stirred at the sensation, pulling themselves back into their seats and staring warily down at the gods arrayed before them; others took a little longer, but were slowly recovering.

On the stage and wreathed in that very same magic was Akkau, wearing perhaps the most severe expression Cale had seen on him.

"That," he said, his voice loud and clear, "was your first lesson in Divine Studies. A divine domain is not to be underestimated. The gods are the foundation of our realm. Their very existence supports and amplifies the basic workings of the world we live in.

"When their domains clash, as you experienced just now, those workings struggle against and fall out of balance with one another. If the world felt heavier then, it is because for a moment, you had to bear the weight of your own existence. This is the one of the true functions of the soul—in the absence of divinity, it holds you together.

"If you were weakened, then understand it is because your soul has never had to bear the weight of your mind, body, and magic all at once. Our divines do it for us. They do the same for every rock and tree, every river and ocean. To understand divinity, you must understand this most basic truth."

His eyes swept across the lecture hall, surveying his students quietly. "Dwell on this for now," he said. "Allow me a moment to speak with the gods. I will resume class shortly."

The hall erupted into quiet murmurs, though no one dared to speak too loudly. Cale watched as Akkau turned to offer each of the summoned gods a deep bow, presumably quietly thanking each one.

"I can't tell if the Headmaster did that on purpose or if he's really good at improvisation," Damien said.

"He probably knows Cale well enough by now that he figured something like this would happen and prepared for it," Flia said. "Although now I kind of regret not knowing what he's talking about."

"I want to train for it," Syphus said. The others turned to it, surprised, and it shrugged. "The dark lord is supposed to negate all divine influence, right? And I don't really like the idea of relying on the gods to carry anything. I can carry myself."

There was a short pause, and then it grumbled. "That doesn't count. I wasn't even sapient back then."

Another pause. "The whole point of your punishment is that you have to roll me up the hill. Why would I roll myself up?"

Then it started arguing in earnest, making several rude gestures in the process. Cale watched this curiously for a short while before Flia spoke up again.

"I don't know about you guys, but I think Syphus has a point," she said. "Or, well, it had a point before it started arguing with its invisible dad."

Syphus turned to glare at her.

"We probably should be prepared," she said. "Is there some way we can practice without... divine support, or whatever it's called? Soul training? Without just going to the Corrupted Lands, obviously."

"I think one of the practice rooms in the library has a function like that," Leo said. "It has a sign on it that says 'no gods allowed'."

Flia blinked. "Are you sure that's not just a sign someone put up?"

Leo shrugged. "All the librarians avoid it," he said. "I've been meaning to investigate."

"Can we actually train that way?" Damien asked, looking at Cale. "I mean, is it possible to get used to it?"

"Oh, yeah," Cale said. "I was going to get around to it eventually. It's a great way to start manipulating intent. Normally all mana has a little bit of divine intent in it; it helps your spells function the way they should and prevents mana from going absolutely haywire the way it does if you don't have any gods around. Training without that assist is one of the things that differentiates a decent archmage from a good one."

"We'd also be casting without the Gift," Leo said. "I've always been curious about that."

"Don't get too excited about that part. You're probably going to blow something up." Cale thought about that for a moment. "Actually, on second thought, definitely be excited about it. You aren't a real mage if you don't blow things up every once in a while."

"I continue to question your constantly changing definition of a real mage."

"Good! Keep doing that." Cale grinned brightly, but provided no further elaboration.

Leo stared at him, then let out a long-suffering sigh. "I'll book us the room for tonight."

"Excellent."

Cale was, in all honesty, more proud than he was letting on. His apprentices were showing initiative! And they were noticing problems before he had to say anything about it. Training outside the influence of the divines was almost a necessity if one wanted to reach beyond archmage, but it was a step that a lot of people balked at. It sounded a lot like blasphemy, after all.

Which was silly. It was temporary, and it wasn't like he was opposed to being close to the gods. He'd tried to explain exactly how close he'd been to gods before, but the apprentice he had at the time had assumed it was more blasphemy and then tried to set him on fire.

Granted, his standards for apprentices at the time hadn't been very high. He'd mostly been looking for people to ramble at. Now he had mages he could raise into some real monsters.

"Cale's doing that creepy smile again," Damien noted. Flia and Leo both nodded, as if that was to be expected, and Cale groaned.

"I'm starting to think I should've stayed with the nobles," he grumbled. "You know half my fun is being unpredictable, right?"

His apprentices grinned at him. "It's pretty much your fault Akkau summoned eleven gods at once, so I think you still have that covered," Flia pointed out. "But you did say a true mage should be prepared."

"I did say that." Cale brightened. "I think Akkau's almost done. There's only one god left. Any idea who that is? She looks like she's sticking around, so I'm assuming he's got something planned."

Leo squinted down at the stage. "I think that's Astiviya, the Goddess of War?" he said. "I don't really know what Akkau would want with her—"

As if to answer his question, Astiviya chose that moment to step forward and speak. 

"Your headmaster tells me you are untested in the ways of war." Her voice rang out across the hall with enough force to make several students flinch and sink back into their seats; others responded instinctively, launching battlespells toward her and looking horrified the moment they realized what they'd done.

Not that she seemed all that worried about it. She batted the spells away imperiously without pausing in her speech. "He tells me that you know little of the ways of the gods. That I must speak gently, with kindness, to explain what will soon come and of how you will be tested."

There was a coldness in her voice—a coldness Cale recognized, mostly because he harbored it himself. He had his locked away and surrounded with warmth, though, and for the first time in a long time it felt like it was slowly thawing.

Astiviya had not. Instead, she wore that ice like it was armor.

"I will do no such thing," she said. "Utelia will need battlemages in the days to come. The dark lord will invade. That little tournament of yours will not stop. him."

She surveyed them all, her eyes narrowing; she didn't pause for even a second on Cale, much to his amusement. "Worthless," she declared. "Produce a worthy mage by the end of the week, or I shall end your little academy. If this pitiful state is all you can offer, you will only hinder our defenses."

With that, she spun and vanished. Akkau stepped up to take the center of the stage, looking surprisingly unruffled, all things considered.

"To understand the true purpose of the Fettered Divinity tournament, this is where we must begin," he said, sweeping his gaze slowly across his students. "At the most difficult truth: that the gods are neither friend nor foe. They are forces. Some may be friendly, but not all will be.

"They are not all-knowing. They can be wrong. They can lie, if they believe it worth their time. Do not expect them to subscribe to our beliefs of right and wrong. They are both ruler and subject, master and servant to their domains. For Divine Studies, this is your second but most important lesson."

The silence in the lecture hall was a horrified one, broken only by the sound of Cale clapping. Every single other student in the class turned to stare at him, including his apprentices.

Cale blinked. "What?" he asked. "It was a good speech, and he's right. Most gods need to actually hang out for a while before they learn how to be people. Either that or it's the prismatic mana. I never figured it out."

"Incidentally," Akkau said. "I will, of course, require you to show our worth in a week's time."

Cale beamed. "I was hoping you'd say that."

Akkau shot him a stern gaze, but Cale saw the way amusement flickered in his eyes. "Regardless," he said. "We come now to the importance of the Fettered Divinity tournament. It is a competition between those who have proven themselves to hold great potential, and its reward is custody of the greatest artifact ever crafted."

He paused there. Cale raised an eyebrow slightly when Akkau proceeded not to add a single qualification; he didn't even say the artifact was the greatest one in the realm, and like him, Akkau knew more of other realms than most. What exactly was this, and why hadn't he heard of it before?

"The specifics of this artifact is Utelia's greatest kept secret," Akkau said. "You may have heard that it is simply a token that represents Utelia's strongest magic academy. This is, of course, a lie. It is simply a lie enforced by ancient magic—a lie that must be told until the time of the tournament is almost upon us. For that small window, the truth is allowed to propagate."

Akkau smiled wryly. "Suffice to say that Professor Imrys will be quite disappointed if we do not manage to win."
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  Cale would have snorted if it wouldn't have undermined Akkau's lesson; the old dragon was using the exact same excuse he always did when he didn't want to explain something. Ancient magic indeed.

More likely it was some sort of self-censorship enchantment woven into the artifact itself, a protective mechanism that prevented too many people from knowing about it at any one time. Perhaps after the tournament, memories of what it was and what it could do was erased again, preventing wars from being started over this supposed great artifact.

He wasn't the biggest fan of such magic. Cale was very protective when it came to his mind. If he was going to forget things, he would much prefer doing it on his own terms.

Which was to say, by accident, often at inconvenient times or after a great enough time had passed. Honestly, he was forgetting things all the time. There was absolutely no need for magic to get involved.

Still, he could admit—however begrudgingly—that such magic could be useful. Artifacts that didn't have protections like these resulted in wars and power struggles more often than not. If something existed that was strong enough to change the world, people would seek to claim it.

Cale didn't consider this to be the best solution to that problem, but he didn't really have a better one to offer, either. Secrecy only tended to go so far. The alternative was using a magical contract, but those could be broken, even with the consequences that came with it.

He turned his attention back to Akkau, who surveyed the hall quietly, his gaze intent. Cale was pretty sure he was watching for something, although he wasn't sure what.

"For those not already aware," Akkau said, "this artifact is known as the Anchor. Most believe it to be a minor artifact with the ability to glow. It is not.

"The Anchor, as the name suggests, acts as an anchor between the abstract and the physical. It is the conduit for the divine energies that flow into and stabilize this realm, and possession of it alone is enough to grant you the favor of the gods. For context, were Brightscale Academy to come into possession of the Anchor at this very moment, it is likely that Astiviya would call herself down and personally apologize for the offense she caused us."

An anchor between the abstract and the physical...

Cale was suddenly very aware of why Akkau had so openly and easily called it the greatest artifact ever created. As far as he knew, a planar anchor like that should have been impossible to create. It was the dream of many an artificer, the so-called ultimate magical item, but it was unachievable.

Or so he'd thought. Cale frowned slightly. Artificers all over the Great Realms had attempted to create exactly this and failed, so much so that it was named as one of their famously unsolvable conundrums; the Planar Bridge problem, if he remembered correctly. Had someone actually managed to solve it?

But that didn't make any sense. Even incomplete versions of this anchor were some of the all-time greatest feats of artificing.

The Bridge, for example, consumed enormous amounts of mana but was able to briefly connect the Great Realms to the Outer Planes. That artifact was in the keeping of the Expeditioners, a group of mages who dedicated themselves to exploring the Outer Planes. Yet it was ultimately a flawed working—it could only be activated for moments at a time, and would always require repair afterward.

The Key was worse. It was created by a single mastermind artificer who claimed to have solved the problem, but exhibited no signs of being connected to any other plane; in fact, while it was clear that a connection existed, no mage could identify what it was connected to. Despite this, the artificer had insisted on it being theoretically sound and had activated it, promising to return shortly.

He never returned, of course, and the Key had ironically been locked away as a poorly-understood artifact. Cale would admit to being mildly interested in that one, if only because he wanted to know what it supposedly led to.

Then there was the greatest project of all—the Gate, an artifact created by a group of dedicated artificers working for the better part of their entire lifespans to create such an anchor, and the disaster that followed was known throughout the Great Realms for the absolute tragedy they had inadvertently caused. When activated, the artifact had inadvertently transported their entire realm halfway toward the abstract plane.

But only halfway. That realm was known as the Wandering Realm, now, and it was said that every so often the Gate would cause it to intersect with one realm or another. When it did, ghosts and fragments of that lost realm would manifest, abstract ideas temporarily given substance.

The single common factor about all of these was that the event of their creation had been so singular and significant that the entirety of the Great Realms shifted in recognition of them.

Temporarily. But still. The Great Realms were structured such that power would leak from the strongest to the weakest, manifesting in the so-called "lower" realms as dungeons. The creation of even a false planar anchor was sufficient to re-orient this entirely, at least long enough that information about the new artifact trickled through all the realms.

In other words, every time such an artifact was created, a dungeon would appear in every other realm, dedicated entirely to documenting the folly of its creation.

So why in all the Great Realms had Cale never heard of it? Was its self-censorship enchantment somehow strong enough to propagate through all the realms? That in itself was a ludicrous idea. There were mages specialized in seeing through those effects.

To successfully hide its existence, the Anchor would have had to fool the entirety of the Great Realms simultaneously.

Cale wasn't sure he liked what Akkau had implied about what it could do, either. Simple ownership of the Anchor was enough to make a god like Astiviya bow down and apologize? That sounded like more than mere divine favor.

"You're glaring very intensely right now," Damien whispered, nudging him.

Cale blinked and forced himself to relax, offering his apprentice a wry grin. "Sorry. Just lost in thought."

He was pretty sure Akkau was downplaying the true abilities of the Anchor on purpose, and that was probably for the best, if it did what he suspected it did. Any sort of planar anchor should have been impossible to create, but one between the abstract and the physical...

"I'm going to have to think about it," he muttered with a sigh. "I can't believe I'm going to have to think."

Flia shot him a strange look. "You're in an academy?" she said, phrasing it like a question.

Cale grinned at her. "Yes, but creative problem solving doesn't feel like thinking."

"That... is literally thinking. Cale, you're describing the process of thinking."

"There's fun thinking and then there's less fun thinking," Cale said dismissively. "Anyway, shh, Akkau's still talking."

Flia rolled her eyes. "You were the one that started this, you know," she muttered, then subsided, turning her attention back to Akkau.

"Some of you are uncomfortable with the idea of a god apologizing to you," Akkau said. Cale noticed that his gaze lingered specifically on a few students—not the ones that seemed uncomfortable, but the ones that were excited by the idea.

...Was Akkau putting them on a list? He had the distinct feeling that Akkau was putting them on some kind of list.

"Good," Akkau continued. "It should make you uncomfortable. The kind of power that the Anchor possesses is not something that should be taken lightly. There is a reason this tournament is named Fettered Divinity. It is a reminder not of the power that the Anchor grants, but of the responsibility that comes with it. A responsibility much like the ones our divines carry for us."

One of the other students—a smaller, mouselike creature, though a distinct species from Professor Imrys; Cale didn't recognize what she was—raised a hand, and when Akkau looked at her, she spoke in a small but clear voice. "If this artifact is so dangerous, why don't we just destroy it?" she asked. "Surely we don't need it for the realm to function?"

Akkau nodded slowly. "An excellent question," he said. "You are correct. We do not need it, and many before us have considered destroying it. Artifacts over a certain level of power are difficult to destroy, however, and the Anchor certainly qualifies. Even if it were possible, the artificer who created it has done their utmost to render that option moot.

"The Anchor resists any form of intervention. It must be owned by a sufficiently great power capable of making either active or passive use of it. If an attempt is made to destroy it, it will teleport itself into the hands of one willing to use it. If an attempt is made to lock it away, it will teleport itself into the hands of one willing to use it. If an attempt is made to give it to one who would not use it... I imagine you get the idea."

Cale winced. He hated artifacts like that. They were basically cursed, except it seemed whoever made the Anchor had intentionally created it this way. Why, he had no idea.

"Why the tournament?" another student asked. "Why not just give it to someone who's going to use it for good?"

"Because it would start a war," Akkau answered dryly. "Though the truth is a little more complex than that. First, it must be understood what the Anchor does, and why it is the responsibility of Utelia's academies rather than its kingdoms to make use of it. The answer for both of these questions is one and the same: the divine favor granted by the Anchor virtually guarantees that the mages in possession of it unlock their full potential."

Murmurs erupted across the hall as the students glanced at each other, wide-eyed.

Cale wasn't as impressed. It wasn't like it was doing anything he couldn't do. He could understand the appeal of it, but he was also certain Akkau was hiding its greater functions, most likely because he didn't fully trust all the students that were there.

Or perhaps he just didn't know of them himself. That was an equal possibility.

"That, and the Anchor will also teleport itself if it is in the possession of any singular entity for too long," Akkau added with a touch of wry humor. "It was agreed upon even before my time that it would be best if the Anchor were distributed among the academies of Utelia, to better ensure each generation of mages will propel our realm forward."

Cale could read between the lines. Any kingdom could theoretically recruit from any academy; it was the most ostensibly neutral option, relying on the supposed neutrality of the various academies. Whether the academies in question were actually neutral...

He glanced over at Leo, who looked vaguely constipated, and gathered that they probably weren't.

"For obvious reasons, the current holders of the Anchor preside over the tournament, but do not participate. The rest are given a fair shot at winning it for themselves. And before you ask" —Akkau raised an eyebrow at one student whose hand had shot up— "we have previously attempted to simply cycle the Anchor between academies without the tournament. It did not go well. The Anchor must lie with those with sufficient potential, and the tournament is the best means we have of identifying this."

Something about that didn't entirely line up to Cale. He considered it for a moment, but eventually shook his head; it was one of those things that was probably going to nag at him for a while.

"We do not want the Anchor to teleport itself," Akkau added. "Almost every time this happens, it lands in the hands of the worst possible organization it could be given to. We suspect the artificer that created it wanted to encourage active distribution. I would have words with them about their methods, were they still alive and their identity known, but alas."

He shook his head wearily, and Cale snorted quietly to himself. He could relate to the feeling. The number of times he'd wanted to lecture some ancient mage that had invented some clearly ill-advised magic... Why did none of them have the decency to stay alive so they could be lectured, anyway? Honestly.

"Regardless," Akkau continued, "the Fettered Divinity tournament will be held one month from now, on the sacred grounds of the First Divide on the continent of Aersheld. Wyldfire students will be nominated to be our representative team, but they will be allowed to recruit a support team to help them. I suggest you prove yourselves to your seniors. Those that win the Anchor directly always gain the greatest benefit from it. Now, are there any questions?"

Akkau paused, surveying the crowd of raised hands, and sighed. "Very well. One at a time, please."





It was going to take a while for Akkau to get through all the questions about the tournament, though he was clearly itching to move on. None of the questions were about anything Cale was very interested in—the rest of the students were mostly interested in how they'd get to join a support team and what that team would be doing. There were some that were trying to pry more details about the Anchor out of Akkau, and a final few that had concerns about Astiviya's threats.

Cale figured he'd leave Akkau to it for now. It was as good an opportunity as any to speak to his apprentices, especially since they'd apparently had the foresight to start working on this already. He knew a little about what they were doing, but for the most part had left it alone; inter-Wing classroom politics was not something he was interested in getting involved with.

"You guys have been working on joining the wyldfire team already, right?" he asked. "How's that been going?"

Flia nodded. "They're interested," she said. "I think we have pretty good odds, especially if we keep it up. A few other teams have already started competing for the position, but we have resources they don't. Mostly the labyrinth. One or two of the wyldfires are interested in tagging along on our next dungeon run to see how we fare in a fight."

Cale frowned. "Our next dungeon run is probably going to be the Bitter Path," he pointed out.

Flia grimaced. "I know. I'm not sure if they'll want to come along with us for that one, but we should probably let them if they insist."

"If you think that's the right choice," Cale said, shrugging. He wasn't that worried about it—he was confident he and his apprentices could handle whatever the dungeon threw at them. "Just let me know so I can pass the message on to Haelforge. I'm probably going to have to convince them to allow it."

It was good to know his apprentices had that part of things well in hand, though. He turned the matter of the tournament over in his mind, ruminating. Something about it was bothering him.

"You look like you're thinking about something," Damien prompted.

Cale nodded slowly. "Has the dark lord ever gotten involved with the Fettered Divinity tournament before?"

"I don't... think so," Leo said, his brows furrowing. He rummaged through his notes for a moment, then shook his  head. "No. Is he going to get involved in this one, do you think?"

"It's hard to say, but..." Cale leaned back in his seat, considering. "We know he's been getting more active, right? It's not public information yet, but we've heard about groups of aberrations taking tentative strikes at the different kingdoms, like they're testing the defenses."

"Right," Leo said.

"Which is something a hostile dark lord does," Cale continued. "But it makes it weird that he hasn't attacked before. Dark lords do have to play by certain rules, mind you; it's the whole reason they don't usually attack until the time is right. But the key word in that is usually.

"Those rules have exceptions. One of those exceptions is that if an artifact like the Anchor exists, they have to pursue it. The fact that he hasn't already... I mean, the teleportation failsafe would render it moot, but it's still strange he hasn't tried to work around it. He should have at least made a play for it by now, if only to do some testing."

"Maybe he just doesn't know about it?" Leo suggested. "There's all that memory magic around it."

Flia and Syphus nodded at that, but Cale wasn't all that convinced. "It'd be strange if he didn't," he said. "Again, rules. If anything, I'm worried he knows more about it than we do."

"It could be that he's not evil," Damien offered quietly. "You said not all dark lords are evil, right?"

"Then it'd be strange that he's attacking the kingdoms to begin with," Cale said, then hesitated. "But you're right, they're not. They're a product of the realm, usually. I can't remember the specifics—it's been a long time, and I think I sealed some of my own memories about dark lords away. Not sure why I'd do that, but I'd only do it if it was important. I hate memory manipulation."

"What do you mean, a product of the realm?" Damien asked, confused. "How are dark lords chosen, anyway? You've implied that they're chosen, I think?"

"It's... complicated." Cale sighed. "A dark lord is an ontological role that must be filled by someone; if they don't choose the role on their own, then it might be forced on them. And most of the time, the realm will pick someone already opposed to divinity. Someone trodded on by society, who feels the need to get back at the gods for abandoning them. That kind of thing.

"It's usually not much better if someone chooses the role. Almost invariably, it's someone that wants power, and it's the person that wants the role the most that ends up getting it. Sort of. Again, it's complicated. But the end result is that a lot of dark lords are evil, or end up being evil, one way or another. Sometimes they change their ways, but..."

"It's set up against them," Damien said, his voice soft with sympathy, and Cale nodded.

"They're opposed to the realm," he said. "Their presence alone makes things worse for everyone else. Even if they wanted support, it'd be really hard for them to get it. Everyone else in the realm is going to instinctively want to reject them. They're going to feel like the dark lord's presence is wrong.

"How often do people manage to get over that feeling? When you're uncomfortable with another person, how often do you check if that discomfort is irrational? The instinct, for most people, is to find a rationalization for it. They find some excuse to avoid confronting that instinct and tell themselves they were right all along."

His apprentices all shifted among themselves, looking vaguely disturbed, and Cale gave them a reassuring grin. "I'm not saying you guys do that," he said. "But it's something to be careful of. It's how the Red Hunters were able to sow so much discontent against wild mages, you know? They take that feeling of discomfort, and they find ways to validate it.

"Sometimes, that's all you need, at the end of the day—a reason to avoid having to reconsider. And being the literal dark lord is basically the perfect reason served up on a giant, morally palatable platter."

Flia frowned. "When you put it like that, it sounds like we should beat up whoever set this up in the first place."

Cale chuckled. "If only it were that easy to fight the cosmic forces that make up the multiverse," he said dryly. "And yes, I'm aware of the irony that I, specifically, am saying that. My point stands."

"It also sounds like you don't want to fight this dark lord," Syphus noted.

Cale shrugged. "I don't know anything about him," he said. "If this pattern holds, he'll attack, and we'll have to fight him off. None of this means we shouldn't defend ourselves. But it's worth keeping in mind that it's probably more complicated than we know... and for the record, I never really want to fight."

Syphus gave him a skeptical look. So did the rest of his apprentices, for that matter.

"Have you forgotten that my one true passion is baking magic?" Cale complained. "Speaking of which, Damien, we need to do more of that later. I want to see the progress you've made."

"We're getting off topic," Damien grumbled, although he didn't exactly refuse. Cale grinned. "You were saying it's possible that this one's nice, right? Maybe that's the reason he hasn't attacked the tournaments. And maybe he just attacked the kingdoms for, um, other reasons."

"Now you're looking too hard for reasons to defend him." Cale shook his head, but smiled slightly. "But good. Always test your assumptions when you're a mage. Personally..."

He thought for a moment. "I don't know if that feels right," he said eventually. "When a dark lord works with the realm, it's usually significant. It's very, very rare, but it does happen. They'll establish a kingdom of their own and get trade agreements going. This one hasn't done any of that."

"So maybe the tournament just doesn't have anything he needs, for some reason," Leo suggested. "The dark lord wouldn't benefit from anything related to the divines, right? The Anchor wouldn't help him or his armies, 'cause of the whole canceling out divine magic thing. The most he could do was stop it from benefiting us."

"Which should be more than enough," Cale said, then sighed. "But it might be the best we've got for now. I want you all to keep thinking about it, though, and come to me if you can think of anything plausible. I can't help but feel like we're missing something. And it shouldn't need to be said, but we should still be prepared in case he decides to interfere this time."

"Are we ever not?" Flia joked. "Being prepared is basically the first thing you taught us."

"And you have a long way to go," Cale said, though he couldn't help the small smile that slipped onto his face. They had taken to his lessons remarkably well, now that he thought about it.

Right on cue, Akkau called the questions to a close, interrupting their discussion. Cale and his apprentices straightened and turned toward the old dragon as he spoke, his voice reverberating throughout the hall.

"Any further questions can be handled in my office at the end of the day," Akkau said. "I have a supplementary exercise for you all. You may notice this is a particularly large class, but that not all of your peers have been invited to join. This is because the secondary aspect of Divine Studies is one that cannot be discussed with any mage that is insufficiently prepared.

"Consider this a warning. Do not speak of what you are about to learn to anyone who does not share this class with you unless they are a higher level of mage. I will know if you make the attempt, and you will not succeed. Is that clear?"

Cale raised an eyebrow, even as the students around him all murmured a confused assent. "Ah," he said. "We're doing this now, I see."

"Doing what now?" Leo looked confused.

"This supplementary exercise involves identifying your divine alignment," Akkau continued. "Many of you will not have heard of this before; this is by design, for reasons you will all learn shortly. Much like your mana aspect, knowledge of your alignment is an essential component to developing the true potential of your mana core.

"To that end, I will be distributing a tool—an alignment orb—specifically crafted to identify the alignment of your mana. You will all use these orbs in this class only, and you will return them immediately afterward. Do not worry about your peers learning your secrets. It will not grant them any advantage over you.

"When you receive your orb, inject a small quantity of your mana into the center of it. We will begin the second part of our lecture in full once you know your alignment." Akkau paused, reviewing the class to make sure everyone was paying attention.

Then he snapped his fingers, and suddenly Cale and his apprentices were enveloped in darkness. There was nothing around them aside from a black, empty void, and the sudden appearance of it made Leo jump and squeak.

"Did you just squeak?" Syphus asked, fascinated.

"Absolutely not," Leo denied immediately.

Cale's apprentices were all tense, though two of them didn't say anything. They just looked about warily, spells at the ready. Cale, for his part, stayed relaxed in his seat (but made a quick, pleased note that his apprentices had excellent reaction times.)

"I apologize for the abrupt nature of this," Akkau said, his tone dry and echoing around them. "It occurs to me that it is traditional for the master to tell this to their apprentices personally, and I would not take this away from you. I have isolated you and your apprentices from the rest of the class so you can give them the explanation yourself. I trust you are aware of the details?"

"I've done it all before," Cale acknowledged, waving a hand. "I got this. Thanks. Also, I don't need your orb thing." He indicated the four alignment orbs that were sitting between them.

At this, Akkau smirked. Cale could absolutely tell Akkau was smirking, even though he couldn't see it. "I am afraid I said that you would all use the orbs, my dear apprentice."

"But I don't need it," Cale complained. "I'm already archmage-level. It's not going to show anything."

"It would not in most cases," Akkau said, amused. "And yet you are surprisingly reluctant. What would your apprentices say to see their master avoiding a device he wishes for them to use?"

"Yeah, Cale," Flia said. "What are you avoiding?"

Cale glared. "Not helping," he muttered, then finally relented. "Fine, fine, whatever. Just... keep the privacy screen up. And let me finish explaining what all this is about first."

He took a deep breath, then turned to his apprentices. "Okay," he said. "It's time to talk about how mana cores really work." 
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  Cale wasn't sure what reaction he had been expecting, but it wasn't quite the exasperated incredulity he got. He supposed he couldn't blame his apprentices, though. He'd been holding out on them for a while.

"Finally," Leo groused. "Do you know how long I've been trying to get anyone to talk to us about this? Everyone talks about it like it's just something you should know, but I can't find it in a single book. Not even in the restricted section!"

Cale reached over to flick one of Leo's horns. "First of all, stop browsing in the restricted section."

"You're telling me not to look in the restricted section?" Leo asked, giving him a look. "Who are you, and what did you do with the real Cale?"

"I'm telling you, specifically, to stop looking in the restricted section," Cale said dryly. "Everyone else can browse it if they want. Actually dangerous magical knowledge—as in magical knowledge that's universally dangerous, and not just books the Brightscale librarians think you shouldn't read—are protected with a secondary layer of magic to avoid people finding them before they're ready. This is stuff that could harm you if you know about it ahead of time, basically."

"Then why me specifically?" Leo sounded almost like he was whining, even though he was instinctively puffing his chest out to try to look intimidating. Cale rolled his eyes and reached up to give the same horn he'd flicked a reassuring pat.

"Because you're the one most likely to find material you actually shouldn't read," he explained simply. "Labyrinth magic is especially suited to that kind of thing. You're actually mostly fine now that you've managed to integrate your mana core, but I'd still be careful. Akkau doesn't hide books with magic unless they really need to be hidden."

"Oh," Leo said, like he hadn't expected a meaningful answer. He thought about this for a moment. "...Wait, are you saying there's a whole second library that's hidden with magic?"

Cale burst out laughing. "If that's how you want to think about it, sure," he said. "If you want, once you reach darkwood stage, it should be safe for you to read just about anything that isn't cursed or laced with some sort of mental compulsion. And I'll teach you to build defensive mind-labyrinth spells before that."

"Really?" Leo's earlier dismay was now entirely forgotten, and though it was hard to see in the darkness Akkau had placed them in, it looked almost like he was wagging his tail. Cale snorted at the sight.

"Yes, really," he said. "I wouldn't take your favorite thing away from you. I'm just telling you to be careful."

"I will!" Leo said. "If you teach me those spells. And help me find those books. And give me some points."

"I can't just give you points when you ask for them. It sets a bad precedent." Which was the excuse he used every single time, although Leo was also right in that he kept forgetting to give the poor minotaur any points... He really would have to remember soon.

"So," Flia said, cutting in before Leo could go off on yet another rant about points. "What's this about mana cores we apparently couldn't know before now? You said something about darkwood stage—are you saying the academic stages are actually a reflection of mana core development?"

"Yes," Cale answered. "Well, sort of. It's simplified a little, but only in the sense that mage rankings are more stratified than the stages of mana core development. Each stage encompasses a fundamental change in your mana core, and the way we rank mages tracks your progress through each stage.

"There's a good reason you haven't heard more about this, though," Cale added. "Learning about alignment ahead of time is usually considered pretty dangerous. Think about it this way—"

He paused here, frowning slightly in consideration, then switched to a different tack. "You remember what I told you all about intent and mana, right?" he asked.

"You told us we need to fully integrate our mana cores so we can infuse our mana with intent," Damien said. "Because, um, it helps us adjust spell effects on the fly? So you can have a more complicated effect with a simpler spell."

Cale nodded, smiling at Damien. "Right," he said. "Mana core development is ultimately just a more complex version of that. Intent infusion is basically just the first but most essential step; with it, you can start infusing intent directly into your mana core, which is how you can start directing it to evolve.

"Right now, you're all at the plainroot stage of core development. It's called plainroot partly because your mana core, at this stage, is largely devoid of your intent." Cale paused to look at his apprentices sternly. "Not devoid of intent entirely, mind you. Mana has a will of its own. There's almost always some intent invested in it, and if it's not yours, it's going to be someone else's.

"That's a vulnerability unique to plainroot cores. They're simple and flexible, in a way, but they can be compromised by almost any spell designed to work with intent. This does not mean you should underestimate a plainroot mage, though I'm guessing I don't need to tell any of you that."

His apprentices were, if anything, uniquely suited to understanding exactly how dangerous a mage could be even when they were still at the plainroot stage. Still, it never hurt to emphasize the dangers of buying too hard into the whole mage ranking business.

"Keep that in mind," Cale added. "Don't assume a mage is weak just because they're at a lesser stage of core development. Improving your core will improve your ability to cast and react to spells, but you're just as vulnerable as anyone else if you don't have your barriers up—"

"Keep your barrier up at all times," his apprentices chorused together. They were used to his lectures on this by now. Cale grumbled a little, but was secretly pleased.

"Exactly," he said.

Then Leo spoke up. "What about the root part?"

Cale blinked. "What?"

"The root part," Leo said. "You said the stage is called plainroot because our mana cores don't have our intent infused into it yet. That explains why it's called plain, but not why it's called root."

"Oh." Honestly, Cale hadn't even considered that he might need to explain that part. "That's because the spherical visualization of a mana core is convenient, but the actual shape of a mana core is a lot more like a tree. Your mana channels resemble roots, for example."

"Huh." Leo nodded thoughtfully. "So I have a tree inside me?"

"I have a tree inside me?" Syphus repeated Leo's words, but sounded horrified.

...Right. Syphus wasn't a big fan of greenery, was it? Cale snorted. "You're welcome to keep visualizing it as a sphere," he said. "Or a boulder, if you want. It doesn't really matter.

"The important part is that there's only two components to the plainroot stage—three, if you're really splitting hairs. Pre-integration, mid-integration, and post-integration. The Utelian ranking system only really considers the pre- and post-integration parts important. You'd call them novices and adepts, respectively.

"Which reminds me." Cale grinned. "As of today, you're all considered adepts. Congratulations! I hope you liked your gifts."

"Wait. That was why you got us gifts?" Flia stared at him like she wasn't sure if she was pleased or offended. "I didn't even know there was something to celebrate."

"No, I had no idea Leo finished his core integration," Cale said cheerfully. "I would've gotten you the gifts anyway. But it does make me seem like I have masterful foresight, doesn't it?"

"...I hate you."

"By which you mean I'm the best mentor ever." Cale grinned. "Anyway, we're getting to the interesting bit. Once you reach full core integration, you're at the peak of the plainroot stage. This is where Akkau's exercise becomes relevant—for the next step, you need to start making palewater in your cores."

"What's—" Damien started.

"What's palewater, you might ask?" Cale barreled onward. "Remember how I said that no mana is entirely devoid of intent and that plainroot cores are uniquely vulnerable? That's because all mana, by default, contains traces of divine intent.

"Now, normally, divine intent is a good thing! Once even a single divinity forms, mana in the realm becomes a lot more stable. You get less unusual manifested phenomena, basic spells become easier to cast, and most things become significantly less likely to explode." He paused. "Seriously. You'd be amazed how many random explosions there are without literal divine intervention."

He'd been to a few realms early enough in their histories that not a single divine had manifested yet. They were always uniquely fascinating experiences.

Or, well, they were unique and fascinating for someone who had lived enough lives that his memories were starting to blur together; they were something different, after all. Cale was pretty certain most sane individuals would just think of them as terrifying, and he would never subject anyone else to them.

Unless they asked, of course. He'd taken someone to one on a date once. Was that the one with all the explosions? Cale only remembered that he'd been jumpy for years after that lifetime. There was only so much violent exploding even he could tolerate, especially when he was trying to relax or admire something cute.

Come to think of it, the explosions weren't that common in any of the other so-called godless realms. Maybe it had just been that particular realm for some reason. It did stick out in his memories...

Damien nudged him gently. "Thinking about explosions?"

Cale coughed. "Right, uh. Yes. I was... remembering." Seeing the look his apprentices were giving him, he rushed to add: "Not like that. They weren't harmful explosions. Just startling."

"Were they at least cool looking?" Syphus asked hopefully. Cale had to snort at that, and he relaxed slightly, though he didn't miss the smug look that Syphus briefly adopted.

"They were reasonably cool," he admitted. "Very showy. Completely harmless, but a lot of fire. And smoke that tasted like grilled onions."

"Okay," Leo said. "I have new questions."

"Nope. We're moving on," Cale said, and rapidly did just that. "The point is, all mana has some degree of divine intent in it. It helps keep mana stable. Trouble is, at higher levels of spellcasting or mana manipulation, that divine assistance starts becoming more and more of a hindrance. It's not meant to replace actual spellcasting, it's just there to help you out.

"But that's not the sort of thing you can tell a mage before they've reached the peak of the plainroot stage. It's safe enough once they know how to consciously infuse intent into their magic, but if they can't, then even knowing about the possibility usually leads to them subconsciously trying to overwrite that divine intent with their own. And if you don't have a clear idea of what intent is when that happens..."

Cale shrugged. "Best case, it permanently reshapes your core before you're ready," he said. "Worst case, it permanently limits your core by making you struggle to cast any spell that doesn't fit your understanding of magic at the time. That's why this information is kept from people until they're at least an adept.

"It's not so much of a risk once you've integrated your mana core. By that point, you know what intent is and how to shape it, and you've probably been working on intent infusion for a while. Palewater is a step up from that. You identify your divine alignment—that is to say, the source of the trace divine intent in your mana, which can differ from mage to mage—and slowly convert that intent into your own.

"The result is a purer form of mana infused solely with your intent that molds itself much more easily to your will. This is what many mages have termed palewater. At the palewater stage, you start creating and feeding palewater to your mana core..."

Cale trailed off, seeing that Leo's hand had shot up somewhere in the middle of his explanation. "Yes, Leo?"

"Are you sure this isn't blasphemy?" Leo asked. "Not that I'm that concerned about blasphemy, considering you just promised to fight a god, but I just want to check. In case I also need to get ready to fight a god."

"You won't have to fight a god," Cale said, snickering. "They want mages to do this. Think of it more like taking a burden away from them. Somewhere out there, there's a divine carrying a rock with your name on it, and you take it back so they don't have to carry it for you."

"Hey," Syphus said, sounding offended. Then it frowned, puzzling over the sentence for a moment. "No, actually, nevermind. I like that. I think."

"Good," Cale said dryly. "The process of creating palewater and feeding it to your core slowly saturates your core with intent; at the end of the palewater stage, your mana core is entirely your own, and you won't need to actively infuse your mana to have it do what you want anymore.

"Palewater mages are expert and master-level mages, in Utelian terminology, depending on whether or not the core is fully converted. You'll know you're at the peak of palewater stage when you can no longer create any additional palewater; it means all the mana in your system is now purified, and your core is automatically generating only palewater-quality mana."

"I, um, don't understand how to convert intent. In general." Damien frowned slightly, looking worried. "Does that mean I can't do it?"

"No. It's not a very intuitive process, don't worry." Cale gave the dreadshade a reassuring pat on the shoulder. "It's the reason identifying your divine alignment is necessary in the first place. Knowing that helps you make the distinction between your intent and the divine intent inherent in your mana, and once you know that, the process comes naturally. I wouldn't worry about it."

"Okay," Damien said, although he definitely still looked worried. 'What about, um, darkwood?"

"Let's finish up with palewater first," Cale said, laughing. "You create palewater, then feed it to your core in graduated quantities that it can tolerate; it's not used to purified mana like that, so you'll feel some resistance as you do it. Once your core adapts, you'll find it starts producing palewater on its own, though the process won't be complete until all the mana produced is palewater.

"And then, yes, there's darkwood. That one's harder to explain. The gulf between a master mage and an archmage, in effect, is the ability to harden and reinforce your intent. This lets your spells resist change from other mages, especially if a counterspell is specifically targeting and attempting to undermine the intent of a spell. For anyone at darkwood, trying to do that is basically just a waste of time.

"The more you practice with processing that hardened mana with your core, the more your core begins to mimic your strength of will. Essentially, the outer layers of your core harden into darkwood, which makes the core itself much harder to compromise. Palewater mages can defensively process and purify any spell or mana attacking the core, but a darkwood mage can often just ignore it."

Syphus seemed to perk up slightly at this. "Could we just practice with hardening intent ahead of time?" it asked. "We can already use intent. Couldn't a mage skip the palewater stage if they wanted?"

Cale nodded. "Good catch, actually. You can and should practice intent hardening early, but you'll want to let go of it before allowing your core to process it. It's possible to skip palewater and focus entirely on intent hardening to build a darkwood core that produces plainroot mana, but part of the rigidity of darkwood is that the core will no longer be able to adapt to produce palewater."

He frowned slightly. "I actually wouldn't be surprised if that's what the Red Hunters do to have their archmage-only force," he said. "It would explain a few things about them...

"Anyway, intent hardening isn't actually that easy to do." Cale chuckled. "It might be easier for you guys, compared to everyone else, but it's still fundamentally a soul exercise. We'll do it as part of practice in that divinity-excluded room you mentioned you found."

Leo stared at him. "I'm starting to feel like it's really convenient that I found that room. Like you planned for me to find it, or something."

"It is, isn't it?" Cale beamed.

"...You aren't going to explain, are you?"

"Nope."

Leo sighed. "I'm just going to assume it's your Thread of Fate thing," he grumbled.

"Or," Cale said, "you found it because you are incredibly smart and I love my apprentices."

"Now I can't decide if I'm proud of myself or worried."

"Ten points for finding the room."

Leo pulled out a notebook and immediately began writing. Cale blinked and leaned over him. "Are you keeping track of your points?"

"Well, you aren't going to do it," Leo said, snapping the book shut before Cale could get a glimpse, then pulled out a different notebook, flipping through it. "You said darkwood mages are harder to counter. Does this have something to do with the hierarchy of magic you mentioned before?"

Cale eyed Leo for a moment. "Yes," he said. "It's the mechanism behind the hierarchy of magic, more or less. A palewater mage can't steal mana from a darkwood mage, even with a mana-stealing spell. They might be able to if they learn intent hardening ahead of time, which is why I intend for you four to practice, as long as you're careful not to process any hardened mana with your core. If you want to experiment, talk to me first."

Leo nodded absently. "What about cloaks?" he asked. "Archmage ranks are divided into cloaks, right?"

"A third-cloak archmage will always beat a second-cloak archmage spell for spell, in terms of intent hardening," Cale agreed. "I had to ask Akkau about that one. It's not that common in the Great Realms. On Utelia, it sounds like you divide the levels of intent hardening into five levels, so a fifth-cloak archmage would be at the peak of the darkwood stage."

"What about wyldfire?" Syphus asked.

Cale pretended to hesitate. "I don't know if I should talk about wyldfire just yet..."

Leo made a low, growling noise in his throat. Cale was impressed; he hadn't even known Leo could do that. "Cale, if you don't tell us about wyldfire now after all of that, I'm going to strangle you."

"No, you won't," Cale said. "You like me too much."

"I will think very hard about strangling you," Leo amended.

"Fine, fine." Cale sighed dramatically, but grinned. "Wyldfire mages are still considered archmages; there isn't a specific term for mages that break the scale like that, since they all do it in their own way. The mechanism for wyldfire is what sets them apart from the rest, though.

"A wyldfire mage takes their carefully cultivated darkwood core," he explained, leaning casually back in his chair, "and burns it for fuel."

Just for effect, he let slip a tiny sliver of undifferentiated mana without attempting to control its shape the way he always did—

—and a pillar of prismatic flame erupted from him.
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  Once Cale was sufficiently satisfied that he had produced an awe-inspiring sight (and this trick had always worked on people he was trying to impress before, although he was a little concerned about the expression Syphus was now directing toward him,) he let the flame die out.

His apprentices stared at him. Cale grinned right back, waiting patiently for one of them to say something.

"How long have you been waiting to do that?" Flia eventually asked.

"So long," Cale said cheerfully. "Probably centuries. You know how long it's been since I've had a captive audience in a dark void?"

"You did not need to describe our situation like that," Leo said, groaning. "I just managed to get myself to forget! "

"Which is exactly why I needed to describe it like that," Cale said smugly. Leo narrowed his eyes at him, crossing his arms over his chest, but eventually let it pass with a grunt.

"It was really pretty," Damien offered. "I'm not sure I understand what it means, though? Or, um, how to do that. Does it look the same for everyone?"

"No," Cale said. "It differs depending on the mage and your natural mana attunement. Leo might have two, once he incorporates his second core."

"I'm going to have two of what once I incorporate my second core?" Leo asked suspiciously.

"And on a different note," Syphus said. "Hypothetically speaking, if I could enlarge my spell cannon enough for a human to climb inside of it, would you climb inside of it? Preferably while doing that fire thing."

Cale thought about this for a moment. "If I get to pick the target, sure," he agreed cheerfully. Syphus made a noise of satisfaction and rolled backward, pleased.

"I'm still confused," Damien said.

"Cale." Akkau's voice thundered in around them, sounding mildly displeased. "I do not know what you just did, but I request that you do not repeat that. It was rather unpleasant."

"Sorry!" Cale called out, sounding not in the slightest bit apologetic. Akkau's presence faded again, though not without a muttered grumbling that sounded like a complaint about his pesky apprentice erupting inside of his void. Cale thought about calling out that phrasing, then decided against it.

His apprentices, who all wore identical looks of consternation, were clearly thinking the same thing.

"Anyway," Cale said, unperturbed, "the process of creating wyldfire isn't very complicated, but it is difficult. You have to concentrate your mana in your core until your darkwood hits its ignition point. That involves a lot of mana compression exercises, but the result is a near-unbeatable quality of mana saturated with pure, focused intent."

"Wouldn't that damage your core, though?" Damien asked, looking worried. "And what happens if two wyldfire mages have to fight one another? Do their spells just cancel out? Um, if they tried to cancel each other out, I mean."

"Yes, it depends, and no, in that order," Cale answered. "Wyldfire is a pretty dangerous stage to move your core to, which is why it's not an official part of core development. Wyldfire mages are still considered archmages even on Utelia, for example. They're just outside the cloak system. This part is actually common across most of the Great Realms—for the most part, wyldfire mages take on a color title based on the color of their flame."

"A color title?" Leo frowned slightly, then began rummaging through his satchel, as if reminded of something. "I've seen mages with those in my history books, I think... wait, are you telling me there are students here that are on the level of those mages?!"

Cale shrugged. "I'm not really sure I'd call them students, at that point, but I suppose that's technically true," he said. "There are a lot of good reasons for a mage to stay within a magic academy even after they've graduated; for one thing, academies like Brightscale have access to a lot of resources you wouldn't easily get in a typical magical research lab. You'll notice that academies are often built on some of the best possible grounds for magical learning, for example."

"The dungeons," Leo realized, and Cale nodded.

"And the diversity of the regions surrounding the school, but yes, Brightscale and most other magic academies are situated on a confluence of leylines," he said. "Magic research is most often—and most effectively—conducted on academy grounds. That's also generally true across the Great Reams. The only exceptions tend to be realms that don't prioritize magical education, or realms where someone manages to secure a good site before a magic institution is established."

"I'm not sure how to feel about that being the same across a bunch of different realms," Leo muttered to himself, scratching his snout. He made a note in his notebook anyway, then turned back to Cale. "You were saying something about color titles?"

"Right!" Cale beamed. "The intensity of your wyldfire still matters; higher-intensity wyldfire will always beat out lower-intensity variants. The color of the flame is based on the intensity of the wyldfire. In order, the ranks go: red, orange, yellow, white, blue. Not that it matters that much if you aren't a wyldfire yourself. Even red wyldfire is enough to overwhelm most other mages."

"You said it's a dangerous stage," Damien said. "Um... why is it dangerous? Should we be worried about the wyldfires?"

The students that would be joining the tournament on Brightscale Academy's behalf, he meant. Cale chuckled. "You're always so worried about other people," he said. "Never change, Damien."

Damien ducked his head, embarrassed.

"I am proud of you, though," Cale added, smiling at him. "I mean it. Don't ever let go of that part of yourself. It's hard to get it back when you do. People like me... we need to have people like you around. So we don't forget ourselves."

Damien apparently heard something in his voice, because the dreadshade looked up to study his eyes for a long moment.

Cale was tempted to look away, but for once, he forced himself to stay still and meet his apprentice's gaze. And for once, he didn't try to hide the conflict that still raged inside him. The past month and a half with his apprentices had been good, but if he was being honest with himself...

Well, there was a long way to go.

Damien eventually gave him a small nod, and Cale grinned. "That, and I need apprentices around to show off to," he added. All his apprentices groaned, though none of them seemed to begrudge him for it.

"To answer your question properly, though, they're probably fine," Cale said. "You can keep an eye out, if you're worried, but you don't become a wyldfire without knowing what you're getting into. Plus, if they were in any actual danger they most likely would have burned out long before now. The process is most dangerous in the first week or so of ascending to wyldfire. If you remain stable past that, you're probably safe."

"I'm assuming the danger has something to do with the part where you light your core on fire," Leo said.

"And you would be correct!" Cale said brightly. "But to be specific, the danger comes from the fact that a wyldfire core needs to be constantly rebuilt. If you let the wyldfire grow out of control and it consumes your core faster than you can rebuild it, then eventually, your core burns out. That's also the reason it takes around a week to know for sure whether a wyldfire mage is stable or not—it's hard to be certain until the core takes enough damage to affect your magic."

"Their cores burn out?" Damien whispered. He sounded more horrified than Cale expected, and Cale winced, sobering up a little at that realization.

It was a possibility, and it wasn't a pretty one. Rare enough in realms where mages knew to prepare themselves properly for wyldfire, but in the ones where they didn't...

Magic burnout was bad. It wasn't quite the same as becoming purely mundane. Becoming a mage meant making your magic a part of you, and the effect of losing a core was very similar to a realm losing their divines.

By the time a mage could achieve wyldfire, their body would have adapted thoroughly to the presence of magic in its system. That alone made many of its tasks significantly easier—so much so, in fact, that if a mage lost the support of their mana core, there was a good chance that their body would simply fail entirely.

Even when everything else was theoretically healthy, the body would be trying to rely on magic that was no longer there. It was a massive shock to the system, and the mages that survived were never really the same after that.

"It's not as much of a risk when you know what you're doing," Cale said, picking his words carefully now. He could see the concern in Damien's eyes, the worry for his fellow students. "But it is a risk. Magic in general comes with a lot of them. You should never forget that."

Damien took that in and nodded slowly. "What are the signs?" he asked. "If I need to watch for a core burning out?"

Cale remembered, a little belatedly, that Damien wanted to be a healer. Even now, he was trying to learn what he could so others wouldn't be inadvertently hurt. He might not have said it directly, but Cale could tell he was still worried about their wyldfire seniors burning their cores out.

"Inconsistent magic, for the most part," Cale answered. "If you look carefully, you might be able to see their mana occasionally taking on its undifferentiated wyldfire form. More noticeable would be, say, wyldfire leaking from their cores, although it might be too late once you can spot that."

He hesitated for a moment as memories came back to him—one of the ones he could never let himself forget, even if he wanted to. A too-eager apprentice, a mage that wanted to prove himself enough against the forces arrayed against him... A young man who everyone agreed was a prodigy.

They'd ignored the signs, back then.

Ibral was a once-in-a-generation talent in a species where each generation lasted for something like a thousand years. He'd been told from birth that he was destined to lead his people to their salvation. Faced with the constant pressure of those expectations, he'd begun temporarily burning his core at high intensities, always telling himself he would give himself time to recover later.

The trouble with that was that there was never time for later. Not when each accomplishment only made the pressure grow. And by the time anyone realized what he was doing, it had been far too late—his core had been scarred to the point that it couldn't recover anymore.

Not even Cale had noticed. He should have, but he hadn't. He only understood the depth of how wrong things had gone when he saw the flicker of relief in Ibral's otherwise dull eyes when he was told his core would never recover. Relief, from a boy who had once loved magic with everything he had...

That memory still broke his heart.

"Mages casting spells they shouldn't be able to," Cale said finally. "You can burn your core at a higher intensity, if you need to, but it gets easier and easier to rely on. It feels good, to be powerful, and it's easy to tell yourself you need it in the moment. A mage like that might say they only managed to pull it off in the heat of the moment, but it's one of the warning signs."

Damien nodded slowly, though Cale could tell from the look in his eyes that the dreadshade had gleaned a lot more from that answer than Cale had wanted him to. He winced slightly. His apprentices were really far too perceptive sometimes, and Damien in particular always seemed able to catch when his mood shifted.

"I'll keep an eye out," Damien said softly. There was something intent in the way he said it, and it took Cale a moment to realize he wasn't just talking about the wyldfire students.

Cale would never let himself make that mistake again... but it meant a lot to him that Damien wanted to help. "Thank you," he said quietly, offering a small nod.

Damien nodded to him in turn, but there was something reluctant in his body language. He shifted uncomfortably, then spoke again. "There's, um, something else I should probably mention?"

Cale winced, feeling a pit of dread opening up in his stomach. He was pretty sure he knew what Damien was about to tell him, and he was equally certain he wasn't going to like it. He didn't say anything, though. He'd set things up this way for a reason.

"I think I've done the thing," Damien said. "You, um, told me to tell you when I unlock the next stage of the Legacy? The Gift says I'm almost there. I should be able to unlock it once we finish the next dungeon, if I do it right."

Cale slumped.

There it was.

He'd promised Vital he would bring his apprentices and friends to visit, but a month had passed, and that hadn't happened yet. His old friend was waiting for him. He wouldn't be conscious of the wait—time didn't pass for him in the same way now that he was dead—but Cale had made a promise, and this wasn't one of the promises he could just disregard.

He knew himself well enough to know that he'd try, though. He'd try to find excuses, reasons to put it off. So he tied it to something he knew would happen sooner rather than later, and to something that he knew would give him good reason to bring them to see Vital.

Which was to say, he told himself he would do it once Damien unlocked the next stage of his Legacy, so that Vital could offer him guidance.

That meant it would be time soon. Not the moment they finished with the Bitter Path, perhaps, because he'd allowed himself time to set things up. He knew Vital well enough to know that the Monolith would far prefer a farewell party to a forlorn goodbye.

But still, this was far, far sooner than he was ready for. As long as he never did this, he could pretend that Vital was just a simple teleport away. He could talk to his old friend again whenever he wanted.

"Cale?" Damien said gently, and Cale made himself blink a few times.

"I'm fine," he said, though his voice came out a little strained. He forced on a smile anyway. "Congratulations. And thank you for telling me. We'll have to make that trip to the Golden Sands once we finish with the Bitter Path."

Damien took his hand and squeezed it. "We're going to be there for you, you know."

"I know." Cale swallowed—he hated that this was difficult for him. Hated that this was still difficult for him, after countless millennia spent on goodbye. Why was the next one never easier?

He knew the answer, of course. He didn't want it to be easier. If he ever let the next goodbye become easier...

Well, he would have lost a part of himself he couldn't afford to lose.

"Anyway." He cleared his throat. Flia, Leo, and Syphus were all giving him sympathetic looks, though they all preferred to let Damien take the lead whenever he was in one of his moods. He had no idea when they'd come to that arrangement. "That's wyldfire and core development in a nutshell. Who's ready to figure out what their divine alignment is?"

"Is it actually important?" Flia asked dryly, and when Cale gaped at her in mock outrage—it felt good to be able to move the conversation to something less serious, and she knew that—she laughed. "I understand why we need to know, don't get me wrong, but I don't see why we need to make a whole thing out of it. It just affects how we're going to try to integrate the divine intent in our mana, right? But it's not an indication of our personality or strength or future or anything like that.

"You and Akkau are kind of acting like it's some great ritual," she continued, reaching out for her orb. It flickered slightly as her hand approached, then more brightly when she injected some of her mana into it. "But it only has meaning if you assign meaning to it, right? Otherwise, it's just a name. It's not like I'm going to enter the service of this god or it's going to reveal something shocking..."

Flia trailed off, staring at the orb, her brows furrowing slightly. Damien, Leo, and Syphus glanced at her and her orb, then reached for their own orbs, injecting a bit of their mana in turn. None of their results came out any different.

"Is there," Flia said carefully, "perhaps some ambiguity in how the results from the orb could be interpreted?"

"Not really," Cale said sheepishly.

"And the orb simply writes down the name of the entity to which our mana is aligned?"

"That would be correct, yes."

Flia exhaled. "Okay," she said. "Now, as far as I know, you aren't one of the divines, and you're definitely not from Utelia. So please explain why all of these orbs say our alignment is Cale Cadwell Cobbs?"

"Uh," Cale said. "I have a lot of intent?"

"Try again, Cale."

"I have friends in high places?"

"No."

Clearly, there wasn't any getting around this. "In my defense, I didn't actually know this would happen," Cale said. "In fact, I was pretty sure it wouldn't. Normally it only happens if people hang around me for more than a year. I'm just as surprised as you are."

"I highly doubt that," Flia said, although she seemed to take pity on him immediately after. "We're not angry with you. We'd just like some answers."

"I'm a little bit mad," Syphus said. "But mostly because I wanted to be Astiviya-aligned."

"I thought you didn't like her?" Leo glanced at it in askance.

"I don't." Syphus paused. "But she is fierce. Like a rock. I admire her hardness."

"Just for future reference," Leo said, "probably don't tell her that. Or actually, don't use hardness as a compliment in general."

"I think we're getting off topic, guys," Damien interjected.

"Well, on the plus side, that makes a lot more sense now," Cale remarked, gesturing to the orbs. "How do I put this... Okay. Intent, like anything else, is a power you can cultivate. Normally, the extent of intent cultivation goes only as far as creating darkwood. Divine intent is just a fancy term for intent that has a life of its own—all divinities are like that, after a fashion. They're ideas given form, which is what makes their intent special.

"Turns out the same thing can happen if you live long enough, and I've done exactly that, so my intent is a little bit alive in the same way divine intent is. And if it decides it really likes someone, it can, uh, expel the original divine influence inside the mana and replace it with itself. Normally this takes a long time, but if the host mana is particularly receptive, it can speed up the process. A lot."

Flia processed this for a moment, then grimaced. "Oh, by the infernal realms, you're saying we're becoming too much like you."

"I never said anything about too much," Cale objected.

"I know. I did," Flia said flatly. "I think I'm going to need to go outside more. Touch the sand, bask in the sun. Do those things you keep forgetting to do."

Cale paused. "You're just making fun of me, now, aren't you?"

Flia grinned at him. "A little," she admitted. "Honestly, it's kind of sweet you care about us that much. Or that your intent does, I guess."

That was one way to put it. Overprotective was another, and probably the more accurate one.

Not that there was anything to be done about it now. Cale shook his head. "Well, we're done here," he said, resigned. "Might as well see how the rest of the class is doing. I'm kind of curious about how divine intent is distributed in this school, to be honest. Might tell us something about what the dark lord is up to..."

He trailed off. "Akkau?" he prompted. "I finished my explanation. You can let us out now."

Silence.

"Akkau?" Cale glanced around, but the old dragon didn't respond. The silence felt rather pointed, though, so he doubted Akkau was unaware of them. He frowned. What did the old dragon want now?

Flia raised a delicate brow pointedly toward the still-unused orb in front of him, and Cale stared at it for a moment. "Oh. Right. I forgot he wanted me to use that."

"Why are you so embarrassed about it, anyway?" Damien asked. "Based on the explanation you gave us, there shouldn't be any traces of divine intent in your core."

Instead of answering, Cale sighed and reached down to inject a puff of his mana into the orb. He didn't miss the fact that the one he'd been given was different from all the others—this one had been specially built to withstand his mana by Professor Imrys, he suspected. Where she'd managed to find the time for that between all her other new projects, he had no idea.

It was encouraging that this was even possible for him, but the fact that this was how Akkau had chosen to reveal it...

His apprentices stared down at the orb in front of him, baffled. Syphus, of all people, was the first one to voice the question they were all thinking.

"Who the fuck is Colin?"
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  Cale had no idea what the big deal was.

Or, well, he understood on some level what the big deal was. But it wasn't his fault that Colin had decided to pick a "human" name in memory of him and had ascended into divinity as a result. That was just how divinities worked; the very last thing they needed, the final step, was very often a name with enough power associated with it.

It just so happened that names that Cale gave out technically fulfilled that requirement. Sometimes. Not even always, or he would've been a lot more careful with the matter. There had to be some sort of sentiment embedded in the name—

—okay, now that he was thinking about it in explicit terms, he could probably have been a little more careful about it. In his defense, though, he hadn't actually given Columns Reaching For the Sky the name. He'd just said that Column and Colin sounded similar, and by the end of his visit the messenger had taken it to heart, and...

"That's not the part we're having a problem with," Flia objected, interrupting his train of thought. "We already know you do this type of thing wherever you go."

"I don't know if that's entirely fair," Cale said. His apprentices all gave him a look, and he paused. "Alright, fine, that's probably fair."

Although that meant the reality was even worse: they weren't interested in the accidental ascension part so much as they were in the relationship part.

The day had come.

Cale could admit he was probably being dramatic about this. It wasn't necessarily the situation itself that embarrassed him—he wasn't exactly shy when it came to these sorts of things anymore. After all, he'd lived enough lives to have lost, regained, and then once again lost all semblance of anything that could be construed as a sense of shame.

Shame wasn't the problem at all. Mostly, it was just that explaining things would be kind of awkward.

He sighed and gave it a shot anyway.

To think he'd be trying to explain the particulars of his personal relationships with his apprentices... No number of lives could help him muddle through a task like that, especially when he'd avoided getting close to anyone for the past—what, several centuries? Nothing like this had been necessary in recent memory.

This was all Akkau's fault. That old dragon had known what he was doing when he insisted on Cale using the orb. Cale could only assume this was some sort of revenge for something.

Admittedly, he had no idea what Akkau would be taking revenge for. He wasn't going to question whether or not he deserved it, but he'd been the old dragon's apprentice for more than a month. There were far too many things he'd done that might have deserved some sort of retaliation.

There was the time he'd arranged for Sternkessel and Akkau to bump into one another by "accident," for example, and then subsequently ended up locked in a closet long enough to work out their differences. Or the time Cale had accidentally incinerated half of Akkau's paperwork, which he suspected Akkau might have been grateful for if not for the fact that he'd incinerated the completed half of the paperwork.

Not to mention the pollen incident, although that one was technically Tarbloom's doing. Cale had just been present at the time, which was hardly a crime. He was pretty sure Akkau didn't blame him for that, at least.

Of course, the worst possibility—and the one that he refused to consider for more than a moment—was that this wasn't revenge at all, and that this was simply Akkau's way of prompting him to be a bit more open about his personal life to his apprentices.

That would've been patently absurd. He told them plenty of things about himself and his adventures! More than he'd told anyone in centuries, in fact. He just didn't bother with telling them everything he got up to on Utelia because some of it was just so mundane. They didn't need to know what he got up to if it didn't have anything to do with their abilities, or the coming invasion of the dark lord, or...

Cale frowned at himself. Maybe the hypothetical Akkau in his head had a point.

Still, there was a lot more interest in Colin than he'd been expecting. Cale had no idea that his apprentices would even care. Eventually, he trailed off.

"I don't know what else to say about it, honestly," Cale said with a helpless shrug. "Colin's nice. We spent some time together in Thyrahl right after I beat the Red Commander. It's why I took a while to come back, remember?"

"You didn't tell us you got with someone in that time!" Flia said.

"It's not like that," Cale insisted, and then he paused. "I mean, it sort of is, but... you can't really hold a relationship with a divine messenger in that way. They're beholden to their gods. And it's worse if they ascend, because they gain a whole heap of new responsibilities."

Not that Colin had been very interested in any of his new responsibilities. As far as Cale knew, he was pretending to still be a divine messenger and mentoring the scribes in the temple; he was even tithing all his newly-gained power to the god he served.

"So you had a fling with a divine messenger, ascended him to a full divinity, and then left?" Leo asked, incredulous.

Cale winced. "I wouldn't call it that," he said. "It was a good time for us both, and I'd consider him a close friend. We agreed something longer term probably wouldn't work, and we were both happy to leave it at that."

Although Colin did still send him letters. They were very sweet ones, too, imbued with the scent of bread baked in his newly-crafted divine oven. It was possible there was a little bit of pining involved there.

Flia shot him a sympathetic look. "You scared him off with the baking magic, huh?"

"Wha—" Cale glared at her, though she just gave him a smug grin in return. "Absolutely not. I'll have you know that baking magic is how we connected in the first place."

"Ah." Flia nodded. "Somehow, that explains everything. Are all wyldfire mages obsessed with baking magic? Is that a thing that happens when you hit wyldfire?"

"Why would—" Cale stopped in his tracks, frowning. Was it something that happened when you hit wyldfire? He was pretty sure it wasn't, but now that he thought about it, he couldn't remember any wyldfire mages that weren't into baking. "I don't think so?"

Now all of his apprentices were giving him disbelieving looks.

"In my defense, I don't bother remembering wyldfire mages who don't care for baking magic," Cale said.

"That also explains a lot," Flia said dryly. "I'll be sure to develop a crippling obsession with baking magic before I hit wyldfire, just so you don't forget me."

"I do not have a crippling—" Cale started to protest, but interrupted himself before he finished the sentence. Even he could admit that was probably hard to believe. "I'm not going to forget about you four just because you don't love baking magic as much as I do."

"Good save." Flia snickered.

"I just want to know how it works," Leo said, pulling out what looked like an empty notebook. Cale blinked at him. Now that he thought about it, the minotaur seemed to be carrying a ridiculous number of notebooks around at any given time. "There aren't many books about this, you know. Aren't most messengers made out of geometry?"

"Yes?" Cale said. "What does that have to do with anything?"

"How does it..." Leo gestured. "Work? You know? You ended up with a detectable divine alignment, Cale, you can't tell me nothing happened."

Cale stared at his apprentice, opened his mouth, then closed it again. He took a moment to process the question.

"Are you asking me how sex with a divine messenger works?" he asked wearily. "Because it sounds like that's what you're asking me."

"I don't need details," Leo explained. "Just the facts. For the book I'm going to write about you one day."

Cale gave Leo a withering look. "I absolutely forbid you from writing about this, of all things, in a biography about me."

"...But I do have permission to write a biography about you?"

"Not yet, you don't," Cale said, somewhat begrudgingly.

Mostly because Leo had, in fact, earned the right to write about some of what had happened to him; their joint project on what had happened to the lost realms of Yggdrasil was going remarkably well. It didn't alleviate the guilt, exactly, but Leo had been right—there needed to be something out there that remembered what had happened.

"Look," Cale said. "It mostly just works through an exchange of mana. That's why there's a trace of divine alignment in my core. It'll clean itself out eventually. Happy?"

"Delighted," Leo said, already noting it down.

Unfortunately, the mention of exchanging mana appeared to have drawn Syphus's interest. It had been quiet up until then, given that it claimed to be largely indifferent to mortal relationships, but it was interested in all manner of uses for mana.

"An exchange of mana..." it repeated thoughtfully. "Interesting. Would your mana core not be too large for such a thing?"

It asked this perfectly innocently, of course, which didn't stop any of his other apprentices from reacting. Leo almost choked, the pencil in his fingers snapping; Flia laughed, delighted; even Damien smiled slightly, though he was doing his best to stay on the sidelines.

Ever thoughtful, that dreadshade. Cale appreciated him greatly, and especially in moments like these.

"Yes, it generally is, and that's all I'm saying on the subject," he said, folding his arms across his chest and trying to be stern. It was a bit difficult to do when he had to suppress his own amusement. "Now, can we please move on?"

"Sure," Syphus said, shrugging.

"Yep," Flia agreed.

"Fine by me," Leo said.

"I'm just glad you were able to take a break from things," Damien told him.

That... had been easier than expected. Cale blinked, surprised, and Flia rolled her eyes and gave him a friendly nudge. "We're teasing you, not trying to harrass you," she said. "It's just good to hear you have a life of your own, that's all. If we ever get to be too much, all you ever need to do is say something."

"Oh." Cale, for some reason, hadn't been expecting that. "Uh. Thanks?"

"You're welcome," Flia said. "And don't worry, I'm sure you'll find someone to suit your tastes longer-term. Maybe Alina the lunchlady?"

"Probably not good for my long-term presence on this realm," Cale said without elaborating.

"Does he need to have someone?" Syphus asked curiously. "A lot of you seem to care about relationships. I've never seen the appeal."

"Need is probably the wrong word," Flia said. "But it would be fun to change things up a little. I'll look into summoning ancient eldritch lords or something."

"Flia," Cale said, groaning, and she grinned at him.

"Or I could just ask Lev," she said.

"Flia."

"Moving on," she agreed cheerfully. "We should probably get back to class. Speaking of, is it normal to cover this core development stuff during Divine Studies? Feels like a strange class to do all this in."

"Sort of," Cale said, grateful to be slipping back into familiar territory. "It's a pretext. Most magic academies do something similar—the ones I've been to, anyway. You can't just name a class Core Development or a bunch of students are going to try to sneak in before they're ready. I think in this case there's more to it, though, with the dark lord on the approach and all. Akkau probably wants us to be ready for that."

"I do indeed," Akkau said. The void around them faded as he spoke, the rest of the lecture hall filtering back into view. Leo visibly relaxed as the seat reappeared beneath him. "There is more to it than just that, but we shall speak of that later. For now..."

He cleared his throat and spoke to the class, his voice echoing out with a deep, resonating tone that commanded attention. "You are all now aware of your various alignments," he said. "I remind you again that these alignments have no bearing on who you are or which god you dedicate yourselves to. It is not to be used to judge your peers. It is simply information you will need to create your own palewater.

"While your alignment could certainly aid you in pleading for the assistance or power of one of the divines, that will not be part of your studies here. If you are interested in such a thing, I suggest paying a visit to one of Thyrahl's monasteries.

"Now, I will be showing you a series of palewater exercises. Choose whichever one works best for you; the process differs between mages and alignments. Do not worry if you cannot do this immediately. To move to the palewater stage is expected to take even a prodigy at least a year to master."

With that, he began writing a series of instructions down, his magic projecting the words and diagrams across the room for all to see. As he did this, Leo leaned closer to Cale.

"How long did it take you?" he whispered.

Cale paused, thinking. "About five minutes?" he said. "Although I didn't realize it at the time. I just thought I was sweating a lot."





Leo had thought—or hoped, even—that Cale's prodigious ability in producing palewater would apply to each of his apprentices.

This had, in retrospect, been a foolish hope. The reason he was able to convert intent so easily was the same reason it was difficult to convert his intent in turn. For whatever reason, Cale's intent had weight to it, and transforming even a fraction of that weight seemed to Leo to be a herculean task.

Akkau's exercises were theoretically simple, and Leo had tried each of them in turn, hoping one of them would make things click. Instead, each attempt had only frustrated him further.

It shouldn't have been this difficult. He understood Cale, or at least he thought he did, and understanding was supposedly the key in turning the lock. For most mages, detecting the divine intent within their own mana was the most difficult step, but neither Leo nor any of the other apprentices had any trouble with that. The moment it had been pointed out to them, sensing Cale's influence within their mana was easy.

But converting it? Leo felt like he was trying to force a cliff into moving.

Identify one aspect of divine intent within your mana that aligns with your own. That step was simple enough. All of Akkau's palewater exercises started the same way, and each one after that detailed different methods of circulating that mana while focusing on the idea of that intent being your own.

Most of the exercises felt... wrong, to Leo. He didn't have a better way of describing it than that, but just moving his mana in the pattern made him sure of it. There was no resistance and no indication of change. Most likely, that was because the pattern didn't reflect him enough—Akkau had said something about that.

The physical movement of mana traced the key mana signatures of the various species and civilizations that lived across Utelia. Moving it in those patterns reinforced that the mana was yours, and by matching your intent to the divine intent within your mana, you could persuade that intent that it was also yours.

Leo was pretty sure he knew which exercise worked best for him. It was the most complicated one of all. The mana in that pattern moved in complicated, self-intersecting weaves, exactly like a labyrinth, and it felt right. When he tried that exercise, he could feel something happening within his mana.

The problem was that it wouldn't move.

Or, more accurately, it would move, but only at mere fractions of an inch, and only when he shoved the full weight of his mind behind it. Leo hadn't made the comparison with trying to force a cliff into moving lightly. It felt very much like he was doing exactly that.

The strange thing was that he could make his mana move in any other pattern just fine! It was only when he tried this one that the resistance suddenly showed up, and he found himself locked in a battle of wills with his own mana. It was frustrating. Frustrating that he should have been at least getting started on his journey to archmage, and he'd been behind on just integrating his mana core for so long, and now he was—

"Leo," Cale said softly. "Are you alright?"

"I'm fine," Leo said, although his voice was hoarser than he'd expected. Had he been grunting? "It's just... harder than I expected."

"There's no shame in struggling to produce palewater," Cale said. "Like Akkau said, even geniuses take a year."

"We don't have a year," Leo half-snapped, though he tried to reign himself in a moment later. "I've already been holding us back. I can't keep falling behind!"

"You're not," Flia said.

"I am," Leo insisted. "You all had to wait for me to even integrate my core before we started on all this, and you've all got—"

"No," Flia said softly, "I'm saying you're not. We're all having the same trouble you are."

Leo paused. A part of him had just assumed that the others would breeze ahead as usual. They all had their own specialties, after all, and they didn't seem to struggle with new discoveries or talents or what-have-you. He was the most mortal, the most mundane in the group. Of course he would struggle more.

But no. Flia, Damien, and even Syphus all looked somewhat troubled, too.

"We can feel the intent," Damien said. "But we can't convert it, and that's supposed to be the easier step. We're thinking it's probably..."

He hesitated, clearly torn about what he was about to say, but Cale didn't have the same compunctions. The human sighed, and once again, just for a moment, Leo could see how old he really was.

"Yeah," he said. "It's probably because you're having to convert my intent. The good news is that you'll probably have a much easier time with darkwood... but first you'll have to figure out how to control my intent. Sorry, guys."

"It's not your fault," Flia said, shrugging. "Besides, it'll be nice to beat you in something."

Cale snorted. "That's the spirit," he said, grinning.

Leo didn't feel nearly as cheerful, though. Cale was good at hiding what he truly was—at playing pretend, at being mortal—but he wasn't.

And Leo was the most mortal of them all. Even if Flia, Damien, or Syphus were able to, he wasn't sure if he could.

"Leo?" Damien said softly. The dreadshade was always so damn perceptive. He placed a hand on Leo's arm, and Leo grunted, then shrugged it off.

"S'fine," he said. "I need some time to think. I'll see you all later."

With that, he trudged off, trying to ignore the stares he could feel burning into his back.

He would be fine. He just needed some time to think.
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  As much as Cale was worried about Leo, he suspected he was the source of much of the minotaur's woes at the moment. He had promised to turn Leo into an archmage, and while he was still certain he could, this was admittedly a complication. One that would take a while to turn into an advantage.

He would need to think about it. He didn't want to go to Leo without any answers or solutions; that would only make things worse. In the meantime, Damien had promised he would keep an eye on Leo, and Akkau had indicated he wanted to speak with Cale after class.

So Cale sent his apprentices off to their next class and approached Akkau. He was entirely unsurprised to find the dragon appeared entirely aware of everything that had happened with Leo.

"Trouble with your apprentices?" Akkau asked, raising a brow the moment Cale approached.

Cale sighed. "In a manner of speaking. But that's not why you called me here, is it?"

"It is not, but I have a moment to spare, and you are technically my apprentice." Akkau chuckled softly. "I believe this may be one of the few things in which I possess more knowledge than yourself. Perhaps you could share your troubles?"

Cale was forced to acknowledge the point. "Do you need me to say it? I figured you were listening."

"Contrary to popular belief," Akkau said dryly, "I make an effort to give my students their privacy. It is rather convenient to allow rumors of my apparent omniscience to spread, however. I have found it adds to my legend. You are much the same, I suspect?"

Cale smirked in spite of himself. He really needed to spend more time with Akkau—the old dragon was now one of the select few that could truly understand him, after all. The only problem with that was that they were both often busy attempting to wrangle the Thread of Fate's various machinations.

"I've engaged in a little rumor-mongering," Cale admitted, which was putting it lightly. Reputation, he had learned, was an excellent tool, and could occasionally solve problems that even absurd amounts of magic couldn't. "Alright, then. Here's how it is..."

Akkau listened politely as Cale explained what he thought was the difficulty Leo was having. He couldn't be certain, given Leo hadn't actually said much, but he felt that he had a pretty good handle on how the minotaur was feeling. Left behind by his peers, even with the progress he was making; less capable than everyone around him; forced to do more just to prove himself.

Strangely enough, that was a feeling Cale was familiar with. Not here and now, no, but a very, very long time ago...

Perhaps that was what had started all this. But the memories were fuzzy, and Cale knew better than to try to prod at them.

"This is always a risk, when taking multiple apprentices," Akkau said eventually. "No matter what you try, one may feel lesser than the others. It is a problem of self-image, which means it will be difficult for words alone to reach him. I suggest that you instead give him opportunities to prove himself—to show that he is the equal of the others, not for their sake, but for his own."

"Right," Cale agreed. He frowned slightly in thought. "Which means it'll have to be something he believes in, and preferably something he won't mind knowing I set up, since he'll probably figure that part out eventually."

Akkau laughed. "You have some experience of your own, I see."

"I did have to manage a crew of wyldfire mages on a ship for several lifetimes," Cale said with a faint smile. "Not quite the same, but the egos were similar."

"Better or worse than managing an unruly clutch of dragons?" Akkau grinned at him.

"And why do you assume I know what that's like?" Cale raised an eyebrow at him.

"You have lived quite a lot of lives. I would be more surprised if you had not sired a clutch of dragonlings, back when our people were more... ahem."

"Promiscuous?"

"Prevalant, Cale."

"I will neither confirm nor deny the hypothetical existence of a clutch of dragonling children," Cale said dryly, playing right along with the joke. It was rare to see Akkau in a more relaxed mood like this. The truth, of course, was that Cale avoided raising children whenever he could.

Perhaps in his younger, more naïve days, it was something he might have considered. But the thought of moving on without them pained him. Bad enough that he had to leave his attachments behind whenever he died—having children would be worse.

"Anyway," Cale said, changing the subject. "What did you want to see me for? Not just to ask if I've fathered any dragons, I assume."

"Indeed not," Akkau said. "Though I do find myself rather curious now as to whether you have been with any dragons at all."

"You'll have to get a few drinks in me if you want the answer to that." Cale grinned, and Akkau chuckled.

"I called you here with regard to your progress with the draconic resonance," he explained. "I have felt it embed itself within you more deeply as of late—there is a part of you my instincts regard as another of my kind. A strange feeling to have when I know otherwise, though I confess..."

Here Akkau hesitated, looking strangely and briefly vulnerable. "It has had the side effect of making me feel less alone," he admitted. "Not an effect I intended, I assure you."

Cale nodded slightly. "Glad I can do that for you," he said quietly. It was about all he could say on the matter. Akkau seemed worried Cale might think he'd done it on purpose explicitly to feel less alone, but Cale knew he would do no such thing.

Unfortunately, they hadn't made much progress in the matter of identifying the cause of dragonkind's extinction. With the rise of the dark lord, they simply hadn't had time to pursue the matter, hoping instead that Vekorax would appear rather than having to be hunted down.

The one time they'd been able to get together and analyze the pattern... well, their best guess was that Vekorax avoided the realms that Cale was present in. That was worrying in and of itself, for it spoke to an awareness of forces that might endanger its hunt, but there was nothing to be done about it for now.

Akkau sighed. He'd been lost in his own thoughts, judging from the look in his eyes. "I believe you are ready for the next stage, and I have finally managed to acquire the requisite ingredients for the catalyst," he said, pulling himself back to the present. "But I must warn you. This vision will likely be more intense than the last."

Cale winced. "Something that always happens with the second potion, I'm guessing?"

"Indeed." Akkau produced a vial that swirled with potent magical energy—and where the others had glimmered with pearlescent light, this one seemed darker, somehow. Violent. "Be cautious, Cale. We dragons are born of many things, and some of those truths are harsher than others."

"I know that better than most." Cale took the vial with the appropriate reverence. "But still. Magic."

All this time, and the ability to do magic still hadn't gotten old. Akkau clearly had the same thought at the same time, for he smiled down at Cale, giving himself that moment to bask in that same, simple joy.

"Magic," Akkau agreed. "I should note that this vial is quite unlike the first—you should drink its contents only when you feel the moment is appropriate."

Cale raised a brow at that. "And how am I supposed to know when the moment is appropriate?"

"Draconic instincts," Akkau said. Cale waited for him to elaborate, then sighed when he didn't.

"That's all I'm going to get, isn't it?"

"Indeed it is." Akkau smirked faintly. "Instinct is inherent to my kind, Cale. Knowing the right moment to drink is itself part of the test."

"Of course it is." Cale slipped the vial into the pocket of his vest, where he wouldn't accidentally forget it. "I'm not going to die if I drink it at the wrong moment, am I?"

"Hardly," Akkau said. "It would merely be extremely unpleasant. And I would have to source the ingredients to brew it again. I suggest you get it right the first time."

"I suppose I'll take that as a challenge."

"That would be the draconic thing to do, yes." Akkau folded his arms across his chest with mock severity. "When you next enter my office, I expect you to have achieved the next stage of draconic resonance, along with at least one new baking spell. Consider it your assignment as my apprentice."

Cale snorted, but grinned. "Count on it."





Time passed in a bit of a blur. The rest of the classes he had that day weren't that important, as far as he was concerned—History of the Great Realms and Magic of the Great Realms were both just classes he attended to lend his knowledge to their respective professors. That was an easy enough task that he could afford to let himself get distracted and focus instead on a different problem: how to help Leo out of his current conundrum.

What his minotaur apprentice didn't yet understand was that of his four apprentices, Leo was, in fact, the one best positioned to make the breakthrough to palewater. Once he did, he'd most likely be able to guide the others to make their respective breakthroughs as well. The nature of the labyrinth aspect and the Named that commanded it practically guaranteed that.

But he couldn't just say that. If he did and Leo was unable to make the breakthrough, then he would, in his eyes, only be compounding on his failures; the fact that neither Cale nor any of the other apprentices considered his accomplishments failures wouldn't factor in.

Akkau was right. Leo needed a win that wasn't just handed to him. Something he could prove himself over. The only way to do that would be to put another problem in front of him that he could work on without stressing out over his personal value...

It wasn't until later in the day that the answer came to Cale in the form of a perfectly timed coincidence.

"Thank the infernal realms for the Thread of Fate," Cale muttered to himself, eyeing the letter. Then he paused, frowning. "I don't think I'm using that expression right. Do people thank the infernal realms?"

"No," a student passing him in the hallway supplied. "We just say 'by the infernal realms.'"

"Right, thanks." Cale nodded absently, then, after he'd taken a few steps, blinked and spun around to find an empty corridor.

...Who had that been? He'd barely noticed them in his mana sense.

Bah. He was letting himself get distracted. That probably—hopefully—wasn't anything important, and if it was, they'd show up again. The Thread of Fate did tend to start beating him over the skull with revelations if he happened to forget something important one too many times.

In any case, he'd received a suspiciously well-timed letter from Haelforge disclosing that they'd had "unexpected issues opening the gateway into the Bitter Path." A quick skim of the details revealed that the gateway was normally hidden deep within the Haelforge library, but some sort of manifested phenomenon was keeping them from reaching it. Each time they tried, the library seemed to expand in impossible ways, even manifesting shelves and alcoves full of books they definitely didn't possess.

And they were asking for help clearing out the library without setting the whole thing on fire.

Cale beamed. Oh, this was perfect. He was already intrigued, and he hadn't even brought Leo into the matter yet! And libraries and labyrinths were pretty much Leo's specialty, so as long as whatever was causing this manifestation wasn't especially dangerous, it would be the perfect thing to get his confidence up.

Which was why he went immediately to get things settled with Akkau, then headed straight for Leo's dorm. He knocked, tapped his foot impatiently, and the moment Leo opened the door—

"Pack your things!" Cale announced. "We're going on a road trip."

"We're what?" Leo stared at him, then looked around, as if expecting the other apprentices to be there. Then he narrowed his eyes, suspicious. "Is this something you're doing just to cheer me up?"

"Only in a technical sense," Cale said cheerfully. "Does it count if it's something I'd do even if you weren't upset?"

Leo paused, then frowned, clearly considering the question. The look he gave Cale afterward was reluctantly defeated. "I have no idea."

"Haelforge's library is mutating and manifesting new books and they have no idea why."

There was an even longer pause at that as Leo visibly searched for a reason to be upset, failed to find any, then grunted in annoyance. "Dammit."

"I know, right?" Cale gave him a sympathetic smile. "Are you in?"

"Like I could forgive myself if I didn't go," Leo said, shaking his head. "Are the others coming?"

"Couldn't get them an exception from their classes," Cale said, which was true. "We'll be back soon enough. Come on, Haelforge isn't going to wait forever."

"I feel like they kind of have to."

"Point." Cale paused. "Two of them."

"Giving me points is an extraordinarily cheap method of cheering me up, Cale. You're better than that."

"Is it working?"

Leo huffed with exasperation, then got out a notebook and—with exaggerated irritation—added another two points to his score.

"Sometimes," Cale said, "being a mage is about being so cheap that no one can predict what you're going to do."

"I assume you have a story tied to that one."

"Sure do! There was this one realm whose mages focused heavily on artifice for battle; they would build these massive, mechanical suits of armor..."





Professor Delia looked remarkably worn-down when Cale and Leo arrived on the Haelforge Academy grounds.

Not in a physical sense, of course. She was a gargoyle, so she was pretty much always in perfect physical condition. But there was a sluggishness about her, a sort of noticeable slowness in the pulse of her mana, and Cale felt a palpable sense of relief emanating from her the moment she noticed they'd arrived.

"You're here," she said. "It's just the two of you, I take it?"

"It was rather short notice," Cale said.

Delia nodded wearily. "I apologize," she said. "We don't like to ask for help. If there weren't other matters we had to deal with..."

"Is something else happening at the academy?" Cale asked.

"Nothing you need to concern yourself with," Delia said, a little too quickly. Cale quirked an eyebrow slightly and leaned back, waiting, and after an awkward glance between the two of them, Leo copied him and did the same.

That almost made him break character. Cale could feel the grin threatening to slide onto his lips.

Thankfully, Delia broke first. "We've had to deal with a number of attempts by the dark lord's forces to breach the academy grounds," she said with a grunt. "We've been able to keep them at bay, but it does mean that several of us need to be on watch at all times."

"Ah." That was worrying. Akkau had been keeping an eye on the other magic academies of Utelia, and while some of them were more private than others—including, for instance, Haelforge Academy—they'd heard nothing about the dark lord actually sending agents into any of the other ones.

Did that mean the dark lord was targeting specific academies already? The ones he knew wouldn't report the matter, perhaps? Or was there something he wanted from Haelforge specifically? He'd have to talk to Akkau about upgrading the wards at each of the other academies; it would be a tough sell, but if they could get a little more information...

"Like I said," Delia said firmly. "Nothing you need to concern yourself with."

Cale sighed. "It's something we could probably help with, you know," he said. "But we'll talk about that some other time. Can you get us to the library and tell us a bit more about the protective seals you have on the gate?"

Delia nodded, seemingly relieved to be off the topic of the dark lord—Cale wouldn't have been surprised if she'd been instructed specifically not to reveal anything about the attacks. He followed along with Leo, admiring the Haelforge Academy's architecture along the way.

He hadn't quite been in the right mood to appreciate it, the last time he was here. But Haelforge was built into the side of an elemental mountain range, with the mana flows from the various different mountains all feeding into the main academy building. He had no doubt that each of the mountains hosted training grounds of their own, too, probably to perfect each elemental magic.

No wonder these guys were famous for their combat magic. Elemental magic was rather famously the basis for most powerful combat spells, which meant Haelforge had nearly the perfect training grounds for it. Perhaps that was why the dark lord was so interested in Haelforge? After all, if he took it over, he'd have the perfect place to train all his troops...

That was all idle speculation, though. It would be hard to know for certain until he met the dark lord or any of his forces personally—

Cale glanced up. He hadn't sensed anything yet, but Leo was already sniffing at the air, a strange look on his face. "Leo?" he asked.

"I'm not sure," Leo said. "It feels like we're already in the library."

"What?" Delia turned back to him. "You must be mistaken. The Haelforge Library is in the deepest depths of the Earth Wing. We're still several floors too high."

Leo shrugged. "I don't know what to tell you," he said. "That's what it feels like."

"Huh," Cale said. "Fascinating. Leo, I want you to periodically try to make palewater while we're investigating."

Leo frowned at him. "I'm not going to get better at doing that just because I'm in a library, you know."

Cale shook his head. "Just humor me," he said. "Mana exercises are a good way to test if a place is trying to screw with you via mana manipulation. Use each of the ones Akkau gave us and tell me if there are any changes."

Leo gave him a slightly suspicious stare, but Cale kept his expression deliberately mild, and after a moment, the minotaur grunted and began circulating his mana in the patterns they'd been given, one after another.

Excellent. Cale couldn't do anything nearly as delicate, but he kept his senses more carefully extended, trying to sense whatever it was Leo had noticed. Delia's letter had indicated that the library was becoming more labyrinthine, and what Leo was noticing now indicated that it was potentially spreading...

Whatever was happening here, Cale wasn't sure he liked it.

It was fascinating, though. He did love new things.
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  The Haelforge Library was an impressive place, though it felt a bit like a tomb compared to the one in Brightscale. The few times Cale had visited the Brightscale Library, he'd found the place to be warm and inviting. It was built to mimic a forest glade, one of the natural environments that magical tomes were often grown in.

As such, the shelves were grown with magic out of living wood, with flocks of tomes nestled into them like baby birds.

The comparison was very literal, to be clear. The tomes of the Brightscale Library had a tendency to go flying off if they were startled, flapping their covers and taking off into the air. This could, unfortunately, cause quite a bit of damage to the spine of the book, and was one of the many reasons the Brightscale librarians demanded silence from their patrons.

Granted, the demand for silence was common across all magical libraries, even if the reasons tended to differ. Even beyond making sure there was a quiet reading environment for everyone, libraries were meant to be quiet, peaceful places, and they did not like to be disturbed; there was no telling how a library would react if too much of a disturbance was caused within them.

For that reason, the duty of a librarian went beyond simply taking care of and categorizing its collection of tomes. A good librarian had to worry not only about those things, but about making sure the library itself remained clean and well-fed. It was commonly known, after all, that a poorly-kept library was one likely to go rogue.

And no one wanted a rogue library. In all the lives he'd lived, Cale would still rank rogue libraries as among one of the most dangerous things he'd encountered. They were both wildly unpredictable and capable of drawing magic from their entire selection of magical books, including ones that didn't yet exist!

Cale had no idea how that worked. He just knew that it did. It was one of those things that scholars had been looking into for as long as he could remember. Libraries in general were a source of mystic intrigue—many things could become places of power, but libraries were among the most likely ones to do so.

In any case, the Haelforge Library was quite distinct from its Brightscale counterpart. Like Brightscale, it was built to mimic one of the natural environments in which magical tomes were grown. Unlike Brightscale, its architects hadn't gone for the forest glade aesthetic. Instead, as far as Cale could tell, they'd decided to go for making the place look as much like an ancient lich's tomb as possible.

"It's actually kind of impressive how far they went," Cale remarked, though he kept his voice low. "I think these are real bones."

Leo did a double-take at the shelves. "What do you mean, real bones?"

"Shhh," Cale said absently. "You don't want to upset the library."

Leo made a face, but did his best to soften his voice. "What do you mean, real bones?" he asked again. "Do they really need actual bones for the library?"

"The closer you get to mimicking the real thing, the better it is for the books," Cale answered, still walking along the shelves and examining them curiously. "You've been hanging around with the Brightscale Librarians, right? I assume you know a bit about this already?"

Leo nodded reluctantly. Despite his mood, Cale could tell he couldn't help his fascination with the subject. "They didn't explain everything, but I could figure most of it out," he said. "Not the details, though. I've never seen them feeding the library, for example. What do libraries eat? Books?"

"Pretty much," Cale said. "Librarians have the responsibility of making sure the library catalog is always growing. Preferably with a lot of variety. You can't feed a library with a diet of tomes on fire magic, for example; you'll give it indigestion."

"What happens if you give a library indigestion?" Leo asked, blinking.

"You don't want to know."

"I'm pretty sure I do." Leo paused, then nodded to himself. "I definitely do."

"I mean, if you're sure..." Cale trailed off, then sighed when Leo gave him an especially pleading look. "Alright, alright. Basically, the library starts flooding with excerpts from the worst of its tomes. Incorrect magical theory, terrible metaphors, that sort of thing. Just think of the worst metaphor for magical theory you've read and imagine it manifesting in front of you."

Leo blanched. "Now that I think about it, tome authors like to make a lot of weird metaphors."

"Now imagine having to deal with their literal manifestations," Cale said dryly.

"I'd rather not, I think." Leo shuddered dramatically, and Cale chuckled.

Leo did seem to be feeling slightly better. Cale still saw a bit of a shadow crossing his expression sometimes—mostly when he circulated his mana, like Cale had asked him to do—but it was no longer quite as dominant as it was before. It helped, it seemed, to have a different problem to focus on.

And the one Delia had given them was a fascinating one.

She'd left a while ago, hurrying back to her post so she could continue watching out for any trace of the dark lord or his forces. Before she did, though, she gave them a quick explanation about where the gate to the Bitter Path was hidden, how they were supposed to be able to access it, and why the manifestation in the Haelforge Library had thrown things off.

Apparently, the gate to the Bitter Path was sealed away by a set of five special tomes that could be found in the Haelforge Library. The tomes were part of an actively sustained ritual spell that isolated the gate into a sealed pocket dimension; in order to open the gate, the Haelforge professors needed to locate each tome in the right order, then perform an unsealing ritual over them.

Unfortunately, they were unable to find any of the tomes. Or the gate, which they'd searched for after suspecting that the ritual had somehow been inadvertently broken. Somehow, the ritual was still active, but the tomes were missing.

Delia had a scroll detailing how that ritual was supposed to work, and though she appeared somewhat hesitant about it, something seemed to startle her while she was contemplating what to do with the scroll. She let out a muttered curse, stared off into the distance, then pushed the scroll into Leo's hands and just... left.

Which was why they were just wandering around for the time being. Cale wanted to better understand what was going on with the Haelforge Library, and Leo was still trying to understand the contents of the scroll.

"Are you sure we shouldn't go help them?" Leo asked again.

Cale shrugged. "If they really need our help, I assume they'll ask for it," he said. "I find it's generally better not to try to rescue a battlemage while they're fighting unless they really need it. Even then, only do it if you're prepared to take lightning directly to the face."

"Ah. Right." Leo winced at the thought. "Uh, I guess we should look at this thing then. Though I'm not really sure how it's supposed to work? I feel like there are obvious problems with this system. Like, what happens if a student checks out one of the special tomes?"

Cale laughed. "One thing you're going to learn is that a lot of mages are more concerned with being clever than they are with being effective," he said. "And I'm including myself in that group. It's easy to get caught up in making something elegant and end up forgetting to focus on its function."

"Is that what happened here?" Leo frowned at the scroll.

Cale shrugged. "You tell me," he said, a slight grin playing on his lips. "I brought you here for a reason. You're the library expert."

"I'm not an expert," Leo grumbled. "I don't get how they were even able to make this a ritual. Don't you need a ritual circle to cast ritual magic?"

"Do you?" Cale asked.

Leo thought about it for a moment. "I guess not," he said hesitantly. "I remember Icon casting layered spells using ritual magic during that duel it had with you. I'm just not really sure how it was able to do that, and I couldn't find much about it when I tried to look it up."

"It's a pretty advanced form of ritual magic," Cale said.

"But every tome I've read about ritual magic says that ritual magic has to start with a circle," Leo continued, frowning.

"Also true."

"I guess..." Leo's brows furrowed. Cale had no idea when his apprentice had managed to retrieve both a pencil and a notebook, but he was now tapping his pencil against his snout, thinking.

Then he began scribbling. "Circles..." he muttered. "Maybe there is still a circle? The placement of the books? But that wouldn't make any sense; the ritual would be disrupted as soon as the books were moved, and libraries shift around all the time. How would that work with Icon's rhythm-casting? Unless—oh. Oh! The circle doesn't have to be literal?"

He turned to Cale, his eyes wide. "Do the circles in ritual magic have to be literal?"

"Nope," Cale said, grinning.

"Oh," Leo said. "Oh. That's—that changes everything about ritual magic, then. That means you can cast a ritual spell with any kind of repeating pattern?"

"Ritual magic is functionally an inscribed pattern," Cale agreed, leaning back and watching Leo work with a smile. "At advanced levels of magical combat, you can invoke a secondary pattern with the rhythm of your spellcasting and cast a layered spell on top of it all."

"But not just with rhythm," Leo said, pacing. "You'd be able to do that with anything. The type of the spell, the tier of the spell, as long as you can get a circle—"

He jolted, then pulled out the scroll Delia had given him, staring at the tomes again. "The tomes are indexed according to the Inthonian Categorical Script," he said. "The Inthonian runes for magic are all implicitly circular. They have a single rune that represents the null attribute, and then every school of magic, elemental aspect, and spell tier is represented by degrees of variance from the null rune.

"So that means the ritual was built into the Inthonian Categorical Script itself." Leo flipped frantically through another one of his notebooks. "That's—right, I see it. The tomes they chose are equidistant in the Inthonian script across all three primary levels of categorization. The tomes are just chosen to be the physical anchors of the ritual, but once they're marked, the actual tomes don't matter, because you've created a ritual circle from the categorization system of the library itself.

"This isn't even just one ritual circle, it's three compounded ritual circles!" Leo was practically vibrating in excitement. "But then it shouldn't matter what tome they use as long as they can find any tome from the right school, aspect, and tier, right?"

He turned to Cale expectantly, and Cale laughed.

"Sounds about right," Cale said. "Gonna be honest, I never studied how tome indexing works, so that's all you. But it does explain why the ritual's still going even if they can't find the tomes."

He flashed Leo a wide grin. "Just so you know, I'm incredibly proud of you. Twenty points for that."

"I—what?" Leo asked, though in spite of his confusion he was already reaching for a book to record the points. Although Cale couldn't see it, he was pretty sure the minotaur was blushing. "I didn't do anything."

Cale snorted. "Do you know how hard it is for most mages to even grasp that a ritual circle can be abstract?" he asked. "There's a very baked-in idea of how ritual magic is supposed to be conducted. Even when it's explained, it usually takes months for them to understand it enough to construct their first abstract ritual spell. You just reconstructed abstract rituals from first principles, basically with barely any help, and you identified why the ritual's still going."

"I, uh..." Leo ducked his head. "I guess I did do that, didn't I?"

"You sure did." Cale patted him on the shoulder. "I don't know the indexing system, so it would've taken me forever to figure that out on my own."

"And you're not just saying that?"

"Leo, you know me by now. You know that I only just say things for dramatic effect. You also know that I absolutely will not do math if I can help it." Cale snickered. "No, I'm not just saying that."

"...Thank you."

"You're welcome." Cale tilted his head. "So. Shall we go see if we can find any books from the right categories? That way, they should still be able to unseal the Bitter Path, even if they can't find the tomes. Even if we haven't figured out what the cause of all this is yet, investigating that will probably be a good start."

Leo nodded. "I think I know how the library is organized by now," he said, taking the lead. "The first tome they listed was a fourth-tier fire conjuration spell, which should be this way..."





The good news was that Leo was right about where fourth-tier fire conjuration spells could be found.

The bad news was that they knew he was right specifically because the library around them got progressively stranger as they approached the section the tomes should have been located in.

They were, at present, in the conjuration section of the library dedicated to fire aspect spells. What they were not was at the section dedicated to fourth-tier spells of that type. In fact, by the Inthonian Classification System, the runes on the shelves indicated that they were looking at tomes dedicated to spells and spell theory at tier three-point-nine-six-eight-seven-five.

Which was not a thing.

"The Inthonian script doesn't even have runes for decimals," Leo complained. "They don't use a numerical system for spell tiers at all! How am I reading this?"

"Magic," Cale said.

"That's not an answer for how I can understand a rune that doesn't exist," Leo grumbled. "Or it technically is, I guess, but it's not a satisfying one."

Cale chuckled. "It's because this space isn't entirely real," he explained. "It's all made of interpolation magic. Half real, half intent. You're picking up on the intent half and reading it."

That much, at least, he was relatively sure of. How it was happening he wasn't sure yet, though. There were none of the classical signs of an ongoing spell or ritual designed to keep them away from the shelves of conjuration-fire-four, nor could he sense the degree of spatial distortion he would have expected from this kind of interpolation magic.

It was there, if he stretched his senses enough to find it—faint and distorted, a sort of buzzing underneath the ambient mana that surrounded them. That alone was fascinating. Interpolation magic by itself was rare enough, but the idea that someone could cast it and then somehow keep it hidden that even an experienced mage wouldn't pick up on it immediately...

That kind of power had implications. It wasn't worrying yet, but it was close. On the one hand, a library was the exact sort of place a manifestation like this would appear. Of all the different kinds of places of power, libraries were by far some of the most unusual, and had the strangest manifestations.

On the other hand, Cale had been to other libraries in the process of going rogue. He'd seen what library manifestations were like. This didn't strike him as an ordinary one, and given his experiences, anything out of the ordinary could very well mean the rest of the rules of magic were about to be thrown out of the window.

He glanced again at the shelves. The thing that both reassured and worried him was that there seemed to be a mind behind all of this. Whatever this was, it was intentionally keeping them and the professors away from the tomes that should have anchored the sealing ritual for the Bitter Path.

The effect hadn't started until they passed the shelves of conjuration-fire-three and began to reach conjuration-fire-four. Manifestations weren't usually this specific, which meant there was most likely a mind guiding the effect.

Yet that mind didn't seem to be a hostile one. With the power implied by the degree of spatial manipulation, whatever this was could have done far worse, if it had wanted to. Was it just trying to defend or protect something? Was there a reason it didn't want the Bitter Path to be unsealed?

Cale frowned to himself, trying to figure it out. In the meantime, Leo was looking through the tomes on the shelves, picking out each one to stare at their warped covers and then squint at the contents within.

"Interpolation magic doesn't seem to make very good books," he said. "I think this one is just wrong?"

Cale snorted. "Well, it wouldn't," he said dryly. "It's just guessing at what's supposed to exist between the two shelves, it's not actually creating anything. There are mages that swear by it, but they're usually not very good ones."

Curious, he glanced over Leo's arm to peer at the contents of the tome he was holding. It purported to allow for the conjuration of fireflies, which were, according to the tome, fire-breathing swarms capable of incinerating any foe.

Cale snickered, and Leo shook his head, putting the tome despondently back on the shelf. "I was hoping it'd have something interesting," he grumbled.

"Oh, it might," Cale said, shrugging. "You'd have to spend a lifetime searching these shelves, though, hoping to find the right one. Something something, broken clock."

"What?" Leo gave him a strange look.

"Is that not a saying?" Cale frowned. "I could've sworn that was a saying."

Leo just blinked. "...anyway," he said, changing the subject. "I can't help but feel like there's something weird about this. What do you think?"

"Aside from the shelves full of books that shouldn't exist?" Cale quipped. Leo rolled his eyes.

"Yes, obviously aside from that," he said. He hesitated, looking for the right words. "We know the professors couldn't find the right tomes, and obviously we can't, either. We could keep trying, but the same thing would probably happen to us.

"The thing is, this effect is in the Haelforge Library as a whole, right? But Professor Delia didn't say anything about other students running into something like this. And I'm willing to bet if the students did know about it, half of them would probably go missing trying to explore—you know. Infinite interpolated space. I know I probably would."

Cale's eyes gleamed. "That is a really good point."

"I might have an idea," Leo said, meeting his gaze.

"Funny." Cale began making his way back through the shelves, with Leo following close behind. There was a grin in his voice. "I think we might've had the same one."
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  About thirty minutes later, Cale and Leo had both acquired a brand-new set of robes, courtesy of Haelforge Academy.

"Cale," Leo said. "Have you done this before?"

"I have no idea what you mean." Cale put on his best, most innocent-looking expression, though by now his attempts at this usually just made his apprentices more suspicious. "Requisitioning robes? I've done plenty of requisitioning before."

"I'm not sure what you did counts as requisitioning."

"Of course it did," Cale said. "We're doing something on the behalf of the Haelforge professors, and we need Haelforge uniforms to pretend to be Haelforge students. Requisitioning."

"Typically," Leo said, "requisitioning something involves forms. You just accosted the first professor we found and asked for a set of Haelforge uniforms, then kept insisting even when he pointed out that Haelforge doesn't actually have any uniforms."

"Well, he was clearly just hiding them from us," Cale said, sniffing. "We got them in the end, didn't we?"

"We got a set of standard battlemage robes," Leo said. "Either that, or you intimidated that poor professor so much he decided to give you a pair from his personal collection of robes. I haven't decided which one is more likely yet."

"I didn't do anything intimidating," Cale objected. "I just asked for some uniforms!"

"You also started showing off your collection of spells when he didn't give them to you immediately."

"To prove that we deserved them!"

"You shattered his best barrier."

"It wasn't a very good barrier. I thought he was testing me. This is Haelforge; it's how they do things. I asked!" Cale frowned and paused. "...wait, did we just mug one of the Haelforge professors?"

"Did you just mug one of the Haelforge professors, you mean," Leo said. "And no. I followed up with him after and made sure he was okay. I think he was impressed. But in any other situation, yes, that might have counted as a mugging."

"Huh." Cale frowned. "I feel like this explains a lot of interactions I've been wondering about."

"Please tell me you haven't been mugging people without realizing it."

"No, no," Cale said. "I'm pretty sure I haven't. I don't requisition materials that often."

"I don't know how reassuring that pretty sure is."

"I can usually tell if I'm scaring someone," Cale said. "It's just that I realized some of the mages I met might have been trying to mug me. I just thought that was how they greeted people."

Leo blinked. "You're going to have to explain that one to me."

"It's a cultural thing," Cale said. "There are realms where mages greet each other by exchanging their best spells. I just thought it was another one of those."

"I can't decide if I believe you or if you just deeply misinterpreted them all attacking you simultaneously."

"No, no, it's a real thing. I met the king that way! Great bloke, fantastic penetrating spell. He actually managed to crack one of my barriers."

"I'm... not even going to comment on that." Leo shook his head. "At least these robes are nice."

"They have so many pockets," Cale said happily. "Pockets are amazing. You don't appreciate them until you have to live through a realm that hasn't invented them yet. I get around to inventing them, don't get me wrong, but you'd be surprised how hard it is to get the masses to adopt them."

"Why would that be hard?" Leo frowned.

"Customer complaints," Cale said. "Never underestimate the power of a mage determined to complain about something. First they think it's a hole in their clothes, then they complain about leaving expensive spell materials inside their pockets when casting cleaning spells and destroying them by accident. Plus the engineering is harder than you'd expect. We had to deal with an infestation of pocket mimics, and apparently sometimes tentacles emerge from the pockets, so we had to establish a pocket troubleshooting department..."

Cale trailed off. Leo was giving him one of those looks that said he'd said something strange. "What?"

"Those aren't normal problems with pockets."

"Aren't they?" Cale frowned. "I just thought most realms fixed the pocket tentacle problem."

"I am reasonably certain we've never had a pocket tentacle problem, and I cannot believe I just spoke that sentence," Leo said dryly. "Have you considered there might have been a good reason that particular realm hadn't invented pockets?"

"Huh. Hadn't thought about that." Cale shrugged. "We fixed it, though. It was very popular after that."

"Well, now I have to know how."

Cale thought about it for a moment. "Now that you mention it, I guess it probably was realm-specific," he said. "That, or we fixed it for all the realms at once. Not sure which. Basically, one of my friends invented a spell that let us enter the pocket dimension.

"Just to be clear: the pocket dimension, not to be confused with a pocket dimension. There was some sort of infestation in it..." Cale hummed in thought. "Maybe it was created by a curse directed at pockets? I'm not sure. It's been a while."

"...I have so much I need to process about everything you just said." Leo shook his head and sighed. "Sometimes I can't decide if I'm jealous of everything you've seen and done."

Cale took a moment to respond to that, and Leo glanced over at him, as if only just realizing what he'd said. "I'm sorry," he said. "I didn't mean—"

"It's fine," Cale said. "I know what you meant. And don't get me wrong, I'm glad I've gotten to see as much as I have. I just wouldn't wish the rest of it on anyone."

Leo hesitated for a moment, and when he asked his next question, the words were tentative. "Is that why you do things like this?"

"What do you mean?"

"We didn't really need new robes," Leo said. "Theoretically, as long as we're not looking for the books with the explicit purpoe of unsealing the dungeon, we should be able to reach them. Assuming we're right about that, I mean. But you insisted on getting the robes, and I'm not really sure I understand why."

It was tempting to avoid the question, but Cale was starting to work himself out of that habit, and so instead he considered it carefully.

"It's important to have fun when I can," he said eventually. "I've lived for a very, very long time, Leo, and if there's anything I've learned about immortality, it's this: I have to choose when to bear the weight of it all. If I don't..."

He shook his head, lapsing into silence, and thankfully, Leo didn't press him any further. The minotaur seemed to be thinking hard about something, though, so Cale left him alone until they were once more surrounded by the bone-carved shelves of the Haelforge Library.





Leo was glad that Cale was opening up. He didn't know how to feel about everything else—in fact, all too often, he just felt like he was in over his head—but he at least knew enough to recognize that Cale rarely talked about himself with that much open vulnerability.

It seemed to help, but it also wasn't something he did for very long. He was going to need another distraction sooner or later. It was just sort of how things went.

"Have you done anything like this before?" Leo asked, deciding to pre-empt that distraction. At least this way, he'd learn something new about the realms. In the meantime, they made their way to the shelves of conjuration-fire-five, this time with nothing but the intent to pick out a tome each to read.

Well, theoretically. To get whatever defensive spell this was to misread their intent, they would have to both convince themselves that that was what they were doing. That was, for obvious reasons, much easier said than done. Hopefully a distracting conversation would help.

Cale glanced at him. "What do you mean?"

"You know." Leo gestured at the library around them. "Trying to bypass some sort of spatial magic to get somewhere. Was the Labyrinth Plague anything like this?"

"Huh." Cale's expression turned thoughtful. "Not the Labyrinth Plague, no. You'd know if you were caught in the Plague. It doesn't like to let you leave. But there are some similarities, now that you mention it...

"It's probably not the best example, though." He hummed in thought. "There are dungeons that rely on all sorts of spatial trickery like this. Corridors that turn in on themselves or trap you in some kind of loop, that sort of thing. There's always some sort of trick to get through it, kind of like what we're doing now. Trap magic in general always has some kind of weakness."

"How do you know when a trap like that activates?" Leo asked. "Is there something I should watch out for?"

That made Cale brighten, and Leo grinned internally. Cale loved having the chance to explain the rules, so to speak; he claimed that a deep understanding of them was how a good mage could keep themselves alive.

"Excellent question!" Cale beamed. "The first thing to look for is distortions, like in the tomes and shelves we saw. The second thing to look for is repetition—you already know this, but it's good practice to mark each corridor in a dungeon as you pass them, and one of the reasons for that is in case you walk into a spatial trap.

"The really devious ones are a lot more subtle than that, though." Cale paused for a moment, picking out a tome and gently paging through it, as if he was actually interested in its contents. Perhaps he was. "I once explored a dungeon that created a spatial veil. Basically a false space layered on top of a real one that can be freely manipulated by the caster. Those things are much harder to spot, since the caster is in active control, and the worst part is they can make you think you've left the dungeon while keeping you inside the veil."

Leo grimaced. "That sounds awful."

"Oh, it wasn't so bad," Cale said. "It's hard for a good spatial veil to mimic people, so one of the obvious signs is if you visit a populated village and it's completely empty. Or there's people in it, but they act like puppets."

"That just sounds creepy," Leo protested. "And there are other spells that can do that kind of thing."

"You do have to watch out for that," Cale agreed. "The thing is, every spatial trap has some kind of rule; it's intrinsic to how the spells work. You just need to know which ones have which rules. Veils fall apart if you move too quickly for the spell to keep up with you, for example. Interpolation magic can be defeated just by moving backwards. Corridor-replication usually requires a specific series of twists and turns, which labyrinth magic is uniquely suited for breaking..."

He trailed off, and Leo frowned. "Cale?"

"I think we're here," Cale said, although his voice sounded oddly distant. Leo looked around and blinked a few times, feeling strangely dizzy for a moment. What did he mean, they were there? They were heading for the shelves of conjuration-fire-five, and they were only at—

They were only at—

Leo felt almost as though he was seeing double for a moment. His labyrinth senses told him one thing, his brain told him another, and his eyes were refusing to notice something he absolutely should have noticed before.

"It's powerful obfuscation magic." There was something different about Cale's tone—was it worried? Angry? He couldn't tell. It still felt like it was far away. "Give me a moment, I can't just purge the effect from you. I think it's anchored by something—"

Leo shook his head and grunted. It was hard to listen to what Cale was saying. The words slipped in and out of his perception, as though they weren't quite in the same location despite ostensibly being right next to one another.

But a small part of him was still doing what Cale had instructed right at the beginning of all this. He was cycling his mana through each of the palewater patterns, moving it in and out of his core. At that exact moment, entirely subconsciously, he switched to the one pattern he had the most trouble with—the one that refused to move.

And like it had been prodded from a deep sleep, the fragment of Cale's intent embedded within his mana surged to life.

For a fraction of a second, Leo thought that he'd finally succeeded in creating palewater, but that was a bleary, half-formed thought, and it became clear quickly that something very different was happening. The intent burned within him, seemingly offended by the existence of something—

—something that had wormed its way into his mana core without Leo even noticing—

—and in that same fraction of a second, it cast it out.

Leo fell to his knees, gasping for breath, and Cale was suddenly there, arm around his shoulders to keep him steady. "Are you alright?" he asked. "Shit, did you just break out of that by yourself?"

"Not—" Leo grimaced, still feeling slightly woozy, but far better than he had before. "Not by myself. Your intent did something. What happened?"

"Perception worm," Cale said, frowning. "They shouldn't be here. They can fall through gaps in unsealed realms and can make powerful anchors for obfuscation spells, but Utelia isn't an unsealed realm."

"I don't mean that," Leo said, although he had been wondering. Far more concerning to him, though, were the shelves of conjuration-fire-four.

More specifically, the lack of them. The part of the Haelforge Library they were in looked absolutely devastated, like a fire had raged through it and left behind nothing but ashes. The rest of the library seemed intact, but impossibly far away.

"Ah," Cale said quietly—and Leo thought he heard what might have been actual worry in his voice. "I think we might have been a little wrong about what happened here."

"It wasn't trying to stop us from unsealing the dungeon?" Leo asked. He pulled himself slowly to his feet. Something about the air around them felt wrong, indistinct.

"Right," Cale said, uncharacteristically hesitant. He knelt in the ashes to pick out what looked like the burnt cover of a book, and he held it reverently, brushing off the ashes with a gentle touch. "I think that might have been the library trying to protect us."

"Oh." There was an obvious follow-up question to ask there, but Leo's tongue felt oddly like it had frozen in place. He swallowed and forced it through anyway. "Protect us from what?"

"Good question." Cale seemed wary, which was never a good sign. "I don't know."

Cale was normally delighted when he didn't know things. Leo found it incredibly unsettling that he had said those words without even grinning. "Which means we should be careful."

"There's a lot of magic here," Cale said. "A wounded library is practically a wound in magic, Leo. And this one's in pain, but it's doing its best to protect its students and professors. We just broke through that defense."

"Is it—" Leo swallowed. "Is it going to be alright? Can we help it?"

"Maybe. We'll have to figure out what happened here first." Cale's expression tightened. "Leo?"

"What?"

"Very few things can wound a library like this. Especially one well-established and taken care of. The ones that can are usually different forms of magical parasites, capable of taking advantage of the magic that leaks out. The most dangerous among those that I know of uses it to fuel echo magic, and there's one thing you need to know about echo magic."

Leo swallowed, unnerved by the intensity in Cale's expression. "What's that?"

"It's an echo," he said. "And it can only ever capture what you were. It does not know what you could be. I have faith in what you could be, Leo."

"You're saying that like I'm going to have to do it alone," Leo said, his worry now reaching a height he hadn't thought possible.

"If this is what I think it is," Cale said, "then I won't have—"

Leo really, really wished Cale had been able to finish that sentence. And also that Cale made a better habit of explaining what he thought things were. Especially since he was right most of the time, and the ambiguity of not knowing was far worse! Granted, he was pretty sure he knew what Cale had been about to say, but... dammit.

Echo magic. He had never heard of echo magic. But he understood well enough from the name what it meant, and sure enough, when he looked up, Cale was gone. In his place was what looked like a pure-white reflection of Leo, with blazing golden eyes.

Leo might have been impressed if those eyes hadn't also looked very much like they wanted to kill him.

"I don't suppose we can just have a conversation?" he asked. "About, uh, I don't know. Earning points. Do you like points? I'll give you ten points for not attacking me."

"...ten points... attack..." the echo muttered in return, and Leo felt the all-too-familiar coalescense of labyrinth magic suddenly surging in his clone.

Great. His first doppelganger fight and he wasn't even going to get to make good conversation.

Considering how much more worried Cale had been, Leo wondered vaguely if he wasn't picking too much up from his mentor. He should have been terrified. Cale was gone, and this was an example of magic that was far beyond him—whatever had caused this had managed to hurt a library. That was so unheard of none of them had even considered the option.

But also, it was clearly dividing its resources, if all it wanted to do was have him face a copy of himself.

There were two problems with that.

One, at that moment, Leo didn't like himself. It wasn't a good thought, he knew—his friends would certainly be upset with him for it—but it still burned within him, no matter what he told himself to feel.

And second...

An echo can only capture what you were. It does not know what you could be.

This struck him like an opportunity.

Leo pushed his mana to circulate in the complex patterns he needed and felt it stall once more, but his gaze didn't waver from the golden eyes of his clone.

The win condition was simple. They were evenly matched, from what he could feel, which meant they could counter one another perfectly. The clone could draw from the mess of magic left behind by the wound in the library, which meant Leo would run out of mana first and lose.

Unless he figured out the trick to palewater.

"Well," Leo said. "Nothing quite like a fight for your life to motivate you, eh?"

His clone snorted and charged.

"I know, I know," Leo said. "That's the sort of thing Syphus would say. I've been learning a lot from it. Friends in high places and all that."

Walls surged up around them as they each unleashed a spell of [Labyrinthine Control]. It was more a spell for controlling the field than for battle, but Leo thrived best when he controlled the field.

So did his clone. Like this, they would wrestle for control over the labyrinth while hunting one another down. The walls of the makeshift labyrinth shifted as they tried to crush one another, making their way through the twists and turns.

Leo did recognize, somewhat distantly, that he was coping with danger by attempting to banter with an opponent that couldn't speak. Clearly, he was learning too much from Cale.

But perhaps he could use that.

Slowly, deliberately, he turned part of his focus inward, even as the rest of him fought to maintain control of the labyrinth shifting around him.
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  Cale took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

He was worried about Leo—it was hard not to be, really, considering the situation they were in—but he couldn't afford to let that worry distract him. He was going to have to trust that his apprentice had learned enough from him to survive what was coming.

And he did, in spite of himself. If he hadn't, he would have torn through the library with his magic, no matter the consequences and the wound it would inflict on the realm. But Leo and the rest of his apprentices had more than proved themselves, and Cale couldn't justify the damage he would do if he tried to save him.

Not to mention what his own apprentices might think of him if he did. He smiled wryly to himself at the thought, feeling the weight of the circumstances growing momentarily lighter.

Then he let himself focus—truly focus—and took careful stock of everything that had happened and was still happening.

The Haelforge Library had rejected their attempts to find the tomes that could unseal the Bitter Path. Cale had initially considered this to be one of two possibilities, with the second being that there was a third party attempting to keep the dungeon sealed.

Now he was certain that it was, in fact, the magic of the Haelforge Library. Interpolation magic was rare, but it was the lesser of the magics a library could employ to defend itself or to protect those that walked it. No doubt it had suffered this attack some time ago and was employing that magic to stop those that walked its halls from falling victim to the same magic that had wounded it.

Yet it hadn't alerted its Librarians to the damage, which meant it most likely believed the threat was beyond even the capability of the Haelforge Librarians and professors to handle. Instead, it sealed off access to the damaged sections of its shelves, using its ability to read intent to minimize the effort it would take to do so. Too much magic on its part would alert its Librarians that something was wrong, after all.

Cale and Leo's attempt to access the shelves of conjuration-fire-four had most likely only worked because they'd considered that possibility and decided to go for the shelves of conjuration-fire-five. Presumably, as long as the goal wasn't to stop at conjuration-fire-four, the library would let them through the ruined shelves, relying on the perception worms left behind by the attack to hide their presence.

That their theory about the students most likely wasn't entirely correct: surely some of those students wanted to borrow tomes from the affected shelves, and they had not, as far as the professors knew, reported anything amiss.

Perhaps the library differentiated between different levels of accomplishment in magehood. There would have been a purpose to that—perception worms couldn't affect a mage that had developed a darkwood core or greater, which would allow the library to save its magic only for those that could evade the worms...

The most worrying part of all of this was that it spoke to a great deal of intelligence on the part of the Haelforge Library. Cale was no stranger to those few libraries that broke their barriers and became truly sapient.

But it only ever happened when the library was close to death.

It was both a gift and a form of defensive magic born of the Seventh Monolith, the Heir of Knowledge. When a library came close enough to death or if the knowledge it contained was close to being permanently lost, its mind would grow brighter, capable of learning and absorbing from the vast array of tomes they held.

That the Haelforge Library was displaying these capabilities told him that the wounds it held were more grievous than even the devastation they had seen implied, and Cale didn't know what to make of that.

Something had attacked the library. Whatever that something was, it left scars filled with perception worms and echo magic, both of which were rare magics virtually unheard of on most of the realms he'd been to. Yet unlike some of the other dangers he'd witnessed, this wasn't some remnant of Yggdrasil or the corrupted Source of Magic.

This was new, and it was new in a way that worried him. Cale had seen both perception worms and echo magic before, but not both employed together; they were each, respectively, strategies employed by dark ones intent on taking over their realms.

But at the time, they were each the trump cards employed by those dark ones at the height of their power. This attack suggested a creature that left both things behind as a mere side effect of the original attack. If the dark lord on Utelia was capable of summoning minions capable of something like this, then Utelia was in far more danger than he'd thought.

"Are you done thinking?" his echo asked. It had its arms crossed and was leaning casually against the remnants of a shelf, tossing and flipping what looked like a knife. When it spoke, it distracted itself just enough that it missed the next catch and caught the blade instead, slicing open its palm. What seemed to be pure light dripped out from the wound. "Ow. Dammit. Can we get to fighting already?"

"I'd rather not," Cale said, glancing up briefly.

"You know I can just attack you, right?" it asked, massaging its palm gingerly. It was healing quickly, as one might expect from an echo.

"Are you going to?" Cale asked, raising an eyebrow.

His echo grunted. "Bah. We both know how that would go."

"Then why are you so eager to fight?"

"You know how it is," it said. "I'm five minutes old and born with an intense desire for destruction. I wanna blow things up. I just also have all of your memories—the ones you can remember, anyway—and it's making me not want to blow things up. It's very confusing. I blame you for this. It's like you're my dad, except instead of donating genetic material you donated so much trauma I can't even be properly evil."

It leaned in close mid-rant, glaring at him. "Do you know what this kind of existential crisis feels like? I am literally your evil twin, except I think being evil sucks!"

"Are you really going to compare me to some sort of metaphorical father figure?" Cale ignored everything else and made a face. "You know how I feel about that."

"Listen, there are only so many forms of evil I feel comfortable participating in, and that's basically the most palatable one for me." His echo sniffed haughtily, and Cale rolled his eyes.

"If you're going to stand there and snark, you might as well help me figure this out," he said. "What kind of monster leaves a wound like this? Do you think the dark lord had something to do with the attack?"

"And now you want me to help you?" It glared at him, then sighed. Apparently, being a figure made out of pure light did not stop it from letting out a distinctly Cale-like sigh. "You have all the expectations of a dad, too."

"You're going to keep doing that, aren't you?" Cale sighed, then frowned at himself when he realized it sounded identical to his echo's.

"If I'm going to help you, I need to extract some sort of payment," the echo said, shrugging. "Until I decide to fight you, anyway. That might still happen."

"Except whoever cast this echo magic could only copy my core up to darkwood," Cale pointed out.

"Sure, but magic isn't all about core development," his echo said. "Anyway, this is going to get confusing, so if we're going to work together we should probably call me something else. How do you feel about Bale Badwell Bobbs? You know, since I'm your evil twin."

"I feel like you know exactly how I feel about that," Cale said dryly. "I'm just going to go with Echo, thanks. Although I doubt we're going to get very mixed up."

"Where's your sense of creativity?" Echo complained.

"Do you remember the last time someone decided to pick up the name Bale Badwell Bobbs?"

Echo paused. "Oh. Good point."

Cale shook his head, hiding his grin. He'd worked with copies of himself before—magic never really went right when it attempted to copy him, and more often than not it resulted in something like this. It happened often enough that he also generally knew how to deal with clones and doppelgangers.

This was, unfortunately, also how he knew that he was going to have to play the straight man here. He'd experimented with other methods of dealing with himself before, and anything else usually just resulted in them getting far too distracted from the problem at hand. That wasn't always a bad thing, but it wasn't helpful when he needed to take things seriously.

"So," Echo said, evidently thinking the same thing. "I think we can pretty safely say this has something to do with the dark lord. Being stuck with a darkwood core aside, my mana feels weird. I'm pretty sure I'm made of dark mana. Not the dark aspect stuff, the anti-divine stuff."

"We really need a better name for that," Cale said absently. "But that's good to know. Something to do with mana manipulation, I take it?"

"Yup. No divine influence when I move it around." Echo demonstrated with a small plume of prismatic flame. "Actually makes it kinda easier, but that's probably also just because I have less mana. Oh! I wonder if that means I can learn more spells than you can!"

"Let's not get ahead of ourselves just yet," Cale said, holding back a laugh. Honestly, if his echo survived all this and could learn magic on its own, he'd be pleased. It wouldn't have been the first time one of his doppelgangers split off from him and ended up having a better life...

Though he'd have to try not to think too hard about that.

"More importantly, do you think whoever or whatever cast this magic is still around?" Cale asked. "You should be able to feel for it."

"Yeah, yeah, I'm on it." Echo frowned to itself. "Dunno, actually. I can sort of feel them, but it feels like they're... separated from us? Might be the library's magic getting in the way."

Cale narrowed his eyes. "Or they went ahead into the dungeon."

Echo froze. "You think the dark lord might be after the mana channeler in the Bitter Path?"

"It makes sense," Cale said. "Sneak into the dungeon, then seal it off behind you so no one else can follow. Maybe destroy the dungeon after that, to make sure no one can follow."

"Are you sure you don't want to break the magic keeping us from Leo?" Echo seemed a little more worried, now. "I think I could do it, you know. The veil is a byproduct of echo magic, and I'm linked to it."

"I know," Cale said. "But we can't. Whatever caused this is still here. It's going to be drawn to the largest concentration of magic.."

"Which is going to be us." Echo winced. "I hate it when I'm right."

"Wasn't I technically the one that was right, there?"

"Still counts. I have to take my wins where I can." Echo's worry flashed away as it slipped on a mask in the same practiced way he did. Cale wondered absently if it was quite so obvious when he did it, or if he was only seeing it because he knew himself so well. "Anyway, I get it. We need the spatial veil to keep everyone safe when it happens because we still haven't picked up any spatial veil spells. I feel like it's taking a while, though."

"It is," Cale said. "I wonder..."

Echo tilted its head, then grinned as it caught on. "It's probably a gatekeeper making sure the dungeon stays sealed?"

"It is nice to work with myself." Cale grinned right back. "We have a lot of spell knowledge between us, don't we? And we know what the spell anchors are thanks to Leo. If we get the right spells—"

"—and use it to anchor a makeshift ritual—" Echo continued.

"—we could probably expose the gate," Cale said. "If there's a gatekeeper around, that should get its attention."

"And if it doesn't, we can always blow things up until it arrives to make sure we don't also blow up the dungeon!" Echo added cheerfully.

Cale paused. "No, you lost me on that one."

Echo didn't have much of a face, given that it was mostly made of light, but Cale was still pretty sure it was pouting. "Are you sure? Can't we at least blow things up a little?"

"That's your evil twin side speaking, Echo. No blowing things up."

Echo sighed. "If we get back to Brightscale Academy, I'm going to steal Syphus from you. I understand it so much more now."

"I can't decide if that says something about you or if it says something about Syphus." Cale shook his head. "Let's just get those spells ready."





"Cale, if you can hear me, you are a lying liar and you better give me so many points for this!"

Leo was pretty sure that Cale could not, in fact, hear him, but screaming helped him feel better a little bit. Mostly because if he didn't scream then he would be forced to hear the stone walls grinding and bearing down on him, not to mention contend with the whispering faces emerging from said walls.

There were so many faces. Why were there so many faces?! This wasn't even one of the spells he had! Leo was pretty sure Cale had said that something created from echo magic wasn't supposed to be able to grow. He thought he understood what that meant—an echo was a snapshot of the moment it was created, not a living, dynamic being.

Except his echo was pulling out new spells on him, and that was bullshit. Was it somehow benefiting from the Gift? Maybe Cale hadn't accounted for the existence of the Gift. They were both tossing spells around at one another, and it would make sense if the Gift was responding by giving out spells.

But that would mean he wasn't getting any new spells, and his echo was. For that matter, why were its new spells so incredibly creepy? There were the whispering faces—many of which seemed to be modeled after his own face, or some distorted version of Cale's—but before that, some lumbering shadow had emerged from the labyrinth and started chasing after him. And before that, it cast some spell that filled the labyrinth with shifting, hallucinatory smoke.

At least, Leo hoped it was hallucinatory. The things he'd seen... He shuddered.

On the other hand, he was pretty sure this meant he was on the right track. His echo only pulled out a new spell whenever he tried to focus on making palewater; it knew what he was doing, or at least what he was trying to do, and clearly it found it worrying enough to focus all its efforts on him whenever he tried to stop for long enough to do that.

That was—it was sort of impressive, actually? Leo wouldn't have thought he would be able to focus so closely on what his opponent was doing in the middle of a fight, but this echo was created from him, and it was doing everything he would do if he was ever forced into a fight against himself. It didn't seem able or willing to speak, but it was sharp and tactical, pressuring him whilst doing its best to confuse his senses.

They both had the same instincts tuned to navigating different labyrinths, though, which made it hard for them to hide from one another. That put Leo at a disadvantage, since he was the one that needed to hide.

He tried to think. The only way to put real distance between them would perhaps be to bury himself deep in layers of pseudo-labyrinths. He could draw complex paths into the walls like he was setting up a ward, enough to draw in and obfuscate his echo's navigational senses. That might mask his presence long enough to focus.

But his echo was aware of the same thing, and it refused to let him. Every time he tried, it found something new to distract him and did its level best to close the distance, bashing through walls and growing new paths through their shared domain. The damn thing had not only picked up on what he was trying to do, it was countering his strategy and coming up with new spells in the process.

Leo was...

Well, all the screaming aside, now that he thought about it? He was kind of pissed about that, actually.

It was an echo. It was using his mind against him—using its knowledge of his strengths and weaknesses, what it knew he would and wouldn't do, and it was using his own anxieties and fears to corner him. Whatever kind of copy it was, it didn't seem to carry weight of the same doubts Leo did, and that made it a terrifying, unstoppable force on the battlefield.

Why couldn't he do the same? Was this an example of what he was actually capable of, if he didn't hold himself down? If he fought like this in the dungeons, he wouldn't have needed to worry about holding his friends back at all. His echo didn't have access to anything he didn't have, and yet it had somehow turned itself into a ruthless hunter even his friends would have been hard-pressed to go up against.

Leo was used to being outdone. He was the most mortal creature in a group of immortal, elemental beings. His magic was strange and wonderful, but it was the weakest of them all. He was so used to it, in fact, that he had chalked it up to being something intrinsic.

But this was a copy, and he was sick of being outdone. Something inside him burned at the mere thought of it.

Leo snarled, then began reshaping the labyrinth once more, this time for a different purpose entirely. He no longer cared about putting distance between himself and his echo. Instead, he forcibly re-shaped the walls closest to him, forcing the path into a familiar pattern.

If his echo wouldn't let him focus internally, then he'd just have to find a way around that.

That mana circulation pattern had spoken to him so deeply because its path, circuitous and complex, was essentially a labyrinth. He needed to focus internally to be able to follow it, in theory... unless he built it into the walls and stone around him.

Unless he turned the labyrinth itself into the pattern.

He wouldn't need to do it all at once. All he needed was for the next twist and turn to match the circuit. It would be exactly like navigating the Haelforge Library—his goal was not to make the pattern flow as a whole, because something about that seemed to make the intent within his mana rebel against him.

So instead he would make his mana move one step at a time until it formed the whole.

Adapt. Adjust. If his echo could do it, then so could he.

Right on cue, it burst out of the wall in front of him. Leo could tell, from its expression, that it expected him to shape the labyrinth around him to escape. It had prepared itself for a chase.

Leo punched it in the face, then raced down the corridors he had reshaped, feeling his mana move along with him.
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  The specific palewater exercise that Leo was doing was known as the Seventh Rhythm. Akkau had listed out the names and histories of each exercise when presenting it to them, and Leo had taken meticulous notes. He hadn't focused too much on it at the time outside of that, too consumed first by anticipation, then self-recrimination when he had failed to make it work.

Now, though, as he raced through the labyrinth and the Rhythm pounded in his ears, he felt it coming back to him.

Every palewater exercise had a certain history to it, Akkau had said. Magical civilization as a whole had not always known how to safely advance the development of their mana cores; in fact, for a long time, it had been accepted that only the most talented would ever even move into the realm of palewater. That purity of mana had been seen at the time as something sacred, a sign that one had been chosen by magic itself.

Then came the mage known as the Herald, who had offered the Great Realms the very first palewater exercise. It was a monstrously complex thing, it was said—a dense network of twisting paths that mages would have to dedicate years to study and replicate, given that it had to be done all at once without a single mistake.

Yet that had represented a paradigm shift in the education of mages and in the study of magic, because for the first time in known history, there was a means by which any mage could develop a palewater core. It was so monstrously difficult that there was barely an uptick in the number of palewater mages, certainly, but all that was needed was for the Realms to know that it was possible.

Just like that, study of mana cores and how palewater could be created bloomed. It became understood that mana itself consisted of aspect and intent, and that the intent could be subverted to a greater degree than mere core integration. There was a thin presence of divine intent in any fraction of mana, it was said, and that intent could belong to the mage, if only they could persuade it to change.

That was, in essence, what the palewater exercises were. At their most fundamental, they were a construct that represented the mage's intent, much in the same way a spell construct could convert mana into a spell.

That was one of the reasons there were so many of them. Once mages understood how that first palewater exercise worked, they scrambled to create smaller, simpler ones that were designed to work for a smaller subset of mages. In some abstract way, each circulation pattern represented a mage's ambitions, their way of thinking, their hopes and their dreams.

All derived from the very first pattern gifted to them by the Herald. The only one known to be almost universal in nature—one known to work for any mage, no matter their temperament. It was said that the Herald had done this because of their love for magic, and their belief that the full strength of magic could and should be wielded by all.

That pattern was known as the First Rhythm. It was from the First Rhythm that every other pattern was derived, a simpler version carved out so other mages could more easily use it. There were attempts to simplify the First Rhythm, but by and large, those other patterns were far more effective and much simpler to use, so those attempts fell to the wayside, to be used only for the few mages that truly needed it.

In total, there had been six such attempts, culminating in the Seventh Rhythm. Even simplified as it was, it was still a complex, twisting thing, and yet it didn't surprise Leo that this was what he'd been drawn to the most. He'd been hoping to resonate with the Stone Mind, or perhaps the Flowing River, but in truth he'd known from the moment he'd laid eyes on it that it was the Seventh Rhythm that called to him.

The complexity was a part of it. It made sense—he had a labyrinth core, so of course he was drawn to the most complex of the palewater exercises, to the circulation pattern that most resembled a labyrinth in itself. But there was more to it than that.

The First Rhythm had been created so that every mage could grow into their full potential. The Seventh carried that same wish, borne forward by other mages who had been frustrated and stymied by their attempts with the other patterns, in the hope that it would be easier for the next one that needed it.

It was that hope, more than anything, that resonated with Leo. It was the reason the Rhythm represented his intent most of all. His desire to draw out every scrap of his potential, to stand by his friends as an equal that could fight with them. He wanted them to be able to rely on him.

He wanted to be a true mage.

The thought almost startled him. Leo had always scoffed a little at Cale's various declarations of what it meant to be a true mage—half the time it was some truism buried in a joke, and the other half it was advice meant to keep them alive. He never quite considered it long enough to understand what Cale meant by those words, but now he thought he understood.

A true mage was one that learned every scrap of magic they could. They were one that would overturn every possibility, make every discovery, if it meant they could stand tall alongside the kings and gods of magic. The nuances of that might differ, from mage to mage, but a true mage saw magic for what it was and would not hesitate to grasp at it.

And more than anything, a true mage lived to see it through. For how could one uncover all arcane mysteries if they allowed themselves to die? Leo was aware of this more than any other, being the most mortal among his friends; some part of him had simply accepted the thought, the knowledge that they would outlive him.

No longer. He lived in a world of magic. There could be solutions for anything in that world.

Even, for instance, a solution for the Seventh Rhythm.

His echo hadn't given up the chase. If anything, it had become more frantic. Leo could feel it drawing on greater and greater portions of the Haelforge Library's strength, borrowing from its mana and attempting to overwhelm him with sheer quantity. More than once, he'd barely managed to dodge a sudden shift in the labyrinth, an attempt by its walls to crush him or halt his progress.

But his goals had changed, and his echo knew it. Worse, it seemed that it hadn't figured out what he was doing—it only knew that he was trying something, and was desperately trying to stop him.

Without knowing his true goal, though, it couldn't know that it was only helping him along.

That was the trick of it, wasn't it? In a battle of attrition, Leo would lose. If he was forced to try to hide, to create enough distance to focus his mind and create his first drop of palewater, he would lose. If he fought and threw everything he had at his echo, then more likely than not, he would lose. Formed of the same mind or not, his clone had a single-minded focus he lacked. All it would take was a moment's distraction.

Which was part of why he'd changed up his goal for something completely different. He simplified his plans. If all he needed to do was move through a labyrinth shaped by the Seventh Rhythm, then he could afford to fight off his echo the few times they clashed. As long as it didn't know what he was doing, as long as it still thought he was just running, desperate for a plan...

He didn't need to seize control of the entire labyrinth, after all. That would cost him mana he didn't have. All he needed to do was secure a single path in a single shape, and push the mana within him in that same shape as he ran.

His clone burst out of the wall in front of him. The sight was awe-inspiring, for a moment—Leo had never known he could look quite so intimidating. Granted, the echo was made of pure light and had blazing eyes to match, so it had something of an advantage in that area, but still.

[Bouldertrap], it commanded, and Leo felt the labyrinth shifting around them. The floor became an incline, and somewhere above, a thundering sound crashed through the makeshift halls as a boulder rolled toward them.

Leo couldn't help himself. He grinned. His echo hadn't figured out what he was trying to do yet. It was fighting him conventionally, expecting him to play by the rules of a mage in combat. Even now, it held a tight grasp of the corridor, as if expecting him to try to close off the boulder's path or redirect it away from them.

He did neither. Instead, he rushed straight ahead, barrelling past his clone and shoving it out of the way, to a surprised, startled yelp. Then it scrambled back to its feet and began to run—

—which was how for a moment they found themselves running down the same path, away from the boulder it had created. Leo might've laughed at the absurdity of it if he hadn't been so focused on shaping the path ahead of them. He couldn't afford to care about what his echo did, as long as it didn't interfere with him, because his goal at the moment wasn't to win.

All he needed to do was to create that one drop of palewater before it stopped him. He didn't even need complete success.

His echo eventually roared and crashed off to the side of the path, as if unable to understand why Leo was just ignoring the boulder still thundering after him. The answer to that was simple enough, and it would have known if it hadn't been too angry to think about it. It had the same memories he did, after all.

He'd trained with Syphus. Running from a boulder was effectively just exercise for him, at this point.

Something else struck him, though. The fact was that this was working—that following the path of the Rhythm and calling for his mana to follow was allowing it to move far more than it did when he tried to do that same thing in the privacy of his room.

In all his previous attempts, the palewater exercise that was the Seventh Rhythm just didn't work for him. The intent in his mana resisted transformation.

What, exactly, made this different? Why was this working where all his previous attempts had failed? It wasn't just that it was moving with no other effect. He could feel the transformation, minimal as it was. It took effort, but a tiny amount of Cale's intent was becoming his own.

Leo couldn't help but feel that he needed to understand why that was before he could truly bridge the gap to palewater.

One more step. Another twist, another turn. A [Grasping Hands] from his echo, who tried to trip him with hands of stone; Leo responded by simply leaping over them and continuing.

He just needed to understand what made this different. That, more than anything, was the key he needed.

All he had to do was figure it out before his echo caught him. Because as much as he was trying to preserve his mana and stamina, well...

Leo would run out eventually. He knew that.

And so did his echo.





Cale hated doing nothing, which was probably why he responded to the rumble in his surroundings with a little more enthusiasm than he probably should have. His echo shot him a look, and Cale rolled his eyes.

"What?" he asked. "You were just as bored as I was. We don't like being forced to sit and worry."

"Well, sure," Echo acknowledged. "But we also always wanted to see what that was like on the other side of things."

Cale paused. "Normally I like being right, but this feels kind of unfair."

"Can we focus on the part where my master is about to show up?"

"Are you really going to call whatever they are your master?"

"Yes?" Echo said. It thought about it for a moment, then nodded. "Yeah, I think I'm comfortable with that. I know it's technically just an instinct that was constructed as part of my core, and I'm sure there are several layers of questionable ethics we're going to have to unwind, but also I think it awakened something in me."

Cale sighed. "You could at least pretend to be pissed about it."

"I am pretty mad that my master hurt the library, but it's sort of conflicting with everything else," Echo said. "I'm sure I'll decide one way or another once they show up."

"But they are going to show up?"

"Oh yes," Echo said. "Any moment now."

Cale readied himself. The barrier he maintained surged brightly, a complex prismatic array briefly appearing on its surface before fading away once more; he would be taking no chances with an opponent like this, whose attacks left perception worms and echo magic in the wounds it rent. That sort of creature spoke of a higher form of aberration, the kind that only emerged once in a thousand years.

Not the kind that gave him trouble, necessarily.

But Cale wanted answers. That was the part that would be difficult.

The creature that emerged from the ashen grounds of the Haelforge Library could, perhaps, be charitably called a colony of worms. Less charitably, they were a writhing mass of squirming, white-red things that glommed together into a barely-coherent whole.

That whole eventually did cohere into something that resembled a serpent. It reared up above them, large enough that its head brushed against the ceiling of the Haelforge Library.

Then it roared. Worms came flying out with the sound, and Cale made a secondary barrier just so he wouldn't be splattered. "Gross," he muttered.

"I am the blood that writhes," it hissed. "I am the thunder that crawls beneath the skin. I am the precursor to the end of all that calls itself holy, the worms that will devour them when their divine corpses riddle the realms—"

"That's really long," Cale interrupted. "Can I just call you Blood or something?"

"Hello, master!" Echo said cheerfully.

The worm-serpent stared at them both. "...Creation of mine," it said, slightly more halting—this time looking toward Echo. "Why do you have the will to defy me? What trickery is this? I commanded you to kill that which created you."

"You might want to think about the phrasing of that one," Echo said.

"The origin of your echo," it said, exasperated. "The source. That which resounds. You should not have a will of your own! You are a reflection!"

"Yeah, but this guy doesn't do well with reflections." Echo jerked a thumb at Cale. "Or his reflections don't do well with him, I don't know. Trying to copy him is usually a bad idea. Case in point."

"It matters not," the serpent-worm hissed, agitated. "I will kill you both if I must. The plan must not fail. We must free him. I guard the gate; I will die before I let it fall."

Cale nodded. "Can you tell us more about that?" he asked. "Don't get me wrong. You hurt a library. One way or another, you're going to help us fix it. But if you tell me a little more, I might be able to help."

"Help?" The serpent's tail flicked, uncertain. "You lie."

"You said something about freeing someone," Cale said. "It's very obvious I don't have the full picture. So tell me more, and I might be able to help."

"He's not lying," Echo added helpfully. "He's done this before, and that time he was being held upside-down on top of a vat of acid."

"I cannot trust these words." The serpent's tail-flick this time was agitated. "I cannot. I will not risk him. I will guard the gate. You will die, the traitor and the fool."

"I really think you should listen to him," Echo said, but the serpent was no longer listening; already, Cale could feel it conjuring a dark magic, pouring its power into something vast and terrible...

Ah. He recognized this magic. [Echo Wound]. Most mages would be obliterated by that spell, scattered into nothing more than echoes of their previous self. He had died to it once, even.

But Cale Cadwell Cobbs rarely died to the same thing a second time. And he'd had time with his echo before the serpent finally showed itself. Time to remember how that spell felt, how it worked, and how to counter it.

The Gift was remarkably helpful, in that regard.

He tilted his head, and cast [Acoustic Rebound].

The serpent-thing scoffed. "Fool among fools," it rambled. When it spoke, it seemed, every worm within its body spoke. Its voice echoed and layered onto itself in a way that might have been creepy if Cale hadn't once been roommates with such a creature. "You witness the strength of white wyldfire; I stand only a degree or two beneath the realms of gods. What mortal could hope to match me? The hierarchy of magic itself will reject your blasphemy..."

[Echo Wound] was a spell that took a while. Cale just listened patiently as it continued to ramble, folding his hands behind his back and feeling the magic gather. Over and over it went—echo magic was famously capable of hitting above its tier, for its ability to layer atop itself. Such was the nature of [Echo Wound].

Any other mage, perhaps, would take the opportunity to attack, but both Cale and the serpent were content to wait until it launched.

Then the serpent's spell struck. A gong resounded, a reverberation that echoed like a bell being struck, and the world narrowed to a point like reality itself was holding its breath.

  

    
        115 — Book 3, Chapter 14— Library Woes, Pt 6

    
    
    
    
  Using the labyrinth to augment his focus on the Seventh Rhythm was working, but not nearly fast enough.

Leo didn't need to make the calculations to know that for a fact. His muscles were burning, and even the few stamina-enhancing spells he'd learned wouldn't be able to keep up for much longer. He didn't know how long he'd been running at this point, but he was at the point where he knew if he stopped there was a good chance he would collapse.

Which was a problem, to say the least.

He'd made at least three complete circuits of the Seventh Rhythm in the twisted space of their makeshift labyrinth, and he'd managed to coax some of the mana in his core to do the same.

It took almost every ounce of willpower to force it to move, though, and even then he only managed to make only a small fraction of his magic follow the path. The rest stayed stubbornly stuck within his core, refusing to budge no matter how much he pushed at it.

This wasn't going to be enough. He could sense perhaps a meager portion of the intent within his mana changing into his own, but making palewater required mana that was entirely pure. The slight improvement in quality would help—it meant he could use less of his mana against his counterpart to fight off its spells—but until he achieved palewater, he wouldn't have the qualitative change he needed.

At this rate, his echo would catch up with him before that happened.

Yet he wasn't afraid.

The realization was a surprise. He thought that perhaps he should have been; Leo had never considered himself particularly brave. Even with the burning in his limbs and the pounding of his heart, though, his mind felt strangely clear.

Danger, it seemed, brought with it a certain clarity of mind. Back in Brightscale it had been easy to be overwhelmed by the multitude of thoughts clamoring for his attention. Disappointment with himself, for one. Worry about what his friends might think of him if he failed, or what would become of him if he fell too far behind.

Here, all he had to do was run. He let himself be consumed by the Rhythm. Allowed a part of his mind to become the Rhythm, following its path in that strange, circuitous route. He couldn't fall completely into meditation with his echo still after him, but everything else could fall to the wayside.

All he needed to do was focus on the next step, the next turn, the next part of the path...

...the next answer.

Leo had questions. To win, he needed to make palewater; to make palewater, he needed to understand what made his current approach different; to get that understanding, he needed to survive his echo; and to survive his echo, he needed to understand what made it different.

It was more single-minded than he was, he'd noticed that immediately. It bore down on him with the sort of determination Leo only remembered having when he was truly furious.

Was that what it was? He'd always had problems with his anger, especially when he was younger. Managing his temper had been something of a struggle. He would lash out, often physically, and end up destroying something or the other. It was his aunt who took the time to coax him out of his moods and teach him to control that rage.

His echo didn't seem to have any of that. It worked with a terrifying focus, but it was blinded by that same impotent rage. Leo could recognize it now that he thought about it.

He could take advantage of that.

The anger explained why his echo hadn't yet figured out what he was doing. In its position, Leo would have recognized the change in strategy and immediately tried to figure out what had caused it. His echo, on the other hand, was focused purely on complex strategies to meant to pin him down, and missing the bigger picture in the process—

The bigger picture.

Leo nearly stumbled mid-step as the thought struck him. He half-tripped anyway, his breath catching, and it was pure instinct that made him flare his barriers in case his echo tried to take advantage of his lapse in focus. He was, in that moment, incredibly glad for the absurdity of his training with Syphus, because the instinct it had drilled into him with its rock-throwing exercises absolutely saved his life.

A massive spike blasted out of the labyrinth's walls, aimed directly at his head. Leo cursed and staggered as it glanced off his reinforced barrier, but managed to avoid completely losing momentum. Instead, he grabbed on to the end of the spike and cast two spells in quick succession.

In practicing with labyrinth spells, he'd learned two important ones meant for disabling and dismantling traps on the fly. They were incredibly useful in most dungeons, which were easily affected by labyrinth magic. [Disconnect] could physically separate most traps from the mechanisms that controlled them, and [Mass Shift] could make deployed projectiles like arrows too heavy to be fired.

This time, he employed the spells for offense. [Disconnect] broke the spike off from the wall of the labyrinth, and he made sure to cast [Mass Shift] only after he'd already begun to swing his new, improvised bat.

If his echo was as angry as he thought it was, then he was almost certain its next act would be to come for him directly. He could feel the moment it abruptly shifted within the labyrinth, hoping to follow up with a secondary spell while he was still disoriented by the spike.

Leo smiled grimly as the mass-enhanced spike slammed into its skull with enough physical force to launch it out of his way and through a wall.

"Nice try," he said out loud. "But I know myself a little too well for a trick like that."

...Which probably would have sounded better if he hadn't been so incredibly out of breath while saying it.

Still, it seemed to work. His echo snarled in a blind rage even as it tried to pull itself out of the collapsed rubble, and it was so consumed by that rage that it didn't notice the spell he fired off quietly. [Labyrinthine Collapse] made the makeshift walls crumble down on top of his echo, and a second [Mass Shift] made them even heavier.

That would occupy it for a minute or two, judging from the scream of anger muffled by broken stone and debris. It didn't quite have the presence of mind to reverse the [Mass Shift] and free himself, which meant he'd bought himself time.

Leo retrieved a vial from his satchel and swallowed it down, grimacing at the taste, but letting out a sigh of relief as the burning in his muscles eased. Stamina potions, at least, were more reliable than the spells he'd acquired. It was a good thing Flia had insisted he carry them.

He took a deep breath, then went right back to running, ruminating on the revelation he'd had right before being so rudely interrupted.

He was missing the bigger picture. What had he just learned that applied to all this? Why would running through a labyrinth, even one shaped like the Seventh Rhythm, help him master a form of mana refinement that needed to happen inside his mana core? Leo had done this in part so he wouldn't have to split his focus between navigating the labyrinth and manipulating his mana, but without some sort of breakthrough he should still have been at a bottleneck.

The fact that he wasn't implied that the Seventh Rhythm, even applied externally, was actually doing something.

And of course it was.

He couldn't believe he hadn't realized it before. The Seventh Rhythm, like all the other palewater exercises, was a pattern of mana circulation. It was a specific path through which a mage was meant to cycle their mana.

Put like that, it felt obvious: a cycle was just another word for a circular pattern.

It all came back down to ritual magic.

One way or another, the various palewater exercises must have been an expression of a ritual designed to facilitate the communication of intent. Specifically, it needed to match the mage's intent to the divine intent present in their mana and coax the latter into becoming the former.

In that light, it was plain to see why the First Rhythm was the most complex of the palewater exercises. It had to be designed to work for any mage, in any language, for any kind of intent.

But once it was known to be possible, scholars could isolate the parts of the ritual that worked best for one subset of intent or the other; that might even have been the Herald's purpose in releasing it. Those new versions of the ritual would be more limited, but vastly more simplified, allowing mages all over the Great Realms to advance into palewater.

The First Rhythm was a vastly complex ritual spell designed to help a mage process their mana. Why hadn't he seen it earlier? He could have written an entire paper about this! He probably still would, as soon as he was done figuring the rest of it out—there were nuances to this he hadn't grasped yet—but he was certain he was right.

It even explained why working the pattern into the labyrinth helped. That there could be a sympathetic resonance between two identical rituals was a well-known, documented effect. Leo doubted, however, that any mage had ever tested the efficacy of conducting simultaneous rituals inside and outside the body at the same time.

Which was absolutely another paper he could write. Leo was almost tempted to demand his clone stop the fighting for five minutes so he could write all this down, but he hadn't quite developed Cale's level of audacity just yet.

Leo rounded a corner, felt the magic within him shift, and carried the Rhythm with him as he built on the ritual.

It was easier now that he understood what he was doing, and the limitations of the technique made far more sense. The Seventh Rhythm was near impossible to execute through mana circulation alone because of the sheer weight of Cale's intent. He was effectively trying to invoke a spell that involved Cale.

Not even Cale could do that. Not before coming to Utelia, at least. Granted, that was more about mana quantity than anything else, but Leo was almost certain some of the same principle applied.

Was there a solution to it, then? There had to be. Cale could cast spells now, after all, and the fact that casting the Seventh Rhythm externally helped at all meant there had to be other ways to boost it. The mana moving through his system right now was only a trickle, but if he could just find the key or some sort of trick...

Leo turned the problem over in his mind. He'd studied ritual magic, though not in as much depth as he now wished he had. He understood some of the basics—resonance between similar rituals, the possibility of altering or simplifying them. He doubted he was going to redefine the principles of ritual magic on such small notice, but he was almost certain he'd read before about simplifying ritual magic so that novices could participate.

Some rituals used a focal object to simplify the ritual. Most often, they were a form of dark magic or blood magic, requiring some sort of sacrifice in exchange for the simplicity of the ritual. That was out of the question.

What else? A ritual could be broken apart, in theory, and activated all at once. This was most common in the standard sanctifying rituals used to ward places of power, since the mana cost was often too much for any single mage to pay at once. Instead, the ritual was broken up into smaller, incomplete rituals that could overlap into a single complete one, like a circle within a circle.

Was that it? That had to be it. Leo's heart thundered as the thought came to him. He didn't have the expertise needed to deconstruct something as complex as the First or Seventh Rhythm on the spot like this, but the best part of this was that he didn't need to! Countless scholars and mages already had, extracting usable subsets of the Rhythm out into simplified variants.

Cale had to have been hinting at this. He'd told him to cycle through each of the exercises, which was exactly what he was going to have to do to pull this off. Without that practice, Leo wasn't sure he'd be able to. He was good with patterns, but even he needed a bit of practice before they became ingrained.

Regardless, the pieces fell together. If he thought about this as a greater ritual combination, then he'd already created the greater, outward circle by using the Seventh Rhythm. He could take the mana that had been affected by the Rhythm, meager as it was, and thread it into each of the successive exercises, forming a secondary circle beneath it, using his mana core as the central anchor to convert all his mana at once—

Leo felt his echo finally free itself.

No time to waste in theory, then. He got to work.





Time passed in a blur. Leo's head felt like it was stuffed full of cotton. He'd underestimated the sheer amount of concentration it would take to cycle through different mana exercises while still avoiding the attacks from his echo. It helped that his counterpart still hadn't figured out what he was doing, but he doubted it would last; sooner or later, it would calm enough to realize he was doing something, and at this point if it tried to disrupt his ritual the effects would be devastating.

He was almost done, though. He was at the final exercise. He was stretching every bit of his affected mana to finish it, though. For this to work, he could use only the mana that had already been affected by the Seventh Rhythm, and he had just barely enough.

One more turn. One more path, straight ahead.

Leo felt the ritual's completion like thunder reverberating through his soul. The compounded ritual flared to life, fueled by the mana in his core, and he staggered as he felt every drop of his mana suddenly drain into the spell.

Panic seized him. He'd forgotten to consider this, to realize that the ritual would affect all his mana at once to attempt to change it to palewater. His barrier flickered and failed, and he was all too aware now of his echo charging toward him, aiming to strike him in his brief moment of weakness.

All his remaining mana—every scrap of it—coalesced into one single drop of pure palewater, and the world seemed to slow around him as he took it in. Panic fell away, replaced by wonder.

It felt like a drop of pure light glimmering in his soul.

He knew, objectively, that he was going to need so much more than this to develop his core into a complete palewater core. He would need to do this repeatedly, let his core process the palewater he created and adapt to hosting a completely different quantity and quality of mana. He knew he needed to respond, to try to get away from his echo before it killed him in his moment of distraction and weakness.

None of that seemed important.

He'd succeeded. He'd created his first drop of palewater.

Leo had, prior to that moment, been conscious of the fact that there were mages that could override his magic. In many ways, that was part of the simple reality of being a mage. There would be others that were stronger than you. A novice mage (or a plainroot one, as Leo now understood) wouldn't be able to stop a palewater mage's [Fireball] with a [Quench], even though the latter spell was designed to stop the former; the hierarchy dictated that palewater was superior.

But before this moment, Leo had always thought of this as a representation of skill with magic. He thought of stronger mages as having access to more mana and a greater understanding of their spells, perhaps a stronger core, to fuel their magic. He had not considered that the very underlying quality of mana could be different.

Now he could feel that difference for himself. Palewater was a part of him in a way that plainroot mana never could be. To call it mana manipulation was almost too demeaning. It didn't feel like he was using a different skill at all. Rather, it felt like he had gained mastery over a limb he hadn't even known he had.

Leo tilted his head slightly. He felt the labyrinth shiver around him as his echo commanded it to change and crush him; he felt the walls begin to expand, bearing down on him with force.

He let his one drop of palewater flow into a single spell.

[Makeshift Labyrinth] has evolved into [Labyrinth Domain]!

[Labyrinth Domain] and [Minotaur's Domain] are compatible. Processing spell fusion...

You have learned [Asterion's Gaze]!

It was, Leo reflected, an exceptionally good thing that the spell took effect before he finished reading what the Gift had to say about it. If it hadn't, then his echo might very well have killed him before he could stop its attack. Instead, every part of the labyrinth he could see—the walls emerging to crush him, the spikes he'd failed to notice sprouting beneath his feet—became a part of him.

Once again, he was starkly aware now of the difference between palewater and plainroot. His echo strained against his control; he could feel the mana going into the spell, could feel it pressing the force of its will against his own in increasing quantities of magical force.

But for all that it tried, it took no effort at all for him to brush off its efforts.

"Sorry about this," Leo told his echo. With the immediate danger gone, he found himself feeling almost sorry for his counterpart. None of this was its fault, and it was clearly intelligent enough that he couldn't simply chalk it off as some mindless copy; it had almost managed to outthink him, in fact. If not for the rage it had been created with, it might very well have defeated him before he could gather himself enough to come up with a strategy.

He couldn't bring himself to kill it. Even past the fact that he was uncomfortable with killing in the first place, the fact that it looked like him made the thought... distinctly unpalatable. Instead, he reached out to cage it within the labyrinth, warping its walls and floor so it flowed around his echo.

Making it effectively a part of the labyrinth.

He hadn't been sure this would work, and perhaps it was only the unique circumstances here that allowed it to, but the moment the stone flowed over its shoulders, he could feel it becoming part of his domain. Enough for him to prevent it from casting any spells, at least, which would keep him safe until Cale returned and they could figure out what to do.

Speaking of which, where was Cale? Leo frowned, reaching out with his mana sense to try to find any trace of his mentor. He'd been too frantic trying to survive earlier to dwell too much on it, but now—

His echo let out a bloodcurdling scream, and Leo's attention snapped over, though his reflexive attempt to reinforce his barriers did nothing. There was no power left in him except the mana fueling [Asterion's Gaze].

He needn't have worried. The scream wasn't a scream of rage. Leo recoiled in muted horror as he saw his echo visibly losing cohesion, melting in front of his eyes.

The library around them trembled, and a groan reverberated through the ruins of the shelves, like the entire structure was creaking.

Leo rushed to his echo. "Are you alright?" he asked. He wasn't sure if it could actually understand him, and its eyes were glazed over, but he saw it struggling weakly to look at him. The sight was absolutely going to get lodged into his nightmares. "Stupid question. Just—hang on a moment, let me—"

Was there something he could do? The echo was a part of the labyrinth. Theoretically, [Asterion's Gaze] gave him dominion, and he could try to hold it together...

But it felt like he was trying to sculpt with liquid. The echo fell apart around him faster than he could rebuild it. It didn't help that his own soul was shaking in response to whatever just happened; he could barely keep himself focused on the task when he felt like he was being rattled around inside his own body.

He tried anyway. He stopped only when the echo was nothing more than ruined, liquid magic, pooling in a puddle on the ruined ground, and he tried very hard not to think about what that had looked like.

He needed a distraction. What was causing this? Something was happening in the library, that much was obvious. Another fight. Cale's, perhaps? Did Cale have to fight an echo of his own? It would explain why he'd disappeared, though Leo didn't want to imagine the kind of devastation a fight like that could cause.

For a moment, Leo hesitated. He was pretty much out of mana. It was going to take at least a few hours before he regenerated enough to be useful in any kind of fight.

But he was so, so tired of not being able to do things. And he'd proved himself, hadn't he? More than that, [Asterion's Gaze] was still active. As long as there was anything there he could manipulate with it, he wouldn't be completely useless.

Leo drew himself to his feet, clenching his fists.

Time to find out what was going on.
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  Cale remembered a lot less about aberrations than he would've liked.

There were things about them that he knew for a fact, though the memories seemed to have no real origin. He knew, for instance, that their existence was not nearly as terrible as the name implied. He knew that they had chosen that name for themselves in an act of spite, so that the Realms could never forget what they were.

Rejects of the so-called divine order. Creatures and monsters whose existence alone undermined the function of the Great Realms. They were a mathematical byproduct of cosmic law trapped in one of the most unenviable positions imaginable.

For that reason alone, Cale offered them mercy when he could, and sometimes even when he couldn't. He took what opportunities he could find to help their chosen leaders seek peace instead of war. Every opportunity was hard-fought, and often he had to convince them to seek out that peace to begin with, but how could he do anything less?

They were victims of the cosmic order, and Cale knew all too well what that was like.

Yet as much as he might have tried, it was rare for that peace to succeed. It was possible, certainly; their circumstances often made such a thing difficult, made worse by the nature of the Realms themselves, but nevertheless there was the occasional realm that made it work.

He remembered them, each and every one. Cale had encountered tyrants and despots and all sorts of cruelty in the many lives he'd lived, and still those moments shone brightest.

The moments, rare and precious, where kings and gods and monsters could find it in themselves to agree.

Of course, Cale had no idea if the peace they brokered lasted for more than a century. His soul might have been immortal, but his body wasn't. All too often he was forced to move on from those realms before he saw how long those empires he'd helped forge could last.

A part of him was disappointed by that fact, but in the end, it didn't matter: he remembered those realms fondly, and always would.

Yet all this only made the gap in his memories all the more frustrating. His understanding of aberrations and their culture was abstract at best. Cale couldn't help but feel like he should have known more—that he had known more, at some point. Enough, perhaps, to convince the one he fought now to stand down.

There were more drastic measures he could have taken to restore his memory, but he was reasonably certain that he'd been the one to impose this limitation on himself in the first place. He'd have to trust that he'd had good reasons for doing so, and in the meantime, he would have to work with what he had.

All this flashed through his mind as the worm-serpent's [Echo Wound] struck the counter-magic of [Acoustic Rebound]. There were half a dozen options available to him in that instant, half of which would have utterly obliterated the aberration; most of the rest would lead to a slow, agonizing death, even for a creature that was an amalgamation of its lesser selves.

Cale picked none of them.

Even beyond the fact that he needed answers, he couldn't bring himself to feel the same fury he'd felt toward the Red Commander and many of his Hunters. He couldn't muster the same rage he'd had against those foolish elves that had been so willing to sacrifice a child for the sake of their own power, back when he'd first arrived in Utelia.

There were similarities, yes. This aberration had harmed an innocent—even now, the library around them trembled in its agony, and Cale could not ignore that. But nor could he ignore what he saw within this aberration. It was something he hadn't seen in either the Red Commander or those elves.

Regret.

It was barely noticeable. A flash of it beneath a host of other emotions. Then there was the fear, churning bright and furious within its mana; it boiled so bright that it was almost impossible to glimpse the thin thread of hope that lingered beneath a torrent of conflict. Cale might not have recognized it if he hadn't himself been intimately familiar with it, but he knew what this was.

For all the grandiosity of its words, it harbored no true hatred or disregard for those it harmed. It was only that the hope it carried was painfully fragile, whisper-thin and prone to breaking. There was a desperation in its words and magic, a deep fear that if it made a mistake—if it let itself be tricked or if it failed in its duty to block the Bitter Path—then that thin, fragile hope it carried would be lost forever.

Cale knew that desperation well. There would be no bargaining with it, no words that could convince it to stand down. Any deviation from the path it had chosen presented an unacceptable risk, an unknown in the face of a true possibility.

Perhaps if he showed a great enough display of power, he might convince it to turn aside. Part of the problem, after all, was the fact that it was right to doubt him. In almost any other situation, a mage that approached an aberration like this was one planning to trick their way past. After all, what were the odds of encountering Cale Cadwell Cobbs?

Of course, if anyone had asked Cale that question, he would've given them his most candid answer.

It was far, far higher than one might think.

Cale had learned the art of being at the right place at the right time long before the Thread of Fate had dug its hooks into him. It was a part of him now in much the same way that his magic was. He never went out of his way to explain it, though, even if he never went out of his way to hide it either. Let the tyrants believe it was unlikely that he would be there to stop them. It made things all the easier for him.

The problem here was that he didn't know if a show of power would be enough. The aberration would have to believe both that he meant well and that the power he displayed was worth the risk, and that was not the kind of faith he could buy in a moment. Nor was the kind of power he would need to show easily achieved without destroying the library.

He needed another option.

It was fortunate, then, that the spell he'd acquired gave him exactly that.

[Acoustic Rebound, Level 1] [Fourteenth Tier, Active] [1.0e32 Mana]

Capture the magic within an opposing echo-aspect spell and contain it within an acoustic boundary of your creation. This boundary may be freely manipulated, but note that the spell it contains retains all aspects of echo magic, including its tendency to accumulate and grow. 

Cale might not have remembered much about aberrations—certainly not enough to convince this one of anything he needed—but he did remember a great deal about echo magic.

It had once been the bane of his existence.

That was part of why he remembered as much about its weaknesses as he did, even now.

An echo lich had once been among the greatest of his early opponents. Xenuluat, who claimed the title of Realm's Shadow, whose armies had ravaged the lands he once protected. He was himself an echo, born from the late king's desperate need to survive even when his health was ailing. The king himself had conquered his fears and passed with his daughter at his side...

...but his echo had not.

That was the true danger of echo magic.

In truth, its name was a poor descriptor of what it could actually do. An echo, in the context of this magic, was better described as a distorted ripple created by the events occurring within a realm.

Those ripples rarely amounted to anything, even ones caused by large, world-shaking events. It was not intensity that created an echo so much as it was sheer, unfortunate chance; if the consequences of an action intersected with itself in just the right way, it could manifest as a complete echo that would itself have command over the echo aspect.

This was part of what made Xenuluat so dangerous. The echo lich's command of its magic was such that no matter whatever Cale tried, it could manifest an echo in response. There seemed to be no limit to what it could do—any strategy he employed and any allies he called to arms were all turned back against him, and he would have to scramble to find a means of turning the tables once more.

That process taught him about the intricacies of echo magic better than any scholar might have. He knew its properties well. It had a tendency to amplify itself, allowing an echo mage to perform far greater magics than they had any right to; it could be contained by sound magic, to a degree, though that containment did not destroy it; it was based solely on the act or individual that had created the echo.

Most important, however, was the discovery that an echo was fundamentally tethered to that which had created it... and that it could be used, in turn, to reconstruct its source. In the battle against Xenuluat's forces it had allowed them a reprieve.

Not only that, but when they finally reached him, they were able to call back the old king to help them. While it was a temporary measure, the act of manifesting him within Xenuluat's own soul had destroyed the echo lich, ending what amounted to almost a decade of war.

Cale had teased out the nature of the worm-serpent's [Echo Wound] in the moment the spell was cast. Once it was contained within his [Acoustic Rebound], he could confirm what he'd glimpsed—that the source of this echo was based in everything the aberration had done to get here.

The spell was a strike that gathered every reaction and consequence it had ever endured and imposed that force onto its target, striking at them through that target's own causal existence. It was an incredibly powerful spell, one that would undoubtedly have killed almost any mage it targeted.

Cale was also relatively certain he would have been fine if he had done nothing. The spell would have had to carve through his own ripples to hurt him, and long after the battle with Xenuluat, an echo mage had once described the ripples of his existence as "incredibly violent, impenetrable soup".

He'd liked that mage, actually. Hopefully she was doing alright.

In any case, the way things stood, [Echo Wound] included a distortion of everything the serpent-worm had ever done, including when it had helped its partner—whoever that was—infiltrate and seal the Bitter Path. If he could isolate that part of the echo and invert it, it was possible he could reverse those actions without even needing to unseal the dungeon himself, and he was almost certain that doing this would force the aberration into a corner. If it wanted to get... well, whatever it was looking for, it would have to hear him out.

Probably. This was a lot of thinking to do, and he was lucky that spell had taken as long to charge as it had. Being able to freely manipulate the boundary generated by [Acoustic Rebound] was a blessing, too; against Xenuluat, he and his allies had been forced to improvise a ritual, but with this, he could split and recontextualize the echo as he wished.

"What... what are you doing?" The worm-serpent hissed uncertainly at him. Probably because as far as it was concerned, he was playing with its spell like putty.

"Shhh," Cale said. "I'm concentrating."

"Is that what we look like when we're concentrating?" Echo asked. "I think I understand why that one Lady of the Lake was all over us now."

"You will cease this at once!" the serpent snarled, ignoring them both. It shot toward him, opting for physical violence where magical violence had failed—but now the tremor in its voice was real, and the panic impossible to ignore. "Trickery! Blasphemy! You befoul the holy magic!"

"You're probably really not going to like what I do next, then," Cale said, lifting a hand. The echo magic he contained thrashed furiously as it was lifted into the air. He twisted the boundary, almost in the way of a key fitting into a lock—

—and something came undone.

Far in the distance, something cracked and thundered into place; Cale heard it as the familiar sound of a dungeon's entrance manifesting, albeit in reverse. Then a figure flew backwards out of that entrance, jerking unsteadily among the shelves of the library before finally snapping to a halt right in front of them.

It was here that Cale and the serpent both froze, staring at the mangled figure of the aberration in front of them. The body was almost unrecognizable, and it was only the faint trace of remnant magic and the course it had taken through the shelves that informed Cale it had once been a person at all.

"No," the serpent said. "It cannot be. Ravalos? You are... you are merely pretending, yes?"

Something in Cale felt cold.

"Tell me you are pretending," the serpent said. "Please. What has happened to you? Why do you bear the stench of death?"

The coldness felt almost like it was spreading, that coldness. It took him a moment before he recognized what he felt as fury, incongruent as it was with what he was witnessing.

"You cannot be dead." The serpent slithered close to the corpse, the movement small and hesitant despite its size, and nuzzled weakly against the body. Horrifying as it appeared, in that moment it seemed like nothing more than a child, sad and lost. "Please. Will you laugh? I wish to hear you laugh. I know I said it was annoying. I do not think it is annoying. Please laugh."

Yet unlike every other time Cale felt this same coldness, this time, there was no target in sight. The state that body was in told him that this aberration had died days ago. His reversal of the serpent's spell had retrieved the body and undone the seal, but there was a limit to the way it interfered with causality; it could not undo time, though it could do a very good facsimile.

Which meant that the serpent had been standing guard over the dungeon, waiting for a friend that would never return. Any other mortal would have been ejected at the moment of death, perhaps, but an aberration...

The injustice of it burned.

So did what he knew would come after.

"You did this," the serpent said. "I see your strength. You must have had an ally who pierced the dungeon while you distracted me. You are a threat. You would undermine all we have worked for."

"I had nothing to do with your friend's death," Cale said quietly. "I don't want this."

"He's telling the truth," Echo said. "But if you let us help—"

"Enough with your lies!" the serpent roared. "You have stolen something precious from me. And you are strong. Strong enough that I cannot beat you. I see you now, the multi-faceted, the static in the fog. I see the resonance of your deeds. You believe yourself untouchable?"

"I don't," Cale said steadily. He knew where this was going. Already, he was working to find a way to stop it. To find any spell, any combination of spells that might stop this aberration from doing what it was planning.

"I will show you," it said, and something in its voice cracked. "That no one is untouchable."

A truly desperate echo mage could pull off a devastating magic. There was a spell that could undo the existence of its caster in exchange for a monumental burst of power—the sort that could cripple gods.

Cale himself would be fine. He'd borne this level of assault before, and even if the worst should happen, he would soon find himself in another realm, young and whole.

But he was so terribly sick of death and tragedy. More now, perhaps, than ever before. Both the battle against the Red Commander and telling his apprentices the truth of Yggdrasil's End had cemented that in his mind.

Time was running out. Already the serpent was drawing its power back into itself, the extant echoes it had manifested no doubt unravelling. Only Echo fought to keep itself together, and it was losing.

It shot Cale a worried look. "We're going to save it, right?"

Cale nodded grimly. "I'm not letting this happen again."

The only problem was that Cale was very, very good at killing. He was good at saving others, even. But saving them from themselves...

A thousand faces flashed through his mind. How many people had he failed in this way? There were countless lives where he'd been a fraction of a second too late—where his allies had been forced to cast a desperate spell and buy him that final, precious second.

These circumstances were different, perhaps but the desperation was the same. He'd seen it a thousand times, across a thousand lives.

Never again.
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  Interrupting an ongoing spell was easier said than done, even for someone like Cale. It was one of those tricks he'd never quite managed to get the hang of—at least, not without killing the caster, which rather defeated the entire point in this case.

"You believe yourself invincible," the worm-serpent spat, its gaze fixed on him. Its magic was bright as it brought the full force of it to bear, drawing back every drop to fuel its spell. All the while, it trembled with a despairing rage.

"I have witnessed your like," it continued. There was a deep venom in those words, but Cale could hear the pain it was barely suppressing choking every syllable. "Mage-gods that claw for power until they stand at the edge of divinity, untouchable by mortal and aberration both. Did you think we would not prepare for this? That we would not dare to fight one that stands on the cusp?"

"I had nothing to do with the death of your friend," Cale said quietly. "I'll swear an oath on it, if I must, but don't finish that spell. Please. I know what kind of spell you're casting. I've seen it before. If you cast it, it's going to kill you and destroy the dungeon, along with whatever it is you need from it."

"Liar!" The worm-serpent lashed its tail angrily, leaning forward until its face was pressed up against the boundary of its spell. "You are afraid. You know I could kill you with it."

Cale shook his head wearily. "If something like that could kill me, I would've been dead long ago."

For a moment, there was silence. Perhaps something in his tone had gotten through to the aberration, because it stared at him, blank and uncomprehending.

"You lie," it said again, but this time the words were uncertain. "You speak as though you have already survived such a thing, but you could not have. The one who gave me this spell told me it was a last resort that could kill even gods."

The one who gave it that spell? Who would give out a spell like that? Cale frowned at the implications, and beside him, Echo—who fought against the pull of the aberration's magic still—did the same. They shared a brief, worried glance.

Echo was holding out well, at least. Its form was wavering, but so far, it could resist the pull of the worm-serpent's magic.

Only that magic was getting stronger. Every so often Echo would flicker and grimace as it resisted another pull, and each time it happened, it took longer and longer to resist. Eventually, it would be pulled back into the serpent entirely, used up as fuel for the still-building spell.

They were running out of time.

"And you trust them?" Cale demanded, raising his voice. "Someone who gave you a spell fueled by your own life?"

"They understand what it means to be an aberration," the serpent answered, seeming almost defensive. "They understand that any of us would give our lives for the cause, so that our future generations can live freely."

"They gave you a spell that would kill you!" The thought alone angered him, and he clenched his fists, taking a step forward; at the same time, the worm-serpent flinched back, more out of instinct than anything else.

It was clearly startled by its own fear, too. It glanced down at itself in disbelief, then reared up and hissed defiantly at Cale, as if daring him to come closer.

Cale glared right back, then folded his arms across his chest. "That spell you're casting," he said. "It's supposed to keep you safe until it finishes, isn't it? It's one of the tradeoffs for the cost. You get a nigh-impenetrable barrier that stops everything short of a god from reaching you. Which is a kind of mercy, I suppose, if you consider being allowed to choose your last words a mercy."

It was clear the way he said it that he didn't agree. He'd been forced to watch helplessly as a friend lost themselves to a spell like this more than once. Perhaps those friends had seen it as a mercy, to steal one final moment with him and grant him the precious few seconds he needed to win...

...but it was Cale that had to live with it afterward. He had to remember, to preserve forever that moment in time when an ally or friend or lover had chosen to sacrifice themselves to help him.

He despised it. Not his friends or that sacrifice, but this magic that perverted everything he believed magic was for.

Perhaps that hatred was irrational. Cale didn't particularly care.

"You are correct," the worm-serpent acknowledged, still watching him warily. "You cannot touch me until the spell completes. I am safe—"

"—then why did you flinch?"

Cale's gaze was steady, but the aberration's was not. The moment he asked the question, it flinched again, then visibly gathered itself and slithered closer until it was pressed right up against the barrier enacted by its spell.

"You can posture all you want," Cale said. "You don't become a wyldfire-level mage without developing an instinct for evaluating the strength of the people around you. You can ignore that instinct. You can pretend that spell of yours will kill me. But I'm telling you now, if you finish casting that spell, only one of us is walking away, and it's not going to be you."

The worm-serpent snarled at him. "You know nothing," it said. "You do not understand what you have done. You do not understand the precious thing you have taken from us. If you speak the truth, so be it! You seek the dungeon, and I give my life gladly to keep it from your hands. I will not allow you to use its power against our kind!"

It spoke with the kind of brazen determination that reminded Cale all too much of the friends he'd lost. And he knew, on some level, that those individuals had chosen to sacrifice themselves; they had seen the cause as worth their lives, and given themselves accordingly. He couldn't condemn them for it.

And yet.

This was all so unnecessary. There was no great sacrifice here, no cause to be defended—the aberration was taking its own life for nothing. Because it believed of him something that was reasonable for it, perhaps, and yet entirely wrong. If it succeeded in this then it would do nothing except take more lives.

Worse, from what it had said, the dark lord needed something from this dungeon. It would be undermining its own purpose, and all because it saw him as a monster that had to be stopped.

Cale had thought that himself, sometimes.

"You believe I took your friend from you," Cale said, suddenly tired, "and you think I don't know what that's like."

"You cannot know," the aberration said, its voice sharp with tension, as if it worried he would say something that would prove it wrong. "You cannot understand what it is to be an aberration. We are scorned both by the Abyss and the Great Tree. Our presence alone causes the realms to crumble around us. What could you possibly know of the way we must live? Of what it means to lose one of the few that understand?"

It lowered itself, then, sinking closer to the ground as if yearning to be closer to what remnant of its friend remained. It stayed in that position for a long, mournful moment, for once seemingly exhausted of words; when it finally spoke again, the words were somber, more a whisper to itself than a part of the conversation.

"Ravalos was one of the few that would deign to laugh around me," it said. "Even amongst our own kind, my form is disturbing. My understanding of words and language, too. Ravalos did not care. He was always laughing. Often at the world, sometimes at the way I choose to speak, and still other times at things I did not understand. I did not like it... but I did not want it gone."

"And if you die now," Cale said, "it will be."

The worm-serpent stiffened, angry. "Do not speak of what you do not understand—"

"Do you think I don't?" Cale asked steadily, stepping closer; this time, his hands were not clenched, and his eyes were clear. "Look at me. You called me multi-faceted and the static in the fog. That means you were using echo magic to examine me, right? What do you see?"

"A multitude," it answered reluctantly, uncoiling slightly to look at him. "You are... impossible. Too many layers of cause and effect. It is no wonder that your echo behaves so strangely. It fights me even now."

"I'm saving your life, is what I'm doing," Echo muttered sourly. It grimaced as the magic pulled at it again, then forced itself back together, grunting with effort. "I figured you out. You can't complete that spell unless I come back to you."

"You cannot resist forever."

"Don't have to," Echo said. "But seriously, hurry this up."

"You've glimpsed what I am," Cale said, stepping up again, and this time he pressed a hand against the barrier. He didn't bother trying to shatter it—he could have, but without a way to safely interrupt the spell, it would only make the aberration even more defensive. "Do you really think I don't understand what it means to be alone?"

"You cannot," the echo feeder repeated, but this time there was no meaning to the words; it was repeating them only because it had nothing else to say, because it was the only remaining shield it held.

"I won't make this a competition," Cale said. "But you and I, we're shaped by the people we've met. So few of the ones we meet even try to understand, let alone actually understand. It hurts when we lose them... but we're also the only ones who know how much they meant to us. How much they tried.

"Don't get me wrong," Cale added, and now he knelt gently by Ravalos's corpse, enveloping it in a barrier of soft starlight; he didn't know where the memories were coming from, but he was remembering, bit by bit. Small pieces, not nearly enough to know the whole, but enough to understand a little more.

The rites of the dead that aberrations used, for instance, returned to him now. It felt important that the body be taken care of in the right way, returned to the stars to rest in the veil between worlds. That was the only place where existence itself did not reject them, and the rite itself was a sacred means of honoring the dead.

He could perform it, if the echo feeder could not.

"Everyone grieves," he said. "But the thing about grief is that it's unique. We all hold different pieces of the people that mattered to us. It's up to us to remember them, so that piece you hold—the one made up of all the things you shared—isn't lost. Maybe it will be, one day, but until that day comes... we carry that with us."

The echo feeder stared at him, and Cale realized, somewhat belatedly, that he knew what it was. An echo feeder was different from the other creations that emerged from the ripples of cause and consequence. It grew from small, apparently meaningless decisions, each one not quite capable of forming a complete echo; instead, they manifested into tiny worms.

But every life was shaped by those apparently meaningless decisions, and an echo feeder in its complete form was an endless cascade of tens of thousands of could-have-beens, decisions never made, hopes never fulfilled. No wonder, then, that it was difficult for even other aberrations to feel comfortable in its presence. Being near an echo feeder was itself a reminder of regrets and lost opportunities.

Ravalos had been someone truly special, then. Perhaps if he'd been called in sooner, he could have prevented this aberration's death. Cale sighed softly, putting the remnants together in a position that was at least more dignified.

"You know the rites," the echo feeder said, and this time the words were quiet, stricken. "You... you spoke the truth."

"I understand why you didn't believe me," Cale said. "But you really should cancel that spell."

"I cannot." The aberration's voice was agonized, and Cale stiffened, glancing up at it sharply. It was in a different kind of distress, now, slithering within its conjured barrier with clear agitation. "It is—it is the nature of the spell I was given. Once cast, it cannot be stopped. Not even by its caster."

Cale cursed. "What kind of sacrificial spell doesn't let the caster cancel it?" he snapped. Echo was struggling harder to fight that spell now—sooner or later, it was going to succumb. "Who gave you this spell?"

"I do not know," the echo feeder said. "It was given only in the condition of complete anonymity."

"Of course it was." He was going to have words with that person, if he ever found them. If the situation weren't so dire, he would've had words with the echo feeder, too, for accepting deadly spells from anonymous strangers.

"I am sorry," it said suddenly, and Cale glanced up at it, frowning at the shift in tone; there was something plaintive in it, something that felt raw and on the verge of breaking. "I should not have said that you could not understand. You understand more than I did. And now I reap the consequence of my own foolishness, and Ravalos's memory will be lost—"

"Oh, don't be so melodramatic," Cale said. The echo feeder stopped, startled and offended all at once.

"These will be my final words," it said. "Was my offense so great that you will not allow me even this?"

"That depends." Cale tapped lightly on the barrier that separated them. An idea had come to him, helped by his memory of what an echo feeder was and the fact that he could feel Leo heading toward him, glowing a power distinct to palewater and the Labyrinth. "Tell me, Blood-That-Crawls. Will you accept my help?"

The echo feeder hesitated, as if the words were difficult to say, but eventually, it gave him a small nod. "...I wish to live," it admitted. "To carry his memory, at the very least. Will you help me?"

The last question was cautious, disbelieving, as if it was certain he would say no.

Cale smiled. "You only ever had to ask."





Navigating a spatial veil was perhaps the most complicated thing Leo had ever attempted, and it was bizarre, considering this sort of thing was supposed to be his specialty. He'd never encountered a space that resisted his innate senses this much, and [Asterion's Gaze] provided little help, given the veil was... well, invisible.

He made it through eventually, though it hurt his pride a bit at how much that had been luck. Granted, he probably shouldn't have expected to make it through a spell as complex as a spatial veil without any problems, but still.

"Leo!" Cale called out cheerfully. Leo jumped, then opened his mouth to complain. He'd been fighting for his life! Had Cale just been—

Leo paused.

What... what was Cale doing, actually? There was a giant, terrifying amalgam of worms right next to him, which would have been horrifying had this not been the fifth or so time he'd encountered some terrifying abomination or the other next to Cale, and this one seemed docile.

Sort of. It might also have been weeping. It was hard to tell, given it was made of worms and all.

"You're just in time," Cale said. "I need you to go into that thing and disrupt the spell it's casting."

"What?" Leo said.

"What?" The worm-thing said at the same time. Leo winced at the cacophany of noise that assaulted his ears; he'd only barely understood that word, and he was pretty sure it wasn't speaking any language he knew.

Again, this would have been a lot more terrifying if Cale hadn't accidentally led them into a language-scrambling trap two weeks ago.

"I'm kind of busy," Cale said, gesturing to the... was that Cale's echo-clone? Why in the world were they cuddling? "And you're better with mazes than I am. Blood-That-Crawls over here is casting a sacrificial spell that's going to kill it; I need you to navigate the spell construct and get to the core. Then just blast it or something. You should be able to destabilize it."

"Oh," Leo said dully. "Is that all?"

"Pretty much," Cale agreed.

"Can I ask what's... you know, what's going on with all this?" Leo asked. He started to gesture at what he meant, paused, then just flopped his hands in Cale's general direction.

"Oh!" Cale said. "You know how the soul acts as an inviolable barrier that prevents a mage from just reaching into another mage and manipulating their mana?"

"Yes...?"

"Well, in order to delay that sacrificial spell, I have to prevent Blood-That-Crawls from absorbing Echo here," Cale said. "And it just so happens I know this trick that lets you expand your soul a little bit. So I'm keeping my soul wrapped around Echo, which will keep them both safe until you do your thing."

Leo stared at Cale, stricken. Was the man serious? His expression was light and casual, and he spoke as if nothing was wrong, but Leo knew what that meant.

He'd read dozens of books about mages experimenting with the nature of the soul, looking to find a way to expand its boundaries. It was at the forefront of magical research, in large part because souls and mana cores were intrinsically linked; success would mean gaining a consistent, repeatable means of expanding any given mage's mana reserves.

But Cale didn't need to expand his reserves.

It was the last thing he needed. He'd been working for all this time to gain better control of his mana, and Leo knew from the time they'd spent together how much he celebrated every step forward. They'd even held a little party right before Cale left to handle affairs with House Greenthistle, all because he'd managed to scrap out one iota of extra control. Almost enough to push down to fourth-tier spells, which would open a new range of magics up to him.

Had he given all that up just to save... was this not the monster that had caused all this? Leo could feel the connection between it and the copy, and his mana sense told him its magic was the same as the kind that suffused the library's wounds.

"Why?" Leo asked helplessly. "You worked so hard—"

"And I can always do it again," Cale said with a shrug and a small smile. "Still going to need your help, though."

"I don't understand you sometimes." Leo sighed, but stepped up to the worm-thing anyway. "Fine. But I might have an easier way to do this. Just show me the spell construct, if you can."

There was no realm in which palewater could affect wyldfire, and even with the time getting here had taken, he hadn't regenerated enough mana to destabilize a spell construct as Cale suggested. Leo became especially aware of this the moment the serpent began to peel apart, revealing a vibrant core of wyldfire and the complex maze of a spell matrix tangled into it.

A palewater [Asterion's Gaze], as powerful as it was, would have no effect on a wyldfire construct. This was the tyranny of the hierarchy of magic as he understood it.

But then there were the creatures that defined that hierarchy. The Monoliths, those embodiments of cosmic law, were one of them. Cale Cadwell Cobbs was another. The Abyssal Ones simply existed outside of it, bound by their own rules external to the hierarchy.

And then there were the Named, who defied it entirely.

[Asterion's Gaze, Level 1] [Sixth Tier, Active] [8,000 Mana]

Take active control over any part of a labyrinth that falls within your sight. This spell allows you to freely manipulate anything that would be broadly perceived as part of a labyrinth.

At the cost of a Favor, call on the Named Asterion to bestow his personal attention onto a labyrinth of your choice.

Favors remaining: 1

This spell is but a fraction of the Labyrinth.

At the heart of the Labyrinth, Asterion awaits.

Leo had no idea why Asterion apparently owed him a favor. Quite frankly, he hated the thought, and he despised Asterion for what the Named had done to his people. But if Cale was willing to sacrifice his progress for this...

Well, it was a small price to pay.

I'm claiming my Favor, Leo thought. Break the damned spell.
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  Leo didn't really know what to expect when he called on that Favor.

Or, well, he thought he knew what to expect. His encounters with the Named had thus far been largely incongruent with what many of the texts he read had described. The books in the Brightscale Library claimed that the Named were capricious beings, not to be called on lightly; they could pretend at civility, certainly, but they were ultimately entities that represented a host of contradictory beliefs and tales, and one could never know which version of the Named they were invoking.

In typical Cale fashion, his mentor had very quickly demonstrated that those books were either flagrantly incorrect or simply out of date. None of the Named that Leo had encountered as a result of Cale's actions seemed anything like those texts described, and Leo was beginning to believe that he would simply have to reconsider everything he thought he knew about the Named. Perhaps just start his research over from scratch.

Calling upon Asterion's favor disabused him of that notion rather quickly. Leo came to realize, as the world itself began to distort, that the factor that he had failed to account for was that this was Cale he was talking about, and Cale seemed to have a way of grounding other entities that at times seemed to defy the workings of reality itself. Even gods and eldritch beings seemed to behave more naturally around him, often counter to what every other source and text claimed.

Unfortunately for Leo, Cale was otherwise preoccupied at the moment, and apparently his mere proximity wasn't enough for that effect to work on Asterion. Either that, or there was something else going on with this particular Named.

Or both. Knowing his luck, it could very well have been both. Leo thought—with a surreal, detached sense of terror—that if he survived this encounter, he was going to have to write a paper about that effect Cale seemed to have on paramagical entities, because if this was the difference between meeting one of the Named with and without the benefit of his influence...

That was a whole other paper right there. Possibly the sort of paper that could rewrite what the Great Realms thought they knew about magic.

For the moment, however, Leo was mostly preoccupied by the sensation of being trapped within an impossible, endless labyrinth. Academic study was his preferred coping mechanism for being confronted with most forms of existential terror, but it was hard to deflect to that when it felt like the realm itself was being redefined around him.

This was the true, unleashed nature of [Asterion's Gaze]. Of this, Leo had no doubt.

This was what it meant to have the full attention of one of the Named.

Nothing around him had changed in a physical sense. He was still surrounded by the ruined shelves of the Haelforge Library, with a strange worm-serpent-thing trapped in a spell of its own making and Cale still holding tightly on to Echo. The ground beneath him was a mix of stone and ash and remnant wood, and yet—

—and yet Leo couldn't shake the feeling that he had been transported elsewhere entirely.

Asterion's attention alone felt like a physical weight pressing down on the skin of the realm, reshaping it to fit the context of his myth. Here is the Labyrinth, the world seemed to whisper; here is the darkness whose walls have become home and horror; here is the prison that holds the Minotaur and his hunger.

It was an oppressive, suffocating sensation, and Leo struggled with the weight of it. Somehow the Labyrinth carried with it the weight of millennia of imprisonment, the blood of countless lives sent to sate the hunger within.

And for all that he had learned to embrace and use his labyrinth instincts to his advantage, Leo found that within this place, those instincts only made things worse. They screamed to life in a way that suppressed every other sense—sight and sound, smell and touch, even his ability to detect mana. It all paled in comparison, to the point where reality seemed defined only by the winding twists of the Labyrinth.

Worse, perhaps, was the fact that those same instincts were absolutely certain that there was no escape. They captured the Labyrinth and its sprawling paths, but for the first time, they seemed confused, unable to determine a means of navigating it. Instead the information filled his mind, impossible complexity paired with perfect familiarity topped off with an impression of something endless and inescapable—

Leo realized dimly that he had fallen to his knees. Cale's voice echoed dimly in his ears, the only reason he'd been able to come to his senses at all; he gasped for a breath, then steadied himself, pumping his mana through his system in a way he'd learned could help ground him when his senses were overwhelmed.

It helped. Only barely, but enough for him to grit his teeth and speak. "Enough," he said sharply, hating how difficult it was to spit out even that single word. "If—if you're doing this because you owe me a favor, then stop dragging it out."

There was a moment where everything seemed to still. Leo worried for a second if he'd gone too far, if he'd picked up too much of Cale's callous disregard for the powers of the Great Realms, but then he felt a flash of something that felt distinctly like approval.

Then the force of the Labyrinth turned away from him. He felt it shift, felt the weight of it suddenly press down instead on the serpent-worm and on the spell construct still brewing within its core. There was a pulse of intent, a command to change...

...and Leo felt it, then. Something within the Labyrinth seemed to change, and he felt that change like a distant shockwave somewhere deep within his understanding of his aspect. The Labyrinth incorporated every twist and turn of the serpent's sacrifical spell, absorbing it into yet another part of its endless prison.

At the same time, the spell twisted in on itself, distorting into something unrecognizable.

That was all it took. With the construct destabilized, the spell could no longer sustain itself; it tried to burn in defiance, but only sputtered weakly and then abruptly shattered. At the same time, the serpent itself collapsed onto the ground in a writhing pile of worms.

The sight would probably have disturbed Leo if not for the fact that it was also somehow letting out an audible, heavy sigh of relief. Magical physiology continued to elude him. That thing didn't even have lungs.

Cale finally let go of Echo. He took a few steps toward the serpent, though not before giving Leo an odd, speculative look. Leo was pretty sure he knew what that was about, but...

Bah. He'd let Cale deal with the serpent and his clone before they got into it. His own breathing was ragged and exhausted—something about calling on Asterion had drained him utterly, and now even the remnants of [Asterion's Gaze] had faded from him, leaving him feeling strangely hollow. He wanted nothing more than a warm meal and eight consecutive hours of sleep.

Though he was pretty sure the latter wouldn't happen. He had difficulty turning his brain off, and even now there was a small part of his mind that raced, trying to make sense of what had happened. That was nothing like any of the times Cale had summoned one of the Named, yet Cale hadn't seemed surprised; had he known that might happen? Or had he simply seen it before, in one of his many lives?

He couldn't quite shake the impression the Labyrinth had left on him, either. Something about it felt strangely off, and it took him another minute or two of staring at the ceiling to realize why.

He'd assumed all this time that the Labyrinth mentioned by the Gift was something metaphorical. That it occupied the same space as Asterion did, as one of the Named, and would only exist when Asterion himself did.

At the heart of the Labyrinth, Asterion waits. What else was he supposed to make of that? Asterion was the Minotaur, and he was trapped inside his labyrinth. Yet what he'd felt when Asterion's attention had descended on them...

His instincts had been absolutely, utterly certain that the Labyrinth was real. Not merely a place linked to one of the Named but a true, physical location in its own right, somehow present adjacent to the Great Realms.

Could that be true? In all his desperate research on Asterion and the nature of mythology, Leo had only ever learned about the living and the Named. Not once had he read about the places in mythology existing in any true, physical sense. They existed only when the mythologies linked to them did, as a sort of ephemeral location only tenuously tied to reality.

What he'd felt a moment ago seemed nothing like that. Had something changed about the nature of mythology, or was there something special about Asterion and the Labyrinth? What did it mean, if either of those things were true?

It gnawed at him even as he tried to gather his breath. He could hear Cale and Echo and Blood-That-Crawls speaking quietly to one another, and a part of him tried to pay attention, but his mind was too consumed by the potential implications of all this. Nor did it help that he had yet to truly confront his feelings about Asterion and the Impetus and what it had done to his family.

He didn't know what had caused Asterion to inflict the Impetus along the so-called lesser minotaurs that populated the Great Realms. Was the existence of the Labyrinth related in some way to that decision? Had it been part of the cause, or simply one of the effects?

Because as much as he hated to admit it—as much as he wouldn't admit it, even now, except in the privacy of his own thoughts—Leo had felt the despair that choked the Labyrinth.

For as long as he'd understood the Impetus and what he meant, Leo had hated Asterion for it. That he was willing to use Asterion's help and claim his Favor did nothing to change that fact. Yet now a small part of him wondered if there was more to this than he knew, even as another, more bitter part of his soul recoiled at the thought.

There was no excuse for what Asterion had done, surely, any more than there was an excuse for what his parents had done to him. But it had taken him a long time to accept that the latter, hadn't it? It was only when he accepted that his family was not that couple that abandoned him that he even began to acknowledge the possibility that they might be at fault for their choices, and in that context—

—ah, dammit.

In that context, he could perhaps, maybe, if he was backed into a corner and bribed with sufficient points, admit that some part of him blamed Asterion for what his parents had chosen to do.

And that in contrast, he did not, in fact, know if Asterion had chosen for any of this to happen.

He was still angry, of course. That anger was hardly the type of anger he could simply choose to dismiss, nor was he entirely convinced that Asterion was not, in fact, at fault. But he was pretty sure that the look Cale had given him meant that his mentor wanted to talk about this, and now Leo was a little bit more willing to do so.

He recognized that look, after all.

That was the sort of look Cale wore when he had one of his realizations.





"I wasn't expecting you to summon Asterion," Cale remarked. "Guy's a lot different from what I remember. Used to be he just stalked around after me and roared a lot whenever he showed up. Now he's all eldritch presence and stuff. Not sure how I feel about it. Maybe he's going through a phase?"

Leo gave Cale an incredulous look. "That's all you have to say about that?"

"Well, no," Cale admitted. "I'm just still thinking about all the other stuff."

He was going to have to talk to Leo about what he'd felt—what he suspected they'd both felt, really—when Asterion showed up, but he wasn't sure he was ready for that conversation just yet. There were a number of things they needed to get in order before they could discuss it anyway, chief amongst them being what to do with Echo and Blood-That-Crawls.

Cale very much wanted to introduce Flia to Blood-That-Crawls, mostly because he was certain that the two would get along beautifully, even if Blood was a great deal more sapient than most of the magical beasts she dealt with. She had a way of connecting with people who felt abandoned or left behind by society, and he suspected she would have been of great help in teaching the echo feeder how to deal with its grief.

That was probably out of the question, though. Perhaps a visit was possible, but Blood-That-Crawls and Echo were both technically aberrations, the latter having inherited that status from being created by an aberration. Prolonged exposure to aberrations would cause the various divine gifts enjoyed by Brightscale Academy to decay, and while many of them they could probably have dealt without...

Well, there was the whole question of the Gift. Turning off the Gift would be a problem, considering how many people relied on it. Including himself, technically.

Cale could deal with it. He'd been dealing with it all his lives, and frankly, he had learned to be exceptionally effective with nothing more than shaped barriers and magical blasts. A return to that was—fine. Not ideal, but fine, and he would be limited to that for a while anyway as a result of what he'd done to save Blood-That-Crawls. The other students, though? Losing the Gift could very well cripple them.

Speaking of which... Cale channeled some of his mana into a small barrier experimentally and winced when it formed as an erratic, flickering thing, its edges blurring indistinctly with how rapidly it fluctuated.

"Feels like I lost a few centuries' worth of progress," Cale muttered, shaking his head, and Blood-That-Crawls—who understood a little more now exactly what Cale had sacrificed—winced regretfully.

"I am sorry," it said, for what was probably the fifth time.

"I already told you," Cale said. "Don't be. I don't regret it. Let me know if you get a flight spell, though. My cooldowns were going to be done tomorrow and I was going to try for a flying spell."

"I... will?" Blood-That-Crawls sounded confused, now.

"Or a baking spell," Cale added thoughtfully. "Actually, just share any baking spells you get in general. Baking magic is my favorite thing."

"What is baking magic?" the echo feeder asked. Beside him, Leo let out a low groan, burying his face into his hands, even as Cale brightened and launched into a long diatribe on the exact benefits of baking magic and all the ways in which it surpassed other forms of magic—

—it was a good fifteen minutes before anyone managed to get him back on track, and in that time Cale had managed to conjure a truly astonishing variety of breads, courtesy of his still-overloaded mana core and the [Conjure Loaf] spell he'd recently acquired, which was the closest any mage had ever gotten to the mythical [Conjure Bread]. [Conjure Loaf] was capable of conjuring a loaf of bread most of the time.

The variant that evolved from the sheer amount of mana he'd poured into it was astonishingly expensive but had similar problems, though it did seem to have a better rate of success. It had created exactly fifty-six loaves of bread.

"Why are there cats?" Leo asked, horrified.

Fifty-six loaves of bread and three cats, Cale amended mentally. The cats were probably where most of that mana went; conjuring or summoning life was tricky. Hopefully it was the latter.

"I wouldn't say any of this is really baking magic, mind you," Cale said, tearing up a loaf and offering half of it to the serpent. "Conjuration is much easier than the intricacies of real baking magic. But it's a good introduction to why baking magic is great!"

"You're procrastinating," Leo told him flatly.

"True," Cale agreed without a hint of shame. "It's a coping mechanism."

"We need to report this to the Haelforge professors."

"Not before we figure out where Blood and Echo are going," Cale said. "Which is... home, I assume?"

Blood-That-Crawls stared at him blankly. "You are letting us go?"

"I'm not going to save your life and then turn you over to the battle-maniac academy that will most definitely use you as training," Cale said, snorting. "Unless you want that, I mean."

"I do not."

"I'm also not going to let you wander into the Bitter Path, either, considering your friend died in there." Cale was a little more somber when he said those words. "He wasn't weak, was he?"

"Ravalos was a wyldfire aberration," Blood-That-Crawls said quietly. "Orange. He should have been strong enough."

"I agree," Cale said, glancing in the direction of the Bitter Path. The dungeon felt strange to him, even as far away as they were; it was open now, which meant there was nothing stopping him or any of his apprentices from delving it, but... he was admittedly starting to reconsider the latter.

The Bitter Path wasn't deadly, though. It was difficult, and experiencing it was apparently some sort of nightmare so terrible even the Haelforge professors would not subject their students to it—but it wasn't deadly. Ravalos's death was only another example of how differently the realms treated aberrations.

"Why were you here?" Cale asked. "What did you need?"

Blood-That-Crawls hesitated, clearly conflicted about giving him information, but eventually answered reluctantly. "We were told... we needed a mana channeler of a quality only achievable in this dungeon. That it would help us free our lord."

"Free, huh?" Cale's brows furrowed slightly. "Is he trapped by something?"

"Fate."

Cale snorted. "Yeah, I know a thing or two about that," he said. "Alright. Look. Tell your lord I'll meet with him... somewhere in the Corrupted Lands, a week from now. I'll have mana channelers by then and if he's as good as you say he is, I'll let him have one, no questions asked."

He paused. "Well, some questions asked. Kind of need that for the 'as good as you say he is' part. You know what I mean."

"Cale," Leo hissed, alarmed.

"I do not know if he will agree," the serpent said, flicking its tail and looking uncertain. "But... I will try this. And your Echo will deliver the message, if he accepts."

"Sure! Always wanted to be a messenger," Echo said cheerfully.

"I meant if my lord accepts." Blood-That-Crawls looked uncomfortable. "But I suppose you are included. I am unused to having a subordinate with free will."

"This is the guy we're helping?" Leo muttered.

"Oh, relax," Cale whispered back. "It's doing great as a new dad! Or mom. Or simultaneously gendered parental swarm."

"Is that what I am?" Blood-That-Crawls turned to Echo with an odd sense of pensive, bewildered embarrassment. "Am I a parent?"

"And on that note, I think I'm going to let you two hash that out while Leo and I have a quick but existential conversation on the nature of the Named and the impact of war," Cale said, grabbing Leo by the wrist and dragging him off. "Have fun!"

"I'm really going to need to write that paper," Leo grumbled, letting Cale lead the way.
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  Cale didn't actually bother leading them very far—the ruined section of the library was large enough that they could just duck behind the collapsed remnant of a bookshelf and have some relative privacy, although Leo gave him an odd look for it.

"I thought we were going to go somewhere else," he said.

Cale shrugged. "Spatial anomalies like the one we're in are a pretty good defense against scrying spells, and I don't exactly trust my own magic right now."

Leo's expression did something complicated at that, but he didn't comment, which Cale appreciated. "Why did we even leave, then?"

"It's impolite to look at an aberration while they're casting an escape spell," Cale explained, nodding sagely. "Private business, that."

Leo stared at him. "Really?"

"No idea," Cale said cheerfully. "It sounded good, though, didn't it?"

"I hate you sometimes."

"And I..." Cale trailed off, thinking carefully about what he was going to say next. "...am very proud of you."

Leo stumbled mid-step, swore to himself, then narrowed his eyes like he was waiting for some kind of punchline. When Cale didn't respond with the most earnest, innocent look he could muster, Leo blinked, looking suddenly uncertain. "I—" he started, then stopped. "Thank you? I think?"

It occurred to Cale, in retrospect, that it was possible he didn't praise his apprentices enough. Or that perhaps they'd been assuming he was joking when he did? He did turn a lot of things into jokes, but he often meant his praise whenever he offered it.

It was just that the things he considered important enough to praise were usually different from what other mages considered important. Which wasn't his fault, really; he just had different priorities. Living long enough tended to do that to you.

He could admit that it had been centuries since he'd taken real responsibility for other people, though. He was probably a little rusty in that department.

"I mean it," Cale said. "I might not say it often enough, but you all make me proud. Besides, you figured out palewater on your own in the middle of a fight! That's the mark of a true mage."

"You say everything is the mark of a true mage. Two weeks ago someone blew up our classroom and you said that was the mark of a true mage." Leo placed a hand on Cale's forehead. "Are you sure you're feeling alright? We can head back if you need to rest."

"I'm fine," Cale said, batting Leo's hand away. It was just important that he establish this, that was all! "And it is a mark of a true mage," he added. "Do you know how often mages blow things up? It's practically more mana-efficient to buy blast-proof robes over general defensive ones."

Leo frowned. "That can't be true."

"I'm pretty sure it actually is." Cale was briefly distracted by the thought as he tried to remember the specifics. He was almost certain he'd been part of some kind of study on the matter at one point, but for some reason their discovery hadn't led to a widespread change in magical fashion. Something about how it would only encourage mages to blow themselves up, under the assumption that they'd be immune to it?

Eh, he would remember eventually. It wasn't important at the moment. What was important at the moment was having that conversation with Leo about Asterion.

Which he was putting off, because that conversation would necessitate taking things more seriously and potentially revealing yet another danger on the horizon.

Cale took a moment to congratulate himself for acknowledging this. Clearly, his time on Utelia was doing him a lot of good.

"I don't know why you're standing there looking smug, but it's making me uncomfortable," Leo said, eyeing him with what was, in Cale's opinion, an unjustified level of suspicion.

"I'm just taking a moment to congratulate myself for all the emotional progress I'm making," Cale said brightly. "In any case, we should probably get to talking about what happened back there. You called on Asterion, I take it?"

Leo stared at him for a moment, then nodded slowly. "I did," he said. "One of my spells when I tried to use palewater to cast it, and then the Gift merged it with a different one. Then I got a new spell out of that called [Asterion's Gaze], which said something about Asterion owing me a Favor..."

Cale listened quietly as Leo explained the details of this new spell, including what it felt like to cast for the first time, the way it linked itself with his mind, and how different its baseline effects were from when Asterion had gotten involved.

Then, with a bit more prompting, Leo explained what he'd sensed when Asterion had first appeared. He went over the way the Labyrinth's presence had manifested, pressing down on them, and with a bit more apprehension explained how it seemed to absorb a part of the aberration's sacrificial spell into itself.

By the time he was done, Cale's expression had sobered into something troubled. This was about as bad as he'd been worried it might be. For one thing, nothing in the spell description accounted for what he'd felt within the Labyrinth. If it had, that might have made things easier—at least then the solution was as simple as telling Leo not to use the spell anymore.

But this meant what he felt wasn't so much a part of the spell as it was part of the Labyrinth itself, and that, in turn, meant that there were greater troubles ahead.

Though that wasn't anything new for them, at this point. As if recognizing his expression, Leo let out a resigned sort of sigh, leaning back against the remains of the shelf before speaking. "This is going to be a problem, isn't it?"

"Just a bit," Cale admitted dryly. "We'll put it on the pile with the rest."

"Can we actually do that?"

"Nope," Cale said with a snort. "How much do you know about mythological places?"

"Not much," Leo admitted. "I didn't even know they were a thing. Or I mean, I did, but they're only ever mentioned as existing when the Named are called into being, and usually with a lot of warnings about not trying to explore them."

"There's a good reason for that," Cale said. He sat back, considering how to best explain this. "Have you heard of the Nothing?"

Leo stared blankly at him.

"I'll take that as a no, then," Cale said dryly. He hesitated for a moment, then began to draw something out in the ash between them, wincing a bit at himself as he did. It felt a little too much like sacrilege, but he didn't entirely trust himself to make a model out of mana, at the moment.

"It's a theoretical place that doesn't actually exist, for the most part," he explained. He drew a circle, then a network of smaller circles within it. "Most cosmological models define our current cosmology with the Abyss at the center, containing all the Great Realms."

"Right," Leo said. He took out a notebook and began studiously copying down everything Cale was drawing.

"At the edges of the Abyss, outside the Leviathan's influence, we have the Outer Planes," Cale continued. He drew a fractured network of lines outside the circle that represented the Abyss, marking each segment as an individual Outer Plane. Then he squinted at the diagram and began circling the Abyss itself again. "Layered on top of the Abyss, you have your various elemental planes, each one representing one of the various mana aspects."

He paused, squinting at his diagram. "I'm starting to regret making this two-dimensional, incidentally."

Leo shrugged. "I get the picture," he said, scribbling again into his notebook. Cale frowned at him and walked over to peek at what he was doing, then did a double-take—Leo had somehow managed to draw a fully shaded, three-dimensional representation of the cosmology he was describing.

"Well," he said after a moment. "I see that you do. So, uh, the further out you go from the Abyss, the less real things get. We don't exactly have a physical location for the Named, but if we did, they would theoretically reside high above even the elemental planes themselves, "

"And the Nothing?" Leo asked, pencil already poised to shade it in.

"Like I said, it doesn't exist," Cale said with a shrug. He gestured to the far edges of the diagram, where the fractured lines of the Outer Planes faded away into nothing. "But if it did, it wouid be here, at the far edges of the Outer Planes, outside of known reality. Expeditions into the Outer Planes themselves are already fraught with danger, and no one's ever actually made their way to the Nothing and returned, so it's all theoretical. Most mages would tell you it can't actually exist and that it's just the boundary of reality itself."

"There's a but coming, isn't there?" Leo asked. "There's always a but."

"Yep," Cale said. He frowned at the diagram for a moment, then tapped a finger on the far edge. "The Nothing is a place that doesn't exist. Does that remind you of anything?"

"Mythological places," Leo said immediately.

"Guess it wasn't hard to see that one coming," Cale said. He chuckled, though the sound came out a little heavier than he hoped. "The Named themselves don't fully exist until they're called on, at which point they'll manifest as one of their many different aspects and interpretations. They have an identity at that point, though, and we think that's what keeps them stable. Places, on the other hand, don't have nearly that amount of stability.

"So suppose one of the Named calls their home into being. There's a reason it doesn't happen that often—not even the Named want to risk the danger that comes with it— but it did happen, a long time ago, before we truly understood the dangers." Cale drew a line between the center of the Abyss and the far edge of the diagram, beyond the Outer Planes. "The new location will manifest in the exact same way the Named do, with a varying appearance and interpretation depending on the details of the original myth.

"But unlike the Named, it would be lacking a certain... stability." Cale drew a new, jagged-looking circle, connected to the line. "Let's say you manage to find and visit Atlantis. The theory goes that when Atlantis is called into being, it doesn't actually fully manifest. Without the stabilizing element of selfhood, a part of it remains within the Nothing, which also shouldn't exist."

"And that's a bad thing," Leo said, frowning at the diagram.

"It's all theory," Cale said. "But it's theory based on what actually happened when mages first tried to launch an expedition into a myth."

Understanding dawned in Leo's eyes. "You were there, weren't you?"

Cale grimaced. "I might have been."

"Atlantis?" Leo sounded awed, which he absolutely should not have been.

"Maybe." Cale sighed, looking up at Leo with a somber expression. "When we had our first classes together, I told you that sometimes, when you name a monster, you give it power."

"You did," Leo acknowledged. "I wondered what you meant by that. I mean, I get that names have power by now, but..."

"But it usually helps us, right?" Cale nodded, though his expression was a little distant. "A lot of monsters gain power from being unknown and unknowable. When you give them a name, they become something concrete. Something lesser.

"Atlantis was the first time I saw that rule broken." Memories came back to him—a name, confidently declared, the monster that chased them flashing into solidity and gaining a terrible power with it; a friend devoured for that arrogance, barriers that should have blocked a star shattering like glass. "We figured it out later. It's the nature of the Nothing. It's every story never told, every idea lost and forgotten, every hope destroyed before coming to fruition. Anything that might have been gone forever."

"Like an afterlife?" Leo asked hopefully, though it was clear he was at least partially just trying to ease the tension.

Cale saw through it, but chuckled softly anyway, some of that tightness dissolving from his shoulders. "That would be nice," he said. "And I suppose that's one way to think of it. But the Nothing is nonexistence, Leo. It's every legend faded into obscurity, every scary story told around a campfire, every monster you make up to scare a friend or sibling.

"It's the thoughts you never share, the shadow in the corner of your eye, the gaze you feel on the back of your neck. All things that aren't real or things that should be gone forever. Gone everywhere except in these places where the edges of reality are worn away just enough to make a bridge to Nothing, where the skin of the world is thin enough for every nameless monster to claw its way back from the brink of being forgotten. And when you name them, you give them a foothold.

"That is what the Nothing is. And when you open a way to it—when you open a way to Atlantis, or Mount Olympus, or any other place anchored in mythology—that's what you're risking, every single time. If what you're saying is true and the Labyrinth is now a real, physical place that has somehow been anchored within the Great Realms... then there's a good chance the Nothing is leaking into it, even now."

There was a long moment of silence. Leo stared blankly, raised a hand, then slowly lowered it again without asking a question.

"Oh," he said eventually.

"Oh?" Cale repeated, blinking.

"Is this above or below the dark lord in terms of priority, do you think?" Leo asked. 

Cale paused. "I feel like I've been a bad influence on you, if all you have to say to that is oh. But I mean—I guess it depends? I'd really rather we get the dark lord on our side for all this. We have bigger things to worry about."

"I mean, this all sounds terrifying, don't get me wrong," Leo said. "I might have passed out a little in the middle of that explanation. There's this part in my notes where it's just a big scrawl and then I wrote 'SCARY' in all capital letters, and I don't remember doing any of that."

"That sounds like cause for more concern, if anything?"

"But also," Leo continued, "it could have been worse, couldn't it?"

Cale raised an eyebrow. "How so?"

"The Labyrinth is a prison," Leo said. "It was built as a prison. It is a prison, fundamentally, and as far as I could tell, it's inescapable. Maybe it won't be forever, but if it had to happen somewhere—"

"—it's one of the best places it could have happened." Cale brightened a bit at the thought. "That explains why the Labyrinth incorporated the spell structure into itself; it's probably constantly expanding to try to contain everything inside it. Although that kind of means Asterion's probably not in a great position in there."

Leo grimaced, glancing away. "Speaking of which, the Gift said he owed me a Favor. Do you know what that's about?"

Cale thought for a moment. "With a capital F?"

"Does that matter?" Leo's brows furrowed slightly as he checked, and he stuck his glasses back on to peer at the text. "Yup, capital F."

"It matters," Cale said. "The Named throw lesser favors around all the time—it's not uncommon for them to favor a specific mortal, for example, which usually happens if that mortal happens to be playing their lives particularly close to a myth. Becoming favored isn't usually a good thing. They might help you, but they could just as easily decide to make things worse, if they think it'll help them manifest."

Leo grimaced. "That matches what I've read about them," he said. "But a Favor is different?"

"A Favor is their version of currency," Cale explained. "The Named are basically ideas that are desperate to exist, and they're never completely identical from one manifestation to the next. That means they can barely rely on themselves to advance their own agendas whenever they manifest, let alone each other.

"Favors are binding fragments of their original myths. They guarantee that the Named tied to them will act in accordance with what the Favor demands, and it allows them to get around some of their limitations. They use it as a form of trade, essentially, sometimes to ensure that they'll cooperate with one another when needed and sometimes just to get some guarantee of continuity with themselves."

"That sounds... complicated." Leo shook his head, looking suddenly uncomfortable. "And valuable. They have to mean a lot to the Named, right? If they're, uh, 'binding fragments of the original myth'?"

"They do," Cale agreed.

"Then exactly why did I have one of them?" Leo asked. "I didn't do anything to help Asterion. I wouldn't do anything to help him, even if I could. I mean, I guess if it turns out he didn't create the Impetus on purpose—but I don't even know why we're all cursed—"

Leo cut himself off, his fists clenched in frustration, and Cale sighed.

"I don't know," he admitted. "You probably did help him, even if you didn't realize it at the time. If he's trapped in the Labyrinth, manifested alongside the Nothing.."

"It's just..." Leo gritted his teeth, then looked away again, as if ashamed. "I don't know what I'll do if it isn't his fault."

"Does it need to be?" Cale asked, the words quiet.

"I don't—I don't know." Leo sighed. "I've hated him for such a long time. I just feel like it would be easier, you know?"

"Easier, yes," Cale said. He got to his feet, then offered Leo a hand—more for the spirit of it than anything else, considering Leo was too tall for that to actually help him up. "But a true mage—"

"—never does things the easy way?" Leo snorted, almost pulling Cale down when he accepted the hand. "Cale, you said that specifically because you were insisting on creating fifteen different baking spells instead of just conjuring bread."

"And I stand by it," Cale said with a grin. "Look, the answer's easy enough. We need to figure out a way to talk to Asterion. And I'm pretty sure we've got a way to do exactly that." He jerked a thumb toward the now-open dungeon.

"What does the Bitter Path have to do with anything?" Leo stared at it, brows furrowed.

"Reality's always a bit thinner in dungeons," Cale said, shrugging. "Now come on, we have to get to our next class."

"We're not doing it now?"

"A true mage never enters a dungeon unprepared and without a full complement of friends," Cale said brightly. "And possibly a professor or two."

"You definitely just made that up." Leo made a face. "And what do you mean, a professor or two? Please don't tell me you're planning on dragging one of our professors along."

"Okay," Cale said. "I won't."

"That is not what I meant!"

Cale caught something in the distance, then grinned. "Also, I call dibs on not being the one to explain all this to Professor Delia," he said cheerfully.

Leo stared at him, horrified. "That's not how dibs work," he said weakly, his voice strangled.

"And here she is now!" Cale said. "I believe in you, Leo. Points are on the line, you know."
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  Professor Delia was taking this in with an admirable degree of calm, Cale decided. Which was impressive, considering she had bags under her eyes, and that wasn't even a thing he'd thought gargoyles were capable of. It was always fascinating to see how much more he still had to learn about the Great Realms.

"You let them leave," Professor Delia repeated, her voice flat. That seemed to be the only thing she'd gotten from Leo's otherwise lengthy report.

"Technically," Cale said, "they escaped."

"Because you allowed them to," Professor Delia said, turning a withering look on to Cale. Leo visibly relaxed when her piercing gaze finally left him, letting out an audible sigh of relief, only to squeak when that gaze snapped back to him. "And you let him do that."

"Have you ever tried telling this guy what to do?" Leo protested. "He just does whatever he thinks is right!"

"It's true," Cale said. "I tried the whole listening to other people thing. I mean, I still do it sometimes, but only when my gut tells me to do it."

"When your... gut... tells you to do it," Delia repeated, rubbing the bridge of her nose in exasperation. "You are aware that Haelforge Academy has been under siege from the dark lord's forces?"

"You said they were scouts," Cale pointed out.

"Powerful scouts," Delia said, sighing heavily. "Scouts that require our professors to be on alert at all times. We are not in times of peace, Cale Cadwell Cobbs, and we cannot afford to be merciful."

"You can't, you mean," Cale said, and the gargoyle professor frowned at that, straightening to give him something close to a glare. "What? You're right. You can't afford mercy. But I can."

"Your actions—"

"—have an effect on the realm as a whole. I'm well aware of that, Professor." Cale tucked his hands behind his back and strode up to her, meeting her gaze. She was taller than he was, which admittedly made it more awkward than he would've liked... but from the look in her eyes, she was taking him seriously.

Good. When he spoke again, his tone was somber. "It's one of the reasons I have to be careful with when and how I choose to use my power. Do you have any idea what it would mean if I didn't default to mercy? If I just believed whichever side of a war came to me first, telling me mercy is going to get thousands, maybe millions of people killed?"

Professor Delia's gaze flickered, her breath catching slightly, and after a moment, she looked away. "You are... older than you seem," she said eventually, the words hesitant. "Older than any human should be."

"Good catch." Cale smiled, though there wasn't much humor in it. "And if the scouts were still harassing your academy borders, I don't imagine you would have come to find us, would you?"

Delia grimaced at that. "We received a message a few minutes ago, stating that the dark lord's forces would be retreating," she admitted. "We weren't sure if it was a trick, but a few of us thought it might have had something to do with you, so we came to check."

"I thought the timing was a little too perfect," Cale noted, satisfied. "Which means you have a break because I let the aberration go free. What do you think would have happened if I had killed it?"

"The aberration would be dead," Delia answered darkly, but sighed again when Cale shot her a look. "And it's likely that the dark lord would have sent more forces here, yes. I understand the point you're getting at."

"Aberrations rub you the wrong way when you're a realmborn," Cale said. "I get it. They feel like they don't belong, and every part of you screams to make them go away. But don't let that mislead you into making the wrong choices."

"You sound like my mother," Delia muttered, rubbing her temples. "Which isn't an insult, before you get on my back. It's just... been a very long time since I've been lectured like I'm the student." Her tone was dry. "I believe I find it rather unpleasant."

Cale snorted. "Yeah, I get that sometimes," he said. "Look, the dungeon's open now, and we'll be back soon to clear it so we can make good on our agreement. You're welcome to use the mana channelers I hand off to you however you like. Just keep what I said in mind."

"I make no promises," Delia said. "We will defend ourselves as necessary, and frankly, we don't have whatever you have that gives you leave to be merciful. But I will try."

"All I ask," Cale said, nodding.

"Are you ready to head back to Brightscale, then?" Professor Delia asked. She began to trace a teleportation glyph into the air—different from her previous iteration of the spell, Cale noticed. He wondered if she'd received an upgrade.

"I am," Cale said. "Leo?"

"Will the library be alright?" Leo asked, casting a worried look over at the ruined shelves of the Haelforge Library. "It feels like it's still in pain."

Professor Delia's expression softened. "Our Librarians will take care of it, now that they understand the problem," she said. "Don't worry. A magical library can recover from a great deal of damage. So long as a single spark remains, knowledge can be birthed from the ashes."

Leo nodded, relieved. "Alright," he said. "Then I'm ready too."

Delia nodded and snapped her fingers—

—and Cale and Leo found themselves in Brightscale Academy once more.





Cale had not been kidding when he said they would be back soon to clear the dungeon. No doubt Professor Delia thought he meant they would take a day or two to prepare, but what Cale had actually meant was that he planned to kidnap the professor for their next class and make him come along with them so his schedule scroll wouldn't scream at him the entire time they were delving.

This plan, it turned out, had a rather significant flaw. That flaw being that their next class was Magical Foci, which was taught by Professor Graystalk, and he was not particularly inclined to allow himself to be kidnapped, no matter how Cale tried to wheedle at him.

"Please?" Cale asked.

"No."

"Please?" Cale put on his best pleading expression, and Graystalk gave him a flat look.

"No, Mr. Cobbs."

"When did we stop being on a first name basis?" Cale complained, ignoring the fact that he hadn't actually ever referred to Graystalk by his first name (and had in fact forgotten it, if he'd ever been told.)

"When you tried to convince me to abandon my class to join you on a dungeon delve that even Haelforge professors described as traumatic," Graystalk said, sighing. "If you simply desire my assistance, you may apply for it, as any other student—"

"That would take too long," Cale objected. "The whole point of this is saving time. If you come with us, we'll be able to do the delve and our class at the same time."

"Which would make both the delve and the class significantly less efficient," Graystalk pointed out with some impatience, although Cale was also relatively certain he was amused. There was a lot of restraint in his tone, either way. "The depths of an unknown dungeon are hardly an optimal environment for learning, especially for a class as involved as Magical Foci. Which, I will note, is a crafting-oriented class. The lecture will require you to use the tools provided in the classroom. Tools that are unlikely to be available in the middle of a dungeon."

"But that's the best part," Cale said.

Graystalk stared at him for a long moment, then let out a long-suffering sigh. "Elaborate," he said, in a tone that suggested he already knew he would despise the answer.

"The dungeon rewards its delvers with a guaranteed copy of [Merlin's Regret], which is the mana channeler I used to distribute my mana to the Haelforge students," Cale said. "And a dungeon with a guaranteed artifact drop like that—"

"—is almost certainly a dungeon seeded by a legendary artificer," Graystalk muttered, his brows shooting up as he stared at Cale. There was a very faint, restrained glow in them, which was probably about as expressive as Graystalk allowed himself to be. Cale was pretty sure this was his version of jumping up and down with excitement. "And you would bring me with you? Not, for instance, Professor Imrys?"

Cale shuddered. "Listen," he said. "I'll work with her when I have to, but other than that..."

"Say no more," Professor Graystalk said gravely. "I am in full agreement. Very well. I admit to a more than passing interest in artificing on this level, and if this dungeon provides, as you say, a guaranteed reward of that tier... it may be worth the investment of time."

"And abandoning the rest of the class," Cale said brightly.

"Ah," Professor Graystalk said. "No. I would not allow such a thing."

"I don't think I can convince the Haelforge professors to allow an entire class into the dungeon," Cale said, frowning. The professors had been rather adamant about how disturbing the dungeon was.

Cale had plenty of faith in the ability of his apprentices to handle it, given how they'd handled everything else so far, and he was equally certain he could guide them if needed. He wasn't nearly as confident in his ability to get an entire class worth of novice mages through a class-five pilgrimage dungeon.

"You misunderstand," Graystalk said, his lips twitching into a faint smirk. "Magical Foci is a rather unique class to begin with, and its only attendants are you and your apprentices. No one will be excluded."

Cale blinked, caught off-guard. "It's what?"

"Headmaster Akkau thought it likely that something like this would happen," Graystalk said, and there was a hint of smug amusement in his tone that faded so quickly Cale couldn't be sure if he'd imagined it. "I admit, I was initially quite reluctant to follow along, even knowing it was likely... but you have managed to arouse my curiosity, and thanks to his foresight, no other classes will be disrupted."

Cale furrowed his brows. "You know, I know I'm getting everything I want and all, but I still feel like I've been outmaneuvered."

"A feeling you are surely accustomed to, I imagine, given you must have dealt with dragons before?"

"Hey," Cale protested. Then he stopped to think about it for a moment and shrugged. "Actually, yeah, kinda."

Graystalk chuckled in response. "Before your arrival here, I would not have imagined agreeing to something like this," the elven professor mused as they strode through the hallway. There was something genuine and surprisingly fond in his tone.

Cale glanced at him curiously. Graystalk was walking straighter now, like his shoulders no longer carried quite so heavy of a burden. There was a new grace to the way he moved, a lightness to him that Cale hadn't noticed before. His cane tapped lightly against the hallway tiles, and he smiled faintly to himself, without turning to look at Cale.

"I had thought myself stuck," Graystalk admitted. "My curse bound me, as I have seen it bound many others. Without a way to remove it, magic would be a world forever limited to me. Perhaps I lost something of myself, when I let myself believe this."

For once, Cale said nothing, allowing him to talk. It seemed like the sort of thing he'd been wanting to say for a while.

"Yet there is so much more to magic than I had ever realized," the professor said. "Even within my limits—even if I were forever restricted to first- and second-tier spells, or even if I were to lose my magic entirely—I wonder if I would ever truly explore all it has to offer. You have shown me that there are depths to the Great Realms that I could not have even begun to imagine, whether you intended to or not. I owe you a great debt."

"You don't," Cale said automatically, then cursed to himself when he remembered that denying a debt was in fact deeply offensive in elven culture. Graystalk, luckily, didn't seem to mind; instead, he chuckled again, something strangely wistful about him.

"It is very human of you, to reject such a debt," Professor Graystalk said mildly. "But I am afraid you will not sway me on this matter. Do you know what makes this particular class on Magical Foci unique, Cale?"

Cale perked up. "Elves have a lot of special techniques when it comes to crafting foci," he said. "Something to do with that, I take it?"

"Indeed," Graystalk said. "In fact, the techniques I wish to share with you and your apprentices are techniques unique to the Graystalk family. I am the last that knows them. They may not be new for one such as you, perhaps, but I hope regardless that they will serve you well."

"Oh, I mean..." Cale was so bad at this. He needed to attend classes on accepting gifts or something. "I don't actually know many elven crafting techniques? It'll probably be new to me. I tried sneaking into a grove before, but it didn't go well."

"Oh?" Professor Graystalk turned to eye him, quirking a single brow, and Cale briefly considered setting himself on fire. "That must have been interesting."

Thank the Realms he hadn't asked him to elaborate. Cale had sworn off trying to infiltrate elven groves after that particular incident. No wonder elves were so isolated. Granted, he didn't actually know how much they differed realm-to-realm, so that might have been an isolated case... but still.

"You don't have to, you know," Cale said. "Share your family secrets with us, I mean. I know how precious they are to your people."

Elven crafting techniques were renowned, though from what he understood, they were also intensely personal to the elves that developed them. The artifacts that resulted were one of the few ways for a non-elf to access elven magics, however, and so were often heavily restricted across the realms. It was possible—even likely—that in sharing these, Graystalk would become even more of an outcast among his people.

Graystalk inclined his head in a nod. "I am aware," he said. "I am choosing to do this in part to repay my debt, yes, but also as a form of motivation."

"Motivation?" Cale blinked.

The elven professor smiled. "If I share these techniques with you," he said, "then if I desire a legacy, I will have to create still greater ones myself."

There was a slight pause before Cale snorted. "I don't know how else to say this, but that's very human of you, Professor," he said dryly, though he smiled as he said it. He could practically feel the quiet determination burning inside Graystalk. It was remarkable how much that alone had changed the elf—he was brighter, somehow, with a gleam in his eyes that had been absent before.

"I will take that as a compliment," Graystalk said easily. "It is likely that I will share these techniques with others. I simply want you and your apprentices to be the first."

"I get it," Cale said. "And there's a chance one of the wyldfire students will be coming with us. My apprentices are trying to get us into the Fettered Divinity tournament as a support team."

"Oh?" Graystalk hummed. He didn't seem bothered that the extra student might witness his lesson; if anything, he seemed slightly pleased. "I pity the other academies, in that case."

"We're not going to be allowed to actually compete as a support team," Cale clarified.

"I am aware. I pity them all the more for it," Graystalk said, smirking slightly. "I have witnessed many of those tournaments, and it is remarkable how often the support teams make all the difference."

"That much confidence in us, huh?" Cale laughed. "You know I lost some of my mana control in my last trip. I might not get to show off as much as you think."

"My condolences, but... I doubt that."

Cale glanced up at him in surprise. He'd been expecting more of a reaction, but Graystalk had barely twitched beyond a slight tilt of his head. "You do, do you?"

"I was once known as the Mage Killer, if you recall Ms. Whiteleaf's outburst in our first class," Graystalk said mildly. "I have, I am proud to say, a rather apt intuition when it comes to understanding the capabilities of my fellow mages.

"In your time on Utelia, you have earned a great deal of control over your magic—more than any you have had previously," Graystalk continued. "And you are an exceptionally effective spellcaster utilizing the magics you have been denied for so long. But that is hardly where your true expertise lies, is it?"

"Been paying attention, have you?" Cale grinned. "I'm flattered."

"Very much so," Graystalk agreed without missing a beat. "And so it is obvious to me—and so it should be to any mage that has been paying attention—that you are at your most dangerous when you are cornered. When the only option that remains to you is for you to use that overwhelming power at your disposal to achieve the outcome you desire.

"You have, no doubt, a great deal of secrets you have kept from us simply because you have never had any need to use them. The Gift has given you a flexibility you lack anywhere else. Yet this is not a power you have had before. You use it now because it is novel, to train and understand a new form of magic.

"But to my understanding, in every other life, you have fought without this. To take this tool from you takes joy from you, I am certain, but with the Gift you are fighting with a blade having trained with your fists against blades for a thousand lifetimes. Taking that blade away from you again, however temporarily... I suspect it would only make you more of a danger. And perhaps annoy you."

Cale didn't answer for a long moment, then finally laughed, shaking his head. "We have not hung out enough for you to read me that well," he said, smirking. "I mean, I love magic, so I'm upset about it, but you're right overall. I'd still have to do some testing to adjust. Which I've been putting off, I admit, until you so helpfully reminded me that I'm incredibly dangerous either way."

He paused again, this time thoughtfully, then raised a brow at Graystalk. "We have some time before the class. Or the delve, as it were. I was planning to use it to do that testing. Want to join me?"

"As long as you do not destroy the academy, I would be delighted," Graystalk said. "I admit, I have been rather curious as to exactly how much mana you have and the degree of magic you have access to. Akkau has not shared the details of your adventures."

"He knows I like to show off," Cale said cheerfully, though he was pretty sure the real reason was that thinking about it gave Akkau a headache. He began to stride off, leading the way, and felt Graystalk fall into step beside him

Cale took the opportunity to feel quietly for the professor's mana core. He was hesitant to make any promises, given the nature of curses... but part of the nature of a curse was that they could be broken.

Graystalk was right. Cale was very, very good at coming up with options, even when he shouldn't have had any. And it was that, more than even his mana, that made him truly dangerous.

Especially to something as simple as a curse.
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  Cale began his exercises with what he could admit was a bit of trepidation.

He'd put in a lot of work to get his mana control where it was. Even before his arrival on Utelia, gaining enough control to manipulate his barriers the way he did had been a terribly involved process—one that included no small number of soul-sickening potions, esoteric rituals, and practice.

It stung to lose even a small fraction of that progress, though he knew his soul would heal eventually. As long as he didn't repeat that soul-expansion exercise, it was unlikely the results would stick.

The problem was that his time was limited. There was no telling how much time he had on Utelia, how much he'd get to explore this world of magic that had been sealed to him until now. Given the forces bearing down on them, if he let himself be too careless for even a second...

Who knew how much of his newfound magic he would get to keep? And how long would it be until his mana eventually outgrew even the specialized spells the Gift offered him?

Eh. There wasn't much of a point worrying about it, and he didn't regret doing what he could to help Blood-That-Crawls, whether it was ultimately an enemy or not. All that remained was to see what he could make of the consequences.

An array of brilliantly-lit barriers exploded to life in front of him.

Professor Graystalk, who had been watching silently up until now, took a startled step back at the sight. "What is—" he started, then swallowed the words, staring at the display of power with no small amount of awe. "What exactly are you doing?"

"Oh, it's just a test of my mana control," Cale answered absently, eyeing the array of barriers with interest. It wasn't as bad as he'd feared, but it was worse than he'd hoped. His mana control was about as good as it was when he'd first arrived on Utelia, before he'd acquired his ranks in the various elemental resonances.

Which amounted to a slight advantage in control compared to when he'd started, but only for the aspects he had some degree of resonance with. His overall control was very slightly worse, mostly because the minimum amount of mana he could manipulate at once had shifted.

The smallest barrier he could make and maintain without its mana going out of control was about an order of magnitude stronger than it had been in the last realm, and it was about ten percent larger, if he had to put a number to it.

"This is a test of your mana control?" Graystalk asked incredulously. He swallowed once, unable to take his eyes off the display. "I was aware you had access to an incredible quantity of mana, Cale, but I had assumed your mana control was a weakness."

Cale blinked. "It is," he said, gesturing to the array. "The smallest barrier I can make is about the size of my palm, see? And this is my absolute minimum in terms of how much of my mana I can move at once. I can't work in quantities smaller than this."

He called one of the barriers to hand to demonstrate. The smallest barrier he had at the moment was about equivalent to a seventh-tier spell for an aspect he had no resonance with.

Professor Graystalk only shook his head, however. "You misunderstand," he said. "It is not your control over the quantity of your mana that astonishes me. It is the number of discrete mana constructs you can maintain simultaneously."

"Oh," Cale said. He glanced up at the array he'd created, not quite comprehending. "Is this a lot?"

Graystalk gave him a flat, almost exasperated look, though the corner of his mouth twitched with amusement. "Do you believe creating what appears to be a thousand simultaneous barriers does not amount to 'a lot'?"

"Honestly, I have no idea," Cale said. "It's not like I can track them all independently—it'd be really cool if I could, and I tried for a while, but it's a lot to process all at once. And creating a thousand static barriers isn't very helpful in most fights when I can just create a really big one, unless I tell all my allies to stand still or something."

"It is not the battlefield potential of this that impresses me," Professor Graystalk said, shaking his head. There was a light in his eyes, Cale noticed, and he realized after a moment that the professor was gearing up for a lecture.

He beamed. This would be interesting.

"You are familiar with spell arrays, are you not?" Graystalk asked. "The process of linking many lower-tier spells together to mimic the effect of a higher-tier spell. It is time-consuming and difficult, but typically many times more mana-efficient."

"They're one of your specialties, aren't they?" Cale asked.

"Indeed." Graystalk's expression flickered, but only briefly, presumably at the reminder of the curse that prevented him from casting spells outside the Standard Array. Cale winced to himself. "They are what allow me to match other mages, even when they have access to greater spells. Do you know the primary restriction when it comes to array-based spellcasting, Cale?"

"Uh," Cale said. He thought for a moment. He hadn't learned a lot about it, largely because his problem was very much the opposite; the benefits of a spell array didn't apply to him when his entire problem was that he couldn't cast spells, let alone lower-tier ones. "They're complicated to visualize?"

"That would be the common assumption, and it is not technically incorrect." Graystalk chuckled softly, then glanced up at the magnificent display of barriers blazing above them with what seemed like no small amount of longing. "But it is more accurate to say that an array requires a mage to maintain multiple constructs simultaneously, and it takes decades of training to exceed even ten.

"Five would be simple enough, perhaps. Most mages will achieve this easily. Each additional construct after that becomes exponentially harder, takes exponentially more practice. Ten is the most the average mage should ever expect to achieve, unless they belong to a particularly long-lived or immortal species. To create this many so casually, and to hold a conversation during it..."

The elven professor shook his head, and Cale recognized then that mixture of wonder and yearning in his eyes. He was thinking how little his curse would matter if he was able to achieve this degree of control over simultaneous mana constructs. The world of magic itself would open up to him.

And yet for Cale, it was little more than a fancy party trick. Awkward, that.

"You are far older than I had imagined," Graystalk said softly, with what looked too much like sympathy in his eyes.

Cale made a face, immediately affronted. "Hey," he said. "That's rude. I don't go around calling you old."

The sympathy vanished in an instant. "That would make you a minority amongst my students, I believe," Graystalk said, a dry sort of amusement now in his voice. "I suppose I now understand how they feel."

"I can't tell if you're still calling me old." Cale narrowed his eyes.

"I am not. You are clearly still a child, by elven standards."

"How did you still make that sound like an insult?"

"By teaching far too many classes with my noble brethren as my students," Professor Graystalk said, laughing; Cale saw him for the first time allowing himself to truly relax, a bit of warmth entering his gaze. "I apologize, truly. It is only that you have reminded me once again how much I have left to learn. Is this all there is to the exercise?"

"Sort of," Cale said. It was nice to see the professor letting bask in the joy of magic, and somehow it made him feel better about his own loss of control—it was easy to forget, sometimes, that what was normal for him could still be a wonder to someone else. "This is technically just one of the techniques I learned studying under the Sage of Control." He grinned. "She was an absolute nightmare, let me tell you."

"The Sage of Control?" Graystalk frowned slightly in thought. "A strangely familiar name, but not of this realm, I imagine."

"She isn't, no, but she's not exactly from anywhere else, either," Cale explained absently. He studied his barriers a little more closely as he spoke, checking for any inconsistencies between each 'rank' of barrier, just like the Sage had taught him. "You might have seen mentions of her if you study enough dungeon-spawned relics. Or one of the other Sages, maybe. They're technically a kind of elemental god? Though scholars are largely split on it."

"That may have been where I heard the name before," the professor said. "I believe I may have dismissed them as myth, when I read of them. You are suggesting that these Sages are real?"

"As real as an elemental god usually is," Cale said, shrugging. He squinted at one of his barriers, holding it up to his eye like a lens and poking at it. "That is, they exist relative to the Great Realms, and usually only when someone connects to their plane of existence. Actually finding one of them is usually a long and complicated process."

"That would explain why I dismissed it as a children's tale, I suppose." Graystalk stepped up to join Cale, examining the barrier alongside him, though if he thought anything of it, he said nothing out loud. "I seem to recall a rather absurd series of instructions."

Cale burst out laughing. "Yeah, I'm pretty sure I had to sleep with a turnip under my pillow at some point," he said. "I still have no idea if that was actually part of the instructions or if someone just inserted it in for fun, but it did work. The instructions change from realm to realm, though. Took me ages to find a realm that could reliably find a way to the Sage of Control."

"And it was her that granted you this control?" There was a bit of hunger in Graystalk's voice—the healthy kind that every good mage had, anyway. Cale approved.

"She didn't exactly grant it to me," Cale said. "Studying under her is one of the reasons I can control my mana as well as I can at all, though. This is just the calibration test she makes you do before she gives you any training."

"This is the calibration she does prior to the training?" The professor made a peculiar noise—something like a squeak—in his throat, and Cale did his best not to laugh. He hadn't even known elves were capable of making sounds like that.

"Every day, before training started, she asked me to make a series of barriers," Cale explained. "To keep track of my progress, although I'm pretty sure it was technically also part of the training. Basically she wanted me to make barriers of varying shapes, sizes, and strengths, and since she made me do it every day, about half the day would pass before I could do any actual training. I got kind of sick of it, so I started making groups of them at a time, and eventually..."

Professor Graystalk blinked, briefly at a loss for words. "She frustrated you into gaining a level of simultaneous mana control that any mage would be envious of?"

"To be fair," Cale said, "I was very frustrated. It took so much time! And she had something critical to say about every one of them. And her cats kept distracting me, and if I let myself get distracted, she made me start over."

"Her... cats." Graystalk stared at him.

"Chimeras," Cale allowed. "Technically, they were chimeras. And a few sphinxes. One of them was my roommate."

"I am rapidly reconsidering my desire to find this Sage."

"Oh, yeah, I wouldn't recommend it," Cale said. "I got a lot out of it, but also it took about a thousand years of subjective time, and I'm pretty sure I ended up allergic to cats by the time I got out."

"Allergic to—" Graystalk interrupted himself, trying to stay on topic and immediately failing. "You were roommates with a sphinx?"

"Kind of a nightmare, honestly," Cale said. "Kept leaving me riddles on post-it notes. I did figure out their weaknesses because of that, though, so I guess it wasn't all bad. And he did have a few good jokes."

"This... Sage." Graystalk rubbed at his temples. "Your time with her was a benefit in spite of this?"

"Oh, yeah," Cale said. "I mean, she embodies mana control. Her whole house is filled with these ridiculously complicated mana sigils she's basically maintaining just for their aesthetic value. Half of them are inscribed onto unenchanted vases. The kind that should explode if you put even a little bit of mana into them? Honestly, I feel like she was just showing off at that point. Although she did claim it was for training."

"Training," Graystalk repeated.

"For the cats," Cale explained after a second of hesitation. "Not for me. The vases explode with mana if they try pushing the vases over. Doesn't hurt them, but it's very startling."

There was a long silence as Graystalk stared at him. Cale could practically see him contemplating which question to ask next. No doubt he had plenty of questions about the exercises he'd done and how long they'd taken, and while few of them were repeatable, Cale would be happy to explain—

"Cale," Professor Graystalk said. "Are you certain the imbued vases were only for the cats?"

Cale paused. "Um," he said, pointedly looking anywhere except at the professor. "Yes?"

"Did you, by any chance, keep pushing her vases over?" 

"No?" Cale tried to think quickly. "Don't you have any questions about the mana exercises she wanted me to practice with? They were very advanced! Although they did have a tendency to blow off a limb or two, so it's a good thing her plane doesn't retain much in the way of consequence—"

"It occurs to me," Professor Graystalk continued, with just a hint of a smirk, "that it is rather unusual that her home was occupied by so many... cats, as you call them. An elemental plane is greatly influenced by the realm that connects to it, and there are, as I understand it, realms that greatly influence the nature of any individual born within them. Even if that individual would otherwise only be human."

Cale stared at Professor Graystalk, speechless.

He'd figured it out. How had he figured it out? This was one of his greatest secrets!

"Would I be correct in assuming, Mr. Cobbs, that you spent a majority of this particular life as—"

"Don't just say it!" Cale burst out, placing a hand over a very amused Professor Graystalk's mouth. "One of my apprentices will overhear or something. I can't let them know I spent most of one lifetime... you know!"

Graystalk pried Cale's fingers off his mouth, laughing. "Very well, Cale," he said. "Your secret is safe with me. Though I am rather curious about these exercises, now that you mention it."

Cale sighed and relaxed. This was much safer territory.

And more importantly, Graystalk had finally relaxed enough in his presence that he could examine his professor's mana core without much interference, which meant it was finally time to take a look at that curse.





Cale asked for permission first, obviously. It would've been rude to examine another mage's mana core in the level of detail he needed without asking for permission, especially since that degree of perception was easily felt. Professor Graystalk had given him a strange look at the request, especially since Cale refused to explain why, but had ultimately agreed.

So now Cale was absent-mindedly going over the third time he'd lost a limb to one of those exercises—honestly, the more he thought about it, the more certain he was that the Sage of Control was some sort of sadist—while peering closely at Graystalk's mana core.

One of the reasons he hadn't done this earlier was because of the level of trust that was required for this sort of examination. Mana core examination was tantamount to soul examination, and regardless of the pretext it was an inherently intimate act. Trust and some level of connection was virtually required to pull it off, and it was only now that Graystalk had loosened up enough for him to do so.

This particular curse was a nasty one, though. It stank of the energies of a lich. Cale couldn't help but wonder exactly how Graystalk had been inflicted with this curse; this wasn't the sort of curse that could be put on someone else in an instant. It had to have been done with the aid of someone Graystalk had trusted. The lines of betrayal were all there in the scars of his mana core, essentially a catalyst for the curse to latch on to.

There were two things strange about it. The first was that Cale was almost certain this was a divine curse, and if he was reading the mana signature right, it was one of Astiviya's, which meant Cale was going to have some words with the goddess when she showed up for their confrontation.

The second was the way the curse itself functioned. The scar acted like a parasite that latched on to any confluence of magic great enough for it to detect, which amounted essentially to spells above the first and second tier. It would reroute the mana that went into those spell constructs, effectively dramatically increasing their mana cost and causing the spell to fizzle out before it could be cast.

But that meant that—unlike most curses—that scar could be burnt out of the core entirely. Most curses were resistant to that sort of thing, since they were a mark etched into the mana core itself. In order for this one to function, the etching needed to separate from the core temporarily and attach to a spell instead, and that brief period would leave it vulnerable.

Fascinating.

It was especially convenient, then, that Graystalk would be delving the Bitter Path with them. Cale grinned to himself even as the professor looked up at him, ears slightly flushed from how thoroughly Cale had examined his core. "Are you done?" Graystalk grumbled.

"Yep," Cale said cheerfully. "Look, I know you just got done accepting your curse and realizing you could do lots of magic even with it and all, but I'm pretty sure I can break it with that thing we're gonna get in the dungeon. So, you ready to go?"

Graystalk stared at him. "...You told me you needed to examine my mana core for research," he said flatly.

"I did," Cale said. "Research on your curse."

Graystalk sighed. "Incorrigible," he muttered. "Oh, very well. Let us proceed, then. It is about time for class, regardless. Have you successfully calibrated your mana control, as it were?"

"Nope," Cale said cheerfully. "I kind of forgot while I was doing your mana core stuff. But we'll be fine! I've mostly got it. I just need to cast a few tester spells on the way."

"Please do not," Professor Graystalk said, but from the tone of his voice, he was already resigned to it. Cale just hummed to himself, delighted.

Time for some magic. And dungeons!
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  Professor Delia seemed rather disgruntled when Cale and the others returned to the Haelforge Academy.

Which was probably fair, considering Cale had only been gone for about an hour and was now returning with what one of the strangest groups of mages she'd ever had to deal with. Or so he assumed, anyway, based on her expression. It could very well just have been how quickly he returned.

"When you said you would be back soon, I didn't think you meant within the hour." Professor Delia rubbed her temples. "I was looking forward to a nap."

"Well, we'll be out of your metaphorical hair as soon as we get into the dungeon," Cale said brightly. "Better than arriving in the middle of your nap, no?"

"Barely," the gargoyle professor muttered with a sigh. She eyed the group critically for a moment. "There are two more people here than you said you'd be bringing... Ah. Graystalk."

"Delia," Graystalk returned, his tone neutral. "A pleasure to see you again."

"If only I could say the same," Delia said. "What are you doing here, exactly?"

"Cale here has convinced me that there may be something of interest within this dungeon of yours." Graystalk raised a single brow in the condescending way that only elves could, though the glint of fond amusement in his eyes betrayed him. "I thought I might take the opportunity to see if Haelforge truly has something of value to offer. And if not, then my students will at least benefit from my teachings whilst they delve."

"You intend to lecture them during a delve?" Delia stared at him. "Has Cale infected all of Brightscale with his nonsense?"

"I'd say I've infected more of Haelforge, comparatively," Cale said thoughtfully. "Technically I've spent more time in Brightscale, but I did share my mana with your students, and from what I hear you've had students begging your faculty for a repeat of that since. Mostly or especially from jealous upperclassmen."

"...You were not meant to hear about that." Delia muttered something to herself, then stiffened and shot an exasperated look back toward the academy's windows, where more than a few of her students had their faces pressed up against their windows. Cale waved up at them and heard several loud squeals—including one exceptionally manly one—before Delia abruptly snapped her fingers and turned all the windows opaque.

"Trouble with the students, Delia?" Graystalk asked pleasantly. His Haelforge counterpart just groaned.

"Let's just get you all into the dungeon before you cause me any more trouble," she grumbled, turning to lead the way. "You're lucky the dark lord has stopped trying to infiltrate the academy, or we wouldn't even consider allowing you to run the dungeon now. Who's the new apprentice?"

"Him?" Cale turned to glance at their still-silent tagalong, a burly, enormous vinewalker that towered over even Leo. "That's not my apprentice. That's Thorn."

There was a short silence as Delia waited for him to elaborate, and when Cale said nothing, she sighed. "And who is this... Thorn?"

"He's one of Brightscale's wyldfires," Cale explained. "He's just here to evaluate how we do in the dungeon to see if we'd be any good as a support team in the tournament."

Thorn grunted. "Can't say I'm impressed, so far," he said, crossing his arms over his chest.

"We haven't done anything so far," Cale pointed out. "We aren't even in the dungeon yet."

"Hm." Thorn seemed unconvinced. "We'll see."

Cale just shrugged, unconcerned, though his apprentices all shot Thorn varyingly nervous looks. That much was to be expected—he was the only vinewalker at Brightscale Academy, as far as Cale knew, and he was a remarkably intimidating example of one.

A vinewalker was a sort of spirit that animated and possessed a collection of plants, most often vines, and bound them together into humanoid form. Vinewalkers were a reclusive species by nature, and even in all his time in the Realms Cale hadn't encountered many examples of them. The few times he had, they were a quiet, peace-loving people, and they wove small forms that blended well with their forests.

Thorn broke every one of those stereotypes, primarily by being huge, muscular, and covered in thorns. Cale wouldn't have been surprised if he'd been told the vinewalker regularly lifted trees as a workout. The thorns were distinctly sharp and unfriendly, like he was wearing them specifically to warn people off of interacting with him.

Presumably, they were also the reason for his name, though Cale felt like there had to be more of a story to it. If there was, he couldn't tell—Thorn had refused to elaborate, and, in fact, had largely refused to communicate outside of a few well-timed grunts and the muttering of his name.

He had volunteered to come along and assess them, though, even with the last-minute notice. Cale and his apprentices were still divided on whether it was because he was a good guy deep inside or because he wanted to find some reason to fail them.

"Here we are." Professor Delia waved tiredly at the entrance to the Bitter Path. It was an enormous iron trapdoor set into the floor of the Haelforge Library, engraved with a number of arcane sigils that looked unfamiliar to Cale. "I can't give you any advice. The dungeon will adjust itself if I do. Just remember that you shouldn't be able to die in this dungeon, so don't panic if one of your party members gets kicked out."

"Didn't, uh," Leo said. He glanced at Cale, who shook his head.

"Aberrations," he said. "The rules don't apply the same."

"Oh." Leo frowned. "Okay, I'm starting to see why you helped that worm thing."

They wasted no more time and began their final preparations for getting into the dungeon. Professor Graystalk cast a number of basic protective enchantments on each of them to shield them against various environmental hazards and potential mind magics; Syphus transformed its arm into its now-signature spell cannon; Leo took the lead, as he usually did. Cale could sense the support spells Flia and Damien cast on themselves to improve their perceptions, just in case the dungeon had any traps.

He grinned to himself. It had only been a month, and dungeon delving was already something like second nature to them. Thorn didn't seem all that impressed, but he didn't seem to be able to find anything to criticize, either. He just grunted to himself like he was displeased and kept leaning back with his arms crossed.

Then he turned to eye Cale. "You're not preparing," he said, eyeing him with disapproval.

"Don't need to," Cale said with a cheerful shrug. "You'll get it once we're in there."

The vinewalker stared at him, skepticism written plain into his face. "Sure," he said, stalking over to the door like he needed to get some distance.

Flia watched him for a moment, frowning, then turned to Cale. "Do you know what his problem is?"

"No idea," Cale said lightly. "He might just be having a bad day. I'm not too worried about it. If he's a good wyldfire, then he'll see our worth once we get going in the dungeon."

"And if he's not?" Flia looked worried more than anything.

"Then we'll have another chance to prove ourselves next week," Cale said. "The goddess of war challenged me to a duel, remember?"

Flia blinked. "You know," she said. "I can quite honestly say that I forgot, somehow. Which is worrying for an entirely different reason."

"You'll get used to it," Cale said cheerfully.

"That's the part I'm worried about, Cale."

"It'll be fine!" Cale paused, glancing at Thorn, who was now glaring at them both. The vinewalker could definitely hear them, now that he thought about it. "Probably," he added.

Flia just sighed. "Let's just hope this dungeon isn't as bad as the Haelforge professors claim they are," she muttered, heading off toward the trapdoor.

Professor Delia wasted no more time once she saw they were ready. She opened it for them, her hands shining with some sort of magical key—presumably a temporary enchantment they'd placed over the dungeon to avoid students wandering in—and it yawned open, revealing a pitch-black darkness within.

That was a standard defensive measure for dungeons. They obscured their entrances so their delvers wouldn't know what they were stepping into. It was an easy way to throw even experienced delvers off-balance.

Still, Cale and his team were used to it by now, and one by one they stepped in.





The first thing Cale registered was that it was cold.

He drew his barrier closer to his skin, instinctively pumping more mana into it and altering it to retain more heat. It didn't help as much as he would've liked—he shivered anyway, his breath coming out as fog. Annoying, but not atypical for a dungeon. They were all about imposing specific experiences or challenges. If a dungeon wanted its delvers to be cold, they would be, and no amount of heating spells would fix it.

Around him, everything was eerily silent. Cale was almost worried the dungeon had separated them, but a quick glance revealed everyone was present and accounted for, though they all looked about equally uncomfortable. Something about the environment sucked away all the ambient sound, though, explained the unsettling silence. The sound of every footstep and breath was stolen away as soon as it was made.

"Well," Cale said brightly. "This is creepy."

Thankfully, the dungeon didn't silence his words, though his voice sounded a little strange without its expected accompanying echo. They were, it was important to note, also in some sort of dimly-lit basement, which did nothing to help the oppressive atmosphere that surrounded them.

"Indeed," Professor Graystalk said, his expression impassive. "I believe I will allow us to acclimate for a moment and for you to identify our goal before I begin my lecture. I will provide minimal assistance, of course, so that your examiner can accurately assess your capabilities."

Thorn grunted, casting an annoyed look at the professor. "You already helped them."

"Standard protective spells," Professor Graystalk said, inclining his head to acknowledge the point. "Nothing they would not acquire with a standard adventurer's kit worth of potions. I see little point in making our students spend their valuable resources on a test."

"Hm." Thorn grunted again, but didn't argue.

Cale ignored them for the most part, instead taking the opportunity to look around the basement with interest. The trapdoor behind them had vanished, which was more or less expected, but there was now a staircase leading up and presumably out of into the rest of the... house?

This really did just seem like a regular old basement. A little archaic, perhaps, made of wood and stone and lit only by torches that carried a low-burning magefire. It was perhaps larger than most, given it accommodated all seven of them with ease, but Cale otherwise saw nothing that clearly explained why they were here or what the dungeon wanted of them.

Were they waiting for something, or were they just meant to search? There was what looked like an old, dirty cot in the corner of the room, though something about it seemed off. Then there were crates full of what looked like alchemical supplies, about half of them broken or covered in burn marks, and shelves of ingredients that looked expired or on the verge of expiring...

"Should we collect these?" Flia asked, looking over one of the shelves and eyeing a nearby crate. "Professor Rinkel could probably use them, right?"

"No point," Cale said, shaking his head. "Pilgrimage-type dungeons don't let you keep anything except the reward at the end."

"Oh." Flia looked disappointed, but put the ingredients she'd been gathering back on the shelf. "Could it be used for practice, then? Like, could students bring an alchemy setup in here to experiment with different recipes?"

"Yes, actually," Cale said, glancing at her. "This would be a pretty good dungeon for that kind of thing. I'm surprised Haelforge doesn't use it for that."

"Maybe it's not consistent?" Damien offered. "Professor Delia said it would change if she told us too much, didn't she?"

"I doubt it changes that much," Cale said. "But it probably doesn't let you out unless you die, and presumably they didn't want to put their students through the trauma of having to die just to leave the dungeon."

"Oh." Damien thought about that for a moment. "Makes sense... Syphus. Syphus, no."

"What?" Syphus lowered its cannon. "I wanted to test something."

"Don't blow us up just to test your magic," Damien said.

"Real mages should be comfortable with death," it grumbled. "This is an excellent opportunity to practice."

"Not without consent!" Cale called, his voice muffled from his position halfway inside one of the crates. He pulled himself out after a moment, then pulsed his barrier to shake off the dust. "And we have better things to do at the moment. You understand what a pilgrimage-type dungeon is, right?"

"I do," Leo said, but the rest of his apprentices just stared blankly. Leo looked around at them for a moment, then at Cale's expression, then sighed.

"A pilgrimage-type dungeon expects you to fulfill a series of conditions that mimic the journey of some great mage of the Realms," he explained reluctantly. "It's typically set as a series of challenges similar to the challenges the original mage had to face. Sometimes it's a little different, though. You might have to protect the mage, or make sure they get the guidance they need to get to the end of their journey, or—"

Leo's explanation was interrupted by the door to the basement slamming open. A voice cried out in protest, and an instant later, a small figure appeared. Or, more accurately, was shoved into the room.

"You ungrateful little brat!" an older voice spat. The figure clung to an arm, biting and scratching, and there was a loud curse; a moment later the arm swung with shocking force and slammed it hard into the wall, where it let out a small cry and slumped.

The older voice grunted in annoyance, shaking his arm until the small figure slid off and began to tumble. "You'll sit down there and think about what you've done," he snarled.

Then he slammed the door shut.

An instant later, the basement flooded with magic.

Depending on how one looked at it, it was either a good or a bad thing that pilgrimage-type dungeons had the ability to force certain events to occur. Delvers in those dungeons would be frozen during those instances, unable to do anything but watch. This was enforced as part of a magical contract that was implicitly accepted the moment any being entered the dungeon, and it was the sole reason none of them had been able to act the moment they understood what was happening.

That could be considered a good thing, because if any of them had been able to act, the man at the top of the stairs would no longer be alive, and that could very well have derailed the Bitter Path entirely.

A sharp, deadly bolt of diamond bore into the door a split second after it shut, followed shortly by decay magic sweeping across its surface. A jet of boiling water erupted from the base, aimed at where that hand had been, and then labyrinthine magic manifested, violently rearranging the space between the child and the door.

Cale reacted differently. His eyes were narrowed and his entire body thrummed with tension, but he'd had that immediate, visceral reaction and paid for it far too many times to let it control him. Instead a glimmering barrier manifested before that figure could even strike the stairs, gently sloped so as to catch him and soften his fall—

—and he wasn't the only one that thought to do this, it seemed. He realized after a moment that thin vines had emerged from the steps, poised to catch the boy if any of them allowed him to fall. They retracted the moment Thorn noticed Cale's barriers, stone and wood sealing behind them like nothing had happened.

Cale glanced up at Thorn, his expression unreadable, and the vinewalker stared right back.

Then, slowly, reluctantly, Thorn gave him a small nod.

Cale nodded back.

That was all the exchange they had. His apprentices were staring wide-eyed at the door, almost trembling with anger. Even Damien's fists were clenched, though he took a shaky breath and forced himself to approach the boy as Cale brought him steadily to the ground.

The others took longer to gather themselves. Syphus seemed mostly disgusted, and Leo and Flia were both just pissed. Professor Graystalk was the calmest of them all, though Cale could sense the storm of conflict in his eyes—he was the only one that hadn't acted, but it had taken effort.

"I guess we know why they don't let their students do this dungeon," Leo said. There was no humor in his voice. "What are we supposed to do here? Just... help the kid?"

"Probably," Cale said. "Might be a little more to it than that, but we won't know until he tells us what was going on there. That door probably won't open until we're done here."

He stepped up next to Damien, who was worriedly checking the boy's pulse, then froze.

This was just a child, but he'd known that. On top of that, he was a simulation provided by the dungeon—an impression of some great mage from somewhere in the Realms. He wasn't technically real, though Cale knew many scholars that had debated this topic of dungeon-created life.

None of that seemed to matter in the face of what was plainly obvious to Cale, from the rounded shape of this boy's ears to the mana signature that sang from his core.

This child was human.
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  It felt for a moment like he was frozen in place.

Another human. Here, in the midst of a pilgrimage-type dungeon that presumably held a record of the life this child had lived. Was that even possible? Cale had long ago lost any hope he had of seeing another one of his kind, and the idea of finding out what had happened to humanity seemed somehow even further away.

Yet the child in front of him was undeniably human by every sense he brought to bear.

Cale had met more than his fair share of species that bore the outward appearance of humanity, along with no small number of mages and shapeshifters that attempted to fool him by pretending to be just another human. He'd learned long ago how to distinguish between doppelgangers and mimics and changelings and all the myriad species that might seem human at first glance.

This child was none of them. He was human in all the ways that mattered, as far as Cale could tell, and the only thing that set him apart was the fact that he was technically a creation of the dungeon. The Bitter Path was in that sense nothing more than a recording, and Cale was still as far as he knew the last human alive...

...but that meant this dungeon might hold something. A clue, perhaps, about what had happened to humanity. Some small piece of the puzzle. Cale would have hoped to get answers outright, but he knew better than to hope for such a thing by now; he would take even the smallest scrap of information, if only it gave him closure.

"Cale?" Flia asked, looking over at him with concern.

"I'm fine." Cale shot her a small, reassuring smile, though he knew it didn't quite reach his eyes. "I'm just surprised. Wasn't expecting to see another human."

Somewhere behind him, Thorn scoffed. "Don't see why not. You lot are everywhere."

"Yeah? When's the last time you saw one of us, then, aside from me?" Cale didn't turn to look at him, but he could sense the way Thorn shifted in sudden discomfort.

That was how it went. The worst part of whatever curse had been placed on humanity was that inability for almost any other being to recognize that humans as a whole were gone. Sometimes it felt almost like he was being mocked with it, like it was something personal.

It was one of the reasons he'd stopped bringing it up everywhere he went. What was the point? If he asked, he would be told that the closest human town was one town over, or just over the nearest hill, or perhaps that a human merchant had just been through the town a few days back.

Yet whenever he looked, there was nothing. No matter how long he waited, that supposed human merchant had always come through town "a few days ago". Sometimes he found different towns entirely where others had claimed humans had settled, and those towns would have no idea what he meant, but would claim in turn that there was a human settlement just nearby.

And if he pushed—if he tried to force the issue by asking and asking until whoever he was speaking to had to confront the contradictions in their own minds—something within their souls and cores would rebel. At worst, it could cause those souls to fracture, doing damage that would take months of dedicated healing to reverse.

So he'd stopped asking. Stopped even talking about it, for the most part, except on the rare occasion when he felt someone might be able to handle the knowledge, or if he found some new method he thought could circumvent the curse.

It was a lonely thing, to be the last of your kind and have no one able to acknowledge it. Even his closest friends and allies thought he was just one amongst many. Sternkessel and now Akkau were the only ones so far that could remember, and even then Cale feared taxing whatever kept them protected from the curse.

He still didn't understand its true limits, after all. It was the greatest active spell he knew of, and it defied study. Cale had no idea who had cast it or why it had been cast, and not once until Utelia had he discovered a means of circumventing it.

Cale could feel the prickle of Thorn's gaze on his back, which surprised him—the vinewalker was studying him silently instead of responding, his core flickering with something that felt like confusion.

Huh. Most people, confronted with the paradox of humanity's erasure, would simply drop the subject. It was one of the components of the curse, presumably to warn Cale against pushing the matter; anyone subjected to it was compelled to avoid acknowledging the contradiction. It was only if he kept pushing past it that it risked damaging them. But if Thorn tried to push through it on his own...

"Couldn't tell ya," Thorn grunted finally. "You humans all look the same to me. Could've been yesterday or a damned century ago."

Cale breathed a sigh of relief, but felt unsettled all the same. That had taken longer than it should have.

"I'm sure the kid will be fine," Flia told him, misinterpreting the look of worry on his face. "Damien's been making good progress with the Verdant Flame. He can heal with it now."

"We should open that door in the meantime," Syphus suggested, slamming its fists together. "I'm sure the other human is still somewhere up there, and I'd like to talk to him."

"If your spells didn't break the door, I doubt we're going to be able to open it," Cale said dryly. "You're welcome to try, though."

"Fine," Syphus said, rolling over to the stairs. It stopped at the bottom of said stairs, glaring up at the door, and Cale snorted as it began the laborious process of attempting to climb them.

"Come to think of it," he said. "I don't think I've seen Syphus try to climb stairs before."

"Neither have I." Flia didn't bother to hide her own amusement. "I have to admit, it's unique."

"At least it's not making me carry it up this time," Leo muttered, then froze as Syphus turned to stare at him. "Ah, dammit. I'll be right back."

Cale shook his head and laughed, some of the tension in his shoulder dissipating. He had so many questions. He knew better than to pepper the kid with them the moment he woke up, but he couldn't deny the temptation. When had all of this happened? What was humanity like, at this point in time?

"They're not going to get anywhere, are they?" Flia asked, looking up the stairs.

Cale shook his head. "I doubt the Bitter Path will allow it," he said, then snorted as Leo slipped, let out a curse, then chased after Syphus as it rolled back down the stairs. "Every stage of a pilgrimage dungeon involves some kind of challenge the mage had to overcome. This one probably has something to do with why this kid got thrown down here... and probably why he was fighting so desperately to avoid it."

Flia frowned. "Aside from just not wanting to be thrown down a flight of stairs, you mean," she said, the contempt in her voice sharp as she glanced back at the door. "You think there's something down here?"

"It's very cold," Cale pointed out. "I thought that had something to do with the dungeon, but there might be something else going on."

Flia was silent for a moment. "I don't sense anything."

"Neither do I. We'll have to ask the kid once he's feeling better." Cale did his best to conceal his worry. The opportunity to ask his questions would come; in the meantime, he had to be patient and play along with what the dungeon wanted. If they were somehow kicked out for failing to go along with it or distorting the journey too much, there was every chance the dungeon's parameters would change.

A fixed reward didn't mean the delve would be the same every time, after all, and the Haelforge professors had indicated that it could and did change in response to its delvers. It was possible the only reason this delve followed a human mage was because he was a human himself, and if that was the case, then a second attempt could yield something entirely different.

"Are you sure you're alright, Cale?" Flia asked, and it was Cale's turn to go silent as he considered the question.

"Mostly," Cale said finally. "Just thinking about how we'll need to be careful."

"Right." Flia nodded, her fists clenching as she glanced back at the door, and Cale felt his own anger simmering alongside her. In the shock of realizing that the kid was human, he'd almost forgotten what had happened.

Cale wasn't willing to lose what might be his one opportunity to find out what had happened to humanity. But he would need to be patient if he wanted his answers, and at least for now, it was more important to make sure the boy was alright.

Damien's work was almost done, at least. The dreadshade really had mastered the Verdant Flame; the magic he wielded was potent now. Weaker than it should have been without the Monolith of Life, perhaps, but enough to soothe away what might otherwise have turned into a concussion.

Cale, in the meantime, did his best not to look at the door.





"You aren't one of the monsters, are you?" the boy asked, eyeing them warily. "Why are you all in dad's basement?"

Cale winced. At least the kid wasn't kicking or screaming—there were much worse ways he could have reacted to the sudden presence of seven strangers in his basement. If anything, he seemed a little too calm, though no matter how well he controlled his voice it was clear he was ready to bolt at any moment. His eyes kept darting to the door, for instance.

"We're not sure," Flia said, stepping forward to take the lead, though she stopped the moment she saw the kid tensing up. "We usually just show up where we're needed, but the magic that brought us here doesn't bother explaining why, so we were hoping you could tell us."

That part was a standard explanation delvers could offer in scenario-based dungeons, but Cale was impressed by how naturally Flia had been able to deliver it. She crouched slightly so she wouldn't seem too imposing before continuing. "My name's Flia. What's yours?"

The boy didn't answer for a moment. He glared at them suspiciously, then relented. "I'm Adam," he said. He glanced down at his own hands. "Are you guys why it doesn't hurt anymore?"

"Damien here has some healing magic," Flia said, patting the dreadshade on the back. Damien bowed his head, but said nothing—he knew how scary dreadshades could be.

Adam didn't show any apparent fear, though. He hopped off the shelf he'd been perched on and stepped up to Damien, peering at him closely. "Didn't know there were any healers around," he said. "Dad says they're all holed up in the capital dealing with the plague."

A plague? Cale narrowed his eyes, but held himself back from asking; there would be plenty of time for that later. They had to figure out what was going on here first.

"Damien's special," Flia said after a moment. "And he's still in training."

"Was that your dad?" Damien asked quietly, though he seemed a lot more hesitant. "The one that...?"

"Threw me down here? You can say it, you know." Adam glared at the door. "Yeah. He's been like this ever since mom died. And he won't believe me when I tell him about the monsters, even though they're the whole reason our business is failing.

"What monsters?" Flia exchanged glances with the others, a ripple of concern spreading through the group. None of them had sensed anything.

"You can't see them either?" Adam demanded, despair flickering briefly across his face before he masked it with all-too-familiar anger. "Why are you even here, then?"

"The magic that brings us here doesn't tell us much," Flia explained. "But we usually show up to help someone, so if you say there are monsters here, we believe you. We need to know more, though. Where are they, exactly? What aren't we seeing?"

Adam's face scrunched up with frustration. "They're here," he said, gesturing all around the basement. Leo and Damien took an almost instinctive step back at the declaration, and Flia visibly controlled her own. "All over the basement! Why can't you see them?"

Flia gave Cale a questioning look, and he shook his head in response. "I still can't sense anything," he said. "But like I said, the cold is unusual. If there's something here, it's something that can hide from conventional magical senses."

"And it's not something you've encountered before." Flia's brows furrowed in thought. "We'll have to figure out the rules, then. Any ideas?"

Cale had ideas, of course, but he didn't say anything. This was more a test for his apprentices than it was one for him; he'd step in if it was necessary, but Thorn would notice if he was the one doing all the work.

"Best way to do that will be to figure out why Adam can see them and we can't," Leo said. "Adam? When did you start seeing these monsters? What can you tell us about them?"

Adam seemed startled that they were taking him seriously. "Uh," he said, momentarily at a loss for words. "They... started showing up just before mom died. She could see them too, and she started spending more and more time down here, even though I tried to get her to stay away from them. She started sleeping down here."

"Over in that cot?" Cale asked, looking sharply at the old cot again, and when Adam nodded in response, he frowned.

He hadn't paid much attention to it before. An old bed was really the least interesting thing about the basement, and it didn't even look like it had been used in a while. Nothing seemed to particularly stand out magically, either.

And yet... Cale walked in a slow circle around the room. It was subtle, but if he lowered his barriers slightly, it did feel like the basement was distinctly colder closer to the cot. That implied there was a source to the effect, somehow, and that it was linked to that old, rotting bed in some way.

Leo was evidently thinking the same. He waved a hand through the air, then stepped closer to the cot, and Cale watched as a thin layer of frost formed on his clothes and fur. "How long ago was this?" he asked.

"About a year?" Adam answered warily, watching Leo. "Careful. You're close to one of them."

"Gah!" Leo jerked backward. "Are they—are you saying they're in the basement right now?!"

"Obviously," Adam said, giving him a strange look. "What did you think I meant?"

"I just thought—I don't know, I thought you were saying they just show up from time to time or something!" Leo took several steps away from the cot, brandishing his magic in its general direction. "You're seeing them right now? Where are they, exactly? What are they doing?"

"They're mostly gathered in a circle around the cot." Adam shuddered slightly. "That's what they're doing every time I get sent down here. They just... stare down into it. It's creepy."

"What do they look like?" Syphus rolled up toward the cot, apparently unaffected by the declaration that there were invisible monsters gathered around it. If anything, it looked like...

Right. This was Syphus. Cale was fairly certain, now that he thought about it, that it was trying to run one of them over. Thankfully, Damien realized the same thing and pulled it back before it could ram straight into the cot.

"They look like pale old people," Adam said, making a face. "Really old people, with their skin all sagging and stuff. Um. They all look like they're the same person? And they don't have any hair or anyth—aah!"

The words dissolved into a shriek, and Adam jerked back, very nearly slamming the back of his head against the wall he was already propped up against. His eyes went wide with fear, and Flia shot toward him in alarm; this time, he didn't flinch away from her. He was too busy staring at the cot, heart pounding in his chest.

"Adam?!" Flia caught him by the arm to steady him, and he clutched at her, trembling. "What happened?"

"I-I don't think they liked me describing them," Adam said, swallowing. "They all turned to look at me. They, um..."

He squeezed his eyes shut, like he was hoping that would be enough to make them go away. "They—they don't have eyes anymore," he explained in a rush. "When I saw them before they still had their eyes, but now it's just—holes. Like someone pulled them out."

Well, that was horrifying. "Are they saying anything?" Cale asked immediately, now on the alert, although he kept his voice even so as to not alarm the kid. "Any chance they're trying to communicate?"

"No, they're just... staring." Adam swallowed again, opening his eyes fractionally. Whatever he saw seemed to let him relax a little. He took a deep breath, then opened them all the way, though he blinked furiously once he did; Cale and the others said nothing about the tears. "O-okay, um, they're back to looking at the cot. Holy Ashvali, I thought I was going to die. They've never done that before."

Leo took several more steps away from the definitely haunted bed. "Cale, please tell me you know what these things are, because all this sounds like one of Professor Corwell's horror stories."

Cale paused, considering, then shook his head. "I have absolutely no idea what they are," he answered honestly. "But don't worry, you'll solve this. I have faith in you guys."

"What do you mean, you guys?" Leo whipped around to stare at him with a look of utter betrayal.

"It wouldn't be fair if I helped too much," Cale said, mustering a grin. "I'm sure you guys can figure it out."

He'd help if he needed to, of course, but that exclamation...

Holy Ashvali. It could have been nothing. Different realms had different exclamations depending on how connected they were to the rest of the Great Realms, but something about that particular phrase nagged at him. He'd seen that name before, hadn't he?

A long time ago, while trying to investigate what had happened to humanity, he'd fixated on delving dungeons. At the time, he'd been certain that he'd find his answers in them, one way or another, and while he'd eventually given up on that endeavor, he'd uncovered secrets in that time that few other mages ever found.

One of those secrets included mentions of an ancient civilization that matched none of the other records in the Great Realms. It seemed more legend than reality, at the time, and all the descriptions he'd found implied that humanity hadn't existed even then, so he'd tucked that knowledge away as a dead end.

But what if those records had simply been wrong? Or incomplete, or altered in some way?

Ashvali wasn't the name of a Monolith, but he was almost certain it was the name of a deity from those ancient texts. That implied those texts were more than legend, and if that was the case...

Then Cale was almost certain that they referenced a civilization that had existed before Yggdrasil itself.

Cale was old. He had lived for eons, longer than perhaps any human ought to exist, and in all that time he had only seen little hints that the multiverse might have been different, once upon a time. It had never been something he could verify. This one phrase from Adam was perhaps the closest thing to evidence he'd ever found.

It wasn't nearly enough, he knew, and now he had more questions than ever. It did make a certain kind of sense—eternity was a long time. On a long enough timescale, even the cosmology of the Realms was subject to change. Before the Abyss there had been Yggdrasil, and before Yggdrasil there had been this.

If that was true, then the Bitter Path might very well represent something older than even he could imagine. Had the Monoliths even existed this far back? Did the Named? If this was what he thought it was, then how significant was this version of the cosmos from back before Yggdrasil had been seeded?

Most importantly, if he was right, then the dangers here would likely be dramatically different from what he was used to. He felt for that potion in his pocket; if it came down to it, and he needed just that bit of extra control, then perhaps...

...He was going to be so pissed if this dungeon didn't answer at least one of his questions.

Granted, he was probably going to be pissed anyway. Given the name of the dungeon and the way the Haelforge professors spoke of it, he doubted their upcoming journey was going to be a pleasant one.

Which made it even more crucial that he understood what the dungeon wanted.

If he did, then there was a chance—however small—that their pilgrimage wouldn't end with Adam's death.
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  Thorn did not know what to think of these mages.

It felt inappropriate to call them novices, which was a disgruntling thought in and of itself, and yet as much as he hated to admit it, the way they carried themselves alone disqualified them from the title.

Perhaps their cores were plainroot cores. Perhaps the rest of Utelia would consider them simple novices. As far as Thorn was concerned, what made a mage was not the state of their cores but the way they reacted to danger.

These mages petitioning to join the Fettered Divinity tournament as Brightscale's support team reacted the way veteran mages did. Thorn had not failed to notice that when he first arrived to greet them, each and every one of them had immediately evaluated how they would fare against him as an opponent. They had just as quickly determined that they stood no chance individually, and then they had shifted their stances just slightly, preparing to take him on as a team if it became necessary.

At the time, he had been about to dismiss them. His colleagues had expressed an interest, but they were only plainroot mages, and there was already a darkwood team they worked well with; Thorn had very little interest in changing their plans for a group of novices last-minute, no matter how promising they were.

That reaction, however, had convinced him to go along with them instead.

He was almost certain it was a waste of his time, but all of his projects were at a standstill anyway. Another few hours staring at magical diagrams was unlikely to make a difference. These mages, on the other hand, had managed to pique his interest, and he supposed that if he did intend to reject them he might as well see what they were about.

Thorn was not impressed, at first.

Their so-called mentor was a plainroot mage like them. Thorn had heard rumors of this Cale Cadwell Cobbs from time to time, but he dismissed them out of hand; the Headmaster acquired new favorites all the time, and this was doubtless more of the same. After all, the supposed feats attributed to Cale were absurd and hardly believable.

More likely this was some sort of trickster mage that specialized in illusion magic, and that was how he'd gathered those four more talented mages to him. Unlike his "apprentices", he had barely spared Thorn a glance or bothered to evaluate how much of a threat he was.

For all his cheek, this Cale was a novice. More bark than bite, which fit in with Thorn's general impression of humans.

How disappointing. It was almost enough for Thorn to write Cale off entirely, if not for that odd, out-of-place respect Professor Graystalk seemed to offer him. Thorn remembered Graystalk as a highly respectable professor, and while he could believe four talented mages might be taken in by a con-mage, it was much harder to believe that Graystalk would fall for the same.

And now... now there was this.

Thorn was reluctantly impressed by how quickly the four apprentices adapted to Bitter Path. He had not expected Cale Cadwell Cobbs, the charlatan mage, to beat him to keeping that child safe. In that split second while Thorn had been frozen in justified anger, Cale had acted.

A lesser mage might have chalked it up to luck, or perhaps attributed it to Cale simply not caring.

Thorn was not a lesser mage. He knew experience when he saw it. What he'd seen was a reaction honed through exposure. Cale had seen this before. He'd allowed that anger to control him before, had gone after perpetrator instead of victim. He'd suffered the consequences of that choice.

That made Thorn uncomfortable. Because if he'd been wrong about Cale, then that meant that the human had evaluated him, but had done it so quickly that Thorn hadn't even noticed. And given the complete lack of reaction afterward, Cale must have decided that Thorn wasn't a threat.

Which pissed him off in a completely different way, so he might have sniped unnecessarily at Cale.

Something about Cale's reaction, though...

When was the last time you saw one of us, then, aside from me?

That was an odd question to ask. Thorn was certain he saw plenty of humans all the time. They were all over Brightscale Academy.

Weren't they?

The question unsettled him, and an odd discomfort began to grow in his gut.





It was Syphus, of all people, that took on the job of keeping Adam occupied while the rest of Cale's apprentices went about investigating the basement.

This was at least in part because they realized quickly that if they didn't give Syphus this job, it was going to try to run over one of the monsters again, and there was no telling what would happen if it succeeded. Leo figured possession was a distinct possibility, though, and since none of them wanted to deal with a possessed construct capable of firing amplified spells out of a cannon, they collectively decided it would be safer if Syphus focused on keeping Adam company somewhere far away from the cot.

"Alright," Syphus declared, rolling up to Adam. "How about we teach you some magic so you can protect yourself?"

Adam lit up immediately. "Wait, really?" he asked, all terror suddenly forgotten—or at least temporarily put to the side. "Dad won't let me learn magic. Are you saying you can teach me? I've been trying to get someone to teach me for ages, but everyone's scared of dad."

"I can definitely teach you," Syphus said confidently. "My magic is very good for teaching."

"I'm not sure that's true," Leo called out.

"Ignore him," Syphus told Adam. "He is jealous because I shoot spells with a cannon."

Adam's eyes went wide. "A cannon?" he asked, awed, and then watched in fascination as Syphus demonstrated by transforming its arm into a spell cannon. "That's so cool," he gushed. "Does it help you shoot spells farther?"

"Yes," Syphus said. "But you won't be doing that yet. We need to teach you some basic magic first. Can you manipulate your mana?"

"I don't know how," Adam admitted, shaking his head.

"That's fine," Syphus said. "Just think about it like this..."

Syphus, it turned out, was in fact remarkably good with children and at teaching the basic principles of magic. Most young mages struggled to get a feel for how to manipulate mana, yet Syphus was able to find the right analogy to help Adam almost immediately, and soon Adam was happily stretching his mana into all sorts of shapes.

Some of it was pure natural talent on Adam's part. That little bit of guidance was enough for him to shape his mana into the forms required for a few basic first-tier spells. The pure excitement that burst out of him at the simple act of creating a ball of light was enough to make all of them smile. Even Professor Graystalk and Thorn couldn't help themselves, though they were doing their best to stay back and observe.

"It is easy to forget what that first spell is like," Professor Graystalk mused, glancing at Cale. "To have even a fraction of the realms at your fingertips is no small thing."

Cale chuckled. "Would be nice to be able to call up a ball of light without summoning the entire sun."

Graystalk let out a snort. "I would not bet against you doing both."

Thorn shot them both a puzzled look, though the vinewalker seemed generally distracted by something. Cale ignored it for now; he had more important things to worry about, and if Thorn hadn't yet figured him out then he could find out like everyone else did.

Which was to say, at a suitably dramatic moment. 

In the meantime, Flia, Damien, and Leo were all cautiously approaching the cot, taking notes on the way the temperatures shifted and on whether anything they did provoked a reaction from the monsters in the basement. A little bit of coaxing from Syphus helped Adam get over the rest of his hesitation at this point, and he managed to explain the rest of what he knew about them.

"I call them ice shamblers," Adam said. Being able to weave magic of his own seemed to give him some measure of confidence; he held the orb of light he had conjured like it was a shield. "Like I said, they started appearing just before... just before my mom died. We could both see them, but mom became obsessed. I don't know why. They were really scary even then."

"Obsessed how?" Leo asked.

Adam fidgeted, holding his light closer. "She wanted to study them," he explained. "She kept saying... um, she kept calling them our future. I didn't understand it, and honestly I didn't want to understand it, but after that she started eating and sleeping in here. She wouldn't leave it, no matter how much dad and I tried to make her."

He was silent for a moment. "That's when dad started drinking," he admitted quietly. "I tried to keep her company, so I came down to visit, but it was really scary, so I didn't spend that much time down here."

"What happened to her isn't your fault, you know," Syphus said, patting him on the back, and Adam froze.

"I—" he started, shaking slightly, and forced himself to swallow. "Um. I know. But thank you."

"If she was studying them, did she have any notes?" Leo asked. "Anything we might be able to read to see what she found out?"

"I think so." Here Adam seemed more uncertain. "I saw her writing in her notebooks, but I'm not sure where she put them. I think maybe under..."

Adam trailed off, staring at the cot, and the apprentices followed his gaze to see what they'd overlooked: a darker-than-normal shadow beneath it, just slightly out of place, obscuring the papers within from even magically-enhanced sight. It almost seemed like a natural obfuscation ward, of sorts.

"I'll get them," Leo said. He seemed determined despite his obvious apprehension, but Adam screamed a warning the moment he stepped forward—

The blast of cold sent Leo stumbling back, leaving his teeth chattering and his fur covered in frost even through his shields. "D-don't move!" Adam called out, his eyes wide. "They're surrounding and staring at you."

"They're doing what?" Leo asked, keeping himself as still as possible. Cale could see him working to refine more palewater and pumping more mana into his barriers, as if that could protect him, and Cale readied himself to interfere if it was needed.

Fortunately, the shamblers lost interest eventually, and Adam reported timidly that they had returned to stare down at the cot. Unfortunately, they reacted to mana in the same way, and Leo's attempt to distort the space beneath the cot resulted in the exact same thing.

"I really, really hate not being able to see them," Leo said, shivering.

"You're being very brave," Flia told him, giving him a sympathetic look. "Anyone have any other ideas?"

Cale could tell this was going to be quite the process.

It was probably best to let his apprentices handle this for now, though Cale would be keeping an eye on them just in case. He was starting to get a better picture of what was happening here—even if he hadn't encountered these ice shamblers specifically, they fit the pattern of some manifestations he'd encountered during one of his stints as an exorcist.

For now, he leaned back against a wall and began to appraise his options. For now, he was limited to seventh-tier spells at the lowest, but even with his calibration attempts he wasn't confident that he'd be able to perfectly target a spell correctly. His mana supply felt entirely outsized at the moment, and if he put in too much mana, he would end up evolving a new spell instead of casting the one he needed.

That wasn't necessarily a bad thing. Cale could often work with whatever the Gift provided him, and the Gift itself had a degree of intelligence it used to help him. It wasn't something he wanted to rely on in a dungeon, though, so it would be best if he established a number of spells that would be useful if evolved, a number of spells he could consistently cast, and take stock of his various resonances and how they affected that.

After a few minutes, he had a list he decided he was relatively satisfied with.

First Tier:

[Burn]
[Bestow Light]
[Create Impulse]
[Taunt]
[Elemental Orbs]
[Shrivel]
[Slice]
[Elemental Spray]
[Mark]
[Vision]

If he was going to evolve a spell, it would be easiest to work with the first-tier spells, which in his experience seemed easier to guide mid-evolution. Higher-tier spells tended to be less predictable, so at least until he was out of the dungeon he would try to avoid his second- to sixth- tier options.

One of each elemental type he had access to would give him a good degree of versatility. [Elemental Orbs] and [Elemental Spray] had both surprised him in that the Gift had automatically granted them to him once he'd learned the basic elemental spells of each.

Especially since each element had a separate cooldown. His apprentices had needed to drag him out of the makeshift tower that was starting to build around him once he'd discovered that.

The non-elemental spells would be helpful on the off chance he needed more support-based effects; [Mark], for instance, was a basic spell that did nothing except make its target slightly more attractive to other spells and magical effects. Any evolution of [Mark], on the other hand, would undoubtedly be useful; his last attempt had resulted in the fifth-tier [Arcane Spellsphere], which could attract and absorb a remarkable number of spells in its vicinity.

What else was there? He'd marked a number of spells for emergencies, and there were some he would almost certainly need if he intended on finding out the truth of the Bitter Path. He had tricks other than the spells the Gift provided him, but he still wanted these spells in his toolbox. He'd have to make sure he could cast them consistently, though, which meant there was a limit to the number he'd work with.

He ended up with a shortlist that looked a little like this:

Seventh Tier:

[Instant Magishell]
[Truthseeker's Domain]
[Spatial Shuffle]

Tenth Tier:

[Auric Dominion]

Twelfth Tier:

[Elemental Vineyard]

Five spells. Pilgrimage-type dungeons tended to be on the longer side—Cale was confident in his ability to adjust to the casting requirements of five spells. [Instant Magishell] technically didn't do anything his barriers didn't already do, but had the advantage of staying anchored to the people he wanted to protect. Cale had evolved that one after he'd been launched into the air during one of Instructor Solsburn's exercises and accidentally taken his entire team with him.

[Truthseeker's Domain] was a generally useful one that compelled those within the effect of the spell to speak the truth as they saw it, and had the additional effect of guiding them toward the truth if none of them knew it. It would be useful for them now, in fact, though Cale wanted to see how his apprentices did first.

And as much as he hated [Auric Dominion], there was no denying its defensive potential in how it could arrest nearly any magical effect.

[Elemental Vineyard] was the one he was most cautious about. He would have to speak with Thorn about it—vinewalkers could be possessive over other mages using nature conjuration spells—but given the apparent alchemy themes of the dungeon. Cale suspected it would be useful. It was a spell that promoted the instant growth of alchemical ingredients across a wide variety of plants and elemental aspects.

Satisfied, Cale reviewed the spells he was going to work with one last time, then froze.

[Vision]. Dammit, he'd forgotten about [Vision]! He'd evolved most of his fifth-tier perception spells from that over the past month, and while he could no longer cast fifth-tier spells for the time being, there was nothing stopping him from evolving a new one now that might let him see the specters Adam kept referencing. Being able to see them meant he would at least be able to react if something changed—far better than them fumbling around in the dark.

He poured his magic into it—

—there was resistance. Cale frowned. Was the dungeon fighting him on this spell, somehow?

No matter. He poured in more.

Mana overload detected! Attempting to compensate...

Adjusting spell construct...

[Vision] has evolved into [Eyes of Ashvali]!

Caution: You have attracted the attention of an unknown entity.
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  Cale's first thought was something along the lines of: Oh, great, I'm greeting a god by stealing their eyes. Again.

His second thought was less of a thought and more of an immediate concern, given most of his experiences with drawing the attention of unknown entities were negative ones. This one presumably wasn't that unknown—it was most likely Ashvali, given the timing, and Ashvali was probably a force for good given Adam had described them as "holy"— but he knew too little about the circumstances of the Bitter Path to really say. Perhaps he hadn't caught Ashvali's attention at all; perhaps one of Ashvali's enemies had taken an interest in him, or perhaps those ice shamblers were staring at him right now and he had no idea.

Though that last one didn't seem too likely, since generally accompanied with freezing cold, and Cale wasn't experiencing any particular change in temperature at the moment.

"Well," Cale mused out loud. "It's not the worst way I've greeted some unknown cosmic entity."

His friends predictably gave him looks that were simultaneously exasperated and worried, and Cale ignored that in favor of ruminating over which of his greetings actually qualified as the worst.

Probably a tie between the time he'd been caught stealing a dozen kidneys and the time he accidentally interfered with what had turned out to be an extraordinarily elaborate roleplay?

In his defense, in the former case, that god had owned a truly excessive collection of kidneys. Who even needed that many of the things? And kidney disease had been a very real problem amongst that god's congregation, so if anything Cale had been trying to help.

Anyway.

Eyes were a comparatively tame sort of treasure, as far as gods were concerned. Kidneys were one thing, but eyes would just grow back if they were stolen. Apparently this hadn't always been a thing, but after a few centuries of various deities having their eyes stolen, used as core ritual components, clawed out by other deities, or otherwise rendered non-functional, the deities of the Great Realms had just... collectively developed the ability to regenerate their eyes.

A bit like teeth, actually.

Nowadays divine eyes were more like a valuable, tradable commodity, and most deities—assuming they had eyes to begin with—had about a dozen of their eyes in active circulation at any given time. Many were used in the construction of divine artifacts or in the brewing of some sacred potions, though many more were locked away in some holy vault or the other.

And then there were the whole communities that thrived on obtaining and collecting sacred eyes, sometimes for more esoteric rituals and sometimes just because mages as a whole tended to be weird collectors of all sorts of things. Case in point: Akkau's collection of soaps, Syphus's collection of jars, and Damien's collection of blasphemous paintings...

Cale blinked. What had he been worried about, again?

Oh, right. He'd stolen a god's eyes and had presumably attracted their attention. Cale waited for a few moments, but there was no indication of anything outside the ordinary happening other than the spell taking effect.

Well, alright then. Hopefully, whoever this was, they were just watching because they were interested. Though if he was right about this being pre-Yggdrasil in some form then there was the chance that the deities hadn't yet developed the ability to regenerate their eyes, in which case he might have angered Ashvali quite a bit...

He checked the spell description just in case it had more information for him. This particular spell was taking unusually long to take effect, so he had time.

[Eyes of Ashvali, Level MAX] [Fifteenth Tier (Unique), Active] [1.0e54 Mana]

Borrow the eyes of the Fifth Intersection.

Cale paused. "Well, that didn't help at all," he muttered, squinting at the Gift.

"What didn't help?" Flia asked suspiciously.

"Spell description," Cale explained absently.

He supposed he couldn't be too surprised. It was surprising enough that the Gift had been able to evolve a spell directly related to what should have been a lost history, one that existed only within the Bitter Path. If it had been able to uncover some great truth about the pre-Yggdrasil cosmology on top of that, Cale would have had some serious questions about how the Gift worked.

Okay, he had some serious questions about that already. He would have had more, though.

The good news was that the spell specifically noted that he was borrowing the eyes, not that he was stealing them, which meant the effect was both temporary and that he was unlikely to invite sudden divine retribution down on him and his apprentices. Borrowing indicated a certain degree of consent, didn't it? With that in mind, the spell had most likely just reached out to Ashvali to establish a contract with them.

As opposed to just ripping their eyes out of their skull to catalyse the magic, which was a real spell. Cale had unfortunately once been a front-row witness to such a spell being cast. Talk about unnecessarily brutal.

He glanced back at the tier and cost of [Eyes of Ashvali], frowning. That was the biggest problem with the divine contract theory; establishing a divine contract alone couldn't explain the tier or the exorbitant cost of the spell. That was the domain of twelfth-tier spells. Fifteenth-tier spells were spells that had the potential to impact the stability of an entire realm, and Cale could see no reason for something like this to carry that risk.

The Gift hadn't warned him the way it had when he evolved [Fangs of the Festering Fields], though, so presumably this spell wasn't as great of a risk? If it would just hurry up and finish casting—

Cale winced, then began blinking rapidly and rubbing his eyes vigorously as the spell accelerated.

Okay, he'd been asking for that one. Apparently he wouldn't have any more time for theorycrafting until after the spell took effect, because when the Gift had said "borrowing", it meant the direct, transmutation-driven sort of borrowing. As in the kind that physically changed his eyes.

This was the worst sort of borrowing spell, and he knew a lot of borrowing spells!

For no particular reason. He would never let his apprentices know how many of those spells he'd managed to pick up over the last month. Or about the thriving criminal network underneath Brightscale Academy. Who knew what Syphus would do with that information?

"What in the eight infernal realms are you doing, human?" Thorn asked. He sounded both fascinated and disgusted with his own fascination, which Cale could very much relate to.

Cale didn't bother responding, since he was now dealing with the existential terror of having the inside of his eyeballs start itching.

Fortunately, his apprentices were familiar with the routine by now, and took over for him. "Seven," they chorused simultaneously. None of them even looked up from whatever else they were doing.

"...What?" Thorn turned to them, disgruntled.

"Seven infernal realms," Flia clarified. She extended a tendril of water toward the cot, then frowned when it froze before it could reach into the shadows beneath for the notes. "Cale destroyed the eighth one, apparently."

"It was an accident," Cale said distractedly. The spell... seemed to be done. Or the itching had stopped, at least.

He blinked open his new, god-granted eyes, then frowned. Any kind of godsight should have granted him some new perspective and impossible clarity of vision, but Cale found himself instead assaulted by ugly, garish-looking blue-red images overlapping everything in the basement.

It made him feel like he was seeing double. It was also making him nauseous. Egh. Maybe this Ashvali had really bad eyesight?

"What do you mean, it was an accident?" Thorn asked, incredulous, and it took Cale a second to remember what they were even talking about. "How does one accidentally destroy a realm?"

Oh, right. That. "Lots of ways," Cale said, trying to blink away his nausea. It was only vaguely working. Were there three Thorns in front of him? Why was one of them squirming so much? "I mean, have you never accidentally tripped and destroyed a realm?"

"I have not." Thorn's words were flat, and his gaze dug hard into Cale. "Have you?"

Cale thought for a moment. "No, actually," he admitted. "I guess that would be kind of weird."

"So please elaborate on how you accidentally destroyed a realm."

Cale eyed Thorn for a moment. The poor guy was more conflicted than he was letting on. That happened sometimes—wyldfire mages saw so much more than the average mage that they were primed for the impossible, but they were also primed to watch for all the various ways they could be tricked. If Thorn had been away from Brightscale for most of the past year...

This particular incident wasn't one he was ready to talk about, though. "It's a personal question," Cale muttered. "You can't just ask me how I accidentally destroyed a realm."

"Fine." Thorn took a deep, steadying breath. Cale raised a brow, surprised the vinewalker let it go so easily. "What about my first question?"

"What first question?"

"What. Did. You. Do." Thorn practically growled out each syllable, and he was visibly restraining himself; his vines writhed in agitation.

"I cast a spell, obviously," Cale said, pointing at his eyes. "It made my eyes itch."

"You cast a spell that made your eyes itch."

"No," Cale said. "I cast a spell, and it made my eyes itch as a side effect. Why would I cast a spell that makes my eyes itch on purpose?"

"How would I know how humans think?" Thorn started, then groaned when he realized Cale had distracted him from the question yet again. "Look. I'm asking what you are doing. The magic emerging from your eyes is strange. I don't recognize it, and while I have yet to be convinced that you and your apprentices are worthy of entering the tournament alongside us, I would prefer none of you die because of some foolish, unknown spell."

Well, that was the most words Thorn had ever said in one go, and it was a pretty good point. Cale sighed.

"It's a spell evolution from the Gift. The spell description is incomplete, so I don't know exactly what it does, yet," he explained. "I'm assuming based on the name of the spell and its description that I'm borrowing the eyes of some kind of minor deity from this realm. Problem is, everything just kind of looks like a mess"

Thorn frowned. "Putting your apparent ability to spontaneously evolve spells aside, a spell related to a dungeon scenario is unusual. What is it called?"

"[Eyes of Ashvali]," Cale quoted, and over by Syphus, Adam let out a loud yelp, nearly falling off the shelf he was perched on. Thankfully, Syphus caught him before he hit his head, though Adam almost immediately wriggled free so he could look at Cale's eyes for himself.

"Whoa," Adam whispered. "You do have their eyes."

"How can you tell?" Cale grinned down at the kid.

"It's said that the Holy Ashvali's eyes are exactly like yours are now," Adam said. He looked like he wasn't sure if he needed to kneel or not. Cale supposed that for him, he was seeing a minor manifestation of his deity. "Alight from within with the glow of sacred light."

"Ah, that must be why I can't see anything," Cale said dryly. "Too many mages give themselves glowing eyes without realizing they're not going to be able to see afterward. Is it also said that Ashvali walked into walls a lot?"

"Cale," Flia said, exasperated, and Cale belatedly realized this was probably someone that Adam worshipped and respected greatly. Whoops.

"You can't just say that!" Adam hissed, horrified. "The Holy Ashvali is the Fifth Intersection, who possesses sight beyond sight. Their priests take years to understand and interpret it!"

"Ah," Cale said, nodding and deciding not to argue. Clearly, this meant a lot to Adam, though he wasn't quite sure he understood why. The good news was that Adam probably knew the answers to a lot of the questions he had about Ashvali, at least. "Can you tell me more about... no, wait."

Cale straightened, suddenly interested, and looked around again. "You're telling me I'm not just seeing double? There's a way to interpret this?"

"Of course!" Adam said, puffing out his chest. "Followers of the Fifth Intersection are blessed with a part of the Holy Ashvali's gaze. Mom was... she was a devout follower. I'm, um, not as faithful, but I can see a little bit when I try."

Cale glanced at his apprentices, who were all now paying close attention, and Adam fidgeted slightly under the weight of their collective gaze. "And your dad?" Cale asked, his voice gentler.

"Dad... thinks the Fifth Church is nonsense," Adam said, his voice smaller. "He mostly just cares about his alchemy. They're not, though, I swear. The priests are really nice. They help me when, when..."

Adam trailed off, his entire body drooping slightly as he glanced at the door, and Cale sighed. That was enough for him to get the picture.

"I see," he said quietly. "Try not to think about that for now. What exactly can Ashvali see? What makes their sight so special?"

Adam bit his lip. "It's... sight beyond sight," he repeated, unsure. "Um. Followers of the Fifth Intersection can use it briefly, but not the way you're doing it. Their eyes aren't supposed to manifest. You just get little glimpses, and if you understand what you're looking at, sometimes you can reach into it."

"Reach into it?" Cale repeated. He looked around, brows furrowing.

"Yeah," Adam said, nodding vigorously. "Um, the priests are ranked by how much they can interpret their sight, and they can all do stuff without magic. They put on shows sometimes. Mom used to take me to see them. There was this one time I saw a priest of the Third Understanding pull a flock of birds out of a hat, all without using any magic!"

Cale blinked. He wasn't sure he'd been expecting that to be how this church's priests demonstrated their power. 

"It's okay if you don't understand what you're seeing," Adam said, trying to be comforting. "It takes years for the priests to get their first Understanding. I've been trying to get it too, but I just can't figure it out..."

There he trailed off, looking over at the cot again, and his face crumpled slightly at the reminder. "Do you think... do you think the shamblers are here because the Holy Ashvali is mad at me?" he asked quietly. "Did I do something wrong? Maybe that's why I can see them."

Cale shook his head. "No," he said. "I don't think so."

"But—but how can you be sure?" Adam asked, looking increasingly upset. "I can see them, and my dad can't, and you guys can't either. And you guys can do magic. The only difference is that I worship the Holy Ashvali. What if I did something wrong and they're punishing me? What if that's why mom got hurt?"

Cale quelled his first impulse, which was to point out that if that was true, then Ashvali did not deserve their followers, and he would find them and blast them out of the sky. He quelled his second impulse, which was to storm up the stairs and tear open the door and confront the boy's father for letting it get to this in the first place.

Then he sighed, kneeling, and placed a hand on Adam's shoulder. "You didn't do anything wrong," he said firmly, looking into the boy's eyes. "You know how I know that?"

"How?" Adam looked at him, lips trembling.

Cale looked over at the cot. "Because Ashvali can't see your shamblers, either," he said, the words somber.

There was nothing there. [Eyes of Ashvali] had granted him the deity's eyes, and the deity's eyes saw nothing. Perhaps the faintest shadow that might have been one of the shamblers staring down at the bed, or the slightest trace of something wrong that nagged at him the moment he looked away, but for the most part, Ashvali saw nothing. Could see nothing.

Which was probably why when he stared at that cot, he could feel an echo of an emotion that wasn't his own.

Dread.

Ashvali, reacting to the presence of something even they couldn't see.

Cale did not like the implications of that, but he kept his reaction to himself, for now. Adam was already staring at him fearfully. "What do you mean, the Holy Ashvali can't see them?" he asked. "You just don't know how to interpret their divine sight yet, that's all! It's really hard, don't worry, but with a few years of training—"

Okay, that was quite enough of that. Cale understood why Adam was panicking, but this was getting to be a little insulting. He coughed lightly to interrupt the kid, then reached to pull a coin out from behind Adam's ear. "Ta-da," he said, giving him a small bow.

"What?" Adam's eyes went wide. "But—but only a priest of the First Understanding can do that! And that takes at least a year of training!"

It took significant self-control for Cale not to laugh at Adam's wide-eyed, awed reaction. He was pretty sure Adam was just regurgitating the explanation the Fifth Church gave to children; whoever had founded the church had probably been cackling to themselves when they'd come up with this.

But it was interesting that [Eyes of Ashvali] did, in fact, allow him to pull it off without any actual sleight-of-hand.

"Well, think about it this way," Cale said. "If I'm that good with divine sight already, it's proof that Ashvali sent us here to help you, isn't it? And it's proof that you're special."

"It is?" Adam's eyes widened again. Cale suppressed the urge to hold out his hands in case they fell out.

"You're the only one that can see the shamblers," Cale said. "Ashvali is going to need your help to figure out what they're up to, you know?"

"Oh... oh!" Adam brightened, then ran over to Syphus, who without prompting helped him climb up onto its shoulder. "I can do that! I can definitely do that. I'll tell you if I see anything!"

With that, he started staring intently at the cot, earnest determination written all over him. Cale blinked.

Next to him, Flia sighed. "And how did you actually pick up whatever that was so quickly? I'm assuming you didn't just have a coin lying around."

"Nope," Cale said cheerfully. "I didn't figure it out until Adam kept insisting it was 'sight beyond sight', but I used to know this eyefiend with a similar kind of visual curse. I lost a bet, so we swapped eyes for a week. Absolute nightmare, but it did train me to figure this sort of thing out quickly."

"So what exactly is this sight beyond sight?" Flia asked, curious.

"It's a bit like what the Leviathan does, but I guess maybe an older or visual version of it," Cale said. "It's a map of how everything is connected. Past, present, and future, but also the relationship between objects or their relationships with themselves. I mean, I get why it's hard to interpret; everything has like a thousand different overlays.

"If I focus I can kind of see when this shelf used to be a plank, for example. Or when the plank used to be a log. Or when the mage collecting the logs took off their pants—"

"Nope," Flia said, holding up her hand. "Thanks, I get it. Don't need to know the rest."

"It's not that bad."

"Don't need to know," Flia repeated, giving him a flat look, and Cale grinned but dropped the subject. "Tell me the truth—do you think this Ashvali's got something to do with the shamblers? I get that you didn't want to uproot the kid's entire belief system, but..."

"Indirectly, maybe, but I don't think they're behind them," Cale said, shaking his head. "If anything, they seem... afraid."

Flia frowned. "Adam said his mother claimed the shamblers were the future," she said. "And according to you, Ashvali's sight can see into the future a bit. Or the relationship something has with the future, at least."

Cale's expression shifted into something more grim. "I noticed the same thing," he said. "What do you think that means?"

"I don't know yet." Flia studied him carefully. "But there's something you haven't told us, isn't there?"

"There's something I can't tell you, which isn't the same thing, but..." Cale hesitated, looking over at Thorn. "I don't know. That might be changing. I'm not sure yet. If anyone can figure it out, it's you guys."

Flia nodded. "Just as long as you're not keeping it from us on purpose," she said, giving him a light punch on the shoulder. "I'm gonna go figure this out. There's something that's been nagging at me about that space under the cot. Think I might have an idea."

"Show me," Cale said. He watched as she walked over to the others, muttering something about the Abyss and how her connection to it felt strange here.

Then Professor Graystalk stepped up beside him. "This dungeon is proving a poor environment for learning," he said, bemused.

Cale snorted a bit and shot the professor an apologetic glance. "Maybe in the next scenario."

"Knowing you, I will somehow have to figure out how to teach while you fight off a dragon," Graystalk said dryly. "Which will be the second time I have had to do such a thing."

Cale blinked, intrigued. "How'd that happen the first time?"

"That is a story you will have to earn, I think," Professor Graystalk said with a chuckle. "In the meantime, I believe Thorn may have some questions."

The vinewalker had indeed walked up to them, as scowling and intimidating as ever. Cale looked up at him, not the least bit intimidated. "What's up?"

"Your spell," Thorn said. "[Eyes of Ashvali]. The Gift has given you a spell that draws from a deity that should be dead."

"I've been thinking about that," Cale said, nodding. "It's strange. It's a higher-tier spell than it should be, too. Either this is a really weird dungeon, or this Ashvali is somehow still—"

Cale stopped mid-sentence, then raised an eyebrow at the thorn being held against his throat. "Is this some kind of mating ritual I don't know about?" he asked, ignoring Professor Graystalk, who had begun to choke.

Thorn glowered at him. "You cannot be plainroot," he said. "You are masking your true self. Who are you, and what are you doing in our school?"
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  Flia, in the meantime, was fixated on the strangeness in that space below the cot.

Not the regular sort of strangeness, of course. The fact that the darkness beneath was seemingly impenetrable to even magically-enhanced vision was the sort of strangeness Flia now encountered about every other day, thanks to her status as one of Cale's apprentices.

Granted, creepy, invisible monsters reacting unpredictably to everything and altering the ambient temperature with what was apparently just the force of their attention were a little more rare. She encountered things like that about once a week, in part thanks to the extra credit she was earning with Professor Tarbloom. The ice shamblers were strange, but not quite the same type of strangeness that called her attention now.

No. It was the way the darkness seemed almost like it was calling to her.

Perhaps that phrasing was a bit melodramatic, though. Flia was glad she hadn't actually said it out loud—the others would never have let her hear the end of it. It was just that something about that space seemed to nudge at one of her newly acquired senses.

She'd barely noticed it, at first, too caught up with the scenario they were in. Now that things were a little quieter, though, she found that if she paid close attention she could feel something brushing gently against her thoughts. The closer she got, the more that sensation grew, yet it was only when she focused on it and got as close as she could to the boundary they had established—the one beyond which she knew she would draw the attention of the shamblers—that she could identify it.

Something about that space below the cot was pinging on her connection to the Abyss.

More accurately, her connection to the Abyss felt stronger near the cot, and what she'd failed to notice was that her connection in general seemed much weaker than it normally was.

She should have noticed it earlier. She'd reached out to the cot with tendrils of her water, and that water had frozen. If her water had maintained a complete connection to the Abyss as it normally did, then it wouldn't have been able to freeze at all; it was one of the few advantages she held over other water mages. The sheer mass of liquid represented by the Abyss made her own magic nearly impossible to freeze, as long as the connection was an open one.

"Something about this place is interfering with my connection to the Abyss," Flia concluded, her brows furrowing slightly. She glanced up at Leo. "It's a little better near the cot, but not by much. Can you sense anything odd there with your labyrinth magic?"

"I don't... maybe?" Leo frowned, taking a nervous step closer and gathering some of his mana to his eyes. "It's hard to tell. I'm, uh, not that good with dimensional anomalies yet."

"Didn't you just navigate one?" Damien pointed out.

"With a lot of difficulty!" Leo protested, though he seemed pleased by the reminder, judging by the slight flush that spread beneath his fur. Flia tried not to laugh; he was the easiest to please out of the four of them, and that made it far too fun to tease him. "But whatever's happening here is really weird. There's definitely something there, it just feels... wrong, somehow."

"That describes about half the things we encounter on a daily basis," Syphus said nonchalantly, rolling toward them with Adam on its shoulder.

"Right," Leo said. "But it feels more wrong. Or maybe less? I don't know. It feels like I should be able to recognize it, but it's all twisted through a really funky mirror. Like the kind mirror mages make."

"I'm not sure why that would help it improve my connection to the Abyss," Flia said, frowning thoughtfully. "I'm not sure why my connection is weaker in general. That shouldn't be possible. The Abyss is everywhere, isn't it?"

"Except in this dungeon, apparently," Leo said, turning to look beneath the cot again. "Although I guess there's more of it, uh, in there?" He swallowed, then took a step back. "That's kind of creepy. I dunno if I want to be near the weird spatial hole."

Flia snorted. That was... probably fair, actually, but she couldn't help but tease him anyway. "You're the most experienced with weird spatial holes out of all of us, though."

Leo gave her an aghast, betrayed expression. "I don't want to be!"

"And yet, here we are." Flia smirked at him, and the minotaur groaned, burying his face in his hands.

By now Syphus had rolled close enough that Adam could listen in on their conversation. The little human gave her a timid tap on the shoulder once he was close enough, seeming a little shy but incredibly curious. "Um, if you don't mind me asking," he said. "What's the Abyss?"

Flia smiled down at him. "It's what connects the Great Realms together, and it's also what keeps them held apart," she said. "Think of it like a great big ocean with all sorts of different realms."

"Whoa," Adam said, immediately enraptured; whatever shyness he felt evaporated almost instantly. "Are there fish?"

"There's at least one really, really big one," Flia told him, holding back a laugh at the thought of how the Leviathan might react to being called a really big fish. "And a lot of special fish we call Abyssal Ones. The name sounds scary, but they're actually very nice."

Adam nodded rapidly. "That sounds really cool! I hope I get to visit one day." He paused, and then his eyes went big and round. "Oh! Do you think it's anything like the Fog?"

There was a slight pause there as Flia processed the question. She blinked, then glanced around at the others, who looked equally confused. "I'm afraid I don't know what the Fog is," she said. "Can you explain it for us?"

"Yeah!" Adam said, bouncing up on Syphus's shoulder, apparently excited at having the chance to explain something. "Mom explained it to me! It's like a big cloud? And if you walk through the cloud for long enough, you can end up in a different world. There's a road in it and everything, but you have to make sure to follow the road and avoid making any wrong turns, or you can end up stuck there. Mom said it's very dangerous, which is why we have to obey the Intersections when they tell us where to go."

...What?

The others didn't know what to make of this either, judging by their expressions, and Flia went silent as she puzzled over Adam's description of this Fog. That didn't sound like anything she knew of. The closest thing, perhaps, was the Outer Planes. Even then Adam's description of the Fog didn't quite match—the Outer Planes were not known for being foggy.

As far as she understood it, when you were in the Outer Planes, moving from one plane to the next required identifying a direction you couldn't normally walk in, then moving in that direction. What Adam described was similar in the sense that walking was involved, but other than that...

Huh. Did the Abyss not exist here, somehow? That would explain why her connection with it felt weaker than normal. It also suggested that the space below the cot was somehow closer to the Abyss than everything else, which was why her connection to it felt strongest there.

Flia had no idea what that meant. The idea that the Abyss somehow didn't exist here alone seemed ridiculous, but her instincts told her she was on the right track, and after a month as Cale's apprentice she had learned it was a bad idea to ignore her instincts, so.

Okay. Maybe the Abyss was somehow weaker here, maybe it didn't exist in this history for one reason or another. Suppose she was right about that. Did that help them somehow?

What did it mean that her connection to the Abyss was stronger beneath the cot? Was that why those ice shamblers were drawn to it?

"Adam," Flia said, and her voice softened slightly as she spoke—she knew the question she was about to ask would be a hard one. "Can you tell us a bit more about your mom?"

"Um..." Adam hesitated, pain flickering across his face before he nodded determinedly. "Yeah, I think so. What do you want to know?"

"Anything," Flia said. A suspicion was starting to build in her mind, but she didn't have enough information to be certain.

It came down to this: the ice shamblers didn't seem to react consistently to anything. The best running theory they had was that they responded to a combination of proximity, mana, and attention. It couldn't have been mana alone, or they would have come running for Cale or Thorn the second they appeared in the basement, depending on how well they could read the mana around them.

It couldn't have been attention alone, either, or Adam would be attacked every time he even thought about the things. Proximity seemed to matter most, since they'd been able to establish a boundary after which the shamblers would react, but it was proximity to the cot, not to the shamblers themselves.

There had to be something about the cot that was important, and if Adam had survived all this so far...

"Her name was Dione," Adam said. "She was really faithful to the Fifth Church, and she taught me a lot about it. Um, she liked reading. She used to read to me and a bunch of the other kids every week. We all miss her a lot."

Flia nodded gently. "You said she started sleeping down here once the shamblers started showing up?"

"Yeah." Adam looked down. "She changed when we started seeing them, but she wouldn't tell me why. I came down here a lot to try to keep her company."

"And the shamblers never attacked you then?"

"No," Adam said, biting his lip. "They never looked like that, either. They just kind of wandered around. They only started gathering around the bed once she, um..."

"Right." Flia gave the kid a pat on the shoulder. "Anything else you can tell me about her? Anything that was special or important to her?"

"I'm not sure." Adam's eyes were downcast. "Um, she had really pretty hair—"

Adam let out a startled squawk, hands flying up to his mouth, and Flia's eyes narrowed. "Did they turn to look at you again?"

"Y-yes." The boy nodded shakily. "Are they... do you think they're mad at my mom?"

"I doubt it," Flia said, giving him a small smile. "Don't worry. Sometimes monsters just act a little weird, that's all. Maybe these ones care a lot about hair."

Adam let out another squeak. "They're looking at you now," he whispered.

"Keep an eye on them for me, will you?" Flia said. "Let me know if they try to get close."

She could feel them, now that the shamblers' gaze was on her. She still couldn't see them, nor did her mana sense notice anything off about where they were supposedly standing, but there was a deep, physical chill that sunk through her barriers and created tiny patches of frost on the surface of her elemental body.

Flia shivered. She was going to need to be careful. Elementals were immune to many physical dangers, but as a water elemental she was particularly susceptible to cold. If she let those things get too close or focus too much of their power on her, there was every chance she could end up freezing.

And yet she thought she had a better idea of what was happening now. Admittedly, she was applying a scattering of knowledge gained from several different tales Cale had casually told at some point or the other—explanations of how certain types of spirits behaved, the way some people left a small part of themselves behind on death, the way the remnant of a person could affect or alter a phenomenon.

This was technically a theory constructed on very shaky grounds. Any one of her professors would have reprimanded her for it. Except Cale, who encouraged this sort of thinking.

Never be sure, he sometimes said, but always pretend to be. Magic responds to confidence, and it relates to itself more than people think. It all comes back to the Source, doesn't it? Which means any piece of knowledge can come in handy at any time.

Flia drew on her connection to the Abyss. It was harder than usual, as weak as it was, but it was there. "Damien?" she asked. "Going to need your help with this."

"What do you need?" He was next to her in a moment.

Flia lowered her voice so Adam wouldn't hear. "I think I know why the shamblers are reacting whenever you-know-what is mentioned," she whispered. "Some part of Dione's spirit is still lingering and influencing the shamblers. I'm hoping I can make a connection with it. The Verdant Flame should be able to help with that, right?"

Damien absorbed that, then gave Adam a small, worried look. "It should be able to," he said. "Um, maybe not directly. Lost spirits are kind of your domain. It'll just sort of... let the spirit see that there's someone there?"

"Good enough," Flia said. "Do it."

Damien nodded, then lit a beacon of the Verdant Flame that hovered at her shoulder. Flia took a deep breath, reaching down to connect with her Spark. Damien was right—spirits were her domain, for what was a spirit except that which was left behind?

The final piece of the puzzle was the Abyss. Why was her connection with the Abyss stronger near the cot?

Flia had a suspicion. It was hard to be sure, since Cale refused to say much about the afterlife; all he would do was hint that there were multiple afterlives, each one applicable to different beliefs and different peoples.

The details didn't matter so long as they existed, though, because no matter the afterlife, a soul would have to travel through the Abyss to get there. Perhaps the Abyss was stronger near the cot because there was a soul there desperately trying to escape from this strange, disconnected realm, and if that was the case, then perhaps with Damien's beacon guiding the way...

Flia felt her Spark warming within her magic. She reached for her connection with the Abyss and poured her magic into it, strengthening the link where the dungeon itself seemed to try to suppress it.

"We just want to protect Adam, Dione," Flia said quietly, infusing her power into the words. She needed to reach the spirit, to cross the gap to wherever it was, trapped between the dungeon and the Abyss. "Let us through."

The name was what did it, perhaps. The sense of cold around her fractured, and Adam let out a small gasp. "They're stepping back," he told them. "They're just watching now."

"Good," Flia said.

She stepped forward. It was colder than she would have liked, even without the direct force of this strange magic pressing down on her, and the closer she got the more something within her thrummed a warning.

Nothing she could place. She didn't know what her instincts were trying to warn her about, only that they were trying to warn her, and so she kept a closer eye on everything happening so she would have the time to react if something happened.

So far, so good, though.

She was close enough now that the darkness beneath the cot yawned open before her. It felt cavernous. Flia knew, logically, that it was a small, confined space, but in that moment, it felt nothing like it. Instead the space in front of her twisted until she felt like she was staring at a massive hole that led to an almost pure nothingness, except the notes she wanted were there, faintly visible at the far end of what now seemed like an impossible distance.

Something inside her tried to step back, but she found herself stepping forward instead. Flia cursed—she hated compulsions—and drew her magic to her to try to resist; at the same time, there was a distant shout that she recognized as Damien's voice calling for her through distorted space.

Then the quick slap of footsteps against the ground.

A shadowy hand grabbing her by the wrist, trying to pull her away.

She remembered distantly the last part of what Cale always said, the same part that was screaming at her now: But the rules can change at any time, too. Always be prepared in case the rules change.

She'd missed something and the rules had changed. If she didn't do something now, both her and Damien would be sucked down into this nothingness, so she clamped down instead on her connection with the Abyss, which still felt distorted and wrong—

—and then she blinked, suddenly herself again. Flia shivered involuntarily at the sudden cold that enveloped her and searched automatically for Damien, who was groaning in the...

...in the snow.

They were in a completely different part of the dungeon, surrounded by fog, and standing in a thick blanket of snow.

"Oh," Flia said. "Oh, florg."

Damien let out another pained groan, then lifted his head to look at her. "What the heck is a florg?"

"It's a type of magical frog I catalogued with Professor Tarbloom," Flia said, already automatically cataloguing her surroundings. This was a disaster, but they were still alive, so it couldn't be too bad of a disaster. Was there some way they could find their way back to Cale and the others? She couldn't see anything through the thick fog around her. "Tarbloom doesn't like it when I curse, so I've been saying random critter names instead. They seem to like that."

Damien stared at her. "You have really weird priorities," he told her, pulling himself to his feet and brushing the snow off his cloak. "But I guess this isn't that new for us. Um. Also, where are we?"

"No idea," Flia said. "I can't sense the others anywhere."

"Ah." Damien paused for a moment. "Florg."

"Florg," Flia agreed.
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  Cale felt for Thorn, really.

This whole situation was undoubtedly difficult for the vinewalker. As Cale understood it, the wyldfire mages of Brightscale Academy had largely been away working on their own projects over the last year or so, advancing and researching whatever their magical specializations were. Only the imminent Fettered Divinity tournament had prompted them to return, and even then, they kept to themselves.

That was the problem with having a legendary reputation, really. None of them could return to their classes without causing an uproar, so they mostly stuck to training for the tournament. Their one concession was that they did that training within magically-enhanced glass barriers that allowed students to observe and learn from them—it was the best way they could contribute to the academy without compromising their training.

The result of this, though, was that their interaction with the rest of the students at Brightscale was pretty minimal. Every so often one of the wyldfires would make a trip around the school to watch for any promising student teams, and that was about it.

And from what Cale and the others had learned, although they weren't technically supposed to do this, various teams of students had already been shortlisted for that position long before Akkau had even announced the tournament. They knew better than to finalize that decision before it was time, but any team that was only now beginning to train would face an uphill struggle.

Cale and his team had fortunately started early, thanks to Flia's machinations, and had quickly worked their way onto whatever list the wyldfires maintained. The problem was mostly that, well...

The whole thing must have looked incredibly suspicious from Thorn's perspective. He'd returned to Brightscale only to find that their Headmaster had inexplicably taken on some new human student as a personal apprentice, and then that same student had apparently foiled multiple Red Hunter plots, earned the respect of the rival Haelforge Academy, and ended the years-long disaster that was the Aspect Cascade.

Add all that to the fact that all this had happened right as Utelia's dark lord finally began making his moves and any sane mage would reasonably conclude that this was a dark plot by one of his aberrations, perhaps one that specialized in mental magic or illusions.

It didn't help that wyldfires had a great deal more experience than most other mages, and with that experience came awareness of exactly what magic was capable of. There was every chance that Cale was exactly who he said he was, but someone like Thorn wouldn't be able to help but consider every possibility, every way he might have faked his way into his current position.

Evidently, Thorn had decided one possibility was much more likely than the other. Which was fair. If Cale had been in Thorn's position, he would have done the same. There weren't that many copies of him out there; the likelihood of encountering one was close to zero.

In any case, Cale had potentially lethal magic pressed against his throat, so it was probably best he stopped sympathizing with the guy trying to hold him hostage and address the problem instead.

"First of all, I haven't lied about anything." Cale held his hands up in surrender. Thorn only narrowed his eyes—he knew as well as Cale did that the gesture meant nothing to a reasonably skilled mage, let alone whatever he thought Cale was.

It was worth doing though. There was symbolic meaning to it! Assuming Thorn recognized it, anyway, which Cale was now realizing he might not.

"Answer the question," Thorn ordered. There was an edge of tension in his voice, and he pushed the thorn closer to Cale's neck...

...huh. Whatever spell Thorn was using seemed to be able to cut through his barriers with relative ease. That was fascinating. How long had it been since he'd encountered a spell capable of cutting through his barriers? Sure, his magic was a little more erratic than normal thanks to his loss of control, but still!

Cale poked at the thorn, intrigued, then winced slightly when his finger began to bleed just from that slight touch.

"This is a really cool spell," he said enthusiastically, forgetting for a moment that it was being wielded against him. The surface of the thorn—the blade?—was smooth, but some sort of magic encased the whole thing, turning every part of it into the edge of a blade. "How are you doing this? Sorcery? Or... no, this is a spatial aspect with a poison conjugation? I don't think I've seen that before. How'd you pull that off?"

Professor Graystalk coughed politely, then gave Cale a small nudge. "Perhaps consider addressing Thorn's concerns first, Cale?" he asked. His tone was just lightly reprimanding.

"Oh, right." Cale blinked sheepishly. "Sorry. I meant it, though, I haven't lied about anything. My name is Cale Cadwell Cobbs, and I'm—well, we're not currently in Brightscale, but I'm assuming you're asking me why I'm attending Brightscale, and it's because I really want to learn baking magic."

He paused. "Magic in general," he amended after a moment. "But especially baking magic."

Thorn stared at him. The vinewalker was doing an admirable job of controlling himself, all things considered—despite all the tension in his eyes, the hand extending that magical blade to Cale's throat was perfectly steady.

That was important, given that it was a weird barrier-piercing blade and all.

"What need have you to learn our magic?" Thorn demanded. "You're entirely capable on your own. You were able to casually invoke a fifteenth-tier spell using what appears to be foreign magic. What does Brightscale offer that you could not simply do yourself?"

"Thorn, I'm not here to hurt the students," Cale said, sighing.

"I don't know that," Thorn said, his grip on his blade tightening, and for the first time Cale recognized a glimmer of fear in the vinewalker's eyes. He was doing his best to hide it, but somewhere deep inside he recognized he was outclassed. "I can't know that. I don't even know what you are!"

Cale paused at that, a small frown entering his expression. "What do you mean by that?" he asked slowly.

"You claim to be human," Thorn said, and though his blade hand was steady, Cale recognized now that the rest of his vines were trembling, coiling tightly in on themselves in distress. "But you can't be human. Or—or you are, but you're messing with my mind somehow. Humans are supposed to be weak and uninteresting. And found everywhere, like pests. And full of arrogance and greed."

"Okay, rude."

"Either you're not human, or you made me believe that," Thorn said. "I've been thinking about it since you asked me when I last saw one of you. I cannot remember a single face. I may not bother to remember your names, but I do not forget a face, no matter how wet and fleshy. That tells me you have done something."

"Somehow still rude, but weirdly unique. I don't think I've heard human faces being called wet and fleshy before." Cale made a face. Beside him, Professor Graystalk had stiffened somewhat and was now paying close attention. So there was no getting out of this, really.

He sighed and leaned back, ignoring the way Thorn moved forward to keep the blade at his throat, and contemplated the vinewalker with new eyes. He was impressed. Far more than he'd expected to be, even for someone who had made the cut into wyldfire. The level of control Thorn was exhibiting now was frankly phenomenal given everything he had put together; Cale could count on one hand the number of mages that could maintain this much self-control in this situation, given...

Well.

There was a reason he couldn't keep pushing to explain his situation and what had happened to humanity. Push hard enough against the effect and there was a significant risk to core and soul, leading to instability at best and outright fracturing at worst.

Most of the time, for that to happen, Cale was the one that had to push back against the effect. Any other mage would just forget within moments. He'd assumed that would happen here, too, except either the effect was weaker within the Bitter Path or Thorn himself was an exceptional mage. Perhaps both. Whatever the case, Thorn had managed to latch on to the truth and was now straining to push it off himself, with all the nasty side effects that came with it.

"Thorn," Cale said, making a decision. He met the vinewalker's eyes, his tone deadly serious. "I need to establish a barrier around the three of us if you want to talk about this. Can you let me do that?"

Thorn's blade wavered only slightly as he hesitated. "I have already established an obfuscation boundary," he said.

Cale raised an eyebrow. He had? Cale hadn't even noticed. How exactly had...

Oh. Oh! That was clever. He could sense it now that he was looking: Thorn had seeded small vines into the ground beneath them and shaped them just enough to establish the basic circle required for an obfuscation ward. He must have wanted to avoid Cale's apprentices interfering and set it up to avoid them getting themselves in danger.

His estimation of Thorn went up even more. "The problem isn't that someone might spy on us," Cale said, opting for the truth. "The problem is what I think is some sort of spell or magical phenomenon that affects all of the Great Realms. You're right that there's a compulsion at work, but it's not mine, and I don't know of any way to remove it except temporarily via a barrier."

Thorn was silent for a moment, and Cale could practically see the way he fought himself internally. One side of him screamed that allowing Cale any amount of magic was dangerous. The other said reminded him he would be able to tell if Cale tried to cast a spell, and that he needed to know if Cale was telling the truth.

In the end, though, Thorn seemed to realize there was little he could do if Cale decided to force the issue, and he gave Cale a terse nod. "Fine—"

Thorn froze.

Cale didn't blame him. He wasted no time as soon as Thorn gave him permission, and the world around them instantly lit up with magic. In a very literal sense. The amount of mana he needed to repel the effect was monstrous, and what was more, that mana needed to move as unpredictably as possible.

The result was a dome of prismatic flame that roared to life and swarmed around them like a hurricane. Cale felt the tension within Thorn spike, and even then, the vinewalker kept his blade-hand steady.

Professor Graystalk had likewise frozen into speechlessness, though he regarded the dome with awe instead of dread. Cale appreciated the support.

"Talk," Thorn said.

So he did.

"My name is Cale Cadwell Cobbs," he said. A good explanation needed a proper introduction, after all. "And I am, as far as I know, the last of humanity."





A true mage would never run.

Thorn held those words in his mind, and they gave him just enough courage to meet Cale's eyes even as his every instinct screamed at him to flee. How long had it been since he hit wyldfire that he felt truly afraid? He'd encountered plenty of danger, certainly, but the thing about danger was that there was always a chance of survival.

But Cale had bypassed his instincts so completely that Thorn found himself adrift. A danger he hadn't even known was there was a danger he didn't truly understand the scale of. He couldn't judge his chances of survival here—not really.

What he could do was rely on his instincts, which told him that he could be obliterated in an instant at any time.

Not especially helpful, given his situation. He was surrounded by a wyldfire barrier the likes of which he had never seen before. It felt like he was encased within an impossible storm of magic, and the one time he'd tried to flick on his mana sense to gauge how much power was being brought to bear, it had nearly blinded him.

Which wasn't even supposed to be possible, as far as he knew, so that was yet another thing to fear. Another reason to run.

Instead, Thorn kept his gaze trained on Cale and his [Topological Bane] steady. That spell was his trump card, and it was the one spell that could theoretically destroy even entities that were higher than him on the so-called magical hierarchy. He'd been saving it for the tournament on the off chance that the dark lord deigned to interfere with it, or on the off chance that they would once more be asked to face a god.

Using it now would expose him and make it harder for him to use the spell again later. His arm was already blazing with pain. Like other spells of its type, [Topological Bane] was empowered by an element of sacrifice, and the sacrifice in this case was that the longer he held on to it, the more it would infect him. He could afford it more than most, vinewalkers being what they were, but nevertheless...

It didn't matter. The only chance he had against Cale was to catch him by surprise. He'd taken that choice while he still could, before whatever magic the human was using subverted him, too.

The human's claims complicated things, though. They complicated things a lot. In large part because the primary claim—that this was not some effect orchestrated by Cale himself but the result of a much larger power that the dome around them could only temporarily hold off—seemed indisputably true.

There was no spell structure he could detect within the dome, and yet the paranoid buzz in his mind seemed to be diminishing.

The fear was not, though. Every other conclusion he'd reached about Cale remained true. If anything, he was even more dangerous than Thorn had assumed, and yet—

—and yet Thorn recognized that look in his eyes.

It was very much like the one in Headmaster Akkau's own, when he thought no one was looking. It was the same look the Headmaster had worn when he first explained that he was nearly the last of his kind.

Thorn took a deep breath.

"I can't just take you at your word," he said, though this time there was a distinct note of regret in his voice. "Not with what you're capable of."

Cale tilted his head slightly. It unnerved Thorn how little he seemed to care about the blade at his throat. It took everything Thorn had to keep his hand steady and the magic flowing, but he might as well have been holding up a stick of bread, for all that Cale reacted to it.

"That's probably fair," Cale acknowledged. "What do you need to trust me?"

"I..." Thorn paused, having not expected that immediate concession. "You don't need Brightscale to learn magic. You clearly have it. Why bother attending?"

Cale eyed him. "You've noticed I'm still in the plainroot courses, haven't you?"

"I have." Thorn debated how much to reveal, then decided it didn't matter. "I assumed at first that you were a skilled plainroot illusionist that slipped past the Headmaster's defenses, as absurd as that is. But the magic you have demonstrated is beyond any plainroot, and it is difficult to read the state of your core."

"That's my fault, I'm afraid," Cale said ruefully. "I had to expand my soul a few hours ago to deal with something, which messed up my mana core something fierce. Makes it harder to control my barriers, too. I normally mask my core a bit by default so I don't scare anyone—or blind them, if they look at me with their mana sense—but it's kind of all or nothing at the moment."

Thorn tried not to let that part about expanding his soul distract him too much, as staggering as that statement alone was. "That does not answer my question," he said instead.

"I'm getting there," Cale said. "I'm in the plainroot courses, as you noted, because my entire problem is that I have too much mana to cast spells conventionally. That also means my biggest problem is casting low-tier spells, not high-tier ones."

Thorn hesitantly lowered his blade, biting back the groan of relief as the pressure from [Topographical Bane] lessened. The explanation made sense, although... "You are suggesting you have too much mana to cast even the basic Standard Array."

Cale gave the dome around them a significant glance. "Well, yes. Why do you think we're such good friends?" he asked, nudging Professor Graystalk. The professor rolled his eyes in response. "Graystalk's been helping me with the Standard Array. Not that there's anything I can cast from it yet."

"You are indeed my worst best student," Professor Graystalk said dryly.

"You could at least pretend to be worried about me, you know," Cale said. "Or help in some way."

"It would only encourage the idea that you have me under an illusion or compulsion," Professor Graystalk pointed out. "If anything, I should suggest that Thorn stab you a little bit, as proof that I have not been turned into a loyal minion."

"On reflection, don't listen to this guy," Cale said.

Thorn couldn't help it. He snorted, dropping his blade and letting it retract into his palm with a wince; as he ended the spell, a jolt of jagged green mana spread up along his arm, and he rubbed his shoulder gingerly.

Cale glanced at it, evidently concerned. "You alright there?"

"It is nothing," Thorn lied. He wouldn't be able to use that arm for a while. "I... believe you, I think, but I have questions still."

"Shoot," Cale said.

Thorn frowned, confused. "You wish for me to fire a spell?"

"No, just... it's a phrase. Ask your questions," Cale said, gesturing vaguely. "I shouldn't keep this barrier up for too long. Also, the dungeon might help you remember what I said while we're in here, but I have no idea what's going to happen once we leave."

"We'll concern ourselves with that later," Thorn decided. "My question is this: you claim to be studying at Brightscale to master low-tier magic. How do you not possess this magic already? The Gift should have ensured your foundations."

"Oh, that's easy," Cale said. "I'm not from Utelia. I was summoned here about a month ago."

Thorn froze. His mind whirled and his vines coiled with agitation, reacting to the surge of emotion. Not from Utelia? This human was a summon?

That meant he wasn't from this realm. It meant he had traveled through the Abyss, and not only that, it meant he had survived the Abyss. It meant this human might have information from outside of Utelia, information that might explain what was happening to the Headmaster—

Thorn swallowed. He couldn't get ahead of himself. "You're—a visitor from beyond this realm?" he asked, just to confirm. "You have traveled through the Abyss?"

"Traveled through, swam in, soaked in it for a little bit," Cale said with a shrug. "I move around the Great Realms a lot. Not intentionally, mind you. It's a whole thing."

"And you remember your time in those other realms," Thorn said, intent. "Aside from the infernals, summons don't usually retain a clear memory."

"I'm a bit of a special case," Cale said. "Can't say I remember everything, but it's more because I have a bad memory than anything else. Also because I've been around for a really long time and there's a lot I've just forgotten."

Thorn shook his head, dazed. He conjured a seat of vines just so he could sit down—he really felt like he needed it, at this point, and he was less concerned about maintaining his image now that he'd established that Cale was not the existential threat he'd thought he was.

Still an existential threat, technically, but one that was attempting to play nice. Thorn could work with that.

"I have searched for so long for a means to travel the Great Realms," Thorn said. "And you claim this is something you do by accident? So much that you cannot even remember where you have been?"

"It's something of a curse," Cale said quietly. Something about his gaze grew distant and lonely again. "And not something I can teach. I'm sorry."

It didn't matter. Thorn's mind whirled with possibilities. "You are the Headmaster's apprentice," he said finally. "Do you know of his curse?"

"His..." Cale frowned. "Are you talking about the thing going around and trying to wipe out dragons?"

"Yes." Thorn let out a heavy breath. "Many of us owe him greatly. He believed in us when no other mage would, and it is only through his guidance that we have become the mages we have. We have searched in secret to find a means of slaying this hunter-of-dragons, and yet we have found nothing. If you have the ability to move between the realms..."

"I don't know anything, either," Cale said. "I've been looking into it myself, but I didn't even know this was a problem until I got here. Which is kind of weird, now that I think about it."

"And there is nothing else?" Thorn asked. There was an edge of desperation in his voice, now. "Not a hint as to where this hunter may hide? A solution for the spell of erasure placed upon the Headmaster?" 

"Not yet," Cale said. "But I'd like to share notes with you sometime. Maybe after this delve?"

"Please," Thorn said, which was not a word he was used to saying to any other mage. "I would... value your thoughts."

Cale nodded. "I'll get rid of the barrier for now," he said. "Let me know if it starts affecting you again—"

Thorn was momentarily thrown as the human stopped mid-sentence the same moment the mana around them dissipated. Cale's stance had been relaxed through their conversation, but it snapped into something focused all at once. "Leo. What happened?"

"We may have a situation," Leo said, his tone nervous. Thorn frowned, turning to. see what they were talking about...

...Ah. Two of the apprentices were missing, and something strange was happening with the cot. It felt almost like spatial magic was twisting itself into a knot around it, with the result being that the cot was growing in a warped, duplicating fashion.

Despite Leo's nervousness, though, the minotaur was surprisingly focused. Thorn could sense his labyrinth magic weaving in with that twisted space, trying to corral it.

Perhaps this team would be suited for the tournament, although he was starting to think that including Cale might be considered cheating.
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  After a few moments to take stock, Flia was certain they were in this Fog that Adam had spoken of.

Everything fit. They were surrounded by a dense fog that made it impossible to see where they were going. Something about it interfered with their mana sense as much as it did their sight, which meant navigating by mana sense was out of the question, too. They would have been entirely lost if not for the fact that not far from where they'd arrived they found a road just like Adam had described.

Not that it did them much good. It did narrow down their options—Adam had been quite clear about not leaving the road—but Flia wasn't all that enthusiastic about wandering into a dense fog with no real idea where they were headed. It would be one thing if they knew one direction would take them back to the others, but they didn't.

Worse still was the fact that they were technically still in a dungeon, which meant they had to be on high alert. This was presumably one of the challenges of the Bitter Path, and dungeons rarely built challenges focused around a single problem. There was a good chance monsters would jump out at them at any moment.

That made the fog even more of a problem. Flia sighed, annoyed; normally, fog wouldn't have been a problem for her, given that she specialized in water magic. In this case, however...

Well, this fog didn't seem to be made out of water, exactly.

"What do you mean, it's not made out of water?" Damien asked when she said as much, looking around them nervously.

"I mean exactly what I said." Flia tried another water spell, then shook her head. "I can't grab hold of it with water magic. It behaves a lot like the Abyss normally does, actually.

"The Abyss, huh?" Damien's brows furrowed. "I guess that kinda makes sense. Adam's explanation sounded really familiar. Do you think the Fog is the dungeon's version of the Abyss or something?"

"Something like that," Flia agreed, though the comparison nagged at her. "I can still feel my connection to the Abyss, but there's something wrong with it. It's hard to describe."

She frowned, trying to work through the feeling. It felt muddled, for lack of a better word, like one end of the connection had been twisted ninety degrees and then somehow muffled. Try as she might, she couldn't make out much of anything through that connection. Whatever she saw, it wasn't enough to help them navigate.

Light magic didn't help much either. The fog seemed even more eerie in the light they managed to produce, if anything, though it did make the small radius they could already see slightly better-lit.

With it, they could examine the ground more closely. It was... definitely a road, but it was unlike anything Flia had seen before. In all fairness, she wasn't sure what she'd been expecting—most of the roads around Brightscale were conjured or transmuted out of soil, the result of which was a smooth, shiny surface that was still textured for grip.

This road was instead made out of packed, irregular black stones, punctuated with what looked like white rectangles painted in the middle. Flia couldn't for the life of her imagine what they were for. Maybe they were a sort of directional guide?

They weren't very useful directional guides, if that was the case. They weren't even pointing anywhere. All they really did was divide the road in half, and she could've done that in her head.

"Do you think you can get us back?" Damien asked, oblivious to her thoughts. "If this place is connected to the Abyss, you might be able to find us a way through, right?"

Flia hesitated. "I don't know yet," she said carefully. "I'll need to experiment a bit. The connection feels so different, and I don't want to break something by accident."

Or open a hole back to that nothingness she'd felt for a second, right before she twisted her magic to bring them here. She still didn't know what she'd done, but for all that the Haelforge professors claimed they couldn't die in the dungeon, something about that nothingness felt dangerous.

"Oh. Right." Damien frowned contemplatively. "And the others will be looking for us, too. Maybe we should stay here and wait for them?"

Flia shook her head. "I don't think that's a good idea," she said. The snow around them was tame for now, but the winds were freezing, and there was a limit to how much her barriers could do in this place. "We should at least try to find some shelter away from the snow."

"We can follow the road?" Damien suggested. "It seems to keep the snow off a little bit."

"Adam did tell us we have to follow the road," Flia agreed. "I'd rather not find out what happens if we don't. If this place is anything like the Abyss, we'd get lost and eventually turn into whatever this place's version of Abyssal Ones are."

Damien blinked, then shuddered at the thought. "Good point."

With that, the two of them began making their way down the road in relative silence, each of them occupied with their own thoughts. Flia was missing the Leviathan already. She would have reached out to the Monolith for advice, if she could, but with her connection as twisted as it was there was every chance she'd accidentally summon some entity of the Fog instead. That wasn't necessarily a bad thing, but she wasn't quite ready to risk that just yet.

Damien, on the other hand, kept looking around the fog like he was worried something would jump out at them. Which was... probably her fault for bringing up the possibility that the Fog would have its own version of Abyssal Ones. Staying alert was a good thing, but her friend looked like he was going to jump out of his metaphorical skin at any moment.

"There's probably nothing here, you know," Flia said. "Adam would have said something. He just said we have to make the right turns and avoid leaving the road."

"Yeah, well, maybe his mom didn't want to tell him about the scary monsters lurking in the fog," Damien grumbled, but he relaxed slightly nonetheless, and Flia chuckled lightly.

They walked for a few more minutes, the strange road crunching oddly beneath their feet, before Flia glanced at Damien and spoke again.

"Thank you, by the way," she said. Damien blinked up at her. "For trying to pull me out of this, I mean. This place would be a lot worse if I were here by myself."

"Oh." Damien glanced away, embarrassed. "I mean, any of us would have done that."

"Doesn't change that you did it," Flia said with a shrug. "So, what's bothering you?"

"...What do you mean?" Damien still wasn't looking her in the eyes. She snorted; the dreadshade was a terrible liar.

"There's clearly something bothering you," she said. "You'd normally be all over this place. It's a mysterious road in a dungeon, and you've picked up more of Cale's mannerisms than the rest of us. We both know he'd be ecstatic and that he'd start telling us weird facts about roads or something."

"Nothing's bothering me," Damien protested weakly. It lasted for all of five seconds before he folded. "Okay, there might be something bothering me."

Flia raised a single brow and waited, and after another second, Damien sighed and crumpled in on himself slightly.

"That whole thing with Adam and his dad," he said quietly. "I keep thinking about it. Part of it is because I'm angry and I don't think that man deserves to be a dad, but the other part..."

Damien trailed off and seemed to struggle with himself for a long moment. Flia gave him the space he needed; she could tell this was a difficult thing for him to talk about. 

That and she did have some idea of what was going through his mind. She'd noticed, after all. Damien had never once spoken with them about his father, even when the rest of them were sharing their struggles with their respective families. None of them had pushed him, but they'd all noticed.

"The other part is thinking about Dad," Damien said. He whispered the words, like he was afraid of being overheard. "Wondering what he was like. I don't... I don't think he was anything like that. I think he was good. But I can't remember."

"It was too long ago?" Flia asked, her voice soft.

Damien shook his head, trembling slightly as he clenched his fists, and when he spoke again his voice cracked just slightly. "No. I mean I can't remember," he repeated. "As in I'm not allowed to remember. I haven't even been able to think about Dad for years."

That Flia hadn't been expecting. She almost stumbled, but caught herself and managed to keep pace; this was difficult enough for Damien to talk about without her tripping over herself. "What do you mean?" she asked, her mind racing. "Were you cursed?"

"No," Damien said, although there was a slight hesitation in the way he said it. "Not... not exactly, anyway. Um. I think it's something I agreed to, but I can't remember why."

"But something's changed," Flia said. "Since you're thinking about him now, I mean."

Damien nodded. "I still can't remember why he left or why I agreed to any of this, but I can think about him, at least." He shrank into himself again. "I can miss him. I don't think I was even allowed to miss him until now."

Flia stared at her friend for a long moment, then abruptly pulled him into a hug, ignoring the way he squeaked in protest. "You would sacrifice your ability to miss your own father," she muttered, sighing.

Damien hugged her back gratefully.

They held each other like that for a while, Flia letting Damien anchor himself in the moment as he needed. A minute passed before the dreadshade composed himsef enough to pull away, and Flia made sure to give him an extra squeeze before she let him go.

Eventually, Damien spoke again. "I'm not sure it was that simple," he said, looking down. "But, um... thank you."

"You're welcome," Flia said. She watched her friend for a moment, the conflict in his expression, before gently prodding him to keep going. "What do you think changed? Why can you think about him now, if you couldn't before?"

"It's something to do with the dungeon, I think." Damien bit his lip. "It changed your connection with the Abyss, and Leo said some stuff about how his labyrinth magic felt weird, too, right? I bet something about this place messed with whatever happened with Dad, too."

That made sense. Flia thought through that briefly. "Do you think you'll remember more the longer we stay here?"

"I don't know," Damien said, sighing. "And I don't know if... I don't know if I want to, you know? What if they aren't good memories? It feels selfish to think about it, but what if... what if he's like..."

Damien couldn't even bring himself to finish the sentence. Flia could understand that; she placed a hand on her friend's shoulder and gave him a small squeeze.

"Do you think he was?" she asked gently.

Damien shook his head so fiercely he surprised the both of them. "No!" he said, then blinked at his own vehemence. "Um, I mean... no. I don't... I get feelings, I guess. I can't remember anything specifically, but I feel like he was a good person. And that we only did this because it was the last resort, and he made sure I was okay with it before he left."

"Then remembering him might not be so bad," Flia said, the words soft. "It might give you a chance to come to terms with it."

"But what if I forget him again after this?" Damien asked miserably. "What if we leave the dungeon and I just... can't remember anything?"

"Well," Flia said. "Then it's a good thing I'm with you, isn't it? You can tell me anything you remember, since I didn't agree to forget anything. And if you do forget, I can just tell you again, and if that compulsion rears its head then we'll have an awesome mentor who knows how to deal with it."

Damien let out a slightly shaky laugh. "Who probably knows how to deal with it," he corrected. "Cale always tells us not to expect him to have a solution for everything. Especially if it doesn't involve blowing something up."

"He's found a lot of ways to solve problems by blowing things up," Flia pointed out, grinning faintly. This was more familiar territory for the both of them, and Damien seemed to draw a certain comfort from it.

"The only thing that could be blown up here is my head, and I want it to stay intact, thank you very much." Damien stuck his tongue out, then immediately made a face when snow landed on his tongue. "Egh. This snow tastes weird."

"I'm not surprised. I don't think it's made of water either." Flia examined a few of the falling flakes. Like almost everything else about the Fog, she was reminded of the nature of the Abyss itself—the Abyss appeared to be an endless ocean, but it was really just an expression of the Leviathan's mana, wasn't it?

Maybe the Fog was the same. Perhaps it was an expression of something analogous to the Leviathan. Adam had mentioned something about obeying the Intersections and their directions, which implied there was something they would need to interact with in order to figure out where they were going. They might be able to find their way back if they could find one of those Intersections, or at the very least get directions to some shelter—

"There's something up ahead," Damien said, squinting slightly in the fog.

Flia frowned. "I don't see anything."

"No, it's there." Damien slowed down slightly, and Flia kept pace with him; if he was being cautious, then there was good reason for it. "It's a sort of shape in the fog. You can't see it?"

"Not yet, but the fog's messing with my senses," Flia said truthfully. Damien could see in the dark better than she could, which shouldn't have affected his ability to see through fog, but they'd encountered stranger magical interactions before.

Was there a way she could enhance her own senses, somehow, so she could see whatever he was seeing? She considered the problem.

Then on impulse, Flia felt for her connection with the Abyss again, this time drawing more intently on the fragment of power the Leviathan had left with her. She might have transformed it into a Spark of her own, but that power still came from the Leviathan. It was through that Spark that the two of them remained connected.

If she brought that connection to her eyes and shaped the magic like a lens—

You have learned [Planar Sight]!

Something snapped into place, and the Fog around them transformed abruptly into abstract, crystalline panels. Flia was too distracted to appreciate it properly, however—she'd frozen in place instead as a shape materialized out of crystal, looming above them.

Or looking down at them. The pressure of its attention alone felt to Flia like a physical force, and she had to grit her teeth to stand against it; beside her, Damien let out a breath and did the same, clenching his fists as if to anchor himself.

There was a distinct sound of shattering glass, and suddenly the crystalline fog vanished, along with any semblance of sky. Instead, they were surrounded by complete and total darkness. Only two things remained visible in the void that now surrounded them: the shape in the sky, now hovering miles in the air as an outline of prismatic flame, and the road beneath them.

The effect was strange. The road was perfectly lit despite the lack of any real source of light, as if the sun still shone down upon it. Without the fog obfuscating their sight, it became clear that just ahead of them it split off into hundreds of smaller, sprawling paths. Then thousands, then tens of thousands, so far off into the distance that it made Flia's eyes hurt to try to take them in.

She snapped her gaze away, looking up at the... whatever it was instead. The outline alone was enough to set her heart pounding—she had only ever seen a prismatic flame like that from one other mage—but the actual shape wasn't human in the slightest.

In fact, it reminded Flia vaguely of one of the more elegant species of magical insects Professor Tarbloom had shown her. What had it been called again? A shimmerwasp queen? They resembled a tiny, armored fairy with mechanically complicated but majestic folding wings. Whatever this was, it bore a similar set of wings, though the details were obscured by the darkness.

If she looked closely, though, Flia thought she could glimpse something in those wings. What was it? More paths, perhaps, but different from the ones that stretched out in front of them; they were made from stones or vines or shadow—

The shape in the darkness spoke, shattering her grasp on those visions, and Flia abruptly realized how close she had come to losing herself in them. Another moment, and she might have stepped onto one of those impossible paths.

"Why do you travel the Roads?"

Flia took a moment to center herself, then she and Damien glanced at each other nervously. Neither of them needed to speak to realize that whatever this was, it outclassed them in every way imaginable. The power radiating from it didn't feel like mana, but it was power all the same, and it was threaded into every bit of the world around them.

And now that they could sense it, they could tell that the road beneath them was glowing with that very same power. Millions of those threads wound into a solid path beneath them. The truth was clear: it was only by this being's grace that they were able to stand in this in-between, and if they displeased it, they might very well be lost in the Fog forever.

Flia considered what the best approach was to appease such a being, then nodded to herself. "We honestly have no idea," she said. "We got here by accident, and we're trying to get back to our friends. Or to some kind of shelter, if that's possible."

"We aren't even going to try groveling?" Damien muttered.

"When has groveling ever worked?" Flia pointed out reasonably. "It's like Cale says, anything that requires you to grovel probably isn't going to let you live anyway. Better you find out sooner so you can work out a plan to run."

Damien thought about that for a moment, then grumbled to himself as he acknowledged the point. "I guess it didn't really work the last time we tried it."

There was a long, awkward silence. The shape in the sky stared down at them as if wondering how they were having a casual conversation while beholding its majesty.

Then it let out a bright, trilling laugh, and suddenly it flashed into place in front of them, color flooding in to fill the void of its outline. Flia caught a glimpse of pale chitin and prismatic membranes folding impossibly inward until the creature resembled something more passably humanoid, albeit with an extra pair of arms and—

—oh.

It didn't have any eyes. Where those eyes should have been were instead pitch-black holes that dripped with ichor, and Flia had a sudden, terrible feeling that she knew exactly what had happened to those eyes. 

Okay. She knew she jumped to conclusions on these things sometimes, but she felt like this one was pretty clear.

"Dammit, Cale," she groused.

Ashvali trilled again with laughter. "Oh, don't worry, I'm not about to punish you two for that particular act of audacity," they said. "It's been so terribly long since I've had any visitors! And since I've been able to think for myself at all, I suppose, but I did bring that on myself, in a way. Goodness, these dungeons are strange things."

"Um," Damien said.

"I should change into something more comfortable," Ashvali muttered, distracted. They did a little twirl, and midway through their form blurred and shifted; Flia felt it somehow as something about Ashvali's identity changed.

Damien immediately looked away, blushing. Flia just stared, more out of confusion than anything else.

"Did I make too many?" Ashvali asked, peering down at herself. "I can never remember how many breasts human women are supposed to have."

"Yes," Flia said, rubbing her temples. "You made too many."

Great. This was like having another Cale around, except this one had apparently been isolated from society for centuries and had even less of a sense of shame.

Ah well. Hopefully they could get some answers from her.
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  It took Cale some effort to clamp down on his immediate, instinctive response, which was to blast the cot into oblivion. 

That wouldn't help, for one thing. For another, it would erase any traces of where Damien and Flia had gone and quite possibly compromise the dungeon in the process. Given he didn't yet know what had happened to them, he wasn't going to risk it, no matter how tempting it was.

He was aware in the abstract that the two of them were probably fine. Theoretically, the worst-case scenario was just that they had been kicked back out of the dungeon and were now sitting around back in the Haelforge Library.

Cale hated relying on theoretically, though. That word had failed him all too many times over the centuries, and with everything else that was clearly abnormal about the dungeon...

Bah.

He had to trust his apprentices, he reminded himself. The whole reason he brought them here was because he trusted them to handle situations like these. Damien and Flia in particular were both exceptionally resourceful mages, and whatever they'd gotten themselves into, they'd be able to get themselves out.

He just had to make sure that everyone else did their part.

"Flia used her connection to the Abyss to try to connect to Adam's mother," Syphus explained. Its usual careless humor had vanished, replaced with a focused sort of tension. "We don't know exactly what happened, but Leo said he felt a spatial distortion of some sort. Flia was able to stabilize it right before she and Damien were pulled through."

"They went into the Fog," Adam blurted. He was perched on Syphus's shoulder and was putting on a brave face, but it was clear he was more frightened than ever. Syphus kept a hand on his back to steady him, and Cale noted that Adam had one of its etherite "ears" clutched in his hands like some sort of protective charm.

"I-I think that's what happened, anyway," Adam continued, shooting a nervous glance back toward the cot. "I don't understand what Ms. Flia was doing, but I know I felt the Fog for a second. And—and I told her how to navigate it, so she should know what to do."

The worried look on Adam's face told Cale there was probably more to worry about than just navigation but he felt himself relax slightly anyway. "Just a teleportation accident, then," he said. There were worse things that could have happened. "Right. I'll need you to tell me what you know about this Fog and how we can get our friends back, but first..."

Cale stepped toward the cot and narrowed his eyes. [Eyes of Ashvali] was still active, and with it he could look through the events surrounding that accident for himself. The mana around the place was still turbulent, which made it more difficult than it otherwise might have been, but he could still confirm a few of his suspicions.

First among them was that there was no future in which Damien and Flia returned through the distortion, which meant he couldn't use the trickery it enabled to call them back. They were going to have to meet up with them somewhere else in the dungeon, which was more or less what he'd been expecting. If things went the way they usually did, there would be an opportunity in the next part of this dungeon.

Second was that there was certainly something to be gleaned from whatever Flia had done to trigger that spatial distortion. He needed a bit of time to examine it more closely, though. "Leo," he said. "What exactly is happening, and how long do you think you can hold it off?"

Leo gritted his teeth, straining. "It's... some sort of catastrophic failure of a spatial spell," he grunted. "Maybe about five minutes. Haven't recovered enough palewater for a boost."

"You won't need to. That should be more than enough." Cale was already flicking rapidly through the past. He had a hunch about what was powering all this, he just needed some kind of confirmation—

—there.

It was barely noticeable, but Cale caught a flicker of mana emerging from the sheets in the cot at the exact moment the distortion first manifested. That indicated that the distortion wasn't so much a natural phenomenon as it was a spatial trap that had been cast on the cot, and that meant...

"We've been looking at this wrong," Cale said, beginning to pace.

A spatial trap was basically a ward, and if there was a ward on the cot, then that changed things. Viewed through that lens, everything strange happening in Adam's basement looked a lot less like mysterious magical phenomena and a lot more like the sort of defenses a mage might put up to protect their research.

"The shamblers were how this started, but we've been assuming everything here is weird because of them," Cale said. "What if they're not? What if Dione figured out what they were, or at least how to use them?"

"What do you mean?" Thorn was watching him intently. Out of genuine interest, Cale realized distractedly—he wasn't thinking of Cale as a lesser mage anymore, and he hadn't quite figured the dungeon out yet either.

"Obfuscation ward, magical darkness, spatial trap, and invisible guards," Cale said, counting them off on his fingers. "It's a basic complement of protective spells. We ignored the cot when we came in and the darkness hid the notes from us until Adam pointed them out, and even after that we had trouble with the shamblers. Flia obviously found a way past them, but then she ran into the spatial trap."

Thorn seemed initially startled by the idea, but then he frowned, mulling over the thought. "Spells like that are difficult to sustain after the mage that cast them passes," he pointed out, shooting a slightly apologetic look to Adam. "You'd need some sort of mana battery."

"Or a spell anchor, yes," Cale said, nodding. "If they were conventional wards, they should have faded by now, and if they're not we should see or sense some evidence of the anchor, unless—"

"—unless she's using a diffuse anchor," Thorn said, snapping his fingers and straightening. He stared around at the shelves again. "Diffuse anchors are easier to hide, depending on how much the caster can spread out the mana flow. You think the spells are using the alchemical ingredients as a mana battery?"

"I think that's part of it—"

"It would explain why so many of these look to be expiring," Thorn continued, muttering the words to himself as he began pulling ingredients from the shelves and examining them more closely. "No self-respecting alchemist would allow his stock to deteriorate to this extent. Good catch; I should have thought of it. Now if we reverse the arcane poles in the ingredients closest to expiring, we might be able to dispel the effect..."

Thorn trailed off awkwardly as Professor Graystalk tapped him on the shoulder. "I do believe you may be stepping outside your role as an observer," the professor said politely, his eyes twinkling. He wore a faintly amused smile, like he understood exactly what was going through the vinewalker's mind.

Thorn blinked, then grunted. "Mm. I... may have gotten ahead of myself, yes. I apologize."

Cale shook his head and chuckled. "I don't mind, but I don't think that's the full picture, either. The diffuse anchor is a distraction."

Thorn frowned at that claim, and even Professor Graystalk looked curious, though both of them said nothing and simply waited for Cale to speak. "Think about it," Cale said. "A diffuse anchor like that would be effective, but it wouldn't be very reliable. It's basically dependent on her husband keeping the basement stocked and it'd break down the moment one of the key ingredients runs out."

"You're saying it's a temporary measure meant to distract anyone who might have cause to investigate," Thorn said. "She only needed it to work for a few weeks."

"Exactly," Cale agreed. "I doubt she planned for it to last as long as it did, but I guess the basement was always stocked."

He glanced over at Adam. The boy was understandably having a hard time with the topic—the intricacies of the magic went over his head, but he understood well enough that they were talking about his mother, and losing her evidently still pained him. His fists were clenched, and he couldn't quite meet any of their eyes.

"She must have been a wonderful mage," Cale said quietly. "I would have liked to meet her."

Adam crumpled in on himself slightly. His eyes were wet, but he wiped fiercely at his eyes. "She was," he said. "I-I miss her a lot."

Over by the cot, Leo took a step back and bit back a groan. "Not to interrupt anything, but I won't be able to hold this back for much longer," he called through gritted teeth. "Do you know how to stop this yet?"

"If Cale is right, we'll have to find the primary spell anchor and disable it." Thorn had evidently decided that the dungeon merited more than mere observation from him. "But I have been able to sense nothing else. If there is another anchor, it is extraordinarily well hidden. We should begin searching."

"It's not hidden at all," Cale said, shaking his head. He took a few steps toward the cot. "Not the way you're thinking, anyway. Think about it—we can't see or sense these shamblers, and she understood them well enough to incorporate them into her defenses. She did the same to the spell anchor."

Thorn frowned at that. "You are certain?"

"I had a hunch earlier," Cale said. His words were soft now, his gaze fixed on the cot, and he held a hand out to Adam, who took it hesitantly. "No one can get near that thing, right? The shamblers freeze anyone that even tries to get close."

"Because that's what the shamblers are protecting," Thorn pointed out. "What are you getting at?"

"A spell anchor needs to be something powerful," Cale said quietly. He helped Adam down from Syphus's shoulder and guided him toward the cot, though far enough still to avoid getting the shamblers' attention. "Something that holds either a great deal of magic or a great deal of meaning. Both, preferably."

Adam looked away from the cot, squeezing Cale's hand tightly, and from the way the boy was trembling Cale knew he'd guessed correctly.

"She's still there, isn't she?" he asked. "You said she passed in the cot, but it's protected by a whole host of defensive spells and the shamblers freeze anyone that tries to get close. If a group of experienced mages can't force their way past it..."

Adam squeezed his eyes shut. "I don't want to look," he whispered. He was shaking badly now, clutching at Cale's hand like it was a lifeline, and without a word Syphus leaned down again to place a hand on his shoulder. "If I look, it'll make it real. I don't want it to be real. It's just monsters there, that's all. Dad took her body away and we had a funeral and she isn't here. She isn't! It's not—that's not Mom! It can't be her because if it's her then she was here and crying and no one helped—"

"Adam," Cale said, kneeling, and the boy yanked his hand away and wiped aggressively at his eyes.

"It's not her!" Adam was breathing heavily now, almost hyperventilating. "I won't look! You can't make me!"

"I'm not going to make you do anything," Cale said, his voice soft but steady. "But I am going to tell you something about spirit magic, okay?"

"...spirit magic?" Adam kept his eyes shut, but his breathing calmed somewhat. Like before, the topic of magic interested him, and he couldn't help himself.

"Spirit magic," Cale repeated. "It's a kind of magic only very powerful mages can do, and they can only do it if they feel a very strong emotion about something really, really important to them."

Adam hesitated, and when he spoke again, his voice was small. "What can it do?"

"You use spirit magic if you want to watch over something even when you're gone," Cale said quietly. "And it has to be fueled by your feelings for what you're watching over. Do you understand what I'm saying?"

"That Mom cared about the stupid notes more than me?" Adam answered bitterly, something raw in his voice. Cale shook his head.

"No," he said. "That kind of spirit can only care about one thing, Adam, and it's whatever was used to fuel their magic. Flia was able to get past it because she made a plea to your mother about protecting you, remember?"

Adam said nothing at first, but Cale could tell he was thinking about it, and eventually he made himself speak. "They never hurt me," he whispered. "The ice shamblers, I mean. They're cold and they freeze stuff, but I don't freeze when they look at me, even though it's happened a bunch."

"Guys," Leo said. There was a note of warning in his voice, though he did his best not to interrupt.

"I could have gotten the notes, couldn't I?" Adam asked. "They would have ignored me."

"Probably," Cale admitted.

"But it's too late for that now because of all the... spatial stuff you were talking about," Adam said, and Cale nodded. That was about the gist of it. "There's something else you need me for, isn't there?"

"You're the only one that can see her, and she did all of this for you." Cale sighed. He would have preferred not to get the kid involved, if it had at all been possible, but it was the only real way they had to disable this magic. "A spell anchor empowered by spirit magic like this only goes haywire like this when the spirit itself is in distress."

"I can see her." Adam was crying freely now, but he was blinking through the tears to look up at the visage of his mother anyway. Cale could sense no more than a shadow, even through Ashvali's eyes. "She looks so sad. I thought she was sad because of the monsters, but it's not that, is it?"

"Probably not, no." Cale could only imagine what it would have been like for her remnant to see the abuse heaped on her son while she was powerless to stop it. No wonder the power of those defenses had crept slowly out of control, sweeping out across the basement.

"I don't want her to be sad anymore," Adam said quietly. "How do I help her?"

"You let her know you'll be okay without her." Cale could feel Leo's magic slowly collapsing against the increasing strain—there wasn't much time left. "How does the Fifth Church do it?"

Adam hesitated. "There's a song," he said. "I remember it from... um. Mom used to sing it to me, which I guess is kind of weird, now that I think about it. I think there's supposed to be magic, but..."

Cale wasn't surprised. Everything seemed to point to the idea that Dione had somehow known this was going to happen, and some form of precognition seemed to be part of the Fifth Intersection's domain. "Go ahead," he said. "We'll lend you our magic."

Adam nodded, took a deep breath to gather himself, then stepped forward. He looked up one last time, as if to memorize what his mother looked like, and then began to sing.

"O the steps you have taken have left us a path; the Fifth will carve it in stone."

Magic around them began to rise, and Cale allowed it to flow from his core into the song, contributing only a low, supporting hum. Thorn, Graystalk, and Syphus did the same.

Something prickled at him. From the way Thorn's eyes narrowed, he'd noticed it too.

"For though your sun may set, the light you leave lingers; the Fifth will paint it on bone."

It was nothing malicious, but this was more than a mere funeral song. The format of it was archaic, but Cale recognized that focus on calling to a greater entity. A more modern version would group the mentions of the Fifth Intersection together, but ultimately...

"We carry you forward, your heart and will in ours; the Fifth will hide us alone."

This wasn't a song so much as it was an incantation, which meant they had just cast a spell.

It had worked, to be fair. Leo let out a gasp as he finally let go of the magic, and the spatial distortion shrank abruptly as it collapsed in on itself, but Cale's mind was more fixated on the oddity of that final verse. He said nothing about it for now, though.

Syphus reached out to catch Adam as the boy collapsed, exhausted by that simple demonstration of magic. In front of them, Dione's body was finally visible, perfectly preserved. There were dried tracks of tears on her cheeks, though Cale could only catch a glimpse of them before they—along with the rest of her—dissolved into motes of light.

"She's with Ashvali now," Adam said quietly, the words coming out choked. "I miss her so much."

"I know," Syphus said, awkwardly patting his back. "It will be okay, Adam."

Cale stepped forward. Nothing stopped him as he reached beneath the cot to pull out a dirtied, dusty sheaf of papers.

Even through the dust, the writing on that first page was clear. There was a sketch of what Cale assumed was an ice shambler, and then beneath it, circled several times in frantic handwriting, were the words: Are they what we become?





Akkau glared at Headmaster Naor, who stood across from him in a tiny nook within the Haelforge Library. They would ordinarily have opted for a much more ornate venue, but Akkau didn't care much for pomp and ceremony at the moment.

"That is not good enough," he said. "Six of my students and one of my professors is in there."

"Which is why I came to get you, is it not?" Naor folded his hands behind his back, perfectly calm and expressionless. Akkau hated that most about his counterpart. No matter how dire the circumstance, he never showed any emotion.

"You came to get me to solve your problems for you," Akkau growled out. "Which I will, but only because I will not leave my students trapped within some dungeon you did not have the sense to properly survey!"

"My faculty can hardly be blamed for a mutation," Naor said with a shrug. "It seems more likely that this was triggered by a student of yours, and that may well mean that you have cost me a valuable dungeon. If anything, you are in debt to me."

Akkau snorted. "We both know you are desperate to get your bony fingers on that mutation to study it, or you would not have brought me here to help."

"I would consider that a debt repaid, yes," Naor said idly.

"You are lucky I do not have the time to argue with you," Akkau said flatly. "A dungeon locking itself and mutating with mages still inside it is a serious matter, Naor. Has lichhood stripped you of your sense?"

"It has allowed me to realign my priorities." Naor clicked his fingers together, then stood. "Regardless, I believe we are done here. You are welcome to study and attempt to break open this dungeon as you wish. Please call me when you do; I am most curious to find what has changed."

With that, he stood up and left. Akkau stared after him for a moment, his eyes narrowed before he let out a snarl and stood as well.

Sternkessel let out a hum. "Perhaps it is the jacket, but I found myself remarkably tempted to teleport his soul anchor into orbit," the professor said.

That made Akkau snort, and he relaxed slightly. "Good thing you kept the jacket, then," he said. "We might still need you to do that. But we will examine this dungeon mutation first."
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  "We're going to disappear," Adam said. "We can't be fighting among each other like this."

He was older now. Transitions in pilgrimage-type dungeons were some of the worst parts about them—they often happened without warning, as soon as its delvers achieved whatever the intended goal of a scenario was.

In this case, it had apparently been to get a hold of Dione's notes on the ice shamblers. Cale hadn't had much time to read more than just the first page before everything around them turned to snow; for a fraction of a second it was blisteringly cold, and then they were once more inside a building.

Not in a basement again, fortunately, nor did they seem to be in the same house in general. Instead they found themselves in a large chamber decorated with red and gold. Adam stood in the middle of that chamber, and was clearly in the middle of some sort of meeting for a small collection of mages.

All of them were human.

Cale stared, unable to process the sight for a moment. How long had it been since he'd been in a room full of his own kind? Sure, they were arguing with one another the way he would've expected, but that didn't stop the wave of nostalgia that washed over him.

Then Adam caught sight of them standing in the corner. His eyes widened in recognition and he straightened, gaze sweeping across the room. "I'm going to call this meeting adjourned," he said, his voice taking on a stern authority. "Think about what I said."

"You cannot just treat us like children!" a portly man on the far end of the table blustered. Cale did his best not to snort at how red his face got just from that single sentence. He didn't want to call too much attention to him and his little group. They were obscured by shadow for now and evidently these other humans weren't meant to be part of the new scenario, but too much commotion and the dungeon would improvise.

Some things never changed, though. Arrogant merchants, for one thing. Cale would recognize that combination of ostentatious clothing and jewelry anywhere.

"If you insist on acting like children, then I will do exactly that." Adam swept a hand out and the door to the room slammed open. A few of the humans, including the merchant, shot Adam sullen looks, but the rest filed out with thoughtful looks on their faces.

Cale waited for the door to shut again before he said anything. "Political trouble?"

"You don't know the half of it," Adam groaned, sinking back into his chair and plastering a hand to his face. "The future's right in front of us and half of these idiots care more about putting more coin in their pocket than figuring out how to save ourselves."

"What is this future, exactly?" Cale asked, sliding into one of the chairs himself. The others glanced at each other awkwardly before joining him, and soon they were all seated in a circle, with Adam at the head of it.

Adam let out a bedraggled sigh. "Right. You did get pulled away before you got to read any of my mother's notes," he muttered to himself. "You weren't kidding about just getting teleported to people when they're in need, huh? Does that work through time, too? None of you look like you've aged a day."

"Something like that," Cale said. It was better than trying to explain that this was a dungeon construct and they were just looking at a construct of history. Other delvers had tried that, and it... rarely went well.

"Alright," Adam said, taking a deep breath. "It's not like I haven't explained this a dozen times anyway. Okay. So, mom's notes basically say that the ice shamblers are going to be all that remains of us. You know about significance theory?"

Cale raised an eyebrow. He certainly hadn't, which meant it was probably something unique to this era. The others at the table didn't seem to have much more of a clue; Syphus and Leo shook their heads, Thorn frowned, and Graystalk just looked intrigued.

"Let's say we don't." Cale leaned forward.

Adam just nodded, like he'd been expecting that. "Significance theory is the idea that any event of enough significance—basically anything that causes a big enough change in the world or in the cosmos—echoes out through time," he said. "So if a town is about to be burned down, you might see things starting to catch on fire before them, even if there's nothing to set it alight. Or if a realm is about to be destroyed, you might start seeing ghosts of that realm in other realms."

"Or if a species is about to go extinct, you might start seeing echoes of their extinction," Cale said. "That manifest as naked old men, apparently."

Adam snorted. "Don't remind me," he said with a sigh, rubbing his eyes tiredly. "Not everyone can see them, is the biggest problem. My mother and I might be among the first to develop the ability. There's a few others now, but they mostly only see shadows."

"You've dedicated yourself to trying to stop it from happening," Cale concluded. His mind was awhirl with thoughts, but he held himself deliberately back, not wanting the others to see how affected he was by all this—and even then, Professor Graystalk was shooting him a concerned look. "How many years has it been?"

"Twenty." Adam gave him a slightly bitter smile. "After you disappeared, I had to... well, it doesn't matter. I dealt with my father and managed to make a name for myself by working on the magic you taught me."

"He's all grown up," Syphus whispered, wiping surreptitiously at its eye. Which was still nothing but a floating rune. Cale stared at it, then wisely decided not to ask.

"I'm royal advisor now, I guess," Adam said. "Not that it matters, since no one will listen to me."

"You should grow a beard," Syphus suggested. "I've been told that humans take other humans with beards much more seriously."

Adam frowned. "Really?" he asked, stroking his chin thoughtfully. "I might have to give it a try. I know a few like-minded people that have trouble getting their kings to listen; we could all try growing beards..."

"Is that everything that was in her notes?" Cale asked, trying to get them back on track, and Adam shook his head.

"No. There was a lot in there. Mostly about how to use the arcane feedback from them to fuel my magic." Adam looked away for a moment. "You were right, by the way. A lot of those notes were addressed to me personally. If I'd looked for them earlier—"

"You were just a kid," Cale said. "You shouldn't even have had all this on your shoulders."

"There wasn't anyone else." Adam shrugged and gave them a smile that didn't have much heart in it; he stood, then, and walked over to the window with his hands folded behind his back. "But yes. As I was saying, her notes had information on how to use the arcane feedback... well, she called it potential magic."

"Magic fueled by the difference between what is and what could be," Cale said.

"Right." Adam turned enough to shoot him a surprised look—clearly he hadn't expected Cale to catch on to that so quickly. "She figured that was the reason not everyone can see them and why even Ashvali is blind to them. The Fifth Intersection governs potential futures, but only when the path begins in and ends in her domain. If it begins somewhere else entirely, she won't be able to see it."

Cale nodded slowly. "And what exactly does it mean if a path begins outside of her domain?"

"That's what I've been trying to figure out." Adam slumped back into his chair, a frustrated look on his face. "It doesn't make sense. Everything should be a part of the Fifth Intersection's domain. Ashvali governs the infinite possibility of the Fog. What could possibly come from outside of it? There shouldn't even be an outside."

Cale remained silent for a long moment. This felt entirely too coincidental—after how long he'd been searching for answers, to have it all served up to him on a silver platter like this... it felt like there was another shoe that was going to drop, and he didn't like the feeling.

It was like a trap that had been designed for him. This was the sort of thing he would not and could not turn away from, no matter how it was going to turn out. He wanted so desperately to know what had happened, why he was alone, if there was any chance of ever going back.

He thought he had some idea of what might have happened now. He still didn't know what caused it, exactly, but Adam's description of something outside the Fog sounded either like something from the Outer Planes or like it could reference a transformation of the cosmos, and if he was right about when this was—

"Adam," Cale said carefully. "Do you know anything about Yggdrasil?"

Adam frowned and gave him a strange look. "What kind of word is that? Never heard of it. Is it relevant?"

"What about Sisyphus?" Cale continued. "Or Hephaestus?"

"I might have heard that last name before," Adam said. "In a book or something. I don't know. I haven't really had the time for any leisure reading. Is this leading up to something?"

Cale shared a significant glance with Syphus, raising a brow questioningly. It slowly shook its head to indicate that it could not, in fact, communicate with Sisyphus at the moment.

Interesting. So this was almost certainly an earlier iteration of the cosmos, then, one in which Yggdrasil didn't yet exist. If that were the case, then if something from Yggdrasil were to somehow end up in the Fog—perhaps through an application of this "significance theory" that Adam mentioned—then it would certainly escape Ashvali's sight.

Cale didn't know what he could do with that information yet, but he filed it away regardless. Any bit of knowledge was always useful.

"...Okay, I have no idea what any of that was about, and unfortunately I don't have time to stick around," Adam said with a sigh. "The king is going to want an update. I'll put in a good word for you and get you some rooms—it's the least I can do. Feel free to stick around for a bit until you get teleported somewhere else or whatever. Please let me know if you figure anything out."

With that, he stood and hurried out of the door, shutting it behind him.

Cale and the others stared at one another awkwardly for a long moment. Leo was the first to break the silence, and when he did, it was with a question Cale had really been hoping he could avoid.

"Cale," Leo said. "Why didn't we ever notice that you were the last human? I've always thought that humans were everywhere, but now that I think about it, you're the only one I've seen."

"And why didn't you ever tell us?" Syphus added.

Cale winced. He thought about how to respond, but to his surprise, Thorn spoke up before he could.

"He couldn't," the vinewalker supplied with a grunt. "It appears the disappearance of humanity is under a powerful obfuscation curse. The nature of this dungeon shields us from it, but that may be temporary."

"So I'm going to forget again?" Leo asked, looking stricken. "I don't want to forget something that important, I—"

"It's fine," Cale said. Both Thorn and Graystalk were looking at him with concern, which didn't surprise him—neither of them knew quite how to approach it, clearly, and he wasn't sure if he really wanted their sympathy. "It's not your fault. Let's just get this out of the way, and you guys can fill Flia and Damien in on it once we find them. Not sure I have it in me to talk about this more than once."





"You're telling us that Cale's the last of the humans?" Flia asked, sounding more skeptical than she felt. Damien was sitting back with a stunned, dumbfounded look on his face, so he had clearly bought the story wholesale; Flia felt like it was her obligation to be skeptical in his place, although she felt very much like Ashvali was telling the truth. Too many pieces fit for anything else to be the case.

They were in a small building that Ashvali had guided them to that she called "a rest stop in the Fog." Flia had never seen anything quite like it. Strange, brightly-lit tubes decorated the signs outside that declared this place the Infinite Motel, which was a strange choice of name for what she was certain was not anywhere close to infinite.

What looked like a fog elemental of some sort greeted them, dressed in bright red clothing, and at a word from Ashvali directed them to a surprisingly spacious room complete with a warm fireplace and balcony. Oddly enough, they were far higher up in the building than they should have been—Flia didn't remember going up any steps, yet a look out of the balcony showed that the building stretched far down into the fog beneath them, putting them at dizzying heights.

She did not like this place, to say the least. For one thing, she hadn't detected any semblance of spatial magic, and that worried her. If Ashvali or any of the other entities in this Fog could cast undetectable magic, then they were in far more danger than she could even name.

Of course, that left her in a bit of a dilemma, because it also meant that their best option was to keep doing whatever Ashvali wanted. Right now, she seemed to want a cup of tea and a conversation, which was why they were seated by the fireplace sipping at tea.

Flia didn't even like tea.

"My goodness," Ashvali said. "You're so terribly paranoid. When was the last time you've seen a human? Look into my eyes, my dear. Would I lie to you?"

Flia stared at the empty sockets on Ashvali's face. They were still dripping with ichor. "You don't... have any eyes right now."

Ashvali giggled. "True! But if you could see them, I assure you, you would believe me. I am exceptionally trustworthy."

"No one trustworthy says that," Flia pointed out.

"Well, that simply cannot be true, because I just did," Ashvali said. She dipped a finger in her tea to stir it—something that made Flia wince, even with how little she liked the tea—then took a long sip. "Anyway! You have questions, I'm sure. I'll answer any of them I can, so long as you do a teensy little favor for me afterward. Nothing terrible, I assure you?"

"Sorry, our mentor told us not to make any deals with strange entities appearing out of the fog," Flia said automatically.

Ashvali paused, then cackled gleefully to herself. "You're telling the truth!" she said, delighted. "What an incredibly specific warning! This Cale must be quite a character. I would so love to meet him. That is the favor I ask—that you bring him to me."

"I won't promise anything," Flia said. "It might be a trap. We're not doing anything that could hurt him."

Beside her, Damien nodded in agreement. "If you answer our questions, we'll think about it," he added quietly.

"So bold," Ashvali said brightly. She pushed a small plate of biscuits to them. Flia tried not to startle too much at the sudden appearance of the plate—she hadn't even noticed the conjuration, or any use of mana for the spell. "How about a freebie, then? I'll tell you something your mentor would love to know. He'll come find me, all by himself."

"We don't even know if you're telling the truth," Damien said quietly.

"Oh, don't give me that. Neither of you think I'm lying." Ashvali giggled again, then leaned forward and gave them a stunningly bright smile. "Tell me if you think your mentor would want to hear this..."

She whispered something to them. Both Flia and Damien shot from their seats at the words, eyes wide.

"You better not be lying," Flia said, her voice trembling.

"We won't forgive you if you are," Damien added, balling his fists.

"Such spirited children," Ashvali said, laughing. "Shouldn't you be happy? It's good news!

"After all, who wouldn't like knowing they're not the last of their kind?"





Cale was hesitating, and everyone knew it.

Already he really wanted to get back to the magic stuff. Maybe there would be an opportunity after this? The dungeon must have brought them here for a reason, after all. There would be some objective for them to fulfil other than just having a meeting.

Right on cue, the door opened, and a small, goblin-like creature with a clock for a head popped in. "Hello!" it said. "I am the butler! Master Merlin says I am to guide you to your rooms when you are finished! He also says I should tell you that he forgot that you were probably sent here for a reason, and that he knows what that reason is."

There was a long silence as they all stared at the... clock goblin? What was that thing?

"...And that reason is?" Cale prompted.

"Ah!" The goblin startled, like it had forgotten they were there. "Yes! Dragon."

"Dragon?"

"There will be dragon tomorrow." The goblin paused. "Dragon rain. Must prepare!"

Cale decided he would figure out what was going on with that thing later. "Can you just... wait outside, please?" he said. "I need to talk to my friends about something important."

"Yes! Clock will wait outside." The goblin nodded eagerly, then popped out again, slamming the door shut.

Professor Graystalk was the first to speak. "I suppose a bit of levity is appreciated," he said mildly. "Cale? If you are quite alright, I would like to know if I can help. I think all of us would like to know that."

The others all nodded in agreement—even Thorn, who didn't know him yet. Not really. Cale felt a small glow of warmth inside him, and it took him a second to place it, it was so unfamiliar to him.

Hope.

...Damn it.
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  Part of the problem with talking about this was that it was one of the few things that Cale had next to no experience with, given how rarely he was able to talk to anyone about it in the first place.

That and the fact that despite all his searching, he had no idea what had happened to humanity. Cale had spent longer than he could remember believing he would never know what had happened to his kind. That he would chance upon something that seemed like it would answer that question now, in the middle of a dungeon he had expected to be nothing more than a standard pilgrimage...

Well, even now, the whole situation didn't quite feel real. It was a good thing he could talk to others about it for once, or he might have assumed he was under some sort of illusion again.

(Cale had, in fact, checked for that a few times and had thus far found no indication that he was subject to any kind of illusory magic. It didn't stop him from checking again every so often. It was common sense to check for it every time it felt like a universal law was being broken, and while he was probably doing it a bit more than was necessary, Cale felt like he'd earned a little paranoia in this regard.)

"I cannot imagine the scale of magic that would be required to make the entirety of the Great Realms ignore the extinction of your species," Professor Graystalk said quietly. He sounded like he was still trying to process the sheer tragedy of it. "You say that this affects every mage you have met, no matter their strength?"

"Pretty much," Cale said. "I hadn't encountered anyone naturally immune to it until Professor Sternkessel, and I'm still not sure why he isn't affected by it. Something to do with him being a Greater Indictment, I suspect."

Graystalk nodded, though he still seemed troubled. "It is disturbing to think that such magic has been influencing us all this time. I am sorry that you have had to face it alone."

That made Cale smile a wry smile. "I'm used to it."

"That doesn't make it right," Leo muttered. He and Syphus seemed more frustrated by the revelations than anything else—the idea that something so important to their mentor had been hidden from them really seemed to bother them.

Thorn, on the other hand, had more practical questions, and Cale appreciated the distraction.

"Do you believe the Headmaster faces the same threat?" Thorn glanced around the room they were in, as if trying to spot the ice shamblers. "What happened to your kind appears similar to what is happening to his. If the threat is the same—"

Cale shook his head. "If it is, then they're at different stages," he said. "I've thought about it, and there are some similarities, but not enough to say anything for certain. Akkau hasn't mentioned anything about ice shambler equivalents, for example, and even if he isn't able to see them we should have at least seen the effect of having them around."

"Could be manifesting in a different manner," Thorn said. "Said it yourself. Great Realms are fundamentally different now. Significance theory as that human described it does not exist."

Cale nodded. "You aren't wrong," he said. "We'll keep an eye out for any other similarities and see if anything we find here could help us figure out what's going on with the Headmaster."

Graystalk made a small, distinctly unhappy sort of noise. "I wish he told us of his plight," he grumbled. "I cannot believe we only learned of it through his students."

"He did not want you to worry," Thorn rumbled, though he didn't look Graystalk in the eye. "We were told not to reveal that matter to any of Brightscale's professors. Was the only way he would allow us to research a cure for him."

"And you only discovered the problem because Sekera was able to identify a problem with his soul and you confronted him, I know." The elven professor sighed wearily. "Stubborn fool. I can see why Sternkessel stopped talking to him."

"Mm." Thorn grunted, withdrawing slightly into himself again. "Human. If we are unable to remember what happens in this dungeon..."

"It falls to me to make sure the same doesn't happen to Akkau," Cale said, nodding. This was more familiar territory. "Don't worry. I don't intend to let what happened to humanity happen to anyone else. No one should have to face what I did."

Thorn stared at him. "...No. Was about to tell you to help us remember," he said, in a tone that implied Cale was being an idiot. "Am worried about Headmaster, but have not forgotten about you."

Cale paused. "Uh," he said.

"I will not accept simply forgetting about your predicament once we leave, either," Graystalk told him gravely. "Neither will your apprentices, I suspect."

Both Syphus and Leo nodded in fierce agreement. "Screw that," Leo said.

"Fuck," Syphus supplied helpfully.

Thorn contributed by muttering something under his breath so quietly that Cale had no idea what he said. "What was that?" Cale asked, still off-balance.

"Not repeating myself," Thorn muttered, immediately looking away. Cale just blinked, then turned to Professor Graystalk, who was wearing a faintly amused grin that indicated that he had heard what Thorn had said but wouldn't be sharing.

Right then. He was just going to move on from that, he supposed?

It meant a lot to him that none of them were willing to just forget about his predicament, but finding a solution to that when he'd been searching for eons didn't seem like a good use of their limited time. Cale managed to muster up a small grin. "I appreciate it, guys, but it's probably best if we focus our efforts on finding out what actually happened," he said. "If I really need to talk to you guys once we leave, I can always conjure up a barrier. It works if I try really, really hard."

"You won't, though," Syphus pointed out. Which was true, but they weren't supposed to know that! Cale stared at his apprentice, aghast, while everyone else nodded in agreement and then just started discussing the problem at hand like he wasn't even there.

"I cannot see how a magic like this could even exist," Graystalk said with a slight frown. "It would be best to start there, if anyone has any ideas. A spell that impacts the entirety of the Great Realms should be subject to the hierarchy of magic. That it appears to affect every mage regardless of core or specialization defies everything we know."

"Except Cale," Leo supplied.

Graystalk nodded. "If Cale alone were unaffected, it could be explained by the absurdity of his core," the professor said. "But Sternkessel sharing his immunity defies that logic."

"We really should focus on the dungeon and why humans disappeared," Cale interjected, trying to get everyone back on track.

Graystalk glanced up at him, then slowly shook his head. "That will not be enough."

"Why not?" Cale was aware he might have been whining a bit. It was possible that having multiple people supportively trying to remember what he was going through was a tiny bit overwhelming for him.

"Even if this dungeon tells us why humanity has vanished, there is no guarantee it will tell us why we cannot remember that fact," Professor Graystalk pointed out, and Cale hated that he couldn't deny that. It was a frustratingly good point. "It is quite possible that those are two entirely separate events, and even if they are not, the specific way in which this obfuscation functions will likely answer some crucial questions."

"Yeah," Leo said. "I've been thinking about that. I mean, if they have to make everyone forget, why not just make us forget that humans even exist? Making us remember them but not notice that they're gone seems like a way more complicated spell."

"Suggests purpose," Thorn grunted. "Means there has to be a reason humanity cannot be entirely forgotten."

"Indeed." Graystalk had a hand to his chin and was now clearly deep in thought. "Perhaps the memory of humanity, if not its existence, still plays a key role... But we are getting ahead of ourselves. I would first like to determine how we can best preserve our memories once we leave this dungeon. Cale, you believe it is the dungeon itself allowing us to perceive and remember that you are the last of your kind, correct?"

Cale sighed, resigning himself to this conversation. Clearly he wasn't going to convince any of them not to try, and if he was being honest with himself, he desperately wanted his friends to be able to remember. "Yeah," he said. "It's the only thing that makes sense, anyway. As far as I can tell, this dungeon is somehow replicating a pre-Yggdrasil era. Yggdrasil was what existed before the Great Realms, for anyone who doesn't already know."

Neither Syphus nor Leo were surprised, but both Graystalk and Thorn stared at him like he'd grown a second head. Between the two of them, Graystalk managed to speak first. "You are—older than the Great...?"

"I'm not the only one," Cale said quickly. "Alina is too, remember? A lot of infernals are really old!"

Graystalk rubbed his temples. "I believe I will table that to process later," he muttered. "It seems likely, based on what you have told us, that the state of this dungeon is what is interfering with the effect. Part of this is likely because we must be able to understand the scenario it is presenting to even participate, but if you are able to minimize the effect with a barrier, then I cannot help but wonder..."

"That is kind of weird, now that you mention it," Leo said thoughtfully. "That implies it's a constant, external effect, isn't it? But if it could be warded off with mana alone, a standard barrier should be enough to circumvent the effect. Or at least a concentrated mind barrier or something. I'm assuming you've asked a mind mage to try that before."

"I have," Cale agreed. "Didn't do anything. Only the one I make works, for some reason, and I have to put a lot of mana into it."

"Understatement," Thorn grunted. Cale glanced at him, surprised, and the vinewalker sighed before elaborating. "Felt it earlier when you put the barrier around us. Researched the idea of it before while looking for methods to hide from erasure effects. Hoped to use it to stave off the progression of the Headmaster's... infection. Dismissed it as impractical." 

"The idea of what, exactly?" Cale asked, confused.

"You said you 'put a lot of mana into it'," Thorn said. "That is an understatement. You flood the boundary with realm-equivalent mana and violently agitate it."

Okay, that was an accurate description of what he was actually doing, Cale supposed. He wasn't sure he would have gone with the violent agitation part. "And?"

"You're performing a form of reality isolation," Thorn said flatly.

Graystalk blinked. "You are suggesting that a sufficiently strong and, ah, agitated barrier can isolate individuals from reality itself?"

Thorn nodded. "Purely theoretical," he said, before shooting Cale a vaguely exasperated look that said he knew he was going to be re-evaluating a lot more of those purely theoretical ideas very soon. "Supposed to be, anyway. Reality isolation temporarily severs a section of space from the Abyss itself. As I said, I dismissed it as impractical, partly due to the mana quantity required but also because I was warned it might upset the Leviathan."

"That won't be a problem for Cale," Syphus offered. "If it did she would probably let him kiss it better or something."

Cale sputtered. "What?!" he started, indignant. "Where are you even getting these ideas? Who have you been talking to?!"

"I believe I have some questions," Thorn said.

"If your description of reality isolation is accurate, then I suspect we are currently bypassing the effect through the same mechanism," Graystalk said, undeterred by the aside. "Though I do not necessarily understand why it appears to be independent of the hierarchy of magic."

"Maybe it's not magic at all," Leo suggested, and everyone—even Cale, who wasn't quite done sputtering yet—turned to stare at him. "Uh, I mean, it could be something like those rules the Abyssal Ones can impose, right? Maybe it's not a magical effect so much as a rule being imposed on the Great Realms, uh, somehow."

Professor Graystalk narrowed his eyes slightly. "Greater Indictments are creations of the realms," he said, the words thoughtful. "They would be one of the few entities unaffected by those rules, given they are a product of them."

"And it'd basically confirm we'll forget again once we leave this dungeon," Leo said. "I have no idea how we'd circumvent a rule of the Realms. How'd anyone even get it in there?"

Everyone turned to look at Cale, who blinked. "What?" he asked. "Don't look at me, I have no idea. I don't make the rules."

"You are very good at breaking them, though," Professor Graystalk pointed out mildly, and that gave Cale pause.

He was, wasn't he?

Maybe he'd been approaching this the wrong way.

***

Cale was still looking contemplative when they made their way out of the room and was greeted by the goblin Adam had left for them. He'd told the others he'd need some time to figure out a plan, and though they had needled him a bit to make sure he was actually coming up with one and not just trying to get them to move on, they'd eventually believed him.

Emphasis on eventually. Syphus and Leo had been especially determined to make absolutely sure that he would keep his word, and it had taken several promises, oaths, and secrets that Cale had been keeping in his back pocket before they believed him.

And even now they kept casting him suspicious looks! Honestly. He had no idea what he'd done to deserve this other than all the things he'd done to deserve this.

"You have muchly time remaining before dragon rain," their goblin guide rambled happily. Said guide had insisted several times that his name was Clock. He was, apparently, not some unheard-of species of clock goblin. Rather, he wore a clock on his head for anonymity so that the other goblins didn't recognize and get jealous of his prestigious position as Adam's personal assistant.

Cale had no idea what to make of that.

"Clock suggests you put things in rooms then explore!" Clock said. "We have many bigly classes today by many famous human mages! Is rare big opportunity. Must learn!"

Wait. Cale glanced at the others, who seemed equally surprised, then around at the hallway they were actually moving down. He'd assumed they were in some sort of palace, given Adam's apparent position as royal advisor, but the layout of different rooms felt remarkably familiar...

"Are we in another academy?" Cale asked, suddenly delighted. He wanted to know what had happened to humanity, but this was nearly as good, and they didn't have anything else to do in the meantime anyway! This was a chance to see what human lessons were like. And what magic in general had been like in the pre-Yggdrasil era.

Evidently the others were also intrigued, because Professor Graystalk was looking around with a renewed sense of fascination, Leo was already taking notes, and even Thorn looked,.. well, he looked slightly more impressed, anyway. The vinewalker's expressions didn't really change much.

"Yes yes!" Clock cheered. "Human magic exchange academy! Thoth University! Many famous humans. Come! Clock has authority to register you."

"I would like to be registered as a professor, please," Graystalk said.

Clock paused. "You sure? Humans competitive! Will make you prove yourself."

"I am quite certain." Professor Graystalk was wearing a grin Cale wasn't familiar with. "Perhaps you could register Cale as my assistant?"

"Yes yes! Clock can do that. You want... attend and teach? Yes?" Clock bounced a little on his feet. Cale opened his mouth to protest—he really just wanted to attend a bunch of classes—and then shut it again.

Graystalk was supposed to teach them to craft magical foci. That was probably what he was thinking about. Classrooms would be a useful resource, and they might even get to see if humans did things differently here. It could be fun.

"Yes," Graystalk said, glancing at Cale.

Cale gave him a thumbs up. "Sure, I'll be his assistant," he said. "Where do we sign up?"

"Rooms first! Put things in room," Clock said. "Pick up uniforms! Then we find administrator branch. Come, come!"

Cale glanced at the others, then followed along, bemused.

If only Flia and Damien were here. He hoped they'd find a way to meet up soon—he really didn't want them to miss out on this. They would've hated to be left out of cool new magic lessons.

***

Flia and Damien sat at the only two desks in what was indisputably a classroom that Ashvali had shoved them into. Why there was a classroom in the motel, Flia had no idea. Nor was she certain they were going to learn anything useful here, given their professor was...

"Bob," the indescribable eldritch horror supplied helpfully in a thousand different voices. "My name is Bob."

"How many of you are named Bob?" Flia asked, exasperated.

Bob undulated for a moment. "Thirt... eventeen."

"That's not a number."

Damien nudged her. "I'm not sure we should argue with Bob," he whispered.

"I'm just saying," Flia grumbled. It didn't seem to matter to Bob anyway—it just undulated again, splattered itself across the chalkboard, then re-formed into the vague impression of a professor holding a stick.

"First," Bob said, "I will teach human etiquette!"

"We know human etiquette," Flia said. Why had Ashvali called this important again? "Humans aren't forgotten. That's sort of the whole thing."

"If you are looking for a human and hear footsteps behind you, never turn around," Bob said. "The human is following you! But if you turn around, both you and the human will be trapped forever."

Flia frowned, straightening slightly in her seat; beside her, Damien did the same.

This wasn't human etiquette at all.

It could have been nonsense, but Flia had the strangest sense that Bob was trying to communicate something to them, and she was pretty sure the look on Damien's face said he thought the same.
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  Apparently, when Clock had said administrator branch, he hadn't meant a branch that dealt with administration so much as he'd meant an administrator that went by the name of Branch.

Who, to Cale's absolute delight, also appeared to be a literal branch.

Even with the weight of what they were here to uncover hanging above him, Cale couldn't help but devour every bit of information he could get on this place and how it functioned. It was a whole different era of magic, after all! And while humans weren't the only species that walked the halls of this university, they very much seemed to be the majority.

Cale had no idea how other humans might have impacted the development of various magical traditions, which in itself was terribly exciting. Sure, this was an earlier era of magic and there was no guarantee that magic itself hadn't shifted in all the time since, but that only meant there was a lot to learn about how things used to be.

Besides, even if the rules of magic had shifted, Cale wanted to know how humans had dealt with them! What kind of spells had they been developing? Had baking magic been any easier, or was there still that odd gap in magic around perfect bread conjuration?

Administrator Branch itself was an example of how different things seemed to be here. Thoth University seemed to rely on a sort of symbiotic relationship with some deeply magical plant that threaded itself throughout the building. Cale had noticed roots, tendrils, and general plantlife creeping through the hallways and out of the walls. They'd been present in the meeting room, too, but at the time Cale had thought of them as decoration.

Now it was clear that they were more than that. Brightly-glowing flowers sprouted out of the walls at regular intervals to act as lighting and thick branches protruded out above each doorway to act as signage; at one point, Cale even noticed a wooden tendril emerging from the ground for the express purpose of snagging a runaway student and tossing them down into what he assumed was some sort of detention pit.

There was a similarity, at least! Detention pits. Those things were surprisingly common in magic academies. Just as all species would eventually evolve into crabs, every magic academy eventually developed some sort of pit that ended up being used for detention.

Even with that, it was incredible how different it was from the magic academies he was used to. The ones in the Great Realms did tend to gain some semblance of life and intelligence, but always as a result of the mana that saturated them. This was the first instance he'd seen of intelligence being intentionally seeded throughout the building to help with administrative matters.

Cale wondered briefly if Akkau would be open to suggestions. He was pretty sure they could intentionally summon some sort of spirit into the walls of Brightscale Academy to help with maintenance, and the Red Hunters would never have been able to spy on them if the academy itself had a watchful spirit capable of throwing them into the detention pit.

Administrator Branch was the perfect example of how effective it was. It was a branch that stretched into the office through a brightly-lit window and hung in front of them with a brilliant display of silver leaves. A closer inspection revealed that the leaves were an ever-shifting record of every individual within the academy and what they were doing. It was a beautiful example of administrative efficiency, which Cale ordinarily couldn't have cared less about—

Thank you, Administrator Branch told him, sounding vaguely embarrassed. I would request you think less... loudly. It is distracting.

"Cale, stop flirting with the branch," Syphus said, crossing its arms. "I don't approve of relationships with plantlife."

"First of all, I wasn't flirting, I was thinking about paperwork. Which is the opposite of flirting." Cale raised a finger. "Second, Thorn is right there. You have to get over your fear of plants."

"I don't fear plants," Syphus said. "I just think they're inferior to rocks."

"Again, Thorn is right there."

"Thorn doesn't count."

Cale rolled his eyes while Leo looked vaguely embarrassed on Syphus's behalf; Administrator Branch, thankfully, didn't seem to take much offense to the whole exchange. Apparently—and it communicated this in a telepathic burst that was more feeling than words—it was used to this sort of behavior from artificial constructs, and they all learned to get over themselves eventually.

Hopefully Syphus would do the same. Cale shot Syphus a slightly narrow-eyed look, sighed when it pretended it hadn't seen him, and turned his attention back to Administrator Branch.

"I'll keep my telepathic voice down," he said. "I'd love to learn more about you sometime, though. You manage everything in this university?"

My greater-soul does, Administrator Branch answered, projecting the idea of a great tree to which it was connected. It was nothing more than a fragment of that tree, apparently.

Cale paused slightly at that, wondering if it was related to Yggdrasil in some way. The World Tree didn't yet exist, presumably, but this seemed oddly analogous. "Does the name Yggdrasil mean anything to you?"

It does not, but it is common for nexus trees like my greater-soul to be seeded as the centerpoint for many universities, Administrator Branch answered.

Well, that didn't answer his most pressing question, but it did tell him that magic academies as a whole had been very different in this era, rather than it being specific to Thoth University. Cale had so many questions.

...That he would reserve for later. He really wanted to get into one of the classes here to see what magic had been like.

To that end, he let Professor Graystalk step forward and handle getting them registered to "study" at the university for a day or so. Administrator Branch helped them to curate a small selection of introductory courses that would show them both the basics of Fog-era magic as well as the full extent of its capabilities, or at least as close to that as they dared to get in an academic setting. Cale would have attended every single available class if he could, but alas, that was apparently infeasible.

So was sneaking into classes. The moment he had the thought, Administrator Branch politely informed him that if he did that, it would be forced to throw him into the detention pit.

Cale, of course, very carefully did not think about how he was curious about the detention pit.

With their classes selected, all they had to do was inscribe their names onto a smaller sub-branch that Administrator Branch extended out toward them; the moment they did so, it began glowing, then sprouted golden leaves that detailed their new classes along with a convenient timer and directions that would tell them how to get to each class. They were just like Akkau's schedule scrolls! Cale wondered if they would also scream if they were about to be late.

No, Administrator Branch said when he asked, seeming amused. My greater-soul will simply move you to the class if you are likely to be late, unless you are otherwise preoccupied.

Oh, right, the tendrils. Cale supposed it would be quite difficult to be late for a class if there were roots throughout the building that could drag students around.

...Akkau was definitely going to want to hear about this. Maybe they could get Thorn to do something similar? He glanced at the vinewalker, who met his eyes with a deadpan glare.

Okay, maybe not, actually.

There is one last thing, Administrator Branch said. Thoth University has a strong focus on apprenticeship-based learning, and our classes are largely structured around them. Each class typically consists of three mentors, their assistants, and the apprentices assigned to them. Visiting students are often assigned a temporary mentor for any classes they want to audit, but I sense that one of you is a registered professor in a different academy.

Our university greatly values the perspective a foreign mage may bring to the table. Part of the reason each class consists of multiple mentors is so that our students are exposed to forms of magic that their direct mentors may not be familiar with. If you are willing, I would register your professor as the mentor for your group.

"I would be delighted to share what I know," Professor Graystalk said.

Excellent. Administrator Branch seemed rather giddy about the response. Either that or it was the wind blowing into the office. Cale wasn't really practiced at reading the body language of trees, given he'd mostly avoided the sapient ones after the Yggdrasil incident. And you would like Cale Cadwell Cobbs registered as your assistant, correct?

"Correct," Professor Graystalk said. Thorn grumbled something under his breath.

Very well, then. Ah, and a word of warning, Administrator Branch added. Our mages can be rather competitive at times. Also, it is possible they will ask to exchange apprentices if they feel one of yours is a better fit for them and vice versa. Feel free to decline, but know that if you accept, it will only be for the day. Unless, of course, you were to join us in an official capacity.

"Understood," Professor Graystalk said politely.

Then I hope you enjoy your time here. The branch rustled goodbye at them as they filed out of the office, waving in return.

"Trading apprentices feels wrong, for some reason," Cale remarked once the door shut.

"A result of how common apprenticeships are here, I suspect," Professor Graystalk said. "It would be quite a scandal if any mage were to trade apprentices in Brightscale, but very few students have apprenticeships to begin with. If every professor had one, I imagine it would only be natural to try to ensure you have the students best suited to your methods."

"Makes sense, I guess," Cale said. He didn't quite get it, since there was nothing that would convince him to give up any of his apprentices, but he did understand the logic behind it. "Anyway, let's get going. I want to see what magic here was like!"

Graystalk chuckled. "As do the rest of us, I suspect. Very well; let us see what this era of magic has in store for us."





Their first class was Foundational Spell Systems, and the first thing Cale and the others noticed was that the mages in charge of it were very excited to greet them. In the sense that they had, as far as Cale could tell, been waiting by the door so they could pounce on them the second they walked in.

"You must be the new guys!" Instructor Erik—Cale knew all three of them by the giant name tags they had evidently hastily scribbled out and then taped to their coats with duct tape, of all things—said. "I hear you're from a different part of the Fog entirely. What's magic like there? Are your spells any different?"

"Don't be foolish, Erik," Instructor Elizabeth scolded, although the gleam in her eyes told Cale she was just as interested in the answer. "The idea that magic is different in different parts of the Fog is only a theory. We have no evidence that it's the case here."

"It could be, though," Erik said, sticking his tongue out at her while everyone else looked on, bemused. "This might be our chance to prove the theory of Fog-based magical deviation!"

"Or our chance to scare them away before they have any chance to prove anything," Elizabeth countered. "Besides, I would much rather learn about the monsters where they're from. They could have new ingredients for our magic!"

"New ingredients don't matter if their spells are different enough," Erik argued. They were getting into each other's faces at this point, and from the vaguely exhausted looks their apprentices were wearing, Cale suspected this was a common occurrence.

The third mage stepped forward then, waving the other two back. "I apologize on their behalf," Instructor Hikari said, offering them a polite bow. "They are merely excited. We have not received new visitors to our university in quite some time, especially since the Fog began to dissipate. We are interested in whatever you may be willing to share, of course, but it will come as a natural part of the class and not because we are assaulting our guests with questions."

She directed that last part at the other two mages, who, to their credit, looked immediately guilty. "Right," Erik said sheepishly. "Sorry about that."

"My apologies," Elizabeth agreed.

"We should do a demonstration of our magic instead," Erik said, immediately pivoting. "It'll be a good way to get things started, and we'll be able to see how much our traditions differ. Foundational Spell Systems is the perfect class for that sort of thing! We're partway into the semester already so we'd normally be doing systems refinement, but we can just work that into the demonstration."

"You and your apprentices could start with an unrefined spell system," Elizabeth suggested. "Then Hikari and I can demonstrate what a refined version would look like and why the foundations are important. It'll be good revision for the apprentices."

"I agree," Hikari said. "My apprentices and I will go third, then. Professor Graystalk, would you agree to go last?"

"Of course," Graystalk said, bemused.

"Great!" Erik said. "Apprentices, to me! Bring all the ingredients you can carry. We gotta impress our guests. And preferably make a spell that's hard for Elizabeth and Hikari to refine."

Elizabeth snorted. "Good luck with that."

Hikari smiled. "I look forward to the challenge."





It took a grand total of five minutes for Erik and his apprentices to come up with the spell they wanted to demonstrate, even after they'd decided on what that spell would be. That was both curiously long and strangely short to Cale. He wasn't the only one that noticed it, either—Leo leaned over to tap him on the shoulder.

"It kinda looks like they're constructing the spell from scratch," he whispered. Indeed, Erik was sketching a series of linked chalk circles on the ground. "Do they have to do that every time?"

"I'm assuming they have faster ways of casting spells, too. Adam picked up that spell from Syphus easy enough before," Cale answered. "But we'll have to see. I'd expect it to take longer if they were constructing something new, but it shouldn't have taken so much time if they already had it memorized."

"They were modifying an existing spell, I suspect," Professor Graystalk said. "The process appears to be much more manual than it would be for a modern spell construct."

Cale nodded. "Plus they talked about ingredients, and they've got a bunch of alchemical reagents with them," he added. He watched with interest as Erik and his apprentices began filling each chalk circle with a different alchemical catalyst; thankfully, Erik explained what he was doing as he went.

"Spell systems are all about making sure your mana has a way to flow naturally," Erik said, a little too loudly; Cale snorted slightly as one of his apprentices cringed away from him. "A typical First Circle spell consists of five nodes. The node configuration you're using has a direct impact on the efficiency of your spell, so each time we construct a First Circle spell, we need to adjust the node configuration based on the ingredients we're using and the effect we want."

He straightened, then began gesturing to each of the chalk circles—nodes? It sounded like they used the word circles to refer to spell tier, so nodes was probably better. "In this case," Erik continued, "we'll be demonstrating a low-efficiency Basic Illusion using glowbeetle nectar, a glass marble, a gryphon feather, gelatinous residue..."

He paused at the final, still-empty node, then grinned, though his apprentices looked chagrined. "And also a bunch of dirt I found," he said, dropping what indeed looked like a clump of dirt into the final spot.

Elizabeth made an outraged noise. "You can't just add dirt as a reagent! You connected the dirt node to all the other nodes! That's going to make it nearly impossible to refine!"

"That's the whole point of this class, isn't it?" Erik said smugly. "You have to show them how good we are at spell systems! Besides, Basic Illusion loves spontaneity, you know that."

"I'll show you spontaneity," Elizabeth muttered sourly, though she seemed resigned, like she knew there was no point trying to convince Erik to change his mind. Again, it seemed it was routine for them.

Cale had to hold back a laugh, honestly. He liked these mages.

"Anyway!" Erik said. "Devon, show 'em your stuff!"

One of Erik's apprentices—Devon, presumably—nodded and stepped up to the chalk, then bent down to slap his palms against the circle. Mana flowed from his core, through his hands, and into the glowbeetle nectar, then the marble, then the feather and the residue, and finally it reached the dirt and doubled back in on itself.

Then a blaze of light burst out of the chalk, resolving into a detailed, three-dimensional image of Cale's group.

"Ta-da!" Erik said proudly. "What do you think? Devon's got pretty good art skills, right? My illusions all look like they have melting faces, so Elizabeth banned me from making them."

"For good reason," Elizabeth called out. Erik just beamed.

"It is impressive," Graystalk said, leaning forward curiously. Cale was doing the same thing, reaching out with his mana sense to examine how exactly the illusion was being generated. It was rare for him to see what was essentially an alchemy-based method of spellcasting, and even amongst those, this particular method was unique. Something about it teased at his senses, almost like...

Oh. Oh.

Cale closed his eyes so he could better focus on his mana sense. This was a form of magic he'd never encountered before, and he could barely grasp what was happening on the very edge of his mana sense, but if he focused—if he stopped trying to feel for the mana and let it speak to him instead—he could hear the spell.

The reagents that Erik selected were speaking to one another. It wasn't in any language Cale could name, but there was a distinct note that rang out from each of them as Devon's mana poured through them. Each one flowed into the next, forming a beautiful melody that Cale began subconsciously humming to; before he knew it, he was smiling, his eyes bright.

He lived for moments like this, when magic showed him something new.

You have acquired Basic Illusion.

Cale couldn't wait to see what else there was to learn here.
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  Cale could sense the reverberating notes of Basic Illusion long after Erik and his apprentices dismissed the spell.

Part of him wondered if anyone else could hear it, too. If they could, then they showed no sign of it, nor did any of the instructors mention it as a means of refining the spell. He was almost certain he could hear exactly what needed to be refined—there were small, dissonant notes in the melody that came about from the way the magic flowed together—but when Elizabeth and her apprentices set out to begin the next stage of their demonstration, there was no mention of even using their mana sense to feel out the spell.

Instead, they began discussing the changes they thought they would need to make, starting by analyzing the node configuration that Erik had laid out to figure out how he'd constructed it to begin with.

"Spell systems are an art form," Elizabeth explained, "and for the purposes of this class, many of them are unique. The same effect can be achieved with many different combinations of reagents and nodes, and a good understanding of them will allow you to cast even when your normal materials and standard patterns aren't available to you."

It sounded very much like the basics of spellcasting via spell systems had emerged through rigorous study and experimentation. Was it possible that they couldn't hear their reagents speaking to one another through their magic?

Maybe they hadn't developed their mana senses as much, since this method of spellcasting didn't require putting complex constructs together. Cale turned to Graystalk. "Is your mana sense picking anything up from that cast?"

"Not quite." Graystalk was staring at the chalk circles, intrigued. "This appears to be a unique form of spellcasting."

"Nothing like music?" Cale persisted, and Graystalk turned a puzzled look to him.

"No," he said. "Are you sensing something in particular?"

"I think so." Cale hummed in thought. Leo, Syphus and Thorn hadn't sensed anything unique, either, judging from the way they all shook their heads when he turned to look at them, so maybe what he was hearing was unique to him.

The Gift had taken note of it, after all, and Cale hadn't missed the fact that his new spell had been delivered in an entirely different tone and format. He called it up again just to see what it had to say.

Basic Illusion (Record)
First Circle

Conjures a solid illusory construct. Unlocks access to First Circle spell systems.

Increase your understanding to uncover and record more magic within this domain.

Cale had never seen more beautiful words. He had to tamp down a bit on his excitement, though he didn't bother to stop the grin that stole across his face. This was confirmation that there was some compatibility here with the Gift, even if it was only taking a record of the node configurations he saw. He suspected there was a bit more to it than that, or it wouldn't require him to understand them to unlock more of them, but that part didn't really matter to him.

He loved a good mystery. This was a whole new system to explore!

Cale turned his attention back to Elizabeth and her apprentices for now, though. As eager as he was to figure this out, he'd already blown up a classroom or three rushing ahead of everyone else, and he did know to be careful when engaging with new methods of spellcasting.

Mostly.

It did mean that this second demonstration felt like it was going much slower than the first. Cale wasn't any less interested in what they were doing, of course, but he learned best through experimentation and was itching to do some of his own.

Thankfully, Elizabeth began explaining exactly what she and her apprentices were doing, and that was enough of a distraction to quell the itch for now.

Erik's version of Basic Illusion had intentionally been poorly optimized, essentially the bare-minimum configuration needed for the spell to function. Now, Elizabeth explained, they had to find a way to cast the same spell using less mana and with less interference, which would consume more of the arcane energy within each reagent to achieve the same effect.

Cale watched intently as she drew a new set of circles into the ground, mimicking Erik's original design but with thicker, cleaner lines. Her apprentices helped move the reagents into the new set of nodes as she drew them out. "To truly refine a spell system," she said, "you must understand every aspect of the spell you wish to cast and how to make those aspects work together. Consider what Erik has given us, for instance. How do these reagents result in a casting of Basic Illusion? Nora?"

One of Elizabeth's apprentices cleared her throat. "The glowbeetle nectar provides light," she said, enunciating each word carefully. "The glass marble refracts the light to provide color. Gryphon feathers contain elemental shaping, which allows the illusion to take shape, and the gelatinous residue offers substance to make the illusion corporeal."

"Very good," Elizabeth said approvingly. "And the dirt?"

Nora hesitated. "I don't know," she admitted. "Spontaneity?"

Elizabeth chuckled and gave her apprentice a pat on the head and a surprisingly warm smile; evidently, the way she treated them was very different from the way she treated Erik. "Close," she said. "I know that's what Instructor Erik said, but it hasn't exactly been proven yet. There is some evidence that it works, though. What about you, Jurug?"

The apprentice that responded was one of the few non-human students in the class, though no one seemed to treat him any differently. The enormous, lumbering orc scratched his head for a moment. "Jurug thinks it is filler," he said. "All First Circle spells must use five nodes, yes?"

"Excellent," Elizabeth said with a nod. "Quite right. Many First Circle spells theoretically revolve around three or four core ingredients instead of using the full complement of five, but leaving a node empty risks destabilizing the spell. Thus, we fill the nodes that would otherwise be empty with a neutral ingredient."

She paused, then turned to Erik and narrowed her eyes at him. "Which," she added icily, "is not usually a lump of dirt."

Erik, of course, simply returned her ire with a grin and a jaunty wave. Cale snickered a bit at the sight.

"The dirt complicates things," Elizabeth continued, electing to ignore Erik's shenanigans. "It's a mixed ingredient, first of all, which means it's not magically neutral and introduces a great deal of interference into the spell. If you remember your lessons, that results in both increased cost and reduced effect. Normally, I would simply substitute it for something else, and in any practical situation I would strongly recommend this if possible.

"In keeping with the spirit of this exercise, however, we will discuss techniques to refine sub-optimal reagents instead. There is some benefit to this; you may be forced to use ingredients like these when spellcasting in the wild, so pay close attention. You especially, Xinghuo."

That was her third apprentice, Cale assumed. Xinghuo bowed, her cheeks flushing with embarrassment. The streaks of dirt on her uniform were a pretty solid hint as to why Elizabeth had called her out specifically.

Cale could relate. Every time he accepted any sort of teacher, he eventually disappeared, and then they'd end up finding him in the strangest of places. Including, at one point, half-buried in a graveyard.

"If we had a second empty node, we could use a counterbalancing agent to neutralize the arcane shift caused by the first." Elizabeth demonstrated this by drawing two parallel lines between two of the nodes, though she erased them a moment later. "Since Basic Illusion doesn't allow us that, we'll use a recursive reduction instead. Be careful when using these. They can cause your spell to get clogged, and we all know what can happen with spell clogs..."

She trailed off meaningfully, glancing at Erik, who rolled his eyes and gave her the finger. Two of her apprentices giggled at whatever memory she had conjured; meanwhile, Erik's apprentices grumbled and shot them dirty looks.

Cale sighed wistfully. "You guys need to get yourselves some rivals," he said, nudging Leo and Syphus. "We've been missing out."

"Aren't you the one always telling us we're growing way faster than anyone else?" Leo pointed out.

"I pick Thorn," Syphus said. "Thorn, will you be rivals with me?"

The vinewalker blinked slowly at it, but his expression didn't otherwise change. "No."

Even with only a single eye to express itself, Cale was pretty sure it pouted at that. He grinned, shaking his head, and turned his attention back to Elizabeth. Something about the way she was approaching this was nagging at him. Or maybe it was the way the university instructors were approaching it in general?

She'd begun to modify the configuration Erik had provided, and Cale leaned in with interest, dissecting the changes she'd made. The recursive reduction she mentioned was essentially just a line that spiralled out and then back in to the dirt node. It would, presumably, siphon off some of its arcane energy and allow it to dissipate as waste.

Then, letting her apprentices make the calls, she began making bigger changes to the spell configuration. Nora pointed out that the glowbeetle nectar could be connected directly to the gryphon feather; it didn't matter when color was added to the illusion so long as it was done before the illusion gained substance. Jurug suggested enlarging the light and shape nodes to better reflect the proportion of each required by the spell.

Xinghuo, eager to contribute, offered up the idea of using Galner lines rather than standard connecting lines... which led to Instructor Elizabeth stopping in her tracks and demanding to know where her apprentice had learned about Galner lines in the first place.

And to Cale's absolute delight, that led to a whole other fascinating conversation about how magic worked in this era.

Evidently, none of the students in the class were supposed to even know about the existence of Galner lines, let alone how they could be used within a spell. Elizabeth had to stop everything just to find out how Xinghuo had discovered their existence, and it wasn't until the poor girl admitted to exploring some forbidden ruins that she finally let up with an exasperated sigh.

"You need to tell me when you encounter things like that," Elizabeth said, rubbing her temples. "Now I'm going to have to explain this just to make sure everyone understands the dangers of using them. None of you are to try using these on your own, is that understood?"

Elizabeth made sure that every one of the students nodded in agreement before she continued. "Galner lines are powerful arcane amplifiers, but any mana that moves through them are subject to unpredictable aspect shifts," she said. "Which means significantly higher odds of spell backlash. Never draw a Galner diagram without supervision until at least your fourth year."

Cale and Graystalk both startled a little as they caught on to the implications, and if either of them thought it might have been a coincidence, those thoughts were banished when she began explaining the technical details of how this worked. Every known mana aspect had an associated "Galner number", which denoted how susceptible each aspect was to shifting when pushed through a Galner line.

"Mana attunement," Graystalk muttered, staring intently up at Elizabeth before glancing back at Cale. "We have never identified a concrete mechanism through which a mage attunes their mana from one aspect into another."

"Which means these Galner lines might be why," Cale said thoughtfully. "Actually, maybe you've all got Galner lines in your cores or something? And I guess the Galner number would explain why some aspects are harder to attune. Flia said something about sticky attunements."

"That is the informal term for it, yes," Graystalk said, his brows furrowing. "It seems possible that the magic we are seeing now is how our own modern form of magic developed... I would like to do more research on this when we leave the dungeon. It is possible I may find a solution for our Astral Wing students through the idea of these Galner lines."

He asked, of course, and thankfully Elizabeth saw no issue with elaborating on what they were and how to draw them. She was of the opinion that if a glimpse of forbidden knowledge was ever obtained, then it was best to explain the subject in full. That would minimize the risk of a student recreating it by accident or attempting to study it on their own without an understanding of the dangers involved.

Cale was enthralled by the ensuing explanation of what Galner lines were and how to draw them, mostly because of how absurd the whole thing seemed on the surface. A Galner line looked, for all intents and purposes, exactly like a regular connecting line in a spell system—that was part of what made them so dangerous.

The difference between a Galner line and a standard line existed almost entirely in the mage's conception of a line and the process of drawing it: to draw a Galner line, the mage had to tense every muscle in their dominant arm while visualizing the geometric ideal of a line not as a connection between two nodes, but as one of a series of limiting parallel lines on a hyperbolic plane.

Which was ridiculous, of course, and the mechanics of visualizing a hyperbolic anything eluded Cale. It was, however, also the exact sort of magical quirk that he loved learning about. He practically collected these!

He had to ask, though. "How did anyone even discover this?"

Elizabeth sighed, clearly reluctant to explain, but gave him his answer regardless. "It wasn't discovered so much as it was invented," she said. "Galner lines were created as a result of the rivalry between two mages. First was the royally-appointed geometry mage Galner, also known as the Grand Dimensional Mage. The second was—"

"—Richard!" Erik called out. Elizabeth gave him an annoyed look, but nodded.

"Yes. Richard."

Cale paused. "Just... just Richard?"

"Just Richard," Elizabeth confirmed with a pained expression. "He was a math wizard."

Cale very carefully chose not to comment on that. "How'd their rivalry end up creating Galner lines?"

"...Great magic often emerges from competition?"

Erik snorted. "Oh, please," he said. "Call it what it was! They had the mother of all prank wars."

Cale burst out laughing. "They sound like my type of mage," he said approvingly.

"Excuse me," Professor Graystalk said. "A prank war created an entirely new magical concept?"

"Technically it resulted in a slight modification to the concept of geometry as we know it, which had far-reaching magical consequences." Erik said cheerfully. "Or so we think. There's a lot of research being done on what exactly happened."

"It's more common than you'd think," Cale offered. Graystalk turned to stare at him, then narrowed his eyes.

"...Which foundational magical principle did you accidentally invent?" he asked, his tone accusatory.

"I admit nothing," Cale said hurriedly.

Professor Graystalk just groaned.

That information was enough to satisfy them both, though. Graystalk seemed quite certain he had enough to go on for his research when they returned, and Elizabeth resumed her demonstration after that.

The Basic Illusion her apprentices conjured was larger and brighter compared to Erik's. It was surprisingly hard to tell it was an illusion at all, in fact, and remarkably, when she invited them up to prod at the illusion before dismissing it, Cale found that it even felt real.

That meant that despite its name, a First Circle spell could emulate the effects of perhaps up to a third-tier spell in the Gift's system. First-tier illusory spells were usually still immaterial, and second-tier ones could have minimal substance, but would break easily.

The ones conjured by Basic Illusion felt like actual flesh-and-blood. Stone, in the case of the Syphus illusion, but the point remained. Elizabeth explained that this was a result of the gelatinous residue, which was a remarkably versatile ingredient that could replicate all sorts of textures and surfaces.

Unsurprisingly, Erik whooped at this comment. "That's praise!" he called out. "You praised me!"

Elizabeth sighed. "You are such a child," she muttered, rolling her eyes.

"They're always like this," Nora remarked to Cale, Elizabeth's other apprentices nodding in agreement. "We're taking bets on when they're going to admit they like each other."

Cale snorted. "Can I join? I'm betting they already have and they're just going behind your backs."

"What? That can't... oh no." Nora looked horrified. "That would ruin the pool!"

She rushed off to join the other apprentices, and Cale laughed, shaking his head.

It was Instructor Hikari's turn next. She was more serene than the other two instructors, and so were her apprentices—it wasn't uncommon for apprentices to take after their mentors, Cale supposed. Their own changes were minimal, but there were some things significant about it.

Instead of using a recursive reduction to deal with the dirt, her apprentices planted some seeds within it and used a different spell to induce growth, turning it into grass; this, Hikari explained, completed an alliterative circle and would allow the fifth ingredient to boost the spell rather than simply suppressing it.

Interestingly enough, Cale noticed that the chalk she was using was singing in his mana sense, too. It was a quiet song compared to the one produced by the reagents, but the song was there, nonetheless. From the well-worn look of it, Cale was guessing the difference in quality came from how long she'd been taking care of it and carrying it with her.

In fact, now that he was looking, all three of the university's instructors carried a pouch at their waists with individual pockets for individual pieces of chalk. Erik had used a new piece to draw the first configuration for Basic Illusion, and Elizabeth had used one from somewhere in the middle of her collection—not the oldest one she had, but a reasonably strong medium for the spell, at least.

Hikari's chosen piece of chalk was closer to the end, and about half of it was already used. She gave it a fond smile before she drew out the rest of the circle, and when the spell completed, Cale sucked in a breath.

The song that resulted from the harmony of her new configuration was beautiful. The resulting illusions were almost indistinguishable from real. Without his mana sense, he might not have noticed at all. He could even see his own illusion's chest breathing, and he was pretty sure this version reproduced smells, too.

Magic in this era was clearly strongly rooted in significance and meaning, if the chalk was so important, but more than that...

"This is a fully refined First Circle spell," Hikari said, bowing toward them. "I look forward to what you can share with us in turn. Do not worry if your traditions are different. We would be eager to learn anything we can."

"Actually," Cale said. "There's something I'd like to try, if you don't mind."

Graystalk glanced at him curiously, but nodded his assent, trusting him.

Cale didn't notice. He was too focused on his mana sense, on that strange twist of it that allowed him to hear what these spell systems were doing.

There was still a dissonant note in there, and he was pretty sure he could get rid of it.
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  Cale was operating mostly by instinct, which, as far as he was concerned, was an ideal state for him when it came to experimenting with magic.

Most of the friends he'd made would probably disagree, having been on the wrong side of his experiments. It wasn't like any of them had gone disastrously wrong, though! His inability to cast any kind of conventional spell meant that his intuition for all other kinds of magic had been honed over the centuries. The only reason those friends kept worrying was because of the unusual nature (and quantity) of his mana.

Granted, they were technically right to worry, in the sense that his experiments never went exactly the way he intended. That was beside the point, though.

Cale stood in front of the spell system that Instructor Hikari and her apprentices had constructed. She'd kept the spell running at his request, though she and the other instructors all denied hearing any sort of "mana song" coming out of their spells. That made Cale all the more certain that he was on to something here.

Maybe he'd even be able to contribute to humanity's understanding of magic.

(Except none of this was real, he reminded himself. This dungeon was unusual, certainly, but at the end of the day it was nothing more than a recreation of the past; even if he discovered something, it would only impact the dungeon's version of events. The reality was that humanity was lost, and nothing he did here would change that.

It would give him answers, though. Answers he'd been looking for over the course of lifetimes. Answers he'd long lost any hope of ever finding. That had to be enough. Whatever happened here, he could at least remember it and carry it with him, and that would be more than he had before.

He knew he must have lived among other humans, once. His first life was faded now, despite his best attempts. He remembered very little of it.

This was his chance to build more memories of what humanity had been.)

Cale closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and let all those other thoughts flow away until his focus was entirely on this new element of his mana sense.

It was a song. That understanding came to him easily. All magic cast through what humanity had termed "spell systems" were songs, and though this one had been named Basic Illusion, that was nothing more than a name that described its effect. There were a thousand other melodies that could have achieved the same—that would have been given the same name.

And names had power, even here, didn't they? In this case, the name constrained its full potential. It was because this melody was nothing more than a Basic Illusion that even the refined version of it could do nothing more than create a mostly static, solid image.

But it could be more. Here the power of the name was a cage, and so Cale discarded it, and focused on the notes instead.

They told so much more than the spell even used.

Glowbeetle nectar sang a melody of yearning. It produced light, yes, but that was only a fraction of its true song. The nectar was the result of a colony of glowbeetles working hard to make food for their young, and the flowers they needed to produce it could only be found and harvested in the presence of direct sunlight.

The great tragedy of a glowbeetle was that they loved light, but their shells would combust in the presence of the sun. Harvesting those flowers was a risk for them. They hid in the shadows anyway, waiting for just the right moment to strike and harvest the petals, to be turned into their trademark nectar.

The glow of that nectar was the only safe means by which they could experience the sun. Its song was a representation of that yearning for the unattainable, of persistence in the face of the impossible.

For the glowbeetle, that was Light.

Significance and meaning, Cale reminded himself. Every part of this spell ached with it. The chalk circles used only the most surface element of each melody, leaving the rest to collide and create dissonance.

But what if he were to use each one to its full potential? Could he? He didn't have age-old chalk with him, nor did he think that circles and lines were sufficient to capture each melody in its entirety. To use them to their fullest they needed to not be constrained at all.

Cale reached down and erased the circle around the glowbeetle nectar, letting its song suffuse him. He let his instinct guide him—he could maintain this melody instead of the circle, as long as he understood it enough. But he needed to understand it before releasing it.

He turned his attention to the glass marble.

Its song was simple and childlike, which didn't surprise him. They were intended for play, after all. But there was history in that song: history that comprised thousands of years in which this simple symbol had been used to entertain and teach.

It was perhaps the most human of all the ingredients chosen for the spell, and its song reflected that. Cale found remarkable depth in every note. In them were all the games played with them, that taught both numbers and physics; in them was the act of trade, when they were used as currency; and in them was art, in that achingly human ability to carve meaning out of possibility.

It was Humanity, Cale realized. The marble was a symbol of something that had remained constant through much of humanity's development, and the full potential of its song was expressed not in simple refraction, but in the history it held.

He erased the circle around the marble, letting a new harmony join with the song from the nectar, and absently realized he was humming along to their joined potential.

Next came the gryphon feather. From it Cale heard a song of flight and freedom, of escape; gryphons were endangered in this world, and their wings were all that brought them respite from their hunters...





Akkau had lived for a long, long time. Not quite as long as Cale, perhaps, but then that human was an exception among exceptions—just a month of having him around was enough to make it clear that he couldn't really be compared with anyone else. It was a good thing he was as good-natured as he was, though Akkau knew more than most how quickly that could vanish, if he was pushed to it.

Their first meeting was proof of that. Cale had been friendly and carelessly cheerful right up until the moment he wasn't: the moment he realized that the two elves had wilfully kidnapped, trapped, and were willing to sacrifice a small child. Then all that friendliness had vanished from his eyes, replaced with a certain cold anger that spoke of countless other choices made in the same vein.

That anger had faded with time. Cale's apprentices were good for him, and Akkau himself was surprised by how much he enjoyed the human's company and friendship. He was irreverent, but it was an irreverence born from eons of experience with everything the Great Realms had to offer.

And with that, oddly enough, came perspective.

It was the sort of perspective that Akkau had long ago forgotten, with as much time as he'd spent on Utelia. An understanding of the sheer scale of the Great Realms, and the knowledge that any act, no matter how petty or selfish, was a mere drop compared to the vast ocean of the Abyss. Cale considered each individual drop to be important, but he never lost sight of the sheer scale of it all, either. It was why he could be furious one moment and calm the next.

Akkau was different. Even for a dragon, he was the type to become unusually attached to his hoard, and any harm done to it was harm he took personally. As the number of students with unusual attunements grew and his ability to protect them seemed to wane, he found himself floundering.

Perhaps that was why he'd allowed things to go as far as they had and why he'd lost track of how bad they were getting. He hadn't even known about the little girl those two elves included in their ritual—if he had, he would have taken action.

...At least, he hoped he would have. It was one of his greatest regrets that he'd allowed himself to fall so far into his spiral, no matter how much those he loved and trusted tried to pull him out of it. His academy had suffered for it. What would Kazix Brightscale think, if he saw what Akkau had become?

Well, thinking about it, he probably would have just told Akkau to pick himself up and do better in the future. That dragon was nothing if not an endlessly forgiving optimist. Akkau still had no real idea what the circumstances were behind Kazix's disappearance, but knowing him, it was probably some heroic sacrifice where he'd defiantly claimed that Akkau would be able to handle things from there.

Akkau sighed. Sometimes, he still missed his mentor.

"Lost in thought again?" Sternkessel glanced at him. The professor's voice was friendly on the surface, but Akkau knew him well enough that he could sense the subtle probing in his tone. He was worried about him, and for good reason: the last time they'd drifted apart...

"I was thinking about Kazix," Akkau admitted. He was tired of hiding things, and had promised he would no longer do so. "I wonder, at times, what he would have made of what I became."

"I am certain he would have been proud." The rings that comprised Sternkessel's head spun and rotated reassuringly. Akkau still wasn't sure how he pulled that off. "He has always believed that it is only the present that matters."

"There is little time to waste in regret," Akkau agreed.

"What made you think of him?"

"This... mutation." Akkau gestured in the direction of the door to the Bitter Path, if it could still be called a door. The metal had warped and taken on a strange, almost barklike appearance, and now root-like tendrils were growing from it, embedding themselves into the ground. "I have seen nothing like it, and I have lived a long time."

"It made you think about the past," Sternkessel said, nodding in understanding. "And about Cale, no doubt."

Akkau grumbled something under his breath. "Do not pretend you have not wondered about him yourself."

"He is a rather curious fellow," Sternkessel said. He knelt by the dungeon door, running his fingers along the metal, and Akkau watched as his rings spun in a way that indicated he was accessing that magic unique to him—that which granted him absolute dominion over space. "Do you believe this mutation is a result of his presence within it?"

"It seems likely." Akkau eyed the growing roots warily. Dungeon mutations were rare enough on their own, but they most often manifested as a simple alteration in the dungeon's mana signature. It indicated that something within the dungeon had shifted, often due to a change in the realm's leylines, and often meant the dungeon itself was now more challenging.

But he had never before seen or even heard of one that manifested as physical changes in the gateway itself. The only way that was possible was if the mutation was something foundational, something inherent to the nature of the dungeon itself, and that could mean...

Well, any number of things. It could mean that the danger was real now, for one thing. Naor had indicated that the dungeon did not normally allow its delvers to die and would simply eject them if they took too much damage, but it was possible that was no longer the case.

Their best chance at understanding exactly what had changed was Sternkessel, whose dominion over space allowed him to examine how a dungeon was attached to the realm and the nature of that connection. The only problem was that the analysis took time, and dragons weren't particularly known for their patience.

He swallowed back his desire to insist on updates, though, and eventually Sternkessel straightened. There was a glint of amusement in his expression, as if he knew exactly how impatient Akkau was, but it disappeared so quickly Akkau couldn't quite be sure if he'd imagined it.

"The mutation is like none I have ever seen," the Greater Indictment reported, one hand still lingering on the doorway that framed the Bitter Path. "It is difficult to describe, but the connection has... grown."

"Grown?" Akkau frowned.

"Increased in length," Sternkessel elaborated. "The roots, I suspect, are necessary to keep the dungeon anchored to Utelia. A typical dungeon is little more than a dimensional pocket attached to the side of the realm, but this one appears to have drifted, and the doorway has created a spatial bridge to compensate. Wherever it is now, it is farther than even I can reach."

"That seems significant." The way in which Sternkessel had said those suggested he had more to say, but was reluctant to state it outright. Akkau glanced back, checking if any of the Haelforge professors were lingering nearby. Most of them stood outside the range of the library's exclusion zone, as they'd requested, though Headmaster Naor was unsurprisingly paying them close attention.

He trusted them, but anything concerning Cale tended to be sensitive, and Sternkessel was well aware of that. A quick spell placed a weak obfuscation ward around them, one that was designed mostly to block surface-level eavesdropping and, more importantly, to alert him to any attempt to break past it. "What do you think that means?"

Sternkessel nodded, acknowledging the placement of the ward. "It is difficult to be certain," he said, "but I suspect that the dungeon is in the process of developing a truebridge."

Akkau froze.

A truebridge was a theoretical construct. Magical scholars from a long, long time ago had once predicted that because dungeons were fundamentally echoes of other realms trickling down through the leylines, they could be used to construct a bridge—a means of moving from one realm to another, without requiring a vessel that could withstand the pressures of moving through the Abyss.

They proved to be practically impossible, of course. A truebridge itself would have to stretch out endlessly into the Abyss to connect to another realm. Any slight movement threatened to shake it apart or break it, and the realms were drifting about all the time. Building a stable one would require, well...

It would require an absurd quantity of mana.

"Oh," Akkau said.

"Indeed," Sternkessel agreed. "It does not appear to be fully built, at least. I suspect the dungeon itself is still intact on the far end of the connection. Larger than normal and able to feed on and grow freely in the Abyss, perhaps, but a truebridge—"

Akkau grimaced in slight irritation at the exact same moment Sternkessel stopped talking; Headmaster Naor had opted to break through his ward after all. Suddenly the lich was standing next to them, examining the dungeon entrance with undisguised interest.

"A half-formed truebridge," he said. "Truly fascinating. Thank you for this discovery; we will no doubt be able to study it to great benefit, and it appears you have not lost your students after all. An opportunity for us all, wouldn't you agree?"

"If the truebridge is completed—" Sternkessel began, but Naor waved a hand dismissively.

"A completed truebridge would require Grand Magic to be deployed within the dungeon," the lich said. "There are no mages capable of that remaining, the methods have long been lost to time, and it is well-known that a divine spark is necessary to perform such magic. There is no need to worry."

"I will prepare the isolation ritual," Akkau said, resigned. "This will not impact their ability to return, yes?"

"Not at all," Sternkessel said. "The danger would become real—as would the lives within—but the dungeon rules will still apply, which may provide some protection. And such a shift would be unmistakable to those within."

"Really, now," Naor said. "This is an absurd degree of posturing. I do not care how talented your students are; they will not be performing a feat of Grand Magic."

Akkau didn't bother responding. Theoretical or not, he was very familiar with the expected consequences that came with the formation of a truebridge, which meant he was busy with the most important part of the isolation ritual: radiation shielding.





Cale was brimming with music.

Whatever this spell was, it was no longer Basic Illusion. He had erased the entirety of the chalk circle and now carried the rhythm of all five arcane reagents within him; the song was one of yearning and freedom and humanity. The gelatinous residue came with a melody of Adaptability, and the grass was Resilience and Presence. The spell was on the verge of completion.

Something was missing, though. He needed something that would bring the rest of the spell together. His altered mana sense swept through the room, searching—

There.

He always did love it when he could solve two problems with a single stone. Not birds, though. He liked birds.

"Professor Graystalk," Cale said. Or sang, he supposed; it was impossible not to sing, with a song of pure creation within him. He was probably going to get crap for that later. "Could you attempt to cast a third-tier spell? It doesn't matter which. Any spell is fine."

Graystalk frowned, confused, but thankfully didn't argue. Cale wasn't sure if he would've been able to hold a full conversation and the spell inside him at the same time.

The professor began to cast, then convulsed as his curse reared its head. The scar on his core detached itself, ready to consume the spell he was casting instead.

Cale didn't let it. Instead, he surrounded it with the melody of this new spell, of this grand magic.

Like the parasite it was, the curse stuck to the melody instead, eager to suck away its power.

But even divinity was subject to the hierarchy of magic. Cale's song stole away the divine spark within the curse instead, causing it to wither and die.

And with that final piece to complete it, his cast completed, and his spell surged to life.
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  Instructor Hikari considered herself to be a very composed woman.

It was simply who she'd been, even when she died.

And that was a strange thought, wasn't it? She could remember her own death now, if only in terrible flashes of pain and desperate action. She remembered a downpour of dragonblood, the searing acidity of its protomagical substrate, the way she and others had tried again and again to stop the flood and protect the University's students. She remembered the moment they failed and that flood rushed in anyway, eager to consume.

Hikari had stepped in front of it, of course. What else could she do? Her apprentices were behind her, and she didn't need to swear an oath or sign a contract to know it was her duty to protect them. And she kept her composure even as she died. Little Gerome scared easily, and if she let him see how scared she was, there was every chance he would freeze up.

So she kept her expression serene when she told them to smile. She didn't smile—Instructor Hikari didn't smile, as a general rule. Her apprentices would know something was wrong if she smiled, even putting aside... well, Nia would probably tell her how creepy it would look for her to be smiling as she died.

She hoped they survived. Her memories ended there, suffocating and burning in dragonblood; she had no idea if the time she'd bought for her apprentices had meant anything. The Headmaster had been in the middle of a vast evacuation ritual, she knew. Perhaps the time she bought had been enough for him to succeed and for her apprentices to escape.

Or perhaps it meant nothing at all. She was alive and well, wasn't she? She was entertaining these visitors and teaching her classes the day before the dragon rain arrived.

So why could she remember the future in such excruciating detail? Why was she so certain it was a memory, and not simply a vivid hallucination? Why did she feel as though something within her was awakening, as if from a deep slumber?

More of her memories returned. She remembered working together with the other instructors, putting together the most intricate and complex spell system any of them had ever developed. It was the first of its kind, a Seventh Circle spell that had been pure theory until then because of the scale of the work involved. It comprised two-hundred-and-fifty-seven distinct nodes in a vast, complex network of protective magic.

If not for their deaths, that spell would likely have revolutionized magic in the years to come. She lost count of how many breakthroughs they had uncovered in their single-minded determination to find a way to save their school. Among other things, they had innovated a means of creating an open node, which could not only be modified during the operation of the spell but could use the very magic it was defending against to fuel itself.

It was a cruel tragedy that they had lost the circle on top of everything else. That spell had succeeded in protecting them, but it had also been the first thing to be washed away by the dragonblood. Hikari doubted that any survivors—if they even existed—would remember how to recreate it. Their best and brightest had been at the forefront of the flood, working to hold it off even after their working had failed.

She'd been one of them.

Like all instructors at the University, Hikari had a great love for magic. At the moment of her death, her greatest worry was for her apprentices, but her greatest regret was the thought of how much knowledge might have been lost.

In that moment she let herself imagine, just for a moment, what might have been. She thought about  what might have happened if someone had survived to tell the tale. If they'd remembered every innovation and every nuance, how much might magic itself have changed?

Spellcasting as a whole would have been altered forever, there was no doubt about that. Perhaps alchemy would have been revolutionized, too. Certainly the field of artifice would not stay the same—the artifacts they built all relied on spell system equivalents, and a revolution in how those were designed would change artificing just as much...

Hikari took a deep breath, then forced herself to let that go and focus instead on what was happening.

It was difficult. It felt like time itself was sticking to her, blending what was with what could be with no concern for the fact that she was caught in the middle. She knew why this was happening, to a certain degree—she was a follower of the Fifth Intersection, and it was not unheard of for Ashvali's followers to occasionally catch glimpses of the future.

This was different, though. Her new memories were not a gift from the Holy Ashvali so much as they were a result of her alignment with the Fifth.

Which was to say, Hikari was particularly sensitive to shifts in Time, and whatever Cale was doing had inflamed that particular sensitivity and given her a direct connection to the spell.

She had no idea what that spell was, unfortunately. it was certainly no longer a Basic Illusion. But the working must have had a powerful association with Time for it to have affected her in this way.

She just needed to figure out what she was going to do with this.

The Fifth Church had catalogued a massive list of warnings when it came to any kind of arcane temporal disturbance. First among them was that a prophetic vision (or a temporal crosslink, as some of their scholars insisted) was temporary: it was well-known that oracles would not remember what had driven them to speak their prophecy once it was over. Her time with these memories would be limited, ironic as it was.

Second was more of a basic rule than anything else. Time was malleable around a temporal crosslink. There was a fixed future that could not be changed, but that fixed future was outside the crosslink entirely. Any premonitions, visions, or memories of the future were possibilities born entirely from the malleable nature of the crosslink, but were not certainties.

...or in simpler terms, this was part of some greater future here she wasn't aware of and would likely never learn, but she could still save her apprentices without worrying about creating some sort of paradox. She just needed to figure out what she could say or do in this limited window when she was aware that there was any danger to be averted at all.

It all centered around Cale. That much, she was certain of. She had suspected that there was something strange about him at first. For one thing, his mentor spoke to him with the sort of respect one gave an equal, not a former student. For another, she could sense the terrifying power radiating off the vine-man that accompanied them, and even he looked at Cale with respect.

But even if she hadn't noticed those things, there was that spell he was casting. The working that had caused this temporal crosslink in the first place. The working that wasn't even complete, as far as she could tell, despite the maelstrom of magic roaring around Cale.

Hikari could feel more power being pulled into the spell with every moment. It was more mana than she'd ever felt in one place before, to the point where it was starting to become difficult to breathe. It felt almost like every scrap of mana in the realm was being drawn toward this singular working.

And incredibly, even then, it felt like most of that mana came from Cale Cadwell Cobbs himself.

His eyes glowed with prismatic flame. The wind had picked up around them for no reason whatsoever, which was a classic sign of a great working like this one. Hikari had no doubt that if they'd had any candles in this room, they would have burst into flame as well.

If she wanted to do something about the future she'd seen, she needed to find a way to warn him or his allies about what was coming. The problem was context. If they were visitors to the realm, then they might not even know what dragon rain was; even if they did, there was a reason the University had struggled against it, even knowing it was coming. Typical dragon rain was nowhere near as dangerous as the storm brewing in this distance.

She needed to be selective. Every word she spoke would drain her connection with the crosslink, and once it broke, she would no longer remember what was going to happen. She needed to condense everything she needed to say, and to do that—

—to do that, she needed to know where they were from, and more importantly, she needed to know who they were.

She hadn't received much information about them. All she knew was that they were endorsed by the Headmaster. But the state she was in and the connection she had with Time could allow her to divine more, if she was willing to take the risk.

And she was. Of course she was.

Hikari gathered all her focus into the connection she shared with the Fifth Intersection and looked, and felt her world split into two.





On the left—a metaphorical left, given direction was really more of a suggestion in the state she was in—Hikari Matsubara was a dungeon construct of the far future. Cale and his friends were here to gather an artifact, and along the way their mission had shifted into finding out what had happened to humanity.

(They were gone in that future, and this was fixed: it was the greater future she thought she wouldn't learn. There was no averting this, for to do so would create a paradox. A part of Hikari rebelled against this the moment she understood it, but she forced herself to let it go. She had little time to panic.)

She was unusual for a dungeon construct, and so was everyone else in the University. Pilgrimage-type dungeons did not usually recreate places wholesale. At best, unless it was part of the dungeon's challenges, inanimate objects within would bear the appearance of whatever history they replicated but have the same underlying dungeon-stuff beneath. Bricks, wood, and glass would all melt into the same sludge if removed from the dungeon, for instance.

The same applied to the living constructs, to a degree. A typical pilgrimage-type dungeon would create living individuals using essence-mimics, which would both take the form and play the role of the "people" in that dungeon. Only the monsters were created in full, transported or excised from whatever realm they originated from in the first place.

Except, apparently, in the Bitter Path. Something had changed when Cale stepped within its bounds, and the recreation of history it made was as real as could be. For the first time in eons, a whole group of true humans existed. A representation of humanity, in effect.

Which, of course, clashed violently with a rule: humanity could not exist within the Great Realms.

The result was the dungeon itself warping to compensate. If it could not exist within the Great Realms, then perhaps it could exist before the Great Realms, in the time of Yggdrasil. If that too was impossible, then it would go before even that, back to a time when that rule had not yet been established.

But a dungeon could not establish such a feat by itself, of course, and so it had been stuck halfway in the river of time with an incomplete truebridge. That was the version of events Hikari saw on the metaphorical left of her connection: within it, she was both construct and human, complete with memory that stretched back perhaps about a month.

No more than that. No less, either. Incomplete, as it were.

Then Cale Cadwell Cobbs had cast his spell, and—

On the right, Hikari Matsubara had been born thirty-two years ago and raised by a single mother. She had proven to be a magical prodigy of sorts from an early age, with a remarkable ability to intuit significance and meaning and how different node configurations could modify them.

Her mother had struggled to afford her early education, but Hikari remembered the tearful smile and hug they'd shared when she was finally accepted into Thoth University. On a scholarship, no less.

She graduated as one of the first mages in her cohort that had achieved Fifth Circle magic, then joined right back as an instructor, partly to pay back what she had been given, and partly because she wanted to push the field of magic even further. The University was the best place in the world for that.

Except she had never gotten to do that, because on the right—at least, within the malleable fixture of time created by what should have been an utterly impossible truebridge—Hikari Matsubara had died at the age of thirty-two, in a desperate attempt to save her apprentices and all the students of the University.

Thankfully, that part was the malleable part, and with that understanding, if she wanted Cale and his friends to help them when the dragon rain came...

This would be tricky. The words she chose would drain her connection with the crosslink; if she was too specific with her warning, she wouldn't even be able to get it out. Hikari turned to Cale's allies and spoke.

"The strictures of time are yet unwritten," she said. "The blood of dragons will spill in greater volumes than ever before, and when it does, the University itself will wither. Take pity on we who preceded you, and know that we are ourselves in truth."

She hesitated, and then, because she couldn't help herself, added: "Keep my apprentices safe. Please."

That, unfortunately, was too much. She felt the sharp sting of magical backlash as her connection with the Fifth Intersection collapsed.

Thorn had turned toward her in shock when she first mentioned the blood of dragons. That shock quickly sharpened into alarm when he saw what was happening.

The last thing she saw was him reaching out to catch her.





"Aww." Ashvali pouted. "She pushed herself a little hard at the end there. I hope she recovers. We're still going to need her for the next part, I think. I wonder if I can use this thing to send gift baskets? I've never tried."

"Use... what?" Flia asked. "Why are you in class with us, again?"

"I got bored," Ashvali said. "And I'm talking about divine connections, of course. Do gods in your time ever send gift baskets when their followers get sick?"

"In my time?" Flia grimaced, looking at Damien, who seemed equally worried at the remark.

"Whoops, spoilers." Ashvali put her hand up to her lips. "Ignore that. Sometimes it's hard for me to figure out when we're at. You'll figure it out when you find your friends again! Which should happen in... oh, three more classes. I think. Or possibly three classes ago?"

Damien shook his head. "Let's go to the next class, Flia," he said quietly. "I think I'm close to figuring out what she wants. What they all want, maybe."

"Oh, good," Flia said. "Because I have no idea what's going on, and I'm starting to want to hit something. I'm having a bad day when I empathize with Syphus this much, let me tell you."





"Owwwwww." Steve groaned.

The dark lord Kelegas looked worriedly down at his subject, who was nursing a terrible fever. At least, he thought it was a terrible fever. He had no idea what constituted a fever for Steve, but Emline assured him this was, in fact, a fever. And was not to be confused with the increase in temperature among firestone aberrations, which mostly indicated they were pregnant, or the increase in temperature among saltserpent aberrations, which was a potentially-fatal affliction brought about by proximity to any kind of structured debate.

Keeping track of the physiological needs of all the aberrations was incredibly confusing sometimes. Thankfully, Emline had a much better memory for these things than he did, and she often knew what to do, too. Case in point: the cold towel she was pressing to Steve's head.

"Why is he like this?" Kelegas asked. "Do we know yet?"

Emline sighed. "We don't know any more than when you asked me five minutes ago, dear," she told him. "You should really focus on your work, you know. I can take care of Steve."

"But I've never seen him sick," Kelegas said, still worried, and Emline's gaze softened; she kissed him on the cheek.

"I know you're worried," she said. "But he'll be fine. I'll take care of him, and he's a time mage, remember? He just needs to feel well enough for a few seconds, then he can reverse time on himself until it goes away. You need to look into what that new guy's saying. The one Blood-That-Crawls brought back."

Kelegas sighed. "Just... let me know when he gets better?"

"Of course." She leaned up to give him a kiss, and Kelegas gave her a quick squeeze before he pulled away. She was right: he really did need to look into what that new guy had said.

What had he called himself again? Bale? What an odd name.
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  The Leviathan felt the change in the Abyss.

It was a peculiar thing. The Abyss was her domain in its entirety, as much a part of her as a limb might be for most of the mortal creatures that walked the Realms. That did not make her omniscient, of course—what mortal creature knew at any given moment what their hearts or lungs or blood might be doing?—but it did mean that she was aware when anything caused a ripple within the Abyss.

Many of those ripples could be safely ignored, so to speak. Her duty was to keep the Great Realms stable, and while her heart ached every time a realm was destroyed, she could not lend her power to save it. It was one of the many limitations that came with the power she held.

She could rescue those that survived, perhaps, and help them find new homes. She could look after the remnants destined to become one of the Abyssal Ones, who she considered to be her children. In rare cases, in the few ripples that mattered, she could even hold the remnants of a realm together and give those within time to escape; this she did by invoking a hardening of the Abyss itself, crystallizing it into a protective dome that would keep things stable for just a moment later.

But she could not save them with her own personal power. The greatest tragedy of the Leviathan was that for all her love of the realmborn, she could never wander amongst them. She was an observer, not a participant, and all the longing in the Realms would not be enough to grant her a day amongst the mountains and trees and grass.

And she would need more than that, certainly, if she intended to prevent the destruction of a realm. Such a thing was most often caused by the realmborn themselves in some ill-fated venture of magic. Averting it, therefore, was less a matter of magical violence and more a matter of persuasion.

The Leviathan had invested her power in avatars and chosen ones before, in an attempt to avert the inevitable, and her heralds had never succeeded. Her efforts brought them only suffering. For a realm to be pushed to such a state to begin with, for their magic to begin causing ripples within the Abyss... it was not a common event, certainly, but once it began, it was equally difficult to avert.

In fact, as far as she knew, the only times that sort of destruction had been averted was when Cale got himself involved. It was one of the reasons she appreciated him as much as she did, though she rarely said it. That man had a big enough head as it was.

Regardless, as a result of this, the Leviathan was careful about where and when she paid attention to those ripples in the Abyss. It would break her if she approached every single one, no matter her power—she was all too aware that her mind was very mortal in this regard. The other Monoliths each had their quirks, but they were able to detach themselves from their duty and do what was necessary.

The Leviathan could not. Her domain was connection itself, the relationship between all things; she was the Law of What Lies Between. How could she do anything but care?

It shamed her, sometimes, that she had needed to learn when to look away.

Still.

This was not one of those occasions. This was, in fact, very much the opposite of one of those occasions. What she sensed now was certainly not a ripple, and at bare minimum it was much, much larger than that, on the scale of a wave crashing through the Abyss.

Yet the form it took was nothing like a wave at all.

A wave she might have known how to deal with. A wave would have indicated change rippling through the Great Realms. This might have had the scale of such a thing, but the look of it was anything but.

For the first time she could recall—perhaps for the first time in all her existence—the Leviathan felt something else subsume a part of her power.

She arrived at the location in a single flick of her tail, the Abyss itself propelling her to the exact place this was happening. It was close to Utelia, which did not surprise her, but it was not in Utelia, which certainly did. Instead, a long tether stretched away from the skin of the realm, to...

The Leviathan had no idea what she was looking at.

The tether itself was glowing with Cale's power and flickers of prismatic flame, which was all she needed to confirm that he was somehow involved and suppress her initial instinct to bat at it with her tail. At the end of it, however, the Abyss seemed like it was beginning to disappear, fading away instead into an indistinct fog that was equally indistinct in her senses.

That alarmed her. The Leviathan's command of the Abyss was absolute, for she determined the nature of the Abyss itself; the fact that any part of it had transformed against her will, let alone such a large patch of it, was reason enough to worry. Worse was the fact that she could sense a different presence at work, something that felt very much like another one of the Monoliths and yet was very much not.

It reminded her almost of those elder and eldritch gods that existed in the Outer Planes, but not even they had the power to oppose her when it came to her domain. What was this?

She could not feel hostility or malice, at least. That was a start. But a change in the Abyss was worrying, nonetheless. She stared at it for a moment, trying to understand what it was and how it had gotten there, but she knew she would find no answers here; her duty was not to find answers.

What she had to do was make a choice.

Her first option was to wall this off—to freeze the Abyss around both this anomaly and around Utelia itself, and minimize the danger this posed to the rest of the Great Realms. It was by far the most sensible option. Who knew how much damage something like this could do, if its influence began to spread? It did not need to be hostile to do harm. If it spread further, if it ate away at more of her domain, the Great Realms might collapse entirely.

Nor was there any guarantee it would remain benign. If there was any chance it would become hostile in the future and leverage this strange power against her, it might be better to excise it entirely, much like one might remove a tumor.

And yet...

And yet the same was true for Cale, was it not? The power he wielded was certainly enough to wreak havoc to the Great Realms, if he ever chose to wield it in such a way. It was true for the Monoliths as well, for many of her own Abyssal Ones, and for every being with the potential to grow.

Cale had said something about this once, in a conversation long ago. She had asked him why he never acted preemptively, why he only took action once his enemies had made their choices. He had gone silent and thoughtful for a moment, which was rare for him, but his answer had stuck with her.

"I try not to worry about all the things someone could do." Cale's gaze was distant, like he was remembering something from long ago, even then. "Life's kind of a drag that way. Best to be a little cautious, don't get me wrong, but I'm not going to make my choices based on fear of what someone's going to do just because they're an undead skeleton or born with plague magic or whatever.

"I make my choices based on the kind of future I want to see. And I wanted to see that skeleton find his family again! I wanted that plague mage to have a normal childhood. It's not any more complicated than that, really. Make a choice, then take responsibility for it, you know?"

The Leviathan's duty was to protect the Great Realms. It was within her right to destroy anything that might threaten it. But Cale had a point. If there was a choice to be made, then she did not want her choice to be fuelled by fear of what might be. So what did she want, instead?

She looked at it again: Utelia, the tether, the fog. There was always a danger in powerful magic, and now that she looked, she could see the cracks, the potential for backlash that would ripple all across the Realms.

But she could see the hope, too. Whatever he was doing, Cale's magic sang with hope.

I want to know what you are, new thing.

Though some part of her seemed to think this was not such a new thing at all, merely something that had been hidden until now. A connection that had always been there, yet outside her domain...

Strange.

The Leviathan took a deep breath. The cracks here came from her domain and this new one fighting for dominance. If she would not seal this off entirely, then her best option was not to fight it, but to help it along in whatever it was trying to do. She would keep it stable.

She started with a working of structured intent, a dense web of Abyssal crystal that would break and dissipate any wave that erupted from this anomaly. That would protect both Utelia and the rest of the Great Realms from the worst of the effects if anything went wrong.

And in the meantime, the Abyss relented and melded with this magic instead, a joining that oddly felt like it was always meant to be.





The ripples and full implications of what would later be understood as Grand Sympathetic Magic would not be fully understood for quite some time. The effects were far-reaching, after all, and every entity sensitive to time reacted to it in one way or another. In fact, it was later said that several deities related to that endless march of entropy variously collapsed or curled up into balls—to say nothing of the temporal Named. Kronos, for instance, rather mysteriously reappeared with a whole new crop of children, despite his complete isolation.

But in that moment after the completion of the spell, if anyone had said any of this to Valen Graystalk, he would not have cared. In fact, he would have had a rather colorful selection of creative insults he could direct at anyone that tried to distract him from the fact that his curse was broken.

That foolish, irresponsible, reckless, absolutely beautiful example of a human being that was Cale—

Graystalk had more or less accepted his lot in life. Cale might have mentioned the possibility of curing it with whatever the dungeon reward would be, but Graystalk had for several reasons been unwilling to get his hopes up; for one thing, his curse had been placed on him by a god. For another, as brilliant as Cale was, the man was distractible at the best of times.

In particular by any appearance of new magic, of course, but also now especially. Cale was on the verge of uncovering what had happened to humanity, which was a problem Graystalk had not even known existed. He had for the first time in who knew how many lives been given the opportunity to understand his own people, to re-explore their culture and to learn how they lived.

And despite that—despite the fact that he would have had every reason to forget, to not even consider Graystalk's problems—he had remembered. Perhaps it was because it was a necessary component of whatever magic Cale was casting, but Graystalk rather doubted it. He knew the circumstances under which he received that curse and he had little doubt that whatever spark Cale needed to complete it, he could have gotten it elsewhere.

Graystalk wasn't sure Cale even knew the significance of what he had done for him.

He had been little more than a child when he first received that curse.

A child on the cusp of adulthood, admittedly. Elven tradition was firm about this. Like most especially long-lived species, they were slow to reach maturity, and an elf was not considered a fully-grown adult until they inscribed their name on the petals of their family's ancestral soulbloom.

To do so was a great event for them, for the process molded the body to match the soul and granted them a degree of the wisdom their ancestors had earned. Prior to that they were largely identical and undifferentiated, save for the presence of whatever flower had been used to seed their conception. That flower was largely how elven children told one another apart.

It was no surprise, then, that many were desperate to earn the right to inscribe their name and grow wholly independent. The process took decades, however; to earn that right in the Brightgrove tradition, one had to discover and construct an elven spell of the third tier without the aid of the Gift. That was a process that took many decades, and many elves were well into their forties by the time they earned that right.

Valen Graystalk had almost completed his spell at the age of twenty-six.

He loved magic. He loved the possibilities of higher-tier magic especially. Every day he would go to the gardens, eager to learn, and there amongst the spell-echo trees and recitation-flowers his mother would teach him magic. The spellforms that went into every modern spell, the ways they linked together, how invocations could modify them and empower them...

Valen absorbed it all, and he understood it in a way few others did. Among his peers he was the first to put a first-tier spell together without any assistance from the Gift—he remembered the way his parents held him close that day, shining with pride. It was when they'd gifted him with his first focus, a token carved from the tallest spell-echo in the glade.

This, they told him, was why the Gift favored them. It was their love for magic, their determination to understand it on top of what it offered. 

Valen took that to heart. With his new focus, he could practice far more than he could before. And practice he did! He put together his first second-tier spell only a few years after that to just as much fanfare and pride, and perhaps that was the trouble.

Pride.

It had been easy to get into his own head, back then. Easy to believe that he truly was a prodigy of magic, because he was, but also that he was above the rules, which he wasn't.

His attempt at a third-tier spell took him longer than it otherwise would have. Valen had gotten it into his head that he could create one that was truly unique. That he could impress the Gift itself, and perhaps the ancestral soulbloom along with it. At the time he envisioned for himself a future in which he'd been granted special knowledge and an exceptional form.

And so he worked feverishly on a spell that was only a third-tier spell by technicality, but in truth was significantly more complex. He wanted this spell that marked his adulthood to be something special, something that made a statement.

Elves were told never to touch deliberately on the divine with their spells, and Valen did it anyway. Inadvertently, his spell alerted the gods, as he had been warned it would; inadvertently he treaded upon Astiviya's domain and earned her ire; inadvertently he disgraced his family, and lost his ability to touch the magic he so loved.

Valen had only just inscribed his name when Astiviya appeared, burning with fury. He felt the shockwave of her appearance tear through the soulbloom, distorting something in the connection he shared with it. He saw his mother's pride turn to a look of confusion, his father's into one of concern; he saw their lack of recognition.

He fled.

The curse interfered with his connection to his elven roots, and it prevented the soulbloom from repairing it. He had sworn to himself he would not return until he found a way to restore it. In truth, Cale had already changed his mind on that—he planned to go back, when Akkau allowed it, and explain to them what had happened—but now...

He knew the spell he should have cast. The one he could have created even back then, that he'd been considering in the back of his mind. It was elven magic, and nothing he did with spell arrays could have replicated it, but he did so now, putting together spellforms that he had long ago put aside. They came to him with remarkable familiarity, as though they had been waiting.

You have learned [Arboral Recollections].

A single root emerged from the ground and rapidly sprouted into a miniature version of the spell-echo grove he'd spent his childhood learning in. The blooms in this version were special, though. Rather than containing echoes of past spells cast by great mages, they contained memories.

And in them was the first time he had been gifted his focus, when both his parents smiled at him with pride in their eyes.

Professor Graystalk took a shuddering breath and strode up to Cale, and he was polite enough to wait until he was certain Cale had finished casting himself before grasping him and pulling him into a firm hug.

"Thank you," he said, his voice hoarse.
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  Cale Cadwell Cobbs was not entirely certain what his spell had done.

That was, of course, to be expected. Magic outside of the Gift was an uncertain thing: in most realms, the development of a new spell involved a great deal of experimentation and failure, and a mage could never be certain that they had documented every possible flaw and side effect.

The Gift was unique in that it provided a description of every spell once it was cast, and integrated that spell into the caster's core in a way that made their understanding of what it did more or less complete. It wasn't a perfect system, still, but it was a great deal better than what a mage ordinarily had to work with.

But those information-gathering capabilities seemed unfortunately limited here. Case in point: while the Gift had detected that he had performed some sort of magic, it seemed unable to determine what that magic was or what the spell had done.

You have learned an unknown spell. Processing...

Not yet, at least. So there was that.

Still, Cale wasn't oblivious to the fact that the spell, ritual, or working—whatever it really was—had done something profound. The shift in the air felt almost tangible. It no longer felt like they were just inside one of Utelia's dungeons.

Instead, it felt like they had moved to another realm.

He deconstructed that thought, trying to figure out what it might mean.

It was rare for him to become so wholly consumed with magic. That was partially because magic had, for many of his lives, been inaccessible to him. But even with that in mind he had participated in rituals, voluntarily and involuntarily, and none of them had left him feeling quite like this.

He was tired. Whatever he'd done had drained a significant degree of his mana out of him, for the first time in a long, long time. It was a bone-deep exhaustion that was nothing like the lethargy that came with a little bit of mana strain. Rather than simply taxing his body's ability to handle his mana, he had actually drained a significant portion of his core.

Cale squinted inward, just to be sure. Yep. His wyldfire was still burning, but it wasn't the brilliant blaze it normally was. He could actually see the darkwood underneath, gnarled and knotted from age and growing a little faster than the wyldfire could consume it.

That made him grimace slightly, but it wasn't that much of a problem. It would be fixed with a good night's sleep.

But the fact that this ritual had consumed that much of his mana told him a lot. It told him, for instance, that they almost certainly had moved to another realm; that wherever they were, it was no longer just a dungeon.

That did not mean that it was no longer a dungeon at all. The presence of it was still there, hammered into the structure and foundation of this realm. They were still within the confines of the story the dungeon wanted to tell. The difference was that the story was real, now, that they were—

—they were actually there. In a moment of the distant past, before the disappearance of humanity.

Maybe?

The implications of that raced ahead of Cale, and he struggled to reign them in. He couldn't let himself hope. Not yet; not again. All he wanted for now was to find out what happened. There were likely a dozen laws of the multiverse that would stop him from actually saving them. If the Monolith of Time were here, he was certain she would have a lecture for him on all the reasons changing the past was impossible.

But it felt like there was a chance now, however slim. If the opportunity arose, if the chance to save his people came... he would seize it.

Cale had, of course, only just come to this conclusion when he was shaken out of his reverie by Professor Graystalk suddenly grasping him in an embrace. He blinked himself back to reality, pushing away the aftereffects of the spell and the weariness that had sunken into his bones, and hesitated for a moment before putting his arms around the elf.

Graystalk was trembling with emotion. He'd never displayed much dismay over his curse, and Cale in turn hadn't realized exactly how much curing it would mean to him. It meant a lot, apparently, judging by the hoarseness in his voice when he thanked him.

"You're welcome," Cale told him.

It took a while before the professor calmed enough that Cale could gently extricate himself from the embrace. It struck him, in that brief moment, how surprisingly light Graystalk was. A quirk of elven biology, perhaps? The others were too preoccupied with something else to pay much attention to his sudden display of emotion either way, which was probably for the best.

Cale took the opportunity to guide Graystalk to sit on the edge of the stage. He was evidently embarrassed by that display of emotion, judging by the redness in the tips of his ears. "That mattered more to you than I knew, huh?"

"Indeed." Graystalk managed a weak chuckle. "I did not truly expect it to be cured."

That sounded familiar. Cale tried not to think too hard about his own refusal to acknowledge his hopes. "What happened?" he asked instead. "I mean, you don't have to tell me, but..."

"I do not mind," Graystalk assured him. "It is not a complicated tale."

He explained what had happened, and Cale's eyes darkened slightly as he spoke. When he was done, Cale sat quietly for a moment.

"Well," he said. "I'm set to spar with Astiviya next week. You should come watch."

Graystalk's gaze snapped to him, half horror and half delight. "You're what?"

"She showed up during Divine Studies and said we had to produce a worthy mage to prove our school's standing," Cale said, smirking slightly. "And she didn't really specify how to prove we're worthy, so..."

"I should not be surprised, and yet I find that I am." Graystalk shook his head. "Nor should I attend such a duel for the purposes of petty vengeance. It would be uncouth."

"You're going to anyway, though, right?"

"Oh, certainly." Graystalk grinned at him. "I shall be in my best attire. Perhaps I will bring my family along."

Cale grinned right back. It was nice to have something that felt smaller and more self-contained, a problem he could solve without worrying about what would happen to humanity or to the aberrations of Utelia.

He could worry about the full consequences of what he'd done later, once he'd had a little more rest—but for now, this was still a rare opportunity to understand more about what humanity had been.

And the more he knew, the better his odds of saving them. He would just have to see.





Foundational Spell Systems ended after Instructor Hikari collapsed, of course. There was no way the lesson could continue after that.

There were a lot of questions about exactly what Cale had done. Erik and Elizabeth looked worried about Hikari, but thankfully didn't blame Cale for what had happened—they'd both been able to sense that it had something to do with the magic she employed rather than any effect of his spell.

"What did you do, though?" Erik asked. It was the third time he'd asked that question. "I've never seen a spell maintained without the circles before. If you could teach one of us to do it, it would probably change spellcasting entirely."

"You can't just tell a mage to give up their secrets, Erik," Elizabeth said, though Cale could tell her exasperation was more performative than anything else. She was just as interested in the answer as Erik was.

"I'm not!" Erik protested. "I'm asking. There's a difference."

"I'd tell you if I could," Cale cut in, mostly so the two didn't end up arguing in front of them yet again. "I'm not sure, though. You need to be able to hear them. You said you couldn't, right?"

"We don't hear anything like what you described," Erik confirmed. "But our mana sense isn't as sensitive as yours in the first place. Did you say you normally cast using constructs?"

"Like this," Professor Graystalk said. He'd managed to compose himself, and now for the most part he wore his usual expression of polite interest. But at the same time, there was something softer in the lines of his shoulders, like some of the weight he had been carrying with him had drained away.

The professor gestured, casting a very modest spell array out of first- and second-tier spells only; the construct glowed for a moment, and then the remnants of the chalk on the floor began to glow in resonance. It gathered itself slowly into a little ball, then reconstituted into a length of hybridized chalk.

Erik's eyes widened and his jaw dropped. "You have a Chalk Restoration spell?" he asked, delighted. "Wait, you cast it without using any reagents! You have to show me, this will change the way we cast magic so much—"

"Erik," Elizabeth said, and Erik wilted.

"Please?" he tried.

"I am uncertain you would be able to replicate it, but I am willing to share what I know," Graystalk said, chuckling. He found a piece of paper and began burning a script into it with mana. "Here are a basic set of spellforms you will need. You must be able to maintain these shapes using mana manipulation alone."

"You can hold shapes like these just with mana manipulation?" Erik scanned the piece of paper eagerly. "Are you from a realm with better mana control? We don't have nearly this much finesse! I mean, I guess you could train for it, but we've never seen much of a point with how many years it would take. But you're longer-lived, right? So you could afford to do that. I wonder if we could establish a better exchange program with longer-lived species—"

"Erik," Elizabeth repeated, and this time she gestured to the still-unconscious Instructor Hikari. "We need to make sure she's alright."

"Oh. Right." To his credit, Erik did seem embarrassed. "Sorry. I might come by later to learn more, though! We're gonna go, uh, take her to the infirmary and make sure she didn't get brain damage or anything."

"She did not get brain damage," Elizabeth deadpanned. "Prophecy backlash is a well-known side effect of receiving a prophetic vision. Please don't worry our guests. Instructor Hikari will be fine with a little rest."

"There was a prophecy?" Cale asked.

"Right, right," Erik said. "She probably didn't get brain damage. I'm just saying! We still don't really know the mechanism of prophecy, right? It's possible that the mana burns through the brain..."

His voice trailed off as he filed out of the classroom alongside his apprentices, followed shortly by Elizabeth and her apprentices. Hikari's apprentices were the last to leave—a tall, dark-skinned woman among them narrowed her eyes at Cale, gesturing at him with an "I'm watching you" gesture.

"I know you probably did not do this to her," she said. "But if you did, we will find you."

"As you should," Cale said without missing a beat. "If there's anything I can do, let me know."

She nodded at him, her expression severe, and left. A half-beat passed before Syphus spoke up.

"You know," it said, "if you want, I'd be happy to give people death threats in your name."

"Please don't," Cale said. "But also, if you do, make sure you record it with a scrying crystal. I'm sure they'll deserve it."

"We should discuss the prophecy," Thorn grunted. "Believe it was directed at us."

"Right, about that!" Cale said. "Seriously. When was there a prophecy? How did I miss a whole prophecy?"





Alchemy Basics was next, apparently, which was rather convenient because—according to Administrator Branch—this particular class would cover common reagents and how they were affected by the various forms of magical weather. It seemed clear that Instructor Hikari's vision had something to do with the dragon rain they supposedly had to deal with the next day, so it was a good bet for information, on top of getting to learn more about the magic of the era.

Cale was, unsurprisingly, dwelling on the aspects of her prophecy that seemed less like a prediction of the future and more of an explanation of what his spell had done. It coincided almost exactly with his own conclusions, except...

The strictures of time are yet unwritten.

Which meant their actions here would have consequences, then. Did she mean they could change the future, or just that the specific outcome here was malleable? Cale was inclined to believe the latter, given the way dungeons typically worked.

Take pity on we who preceded you, and know that we are ourselves in truth.

That was pretty self-explanatory. It was a warning that they were no longer simple dungeon constructs and were entirely and fully themselves, but more importantly, it was a plea for help. Somehow, in that moment, Instructor Hikari had known the specifics of the dungeon. Perhaps she'd even been able to see how time itself was laid out ahead of them. She certainly seemed to understand that Cale and his companions were from the future.

She had also known, to some degree, that asking for help would work. That the take pity was all she needed to say to guarantee that he would try. The downside of it was that it was near impossible now to hold back his hope that he might be able to change the outcome of all this; she seemed to be implying that he could. Except she'd only been talking about the dragon rain, hadn't she?

The blood of dragons will spill in greater volumes than ever before, and when it does, the University itself will wither. 

None of that was about humanity disappearing. No—it seemed she likely didn't know that would happen, and was instead saying that the students of the University could be rescued. Perhaps only that part of time was unwritten, and he would not be able to save humanity anyway; perhaps that event was fixed.

...Perhaps he was looking for excuses to avoid feeling hope.

Bah. In any case, he was reminded that mages could not be underestimated, no matter the era. Magic here might have been slower, requiring complex circles and patterns of lines, but in any era a mage was defined by their ingenuity and ability to work around their restrictions. Hikari had certainly demonstrated exactly that, and he would do what she asked.

They had a university to protect. But the dragon rain would not come until tomorrow, so first: Alchemical Basics.

The instructors that filed into the class (though it was more of a laboratory than a class, really, and judging by Graystalk's immediate interest in the equipment it was a remarkably modern laboratory) were no less eccentric than the last. This time, two of them were human, and the third was a tall creature constructed entirely from glass rods and alchemical beakers.

That caught Cale's interest immediately, of course. He had a black cloak draped awkwardly over his instruments, as if he was trying to hide how inhuman he was. Perhaps he felt out of place amongst his fellows, but once again Cale saw no indication that the others thought any less of him for that fact. Instructor Phlogis, as he was known, was apparently the former familiar of one of the university's alchemical sages.

He was shy and awkward, though. He introduced himself without looking directly at any of them, and pulled the cloak more tightly over his head, despite his apprentice's best attempts to reassure him.

"I'm sorry," Marcus, one of his apprentices, apologized. "He has some trouble with new people. He'll open up after a bit, don't worry."

"It is not a problem," Professor Graystalk said, his tone warm. "Many of my colleagues are much the same. There is no disgrace in needing time."

Phlogis shifted slightly at that. "Colleagues?" he asked. His voice was quiet and reminded Cale vaguely of the tinkling of glass.

"Oh, yes." Graystalk chuckled. "Our academy doesn't hold many humans, so we all have to get used to one another."

"Not many... humans?" Phlogis repeated, like he couldn't quite wrap his head around the thought. "...Unusual."

"Indeed." Graystalk glanced at Cale, who shrugged. He appreciated the concern, but it wasn't like the reminder made things any worse; normally, people didn't even realize they were doing this to him. "So if you're worried—"

"Not... worried." Phlogis hesitated. "Do not want to disappoint."

"We keep telling you, you're not a disappointment," Marcus said with a sigh. Phlogis shifted to look at his apprentice, uncertain, but did not respond.

"Instructor Phlogis won't admit it, but he is one of our foremost experts in alchemical containment and reactions," one of the other instructors supplied, taking pity on him. "He's basically a walking alchemical laboratory, and he's responsible for building basically all the equipment in here. We should probably get the class started—you'll see what he's capable of when it's his turn. He's a little less shy when he gets to do alchemy."

"Of course," Professor Graystalk agreed. To their surprise, Phlogis and his apprentices chose to sit with them, near the back of the class; apparently Phlogis didn't like being close ot the stage until it was his turn to present.

Cale paid special attention as the lesson began, curious if he would be able to hear the song of these reagents as well. Mages of this era seemed to treat alchemy and spellwork as parallel systems, with alchemy being largely a way to contain a spell in liquid form. Many potions could be converted directly into spells, and vice versa.

"Mandalroot," Instructor Tajia explained, "can only be cultivated in environments of third-order symmetry or higher, though you can partially supplant this requirement through the use of mirrors. This makes any reflective plant an excellent ingredient to grow alongside it. Repeating grass, for instance, though you must be careful not to let their reflective planes intersect. We don't need another infestation.

"Both are useful for any potions or spells based in duplication or illusion, but be aware that neither of them tolerate other ingredients well. To make them more amenable to non-symmetrical ingredients, one must make use of a neutralizing, chaotic reagent, such as the bark of the bandit-tree..."

Tajia pulled out each ingredient as she spoke, and Cale concentrated on them with his mana sense. Just like before, each seemed to sing to him with its own note.

Cale's brow furrowed slightly.

No, he wasn't just hearing that in his mana sense. He glanced to the side.

Phlogis was humming along with each ingredient, almost subconsciously.

"You hear it too?" Cale whispered.

Phlogis jumped immediately, of course, in a startled clatter of tinkling glass that made Cale wince. Whoops. He probably should have remembered that Phlogis was probably not used to being spoken to while observing the class. Luckily, the instructor didn't seem too offended, just surprised.

"You... hear it too?" he asked. And then, in a lower, more urgent whisper: "Do you hear the other song? The bad one. The one that's coming."

Cale blinked. "I don't think I hear that one," he said carefully. "But... tell me more."
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  Phlogis had, apparently, been able to hear this music all his life.

Not the discordant tune growing louder in the background, the one he called the "bad song." Cale could only imagine how much worse Phlogis's anxiety would be if he'd been subjected to that for his entire existence. But the song he heard had been growing louder for years, now, and without anyone else to corroborate what he was hearing it had become difficult for him.

Cale had only just picked up the ability to hear what Phlogis called the universal voice, so it wasn't surprising that he couldn't hear this song just yet. Phlogis described it as a kind of insidious background static that had been growing slowly louder over the years, and he seemed convinced that if Cale could hear everything else, it was only a matter of time before he heard it too.

"You must listen," he insisted. "Listen until you hear it. Then we can figure out what to do, yes?"

"Of course," Cale assured him. Phlogis seemed to relax a little with that promise, giving him a jerky nod before turning his attention back to the class. He seemed satisfied with just that, though his apprentices gave Cale curious looks.

For his part, Cale did exactly as promised. He hadn't forgotten what he was here for, and this seemed like something important. Perhaps the song that Phlogis heard had something to do with the dragon rain, but if not, then it almost certainly had something to do with the monsters Adam could see.

The extinction of humanity, in other words.

In less somber news, though, the class was fascinating. The magic of this era might have been far behind when it came to spellmaking and spellcasting—or it felt that way, in any case—but the same could not be said for their alchemical knowledge, which seemed to be leagues ahead.

Modern alchemy effectively came about from paying close attention to the mana aspects that various plants and ingredients were able to cultivate. In that sense, each potion was essentially different ratios of mana aspects, with the efficacy of the potion increasing with the purity of each aspect.

Cale decided to call this aspect alchemy. It was effective, and it allowed for a large variety of methods that would achieve the same result. It required some level of intent to influence the final potion, at times, but by and large the process was a refinement of aspects, not meaning.

What the humans of this era did was similar instead to the way they cast their spells, and Cale decided that the appropriate term for it was probably symbolic alchemy. The mages of the era, for the most part, didn't have a powerful enough mana sense to distinguish between the various mana aspects and determine their purity; they needed tools for that.

Instead, their version of alchemy was heavily reliant on the symbolic meaning and purpose of each of their ingredients. There was some overlap with mana aspects, of course—mana aspects were themselves a symbolic representation of various distilled concepts and ideas—but unlike aspect alchemy, the reagents used in symbolic alchemy could represent different things in different potions.

That meant some ingredients were incredibly valuable. Everyman essence, for example, was created by crushing the undifferentiated seeds of a possibility tree; since a possibility tree could conceivably grow into just about anything, everyman essence could likewise fill in for a missing ingredient for just about any recipe.

Cale was immediately intrigued by the idea of a possibility tree, and was likewise immediately disappointed when he was informed that the trees dropped only a single seed every thousand years.

"Typical," he muttered. "Magic trees take forever to fruit."

Thorn shot him a dirty look.

"Sorry," he said sheepishly. "I'll help you fruit, if you want?"

"Not a tree," Thorn deadpanned.

Then there were potions whose ingredients could not be so easily substituted, because the symbolic meaning of their ingredients were too specific for something like everyman essence to fill in the gaps. Often, Instructor Tajia explained, these were legendary potions.

A potion of resurrection could only be brewed using the divine tears, for instance. In all of recorded history, it had only been successfully brewed once. A potion of translocation was simpler, but one needed the fur of a misplacer beast, and humanity had yet to successfully capture and domesticate them. 

Growing and maintaining a broad selection of alchemical reagents, Cale learned, was a job unto itself. Any alchemical greenhouse suffered a risk of symbolic contamination if everything growing in it wasn't perfectly calibrated.

There were famous stories of potions gone wrong because of symbolically-contaminated ingredients, which Cale found fascinating. Especially since Instructor Phlogis seemed to grow more comfortable with them and was able to share a few additional snippets.

"Corpsevine," he said, nodding as Tajia began to describe the idea of symbolic contamination. "Caused one of the worst outbreaks of contamination once. Grew too close to the carnivorous mandrake."

Cale blinked, processed that sequence of words, and couldn't help inquiring. "What happened?"

"Corpsevine symbolizes... loss. Regret." Phlogis hesitated. "Understanding of death. Mandrakes became vegetarian."

"They what?"

Phlogis nodded, perfectly serious. "Symbolic contamination. Became vegetarian. Different symbolic meaning. Still useful! But many potions became bad. Need to use for different potion."

"What were they normally used for?" Cale asked, now invested.

"Carnivorous mandrakes used to cure illness in humans. Like... eating sickness. Potions went bad, many people sick." Phlogis saw Cale's expression and hurried to reassure him. "Humans fixed fast! Not bad. And humans discover new mandrakes very useful! Can reverse other symbolic contamination. First discovery! Also good balancing reagent if other symbols contaminated."

"Huh." Cale had to admit, this form of alchemy sounded fun. He liked modern alchemy well enough, of course, but he could imagine spending a life or two managing a greenhouse of his own. Symbolic contamination was just a term for unintentional symbolic association, so he could spend his time discovering new symbolic associations, perhaps.

The second instructor made her way to the stage to speak and took the discussion from there. Her lesson was focused on what she called environmental alchemy—the process of establishing some magical effect without using potions at all, and instead using the inherent symbolic power of various artifacts to turn the room itself into an active brew.

Metaphorically speaking, of course.

Instructor Tajia's lecture had been largely theory. Judging by the look of impatience some of the apprentices were wearing, Cale guessed it she was using her part of the class mostly for the benefit of the guests, which he appreciated. This second instructor's lesson dove straight into practical demonstration, however.

"Environmental alchemy is distinct from spell systems and normal alchemy," Katerina said. "We must not confuse them, yes? You use reagents for those. But for environmental alchemy, you want something stronger! Your symbolic anchors must be real anchors. They must be big. They must carry the weight of the room! The bigger the effect, the bigger the anchor, yes?"

Next to him, Phlogis winced. "Oh no."

"What, is she wrong?" Cale glanced at him curiously.

"Katerina correct. Just..." Phlogis gestured. "Is about to be loud."

Cale was only briefly confused, because immediately after Phlogis said this, Katerina hauled what appeared to be a massive anchor out of nowhere. It crashed into the floor with enough force to crack the stone, and she grunted as she lifted it, biceps bulging with the strain.

"Do not help me!" she called before anyone else could offer to help. "I do not want tiny men to be squished, yes? Or pretty woman. I am talking about you, Tajia."

"I didn't offer!" Tajia yelled.

"I tried to help her once," Marcus muttered. "And, uh, I broke my arm."

"For some reason, I really want her to meet Alina," Cale said.

"Cale," Leo groaned.

"I wonder if she could carry me," Syphus mused.

"Syphus, you're not helping," Leo said.

Katerina lumbered over to the corner of the room and dropped the anchor with a second massive crash; the sound of cracking stone echoed through the room. "This," she said proudly, "is a symbolic anchor for weight! I use it in my gym."

Of course she did.

"I taught about symbolic investiture for environmental alchemy in the last class," Katerina explained with a grunt, pulling out a second anchor. It occurred to Cale that she could just have manifested these in the corners of the room, if she wanted to, which meant she was doing this either to get some practice in or to show off. "If you need to learn about that, ask my apprentices! They have many notes. Today I explain activating the effect. You have seen me do it before, yes? Has anyone figured out how it works?"

One of her apprentices nodded, but everyone else shook their heads. Katerina nodded. "Good! No one lies," she declared, satisfied. "Anastasia, come here and whisper to me. I will tell you if you are correct."

The apprentice—Anastasia, presumably—walked timidly up and spoke quietly. Katerina beamed, clearly delighted by whatever her apprentice had said. "Very good! Extra points. You will help the new ones understand how investiture works, yes?"

"I'd like to exchange notes," Leo immediately volunteered, pulling out his notebook. He seemed to be waiting for something, though? He kept looking at Cale.

Cale stared back at him.

"...Oh! You get extra points, too," he said after a moment. "Uh... I don't know how many yet. I'll figure it out later."

Leo gave him a withering, disbelieving look, then walked off to join Anastasia.

Professor Graystalk eyed Cale for a moment. "I am beginning to believe you are intentionally withholding points from him."

"No, no," Cale protested. "I mean... kind of? But no."

"He might feel you are mocking him, if you continue," Graystalk warned.

"I'm not!" Cale said, raising his hands in surrender. "It's just... it's continued on for a bit too long, and I think it might be weird if I just start giving them to him? He expects me to be flaky about them now. So..."

Cale pulled out his own tiny notebook, hidden in a pocket, and scribbled '50' down on it. "I figure I'll give it to him on a big day of some kind," he said. "Like his birthday, if that's coming up. Or when he figures out palewater. Let him know he's been getting his points all along, you know?"

Graystalk stared at him. "That is surprisingly thoughtful."

Cale coughed. "Just don't tell anyone," he said. "Can't have my apprentices think I'm going soft on them."

"I'm right here," Syphus pointed out.

"You don't care either way, though."

Syphus pondered this. "...True," it admitted. "Do you think there'll be duels later? I want to fight some humans."

"I really, really hope not," Cale said.

Katerina dropped off the last of her anchors with a grunt, then, her shoulders heaving. "All done!" she announced. "You will see I placed four symbolic anchors in this room. One less than the number of anchors for a spell of the First Circle! Why do you think that is? Can any of our guests tell me?"

Cale had a pretty good guess, but he'd noticed the interest with which Graystalk had been looking around the room, and how closely he'd paid attention to everything Tajia had taught them. The professor straightened and cleared his throat, and Cale perked up, wondering if they had come to the same conclusion.

"I am new to this form of magic," Professor Graystalk said. "But I suspect that because you are drawing on the symbolic power of those anchors to create your effect, you do not wish to form a complete spell. Instead, the room itself acts as an incomplete fifth node, through which the symbolic power of all your anchors are threaded."

"Very good!" Katerina seemed delighted by the answer. "Correct. Very correct! You are their teacher for a reason, yes? Most who are new to alchemy do not understand its environmental variant so easily."

"It shares some remarkable similarities to an art I am familiar with," Professor Graystalk said politely.

"I hope you share later!" Katerina said. "For now, I will show you the activation. Then I will hear some guesses on how it works, yes? Anyone who gets it correct will earn points!"

"I don't suppose you have an opening for an apprentice?" Leo called out. Cale shot him a horrified, betrayed expression, and Leo laughed. "For someone who already has a mentor, I mean."

"No! But I will let you know if I ever decide to share," Katerina said, entirely unperturbed. She clapped once, then slapped her hands into the ground—

Cale's eyes narrowed slightly as his mana sense briefly went haywire. 

That was a spell, wasn't it? It was a hazy, indistinct version of a spell compared to the refined constructs he was used to, but it did share the same fundamental properties. His mana sense hadn't known what to make of it, in large part because it wasn't a very complicated construct and he was almost certain it wouldn't do anything even if it were refined.

He was almost certain that it was a blank spell that consumed mana but did little else, and as if to confirm the thought, the Gift reacted a second later.

You have learned [Null].

[Null, Level MAX] [No Tier, Active] [100 Mana]

Consumes mana equivalent to the spell cost.

Well... yeah, of course it did. It was good to know that part of the Gift was still working, he supposed.

Yet even though the spell should have done nothing at all, there was an immediate reaction from the symbolic anchors in the room. More accurately, there was a reaction in their respective songs. Cale heard them swell in volume, resonating in response to that single pulse of mana.

It was a catalyst, he realized. That burst of mana had somehow catalyzed a reaction from the symbolic anchors in the room, and now they acted as if they were in the middle of a spell. The harmony lent itself to the air, bent around the room itself, and as it did the small pulse of mana drew in ambient mana like a magnet.

Soon, there was a steady stream of mana flowing between each anchor and filling up the room. Cale looked around in wonder. He felt... good. Somehow it seemed suddenly easier to breathe, like an invisible weight had been lifted off his shoulders, and from the looks of the others, he wasn't the only one.

Except... Was there a discordant note in there? It wasn't like the one he'd heard before, when he'd seen a way to "improve" on Basic Illusion. This one sounded more like what Phlogis had mentioned, a discordant static in the background that he hadn't noticed until this new song played over it.

He lost his focus on it a second later when Katerina spoke.

"I call this the room of recovery!" she announced proudly. "It is very good for you after exercise, yes?"

"We should get one of these in Brightscale," Graystalk said, rolling his shoulders, and Thorn nodded in agreement.

Did Brightscale not already have one? It took Cale a second to pick up on the implications—right, the modern Great Realms did not have the benefit of the Monolith of Life, and recovery of any kind was exponentially harder. This was an era from before Vital's death. Perhaps this was an era that did not even rely on the power of a Monolith of Life.

If that were the case, then healing spells would work normally here. He wondered if the reverse was true. Symbolic alchemy was so different from anything the Great Realms did that perhaps it would still work, if they understood it enough to replicate it. Perhaps symbolic alchemy had always been possible, but had remained hidden and undiscovered as a result of the paradigm they lived with...

They would have to find out, he supposed. He could hear the universal voice in his mana sense, now; perhaps, if he still heard it when they returned to Utelia, it would indicate that this was still possible.

Either way, Cale was suddenly struck by how much he wished Damien was here. His apprentice would have loved to learn about this. A whole new form of magic, one that could potentially revolutionize healing? And Damien was especially sensitive to symbolic meaning; Cale had lost count of the number of times his friend had seen through something he said to what he meant—

There was a timid knock on the door.

Cale blinked.

Was that Damien? It sounded a lot like Damien.
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  A few subjective hours ago, Damien sat in one of the motel's seemingly endless supply of rooms, nursing a headache. This particular room was thankfully not occupied by one of the many strange residents of the Fog, which meant he had the time to really sit down and bemoan the loss of his previously headache-free existence.

"I didn't even know dreadshades could get headaches," Flia said, rubbing his back sympathetically. "Not counting the magically-induced ones, I mean."

"We can't, but I'm pretty sure just existing around Cale supersedes that rule," Damien grumbled. Flia chuckled and hummed with agreement, which, strangely enough, made him feel better. She understood what he was going through, at least.

Not that Damien would have given up his apprenticeship with Cale for anything. He would've endured twice as many headaches if it meant he could see and learn as much as he had over the last month. As far as he was concerned, the occasional headache was a small price to pay.

"Managed to figure out whatever it is they're trying to tell us, yet?" Flia asked.

Damien shook his head. "Not yet," he admitted. "I feel like I'm close, but..."

He trailed off, and Flia nodded in understanding. The so-called classes they'd been having were abstract and borderline incomprehensible, filled with explanations of bizarre facts that couldn't possibly have been true. Some, at least, contained useful albeit esoteric magical knowledge. Others were barely classes at all, and were "taught" by strange entities that seemed excited to meet them more than anything else.

That last category of lesson was the only reason Flia wasn't more frustrated than she already was, he knew. Many of those entities had equally strange creatures with them as pets, and they allowed Flia to play with them while they spoke.

This worked fantastically well as a bribe, to Damien's amusement. Flia's affinity for magical creatures hadn't changed, despite their circumstances; she had admitted to him that a part of her loved getting to know and understand so many different species.

That didn't mean that she wasn't getting increasingly frustrated by the cryptic nature of their classes, though, and Damien truthfully felt much the same way. The only difference was that Flia thought their time was being wasted, and Damien was certain that there was a point to all this.

There was a strange, aching familiarity to many of the things they were being taught, like he'd heard all of it somewhere before. That should have been impossible, considering when and where they were, but Damien was used to having his idea of reality restructured by now.

He'd learned from Cale that if something impossible happened, the best question to ask was not how it had happened, but where he was wrong. What assumption was he making that made this seem impossible?

Damien didn't know yet, but he felt like he was close to figuring it out.

"Let's just head to the next class," he said with a sigh, pulling himself to his feet. "It should be our last one before we meet up with Cale, right? I might be able to brainstorm a bit with him."

"That's what Ashvali said." Flia was frowning—she'd made it clear that she didn't quite trust Ashvali. "If we don't, we'll have to find a way to get there on our own. One of these doors has to lead somewhere close."

Damien nodded. They'd discovered in their exploration of this place that every other door seemed to open up to a different realm, and perhaps to a different time entirely; neither of them had the spells to check the latter, but there were few other explanations for the doors that seemed to lead to the same realm, decades apart.

That had been enough for them both to decide not to mess with the alternate doors, really. Neither of them were interested in messing with the history of a realm, and whatever else this place was, it seemed to enable it. Worst case scenario, though, that might enable them to find and rejoin Cale and the others.

Damien would prefer not having to rely on that, considering how much trial and error it would take. Besides—and he could admit this was strange—the same way he was certain there was a point to all these lessons, he was oddly certain Ashvali was trustworthy.

Not that he minded that Flia didn't agree with him. One of them needed to watch out for any tricks.

At least his head was feeling better. Damien took a deep breath, and together, they made their way to their final lesson.





The good news was that the classroom appeared to be a conventional one, remarkably similar to Brightscale Academy's own lecture halls in size and appearance. Damien was grateful. He didn't know if he could have handled another lesson within a tiny bubble at the bottom of the ocean, which was what their last classroom had been.

Their current professor was named The Coming of Tides, and like many of the other entities they had met in the fog, he was a bizarre amalgamation of concept and physical reality. Looking at him produced the distinct impression of oceans moving and continents shifting, of the inevitable march of progress.

Flia took one look at him and wasted no time in asking him rather directly if he was one of the Monoliths, or some sort of precursor to them, and The Coming of Tides laughed. "I am not," he said. "They are Law given Form, and I am merely an Idea given Substance. I thank you for the compliment, however."

"Are there a lot of you?" Flia asked, ever-curious about the different species they encountered.

The Coming of Tides pondered the question before answering. "We are many and we are few," he said. "We are those who remain in flux until your time here is concluded. But know we do not begrudge your choices, whatever they may be."

"That's unnecessarily ominous," Flia complained, and Damien held back a snort. She wasn't wrong. "If you just told us what's going on, we'd be able to help."

"Perhaps," The Coming of Tides agreed. "Or perhaps the knowledge would make you second-guess yourselves. We are giving you all we can, in the hopes that you will preserve us—but ultimately, the choice is yours. Such is the nature of this magic and of the burden we have chosen to carry."

"That wasn't any less ominous," Flia grumbled.

The Coming of Tides chuckled, but did not elaborate. Instead, he smiled at them, or at least conveyed to them the impression of a smile; despite all the time they had been talking, Damien still could not determine if he had a physical body at all. His mind told him he saw something where The Coming of Tides stood, but the memory slipped as soon as he tried to capture it.

"Let us begin our lesson," The Coming of Tides said. "I will speak of the cracks you find in the Great Realms, and how you may take advantage of them..."





They knew of the Great Realms.

Damien didn't know why that had taken him so long to notice. Maybe because that was the default, as far as he was concerned. It would be stranger if anyone he met didn't know about the Great Realms. But they had learned now that the time they were in—the era in which the Bitter Path took place—was far in the distant past, before even the age of Yggdrasil.

The Great Realms should not have existed yet. Yet The Coming of Tides was very clearly aware of what they were, and if they took him at his word, then he also knew of cracks in the foundation of the Realms themselves.

Thinking back on it, while not all of their teachers had mentioned the Great Realms, it seemed clear that they all knew about them. Each one had made an off-handed comment about something that should have been exclusive to the modern structure of the cosmos. Each one had known that they were strangers to the Fog, unfamiliar with its rules.

And each one had warned them of at least one thing that could not be done here: to never walk off the path, to never partake in food not directly offered, to never sleep without a barrier, lest their dreams leak into the unrealized potential around them.

At the time Damien had taken it simply as the warning it was intended as, but now he wondered if it was part of another message. They knew of the Great Realms, and Ashvali was clearly associated in some way with Time itself. Did everyone in this strange motel know something of the future?

If so, what did Damien and Flia have to do with it? None of their teachers so far had seemed surprised about either of them being there, and there was clearly a reason they'd each been called. At the very least the residents of the Fog had somehow been prepared for both of them, given how many of their classes involved some variety of magical creature Flia could learn about.

Damien tried considering it from a different angle. Why would anyone want the two of them here? Flia's presence made sense: the Fog was in some way an ancient version of the Abyss, and perhaps her affinity with the latter gave her some ability to navigate the former. She certainly seemed to possess some intuition for it...

...and she'd also admitted to having made some progress with creating her first drop of palewater as a result. Damien frowned. He wasn't exactly sure how that worked, though meeting a great variety of magical creatures seemed to have something to do with it.

That couldn't have been why he was here, though. He'd gained no such benefit.

It had to have something to do with that odd sense of familiarity so many of these lessons gave him. Maybe it was something only he could notice, or some knowledge only he had... it wasn't like everything here was familiar, after all. It was just enough that he couldn't simply dismiss it out of hand.

Why would he be familiar with any of this?

He hadn't even known that humanity was gone until Ashvali had told them, and his heart ached for his mentor, who had had to endure what must have been a painful loneliness all this time. It was a loneliness Damien was familiar with, but at least Damien knew that his father was out there somewhere, even if he didn't know where.

Cale, though... Cale couldn't even talk about it. He had to endure everyone he knew and loved talking about him and humanity as though they were not only present but common, as if they were a weak species to be belittled throughout the Realms.

Without the obfuscation effect, it became suddenly clear just how prevalent that thought had been. There was an intrinsic assumption that humans were a weak, low-magic species. Their greatest trait was their ingenuity and ability to adapt, but nowhere in his memories did any of them seem exceptional. Cale, perhaps, but then Cale didn't really count.

There had to be a reason for that. There were plenty of species across the Great Realms that had gone extinct, and none of them had had that erasure censored the way humanity had. Someone had done this, but why had they done it? Why was it that the Great Realms couldn't know that humanity was gone?

Or perhaps it wasn't the fact that they were gone that was being censored. Perhaps that was covering up a lesser detail, like humanity's supposed unexceptionality. Had humanity perhaps been responsible for something great, after all, and the effect was there simply to prevent the Realms from remembering what they'd lost?

It seemed to Damien that it was unlikely he would uncover some secret that Cale had not over eons of searching, yet he couldn't help the feeling that something about all this was—relevant? Not quite the right word. Nor was familiar. Rather it felt like it was something he ought to know or had already known, only to have that understanding taken away from him.

But his only locked memories were the ones related to his father.

(Part of him noticed that The Coming of Tides was watching him, his expression suddenly sharp. Part of him understood that this had been the point, that it was the reason he was here. Something strange seemed to be happening to his mana core; it felt almost like a gate had opened within it.

Almost instinctively, he began to cycle his mana in a basic palewater exercise, and this time, Cale's intent responded to him and moved.)

Was his father involved with this, somehow? How?

Damien's mind spun. He still couldn't grasp directly at his memories of his father—some part of the seal had been part of the Great Realms, and that had loosened when they ended up here in the Fog, but the rest of it was still there within his mana core.

There were other memories he could grasp at now that the seal was loosened, though.

Why does so much of this feel so familiar?

Many of these so-called lessons had been incomprehensible, but in the midst of them Damien was certain he was catching glimpses of something. Tradition. Culture? Not a culture that matched anything he knew of, and yet the memories came to him like they'd been waiting for him to remember.

One of the residents was a strange, glimmering fractal of light, and it had spoken to them of a haunting tune that could enslave the mind. Chimesprites, Damien thought, the word coming to him from nowhere. A species so weak that they could only exist and be perceived within music, and for whom music was their only defense.

Another was a lake creature who had spoken of pictures that could capture souls. Vessels, Damien thought; just as fragile as the chimesprites but with a different vulnerability. They were a species whose forms were so fragile that any image or recording of them was liable to capture them whole. They were especially vulnerable to any form of scrying magic, for that scrying magic could pull them straight into the crystals and trap them.

The man-in-the-woods spoke of a being summoned only through mirrors. Cursed mirrors, Damien knew; per their namesake, they inhabited mirrors that were often thought of as cursed, and could interact with the world only when their names were called. Often their time trapped in the mirror would drive them insane, unable to comprehend a world of sound and dimension.

Painful existences, each of them. Powerful in their own right, of course. They were not without their strengths. Chimesprites had learned to exist as infectious music, hummed under the breath, and that alone gave them the ability to spread and reproduce at astonishing speeds until they infested any place they desired.

Vessels had developed the ability to take over the crystals they were drawn into, absorbing any magic placed into it for themselves and replacing the image with whatever they wanted the scryer to see. They were excellent spies that could plant misinformation at a moment's notice—there wasn't a scrying spell in the Great Realms that was ready for them.

Cursed mirrors were traps. Even among their allies, they were often used as a weapon, a role they understood and accepted with a grim determination in their few lucid moments. They could not exist in the world, so they were willing to use their existences to shape a world in which others like them in the future could exist.

They could spread without warning into any other reflective surface, and once all the mirrors in a target location was primed...

All it took was a name to call them. A single word to shatter a thousand mirrors and unleash a thousand beasts into any location, each mirrored and duplicated from one another. How could any place be safe from such an attack? Reflective surfaces could not be entirely removed—even without mirrors, there were windows, the gloss of the tiles, the reflections from a stale puddle of water.

And lacking any of those, there were the eyes of many mortal creatures, with just enough of a shine to be a target.

"Damien?" Flia asked, concerned, and Damien jerked to attention as he realized he'd withdrawn into himself. Curled up more than he'd intended, began breathing heavily in a way that indicated he was about to have a panic attack. Flia had placed a hand on his back without him even noticing.

"I'm—I'm fine," Damien managed after a moment, his voice emerging more cracked and sore than he expected. Apparently he'd been making noises, too. "Sorry about that."

"You're clearly not fine," Flia said, sitting in front of him. The Coming of Tides was gone, Damien noticed. Instead, a strange door hung a foot off the air in front of them, practically beckoning at them. "What's wrong?"

"It's nothing," Damien said, and then at Flia's exasperated look, he sighed. "It's... too difficult to explain, I don't know. I'm sorry. I'll try to explain it later?"

"Promise?" she asked, holding out her pinky finger.

Damien stared at it. "I'm not a child," he protested.

"No, but I know you well enough to know you'll feel bad if you break a pinky promise." Flia grinned at him.

Damien groaned out loud but accepted it, reaching out to grasp her finger with his own. "We shouldn't have let Cale teach us his human traditions," he grumbled.

"Eh, you wouldn't have it any other way." Flia helped him to his feet, and Damien nodded in agreement. That was true. He might not have understood at the time that Cale was the last—or almost the last?—of his kind, but he'd certainly been able to tell how lonely his mentor was.

"We should..." Damien glanced briefly at the door. "Um. I think time is a little weird here. We should try to work on palewater while we can."

Flia glanced at him, then turned to the door and frowned, thoughtful, thoughtful. "Ashvali said we'd be joining Cale now," she said. "You think we'll end up joining him the exact moment she intended, no matter how much time we spend here?"

"It probably shouldn't be too much?" Damien said. "But, um, yeah. That's what I think, anyway."

"Worth a try," Flia decided. "I want to get back to them as soon as possible, but I feel like we're going to need every advantage we can get, considering..."

She trailed off, gesturing, and Damien understood what she meant.

Something had happened a while ago, between their classes. Whatever that something was, they were both certain Cale was involved with it, mostly because the sheer scale of it boggled the mind.

Frankly, the memory of it alone was enough to bring on a splitting headache.

For a brief moment, everything around them had vanished. The motel and the "room" they were in at the time disappeared, replaced by the endless fog they'd seen when they were first pulled into this place. For a moment, the floor beneath them was once again asphalt—a word he'd only just learned when Ashvali casually dropped it—and for a moment, the roads branched out in front of them.

And then the sky cracked.

Water poured in. Flia gasped sharply, her hand clenching around his as the Abyss suddenly flooded into the Fog; Damien felt the crash of two different powers railing against one another, more intense than he'd ever felt before. The two of them were caught in the middle of that struggle, thrown about in the waves like little more than a pest in a tornado.

Then the waves of the Abyss froze. They retracted from the Fog, pushing away until they formed a wall an impossible distance away, and there they seemed to seal the cracks they had created. Neither Flia nor Damien knew exactly what had happened, but they both knew they had witnessed something significant.

At the same time, they knew they had gained something significant.

...Other than trauma.

It was knowledge, in a way. One did not witness the clash of two cosmic forces without it leaving an impression, and often that impression was some inkling of the truth—a picture of the cosmic workings that underpinned the universe.

Strangely enough, Cale's intent responded to it. Damien supposed it made sense. Cale was a sucker for cosmic knowledge.

That would almost certainly be enough to get them the rest of the way to manifesting their first drop of palewater.
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  Cale was a little bit concerned about Damien and Flia, he had to admit.

He'd been delighted when they stepped in through the door, mostly because the longer these classes went on without the two of them, the more wrong it felt. He was almost at the point of trying to find a way into the Fog just to reunite with them before continuing with any of their classes. As much as he loved learning new things, it just wasn't the same without his apprentices there to make a snarky comment or two.

But something seemed a little... off. And not just because they'd both managed to manifest their first drop of palewater—in fact, they were both rightfully proud of that feat. It was more that Damien seemed strangely distracted and even more fidgety than usual, and Flia seemed kind of pissed.

"You alright?" he whispered, and Damien flinched before responding, which was how Cale knew that something was definitely wrong.

"I'm fine," Damien answered, though he hesitated for a moment before answering. "Just... there's a lot on my mind, that's all."

"Anything you need to talk about?" Cale tried not to push too hard, since Damien tended to shut down if pushed. Damien spent a moment or two thinking about it, which Cale appreciated, before he finally shook his head.

"Not yet," he said. "I don't have all the pieces yet, and this class sounds really cool, from what you told me. But, um, maybe after classes? If that's okay?"

"Of course it is," Cale said, smiling at him, and they both turned their attention to Instructor Phlogis, who had taken center stage.

Thankfully, the introduction of two new students hadn't fazed him as much as Cale had been worried it might have. He seemed to consider them both a part of Cale's group, and he'd become comfortable with Cale in the time the other two instructors had spent giving their respective lectures. That, apparently, was enough for him to begin his own lecture with his usual enthusiasm.

That, or he really liked talking about this aspect of alchemy.

"Okay," Phlogis said, straightening. "Symbolic weather! Must take weather into account when performing alchemy. Also when growing ingredients. Weather is big symbolic influence, like natural form of environment alchemy."

Katerina nodded in agreement. "There are some theories that suggest there are massive environmental anchors embedded deep within the realm," she added. "It would explain some of the more magically anomalous weather we've been having."

"Like the dragon rain?" Cale asked. Flia gave him a strange look, and Cale remembered that neither she nor Damien would have any idea what he was talking about; he mouthed quickly to her that he would explain that later, after class.

"Yes! Dragon rain," Phlogis agreed. "Dragon rain is magic weather. Magic weather is—symbolic contamination. Collection of symbolic contamination. Messy. Difficult to perform alchemy during magic weather. Also difficult to cast spells during magic weather."

Cale nodded; that made sense. If the magic of this era was contingent on symbolic meaning, then chaotic weather that carried its own symbolic associations would undoubtedly mess up any attempt they made at magic. They would have to adjust every spell system and potion recipe to account for it, and depending on the weather in question it was possible there was no way to account for it.

"We talk about types of weather first," Phlogis said, oblivious to Cale's thought processes. "And we talk about ingredients! What to do with your ingredients. Suggestions? Marcus?"

Marcus—Cale had to remind himself that this was Phlogis's apprentice—startled, apparently not expecting to be called on. "Uh," he said. "Enchant the greenhouse with a symbolic neutralizer?"

"Yes, yes," Phlogis said, nodding rapidly. "Good. But standard! All greenhouses come with neutralizer. But what if no greenhouse? What if loose ingredients? Lyubomyra!"

Another one of Phlogis's apprentices, Cale guessed. She seemed more prepared than Marcus had been, because she responded quickly and sharply. "Normally, you'd try to use something symbolically opposed to the weather. If that isn't an option, you can create a temporary neutralizing field by mixing balepowder with holy water and sprinkling the result on any ingredients that might be vulnerable to contamination."

"Very good!" Phlogis said, and Cale noticed that he was proud of his apprentices, grinning at them while he spoke; they seemed to be getting into a rhythm. "Why balepowder and holy water neutralize? Ramses!"

"Balepowder is symbolically associated with the infernal, and holy water is symbolically associated with the divine," Ramses replied. "That interaction creates a symbolic neutralizer, although we don't know why yet."

"You not know why," Phlogis shot back. "I tell already. Incompatible contamination creates neutralization!"

"We don't know that," Ramses argued, but the man was grinning, too, his hands in his pockets. Cale had the feeling that they'd had this argument before. "There are plenty of incompatible symbols that don't create this neutralizing field. Our best symbologists are still working on understanding it!"

"Symbologists stupid," Phlogis said, drawing a snort of laughter from his apprentices and a disapproving (but amused) expression from Instructor Tajia. "Symbols they test not incompatible! Just resistant. Need catalyst to force association, create symbolic evolution."

"Which doesn't exist yet," Ramses said.

"Because symbologists not invent them yet," Phlogis said, huffing petulantly (and while Cale had seen many things in his many lives, witnessing an animate pile of laboratory equipment huff petulantly was a new one for him. He quite liked this man, he decided.) "Too slow. Cannot hear music."

"You're still the only one who can hear that music, sir," Ramses pointed out.

"No! New human can also hear." Phlogis pointed at Cale, who adopted his most innocent expression as all three of the glass-man's apprentices turned to stare at him with exasperation. "Am right, see?"

"You're not just getting his hopes up, are you?" Marcus asked, clearly protective of his mentor.

"He wouldn't do that!" Damien said, immediately defensive in turn. Cale laughed and held up a hand before it devolved into any more of a fight between the two groups.

"He's right, I wouldn't do that," he said. "But I guess you have no reason to trust me. You'll have to take my word for it; I can hear it too. Maybe not as well as he can, but I did just learn how to do it."

Lyubomyra stared at him. "...You will teach us," she said, like she'd decided it already.

"Ah, well." Cale paused, squinting at the three humans. "I'm not sure it can be taught? I mean, I can try after the dragon rain..."

Cale hesitated. He had been about to say that he would teach them after the dragon rain, which was presumably their current "goal" as far as the dungeon was concerned. He wasn't certain if the pilgrimage was still in effect, given the spell he'd cast, but even if they were now in the true version of this realm, the dungeon's conditions seemed largely still in effect.

There was a good chance that after the dragon rain was dealt with, the realm itself would speed up around them until they were deposited into the next event the dungeon considered noteworthy. And Cale felt a little guilty, lying to them like that. Not that it was a lie, exactly, but if he made that promise knowing he might be whisked away...

These three were determined to do this, he could tell. They wanted to be able to relate to Phlogis, presumably because no one else believed their mentor about this. Cale knew a little about what that might be like.

"I'll write a note," he said. "I don't know if I'll be around tomorrow, but if I'm not, I'll leave something with Administrator Branch. Can't promise you'll be able to figure it out just from what I tell you, but it might be a start."

That was enough for them, apparently. The three apprentices nodded, satisfied.

"Am right," Phlogis repeated proudly, and Cale chuckled. "Good! Ingredients handled. Now we talk about weather types. Most common magic weather is bluewinds, followed by brightclouds, then midnight sun and hellfog. Many more. Those just most common. Can expect once every three months at least."

"Two of those sound a lot more threatening," Flia muttered.

Nearby, Marcus—who had been glancing occasionally at Flia—took the opportunity to jump in. "Hellfog is the worst," he said. "The infernal symbolism makes any spells backfiring a lot more dangerous, and also a lot more likely to summon demons. It's just the fog version, though, so it could be worse. The fog version usually just summons, erm, demonic frogs."

"Demonic... frogs," Flia repeated flatly. Marcus nodded again, this time a bit more sheepishly.

"Rhymes with fog," he said. "It's not a strong association, but everything matters when it comes to magic, you know?"

"Right," Flia said doubtfully. "Not used to magic here yet, I guess. Thanks, I appreciate it."

Marcus beamed.

After that, Phlogis went on to explain how symbolic weather was predicted and the various effects they could have on top of the impact they had on spells and ongoing magical effects. Bluewinds and brightclouds were both relatively benign, and did little more than what their names implied—the former made everything seem more blue, and the latter filled the sky with shining silver clouds.

Then there were the more dangerous forms of symbolic weather. The midnight sun was similar to a solar eclipse in appearance, but was so symbolically dense that it altered the fabric of time for anyone that looked directly at it, quite literally freezing them in time.

One had to be very careful not to look at the sky during a midnight sun, because a glimpse alone could very well cause decades to pass. Mages had not yet identified a method of freeing someone from its effects once they were caught under the effect. Cale winced at the thought of it, though dangerous as it was, he could see a few ways that effect might be used for the benefit of mages.

Then Phlogis moved on to demonstrate, and Cale sat up, intrigued. The alchemy instructor drank a variety of potions he had apparently prepared ahead of time and prompted each one to flow through the tubes and vials that made up his body. He made a few rapidfire modifications as they did, boiling one potion or freezing the other, collecting the distillate to mix in with others while depositing the waste out through his wrist—

—until at long last a cerulean-blue potion glowed brightly in his chest. This one sang loudly, if Cale listened to his mana sense. It felt like it somehow contained a piece of the weather itself.

"Brightclouds," Phlogis said shyly. He opened a door in the glass chamber of his chest, one that Cale hadn't even noticed was there, and the instant it made contact with the air, the potion congealed and jumped out.

It shot up toward the ceiling and began to dissipate into silvery streaks of glowing light that shone down on the class. They grew brighter and brighter, coalescing and intertwining until it looked almost like he was staring up at the surface of the ocean, roiling in waves above them. Where the waves crashed against one another or against the corners of the room, bright sparks of light burst out and rained down upon them in glimmering motes.

Cale whooped in delighted awe while his apprentices looked around in wonder, and Phlogis's own apprentices weren't far off.

"Phlogis, you figured it out!" Ramses said, laughing excitedly. "You actually did it! You bottled the weather?"

"Yes," Phlogis said, clearly proud of his feat. The light from the clouds glimmered off the vials and beakers of his body. "Your instructor is first weather-bottler."

"Badass," Lyubomyra declared.

"I vote Phlogis for the next Headmaster," Marcus called. The other instructors rolled their eyes good-naturedly, though Cale suspected Marcus wasn't actually kidding. He grinned.

They took a short break there, basking in the wonder of the shining clouds before they slowly began to dissipate. It was only once they dissipated completely that Phlogis resumed his lesson, and the room quickly sobered as they realized what he was about to explain.

Dragon rain.

The school didn't yet know that the storm coming tomorrow would be far greater than they anticipated, though word of Hikari's prophecy was undoubtedly starting to spread. If Cale had to guess, he would assume that the instructors were talking to one another quietly, trying to avoid a panic but otherwise make sure they were prepared. Likely no amount of preparation would be enough, or else the dungeon would not have sent them here as the challenge.

That meant that their job was to learn as much about the upcoming dragon rain and the capabilities of the University's mages as they could, so they could mount the most effective defense. Cale could, of course, simply cover the entire University in one of his barriers, but somehow he doubted that it was going to be that easy.

It would all depend on what dragon rain was.

"Dragon rain is death of dragons," Phlogis started. Cale narrowed his eyes at this, and beside him, Thorn immediately stiffened. Professor Graystalk frowned slightly. All four of his apprentices glanced at one another, and Leo silently flipped open a new notebook, pencil poised to take notes. "It is blood of dragons. It is blood of extinction. Dragon rain not random. It come every nine years, like clockwork. Not known why yet.

"First thing to know about dragon rain. Rain is not real dragon blood, but it is... symbolically draconic. Caustic. Burns everything. Metal, wood, ground." Phlogis tapped his arm for emphasis. "Only glass safe. But glass not enough."

"Not enough?" Cale's brows furrowed.

"Liquid from rain has stages." Phlogis seemed to struggle to find the right word, rattling inexplicably with some distress until he came to a conclusion. "First is burning. Liquid eats through things. Next is metamorphosis. Liquid changes, turns into monsters."

"And when you say monsters, what do you mean, exactly?" Flia had Sabri in her lap—Cale didn't even know she'd brought the shadeling along with her. Had that been here this entire time?

"Meaning monsters," Phlogis insisted, seeming to guess at her meaning. "Dragons, but... empty. Most have no mind. Attack everything, even friends."

"Some of them are recognizable," Marcus added quietly, and Phlogis nodded, grateful for the elaboration. "We have a few draconic heroes in our history, and we've seen shades of them in the dragon rain. They don't seem to have anything of themselves left, and they don't recognize everything that they should."

"Rain is bad song," Phlogis said. "Bad, bad song. Not as bad as other song, but still bad."

That answered the question about whether Phlogis was just hearing the upcoming dragon rain. If it wasn't that, then more likely than not, that song he heard was what Adam was warning everyone about—the end of the human species, still well on its way. Even now, Cale had no idea what might have caused it.

"Question," Thorn finally rumbled, and the way he did it, the whole room turned its attention to him. "The state of dragons in this world. What is it?"

Ah. Thorn glanced at Cale, who shared a look with him. That was the question, wasn't it? By all accounts, dragons should not have gone extinct yet, but Phlogis spoke of them as if they had, or at least as if they were close to it.

Blood of extinction. What exactly did that mean?

Cale fingered the vial of draconic essence in his pocket, and though he wasn't certain, he thought it felt warmer than it had been before.
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  "I'll take this one," Instructor Tajia said gently. "I know it's hard for you."

Phlogis nodded gratefully, and Cale frowned as the other instructor made her way up to the podium and began to speak. What—oh, right. Phlogis had been a familiar at one point, hadn't he? And if he'd been the familiar of a dragon who was now gone...

"Are you okay?" Damien asked quietly as Instructor Phlogis approached them, and Cale's heart swelled with pride. Ever insightful, that one. He hadn't even been around for the whole familiar thing.

"Am fine," Phlogis said, but he accepted Damien's help in guiding him back to his seat, looking suddenly exhausted. His apprentices seemed to know to give him space, though they all seemed worried about him. "Thank."

"What you have asked is a difficult question to answer," Tajia said without much preamble. "I will start with this: twenty years ago, the capital city of this kingdom suffered a catastrophic plague known as the Sixfold Consumption. It is believed it began as an experiment in creating a stable source of symbolic meaning that somehow went awry; rather than performing a successful act of creation, the ritual instead turned in on itself, causing a profound alteration to one of the invocations used in its own creation.

"You must understand that at the time, one of the most widely known and popular invocations was something known as the Sixfold Invocation. It was used to stabilize spells of the Second Circle and higher, and every mage knew and used it. This is the only reason the spell was so disastrous. If it had affected any other invocation...

"But I digress. In normal circumstances, a physical anchor is required for something to hold symbolic meaning." Tajia glanced at the anchors that Katerina had left in the four corners of the room for emphasis. "That is the fundamental nature of spellcasting and alchemy. Our reagents hold symbolic meaning, and we manipulate them.

"This experiment was meant to anchor symbolic meaning within mana itself, but it failed, turning the effect upon the Sixfold Invocation instead. It is the first and only instance we are aware of in which an abstract object—in this case, an invocation—was able to suffer from symbolic contamination. As a result, every use of the Sixfold Invocation immediately collapsed."

"That by itself might have been fine, but we began to notice that any spell that made use of the Sixfold Invocation would unpredictably alter the result. As you might guess, use of it was immediately banned, but unfortunately it was far from enough.

Tajia's voice took on a grim note. "The true nature of the Sixfold Collapse would not become clear until three months later, where it became known that even knowledge of the Sixfold Invocation had experienced symbolic contamination. The effect was delayed, but after the three-month mark, any mage that thought about the Sixfold Invocation would inevitably seize and collapse.

"At first, we thought that the invocation had been contaminated in such a way that just thinking about it became hazardous. That was technically true, but we missed a detail." Here Tajia took a deep breath, looking uncomfortable. "The seizures were not explicitly magically induced. Every one of them was caused by the seed of an apple tree."

"The what?" Cale asked. Thorn so far had said nothing, but his stare was intense, like he was thinking very deeply about what Tajia was saying. Did he have some idea of what might be going on?

Tajia sighed. "The seed of an apple tree," she repeated. "In rare cases, several of them. They manifest in the brain of the host mage, always in very nearly the same spot. After that, we discovered the same thing happening with any scrolls or tomes in which the Sixfold Invocation was recorded. All pages containing it were discovered to have turned into seeds.

"So the Sixfold Invocation was contaminated in such a way that any representation of it gets transformed into an apple seed," Cale said, and Instructor Tajia nodded.

Well, that was horrifying. Cale had a number of defenses prepared against plagues like that—it wasn't the first time he'd encountered some sort of cursed word or phrase—but he couldn't imagine the amount of damage it would have done on a population entirely unprepared for it...

...well, no, he definitely could. He just didn't particularly want to.

"You're telling us about this, so I'm assuming you found a way to deal with it," Cale said.

"We did," Tajia agreed, though her expression was heavy. "But at great cost to ourselves and our allies. The solution was proposed by the Grand Sage of Coldburrow, the ice dragon that ruled the southern lands..."

As Tajia spoke, Cale found to his surprise that he could hear a low, underlying hum to her words in his mana sense. It sounded similar to the songs he was now hearing all over this world, but this time it seemed less like a representation of symbolic meaning and more like an encapsulation of the distant past.

A symbolic message embedded in her words, perhaps, or within history itself? Cale didn't exactly know how that was possible, but he found himself intrigued. The message didn't seem to be from Tajia. If it was a message, then it was from decades ago, left behind for someone to read it.

Cale, of course, took the opportunity it represented and did exactly that.

***

"We must devise a symbolic seal." Trekagor Frostscale, Grand Sage of Coldburrow, spoke the words as though they were a given. "We lose more of our number by the day, and if this continues, magic itself will be in peril."

Cale was impressed by the sheer fidelity of this message. He could see the dragon himself, standing tall over a gathering of three other sages, and the names of each were supplied to him the moment he looked at them.

To his surprise, every single one of them was a dragon. As far as he knew, dragons were isolated creatures. The few exceptions were research hives, where they would occasionally gather to explore the limits of magic and to raise their young.

This was very clearly not a research hive, however. Each one of the dragons here were distinct, shining with the sort of power that indicated they each held great territory of their own. The situation must have been serious indeed, to prompt so many dragons like these to gather. 

"That's easy enough for you to say," Veturion grumbled. He was the youngest of the Grand Sages. Cale got the impression that he was brash and impulsive—Trekagor's impression of him, no doubt. It was clear who had left the message by now; everything about it oozed with cold, biting draconic power that matched perfectly with the look in Tekagor's eyes.

"Veturion," Akrasia admonished.

"What?" Veturion scowled. "Old Trek's got the least to lose. Do you know how much a symbolic seal is going to take out of us? I have a mate to think about! We just laid our first clutch!"

"I understand," Trekagor said, and Cale blinked at the warmth and regret that flowed through his voice. Not just an old and bitter dragon, then. "You do not have to participate. We can carve an exception for you and your kin."

"No, I... argh." Veturion glared. "Stop being so nice. Just let me be mad at you."

"Would that ease your soul?"

"No, but I want to be angry with someone," Veturion said, stomping a foot into the ground. He looked embarrassed a moment later, though. "...Dammit. This sucks, you know?"

"None of us are pleased," Ekardine said. "But the Frost Sage is right. The problem is far greater than we were led to believe. The humans and their memory spells will only hold the contamination for so long."

"They haven't realized that it's spreading yet?" Veturion asked.

"The contamination is minimal so far," Akrasia said. "They have not had cause to notice. Nor will they, if we perform this seal as the Frost Sage suggests."

"Why are we even doing this for them?" Veturion kicked at a rock in frustration. The other sages looked sympathetic, though none of them moved to comfort him. "They're the ones that caused this in the first place. Our kind shouldn't have to suffer for their mistakes."

"They have suffered for ours before," Akrasia said gently, and at that Veturion deflated just slightly, unable to form a response.

Cale couldn't help but wonder what that was about. This history was alien to him—he had no idea that there was any kind of history between dragonkind and humanity at all. He supposed it made sense, since he'd encountered many a tale of dragonriders, of partnerships between the species... But most of the dragons he met treated him like everyone else did, so there had never been that much of a reason to think there might be something more.

It was clear here that there was, though. He was watching Trekagor's perspective of all this, and through it he could feel a strange warmth for humanity, a deep gratitude for some unnamed kindness that had been done for them in the past.

Cale didn't remember much of humanity. Was that who they had been? Kind? He had assumed humans were just like any other species, and perhaps they were, at some point, but...

But perhaps they'd figured things out at some point. If he was right about what this was and when this was, then perhaps humanity had learned and grown kind in the years before it was lost.

He hoped so. He knew very little about it anymore, and this seemed incongruent with the few bits and pieces he did remember, but he found he wanted it to be true.

The only way to find out was to keep going.

"I know," Veturion said, the words more quiet now. "I know, it's our chance to repay them. Just... there's so much we stand to lose."

"And there is much we stand to gain," Trekagor said.

"That's a one in a billion shot." Veturion didn't quite seem to be arguing anymore; he was saying the words because they needed to be said, because they all needed to be sure of the consequences. Cale had the sudden impression that though it was just the four of them talking, all of dragonkind was listening in.

"We know what the backlash is going to be," he continued. "Even if we recover from this in the short term, we're going to disappear eventually. It might be more than a million years from now, but it will catch up with us. The chance that someone will find a way to stop it is astronomically low."

"Will we allow that to stop us?" Ekardine snorted and puffed out her chest, smoke curling from her nostrils. "We are dragons, not cowards. I will not shy away from such odds."

"Nor I," Akrasia said quietly. Cale had the startled realization that she was larger than any of the other three—she spoke so gently that she seemed smaller, somehow. It was only now, listening to the conviction in her voice, that he realized the true size of her presence and magic. "The humans have faced similar odds for us. I will do the same for them."

Trekagor shrugged. "I am not so attached," he said, although Cale could tell he was lying. His thoughts seemed focused on a particular human he was fond of. Or perhaps a particular group of humans? Either way, he was definitely more attached than he was letting on.

"Yeah, yeah, I know," Veturion grumbled. "You're all brave and noble and whatever. Let's just get on with it before I vomit."

"You are brave and noble too," Akrasia told him.

"And allergic to sentimentality," Veturion said, making a face. "I'm actually going to vomit—wait, are you guys starting the spell already? Stop that. I don't want these to be my last words. I haven't even decided what my last words are going to be! Are you all listening—none of you are listening, are you? I'm just talking to myself now. You realize I could just walk away, right? You can't just start a collective cast while a guy is still talking..."

Veturion was still complaining when he stepped into the circle and joined hands with the others.

Cale decided he was going to have to take notes on that one. He'd sacrificed himself before, for a given value of sacrifice, but he'd never managed to take the wind out of his own sail quite that effectively mid-sacrifice. Clearly, there was a lot he still had to learn.

That answered some questions about what had happened, though. Not all of them, and Cale wasn't certain why Trekagor had shown him this.

Perhaps the message wasn't intended for him at all? No. There had been a knowing glint in the dragon's eyes right at the end there, and the message answered some questions even Tajia wouldn't have known to tell him about. Trekagor was showing him, more or less explicitly, the event that had likely birthed the creature that would go on to try to end dragonkind itself.

There was a spell circle on the ground, he noticed. Faint lines of chalk that the four dragon sages stood within, empowering their magic. There was a song in the background, muted by age and distance, brought together by the magic of four dragons.

Cale did his best to memorize it. If there was anything Trekagor was trying to show him, then it was almost certainly that.

Now he just had to figure out what to do with that information.

***

"...remnants of dragonkind and their artifacts remain, but for the most part, they are bound in a symbolic seal around the contaminated Sixfold Invocation," Tajia continued. "Until we find a way to cleanse that contamination entirely, their physical bodies are lost to maintain that seal.

"Not all is lost, however. They can still interact with the world to a limited degree. Any artifacts they have left behind or any physical piece of them that remains can communicate with us, for example, though the process is a slow one. We were hoping they might obtain information that would allow us to perform the cleansing... but thus far our efforts have been unsuccessful." She sighed, looking regretful; clearly this was something that mattered to her.

"They figured it out, right?" Damien whispered to Cale, looking worried. "I mean, Headmaster Akkau is a dragon, so..."

"Yeah, they figured it out," Cale said reassuringly, giving his apprentice a little pat on the head. He was certain they had, but clearly that hadn't been enough to avert the backlash Veturion had been talking about. That was still in effect far into the future.

The question was how to stop it. If the origin of the curse was born from this ancient spell of ages past, then the magic that had created it was entirely different from the modern magic of the Great Realms; it was no wonder, then, that dragonkind had not been able to stop it. Any solution would have to be rooted in symbolic meaning, just like the magic of this era.

Thorn was looking at him like he knew Cale had figured something out, and to that, Cale gave him a slight nod. "I'll explain it after class," he said. "We still have to figure out what's going on with the dragon rain."

"Dragon rain getting worse," Phlogis said. He seemed more comfortable with speaking again now that the topic wasn't specifically about the disappearance of dragonkind, though there was a clear despondence in the way he spoke and stood. "Likely cause is dragons. Always present, but now inhabiting symbol-realm."

"Dragons have always been symbolically dense, but they have now shifted their entire existence into the metaphorical symbolic realm," Tajia translated. "Some mages suspect that dragon rain has been worsening because of leakage from their seal."

"You don't agree with them?" Cale asked. There was something tense about the way she'd said that.

"No," Tajia said, scowling. "They gave up everything to help us. That sort of framing makes it sound like it is their fault."

"What do you think is the cause, then?"

"They are hurting," Tajia said simply. "We do not know the extent of the effects of the spell that transformed them into a symbolic seal, but I cannot imagine that maintaining your identity and sense of self in such a state is easy, even for a dragon. I do not believe the seal is leaking so much as it is disintegrating from a symbolic assault, perhaps from the same contamination that we caused in the first place."

"Agree," Phlogis said. "Not dragon fault. Must help. Many mages trying, but hard. Cannot find problem. Cannot identify contamination to neutralize."

He seemed frustrated. Which made sense, if his summoner was, in fact, one of the dragons. Cale frowned; he wasn't certain he could help just yet, but he did know that their best bet was likely going to be in direct analysis of the dragon rain when it came tomorrow.

At least with this, he had a better idea of what they needed to prepare for. The only thing that remained was—

"Instructor Phlogis," Professor Graystalk said. He bowed slightly to Phlogis, who seemed startled and uncomfortable about the gesture. "Would you mind if I made use of the equipment within this room? I believe it is my turn to present, and while I am unfamiliar with the alchemy you use, my knowledge may still be essential for the trials to come."

Cale stared up at him in surprise. He had been wondering about that, but was Graystalk planning to teach his secrets to the humans of the University, as well? This was no longer a simple dungeon demonstration—if they were secrets, then he would be giving away those secrets freely.

Graystalk smiled at him, as if he knew what he was thinking. "Do not worry," he said. "I believe this is what my family would wish of me, and with what I have learned here, I am certain I can refine the art to greater heights besides."

Ah, casual arrogance! Cale snickered; it was a surprisingly good look on the professor. "Well," he said. "Show us what you got, then."

Graystalk made his way up to the stage and began without missing a beat; all three of the instructors leaned forward as he began, drawn to the power that became clear to them the moment he pulled his wand out from his pocket. "One might consider focus-crafting to be a form of alchemy—at least, the variant of it refined by House Graystalk, upon our discovery of the importance of history when it comes to magical foci..."
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  Cale learned a lot of things about wands in the next thirty-or-so minutes, and to his absolute delight, about half that information was new to him.

He had known, of course, that an arcane focus was fundamentally reliant on the history of a realm. That was a large part of how they were able to improve the efficiency of a mage—they remembered, in some way, the progress of magic within the realm. Common spells were easier to cast with a focus because the focus knew how that spell was supposed to feel and how the spell construct worked, and as a result, it could take over the spell construct for the mage.

The presence of the Gift meant that in Utelia, the use of an arcane focus was largely redundant. It performed the job of a focus admirably well, maintaining and memorizing spell constructs for any mage that made use of it.

There were still some benefits to using them, of course. They could improve mana flow and mana efficiency, among other lesser benefits; as such, many mages still carried their wands around, just in case. One did not become a mage without developing a healthy case of paranoia.

Still, in Utelia, they were very much more of a suggestion than a mandatory component of spellcasting.

And then there were the arcane foci crafted by House Graystalk. Cale had never heard of them until now, but after a brief demonstration, it was clear that they would have fundamentally changed spellcasting in Utelia if they had ever been distributed en masse.

No wonder Professor Graystalk had compared them to the University's alchemical arts. The process took into account a dozen symbolic elements, down to the age of the wood used to craft the focus and the chanting of words of significance in a language as old as the wood.

But it made sense. An arcane focus worked by somehow tapping into history itself. In packing them with so much symbolic meaning that all represented the age of the realm, the Graystalk family had managed to deepen that link, resulting in a focus capable of maintaining combined spell arrays rather than simple spell constructs.

Yet again, Cale found himself surprised by all the ways in which the magic of this age had a clear influence on the spellcasting of the far future.

The University's instructors, of course, were all appropriately impressed and then fascinated by Graystalk's explanation of arcane foci and what they could accomplish. The way they did their magic was different, but they experimented eagerly.

It didn't take long for them to discover that with a well-crafted focus, they could simply keep their reagents on their person and cast their spells without even a chalk circle to define the nodes. That led to a burst of excited discussion regarding the implications it would have on spellcasting itself.

The use of a wand was a first for them, apparently, and it had the potential to change everything.

Just as long as they survived the dragon rain that was to come.

The thought was a sobering one. As excited as Cale and everyone else was to learn of Professor Graystalk's methods and the new form of focus-crafting he taught—as incredible as it felt when they finally succeeded in crafting their first prototypes—the shadow of what was coming hung over them. Even Damien and Flia felt the tension, though it was clear that neither of them were quite sure why.

So when class was over and the instructors bid their goodbyes, Cale took the time to catch everyone up on everything he'd learned. He explained Hikari's prophecy to his two wayward apprentices, who both looked appropriately horrified by the idea that the University might be destroyed tomorrow.

After that, he went into detail on Trekagor's embedded message, going as far as to draw out the spell circle he'd memorized and hum along to the tune he remembered. Leo took diligent notes of each, his brows furrowing as he sketched into one of his notebooks.

Thorn absorbed the story in silence, his expression grim. He spoke only after Cale had finished his explanation.

"So," he rumbled. "They called this upon themselves."

"I guess that's one way to put it," Cale agreed.

"Hn." Thorn studied the circle Cale had drawn, his gaze intent, then glanced over at Leo's notes and appeared to compare the two; after a moment, he nodded, satisfied. "Will remember this. Design a counter-spell once I understand it."

"We'll need to understand everything that went into the spell," Cale pointed out.

"Yes." Thorn did not look away from the circle. "Would appreciate help."

"You'll have it." It wasn't even a question, really. Even if he hadn't already wanted to help Akkau, what he'd heard from those dragons was more than enough to secure his help.

Thorn nodded, and there was a brief hesitation before he spoke again. "...did not expect answers to be buried so far in the past. None of us would have discovered this if not for your aid. Thank you."

"Eh," Cale said. "I kind of owe it to the big guy, you know? Also, you don't have to look like thanking me hurts you that much."

Against all odds, Thorn snorted. "Was not the apology that hurt," he said. "Don't like admitting I would have failed to figure it out on my own, is all."

"That I can understand," Cale said. "But relying on others isn't so bad. Why do you think I've got four apprentices?"

"Draconic greed," Thorn answered, deadpan.

"Ego," Flia added.

"Okay, first of all, rude," Cale said. "Second, you're technically right, but it's also the learning from others thing. Things can be more than one thing, you know."





The rest of their classes were no less interesting, though Cale was exhausted by the time they retreated into their rooms for the night. There had been two other classes, both of which had given them great insight into the state of humanity, but very little into what had caused their ultimate downfall.

The first of them was Magical Weaponry, which Syphus had taken to with absolute joy. It turned out that while the humans of this era had not yet discovered magical foci, they had managed to adapt a system that would allow them to fire spells quickly; battlemages carried sticks filled with ignition powder and engraved silver cylinders with tiny reagent compartments within them. Spellsticks, they called them.

Guns. They were basically guns. Cale was entirely unsurprised that Syphus took to them so easily; he was also entirely unsurprised that Syphus not only dominated the class but apparently discovered a way to push forward with its own palewater production with it. Something about... eating those guns, apparently?

Thankfully, the University had a lot of spares. Syphus was snacking on them even now, determined to produce its first drop of palewater after discovering that Damien and Flia had already done the same. It was rather competitive about it, which was also something that didn't surprise anyone.

Their last class of the day was thankfully relatively low-key after the chaos of the previous classes. Regional and Historical Studies was nothing more than an overview of the various regions of the world as well as what they knew of the Fog, and while this was normally a class that Cale might have ignored, it was different here.

He learned so much more about what humanity had been in that one class than he'd ever expected to over lifetimes of searching.

Part of him had been afraid of what he'd find—afraid that he'd learn that they had been just another warmongering species bent on conquest, perhaps, and that was the reason they'd been sealed away.

The truth, it seemed, was just the opposite. It wasn't that humanity was without its flaws, of course; even now, there were human-led organizations that were greedy and self-centered, eager for power no matter the consequences. There were nobles that exercised their influence for reasons that were small and petty, and there were merchants that cared more for profit than for their customers.

But those were minor problems, if the University's instructors were to be believed. By and large, humanity had moved past that age into one that embraced its differences and took joy in the exploration of magic and the world around them.

He learned that there was a hero that had sacrificed herself for all dragonkind—that was apparently the reason for the sages' deep loyalty toward humanity. He learned of other disasters and other heroes, too, each one a case of humanity stepping forward to protect another people when they needed it most, and of them returning the favor when humanity most needed it.

From that, Cale could see the picture slowly forming. This was a version of humanity that had bonded deeply with all the people they shared their world with; it was a version of humanity that loved and was loved in turn. Their culture had been shaped from the ground up by individual acts of kindness that were slowly forged and tempered into true bonds.

Cale wondered if he'd been a part of this, once. He remembered nothing of any of this, but... it was a nice thought.

"There's a lot on your mind, huh?" Damien asked quietly. He wasn't quite ready to sleep yet, evidently—he was seated in a chair, staring up at the stars outside the window. Cale himself was already in bed, but despite his exhaustion, his eyes were wide open.

Everyone else was fast asleep, at this point. Cale took a moment before he answered. "Yep," he said simply.

"Ashvali told us something," Damien said. "You don't have to hear it now if it's too much, but..."

"I'd rather hear it now than get distracted in the middle of a fight tomorrow, especially if there's going to be dragon rain," Cale said dryly. "Is it good news or bad news?"

Damien paused. "Good?" he said, though he phrased it like it was a question.

"Questionably good news, then?" Cale raised a brow.

"Something like that." Damien shifted about uncomfortably on his seat, and then sighed. "Ashvali said you might not actually be the last human."

Cale had to resist the urge to jolt to a sitting position, though it was a close thing. His muscles were sore enough as it was; overexertion could tax them, sometimes, and while their dorm was fitted with environmental alchemy that promoted recovery, it hadn't quite done its work yet.

"There's someone else?" he asked finally.

"That's what she implied." Damien glanced down. "She wouldn't tell us anything more. I'm sorry."

"Don't be," Cale answered automatically. "If she's bringing it up now, I'm assuming it's because I'm going to get to meet them sometime soon. Besides, I'm not technically the last of my kind anymore. This place is real now, remember? If we can find some way to link the Fog through to the Abyss permanently, they might even be able to move back and forth..."

Cale caught the expression on Damien's face, then—something indescribably sad flickering across for just a brief moment. Neither of them said anything for a long moment.

"She said it wouldn't work?" Cale asked eventually.

"Just before we left." Damien's fists tightened in his lap. "I didn't understand what she said completely. Something about setting things in motion, and something about this being the first of many steps. She said humanity is going to disappear no matter what we do. She said this realm is going to seal itself off once we leave, and we won't be able to come back."

"Sounds like she said a lot of things."

"Yeah." Damien glanced at him, and to Cale's surprise, he was trembling slightly. "I'm sorry I didn't tell you sooner. And that we didn't manage to get more out of her. We tried, but..."

Cale sighed, then forced himself out of bed, grimacing slightly at the wave of pain that crashed over sore muscles. Then he made his way over to Damien and sat beside him, and he said nothing for a while.

"Flia tried to punch her, didn't she?" Cale asked. "She seemed pissed when she came back."

Damien let out a weak laugh. "Um... M-maybe a bit. I promised I wouldn't tell."

"And Ashvali didn't hurt either of you despite that?"

"No. She seemed amused, more than anything." Damien sounded ashamed, and Cale shook his head, putting a hand on his apprentice's shoulder.

"Don't apologize, first of all," he said. "You did good. Both of you." 

"But—"

"Just listen," Cale said, and Damien flinched a little before nodding, looking down. "I've learned more about humanity in the past twelve hours than I even hoped to a year ago. I learned a lot about what we were like, about who we were as a people. Maybe it's not all of us—maybe it's just this world—but it's more than I ever hoped, if we're being honest."

"It shouldn't be," Damien whispered softly, trembling. Cale wrapped an arm around his apprentice, hugging him to his side.

"Yeah, it shouldn't," he agreed wistfully. "I kind of expected it, though. You four have had it pretty good with me so far, but... things don't work out that nicely for me, most of the time. I figured it would work out to something like that. It sucks, but you don't have to worry about me."

"I want to," Damien said.

"I know," Cale said. "That's the best thing about you, you know. You're kind, and you notice everything. I have a harder time hiding how I'm feeling from you than I do from most mind mages, you know that? It's kinda scary." He chuckled.

Damien made a small, indignant noise. "You're trying to make me feel better," he mumbled. "Stop that. This isn't about me. I'm supposed to help you feel better."

"But I do feel better. 'Cause I've got you and the others, see?" Cale mustered up a grin.

"No," Damien said, pointing at him, and Cale let the facade drop; his apprentice was glaring at him, teary-eyed. "I mean, I know you do, and I know you mean everything you're saying, but... I want to worry about you.

"You don't get to comfort me because nothing about this is about me, okay? It's... it's not fair to you. None of this is fair to you, and I'm allowed to hate that! I'm allowed to care about that. I'm allowed to care about you and be sad with you and fight the universe for you..."

Damien sniffed a little, rubbing at his eyes. "I don't want you to face it alone," he said, and though he spoke as bravely as he could, his voice cracked just a bit. "And I don't want you to have to hide how you're feeling so we don't worry about you. I'm going to worry about you either way, got it? So you might as well not bother."

Cale hadn't expected that emotional of an outburst; he was silent for a long moment, looking at the dreadshade's clenched fists and wet eyes.

"You're a good friend, Damien," he said eventually. "And you're right. It sucks."

"Damn right," Damien muttered.

"I don't know how I'll feel if all this gets ripped away from me," Cale admitted. "It's a little weird. I never thought I'd actually see any other human again, and now I'm going to a human university in a human land. If Ashvali is right about all this..."

"Maybe she isn't," Damien offered. "Maybe there's something we can do about it."

Cale smiled faintly. "Maybe," he said. He wasn't all that hopeful about it; if Ashvali said it was the first step in something else, then Cale suspected she knew it wasn't something he would stop. Whatever it was, anyway. "But I'll have you guys no matter what, won't I?"

"You will," Damien asserted, stubborn, and Cale chuckled.

"Thank you," he said.

They shared a comfortable silence for a while after that, just looking up at the stars. Eventually, though, Cale broke the silence. As tired as he was, there was one more thing he needed to check.

"There's more, isn't there?" he asked. "You were in the Fog for a while. You said you were taking classes. What were they about? Was any of it a clue about all this, do you think?"

Damien nodded. "I'm not sure I get it completely yet," he said. "But I'll tell you what I know. Um, you should know about my dad before I start, though..."

They talked for well over an hour, after that, and Cale took in the new information with a thoughtful frown, comforting his apprentice where he could. If he took what Damien was saying at face value, then there was a chance the answer had been staring them in the face the whole time.

He was missing one final piece, perhaps. If it didn't come tomorrow, then it would come when time pushed them forward one last time... for now, though, he was tired, and he had finally calmed enough to rest.

There were just a few things left to handle. That note about hearing symbolic songs, for instance, for Instructor Phlogis's apprentices.

By the time Cale fell asleep, the first soft pitter-patters of rain had begun.
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  When Cale finally woke, the world smelled of dragons.

He snapped awake immediately, briefly worried that the dragon rain had started while he was asleep, but as far as he could tell the world outside the windows seemed—normal. There was a storm, certainly, but the storm was no different than any other storm he had experienced through his many lives; a torrent of rain and wind slamming against the windows, with lightning flashing in the distance.

The only thing that marked this storm as any different was the faint but distinct smell of dragons in the air. If not for Cale's experience with draconic essence and the draconic resonance he'd managed to build, he might not have noticed it himself. It was a subtle thing, the smallest spark of resonance carried within each drop of rain.

He knew instinctively that this was only the beginning. That it always started like this, a seemingly normal storm that grew caustic with time as draconic power seeded the clouds and transformed the water within. When the skies grew heavy with blood, the rains would begin in earnest.

Though this particular case of it promised to be more violent than all the others. Cale could feel it brewing already, a coalescence of power that dwarfed even the Aspect Cascade. 

Exactly how much power had Trekagor and the other dragon sages put into their spell?

Cale reached into his pocket, fingering the vial of draconic essence Akkau had granted him. He had the feeling that it would soon be time to use it. What better time, after all, than when they were facing a storm of that very same power? He could almost feel the vial reacting to it, and when he checked, he saw the liquid bubbling in response to the charge in the air.

Soon.

That was enough of the dramatic melancholy, however. Cale glanced around the room, finding to his surprise that he was, for once, the first one to wake. Everyone else was still fast asleep, blind to the storm brewing around them. Leo, Damien, and Professor Graystalk all slept in their beds; Syphus stood in the corner and leaned against a wall, its eye-rune dim; Flia was an indistinct body of water within a tub that the University had provided; Thorn...

Cale snorted. Much like Flia, Thorn apparently did not bother maintaining his form in his sleep. He was best described as a loose pile of vines with a face, positioned just beneath a sun lamp that Administrator Branch had been kind enough to add to their room. It was surprisingly cute; Cale hadn't known Thorn was even capable of looking that relaxed.

He'd let everyone get a bit more sleep, he decided, and wake them only if it was necessary. There were a few hours yet before the storm began to fully transition into dragon rain, and they needed all the rest they could get.

So did he, in all honesty. He was mostly recovered from the exertion of that spell yesterday, but there was a lingering soreness in his limbs that he couldn't quite shake off. It wasn't likely to pose too much of a problem, but he'd have to be careful, just in case.

In the meantime, he'd do what he could to investigate the nature of this rain. Instructor Phlogis's explanation had been helpful, but there was no substitute for studying the real thing, after all.

By now, the University's instructors were most likely already gathered and working on a plan to protect their students from the coming storm. Instructor Hikari's prophecy would have given them ample warning that it would be nothing like the previous dragon rains, so they would know, at least, to start making their preparations early. And if they took that prophecy seriously and understood that the bulk of it had been directed at their visitors...

Cale opened the door to find that the school's vines and branches had, rather helpfully, grown a series of red blossoms along the walls. As if that weren't enough, they were glowing, and had been rather pointedly shaped to look like arrows.

He grinned to himself. That was a good enough place to start. Hopefully when the others woke, they'd know to follow the path the Administrator had conveniently laid out for them.





Cale found himself in the large, central foyer of the University amongst a crowd of gathered, muttering instructors. Adam stood tall at the center, his face pinched with a worry he couldn't quite hide; the moment he spotted Cale, he gestured, and the entire gathering fell silent.

Well, that was one way to greet him, he supposed. Cale wasn't sure he merited that much attention.

"Cale," Adam said. "I don't suppose you managed to find a way to avert the dragon rain? And be careful where you step, please."

Cale stopped mid-step, right before he would have stepped directly onto a line of chalk. He raised an eyebrow—now that he looked more carefully, he could see an intricate series of lines and nodes drawn in different chalks all throughout the foyer, with a number of important-looking reagents in glass jars set into each node.

The instructors milling about were all very careful to avoid stepping on or tripping over any of them; Cale wondered briefly how often they'd practiced something like this. Perhaps it was just something they'd learned to do over years of spellcasting.

"I can't say I have," Cale admitted. "I have a few basic ideas, but it really depends on how the rain interacts with my magic. If it's anything like I suspect it's going to be, we're going to have to figure out something else."

In most cases, the hierarchy of magic protected him from things like having his magic copied or his mana stolen. The problem was that magic in this era cared more about symbolic meaning than about something as concrete as a magical hierarchy; for all he knew, it would just absorb his power, and that would certainly make things worse.

Fortunately, it wasn't his first time dealing with dangers that defied the usual circumstances and rules of the Great Realms, so he knew to be careful. He'd glanced over his available spells the previous night and made note of the ones that were most likely to help—[Instant Magishell] or an evolution of it, for instance, though he would first have to see how the rain responded to his mana.

"Understood." Adam didn't question his response, thankfully. He just gave him a grim nod. "Given Hikari's prophecy, I've abandoned my emergency plan for staging an evacuation. I'll be helping with the defense of the University instead."

Cale blinked. "You did what now?"

"I tried casting a spatial evacuation spell yesterday, as soon as I got word of what Hikari prophesized. The symbolic contamination was already too severe to safely perform any kind of spatial spell." Adam's expression was grim. "Even a basic translocation spell bisected the target, so we've decided it will be safest for the students if we hide them in the University's deepest bunkers and surround it with as many protective wards as we can."

"I have used every single anchor we have!" Instructor Katerina declared, and though her voice was as boisterous as ever, Cale couldn't help but notice how exhausted she seemed—there were bags under her eyes. "It should keep the students safe as long as we keep the rain-echoes away from the bunker. One job for us! Will be easier."

The confidence in her words didn't quite mask the worry she felt for her students. Cale glanced around at the other instructors, and saw the same worry, the same thought reflected in all of them.

These were their apprentices. They were willing to hold the line and risk their lives for them, and they knew exactly what would happen if they failed. There was a good chance their apprentices would be slaughtered.

And while this had started as a dungeon simulation, what he'd done meant that this was real. Perhaps humanity would go extinct at the end of all this. Perhaps nothing could be done to avert that particular fate.

But the young mages and apprentices of the University had their whole lives ahead of them. Even if that future came about no matter what he did, there were likely years before that happened—years of joy and discovery, of worlds to explore. Cale had met and spoken to them enough to know that they were bright young minds, and that given the opportunity, any one of them had the potential to change the world.

Their mentors felt the same way. Cale could see the determination in all of them, despite their worry. Every one of them would stand and fight until they could stand no longer.

He took a deep breath.

"Alright, then," he said. "Let's go through our options. Tell me what to expect, and I'll see what I can do."





Their first step was to name what was coming.

Names had power, and a name in and of itself carried a degree of symbolic weight. There were some concerns that by naming this one they would empower the storm, but the truth of the matter was that the storm was already beyond anything the University was prepared to handle.

The hope was that in naming it, they would contain some of its power. Dragon rain was nothing but a particularly disastrous weather event, and there was nothing that could be done against the weather. The Dragonstorm, on the other hand, was an antagonist: it was something with substance that they could work together to defeat and bring down.

That was the theory of it, anyway. Cale wasn't sure if it worked out the way Adam hoped it would, because even he was caught off-guard by the storm that came for them.

It began with blood. There was no dramatic moment to announce its arrival, no flash of lightning to signify the change—the rain was water one moment and then blood the next, pouring down in thick streams splattered against stone and melted through wood.

This much Cale was prepared for, and it marked the first of many tests. The rain wasn't yet strong enough to burn through the enchanted stone of the University, so Cale stood at the massive doors that marked the entrance to the school and manifested a large, prismatic barrier on top of the fountain just outside.

A few nearby instructors stopped to stare, caught off-guard by the strength of his barriers and the fact that it appeared to hold up against the rain. Soon, though, they forced themselves to move on. The storm would get far worse, and even in the best case scenario, they had much work left to do.

They were in the midst of preparing a massive defensive spell that functioned as both a physical and symbolic barrier. Instructor Hikari had explained that they would ordinarily have tried to come up with a triplicate barrier, a theoretical Seventh Circle spell that would defend against physical, mana-based, and symbolic attacks.

With Cale in the mix, though, they decided their efforts were better focused on a double-barrier with reinforced physical and symbolic defenses. It would still be a Seventh Circle spell, but without needing a mana barrier in the mix, they could ensure that the physical and symbolic aspects of the spell were twice as strong.

That meant a hasty redesign of the spell system and a rapid swapping out of reagents, with Phlogis barking out instructions to an increasingly harried-looking group of instructors.

This was all well and good. Cale was confident in his ability to maintain a mana barrier, and he had a few other tricks besides.

And yet...

Cale frowned, his lips pressing into a grim line. He felt no strain in his dome, no apparent holes burned through it by the storm.

The fountain beneath his dome was melting, though. The water spouting out from the top had turned a deep, crimson red, and the stone hissed and smoked as if it was getting struck by the rain. There was nothing wrong with his barrier itself, but when he flicked on his mana sense and listened for the song—

—it was there. A cacophony of noise, drowning everything out, and with everything his barriers could block, clearly they couldn't block symbolic noise. Cale winced, casting a sharp glance at Phlogis. It was incredible that the man was getting any work done at all. Was he not hearing the same thing?

He was. Every so often, whenever the song of the Dragonstorm spiked, Phlogis would wince and shudder. Cale had no idea how he was able to hear anything else in all the noise, but he was pulling it off, barking out orders to swap one reagent or another. Every so often he would pause to listen and correct himself, and the teachers around him would scramble to adjust.

Cale caught a glimpse of it, just briefly, as Phlogis turned and the light caught on his glass. There were tiny, barely-visible fractures running through the glassware of his body, worsening each time he listened to the noise. Part of him wanted to call out and tell him to stop, but he knew he would only be wasting his breath.

Phlogis was doing everything he could to save his apprentices. Cale would have done the same.

So he turned back to his work instead, adjusting his barriers and listening through the noise for any change. If he could find a trick, some way to imbue symbolic meaning into his mana or some way to agitate it that could drown out the Dragonstorm's song, then he could take some of the pressure off the other mages.

If he was doing this, he needed to make sure he did it right.





"A barrier isn't going to be enough?" Damien asked. He was staring at the stormclouds in worry.

He was the first of Cale's apprentices to wake and join them. The others were on their way, apparently. There had been a very brief attempt to get them to join the other apprentices in the bunker down below, but rather predictably, they'd all refused, and Cale knew better than to try to force the issue.

"It might be," Cale said. "I don't think it will be, though, and I don't want to risk it."

Damien studied him for a moment. "Does this... remind you of something?" he asked carefully.

"You're a little too perceptive, you know that?" Cale flashed Damien a small smile to show he wasn't offended, though the smile didn't quite reach his eyes. The memory it brought to mind wasn't a good one. "Yeah, I've been through something like this before. I promised some people I'd be able to protect them."

"It didn't work?" Damien's voice was soft.

"I was confident." Cale studied the rain. His latest barrier permutation was better, but the storm had grown in the meantime, and the end result was that just as much symbolic destruction pierced it. This meant he was on the right track, at least—he'd shaped this one with a bit more symbolic meaning after a quick look at some of the icons in one of the University's textbooks. "I mean, almost nothing gets through my barriers. Told them they didn't need to worry, that I had it."

Damien thankfully didn't look at him pityingly or try to sympathize; instead, he nodded, giving Cale's hand a squeeze. Cale appreciated it.

"Sometimes I encounter new magic that I'm not prepared for, though, or I run into something that just bypasses how they work. Like how Abyssals can just alter the rules."

"And that was one of those times?"

"It was one of those times." Cale sighed. "I don't think they would have survived either way, but that's not much of a comfort. But I'm not going to be overconfident about this. They're doing everything they can to save their apprentices, and we're going to do everything we can to help them."

Damien nodded. "What should I do?"

Cale hesitated. "Go see if Instructor Phlogis needs some help," he said eventually. "Maybe check if the Verdant Flame can do anything for him. Regular life magic isn't going to work for glassware, but..."

"I got it," Damien said. "I'll see what I can do. Don't... um. Take care of yourself, okay?"

Cale snorted. "I should be saying that to you," he teased, his tone light, though his gaze was still fixed on the storm. The clouds were gathering into something visibly monstrous now—if he looked closely, he could see the faint impression of draconic shapes, twisting and coiling through them. "Stay safe. Make sure the others know what's going on when they get here. I might be a little too occupied once this really gets going."

Damien nodded again, then ran up and caught him in a brief, tight hug before darting off to find Phlogis. Cale blinked, surprised, then blew out a breath.

A part of him admittedly regretted bringing his apprentices along. This whole thing had been far more dangerous than he'd anticipated. Then again, who knew where he would be without them? Even now, in the midst of all this, they found their place and grew as mages. They would be truly incredible one day, perhaps sooner than any of them realized.

For now, though, Cale was going to do his best to make sure these instructors didn't lose their apprentices. He could see in their faces the same worry and hope he felt for his own.

He adjusted his barriers again, listening to the change in the song, and all the while, the Dragonstorm approached.
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  The sheer violence of the Dragonstorm was greater than Cale expected, even with the warnings that Phlogis and the others had given him. Part of that was perhaps because he had been expecting something along the lines of the amplified Aspect Cascade, which itself already topped the list of violent magical storms in recent memory.

He had not been expecting this.

The Dragonstorm didn't tear through the veil of the realm as the Aspect Cascade did, but what it lacked in realm-penetrating force it made up for in sheer symbolic violence. Every time he thought it had reached a peak, it surged to new heights, until Cale felt the howling of the winds as though they were a physical force.

And that was through the multiple barriers that had been laid out to defend against it.

They were working, at least. The problem was that even dampened, the song crashed through the university, carrying with it the weight of war, of draconic conquest, of overwhelming dominance. The air hummed with that song, bore it every gust and gale; the rain held a note within every drop of blood; the sky itself seemed to burn with it, blotting out the sun as far as the eyes could see—

—and that was quite far indeed for someone like Cale, given he still had his [Eyes of Ashvali] active. He was tempted to disable them. In the midst of the Dragonstorm they were almost more of a hindrance, for even with his understanding of how to use them, they showed him almost nothing except all the ways in which this could fail. There were a thousand different ways the University might be destroyed, leaving only a few survivors.

Or only a single survivor, really. Of all the University mages present, Adam stood out as the only one guaranteed to make it through. Cale supposed it was because he had a greater role to play.

Outside the University, the skies boiled with draconic fury, clouds crashing and roiling against each other in a way that resembled the waves of a tumultuous sea. Each flash of arcane lightning was accompanied by a shockwave of thunder that sent a tremor through the building, and even that thunder sounded more like the roar of a dragon, somehow furious and pained all at once.

Most damning of all, perhaps, was what he saw when he looked too closely. The stormclouds appeared to be nothing more than stormclouds at a glance, but if Cale allowed his gaze to linger on the brief flashes of light, on the places where the clouds crashed against one another to create a tidal wave of magic...

It felt almost like he could see what was hiding within it. There were shapes within the clouds, silhouettes of dragons trying to push through the storm. The more he watched, the more it looked like they were struggling desperately to escape some greater force.

(He had tried, when he first noticed this, to simply blast the sky open. Some problems could be solved by throwing enough mana at them, after all. Unfortunately, the Dragonstorm wasn't one of them—his mana cut through the clouds without leaving any trace of an impact. Intuition told him not to try again.)

Still, if this was an era of magic shaped by symbolism and meaning, then the imagery of the storm had to represent something. Perhaps the Dragonstorm itself was simply the result of some greater cosmic struggle. A battle between two fundamental forces did often manifest in strange ways...

Not for the first time, Cale felt for the vial of draconic essence in his pocket.

It was warm now. The liquid trembled and shook, seemingly in response to the storm itself. When he took the vial out of his pocket to check on it, he found thin strands of liquid climbing the sides of the vial, almost as though it was trying to climb out of the vial.

Or perhaps it was trying to roar back. To scream its defiance against its own kind. That was a very draconic thing to do, Cale thought, turning the vial over in his hands.

If there was a time to use it, there was no doubt that time would come soon.

Cale's silent rumination was interrupted by footsteps as Adam came to a stop beside him, and Cale turned to glance at him. There was fear in his eyes, but it was hidden well, concealed beneath the lines of grim determination in his features.

The barrier wouldn't last. The spell the University's instructors had constructed was impressive, there was no doubt about that. With the sheer number of magical reagents they had used and Cale's own barrier added to it, their defensive construct was likely close to an eighteenth-tier spell. It was very nearly as powerful as it could get.

But the Dragonstorm was like nothing Cale had ever seen. It was the idea of disaster wrapped within a storm, and it was everywhere. He had no doubt that if he were to look in the Fog, he would find it there too. If he walked to another realm in this time, the same storm would be there, striking different worlds with the same lightning and drowning it all in the same rain...

Was this the extinction event that had taken out humanity? It would have been hard to believe yesterday, but looking up at the sky now, Cale could certainly believe it.

Regardless, the barrier they had wouldn't last, and dragon rain always came in at least two phases. The Dragonstorm would be no different.

"It isn't usually like this, you know," Adam said quietly, looking up at the sky.

"Normal dragon rain, you mean?" Cale had assumed as much, but he let Adam talk; there was clearly something he wanted to get off his chest.

"Yes." Adam didn't look away from the storm, but he clenched his fists, and there was tension in his voice. "The rain is bad, but it's not usually... this. Normally it hits about five worlds at a time, and it's weak enough that we can just activate the school's defenses and let them ward off the worst of it.

"But they've been getting worse. The storm is bigger every time it hits, it envelops more worlds at once, and the shades it creates afterward have been getting stronger. We expected this one to be worse than the rest, but we didn't expect... we didn't anticipate this."

"There's nowhere to hide, is there?" Cale asked. "If it's hitting all the worlds at once, then it wouldn't matter even if you managed to evacuate your apprentices. It's the equivalent of a twentieth tier spell. No one defends against that."

Except him, though it was a near thing every time. Cale didn't bother saying that out loud, though.

"Twentieth tier?" Adam frowned.

"Terminology from my world. It doesn't really matter." Cale shook his head. "Point is, I don't think any amount of anticipation would have been enough."

Adam bowed his head. "Perhaps," he said reluctantly. "But things will only get worse. Even if we succeed in defending against this—even if other worlds have mounted their own defenses and small pockets of us survive—we will be decimated. And the Dragonstorm is not the only thing that has been getting worse. Magical disasters all over the worlds have increased in severity."

"Do you know why?" Cale asked.

"Not yet," Adam admitted. "Many kingdoms are reluctant to even acknowledge that there is an existential threat, despite the insistence of the Fifth Church."

"I suppose they'll have a hard time ignoring it now," Cale said, staring out at the storm.

"They may have a hard time acknowledging it, if there is nothing of them left," Adam muttered, the words bitter. "It shouldn't have come to this."

"It shouldn't have," Cale agreed.

How many times had he been in this same position, sounding an alert no one would listen to? It was one of the reasons Cale had eventually distanced himself from the kingdoms and cities of the Great Realms, preferring instead to focus on smaller villages or on the problems that affected individual people. He'd met a few he admired, but for the most part, dealing with councils and kings just wasn't for him.

"You lied about why you were here, didn't you?" Adam asked suddenly, making Cale look up. Adam wasn't meeting his eyes—he was staring out the window instead, his gaze distance. "I wondered about it for years, you know. You don't have a single other human with you, and I'm pretty sure I'm the first other human your friends met."

"I said we're here to help," Cale said. "I didn't lie about that."

"But you're also here to find out what happened to us," Adam said. "To humans as a whole."

Cale studied Adam for a moment. He took in the other man's exhaustion—the dark circles under his eyes, the way he sagged just slightly, even while trying to stand tall for all the people that believed in him. He looked far older than he should have been.

No point in denying it, Cale decided. Adam deserved to know.. "It wasn't why we came here at first," he admitted. "But yes."

"I've been trying to figure it out," Adam said. "What's going to happen to us, I mean. I was hoping I'd have answers for you by the time you showed up again, enough that you could maybe do something about it, but..."

Cale shrugged. "I wasn't expecting answers when I came here in the first place."

"But you want them," Adam said, and Cale nodded. What else could he say?

The two of them stared out at the storm in silence.

"It might be this, you know," Adam said, breaking the silence. "The Dragonstorm. It's so much worse than I was expecting. I thought we had a few more decades left, but maybe I was wrong. I never figured out how to read the shambler patterns as well as Mom did."

In the chaos of the storm, Cale hadn't even thought about the shamblers. "How many of them do you see with us?"

"None," Adam said. "That's the problem. A few new types of them have shown up, and they're each correlated with some kind of loss or disaster. You can use them to predict what's going to happen, sometimes. But right now I don't see any of them, and I'm worried that means this is it. This is what creates them in the first place."

Cale thought about it for a moment, then slowly shook his head. "I don't think so."

"How would you explain it, then?"

"I think it's possible," Cale said carefully. "I think that, if left unchecked, the Dragonstorm could consume the worlds and leave them barren. Maybe there's some version of events where that wipes out humanity and creates the shamblers, and that's why none of them are here right now."

"But you don't think that's the version of events we're living," Adam said. "Why not?"

"First, what are you and your instructors going to do?" Cale asked. "Once the barrier breaks, I mean."

"We'll need to split up," Adam said, clearly confused about the relevance of this, but going along with it. "The Dragonstorm will move into its second phase and create dragonshades that will rampage through the University and get to the students unless we stop it."

"And these dragonshades are symbolically linked to the storm in some way?"

"They're reflections of it," Adam said. "So... kind of. The storm creates shades that can defeat and subdue each human within it, and defeating a shade weakens the storm. It's one of the reasons we ally with nonhumans so heavily."

Cale nodded. Call it intuition, but he was guessing there would be something like that. It would be stranger if something symbolically linked with the extinction didn't have a gimmick like this. "Right," he said. "In that case, you should continue with your plan. Send everyone deep into the University, preferably. I'll stay in the foyer and keep the barrier up."

"That still doesn't answer my question," Adam said, frowning. "Why are you so sure this won't be what ends us?"

Cale cocked his head. "Because you've got me here, of course," he said. "I'll end the storm. Just make sure you keep your students safe until I can do it. It might take me a little bit, since I'm new to this world and all."

Adam stared at him like he'd grown a second head, which was probably fair. "You can't be serious."

"I am entirely serious," Cale said.

This time, something about his tone seemed to get through to Adam, whose brow furrowed. "I shouldn't believe you," he said. "Why do I believe you?"

"I'm just cool like that," Cale said, leaning back against the windowsill. "Let your mages know, alright? They just have to hold out until the storm is over."

Adam nodded slowly, and Cale threw in a languid grin, just for effect; that seemed to get Adam to relax, and he left to do exactly that.

Cale let out a breath, his expression turning a little more somber.

He was certain he was right about this, but he was also certain it was going to be a lot harder than he'd made it seem.

Hopefully, the mages of the University could hold out for long enough. His friends would be able to help them, at least.





The barrier was holding, but it wouldn't be long until it broke.

It had weakened enough now that even with all three layers active and warding off the Dragonstorm, the building shook. There was an invisible weight pressing down on every mage within its walls, increasing by the moment. Many of the University mages were trembling, though not out of fear. It was more that they were straining against the pressure, wielding every ounce of power they had against the pressure of the storm.

Cale did what he could to alleviate it, folding more mana into his part of the barrier and attempting to lend it symbolic meaning, in the hopes that it could muffle more of the storm. Even with that, though, it wasn't long before one of those mages collapsed outright. He watched as Damien ran up to the fallen mage, Verdant Flame in hand...

A thought occurred to him, and Cale frowned as a piece of the puzzle slotted into place.

He was fine. He could feel the pressure the storm was exerting on them, but it was a distant thing, one he wouldn't even have noticed if he hadn't been looking for it. It certainly wasn't enough to make him collapse like that.

That in itself might have been unremarkable, but Damien wasn't affected, either. The flame he produced was pure and steady. In fact, if he looked closely, everyone from Brightscale Academy seemed largely unaffected by the Dragonstorm, despite the clear impact it had on the mages of the University.

Cale focused on his mana sense for a moment, then narrowed his eyes.

It was their mana cores. The humans of this era had mana cores that were fundamentally, structurally different from the mana cores of mages from the Great Realms. That had an implication in and of itself, but most important was that it meant Thorn, Graystalk, and all four of his apprentices would be largely unaffected by the Dragonstorm.

He called both Thorn and Graystalk over to explain his observations, and they each frowned in thought.

"Our cores must provide us a form of protection that their cores do not," Professor Graystalk said. "Perhaps ours developed the way they have precisely because of this event..."

Right, those were the implications he'd been thinking about, though now wasn't the time for them. As though he could read his thoughts, Thorn grunted. "Not important," he said. "Means we should split up. Provide support."

"Of course," Graystalk agreed.

This was convenient, given Cale had been looking for an excuse to send his apprentices along with the instructors to defend those other paths anyway. As much as he would've liked to keep an eye on them, he was going to be targeted by the greatest part of the storm, so he couldn't afford to have them anywhere near him.

Besides, he trusted them. If any mage could find a way to grow from a disaster like this, it would be them.

"I agree," Cale said. "Can you let them know, please? I'm going to need to stay here to keep my side of the barrier up."

Which was true, but also technically a lie of omission. He didn't want to worry his friends or have some of them stay back just to keep him safe.

Graystalk nodded, then left to do exactly that.

Thorn, however, lingered. Cale felt the weight of his gaze on him. "...What is it?"

"Do not get hurt," Thorn said, blunt as ever. "I want you and your team for the tournament. Do not forget."

"Is that your way of saying you care?" Cale asked, raising a brow. Thorn just stared at him impassively before walking off. "I care about you too, just so you know! I just don't have enough spikes to do it in a cool way!"

Thorn, of course, did not deign to respond.





It took a grand total of four tense hours for the Dragonstorm to create the first cracks in the University's barrier. It took a grand total of four minutes for those cracks to progress into a complete shattering as the spell circle failed entirely. Cale watched as what must have been an entire treasury's worth of magical reagents disintegrated with an ear-splitting crack.

His own barrier was holding. He could feel the battering of the storm against it in the back of his mind, and that alone was worrying; most of the time he couldn't feel the strain on his barriers at all. What did it say about the Dragonstorm that it could pit itself against him?

But then the presence of his barrier was the only reason that many of the University's mages were still standing. The moment the other two layers shattered, many of them collapsed, screaming in agony. About half of those mages managed to force themselves back to their feet, with a worried Damien rapidly moving between the rest.

For a moment, the foyer was still and eerily silent. All Cale could hear was the pained, trembling breathing of more than a dozen mages and the sound of rain.

Then—

Lightning.

It was a poor word for what happened, but it was the closest Cale thought he was going to get. The world itself seemed to crack open, and then time seemed to divide itself into a series of split-second impressions.

First was a source. The beginning of all things. A mass of possibility and energy.

Second was a reaction. The sky called to the source, and suddenly there was a yawning abyss tearing through the ground, clawing its way up to the sky.

Third was the resolution. That gap in the world snapped wide, enveloping the school, and the thunderous crash of a thousand dragons roaring followed; the shockwave alone cracked the foundations of the University and split open its walls.

Thorn slammed his fists into the ground, covering everything with a layer of soft, protective vines a split second before the mages were sent flying into the walls. That saved them from breaking their necks, but did nothing to stop the sudden transformation of the University's halls.

The floor was covered in bubbling, boiling dragonblood, and the light around them had turned a deep, crimson red. Unlike before, the dragonblood did nothing to eat through the stone. Instead, it began to coalesce into shapes—

"Everyone, get into position!" Adam called, his voice sharp, and the mages of the University scrambled to obey. Cale caught his apprentices, Thorn, and Graystalk following suit in the corner of his eye, each one choosing an instructor to follow as they darted through the passages of the school.

They would be caught and cornered by the spawn of the Dragonstorm. Cale could see that much through the [Eyes of Ashvali]. But he was blind to the outcome. There was too much noise in the future, too much symbolic weight altering every possibility in real-time; the storm seemed almost as if it intruded upon Ashvali's domain, though how that was possible Cale had no idea.

Then there was his own future. Cale saw nothing but a perfect emptiness there, which was a little foreboding. Especially since he was now alone in the foyer.

But that was nothing he hadn't already expected, given Adam's warning, and now that the future was closer Cale could see it more clearly: in every future where he left to help the others, he saw that same perfect emptiness stretching out into infinity for everyone.

If he stayed, he only saw that future for himself. The choice was obvious. Even if the worst should happen—and that wasn't a guarantee, as far as he was concerned—he would wake up again in a new realm. That would be bad, but, well...

There were worse fates to be had, especially if it meant his apprentices would be safe.

Right on cue, the blood that covered the floor began to bubble again. Cale watched, his expression impassive, as the chalk lines now barely visible beneath the blood began to drain into the bubbles as though they were liquid. He felt the song of the Dragonstorm itself pour into this manifestation, until all he could hear through his new sense was a strange, throbbing silence.

That and the distant echo of drums. The "bad song" Phlogis had mentioned, no doubt, but there was no time to think about that now.

He watched instead as the four sages of dragonkind climbed out of the blood, their bodies twisted together into a single abomination. Only their heads were distinct—Cale recognized them all from the vision that Trekagor had left for him. Four heads in total, emerging from a single, grotesque body. It stumbled forward, opening its mouths to roar at him.

Cale swiped, manifesting a barrier, and in a single motion cut off all four of its heads before the first drops of spittle had landed. He followed up by surrounding the remains with a barrier before snapping his fingers to fill the entire thing with blistering wyldfire.

And then, just for good measure, he poured his mana into an [Elemental Orb] attuned to void and erasure.

Mana overload detected! Attempting to compensate...

Excess draconic interference detected. Unable to compensate.

Cale's expression didn't change when he felt the attempted spell construct shatter and burn. It didn't change when he saw his wyldfire being inexplicably drawn into the sage hydra, nor when all four heads regenerated near-instantaneously.

It didn't change even when the hydra roared and clawed at him, though something about that attack seemed off. He narrowed his eyes. It was too far away to do any real damage, but the Dragonstorm's song swelled as though it was about to strike true—

Somehow it had absorbed the symbolic weight of his attack and turned it against him. Decapitation had meaning, after all; it was often associated with judgement and punishment, and the hydra was turning that meaning against him now.

His barriers would do nothing against this. Cale dodged, flinging himself out of the way, and felt an invisible blade slice straight through his left ear. It fell to the ground with a wet smack.

Cale ignored it.

The sage hydra stared at him, and something in its expression seemed to flicker. Did it have some understanding, then, of what it represented? Was it intelligent enough to understand what it faced?

Because for once, he wasn't the Mad Mage, fighting for revolution. He wasn't Torment's Shadow, filled with anger and vengeance. He wasn't Yggdrasil's End, forced to make a terrible choice for the greater good. Each was a legend that once formed around him, a legend that he had turned into a mask.

But legends or not, those names and legacies were simply footprints left behind by a single soul. A single name.

That was the person now staring down the avatar of the Dragonstorm.

Cale Cadwell Cobbs wore an expression of perfect, deadly seriousness. It didn't matter that his opening had failed—this was a different era of magic, and a different era meant different rules. He would learn and adapt as he always did, with or without his magic.

For example, decapitation had failed because it carried symbolic meaning that the hydra could use against him. The Gift had been unable to evolve his spell because the world around him was soaked in draconic essence, and it could not compensate for that.

There was a simple solution to both those problems.

Cale cast [Create Impact].

Mana overload dete—

Then he popped open the vial of draconic essence and downed every last drop.
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  Damien didn't know much about Phlogis, but he was getting increasingly worried about him.

He was barely holding himself together, for one thing. The microscopic cracks in his glasswork had turned into a spiderweb of fractures, and it was clear from the way he trembled that he could barely keep himself standing. He might have shattered already if not for Damien's restorative magic—emerald fire flickered along his cracks, giving him just enough life to keep going.

As far as Damien was concerned, though, that wasn't a good thing. If he hadn't been certain that Phlogis needed the healing to stay alive, he might have held it back in the hopes that the instructor would take the time to rest. Phlogis was pushing himself too hard, too fast, and if he kept going like this there would come a point where his magic would no longer work to heal him.

But the dragonshades kept coming. There was no time to rest.

The two of them stood at the entrance to the bunker that held the bulk of the University's students. They were the last line of defense, so to speak. It was the only way Adam would allow Phlogis to fight at all. In theory, they should have been almost as safe as the students were, but in practice...

Well, either some parts of the defensive line had failed or some of the dragonshades had managed to find a way to sneak past. They had already been forced to fend off two of them, and Damien could sense more already on their way.

It was a good thing his instincts had led him to follow Phlogis, he reflected. If he hadn't, the instructor would likely already be dead.

Though his current condition wasn't all that much better.

"Are you sure you can handle this?" Damien asked, not for the first time. He cast a worried glance over the spreading cracks. "I can take care of the next one, you know. You should take a moment to rest."

Phlogis's answer hadn't changed, unfortunately. "Need to protect students," he said stubbornly. "Cannot rest. Will not rest."

"You're on the verge of collapse," Damien argued. "If you don't rest now, you're not going to be able to help them later."

Phlogis shook his head. "Cannot rest," he repeated.

Dammit. Damien was reluctant to let him keep fighting, but what else was he going to do, force him to take a break? Phlogis was already sagging and had to steady himself with a hand on the wall, but nothing Damien said was getting through to him.

He cast a glance down the corridor, stretching his mana sense as far as he could. There was something off in the distance, but it wasn't close enough yet to cause them problems. That probably gave them... what, about a minute or so before it was here? Their speed was something of a saving grace here—the dragonshades tended to lumber through the corridors at a slow, ponderous pace. That was probably the only reason they hadn't been overwhelmed already.

Cale would stop the Dragonstorm, Damien was sure of that much. A regular mage might have taken decades to study and understand the magic of this era, but Damien was confident that Cale would be able to do it significantly faster. Through sheer volume of mana, if nothing else.

Their job was to last long enough for him to do that. It was a dangerous job, but if they were careful, if they took breaks and swapped whenever one of them got tired, if they took the time to regenerate their mana... No one would have to die.

But Phlogis wasn't listening to him.

"Please?" Damien tried. "Just sit down for a bit, at least."

"Job is to protect students," Phlogis said, glancing back just for a moment to meet his eyes, and Damien was struck for a moment by how profoundly kind they were.

Phlogis was saying that Damien was a student, too. That it was his job to protect them, and he would protect all of them, including the one trying to fight by his side.

Damien could have argued the point, perhaps. He could have said that he was better equipped to fight under the effects of the dragon rain, or pointed out that his mana aspect made him a formidable battlemage in his own right.

Except it didn't matter what he said, did it? Phlogis had made up his mind. He still trembled when he turned to face the next dragonshade, his body on the verge of breaking, but he stood as tall as he could. In his hand he held the makeshift focus that Graystalk had made for him just the day before, and as the shade approached, he cast his spell.

Glass Mimicry. Damien had seen it in action twice already: it was a transformation spell that allowed Phlogis to temporarily take on the form of his opponent, along with all the advantages that came with it and a few extra tricks besides.

It was a surprisingly terrifying spell, especially invoked against a dragonshade. Phlogis's glass shattered and reformed, growing and twisting until he had turned into a sculpture the same size and shape as the dragon that faced them. His claws were the true danger here, though. Each one was tipped with a unique alchemical substance, some made to affect the opponent and others to change the environment. His ability to modify them on the fly meant he had near-complete environmental control, if he so wished.

The sight would have been awe-inspiring if not for the worsening network of cracks spreading throughout his form. The first time Phlogis had cast this spell, his fractures had melted into smooth, crystalline glass. Now he seemed just as bad in this shape as he did in his original, and if the past transformations were any indication, he would be far worse once he turned back.

Damien didn't know what to do. He could keep healing Phlogis, but after a certain point that would no longer be enough; his healing magic was barely keeping up with the physical degeneration as it was. What else was there, though? He was non-confrontational by nature, and it wasn't like he could force Phlogis to listen to him.

Could he?

How did Cale get people to listen to him? Was that something he could replicate? Cale was a force of nature that moved and acted so quickly that people around him had no choice but to go along with whatever he was planning. Damien wasn't sure he could replicate that, although he had probably picked up bits and pieces from him over time.

The dragons clashed again ahead of him, and the dragonshade let out a roar of pain, staggering backward. Raw magic smoked out of its wounds, and its body wavered, like it was on the verge of dissolving.

Phlogis wasn't looking much better, though. There were chunks of glass missing in his form now, and Damien could only imagine the state he would be in once he changed back. He winced and tried to quash his worry.

Nevermind Cale for now. How did Flia get people to listen to her? She had a similar force of personality, but she was a different sort of confrontational and would always speak her mind. Part of that was that she had a strong sense of right and wrong and had no qualms with voicing her displeasure when something violated it.

The problem here was that Damien couldn't really find it in himself to get angry. It was difficult at the best of times, and here he couldn't help but respect Phlogis's determination. The only part of him that was upset was the part that had been training to be a healer, and that—

—Oh. That side of him was pissed, actually. That side of him saw Phlogis as a patient that was deliberately worsening the condition he was in and the strain on his body. At this rate, he would be held together by nothing more than determination and random filaments of the Verdant Flame.

That side of him thought rapidly, then came to a conclusion.

He cast [Decay Web]. Strings of decay mana erupted from the ground around the dragonshade, and Phlogis jerked backward in surprise, probably because this had all started with Phlogis's insistence that Damien not interfere. Damien found he wasn't all that concerned with that at the moment.

"Damien?" Phlogis's voice was hoarse as a result of his injuries and his mana expenditure. He swayed on his feet, then stumbled backward, his transformation snapping away; Damien caught and steadied him before he could fall. "Asked you not to—"

"You're going to rest," Damien said, and this time it wasn't a request. He was surprised by how steady his own voice was. He waved a hand and cast [Decaying Cloud].

[Decaying Cloud, Level 5] [Fourth Tier, Active (Unique)] [500 Mana]

Conjures a cloudlike bed out of any decaying material. The caster may alter the form and solidity of this bed at will.

Damien had developed this spell as a result of what had happened to Izzik. When his friend's neck had been snapped, Cale had enveloped him with mana so thick that it kept him immobilized, preventing the injury from worsening. [Decaying Cloud] was his own attempt to replicate that effect in something like a makeshift medical bed.

In this case, though, it was also an excellent way to hold someone still. Damien pushed Phlogis down into the fluff, then commanded it to solidify around him. The bed was nowhere near strong enough to actually restrain someone that was fighting back, of course, but he didn't actually need to restrain Phlogis. He just needed him to actually listen.

"Enough is enough," Damien said, and there was a sharpness in his voice now that made Phlogis go still. "You almost killed yourself there. Again. You're missing three chunks of glass even after changing back. If you want to protect your students, we're going to need to work together, and that means you're going to rest when you need it. I refuse to be responsible for you tearing yourself apart before we've even had to face the worst of this."

Phlogis stared at him. "But—"

"Your students are just past that door," Damien said. "If you keep going like this, they're going to come out and find you dead. Don't do that to them."

That made Phlogis freeze, his eyes growing wide. Damien hated doing this, in truth, but he needed to do something to get through to him.

"I figured it out," Damien said, his voice a little softer now. "You're under a healing frenzy. Which means it's my job to snap you out of it, understand?"

"Healing... frenzy?" Phlogis hesitated, confused.

"Life magic makes the people under its effects feel invincible, sometimes," Damien explained. He kept one eye on the dragonshade sizzling under his web, but it had been weakened enough by now that it couldn't fight its way out; instead, it was slowly dissolving, turning back into the blood of the dragonrain. "Or it'll make them fixate on whatever gives their lives meaning. It's a temporary thing, but it's a danger of fighting with a healer on your side.

"It's not really a thing that happens anymore, where I'm from. It's a little complicated, but the Law of Life is dead, and life magic has lost a lot of its potency. One of my friends knew about it, though, since he's been experimenting with potions that contain fragments of Life." Phlogis's eyes were fixed on him, and his breathing was becoming more even—that was a good sign. Shock first, then a distraction.

"But the rules are different here. I should have realized it sooner. Life magic still exists, which means healing frenzies can still happen." Damien glanced at Phlogis, who thankfully hadn't tried to escape yet. "Your students mean a lot to you, don't they?"

"Family," Phlogis said quietly. "Lost my master. Lost my meaning with him. Apprentices gave me meaning again. Cannot lose them."

Damien nodded. "We don't know how long it's going to take Cale to stop the Dragonstorm. I know he'll find a way, but it's our job to stay alive until he manages that. We're the last line of defense, remember? If anything happens to us, then any dragonshade that gets here is going to have a free shot at your students."

Phlogis winced, understanding the point. "You are also a student," he mumbled, sounding a little guilty.

"I'm pretty new at all this," Damien admitted. "But I'm still one of Cale's apprentices. Um... I guess that might not mean much to you. Just—I've learned a lot under his tutelage. We deal with this kind of stuff a lot more than you think, you know?"

Phlogis shot him his first skeptical look, startling Damien enough that he let out his first huff of laughter.

"Yeah, I know how that sounds," he said. "It's true, though. Just trust me, okay? We gotta work together on this. I want you to be alive for your students, so let me take over, just for a little bit. You can always take over if it looks like I'm losing?"

A moment of hesitation, then Phlogis nodded slowly. "...Agree," he said, his voice hoarse. "Thanks. Forgot about... how they might feel."

"Well, you know," Damien said. "Healing frenzy and all that."

Phlogis shot him another look, and Damien just shrugged, slightly embarrassed. It had worked, hadn't it? He wasn't actually sure if that was what happened. The symptoms fit, but he wasn't as confident as Cale was in just making those connections and declaring them as the truth.

He understood how Phlogis felt, though. He was worried about the rest of his friends—it was a constant fear now in the back of his mind, the knowledge that he might lose them. They had all come to mean a lot to him. Even Cale, as ridiculous as he was.

Damien wondered if things might have been like this with his father, once upon a time. He wondered where he was now. Did he worry about him, too? Perhaps that was why he'd been forced to forget. It seemed like something he would do, to make sure Damien wouldn't worry.

"We'll protect them together," Damien said finally. "I'll take over for now. You rest so you don't fall apart when I need you."

"Will rest. And will be there when needed," Phlogis promised, and Damien smiled at him before taking a few steps down the corridor.

There, he waited. Already, more of the dragonshades were headed their way, but so far, they seemed well within his ability to handle.

So far.

Damien was under no illusions as to how long that would last. The greatest of the shades would be attacking the University's human instructors. If any of them fell...

That was when things would get difficult.





Instructor Hikari was one of the strongest of the University's mages, although she kept that fact quiet. She had a mind for spellwork, and her chalk was among the oldest and most well-kept of them all. A Fifth Circle spell produced by her chalk had the offensive power of a Sixth Circle spell, and that was before considering her mastery of Galner lines and other such abstractions.

She never boasted about it, though. Her own accomplishments were secondary: what mattered to her was whether she could pass that knowledge on to her apprentices—that would be her legacy, in the end. For all her genius, what she wanted more than anything was to know that the next generation would push the limits of magic even further.

There was a certain irony to it, then, that she had met Cale Cadwell Cobbs and his friends

Hikari did not remember the vision that had led her to make her prophecy. She had to pore over the words instead, to pick apart what might have led her to phrase it the way she had.

Fortunately, she knew herself well.

The strictures of time are yet unwritten. The blood of dragons will spill in greater volumes than ever before, and when it does, the University itself will wither. Take pity on we who preceded you, and know that we are ourselves in truth.

It was a message for their visitors, but she thought it might have been a message for herself as well. Take pity on we who preceded you... "Pity" was not a term she would have used unless she had died in her vision.

Her prophecy was meant to circumvent that future, of course, but gazing at the dragonshade—no, the dragonlord that had tracked her down—Hikari somehow doubted she would escape that fate.

At least the future was in good hands. If these visitors were from the future, as her own prophecy implied and their magical knowledge and abilities implied, then her dream had come true after all.

Magic had evolved. She could be content with that knowledge.

...

That did not, however, mean that she would be content with that knowledge.

The dragonlord stepped forward. Instructor Hikari snapped her fingers and waved her wand.

What a wonderful gift from their visitors, this idea of wands. That it granted them the ability to cast without having to draw a circle was fascinating and merited extensive study. If she never got to it, she hoped her students would; she'd already drafted up several ideas.

For now, though, her study of their guests and their magic had given her a delightful idea. Apparently, Professor Graystalk had a spell that could gather and reform chalk from remnant and residue. Hikari had experimented with this before, but the circle used to gather the chalk always took more chalk to draw than it gathered, and it couldn't affect itself.

Wands, however, let her bypass that limitation entirely.

She had taken care of her oldest and most beloved stick of chalk for decades and had never once used it. The spells she cast with it, in theory, would have a symbolic purity unmatched by any other mage. Without her wand, she would only have had the time to draw and cast a single spell.

With it?

When she waved her wand, the three split pieces of Mirai—she had named the chalk, obviously—drew a final, definitive stroke on three different Fourth Circle spells right as the dragonlord stepped into range. Disintegration, Blood to Stone, and Wall of Flame.

The hallway exploded in a brilliant display of magic. The dragonlord screamed its fury, its scales crumbling or losing their luster before it managed to bring up an array of defensive shields—

—which was when her fourth, pre-drawn spell system triggered, now that all its requisite reagent nodes had been filled with active spells or defensive shields. She'd always wondered if spells could be chained in this way, the result of one spell used as a reagent to fuel the next. It was just impractical to test and took a huge quantity of high-quality chalk. She'd never been able to justify it.

But clearly she had been right, and spells could be chained in that manner. Magic crackled from the spell circle before spreading out into the blood splattered over the hallways.

Then that blood exploded out and wrapped around her, shaping itself into a protective shell of armor.

"This spell will need a name, I believe," Instructor Hikari said. "How about Stormfall Armor?"

"Human arrogance," the dragonlord spat, twirling its spear. "You dare use our magic?"

"And I'm not done," Hikari said simply. "Let us see how many new discoveries I can make today, shall we?"
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  Calibrating...

Excess draconic interference could mean a lot of things, really. The most obvious conclusion was that the Dragonstorm was somehow directly interfering with the function of the Gift, but Cale thought this was rather unlikely. Plenty of other powers had tried and failed to interfere with it before.

More likely was that whatever mechanism the Gift used to evolve a spell made use of this archaic form of magic—of the power of symbols and significance. If that was the case, then the havoc the Dragonstorm wrought on the world would be more than enough to undermine its functions. Cale and the spell he'd been trying to evolve were simply far too different from the environment the Dragonstorm created.

And with that in mind, Cale recognized that he'd seen spells like these before. The circumstances and scale of them were different, of course, but it was far from the first time he'd witnessed or subverted a spell designed to fundamentally transform reality into something that supported a different kind of life.

That was what the Dragonstorm was. A desire to live, expressed and twisted in a realm of pure symbolic meaning. It sought to transform the realms themselves into something that could support that broken form of life, but such a reality was inherently incompatible with the beings of flesh and magic that already lived within it.

Humans, it seemed, were the greatest anchor of that reality—so it was no surprise that it was also the Dragonstorm's greatest target.

But if the problem was that Cale was incompatible with the world it was trying to create, then he had a means of making himself more compatible sitting right there in his pocket.

Calibration complete.

Mana overload detected. Draconic essence detected. Overwhelming intent detected.

Compensating.

Resonance, Cale suspected, was the Gift's term for symbolic meaning. To increase your resonance rank with a particular mana aspect was to invest within yourself the symbolic meaning of that aspect; it was why Cale's baking-oriented adventure with Vesuvius had been just as effective as the resonance vision that every other mage received.

The hydra he faced now was created to thrive in the world created by the Dragonstorm. It had the advantage in symbolic manipulation, which it seemed to be able to use to absorb both his attacks and his mana. Cale wasn't all that surprised, he supposed—for better or worse, there were whole realms that saw his wyldfire as an omen of things to come.

It did mean that if he wanted to end the Dragonstorm in any reasonable amount of time, he was going to have to bring this embodiment of it to a more level playing field.

The last time Cale had taken this potion, he went to sleep immediately afterward, allowing it to pull him into a vision. This time, he had no intention of falling asleep, but the vision tried to manifest exactly as he expected; he felt it hurtling toward him across that universal gap.

And so did the Gift.

[Create Impact] has evolved into [Resonant Comet]!

[Resonant Comet, Level 1] [Fifteenth Tier, Active (Unique)] [1.0e46 Mana]

Converts a resonant source into a symbolic meteor. The greater the distance traveled by this meteor, the greater the impact.

On impact, create a domain based on the contents of the resonant source. All individuals caught within the radius of the effect will be contained within the resonant domain until its purpose has been achieved. The danger of this domain scales to the entities captured within.

The caster may exclude individuals from this domain at will.

The hydra froze, its faces darting up to the sky as what should have been a vision for Cale alone hurtled through the air, screaming toward them. For a split second it parted the clouds and tore through the rain, a perfect sphere that deflected the Dragonstorm where Cale's magic alone could not.

Then it struck.

Cale didn't blink, even as it changed the world around them. He did, however, take note of the effective range this meteor was going to have, pause, then carefully ensure that only he and the hydra were included within its effect.





As far as Syphus was concerned, it had made one of the greatest discoveries in the history of magic. This was aided in part by the fact that it was quite literally in the past and therefore anything it did essentially defined the history of magic, but it wasn't worried about technicalities like that.

Rather, it was preoccupied by the fact that the slug arm produced by the casting of [Basic Spellfist Arts] was useful.

It had already known this, of course. The slime byproduct it produced was essentially a liquified spell and therefore granted its other spells properties they wouldn't ordinarily have: a [Fireball] channeled through that arm created flaming slime, for instance.

Syphus had discovered through experimentation that this slime was both incredibly sticky and resistant to dispelling magics and other forms of magical interference, which was to say that unlike a regular [Fireball], it could freely fire a [Pebbleblast] through it and produce what was essentially a scattered fireball (though it preferred the term "flamethrower.")

Alas, the Gift did not see fit to give this composite spell its own name, so it wasn't an official designation. It did make sure that any of the other students it had been teaching its [Basic Spellfist Arts] called it a flamethrower, though, so it was pretty satisfied with that development overall.

None of that was related to the discovery that it had made while experimenting during yesterday's dueling classes. On top of the fact that eating a symbol of violence appeared to help cycle its mana for the production of palewater—a discovery that delighted it to no end, it would have to admit—some of its slug-slime had fallen into a fellow student's chalk circle during a demonstration, and the resulting spell...

Well, it turned out that whatever other properties this slime byproduct had, it was also an excellent vessel of symbolic meaning. The instructors had gathered around the shining spell circle, chatting excitedly amongst one another at the reaction it had produced.

Alchemical reagents of this era, it turned out, consisted of two major varieties. The first was natural symbolism, which was a reagent that had gathered symbolic meaning all on its own. Things like marbles and blood fell into this category.

Then there were the symbolic cultivars produced by the plants of this era, which had learned to absorb and accumulate symbolic meaning. This produced reagents such as the corpsevine, which had begun as a type of vine that grew frequently over gravestones. They fed on the symbolism of the corpses beneath, allowing alchemists and spellcasters to use them instead of a corpse whenever such symbolism was needed.

Needless to say, such plants often became naturally symbolic in their own right, and the more they were cultivated for their respective purposes, the more that symbolic meaning sharpened. There was a means of determining something called "symbolic purity", which referred to how much a given reagent had sharpened and refined its symbolic strength over time—

Syphus paused. It was thinking too much about this. It wasn't a nerd. That was Leo's job.

Long story short, spell slime made for an excellent reagent and apparently had incredibly high symbolic purity. The instructors had muttered something about slimes and gelatinous blobs often acting as familiars to alchemists, or something like that? Honestly it had stopped paying attention once they'd stopped praising it, not that it needed that praise or anything. It had only started paying attention again when it was told that its spell slime could be used to create very, very big fires.

That was what it was doing now. Helping! With the fire.

Instructor Tajia had drawn a spell circle in the ground, and filled out several circles with reagents, a look of desperate concentration etched onto her face. She was also sweating and shaking a lot, for some reason, and a few times she cursed and had to redo her lines. Then she directed Syphus to fill out two of the circles with [Fireball]-based slime, and it had very happily accommodated.

The result, to its delight, was a bright ball hovering above the spell circle that spun and shimmered with radiant light. Every time a dragonshade walked into range, the ball would contract briefly, then fire a massive beam of pure heat in the direction of the shade, instantly cutting through it.

Now, Syphus would ordinarily have preferred to be the one in charge of firing this orb, but this was an acceptable alternative. It made a rather pleasant resonant thrum as it cut through the air with power enough to briefly silence the Dragonstorm...

Although Instructor Tajia was looking increasingly pale. Syphus frowned. Was she supposed to look so... gray? She was one of the darker-skinned humans, it knew, but it was pretty sure she hadn't been that color when it last looked.

"Are you okay?" it asked.

"Fine," Tajia said, except she was definitely not fine, and Syphus was very sure of it now that it could hear the shaking in her voice. Also she was leaning against the wall and her head was lolling slightly to the side. "We have... to keep going."

Cale had told them something about how the Dragonstorm affected these ancient-era humans differently, hadn't he? Not only that, but Syphus realized somewhat belatedly that Tajia was sitting inside one of the circles of her own spell system. The spell was draining her on top of the whole Dragonstorm thing!

...On the one hand, it could really admire that sort of creative thinking.

On the other, Syphus was absolutely not letting her do this under its watch. It rolled deliberately over the chalk lines of the outer circle of her spell system, scraping over it and cutting it off. The moment it did, Tajia jolted and became alert, hazy eyes suddenly growing wide. "What are you—"

"Nope," Syphus said. "My human now. No hurting yourself."

Tajia briefly seemed to forget her own exhaustion, a bit of outrage and indignation entering her tone. "Excuse me?"

"We've all got humans we're supposed to protect," Syphus said. "That's what Cale told us to do. You're the one I'm supposed to protect, so you don't get to sacrifice yourself or whatever this is supposed to be."

"Do you have a better idea?" Tajia glared at it, though Syphus thought she had relaxed a little. "We don't have the mana to take all these shades down. They're stronger than they usually are, and the worst of them aren't even here yet."

"The worst of them?" Syphus asked curiously, unable to help itself.

"The dragonlords," Tajia said, shuddering. She didn't elaborate.

So there was another class of power to these shades, then. Privately, Syphus was rather glad; it would have been disappointing if the dragonshades were all this storm had to offer. Fighting them was nothing like fighting a true dragon. It was sure of this, even though thus far Akkau had refused all of its attempts to challenge him to a duel.

"Speak for yourself," Syphus said.

Tajia blinked. "What?"

"You said we don't have the mana to take them down. Speak for yourself," Syphus repeated. "I ate sixteen spellsticks yesterday."

Tajia sputtered for a moment. "You don't have a mouth."

Syphus tilted its head, then nodded. "Oh yeah. I forgot."

"What do you mean you—"

A dragonshade was on its way, so Syphus stopped paying attention. It didn't need the slug-arms anymore now that it wasn't refilling this spell circle with fresh reagent, which meant it could use the new spell that had evolved from [Basic Spellfist Arts].

[Intermediate Spellfist Arts, Level 2] [Fourth Tier (Unique), Active] [5,000 Mana]

Unlocks access to a lost spell-based martial art.

Transforms a part of your body into a manaforged mechanism capable of firing any known spell up to a full tier above its base power. Note that you may only fire spells equivalent to the current tier of this spell.

Deepen your understanding of manaforging to unlock new manaeforged mechanisms. Deepen your understanding of the Spellfist Arts to evolve this spell to its next form.

At your current level of understanding, you have unlocked the following:

[Slug] — A loose and ill-formed expression of the transmutation magics imbued into the art. The Slug mechanism, if it can be called such a thing, oozes the input spell out of its pores as slime.

[First Form] — A cylindrical mechanism that fires the input spell straight ahead. Provides a minor boost to speed and power, at the cost of mana.

[Second Form] — A spherical mechanism that radiates the input spell in all directions around the caster. Greatly empowers defensive spells. Use with caution for offensive spells.

[Third Form] — A very large cylindrical mechanism that accelerates the input spell using opposing mana aspects. Provides a major boost to speed and power, at the cost of mana and maneuverability.

[Cauldron] — An accretion chamber that can store a maximum of three spells, each of which will slowly accrue power and may be removed and fired at will.

[Forge] — A fusion chamber that may be used to attempt the fusion of two existing spells. Note that both spells have to be cast into the forge for fusion to occur, so powerful spells may cause additional strain on the caster.

[Corkscrew] [Modifier] — Adds a corkscrew construct to the inner lining of any mechanism, improving piercing power at no additional cost.

Warning: any damage incurred to the transformed part will transfer to your body when the spell expires.

Warning: input spells have a chance of backfiring if the construct is not well-controlled. Use with caution.

Syphus was very pleased with the state of this spell. Evolving it to Intermediate had unlocked both the Cauldron and the Forge mechanisms, though the Forge was incredibly complex to maintain. It hadn't managed a successful fusion yet, admittedly—Leo's suspicion, after some discussion, was that palewater was required for a spell fusion. Purity of intent would avoid confusing the spellwork, so to speak.

More important, though, was the Cauldron. It manifested as a hollow chamber within the body, and for most other practitioners was difficult to maintain.

Syphus, however, was a rock. It had kept the Cauldron active as a hollow chamber within itself this entire time as it rolled around. Three spells wasn't a lot to work with, admittedly, but...

It waited as dragonshades began to fill the corridor.

"Syphus," Tajia warned. She had, apparently, taken Syphus's warning to heart and was now holding the arcane focus Graystalk had given her. Syphus was glad for that. It was also glad she hadn't been able to hold the spell-slime, or it would have been unable to interrupt the first spell. "I'm not going to be able to hold them back much longer."

Oh! She'd turned the floor into mud. That was clever. The dragonshades were forcing their way through, but these ones weren't clever enough to counteract the spell, so it had formed something of a roadblock.

It didn't even need the Cauldron if that was the case, did it? Better to keep that in reserve. It did still have its earth spells, after all, and Tajia had so helpfully offered it a corridor full of mud.

It cast a single [Pebbleblast]. Tajia watched in something akin to horror as it threw out what appeared to be an awfully ineffective spell; the pebbles couldn't even get through the scales of these dragonshades. Before she could say anything, though, Syphus followed up with a spell it had learned from studying with Flia, [Pebbles to Piranhas].

Tajia's expression changed into a very different kind of horror as the newly animated pebbles started racing through the mud, eating their way through the dragonshades. They slapped at the mud ineffectually, roaring. A few attempted to burn their way through, casting the ground beneath them in a bout of dragonflame. Fortunately the mud acted as an insulator, so now they were covered with boiling mud and being attacked by heated, piranha-shaped rocks.

Syphus was pleased. It hadn't even had to use all that much mana for this. Now all it had to do was...

Its vision flickered briefly. It froze. Everything seemed suddenly clearer, which could only mean that something had attempted a scrying spell and its etherite crown had absorbed and incorporated that into its eye—except none of the regular dragonshades were casters, which meant—

It cast [Stoneshape], grabbed Tajia, and rolled straight into the wall, wrapping it around them. A fraction of a second later it watched with [Truesight] through the stone as a distended jaw swept through the entire crowd of dragonshades and the space Syphus and Tajia had occupied only an instant ago.

That moment was all it took. All the dragonshades were gone in that one instant. But in the far end of the corridor, a massive dragonlord chuckled, his voice rolling down the hall.

"I'm impressed," he said. "Most people can't tell when I scry on them. What's your name, little one? I am the dragonlord Okorin, and I have been looking for a capable servant."

In ordinary circumstances, Syphus might have bristled and rolled out to argue, but it was still holding on to Tajia. It didn't have as much of that so-called intuition its friends occasionally talked about, and so it had less of a way to measure things like how powerful an opponent was, but it did notice how shallow Tajia's breathing had gotten the moment the dragonlord appeared. Her mana turned from a flame down to a flicker, like it was being heavily suppressed.

That was enough for Syphus to decide this was no time to waste on banter.

Still hidden within the wall, Syphus engaged the Third Form. Its left arm elongated into a thick, heavy construct, so much so that it had to brace its arm on the floor to even aim the thing properly. Then it shoved one of the spells that had been circulating within its Cauldron for the past two weeks.

The Third Form blazed with magic, lighting up the little chamber they were in with a display of brilliant blue.

Fire poured out, an order of magnitude stronger than the beams they'd been using to take out the dragonshades. Syphus threw up a barrier to protect itself and Tajia from the worst of the heat, but the strength of this spell was such that the entirety of the hallway began to melt.

And when the glow faded, it had pierced the center of Okorin's chest. Syphus began to relax, letting the Third Form fade away—

"Not yet," Tajia said suddenly, tension in her voice. She gripped its arm. "It's not over yet. Get ready."
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  Labyrinth magic worked beautifully well with environmental alchemy, it turned out. Leo had learned to love and appreciate his magic, but working together with Instructor Katerina made it clear that he hadn't even scratched the surface of its limitations. A labyrinth mage was a master of the environment, first and foremost, and for the first time he thought he actually understood what that meant.

The problem with environmental alchemy was that it was rarely practical for real-time magical combat. It excelled mostly at area-of-effect enchantments that were the rough equivalent of a modern-era ward, and environmental alchemists were typically hired to alter various places to better suit a caster's requirements. That wasn't to say they couldn't be used offensively in traps, for example, but it was significantly harder to use them in that way.

Leo's labyrinth magic solved that problem quite handily, it turned out. His newest spell in particular was the cornerstone of their strategy. He'd been a little worried about [Asterion's Gaze] working properly in this world, admittedly, especially since Syphus had indicated it had lost its connection with Sisyphus... but the spell seemed to function just as well as ever, so it was probably nothing to worry about.

"This is a very good spell!" Katerina praised. "Very efficient. Excellent for alchemy, yes? If you are looking for a job after this, I am open to hiring assistants!"

She'd said that a few times already, though Leo was still pleased by it each time. He ducked his head, embarrassed.

The two of them were positioned above the library, in a little alcove that Katerina dug into the ceiling using what a spell she'd called a Minor Dwelling. Leo contributed with [Mazelike Concealment], a relatively simple obfuscation spell that made it so no passing glance would spot them. Instead, any potential observer had to navigate a perceptual labyrinth to even see that they were there.

That combination both kept them hidden and gave Leo a vantage point over every shelf and aisle, allowing [Asterion's Gaze] to reshape almost the entire library at a whim. In combination with the symbolic anchors that Katerina had created and strategically planted in a variety of different shelves, they had near complete control of the library and its environment. All Leo had to do was move the anchors around at Katerina's direction.

It sounded simple enough, but there was something here, he knew. Something he needed to learn if he was going to be a mage and keep up with the others. The true strength of a labyrinth mage was their mastery of the world around them, and Katerina had that in spades.

She had an uncanny awareness of what each dragonshade was and how to target their weaknesses. They were uniquely vulnerable to this sort of magic, she said—every dragonshade had an associated elemental type, which in turn defined an opposing elemental weakness. One simply had to determine what that was and adjust the environment to account for it.

And she was a master at doing this. If Leo could pick up even a small amount of it and incorporate it into his magic, it would change the game entirely.

He watched her closely. It took Katerina moments to dissect the state of the entire library at once and decide which section needed what effect. The shades in the firestone aisle were weak to lightning, she said, dictating the anchors he needed to move to create a static storm in the area. The poetry corner was filled with sound-oriented dragonshades and needed an effect that would dampen all sound. The dragonshade butting its head repeatedly into the shelf dedicated to alchemical baking...

Well, that one Katerina said they didn't need to concern themselves with. Something about how that particular shelf was cursed. Leo knew enough about magical baking by now not to question it.

He knew, though, that this was what he needed to be able to do with his magic. Cale had spoken before of legendary labyrinth mages, how battles with them supposedly grew more dangerous the longer they fought; how the worst thing one could do with a labyrinth mage was to let them prolong the fight, because the longer the fight went, the more likely it was that they would win.

Leo hadn't understood it at the time, but watching Katerina now was like having his eyes opened to all the possibilities of his magic. This was what he needed—he needed this adaptivity, this awareness of everything within his domain.

Of course, being Leo, the fact that he sensed this as a learning opportunity meant that his next step was to retrieve his notebook and start vigorously taking notes.

Katerina laughed when she noticed. "You are taking notes? Now? You must be a very dedicated apprentice!" she teased. "What is so important that you must take notes now, hm?"

"I'm trying to figure out how you do it," Leo said, gesturing down at the library. "Figure out so much about the dragonshades, I mean. I can't even tell what elemental type they are with my mana sense. They feel like they're all made of blood and storm mana."

Katerina clicked her tongue, amused. "I do not use my mana sense to determine what they are, silly boy," she said. "I know my history, you see? I read many books on dragons when I was a little girl! People laughed at me, but they did not understand. If you want to use the world against your enemies, you must understand the world and your enemies."

"But dragons weren't always your enemies, were they?" Leo asked, puzzled.

"They are big and strong!" Katerina grinned at him. "Not all enemies are enemies you hate, yes? Sometimes they are just people you wish to spar with. But all knowledge is useful knowledge, anyway. I do not discriminate on what I learn."

Leo nodded slowly. "What are you using, then, if not your mana sense?"

Katerina snorted. "Okay, I will teach you." She pointed at a new dragonshade crawling its way through the library's western entrance. "You see this dragonshade, yes? What do you notice about it?"

"Uh..." Leo blinked. "It's an evil blood monster?"

"No, no," Katerina said. "You are looking, but you are not seeing. What is a dragonshade? It is a reflection of a real dragon! So they have patterns, much like the real dragons. This one is limping. Do you see it favoring its right leg? And there is a tiny scar on its arm! And I remember—ah, there is a great spellcaster who was like this once! A wind dragon!"

Leo blinked. She'd noticed all of that? And she was doing that for every dragonshade that got into the library, all at once? He squinted at it, watching carefully, but eventually he shook his head. "I can't even tell it's limping," he admitted.

"Then you need glasses!" Katerina declared, reaching up to rap at one of his horns. "You cannot just look at them! You must see what is underneath."

Oh. Katerina had a point there, though probably not the one she thought she was making. Leo fished his glasses sheepishly out of his satchel. "I, uh, may have forgotten about them," he said. "I usually don't wear them for battle. They kind of get in the way? My vision isn't that bad."

Katerina stared at him. "...Put on glasses, silly boy."

"Right." Leo put them on, embarrassed.

"Now look again," she told him.

He looked. He tried to do what Katerina said—to see the dragonshade instead of just looking at it, whatever that meant.

To his surprise, it worked. He could see the way it was limping now. It strutted about with the same confident arrogance all the other dragonshades did, but it was putting a little more weight on its left foot, supporting itself by putting a hand on the shelves a little more than the others did.

They were reflections of something real, Katerina had said. That meant they weren't just monsters. They behaved like them, perhaps, but they adopted some of the behaviors and mannerisms from their counterparts. Katerina saw and exploited those mannerisms, she was just doing it all at once.

And now that he thought about it, even monsters would have those mannerisms, wouldn't they? He'd been going about this all wrong, perhaps. Maybe if he practiced a little more with this... Leo doubted he was going to get it immediately, but he was starting to understand how Katerina did it.

"You see it," Katerina said, satisfied. "Very good! Now we adjust for it. This shade is stronger. We will need to do a trick, yes? Wind shade, gravity anchor. You have the mana for it?"

Leo nodded. "I'm not running out anytime soon."

And even if he did, he had managed to produce a full four drops of palewater with some concentrated work. He'd been the first to figure it out, after all, and he'd been running the palewater circulation ever since. It was a good emergency button, if they ran into something dangerous.

He did as Katerina asked. The "gravity" formation was familiar enough to him that she didn't need to direct him on the specifics of it now; it was a combination of the symbolic anchors for presence, attraction, binding, and blood.

The last of those was strange, but it was a component of every environmental formation they'd used thus far. According to Katerina, it ensured the resulting environmental brew targeted only the dragonshades. Without it, several of the effects they'd used thus far would have caused the shelves to collapse, liquify, shatter, or otherwise destroy them enough to take away his ability to manipulate them at will.

On their own, especially since they had to give up one of the slots to make sure it was a targeted effect, those four anchors were only enough to double the effective gravity within its range of effect. This, however, was when Katerina's genius came into play: as soon as she understood what he could do, she'd gotten this gleam in her eyes.

"I have always wanted to try this!" she'd told him. "Come! We must set this up immediately."

Leo had to admit, he'd been both terrified and slightly enraptured by the wild delight in her eyes when she said those words.

The trick of it was something called layering.

Traditional environmental alchemy allowed for only one effect to be active at a time. A new set of symbolic anchors could not enclose an old one—any anchor present within their bounds would disrupt the alchemical reaction. It was theoretically possible to place a new set of anchors within the bounds of an existing one, thus multiplying the effect, but there was a problem with that.

Another rule of environmental alchemy stated that one could not establish a second symbolic boundary if the alchemist was already part of the first. Since the anchors for the second boundary had to be physically placed after the first boundary was established, Katerina had been unable to test this idea, though she'd been in the process of testing workarounds.

Fortunately, [Asterion's Gaze] bypassed the need for any workaround. Once the first symbolic boundary was established, Leo could simply manipulate the labyrinth to move the second set of anchors into place, then the third. Katerina activated each one with a pulse of precise power directed at the center each time. She'd chosen their hideout with care for exactly this reason—it was just far enough to be outside the boundary but close enough for her to activate them.

The new dragonshade staggered when gravity doubled, then fell to a knee when it became four times as strong. It collapsed with a short cry when it grew eight times as strong.

At sixteen, it grew silent. The blood-silhouette wavered at the edges, then melted into the already-thick sludge on the floor.

Leo shuddered and looked away, his stomach queasy. Katerina gave him a sympathetic pat on the shoulder. "Is fine," she said. "I will look. You just move the anchors, yes?"

"Right," Leo said weakly.

Wind dragons were especially vulnerable to gravity, as he'd learned. Earth dragons were the opposite—one earth-aligned dragonshade stepped into the symbolic boundary before he could deactivate it, and he watched in horror as it began to grow, thick muscle and plating sprouting in response.

"Ach," Katerina said, clicking her tongue. "Switch, quick! Vacuum now. Anchors for freedom, emptiness, breath, and blood."

He followed her instructions, and this time, once the effect was in place, he could almost see the established symbolic boundary as the air thinned out beneath them. The earth dragonshade thrashed, trying to escape, but with the enormous bulk it had grown it could do nothing more than throw itself about, crashing haphazardly into the shelves.

Before long, it too stopped moving, and once again Leo looked away, opting to practice the whole idea of seeing with the other dragonshades instead. He didn't have the knowledge Katerina did, but that didn't mean there was nothing he could learn.

The shades just outside the northern corner weren't entering the library yet, for example. They were cautious after the deaths of their fellows, and they seemed a little more temperamental than the ones he'd seen so far, jostling against one another to try to get someone else to go first. He could take advantage of that, couldn't he? Even without knowing their specific weakness, if he just narrowed down the corridors ahead of them and forced them to head down corridors that were clearly dangerous—

Leo paused, frowning, as something else made itself known to him. A prickling sensation on the edge of his awareness that he might have missed had he not been trying to pay working on his perception. He felt a small shudder of dread echo up his spine. Was there something watching them? It felt almost like when Asterion had looked upon him, except...

There. There was a dragonshade standing just outside the south entrance, and unlike all the others, it was staring right up at him.

Leo's mouth turned dry. He knew almost immediately that this one was more dangerous than all the others—maybe all the others combined, even. It had broken through [Mazelike Concealment], and the way it was watching them told him it was intelligent in a way the others weren't.

How long had it been standing there, watching them? Neither of them had noticed it. That rang alarm bells all on its own.

"Katerina," Leo whispered. She glanced over, and if Leo hadn't thought they were in danger before, he would have from her reaction alone: she jolted and hissed out a breath, her eyes narrowing.

"Shit," she said.

"I'm assuming that's bad?" Leo asked weakly.

"Dragonlord," Katerina said. "Not a dragonshade. He sees us?"

Below them, the dragonlord lifted a hand and gave them a jaunty little wave. Something about the gesture sent a chill down Leo's spine—it looked like something Cale would do.

"Such carnage, wrought by only two!" he called out. "'Tis a pity one of you is human, but not to worry. I, the dragonlord Ikarad, shall simply kill you both!"





Thorn of the First Stalk, Headmaster Adam, and Professor Graystalk all stood together in the main hallway leading out of the University's foyer.

They had killed the two dragonlords in front of them a total of thirteen times each. Thorn had counted. Neither dragonlord would stay down, and it was beginning to wear on them. Graystalk and Adam were both low on mana and had taken on multiple curses each; they'd dispelled them, of course, but not before those curses had done some damage.

Thorn himself hadn't taken any hits yet, but he was beginning to run low on wyldfire, and that was never a good sign.

Neither was the fact that Adam didn't seem to know what was going on. This was new, he said. Dragonlords from past storms didn't get up again once they were beaten, but these ones were treating death almost like it was a game. It pissed Thorn off, if he was being honest, but then most things did these days.

Except Cale now, apparently, which was a fact that also pissed him off.

It took two more kills before Thorn finally figured it out.

They had two cores. One was the ancient-era mana core, the one Cale had pointed out these humans had, and the other seemed like a prototype for the modern-era mana core. The old mana core acted as a link to the Dragonstorm, allowing them to regenerate from virtually any injury, and the new one gave them resistance to the symbolic storm that was suppressing all these ancient-era mages.

New problem: he needed to get this information to his future tournament team so none of them got themselves killed.

Thorn could feel the heart of the University beating in time with the Dragonstorm, trying to fight against it. It was an incredible thing, that heart: it felt similar to the Everroot that guarded his own home. Like the Everroot, it had tendrils that stretched out through the entirety of its domain, supporting all those that lived within it. Like the Everroot, it felt true pain when any of its charges were hurt.

That was what it felt now: pain. Nothing but pain, even as it tried desperately to keep the students and instructors safe. Thorn didn't need to scry to know that it was failing. Whatever the Dragonstorm had changed about the world when the barrier fell, it had also somehow suppressed the heart. It could do nothing now but watch, no matter how much it tried.

And it was trying. It was trying so terribly hard. He could sense it the way he could sense most forms of plantlife, and this one was continually attempting to grow back into the University and hurting itself in the process. The blood of the Dragonstorm was caustic to it, and ate away at more of its branches every time it attempted to grow them in.

Yet for every moment it didn't, more were lost. That, too, Thorn could feel through its branches. Each time a human died, each time a human was even hurt, he could feel a different part of the tree crying out, trying to shield them. It wanted badly to shelter them, to do what it thought a tree was meant to do.

Thorn could help it along, just a little bit. It couldn't pierce the Dragonstorm on its own, but his magic was less vulnerable to the symbolic chaos it enforced. He could imbue its branches with his power, grant it some measure of protection and ask for its aid in this fight.

Hello, Thorn spoke with an uncharacteristic gentleness to the University's symbiotic heart. I know you're in pain, but I need your help. If I lend you some of my power, will you help me send a message?

From the heart of the University, Thorn felt a weak pulse of assent.

So he knelt, felt for the roots threaded throughout its walls, and offered to it a small ember of his dwindling wyldfire.

  

    
        148 — Book 3, Chapter 47 — Dragonstorm, Pt 6

    
    
    
    
  Cale was reasonably certain he was supposed to be dead.

Not in the literal sense, of course, but he'd attended far too many funeral processions not to recognize them on sight. These days he mostly avoided them, which probably said something about how he dealt with death. That said, a lot of the ones he avoided were technically his own. He was pretty sure he had the right to skip his own funeral. It was a rule, or... something.

Clearly, this manifestation of a vision hadn't gotten the memo. Cale had opened his eyes to find himself lying inside a cabin. A cabin on a plain wooden boat, judging by the gentle rocking and swaying he felt. The small smattering of offerings around him and the mournful song outside told him this was some sort of funeral dedicated to him or to the role he was supposed to play in this vision.

He was a little tempted to go right back to sleep and let this vision proceed as intended, admittedly, but he had things to do.

His [Resonance Comet] had struck both him and the sage hydra. It would certainly be around somewhere, having taken over a different role. Cale wondered briefly if he had corrupted the vision itself or if it would still work toward its original purpose; Akkau would probably be mad at him if he'd wasted the thing, but it had been the best option available to him at the time...

Eh. He'd deal with it when he got there.

The good news was that he could take things a little more slowly here, at least. A vision was technically a dream, and that meant it operated in many ways by the kind of logic dreams did. He could feel that time didn't move normally here, wherever "here" was.

Speaking of which, it was probably time to figure out what dragonkind-defining myth he was participating in. Cale forced himself to his feet with a groan, then pushed open the door of the cabin—

He froze.

A few things about this he had expected. The fact that he was on a river of some sort, floating through the darkness; the six serpents coiled on each bank, their mouths lit with just enough dragonflame to provide a dim view of the water ahead. All normal, as far as he was concerned.

What caught him off-guard were the people on the boat with him.

They stood in a silent vigil on the edges of the boat, staring out into the dim landscape around them. Their shoulders were tense with grief. They had cared greatly for the man that lay dead in the cabin, and now that he was gone, they saw this as their final duty. To guard his body as it made its way into the afterlife.

Cale knew this was all a part of the story the vision was trying to tell. In some way this vision reflected some integral part of dragonkind, for good or for ill. He had forgotten, though, that it was the nature of a vision to make its point through what was known and familiar.

And Cale was deeply familiar with every one of these faces.

They had traveled alongside him, once. Fought and adventured and laughed with him, back when Yggdrasil still flourished and the pathways between its branches were open for worldships to travel. Cale would never forget any of these faces, no matter how many lives he lived. They had been the first to truly stay by his side, whatever new life he found himself in.

They were those whose deaths pained him the most. He had failed them. Centuries might have passed, but the sting of it was no lesser—he remembered their desperation, their need to save their worlds. The Planar War had broken each of them in their own way, and Cale hadn't been able to stop it.

Yet here they stood vigil over him as though they blamed him for none of it. Would they have done this, if they still lived? Were they perhaps still watching over him, the way he would have done for them? Or was this merely the product of the vision, adhering to its rules?

Cale had no idea. None of them acknowledged his presence, which was something of a relief; if they had reacted to him or tried to comfort him, he didn't know what he would have done. They looked and felt like his friends, but they weren't truly them. He wouldn't have been able to take them at their word.

But there was a strange comfort to be had in their presence. He had missed them, and the idea that they would stand guard over him... well.

It was a pleasant thought, at least.





Cale had drifted through the fourth gate and the fourth alien landscape before he finally recognized the myth his vision had been shaped around.

His recollection of it was fuzzy, but he thought he knew this to be the Duat. What he experienced now was the process by which Ra moved through the twelve countries of the Duat each night, culminating in a battle with a certain serpent-deity. That serpent-deity, he assumed, was the one meant to teach him to better understand what it meant to be a dragon. The darker side of dragonkind, in this instance.

He supposed that meant he had a good idea of what role the hydra inhabited. This vision veered dangerously close to the territory of the Named. Cale couldn't help but wonder if the vision would be the same if he had triggered it while still within the Great Realms rather than here in this isolated pocket of reality.

Not that it mattered, in the end. In the vision he played the role of Ra, and in the vision they would eventually be brought to face the Serpent of Chaos. Neither he nor the hydra would be a true representation of their Named counterparts, but they didn't have to be for him to understand the vision.

All he needed to do now was to wait.





They met in the seventh country of the Duat.

The hydra had transformed into a form appropriate for the Serpent of Chaos, and it dwarfed the horizon such that for a moment it looked as though its mouth was yet another gate to the next country of the Duat. It was only when he felt the stirrings of magic from his old friends that he caught a glimpse of pitch-black scales and understood otherwise.

He got to his feet. There was a certain way things were supposed to go within a vision, but this vision had been intruded upon, and Cale had no desire to see his friends die for a second time, no matter that it was a dream. He'd seen enough repeats in his nightmares. As his friends prepared to cast, he lifted a hand.

"No," he said. "I'll take this one alone. But thank you. All of you."

None of them had acknowledged him in all the time he had been there. To them, in the vision, he was dead and gone. Now, though, they turned to look at him, and he thought he caught a glimmer of understanding in their eyes; they nodded at him, and just like that, they faded away, leaving Cale standing alone on his boat.

Oddly enough, his shoulders felt a little lighter. Cale hummed in thought as his boat floated toward the serpent. What did he remember of this member of the Named? The hydra was a creature of symbolic meaning, and that meant it would be subject to that influence, at least a little.

His nature as one of the Named had kept him from the transition that ordinary dragons had achieved in becoming a true creature of the realms. Like all the other draconic Named, he was rather bitter and resentful about that fact, though he was a great deal more dramatic than most of the others.

Rather conveniently, that also meant Cale had learned a good deal about him through his rants. And if the hydra was bound so closely to symbolic meaning...

Well, Cale couldn't think of a more fitting form for it to have been placed in.

Before he could ruminate on it too deeply, the serpent-god snapped its mouth shut, eyes glaring balefully at Cale. The movement sent a tidal wave of water rippling through the river, nearly capsizing the boat. Cale's expression didn't change, though, and he didn't bother to do anything other than stabilize himself with a few well-placed barriers.

"Throwing a tantrum already?" he asked.

"Foolish," the serpent hissed at him. Even forced into the form of a single serpent, Cale heard four overlapping voices, bleeding with malicious intent. "You place us in a realm of symbols and meaning. We are stronger here than we were within our Storm. Did you think this would give you an advantage?"

"Oh, so you can talk," Cale said. He examined the serpent closely, sensing that the vision was giving him an opportunity to divine the nature and purpose of the Dragonstorm. Why was it so cruel, when the dragons it drew from had only done this to be kind?

If he could understand that, he would have what he needed to subvert it, even beyond merely defeating its avatar.

"I suppose I didn't give you much of a chance to talk before," Cale said, his tone conversational. "People's lives were at stake and all that. I'm sure you understand. Now that we're subject to dream-time, though, I don't suppose I can convince you to stop all this?"

The serpent laughed, the sound slow and mocking. "You hand us our victory and expect us to surrender? Amusing, for a human."

It slithered forward. The movement caused the world around them to quake, and Cale thought he might have seen a few stars above them blink out from the movement alone. For a brief moment, the river looked like it held the waves of an ocean instead, but through it all the boat kept steady.

"You will die here," the serpent said, its voice low. "You will die alone. Your people will meet their end, and we will once again be free."

"Except you won't," Cale observed. "You might make a world your shadows can live in, but they'll only ever be shadows. The originals—the dragons that sacrificed themselves for all this in the first place—they're still going to be trapped by their own working."

The serpent snorted. "What do we care for them?" it asked. "It was their choice that created us. They may have protected your kind, but they sacrificed their own in that process. It is our right to take that same sacrifice and use it to live."

A thought struck him, pieces slotting into place, and Cale couldn't help but snort as he finally understood. "Is that it?" he said. "Is that what you are, avatar of the Dragonstorm? I'm assuming that's what this vision is trying to tell me, but it's a little sad, I'm being honest."

The serpent narrowed its eyes. "Of what nonsense do you speak?"

"You're the opposite of a conscience." Cale waved a hand. "Whatever you want to call it."

A hiss. "Explain."

"It's a human thing." Cale shrugged. "We pretend it's like a voice in the back of our minds that urges us to be kind. There's this idea that we all know what universal good is—that we know when what we're doing will hurt or help someone else.

"Sometimes we choose to ignore it because we're a little too angry or a little too sad, and then we feel bad about it afterward. Or sometimes we don't. Sometimes we learn to ignore it or shut it out because we don't like what it's saying, and sometimes you live for so long that it becomes hard to hear.

"We tell a lot of stories about it, did you know that? I kind of forgot myself, but this whole trip has been a nice reminder of all those little stories we tell ourselves." Cale sighed wistfully. "Would've been nice to spend a few more days in that library, to be honest, but I digress."

The serpent was staring at him, confused. Its tongue flicked out as if it might discern an explanation for whatever Cale was talking about from the taste in the air. "You are different," it accused. "You were eager to end the battle before. Why do you speak so freely now?"

"I have time now," Cale said easily. "This is much more in line with how I normally fight, to be honest."

"With words," the serpent spat, disgusted.

"With words. an egregious amount of mana, and a deep understanding of the workings of reality," Cale said. He took a few steps forward, unafraid, and watched curiously as the serpent's eyes tracked him—that was interesting. It seemed no matter its disgust, it wanted to hear what he had to say.

"How am I the opposite of this... this 'conscience'?" it spat out. "You have not explained."

"Are you that eager to know?" Cale asked, taking a step forward and meeting its gaze. It went still, staring at him. "You don't know what you are, either, do you?"

"It does not matter," the serpent said.

"And yet you're waiting for me to finish," Cale said. "You want to know what I think. You care."

"I do not!" Again the world shook with its words, stone crumbling off distant mountains and the water around it stirring into a frenzy; the mist obscured its eyes for a moment, but even after it had cleared, they were glowering and fixed on Cale. "It matters not what you think. I wish to know only so that I can crush you and all that you believe!"

"Convincing," Cale said, entirely unconvinced. "But I suppose I can tell you, if you really want to know.

"We tell a lot of stories about having a conscience and whether we should listen to it. What we don't tell stories about—maybe because the idea just isn't as pretty—is the voice that comes after. The part of your mind that whispers to you after you've listened to your conscience and done right by your beliefs.

"That voice isn't always there, don't get me wrong. Sometimes you feel good and that's that. But other times, especially when you've had to make a great sacrifice yourself... there's a small part of you that imagines how much easier it might have been not to do it at all. A small part of you that wishes it had been someone else who stepped in. A small part of you that resents that it had to be done, no matter how much you tell yourself you don't regret it."

Cale smiled a small, melancholic smile. He knew that feeling well. None of this was exclusive to dragonkind, but perhaps that was the point: that no matter their myth and legend, they had the same troubles.

"That's what you are," he said. "That's all you are. A tiny fraction of accumulated resentment, bent on doing all the things one might think about doing when the day is a little too dark. I suppose this is a rather fitting vision in that context, with you as the serpent who wishes to devour the day."

The serpent snarled. "You think me lesser," it accused. "You think me a castoff from the greater good. But in placing me here, you have given me the name of a god from your world. You have given me his power! You have placed me in a domain defined by symbolic meaning."

It snapped forward in agitation, stopping just before Cale, and the world seemed to shake and tremble in response. "How will you stop me now, foolish one? You have given me everything I need to end your existence."

Cale hummed. "Have I?"

It narrowed its eyes. Cale felt a surge of its magic as it tried to pull in the world around it—to take in the symbolic power of the Duat, the ancient Egyptian underworld; of the twelve countries of the Duat and the night it represented; of the Lord of Chaos, whose name it had been given.

But there was no sudden burst of power that followed. Instead, it swayed, as if suddenly dizzy.

"Two things," Cale said. "First, this is a vision full of symbolic meaning, yes, but it's also a human dream. If you haven't experienced one of those already, then suffice to say those tend to be symbolically incoherent. I've had a couple dream-predators try to eat my dreams, you know? It's never gone well."

The serpent stared at him.

"Second," Cale said, "I've been pretty careful about not giving you that name, actually. Did you know even in retellings of its original myths it was never really properly written down? It's always vandalized, or written with slashes in the name, to indicate the serpent being cut apart.

"Of all the names you could have taken, you took the name of a creature who had entire rituals dedicated to desecrating him and everything he represented." Cale smiled faintly, though there was something a little cold in that smile. "He told me about them, you know. Rites dedicated to cursing his name and spitting on his image. Something called the spell of trampling on Apep with the left foot? Fascinating stuff.

"He just so happens to be one of those myths where every record worked to strip all that symbolic power out of him and his name. You're not going to get much out of it even if you could work through the weirdness of the human mind... and especially not mine. Everything you see here, I've seen a thousand times over. It has a thousand different meanings, a thousand different symbols. You think you can take advantage of that? I dare you to try."

The serpent seemed momentarily speechless. It drew itself up, trying once more to draw on the symbolic meaning of everything around it; again, it failed, swaying dizzily before collapsing.

It tried a different tack. "I am the avatar of the Dragonstorm," it managed. The threat seemed hollow, with how it laid in the water. "Even if the name you have given me is powerless, you have told me what I am. Your friends fight now to do what is right. They will struggle. They will resent that struggle, and in turn, they will empower me. You have only delayed the inevitable."

"I dunno," Cale said. "Honestly, my friends are pretty special. Maybe they do feel that way, maybe they don't, but they do this funny thing where they talk out their feelings so it never really builds up in 'em."

"Impossible."

"Healthy communication does feel pretty hard these days, I agree."

"That is not—" The serpent snarled in agitation. "Their magics will fail them," it said instead. "The Dragonstorm changes the rules themselves. Soon, only dragons and those blessed by them will have any magic at all. Even if they can resist the storm, they will fail to protect those humans, and they will be broken by that failure."

"You're trying pretty hard to make me lose hope instead of fighting me," Cale noted. "That's interesting."

"Do you not worry for your friends?" it asked, sounding almost desperate.

"Nah," Cale said, though the smile he offered was one tinged by sadness. "I mean, you might be right. People are probably going to die. I would've liked to shield them from that a little longer, if I'm being honest.

"But if you think that's going to stop them? Hah. They might be new to all this, and I tease them about it a lot, but they have the hearts of true mages. If you did manage to kill someone they're trying to protect, well... I'd be much more worried about your people than mine."

The serpent snarled with frustration. "Even without their magic?" it demanded. "They cannot cast! The storm will render them helpless! You could not cast yourself without the essence of dragons, and your apprentices will fare no better!"

"About that," Cale said. "You said dragons and those blessed by them get to retain their magic. I've got friends in high places, you know?"





"I deeply regret everything about this!" Akkau shouted.

Not that Sternkessel could hear him. Sternkessel's mastery over space seemed great enough that he could manipulate the spatial bridge that had evolved in place of the Bitter Path; it was not, however, great enough for him to teleport them to the end of it in a single bound.

That meant that what was supposed to be a simple relocation had instead been translated into the two of them screaming through the Abyss at speeds greater than Akkau had ever endured in his long, long life. It was quite impossible for either of them to hear the other, on account of the sound of Abyssal water instantaneously vaporizing around them.

If he wasn't clutching on to Sternkessel for dear life, he might have considered some sort of sound-dampening spell.

Alas, he was and he didn't.

It was, all things considered, a rather poor introduction to humanity.
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  If there was anything Flia regretted about their excursion into this dungeon—not that it was a dungeon anymore—it was that she hadn't thought to bring more meat with her. Sabri was getting hungry, and Flia was pretty certain letting her eat the dragonshades was a bad idea, as tempting as the idea was. All that blood couldn't be good for a shadeling.

The thought really was tempting, though. These dragonshades talked too much. Or dragonlords, she supposed? This one had called himself a dragonlord, and unlike his shade counterparts, he seemed able to speak and think for himself.

He was dangerous, she knew that much. He had the appearance of a dragon that cared little for what was happening. His stance was languid, and he was leaning against one of the walls, casually inspecting his claws...

But power poured off of him in waves, and if she watched carefully, Flia thought she could see the Dragonstorm itself being drawn toward this being.

That, apparently, was what it meant to be a dragonlord. Flia found the whole thing rather pretentious, but it didn't make her any less wary of this thing. After all, if her time with Cale had taught her anything, it was that any immortal willing to banter and chat was likely a lot more powerful than they seemed.

"Really? None of you are going to step aside?" The dragonlord named Hakon frowned, disappointed. "How tedious. Only one of you is even able to stand, let alone cast. What could you hope to do against me? I'm giving you a chance, you know."

"A chance to do what? Let these two idiots die?" Flia snorted. "I'd rather not."

"We don't need your help," Instructor Erik muttered weakly. "You should run."

"Shut up, Erik," Instructor Elizabeth hissed. "We don't need to play heroic sacrifice when she was the only one that even saw him coming."

"She saved our lives," Erik complained. "I'm just trying to return the favor."

"Not by sacrificing us, you idiot! We need to find a way to work together!"

"I'm the idiot? You're the one that thought a blood barrier would be enough to stop a dragonlord—"

"As entertaining as this is, I'm beginning to feel a little neglected," Hakon said. To his credit, he did seem faintly amused, though there was a dark glint in his eyes.

He held out a hand and the blood of the Dragonstorm began to coalesce into a terrible-looking spear, the edge of its blade sharp and serrated and gleaming with hunger. Flia did not like the look of it.

"And even if you do find a way to work together," Hakon continued, "I'm afraid the three of you combined wouldn't be able to stop me."

He paused, then peered down at both Erik and Elizabeth. "I will confess, however, that I am impressed by your continued ability to insult one another whilst bleeding to death upon the ground. Truly a valiant example of human resilience."

Flia rather agreed with Hakon on that one, though she suspected her admiration was a little more sincere than his.

She hadn't been prepared the first time. She'd sensed nothing more than a spike of intent and reacted with pure instinct, surrounding herself in a dome of water and doing the same for both Erik and Elizabeth.

Unfortunately, she had been a fraction of a second too late. Her barriers had deflected the blows without stopping them, and while it had stopped Hakon from instantly killing both humans, it had still injured them badly enough to disable them. They were each on the ground, clutching at the wounds in their sides to stem the bleeding.

It was frankly incredible that they were able to banter with one another in that condition. Flia didn't think too hard about it. She eyed the dragonlord warily instead, waiting for his next move.

Yet even prepared, she was almost caught off-guard.

One moment he was there, smirking and self-assured; the next he'd braced his spear and vanished from sight. It was identical to that first attack he'd used on them, except this time he'd somehow adjusted to make it even harder for her to sense what she was doing. It had to be some sort of invisibility spell. Perhaps a movement spell that made him too fast for the eye to see. 

If she could just figure it out—

A small disc of water snapped into being, far thinner than her usual barriers, and there was a brief flash of light as Hakon re-manifested with a snarl, his spear halfway through rebounding off the disc; he staggered backward as he tried to catch his balance, his calm broken by an almost comical look of surprise.

Flia might have been a little more amused if he hadn't very clearly been trying to stab Erik through the skull. At least this gave her some information. Whatever Hakon had used was a movement-enhancing spell, or the strike wouldn't have rebounded on him so badly.

It was a good thing she had cast that new spell of hers, as expensive as it was to maintian.

[Battleflow Barrier, Level 5] [Fourth Tier, Active (Unique)] [5,000 Mana]

Imbue the battlefield with a spark of protective magic. Developed through deep study of the behavior of a river barrierbeak, this magic causes environmental mana to reactively gather and compress into a barrier in front of any sudden burst of magic or speed.

For the cost of an additional 3,000 Mana, flood the environment with your own mana to ensure that such barriers are formed out of your own natural mana aspect.

Hakon took a moment to draw himself to his full height, then with exaggerated calm, raised his spear and slowly examined its newly severed tip. "How interesting," he noted. "Your barriers didn't do that to me the first time. A different spell, perhaps? I had assumed you stopped me through luck, the first time, but I see now that I was wrong. Congratulations. It isn't often a dragon is proven wrong, you know."

"That's about to change," Flia said flatly.

Hakon chuckled. "I do so love the confidence of all you lesser species," he said. "Always so eager to prove yourselves the exception. Always so certain you deserve to live. An arrogance born from a life without draconic rule, no doubt. I assure you, things will change quite thoroughly once the Dragonstorm has concluded and humanity has been erased for good."

"And why do you want to erase humanity?" Flia asked, carefully circulating her mana. She needed more palewater for this. She had only managed to produce a single drop, and her enhanced water barriers needed a fraction of palewater to defend against that spear.

She had done it on a whim, but that severed tip told her everything. It suggested that some part of the spear had pierced her barrier before striking the Abyss itself and rebounding. That meant that as she had suspected, her palewater contained her refined Spark, a distillation of her connection to the Leviathan. It strengthened her link to the Abyss despite the nature of the world they were in.

With it, her magic could once more act as a dimensional portal. And if the power of the Dragonstorm was so deeply rooted in symbolic meaning, then what could act as a greater barrier than the domain of the Leviathan itself?

She was, after all, an embodiment of the Law of What Lies Between.

That was the theory of it, but Flia was quietly relieved that it had worked. It had made Hakon more cautious of her, at least—he watched her warily, now, and that meant he was paying slightly less attention to both Erik and Elizabeth.

Her question seemed to catch him off guard, though, like he had assumed she already understood. Hakon sighed dramatically. "You're asking why we want to erase humanity? Really? I had assumed it was obvious," he said. "Our predecessors did all this to save humanity. They sacrificed their whole species in a work of Grand Magic to seal away the results of a human mistake. Why should we have to suffer for what you did? Because your kind did ours a favor centuries ago?"

"You say that like you're a dragon," Flia said, and Hakon stiffened at her words. She'd struck a nerve, it seemed. About time. His languid attitude was beginning to grate on her. "But you're not, really, are you? You said it yourself; it was a willing sacrifice. You're just a byproduct of that spell. Going against the wishes of the original, at that."

"I am a dragon," Hakon snarled, slamming a fist into the wall. A rictus of cracks spread through the stone, with a few pieces crumbling away entirely. Beneath it were the pulsing roots of the University's tree, working hard to hold it together. "It doesn't matter if I'm a product of a spell. We are fractal beings. Any lesser part of a dragon is still a dragon in full."

"Except dragonoids," Flia said. "And wyverns. And wyrms. And kobolds, technically. They have a little bit of draconic blood in them, did you know that?"

"They are impure!" Hakon roared, breathing heavily; his eyes were wild now, staring down at her with trembling rage. "They willfully became something less. They have sullied everything that we are!"

"They willfully became something different," Flia countered. Some of this, at least, was her area of expertise. "They're all highly communal species, did you know that? Maybe they're lesser in your eyes, but I bet you've never seen a wyvern nest singing to herald that season's Hatching. Or a wyrm courting ritual."

"A wyrm—" Hakon blanched. "Why would I want to see that?!"

"Shows what you know," Flia said. "Wyrms court one another by chasing each other through their favored territories, as well as those of their ancestors. It's a way of showing off their entire lineage. Everywhere they've been, everywhere they're planning to go. There's a lot we can learn from the critters of the world, you know."

"Nonsense," Hakon said, glaring at her. "There is nothing that can be learned from lesser beings."

"Says the dragon that got stopped by a duck."

"...What?"

"The spell I used to stop you," Flia said. "I learned it from studying a type of duck. We call them barrierbeaks."

"You—" Hakon snarled, incensed, but after a moment visibly forced himself to calm down. "It matters not," he said. "You didn't ask yourself why I was talking so much, did you? I am a dragonlord. I could have killed you all immediately, if I so wished."

"So why didn't you?"

"Because the Dragonstorm grows with every moment," Hakon said, and this time he'd returned to his languid smile and relaxed stance, though Flia could see that it was strained. "Because even you, with your strange magic, will find yourself weakened the longer it rages. Soon you won't be able to fight back."

"Oh," Flia said. "You were buying time?"

"Is that so difficult to grasp?" Hakon smirked at her.

Flia shrugged. "Not really, considering I was doing the same thing."

Behind her, Erik and Elizabeth both slapped their bloodied palms into a circle they'd managed to draw between the two of them. Magic poured into their spell. It flickered for a moment, as though struggling against the weight of the Dragonstorm, but both instructors simply frowned and pushed harder until the spell came to a peak.

The entire hallway seemed to grow dark. Or sapped of color, perhaps. A crackling orb of white and black forced its way into existence, and everything around it seemed muted in comparison.

Erik pushed himself to his feet, then held his hand out to Elizabeth, who took it.

"You know the funny thing about those two?" Flia asked, her tone conversational. "They're opposites in every way, but they get along anyway. I'd call it weird, but it might just be a human thing. You should see who Cale flirts with."

"Who is Cale?" Hakon asked, but he was eyeing the orb warily. Without realizing it, he had already taken a step back.

"The thing about being opposites," Flia said, ignoring the question, "is that it's pretty convenient for certain rituals. There's one practiced by these critters—you wouldn't know them. They're called dawn beetles and dusk beetles. Their colonies always show up around one another. Every dawn and every dusk, they dance this complicated circular dance and trade places."

"Why do you keep talking about critters?" Hakon demanded. He'd taken another step backward.

"It's a protective shield, it turns out," Flia said. "It uses opposing aspects to create a neutralizing barrier against misfortune."

Understanding dawned in Hakon's eyes. "You need infernal and holy symbols to create a symbolic neutralizer," he argued, as if he could use his logic to just disbelieve in the attack. Part of him itched to attack, but he seemed to recognize the danger he would be in if he tried. He was a physical attacker, after all, and getting even close to the orb caused pieces of his body to melt away.

Flia nodded. "True. As it turns out..."

"I'm a nun of the Third Church," Elizabeth said, her gaze cutting through Hakon.

"And I'm a devil worshipper!" Erik said cheerfully. Without turning to look at him, Elizabeth reached out to smack him on the head. "Ow."

"Stop calling yourself that," Elizabeth said, exasperated. "Do you know how that reflects on me?"

"It's saving our asses, isn't it? If anything, you should thank—"

Neither of them gave any indication that they were about to launch the spell, but Erik's gaze hardened mid-sentence, and their makeshift symbolic neutralizer blasted toward Hakon. The dragonlord snarled and waved a sweeping hand, collecting all the blood in the corridor and gathering it into a shield in front of him.

Yet when the light faded, a massive chunk had been removed from half his torso and a quarter of his face. He swayed slightly on his feet, then dropped.

"That worked really well," Erik said, impressed. "Those blood barriers were a great idea, Liz. Pretty sure we would've bled to death if we didn't adapt it to... you know, stem all the bleeding we were doing."

Elizabeth rolled her eyes, then sighed. "And I suppose your distraction worked rather well," she muttered, her tone begrudging. "Flia, was it? Why did you want to explain all that?"

"Two reasons," Flia said. "One of them is Cale. I don't think I've ever seen him not monologue at someone he was about to beat. Where I'm from, he's a symbol for a lot of things, and I wanted to borrow a little bit of that symbolic strength for your spell."

"Huh," Erik said. "It did feel like that spell was a lot stronger than it should have been. I just thought it was the power of love."

"It's about to be the power of my fist up your ass if you keep talking," Elizabeth said.

"Second," Flia said, electing to ignore them, "connecting with my critters is how I circulate my mana to create palewater, and I'm going to need more of it. Stay alert. I don't think the fight is over."

Both instructors straightened immediately. Flia could appreciate that they took her seriously. The problem was that she could still sense Hakon through her mana sense. He hadn't faded entirely, and she knew better than to think he didn't have something up his sleeve—

Three things happened at once, then.

The first was a barrier of water spontaneously manifesting out of the air thanks to the ongoing effect of [Battleflow Barrier].

The second was Sabri crying out from inside her satchel before making a violent, retching sound. The shadeling grew in a split second, tearing through the leather and physically forcing her out of the way.

The third was a lance of glowing, sickening green, tearing through the barrier, then through Sabri's lower right limbs. If not for the shadeling pushing Flia out of the way, it would have pierced her skull. As it was, it struck and tore through her shoulder, and she gasped at the burst of pain that came with it. Something about this magic interfered with her elemental form.

Then she heard the anguished cry from Erik and whirled around, ready to defend, only to find that same lance of magic had pierced Elizabeth through the heart.

"No," Erik said. "No, no, please—"

Flia shut it out.

She had said, once, that she did not know if Cale had done right in his efforts to end the Planar War. It was true then, and it was true now. She still didn't.

But she did wonder, as a certain coldness spread through her, how many times he had witnessed something like this before he had decided enough was enough. Perhaps she could see it, on a long enough timescale. Perhaps this single event gave her some small grain of understanding.

Hakon staggered to his feet. He hadn't regenerated from his wounds. There was still a chunk taken out of his torso and jaw, and by all rights he should not have been able to move, let alone stand. But the darkness in him had grown into something uncontrollable. Something in his magic felt broken and sick, and it manifested as a network of green filaments spreading through what remained of the right side of his torso.

"End," he said. "I will end-end-end. You."

Sabri whimpered, then tried to push herself to her feet, staggering forward to defend her. Flia's heart clenched, that coldness giving way for a moment before she forced herself to calm.

She would not break.

She had two drops of palewater. Without taking her gaze off Hakon, she put them both into the bond she shared with Sabri.

[Familiar Bond] is unable to evolve. Excess draconic interfere—

Local allied dragonking found, designation "Akkau." Retrying...

[Familiar Bond] has evolved into [Leviathan's Touch (Lesser)].
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  Sabri's whimpering stopped abruptly as a storm of magic flashed through her bond with Flia. Water rushed into the torn gaps of her limbs. She had taken on the form of a shadeling queen to save her, Flia realized, and now through their evolving bond she was becoming something more. Sabri let out a strange, purring trill, stomping her feet proudly and glaring down at Hakon.

Likewise, Flia felt something strange. She glanced down to find that the hole in her shoulder had filled in with shadow, and when she flexed her arm experimentally, there was only the fading echo of pain. In the fraction of a second it had taken her spell to evolve, the two of them were ready to fight again.

Good.

Yet before she could do anything else, a small, thin root emerged from the floor of the University. If it weren't for the hint of familiar magic blazing at the tip, Flia might not have paid any attention to it. She paused, letting it brush against her ankle, and narrowed her eyes at the information it gave her.

The dragonlords had two cores. If either of those cores were injured, they would simply resurrect from the other. It explained what she was seeing—Hakon's symbolic core had been disrupted, but his other core kept him alive, albeit significantly less coherent.

Hakon snarled at them as if to emphasize the point. "End," he repeated. "You are beneath us."

He stepped forward threateningly, magic gathering in his claws, though his form wavered slightly as he did. Those threads of sickening green spread farther along his scales, eating into the flesh beneath. It looked like it hurt. The good news was that he wasn't outright regenerating, but Flia wasn't certain if this was better. Whatever that green magic was, she had a bad feeling about it.

Or... no. That feeling wasn't coming from her. It was coming from Sabri. The shadeling's instincts recoiled at the green mana, whatever it was. That was more than enough to make Flia cautious—if Sabri thought it was dangerous, then it couldn't be anything good.

Her new spell would give them some options, at least.

[Leviathan's Touch (Lesser), Level 1] [Eighth Tier, Active (Unique)] [17,000 Mana]

The First Monolith is a primordial dragon, an embodiment of the Law of What Lies Between. Your [Familiar Bond] has been touched by the Leviathan, granting it a fraction of her power and deepening your bond with your chosen familiars.

This spell expands your existing bond and grants your magic the following additional effects:

Unity of Mind — At will, partially meld your mind with that of your familiar, allowing you both to act in concert. Requires a strong existing understanding of your familiar.

Unity of Body — At will, share and redistribute any physical trait with your familiar, including any form of physical injury. Requires both partners to be in agreement.

Synergistic Casting — At will, meld your core with that of your familiar, allowing spells to be cast with both mana types. Requires shared intent for a successful spell.

Hakon lifted a claw, casting out another bolt of jagged green mana. This time Flia was looking out for it, and she noticed the way it dragged against her mana sense. It was the reason she hadn't noticed it in time when he'd first used the spell and why the mana felt so strange. More importantly, she was certain it was the reason it had so easily punctured [Battleflow Barrier]. 

It wavered between the two types of magic, she realized. Old-era symbolic magic still infused it, but it was wavering, flickering in and out of existence; every time it did, it became an old-fashioned mana bolt instead. Somehow the spell drew power from sitting on that gap between the two extremes, and that power allowed it to shatter even her Abyssal barriers.

Best to try something else, then. Flia drew on her bond with Sabri, and together they manifested a new barrier with Synergistic Casting; in that simple exercise of power, Sabri's all-consuming shadow met her own Abyssal waters—

You have learned [Devouring Tide]!

—and a new mana aspect was born.

Flia felt it as a shift in magic, and perhaps if the circumstances were different, she might have been impressed by her own accomplishment. Sabri's instincts still screamed at her, though, and she knew somehow that this wasn't right. That this wasn't all their magic could do.

It worked to defend them, certainly. The new spell manifested as a wave of liquid shadow that tried to swallow the green bolt of Hakon's magic, though the victor of the clash wasn't as clear-cut as Flia would have hoped. Instead there was a moment where the two spells struggled against one another, green lighting flashing within the wave of shadow, each one trying to consume the other.

When it faded, both spells were gone. That might have been a good thing, but Flia did not like how much effort it had taken to stop something as simple as a mana bolt. If Hakon regained enough of his mind to cast something more complicated...

Speaking of which, Hakon was laughing. It was a broken, gurgling sound that would have sent a chill up her spine, if she'd had one; Flia could feel Sabri recoiling in the back of her mind, disgusted by the sound. "Weak," he muttered. "Why were we so afraid? We should have done this sooner. All you lesser species would have been ours."

You have learned [Devouring Blade]!

A dark wave of devouring-aspect mana slashed toward Hakon. It was a basic offensive spell, nothing more than mana shaped with both her and Sabri's power into something vaguely resembling a blade. The power came from the mana aspect it carried, born from the waters of the Abyss and the eternal hunger of shadow.

It echoed with the sound of a thunderclap as it rent through the air, swallowing everything it touched.

Hakon reached out and caught it, still laughing. His hand flashed as those filaments of green reached his claws and began to burn—eating away at his own scales, Flia saw, even as it allowed him to touch her magic. Yet the combination of that broken magic and the [Devouring Blade] had cut a deep gouge into his scales by the time he tossed it aside, and he didn't even seem to notice.

"You will never beat us," Hakon said, stumbling forward. "We are the embodiment of chaos and resentment. How can you beat that which you possess yourself?"

Erik screamed something incoherent, then blew past her; Flia caught a glimpse of wretched wings tearing their way out of his back and dark-purple skin fused with his own. His suit was torn in strange places, and where those places were torn were clear burn marks or places with transformed, chitinous skin.

Sabri sent her an image. She had caught a closer look at Erik, apparently, and in the fraction of a second before he'd gotten past them both she'd seen...

Flia grimaced. Erik had carved a spell circle into himself. Something that would transform him and grant him power, no doubt, but she could already sense the way it was draining his life force. They had to end this fight quickly.

Luckily, every new spell she cast with Sabri's help would give her something new. Hopefully, that meant they would find something that would work, and soon.

You have learned [Shadowscream]!

Sabri roared soundlessly, channeling the new spell. In an instant, all the shadows in the corridor ahead of them liquified, then crawled up Hakon's scales. Once again, those green filaments began to grow, spreading along his scales enough to fight off its influence. The same happened with every blow Erik managed to strike with his newfound claws.

More and more, the green magic spread, and the feeling in the back of Flia's mind—the feeling that something was wrong—grew.





Hakon was already barely hanging on by a thread, as far as his physical body was concerned. He had been when the fight started, and now he was more a glowing lattice of corrupted magic more than he was a dragon. The whole time, he hadn't stopped laughing, and each time he let out a laugh he sent Erik into another blind rage.

Flia was angry, too, but she was certain now: there was something wrong with this fight.

They should have won already. A physical body was tied to the mana core, and while Hakon was more resilient than most, he had been hurt enough that both his mana cores should have been beyond repair by now. They'd even tried a direct assault on the cores, but again that green mana interfered with them.

It was something about that mana, she knew. It felt like the Dragonstorm, like a manifestation of chaos working its way into the realm of magic. The way they were fighting felt almost like they were empowering it—

Flia froze. She felt Sabri's curiosity probing at her, and slowly she let her thoughts flow through their bond. It felt too much like they were playing into Hakon's games, no matter that he wasn't of a sound enough mind to draw them into one. Their fight was empowering him, somehow?

The Dragonstorm continued to rage, and the more its power suffused the world around them, the more its noose tightened around the humans. Erik was still going because he was borrowing infernal power to do so, but he was struggling to maintain that spell, and even with its help he was fading.

Crushed under the storm. But magic of this strength had to be powered by something, didn't it? Any spell had to have a power source, and one like this would need to be constantly empowered by something. Cale was fighting one end of that, but perhaps there was a secondary source.

Flia wracked her mind. Leo's studies had delved into high-tier spells like these, at some point, and he'd mentioned their effects to her in passing during one of their excursions out into the world with Cale. A spell that created a constant, ongoing effect was most often designed to draw power from itself, to allow it to keep going. It was one of the aspects that made a spell truly high-tier.

What was it that Hakon had said? Sabri nudged a memory over to her, and Flia narrowed her eyes, suddenly straightening.

Hakon had said they would never be beaten because they were the embodiment of chaos and resentment. If that was the essence of the Dragonstorm, then he would never be beaten by magic rooted in that same significance and intent. The devouring aspect she had uncovered was powerful, but it wasn't what she needed for this fight.

"You. Figured it out-out-out. Heh." Hakon seemed to recognize what she'd uncovered from the lull in her spells; he gave her a broken smirk, ignoring the strike from Erik that briefly snapped his neck. He reached up to push it back into place. "But you can do nothing. Nothing. Nothing."

Except Flia had thought about exactly this.

The thought had been in the back of her mind for as long as she'd known about the corruption of the Source of Magic, the terrible realization that endless war had shaped the heart of magic itself. It made sense that it might have happened before—that it might have happened a long, long time ago, even. Perhaps this was where the seed of it began, though it might have been mere coincidence.

Either way, the fact remained that Flia had thought long and hard about this very thing.

What was it that magic meant to her?

She could use it to protect those she cared about, and that was certainly important, but it wasn't why she loved magic or why she'd continued attending Brightscale Academy, even back when she'd thought there was nothing that could be done for her affinity.

What she loved more than anything else was the sheer possibility of life that magic allowed for. It was the same thing Professor Tarbloom loved about it—they were always so joyful whenever they talked about their critters, and she felt the same way. There was always something new and strange just around the corner.

Did Hakon think that her magic was meant only for one single thing? She could fight with it, certainly. She would fight with it, even, if it meant she could protect those she cared about. But it wasn't at all the reason she was a mage, and if Hakon thought she couldn't cast from that place just because she was angry...

She was an apprentice of Cale Cadwell Cobbs, who in some worlds had once been known as the Tamer of Beasts. And the beautiful thing about life and especially about being one of Cale's apprentices was that it was an exercise in contradiction.

"Hey, Sabri," Flia said. The shadeling queen turned to look at her, chirping inquisitively. "You've been a little lonely, haven't you?"

Sabri released a considering chitter. Shadelings had something of a hive mind, and she had been lonely in that sense. But Flia was a good mother, and she had made many more friends besides! She had met all the critters Flia had adopted, for example. She wouldn't have had nearly so fulfilling a life if she'd stayed in the labyrinth.

Flia chuckled. "Can you focus on that for me?" she asked. "That part of your magic that connects with your hive?"

Sabri chirped in agreement. She certainly could.

There were no other shadelings here, of course. But Flia's magic was that of the Abyss, and any combination of two mana aspects produced something that was ever so slightly different from the original. Their first attempt had created the devouring aspect, which took the hunger from Sabri's shadow and the all-encompassing nature of the Abyss and turned it into one.

Their second attempt built on the natural shadeling desire for a hive and on the Abyss's power of connection.

You have learned [Call of the Abyss]!

Shadow darkened the corridor, and for the first time, Hakon's expression flickered. "What did you do?" he demanded. His voice had lost that strange cadence to it.

Flia didn't answer. This was the joy she found in magic, and she didn't want to taint it. Instead, she breathed out slowly, and little critters began to climb out of the shadow.

They were all made of shadow, of course. She wasn't about to summon a horde of critters into a fight, and her magic was hardly strong enough to teleport them all across a realm. But they were echoes of all the little critters she had met and studied, called by the Abyss and given form by shadeling shadow, and more importantly there wasn't an ounce of anger or resentment in the spell.

This was proven by the fact that the green magic that had been spreading across Hakon's scales couldn't come to his defense, this time. He screamed as he was swarmed, and Flia pulled a somewhat stricken Erik away from the scene before his own anger could empower the dragon again.

Soon, one core winked out, followed by the second. A spell of symbolic meaning and magical power, wrapped with a love for magic that ran counter to the resentment that powered the Dragonstorm; that was how one defeated a dragonlord, it seemed.

"I... what was..." Erik started, but he seemed exhausted.

Flia shook her head. "You should go to her," she said quietly, and at that Erik deflated, the fight rushing out of him. He hurried over to Elizabeth's side, where she lay still and unmoving.

Except for a single twitching finger.





Humans, Flia decided, were ridiculous.

Elizabeth had not had any time to think or react. The idea that she had reshaped the bloodbarrier into an artificial heart and was manually pumping her own blood was—it was too ludicrous to imagine, really, but apparently that was what she was doing. She had been conserving her strength through the fight, since it took everything she had to keep herself alive.

It was a temporary measure, though. All of them knew it. The damage was too severe, and this sort of treatment would last only until she could no longer keep up the spell. No one else could take over that duty. The moment she failed, she was dead.

But it reflected an incredible determination. Elizabeth, apparently, absolutely refused to die until she had at least been given the chance to say goodbye to Erik and her students.

"You're ridiculous," Erik said, teary-eyed. Elizabeth rolled her eyes, but she was too exhausted to make a snide remark, and instead let her head rest on his shoulder. Flia saw Erik trembling at the gesture, doing his best to hold back his tears.

"Your spell," Elizabeth said tiredly, and Flia started a little when she realized Elizabeth was talking to her. "Why... did it work?"

"The Dragonstorm is resentment," Flia answered after a moment. "It's being empowered by all this... chaos and fighting, I guess. That spell was a spur of the moment thing that Sabri cast with my magic, and it's not really war magic. The only reason they attacked Hakon was because he wanted to hurt me."

"Could I... see one of them?" Elizabeth asked, her voice pained, and Flia nodded. A small, shadowy butterfly flew up to land on Elizabeth's finger, fluttering just in front of her.

"Dreamwing butterfly," Flia said, feeling strangely awkward. It seemed like such an intimate moment for the two of them. "Their wings are made of dreams collected from all sorts of creatures. You'd normally be able to see more, but this is just a silhouette."

"It's still beautiful," Elizabeth said softly. She reached up to brush a finger over one of its wings. "Thank you... for showing this to me. You don't mind if I keep her and show her to my students, do you?"

Flia nodded, her throat tight. "The spell should last for a few days," she said. "You're free to take care of them. Ask me anything about them you want."

Elizabeth nodded weakly. She seemed entranced by the butterfly. Her finger brushed gently over its wings, one stroke after the next, in time with the pumping of her blood. Erik whispered something to her, soft and broken, and she whispered something back.

Flia saw, then, that Elizabeth was already slowing. She saw also the privacy of the moment, that this was something just for the two of them. The corridor was empty, and she doubted anything else was coming—somehow it felt like the Dragonstorm itself had been purged from here. Its grip had been loosened with Hakon's death.

"I'm going to check on the others," Flia said, her words soft. "I think this place is safe for now. Just... stay here and rest. I'll catch up after we beat the Dragonstorm."

Erik nodded, just slightly, and she thought she saw him whispering a thank you. It was hard to tell.

It was hard not to feel like she had failed in some way, too. But she made herself stand tall and move regardless.

"It's like Cale says," Flia murmured to Sabri, who had shrunken back down to shadeling form and was now purring happily in her arms once more. "Sometimes you fail, and there are people relying on you anyway. Can't let this stop us, am I right?"

Sabri let out a little chirp, and Flia gave her a faint smile, petting her head. "Thanks, Sabri."
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  Syphus frowned at Tajia's warning. What did she mean, this wasn't over? As far as it knew, any organic creature died without their heart. A creature made of blood was about as organic as one could get, it was pretty sure.

Then again, it had never been clear on the differences between organic species and certain elemental ones. Thorn, for example. Did he count as organic, or was he some kind of plant elemental? Was he perhaps some sort of secret third option? From what Syphus had learned (reluctantly, over a number of lectures from both Cale and its fellow apprentices), there were a lot of secret third options as far as the realmborn went.

Life was so messy. Syphus appreciated that about it, it supposed. Things had been monotonous back during its days with Sisyphus, and now it was constantly being proven wrong about its assumptions about the world. It was like learning that the ground didn't have to constantly slope up all over again.

So when Tajia gave it that warning, it took it seriously. It knew better than to argue with someone that had fought these things before and knew what they were capable of.

That, and it knew by now when a fight felt too easy. This very much felt like one of those.

Sure enough, Okorin's body was still for only a moment before it rose with a wet, gurgling laugh. "There you are," he said, blood pouring from his maw as he spoke. Syphus could see the dragonlord's organs from where it was, pulsing in time with an invisible heart. It would have lamented how gross organic creatures were if not for the danger that even it could now sense. "I was hoping you'd reveal yourself if I gave you the chance. Some sort of construct, hm? Protecting a human! How interesting."

He glanced down at Syphus's transformed arm with interest. "And your magic is like mine," he said, a dark sort of delight in his voice. "Self-transformation. A freeing art, is it not? I do so think we could be friends. How about it, little one?"

Syphus would have very much preferred not being compared to this thing in any appreciable way, but it did have to admit that Okorin's magic was brutally effective. The problem was the sheer lack of any magic. All he was doing was transforming himself to hit things! He could have at least set himself on fire or something.

"You could at least set yourself on fire or something," Syphus grunted. "What's the point of transforming yourself if you aren't going to use it to shoot magic?"

"Oh?" Okorin raised a brow. "A bold stance. You enjoy the spellwork itself, do you?"

"Humans shoot magic," Syphus said. "I like them."

"Still too young to understand." Okorin clicked his tongue. "I prefer my magic to be efficient, that's all."

"I'm older than you are."

"Oh?" Okorin tilted his head, his eyes glowing briefly. "Ah, true. Interesting. But only in physical form, yes? Your mind has been around for much less time. What an interesting creature you are."

Syphus sighed. "You're lucky my dad can't hear you," it muttered. "I have some problems with him, but he would absolutely smite you for this."

"Perhaps he'll find me, then," Okorin said lightly. "To avenge you, I mean. I look forward to it."

He made no overt movement, but Syphus knew a declaration of intent to kill when it heard one. It cast four separate [Earth Wall]s before the dragonlord could even finish the sentence.

Yet it did so to no avail. Okorin hadn't been kidding about the efficiency of his spells. He pointed at them and then his fingers stretched, his scales crackling with some magic Syphus couldn't identify; there was a flicker of green on it, and [Truesight] saw it as a rending crack within mana itself.

Whatever it was, those fingers pierced all four walls before heading straight for the crystals of its etherite crown. Syphus cursed, trying to roll out of the way, but the accursed things just warped and twisted mid-air until it struck the etherite and cracked—

Then everything vanished. Syphus couldn't see. The [Truesight] maintained by those lovingly-etched crystals had been dispelled, and while its mana sense still worked, Syphus had never needed to rely on it before. It wasn't good enough with it to figure out where Okorin was and what it was doing.

It should have practiced more. It hated it when Leo was right.

"Was that not your core?" Okorin asked curiously. "I suppose that would have been a rather obvious spot for a core. My compliments to your creator."

Syphus did the only thing it could think to do and shifted its entire body into the Second Form, then threw its strongest defensive spell into it.

(It hated the Second Form, and it hated the idea of using it this way. The Second Form reminded it too much of the days of old, when it had been nothing more than a boulder with no mind or name of its own. To transform its entire body into the Second Form was to remind itself of a time it could do nothing more than dream and wish for something different.

That dream was special, though. It was a dream shared with Sisyphus, who had given it a name and identity. Through that dream it had been given the power to make more of the world in Sisyphus's stead, to see and do what he could not. It had its fixations, but this was something it took seriously.)

The Second Form of the Spellfist Arts took the form of a sphere that could transform the output of a spell into a radiating aura. Syphus had experimented with it only once before deciding that it hated it, but in that time it had discovered that the sphere was hollow inside.

That was the property it took advantage of now. It brought Tajia into the Second Form, to better protect her, then channeled one of its few defensive spells into the mechanism. [Corestone Carapace].

A forest of corestone exploded outward around it.

Corestone had two unique properties. The first was that it was made of the same material Syphus was—in fact, Syphus was the origin of corestone, in a way. The material had been specifically created to never wear down by erosion or impact, to ensure Sisyphus's punishment would last eternal.

The second was that because it was made for that purpose, it held the same symbolic power that Syphus itself did. Okorin's strange magic struggled to pierce the now ever-growing forest of stone erupting through the ground. It wasn't entirely stopped, unfortunately, likely because the spell was greater than a simple plainroot spell, but it was slowed.

But the combination of spells tore through Syphus's mana more quickly than it expected. Syphus made a grinding, irritated sound. It wasn't going to be able to hold this for long, and though it had managed to produce a drop of palewater, it didn't want to waste it on defense. That would only guarantee a slow but eventual loss.

"Syphus," Tajia said. She seemed surprisingly composed, all things considered. Syphus admired that about her. "What did you do?"

"Bastard broke my face. I can't see," Syphus said, its voice terse. The loss of [Truesight] was more jarring than it had anticipated. "I'm using a defensive spell to keep us safe and block the corridor. Okorin won't get past us."

"But you can't keep this up forever," Tajia deduced, frowning and looking around. "There's a lot of symbolic energy in... wherever we are."

"You're inside my Second Form," Syphus said shortly. It was large enough to hold her, so long as it transformed everything into this form. All except for the Cauldron, anyway, which manifested now as a second sphere within the first. Tajia glanced at it curiously.

The two remaining spells in there might save them, except even an enhanced [Fireblast] hadn't taken out the dragonlord. Two more might not make much of a difference. Perhaps if it used the Forge and fused them? But it had never succeeded a fusion before. It would be one thing if Leo was right about the process needing palewater, but if he was wrong, then it would use its most powerful tool for nothing.

And yet what other choice did it have? It liked fighting and combat, certainly, but it would never toy with anyone else's life. Okorin had made it very clear that he would.

"Tajia," Syphus said quietly. "I need to make the Second Form a bit smaller so I can try something. Is that alright?"

"There's space. It should be fine." Tajia hesitated, then seemed to sharpen, and to its surprise, Syphus felt her touch on the Cauldron. "Tell me what you're going to do. I may be able to help."





The Cauldron and the Forge, Tajia explained, was meant to be a single unit.

It had taken her a total of two minutes to figure it out, muttering to herself as she examined each mechanism. The Spellfist Arts, it seemed, drew its inspiration from this ancient form of alchemy; the mechanisms Syphus possessed were known variations on spell systems, designed to alter the output of a symbolic spell.

There was a chance it was just coincidence, perhaps, but Syphus wasn't so sure. Was it any surprise that small elements of the past might have survived into the present? Perhaps echoes of humanity's influence were all throughout their magic.

Regardless, they had a plan now. That plan had almost been derailed when a tendril of the University brushed against Syphus and informed it that those dragonlords had two cores, but Tajia had adapted quickly, and now they were certain they had something that could beat Okorin.

Probably. There were always ways for things to go wrong, with magic.

The Cauldron was designed to accumulate and compound any spell once it was cast. The Forge was designed to force a fusion of spells, independent of the Gift. Theoretically, if Syphus had a great enough understanding of any two spells, it could use the Forge manually.

It did not. As far as it was concerned, [Fireblast] was a big blast of fire. But even without that understanding, the spells could be forced to fuse; the conditions for it were simply more difficult to achieve. Tajia deduced there were three of them they would need to meet to ensure success, though there were likely far more that could influence the outcome. She simply didn't have the time to identify all of them.

First, purity of intent. The Forge could not be muddied by intent that did not belong to the caster; any divine assistance would only interfere with the working. Palewater would be needed to cast the Forge with purified mana.

Second, dominance of form. If Syphus had understood the nature of its spells in full, it could have used that understanding to command the form of those spells. Since it did not, the spells needed to be packed full of so much power that they could not maintain their own forms in the collision. This was where the Cauldron's influence was necessary.

Third and last was direction. The resulting storm of magic could not be expected to crystallize into a coherent whole without something to shape what would emerge from it. The Forge itself did not provide this, though if Syphus had been more practiced with intent, it might have been able to do so on its own. Without that practice, Tajia explained, she would instead use something called an Edict.

"I never got the chance to teach my apprentices about this." Tajia smiled a sad, rueful smile as she drew across the ground in chalk; she was using her oldest and most precious stick, Syphus noticed. It could feel the pristine condition of that chalk. It didn't stop her. "Edicts are my specialty, but they're a little advanced for a basic alchemy course."

"What do they do?" Syphus asked.

"An Edict imposes a symbolic meaning on its target," Tajia said. "Environmental alchemy infuses that meaning into the world, but an Edict is a direct transmutation of one symbol into another. You might think of it as one of the cornerstones of alchemy."

"Oh. Okay." Syphus didn't get it, although it understood this would help direct the spell that emerged from its Forge.

"Think of it as punching meaning into something," Tajia suggested, apparently aware it didn't understand.

"Oh!" That metaphor Syphus did get. "That sounds cool. What meaning are we giving the new spell?"

"Souldeath," Tajia said, and though her words were soft, there was a strange cadence to her voice. "It will let us destroy both cores at once."

Syphus thought about this for a moment. The way she had said those words... "No. I don't like that."

"...What?" Tajia froze. It could almost feel her glare as she glanced around. "This thing is going to kill us if we don't kill it first!"

"I know. I'm not saying we shouldn't kill it. I'm just saying my new spell shouldn't be based on souldeath," Syphus explained. "What's it gonna do other than kill people dead?"

"Why do you need it to do anything else?" Tajia sounded perplexed now.

"Because I'm going to have this spell afterward," Syphus said. "And I want to be able to show off my spells to my friends. I want something that explodes really hard or something that's cool. Cale told me about soul-killing spells before. They're all boring."

"You don't want a soul-killing spell because it's boring," Tajia repeated, and although Syphus couldn't nod, it did its best to project the idea that it was nodding vigorously. "I... fine. What do you want, then?"

"Give me whatever you think your apprentices would find really cool," Syphus said eagerly.

That made Tajia hesitate, and when she spoke again, her voice was softer; that strange cadence was gone. "...Yeah. Alright. That sounds... you have a point." She hesitated. "Thank you."

"Why are you thanking me?" Syphus asked. "You're the one giving me a cool spell. Now come on, I can't keep this up much longer."





Within the Cauldron, two spells raged.

They had been accumulating and raging for two weeks, tumbling around one another and accruing every spare scrap of fire mana that ended up within the Cauldron. Though they were third-tier spells to start with, after all that time accumulating they were close to the seventh tier, at least in terms of raw destructive power.

The bridge to the eighth tier was a difficult one, though. They could have spent a year accumulating without reaching that tier of power. Every fourth tier was a leap up in power, and they had already managed to ascend the fourth. The eighth would have been insurmountable without what happened next.

A gateway within the Cauldron opened. Neither spell hesitated. They shot through the door and into the Forge, and they found themselves suddenly within an environment that burned with mana. Pure mana, even. Purer than anything they'd encountered before.

They swallowed it all eagerly. More and more they ate, moving faster and faster within the Forge, until their entire existence was moving rapidly along the grooves along its inner lining. There was a grand total of three near misses as they whirled around the Forge, until on the fourth round—

Collision.

The spells burst apart, shattering into raw mana that only vaguely remembered the shape it once held. What was it now? What was it supposed to be? It was fire, it knew that much, but what kind of fire?

It raged, uncertain, until an Edict descended upon it.

My apprentices have a love for the stars, it said. That is what you are. A star that offers hope.

And the fire knew what it was.





You have learned [Starburst]!

This was a good spell. Syphus knew it in its nonexistent bones. It couldn't see to direct the spell, though. Tajia trembled with exhaustion—that Edict had taken a great deal out of her, whatever it involved, and she could barely move.

But she had just enough left for this. Syphus felt her trace a direction in its stone, and although it no longer had its eye to grin, it felt a fierce joy.

"Given up, have you?" Okorin asked. "Very good. I will admit, I was getting a little bor—"

Oh! And Okorin was helping it aim by talking! Perfect.

Syphus cast its new spell, and a brilliant star erupted through the hall.
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  If there was any aspect of magic that Cale felt he'd been missing out on, it was the more conventional form of magical duel in which mages traded elemental spells against one another. Prior to his arrival in Utelia he hadn't even been able to wield those more conventional spells, so his participation in any form of magical combat mostly involved concussive mana blasts, increasingly creative forms of barrier usage, and exploiting every rule and loophole he knew.

(Of course, if he was being honest with himself, the mana blasts were enough to deal with most battles. He just didn't consider them very interesting. It was the same with barriers, really; there may have been entire organizations and realms that practically worshipped him for his control and expertise in anything related to mana barriers, but to Cale even intricate manipulations of barriers were a simple, everyday thing. They were hardly worth his attention.)

So the opportunity to have a true, extended battle that involved a true spectacle was a delight for Cale, despite the circumstances. In some strange way, he was actually grateful to the serpent he fought, who he had decided to name Apophis. At least partially so he could stop thinking about it as "the serpent" in his head, though there were other reasons, too.

For one thing, it felt appropriate. Apep was how one referred to the Named serpent that resided above the Great Realms; while that serpent occasionally took on the name Apophis, it was only a translation of the original. In the same way, this form the avatar of the Dragonstorm had taken was only an interpretation of Apep, filtered through the vision.

For another, this was standard practice for dealing with words and names of power. Cale had plenty of practice with such things—it wasn't that uncommon for ancient beings to leave traps within language and thought itself, waiting for an unsuspecting individual to think the right words. For such beings it was best to give them a nickname, so the mind did not conjure the word by accident.

In any case, for once Cale faced an opponent against which both his mana blasts and his more esoteric spells did little. Neither raw, concussive blasts of magic nor spells that turned things into plasma would do much here, for raw power was only part of the equation. Every spell needed to represent something with history and meaning.

Which was to say Apophis could only truly be hurt by a spell that held both symbolic meaning and magical power, so that his entire being was damaged at once.

It was a thin line to thread. Cale could perhaps have made do with a simple [Fireball], if he'd been able to cast one. There was a great deal of history behind that spell, not only because of how frequently mages made use of it but also because it was usually one of the first offensive spells invented in any given realm.

Unfortunately, that also meant it was a bit too simple of a spell for him. It was still beyond his mana control, especially with how much he'd lost as a result of his encounter with the echo worm. He had to resort to being a bit more creative with what he evolved.

Thankfully, Cale was used to that. Creativity was his specialty.

Mana overload detected! Attempting to compensate...

Adjusting spell construct...

Admittedly, though, his loss of control had a few other side effects other than just not being able to throw fireballs. He was, for example, evolving spells that were a little stronger than he was intending.

Case in point.

[Bestow Light] has evolved into [Fires of Prometheus]!

Cale had been hoping to blind Apophis with a blessing of symbolic light. Instead, the river of the Duat blazed suddenly with primordial flame, a deep, dark blue that swept across the waters and covered the serpent in an instant. Prometheum fire crackled and burned at the foundations of the vision-realm, threatening to sear a hole straight through its boundary.

The serpent roared in a combination of pain and anger, and again the sound of it shook the realm itself. The stars trembled and the water churned, and a twist of symbolic power caused the river to erupt into billowing steam that swept across the raging fire. Fog flooded out across the valley, eager to snuff out the flame, though even then it took long moments.

When the flame was finally quelled, Apophis could not hide that it had been scarred. Ugly burns were left across its scales, and it snarled at him, gnashing its fangs in challenge even as green light swept across its scales, healing away the damage.

But not quickly, Cale noticed. Or at least, not as quickly as it had before. When they had first started their fight, every blow he struck healed almost instantly as it drew the power of the Dragonstorm into itself. Its claim was that it would only grow stronger as the Dragonstorm progressed, even trapped as it was in this vision-realm. The resentment and despair wrought within the University would empower the storm, and that in turn would empower its avatar.

His apprentices were supposed to be the final blow. Apophis was viciously proud of the fact, no matter what Cale said. It was certain that they would succumb to their anger and feed the storm, and that it would in turn use that power to destroy him; it seemed to take joy in that irony.

Cale mostly found this claim amusing, especially since it was becoming increasingly clear that it was wrong. If anything, the opposite was happening: one way or another, his apprentices were giving the professors of the University hope.

"This is impossible," Apophis snarled. "I should be growing in strength, even as you weaken. How are you doing this?"

"Me?" Cale raised an eyebrow. "I've been here the whole time. What makes you think I'm doing anything?"

"You lie," it accused angrily. "You have done something. There is a trick!"

"No trick, I assure you," Cale said. "But you can believe whatever you want."

The serpent roared again, and this time with a strike of its tail against the ground it knocked the stars loose from the skies above, sending them sailing down toward Cale in a blast of symbolic fury. How many had once looked upon those very stars and wished upon them? The sight of it was nostalgic, even for Cale.

It was a terrible thing, to turn the sight of a shooting star into a weapon.

A symbolic attack like this could not be deflected by a mere mana barrier, Cale had learned. He could weaken them, but he could not block them entirely.

Fortunately, he had plenty of time to come up with a response.

"What is happening?" Apophis demanded again. "I have cast a spell. I can feel that it has worked. You have cast no magic. How did you stop it?"

"I haven't," Cale said, wondering if it was going to interrogate him on everything it didn't understand. Probably. There was something pitiable about it, like it was desperate to understand anything and everything it could. "But that's the trouble with stars, you know? They're so very far away."

Perhaps they needn't have been, if Apophis's magic had worked to its fullest, but in this isolated vision-realm that drew upon his mind, Cale had the advantage. He knew how far away the stars could be. He knew that they were burning balls of gas, light-years away from where they stood.

In some realms, at least. But that was enough: a spell like this would not strike until he allowed it, by shifting what he understood them to be.

Plenty of time, then, to come up with a spell to defend against it.

Mana overload detected! Attempting to compensate...

Adjusting spell construct...

[Burn] has evolved into [Hearth's Protection]!

The name was nothing impressive, perhaps, but Cale had realized that the Gift was responding well to his intent here. Part of it was the nature of this realm, and part of it, he suspected, was this new understanding he'd gained about how the Gift itself evolved a spell. This system of symbols and meaning had not been entirely eliminated from the Great Realms, and it was this that the Gift used to give a spell new shape and power.

With this knowledge, Cale could focus on a single element of the symbol he wanted a spell evolution to focus on. It was far from a guaranteed thing, but here in a realm of symbols and meaning it worked beautifully, turning his intent into a symbolic anchor for a new spell.

[Burn], for example, was a simple spell to spark a fire. But that fire could represent many things, and for this Cale drew upon a set of memories he ordinarily hesitated to dwell on.

He had lived countless childhoods in his time. He carried countless precious memories with him, and among them there were the memories of every life he'd lived within the colder climates. He remembered well how his younger selves had felt, wrapped in a blanket by the fireside next to his parents.

They felt safe. Like there was nothing in the world that could hurt them. He held so many of these memories that they should have blurred together, but they did not—all those childhoods, all those people he could have been... They were perhaps the most important of what he remembered, and he held those memories safe.

He could wield them now, that feeling of unbreakable safety.

Cale glanced up and saw the stars still shooting toward him, and he released the grip he held over them. The fury of the stars struck and met that unshakeable belief that only a child could hold, that idea that all was safe and right with the world. [Hearth's Protection] was a spell that understood reality the way only a child could.

And so when the stars streaked across the sky and struck the warm, protective boundary around Cale, they dwindled and shrank until they were little more than glowing pebbles, left to skip merrily across the surface of the river. Cale caught one of them in a hand and admired the deep, glittering blue of its surface.

"It's beautiful," he commented. "Thank you for the gift."

Apophis's eyes bulged. As much as a serpent's eyes could bulge, anyway. Cale thought it was a pity it wasn't enjoying this duel as much as he was—once upon a time he had imagined magical battles to be exactly like this, a spectacle that was as much a dance as it was a fight for one's life. Two different understandings and perspectives on magic pitted against one another, warping the world around them.

It was rare enough to witness, since that form of magic was impractical. In the hands of a higher-level mage, any single spell was deadly, and a duel came down to whoever could get a killing spell through first. True duels like these were rare to see, and Cale had never thought he would get to participate in one himself.

Like he said, in some strange way, he was rather grateful to Apophis. That did not mean he would show mercy, or that he planned to prolong the fight in any way; there was too much at stake for that.

He was fortunate, really, in that there was a lot of symbolic potential in just about any elemental spell and that he'd unlocked a great deal of them. It meant he had almost as much creative freedom as he wanted to do the exact kind of magic he'd always dreamed about doing. He'd hoped it would be on a smaller scale than this, of course, but there was always time for that later.

For now, he got to do true magic, the kind that could be used for more than war.

Granted, in this case, it just so happened that the sort of symbolic potential he loved could also be used to inflict incredible violence on this one opponent specifically. That was fine! Much like life, magic itself was full of contradictions.

Mana overload detected! Attempting to compensate...

Adjusting spell construct...

[Orb of Wind] has evolved into [Winds of Change]!

The air stirred into a gentle breeze, but picked swiftly up into a howling gale. As a creature of the storm, Apophis should have been resistant to it. But the symbolic power it held was that of change, and there were few things greater than that which represented a shift in the course of civilization.

Change itself swept through the Duat, and Apophis could do little to push it back. It tried, certainly, first with a tidal wave of water and then with a desperately forged shield. Both fell apart in moments, standing against the winds, until even Apophis began to lose its grip on the ground. It tried to stand its ground, holding for a moment by wrapping its enormous coils around the mountains themselves. It shouted its defiance against the roar of Cale's magic.

But the words were swept away by the wind, and even mountains were subject to change, over time. They crumbled into dust, and the serpent lost its grip. Over and over it tumbled, flung through the air until it was blown through yet another gate of the Duat—the eighth now, Cale thought.

Four more to go until the battle was done. That was the rule, if he remembered this legend correctly. Cale followed after it, tugged along in his plain wooden boat, and as he went through the gate he paid careful attention to the empty void around him. There were gaps in the vision-realm within this void as he transitioned from one country of the Duat to the next, and each time he went through he could catch a small glimpse of what was happening within the University.

He was proud of what he'd seen so far, but he couldn't help but worry, nonetheless. He wanted to look out for them. What sort of mentor would he be if he didn't? This time he saw both Flia and Syphus, struggling against their foes; he saw that they had been hurt, that Elizabeth had been mortally wounded.

When he left the Void and found Apophis waiting for him in the eighth country of the Duat, Cale's gaze had hardened. He had wanted to spare his apprentices this pain, though he knew he wouldn't have been able to do it forever. Sooner or later, they would face the death of someone they tried to protect.

But the Dragonstorm had forced them to endure it sooner than he had ever wanted, and on top of that, it had hurt them. Both Flia and Syphus were injured. Damien and Leo were unlikely to be far behind.

So Cale began to search for a way to interfere. He might have sealed himself in a vision, but that did not mean he was out of tricks. He had his ways of protecting those he cared about.

This one might cost him, but he knew already that his barriers had little to no effect on Apophis. Might as well put them to use somewhere.





"I do not understand." Apophis spat out the words, then rose shakily, hateful eyes glaring balefully at him. "How are they doing this? How do they fight against war without empowering it?"

Well, the Dragonstorm was hardly the embodiment of war, though Cale had no interest in educating Apophis at the moment. He was too busy working on a way to cast through the vision. For now, his duel with Apophis was something of a side project.

Even then, he had managed to push Apophis back.

"Well, you know. They learned from the best." Times like these, Cale wished he had a staff. He didn't have any particular need for one, but it would've been nice to have one to twirl around when he spoke.

"They would die if I were free of this," Apophis spat. "I will free myself and set the full power of the storm upon this accursed land. You know not what you have unleashed."

"I feel like you've forgotten to ask yourself one very important question," Cale said. He wondered if it was too late to commission a staff. Perhaps Graystalk would be willing to make him one?

"And what is that?"

"You haven't asked what you've unleashed."

The banter was mostly a distraction, of course. He'd set all the other pieces in place, carefully carving a circle into the Duat through a set of well-placed spells. He didn't have chalk, unfortunately, but the importance of chalk was largely what it symbolized; in this vision-realm, Cale had a far more effective substrate than chalk.

He had the land of the Duat itself. It was said to be connected to the mortal world through burial chambers, and it was that legend Cale drew on now—he needed only to reach through that connection with a spell. First a symbolic one to establish the connection, then an arcane one to widen it.

To that end, Cale cast [Mark].

Mana overload detected! Attempting to compensate...

There was a second purpose to this spell, of course. More than simply reaching the twelfth country of the Duat and ending the vision, Cale needed a way to destroy Apophis and end the Dragonstorm once and for all. This was difficult because the nature of Apophis was of a primordial force of chaos. He wasn't something that could be destroyed, at least in the legends that spoke of him.

As much as Cale had stripped power away from him by bringing him into this vision, that aspect of the legend hadn't changed, and he needed a way around that. He was almost certain he could evolve this spell into something that would give him what he needed.

Adjusting spell construct...

Cale had learned long ago that he couldn't save everyone. A different version of him might have raged and dedicated itself to destroying Apophis before anyone else could be hurt. But his apprentices had reminded him that it was worth it to try, and to that end Cale had spent their fight studying the vision and the effects of [Resonant Comet].

The essence of the spell was that it took a thing of symbolic power—a vision, in this case—and turned it into something real. To that end, both he and Apophis were now technically isolated within a pocket realm, and neither of them could affect the University with their magic. That alone was an advantage, for Apophis's presence alone would have been enough to overwhelm his apprentices and the mages they fought with, but the more he studied it the more he was certain he could do something more.

All he needed to do was open a gap in the spell that only he could use. Thus the symbolic spell he had seeded, to create the connection without Apophis realizing what he had done.

[Mark] was, by itself, perhaps something unremarkable.

[Mark, Level 1] [First Tier, Active] [100 Mana]

Mark a target, causing nearby spells or magical effects to be drawn toward them.

But Cale had always loved spells like these. They worked beautifully with other spells. Some version of [Mark] existed in many realms, and he'd seen it used in a dozen different creative ways. Perhaps among his favorites were the mages who used it to create complex courses for spells to race through, creating a dazzling display out of simple projectile spells.

Many beautiful works of magic were born from something simple, and it was that power Cale sought to draw on now.

[Mark] had evolved into [Mark of Extinction]!

Cale almost snorted; the Gift had something of a sense of humor, it seemed. He had been aiming for something a little different.

Overwhelming intent detected. Adjusting result...

[Mark of Extinction] has evolved into [Mark of the Beholder]!

[Mark of the Beholder, Level 1] [Fifteenth Tier, Active (Unique)] [1.0e37 Mana]

That which is unseen is decided by its beholder. Gain minor control over the rules that govern an unstable realm-space. This spell cannot be used to overwrite a realm actively stabilized by the Leviathan or any equivalent entity.

Cale grinned. That was good enough for him.

The world around them pulsed and felt suddenly smaller. The skin of reality folded into the bars of a cage, slamming down on them both; Apophis gasped at the sensation, his struggles causing the river to splash over shrinking mountains.

"What have you done?" it managed to ask, though it sounded out of breath.

"Just asserting myself," Cale said. "My therapist says I need to get better at doing that. Or, well, technically he told Damien he needed to be more assertive, but we have the same therapist, so it probably counts."

He glanced up at the sky. With [Mark of the Beholder], he saw the stars as tiny, shining holes through which the realm of the University existed. All he had to do now was reach through them and cast.

So Cale did exactly that.

Mana overload detected! Attempting to compensate...

Adjusting spell construct...

[Instant Magishell] has evolved into [The Many Barriers of Cale Cadwell—

"Not that name, please," Cale said, grimacing. Somehow that was worse than the names people gave him. Maybe the fancy titles were better.

...[Instant Magishell] has evolved into [Barrier-King's Blessing]!

"Better," Cale decided. A little pompous, perhaps—he wasn't the biggest fan of that name, either—but it was better than that other one. Honestly, he had no idea what the Gift had been thinking.

But that would probably be enough to help his apprentices. Now all he had left to do was to deal with Apophis.





It had taken a while for Akkau to fully understand what was happening in this realm. The air was thick with draconic essence, but that draconic essence tasted wrong—dull and metallic on his tongue, a darkened version of the distilled liquid he had given to Cale. For a moment he wondered if Cale had something to do with this, but he dismissed the thought. He knew the kinds of things Cale got up to; this didn't have the same feel about it.

Sternkessel seemed to agree, given the way the Indictment's expression darkened. "More than the truebridge, there is something deeply wrong here," he murmured.

"I agree." Akkau's eyes narrowed as he took in the mana signatures around him. Many of them were difficult to discern in the chaotic storm of mana swirling around them, but even with that interference he could tell there was something fundamentally different about those cores.

And then there were the ones that felt like some twisted mockery of dragonkind. Akkau had no idea what to make of that yet, but he could feel his hackles rising just at the thought of them.

"Calm," Sternkessel said, seeming to notice his anger. "We must identify what has happened here first."

Akkau grunted. "I was calm."

"I am sure." Sternkessel sounded amused, at that, and Akkau sighed. Any of his other professors would have been afraid to contradict him. Sternkessel, on the other hand...

Before he could finish the thought, Akkau caught a glimpse of a figure and froze. He thought for a moment that it was Cale, but the sight of them was wrong—they were too short, for one thing, and their hair was the wrong color.

But that was undeniably a human. What did that mean? Where were they?

Rain poured out of the sky, collecting into a thick sludge on the ground that radiated with what felt like poisonous mana. Akkau frowned, taking a moment to wipe at some of the substance that dripped onto his robes. Somewhat hesitantly, he gave it a sniff, then immediately recoiled.

It smelled foul. Like the rot of a dragon, somehow, except given the form of blood. "Something is very wrong here."

"We can discuss that once we have helped these humans fight off this threat," Sternkessel said, already moving with purpose. "It has been a while since we have fought together. You have not lost your edge, I trust?"

Akkau scoffed. "I am a dragon," he said, as if that was all the answer Sternkessel needed. Stern turned back long enough to give him the faintest of smirks.

"Very well," Sternkessel said. "Then show me what a dragon can do."

Akkau was loath to admit that the Indictment's strategy worked, but... well, it did exactly that. Thus encouraged, he gathered his magic, and tore into the University with a roar.
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  Cale spoke often of what it meant to be a true mage, and Damien thought he understood that now more than ever.

Granted, he had a tendency to claim that just about anything was the mark of a true mage. The difference was that sometimes he had a look in his eyes when he said it, and while it was usually only there for an instant, Damien recognized it well enough to know when he was being serious.

A true mage, Cale said, could stand tall when their circumstances threatened to break them. A true mage remembered who they were, no matter how much their opponents might try to make them lose themselves. A true mage could wait until lives were saved and the threat was gone before allowing themselves the time to mourn.

Cale’s insistence on drilling these lessons into them had caused some friction amongst his apprentices at first, but Damien could see that he did this only because he had learned those same lessons the hard way, time and time again.

He was thankful now that he had listened, because those lessons were the only reason he was able to keep his composure when the dragonlord Karadd threw Instructor Hikari’s severed head at his feet.

Even then, it was a close thing. The sight of it, the contemptuous way with which Karadd treated her corpse—it made him feel sick, brought about a tight knot of anger in his chest that he wasn’t used to dealing with.

Damien forced himself to stay grounded, nonetheless. If that was how he felt, he could only imagine what it was like for Instructor Phlogis, who had known Hikari since she was a child.

Sure enough, the glasswork man stared wordlessly at the head for a moment, trembling. Then he fell to his knees and let out a mournful, keening noise.

At that, Karadd only laughed. “Was she the best your humans had to offer?” he asked, his tone mocking. “She put up something of a fight, I suppose, but there is only so much a human can do against their betters. Truly, I cannot begin to understand why our predecessors would sacrifice themselves for such a lowly species.”

Phlogis raised his head, and even without looking at him Damien could feel the intensity of his glare. A hissing, rattling noise emerged from deep within his chest, a clinking of glassware that might have sounded musical if not for the angry swell of mana that accompanied it.

Not for the first time, Damien was reminded that Phlogis was a terrifyingly powerful mage.

Unlike many of the other mages of this era, he had started life as a familiar bound to a dragon, which meant his mana core alone dwarfed that of nearly every other instructor at the University. He had an intuitive understanding of symbolic magic thanks to his ability to hear it as music, and he had been deliberately constructed with the ability to brew any alchemical product he wanted on the fly.

Once he had been given the chance to recover, Phlogis had demonstrated exactly how powerful this combination of traits were. Against the weaker shades, it took him seconds to brew potions that melted straight through the dragonshades they fought, counter their curses, and dissolve their spells. Against the stronger ones, he constructed and cast symbolic spells almost without limitation—if he didn’t have the right reagent, he simply brewed a replacement, and he seemed to do it without even thinking.

If not for the fact that he was quite literally made of glass and therefore incredibly physically weak, Damien was certain he could have held this corridor all on his own.

That, and he seemed to be uniquely vulnerable to the properties of the Dragonstorm. Even now, miniature cracks were once more spreading through his body, rendering almost an entire hour of recovery moot. And now they were up against a dragonlord, which by all accounts seemed to be stronger and more intelligent by an order of magnitude.

Though it was strange that Karadd had done nothing to them yet. Damien frowned, eyeing the dragonlord, then reached out and put a hand on Phlogis’s shoulder.

It was perhaps a testament to the trust they had forged over the last hour of magical combat that Phlogis understood the gesture immediately. The instructor let out a snarl of frustration, but gave him a nod and visibly forced himself to calm; he had, it seemed, grown to trust Damien’s instincts.

A good thing, too. Across the hall from them, Karadd narrowed his eyes and straightened, and Damien thought he caught a flicker of uncertainty in the dragonlord’s eyes.

“Or perhaps she was less important than I supposed,” Karadd said. He smirked at them, though the expression didn’t quite reach his eyes. “I had assumed her corpse would produce more of a reaction, but I suppose she is only human. How about you join us instead, then? I wouldn’t normally make this offer, but seeing as neither of you are human, I could be persuaded to allow this.”

Damien knew nothing of the dragonlords and how different they were from their dragonshade counterparts, but he knew for a fact that a dragonshade would have taken advantage of the opening they presented by now. The moment Phlogis fell to his knees, they would have fired off a spell intending to kill. That Karadd hadn’t yet done so implied that he was either deliberately holding off...

Or that he couldn’t. Karadd was holding back, and on top of that, if Damien was reading him correctly, then he was deliberately trying to provoke them. Why? What would he get out of that?

Always start by figuring out the rules.

“She was important,” Damien said quietly. “You don’t get to say that she wasn’t.”

“Brave of you, to contradict a dragon,” Karadd said. “I can see your soul, child of decay. You belong in this realm even less than I do. What right do you claim gives your judgement more weight than mine?”

“None. You’re right; I don’t know her well. I never even got the chance to meet her, although I think I would’ve liked to.” Damien smiled a small, sad smile. “I don’t think there's a single soul out there that isn’t important, that’s all.”

“A childish notion.” Karadd snorted dismissively.

“Is it?” Damien cocked his head, and slowly, verdant embers began to glow along the edges of his cloak. “I guess it is mostly children that get to hold on to that kind of faith. Is that what makes it childish?”

Karadd seemed to sense here that something was wrong, and his countenance grew wary; he took a step back, gaze fixed on Damien. “Of course it is,” he said. “Anyone who has faced reality knows the only person they can rely on is themselves.”

The embers had grown and ignited now into brilliant green flames that wreathed Damien’s shoulders and spilled down his arms, hiding his face in shadow. “Hikari didn’t believe that.”

“And you claim to know what some human you have never met believed?” Karadd struck back, incredulous.

“I do,” Damien said simply.

It was rarely said, but Damien’s greatest strength was in his ability to understand the people around him. He got Cale, for example, more than anyone else did; he had always been able to peer beneath the mask his mentor was always wearing, and that ability had only grown with time.

More importantly, it had merged in some ways with his connection to the Verdant Flame, and it was that power that Damien drew on now. There was a remnant of the Flame within Instructor Hikari, just enough to understand some of who she had been and what she believed. It was how he was certain he was right.

It was also how he knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that she was far from done with Karadd.

“She almost killed you, didn’t she?” Damien asked, meeting the dragonlord’s gaze directly, and though Karadd tried to hide his reaction, Damien still saw the way he flinched before he caught himself. “You were dying. You’re still dying, or else you would have attacked us already. You’re trying to goad us into something.”

Beside him, Phlogis stiffened, as if coming to the same realization himself.

Karadd sputtered for a moment, then snarled. “You should know better than to mock a dragon. I merely thought to show you mercy.”

Damien was almost disappointed he hadn’t seen this earlier. He could see through Cale. Compared to that, the mask Karadd wore was paper-thin, and just the short exchange they’d had was enough for it to fall apart entirely. That brief glimpse he’d caught of who Hikari had been and her final moments made him certain.

Karadd was panicking and desperate. He was putting all of his remaining strength toward maintaining just the appearance of power, not the reality of it. Beneath the illusion he maintained his cores were broken and leaking and very nearly gone.

“You need us angry,” Damien mused. This time, the panic that flashed across Karadd’s face was so obvious that even Phlogis caught it. “It helps you somehow. I bet it empowers the Dragonstorm, doesn’t it? Does it feed off that kind of magic?”

“You…” Karadd roared, then charged. “I do not need magic to end your impudence! Do not think you have won just because—”

A wall of emerald fire flared to life in front of the dragonlord, forcing him to stop before he ran straight into it. He stumbled painfully, revealing for the first time the extent of his injuries as he collapsed and came to a rolling halt in front of the wall of flame. It must have hurt, but he didn’t seem to care. His eyes gleamed with greed as he took in the wall.

“Fool,” he proclaimed, gesturing toward the fire. “Did you think only offensive spells would feed the storm? Any magic will empower the storm and let me heal, so long as you cast it with..."

Karadd trailed off, then gestured at the fire again, and once again nothing happened. He turned to glare at Damien through it. “What have you done?” he demanded. “Why does your magic defy me?”

“You need magic cast with anger and resentment,” Damien said quietly. “You won’t find any of that in my magic, I’m afraid.”

“You cannot possibly tell me you feel neither,” Karadd growled.

“I feel sorry for you, mostly.” Damien sighed, then stepped into his own fire, walking through it as though it wasn’t even there. This was not a flame that could hurt him, no matter how brightly it burned for the likes of Karadd. "You must have been created from someone incredible."

"What?" Karadd said, staring at him.

"What?" Phlogis spoke up, sounding indignant.

"It's what Instructor Hikari believed," Damien said, his voice soft. "I caught... a glimpse of her final moments, I guess you could say. Sort of an imprint left behind in the Verdant Flame. She knew she was going to lose, by the end of it, but she also knew you were going easy on her. That you figured out she was using you to learn everything she could about magic before the end, and you let her do it anyway."

Behind him, Phlogis fell silent. Karrad continued to stare at him, but now there was something conflicted in his expression, and he couldn't seem to find the right words to speak.

"You should not be able to read her," Karrad muttered eventually. "I did not see you cast a spell."

"It's not a spell," Damien said. "It's a property of one of the mana aspects I can attune. Something called a pillar aspect, I believe."

"No mortal being could hold a pillar aspect," Karadd said, though it seemed he was responding more to object against him than anything else. He hadn't denied any of Damien's claims, and the fight seemed to have left him.

"I'm not exactly a mortal being, but let's put that to the side for the moment." Damien moved to crouch in front of Karadd, who hadn't bothered to pick himself up from his position on the hallway floor. "You're one of the only ones actually able to fight this off, aren't you? You were created in the shadow of another dragon, and you're supposed to be nothing but a collection of their resentment, but somehow you've made yourself into something more."

Karadd was silent. It was Phlogis that spoke next, instead, his voice pained. "Still killed her."

"He did," Damien said. "And he mocked her death."

"And I made sure she suffered," Karadd said loudly.

"That he didn't do," Damien said. "He made sure it was quick. I think he wanted to make it hurt, but something stopped him. It's the same reason he let her learn as much as he did, and it's the same reason he brought her here."

"Didn't bring her here to anger us?" Phlogis asked, now sounding a little confused.

Damien glanced at Karadd, who refused to look at him. "I'm sure that was part of it," he said. "Whatever he is, I don't think he's able to completely fight off his own nature. He needs to be able to justify it both ways. But whatever other reason he had, he also brought her here because he knew she wanted to pass on what she learned to her apprentices."

Karadd started at that, in a way that told Damien he was right.

"Before she died, Hikari was able to cast a final spell," Damien said. "She packaged everything she learned into a telepathic message so her apprentices would be able to continue her work. But she didn't have a lot of time to cast it, and the room the students are in are warded as much as possible to minimize the effect of the Dragonstorm, so the message can't actually get to them. Left alone, the spell would have slowly decayed."

Phlogis stared at Karadd. "...Brought her here to deliver her message?" he asked, slightly disbelieving. "Not to hurt us?"

"Like I said, it was probably a little bit of both." Damien sighed, staring down at the dragonlord who laid in front of him. Karadd's cores were nearly gone, now, and what little energy remained to him he was using to listen. It seemed to bring him a strange sort of comfort. "For what it's worth, we'll make sure it gets to her, Karadd."

"...Hmph." Karadd turned to look up at the ceiling. Dragon blood seeped through the cracks and dripped down upon them. Outside, the Dragonstorm continued to rage, though Damien thought it was perhaps getting weaker. It was hard to say.

Finally, without looking at any of them, he spoke. "She was a worthy opponent, for a human. None of them should have been able to best me, but every time I believed I defeated her, she found something new. She taught me new forms of magic, by the end of it."

His tone was bitter, but Damien listened anyway. They were likely the last words Karadd would ever speak. "I hate them all," he said. "My very existence was seeded on that resentment and hatred. But what I hated more, I think, was being ruled by those emotions. What true dragon would allow it? To be defined by no more than the circumstances of one's birth?

"Yet in the end I am still less than the one who spawned me." Karadd reached up, watching the way the blood of the Dragonstorm trailed down his scales. "It is an ugly thing to know."

"I'm sorry," Damien said.

Karadd turned to look at him. "You truly are," he murmured, sounding surprised. "How strange it is, to have an enemy sympathize with my plight. I would still kill you, you know, if I only had the strength."

Damien was less certain of that claim, but he didn't argue. "You don't," he said instead.

"I do not," Karadd admitted. He closed his eyes. "...My brethren are on their way. You should prepare yourselves. Should you face the true might of a dragonlord, you may not prevail, no matter how strange your magic."

"Worried about us, are you?" Damien offered Karadd a rueful smile. "For what it's worth, I hope you find peace."

"There are worse deaths to be had," Karadd muttered in reply, his words now so soft Damien almost couldn't hear them.

A moment passed before Damien pushed himself back to his feet, sighing. "We should make sure Hikari's message gets to her apprentices," he told Phlogis, his heart feeling oddly heavy. "I'll check the spell over for any traps that might have been left there, but I don't think there are any. If we bring her close enough to the door, it should—"

In retrospect, Damien should have known better than to let his guard down. Karadd was down and out for the count, but they still stood as the University's last line of defense, and so it was no surprise that another dragonlord might find them. Karadd had even warned them of exactly that.

Then again, it might not have made much of a difference. Just as Karadd had been able to hide the true extent of his injuries, this new dragonlord was entirely invisible to Damien's mana sense until the moment he chose to speak.

"What a pathetic display, brother," the dragonlord said. He picked Karadd up by the throat, ignoring the way his brother struggled weakly against him. Damien knew immediately that Karadd was too close to the edge of death to do anything here. "You let yourself grow attached, have you? I suppose I will have to teach you a lesson before you die. Open your eyes, now. I can't have you missing this."

Karadd did not have the strength to comply, not that his brother seemed to care. A tendril of magic propped Karadd's eyes open. In his other hand, his brother raised an open palm, aiming it directly at both Damien and Phlogis.

There was a gathering of terrible magic. Somehow the new dragonlord focused the power of the Dragonstorm into a single spell, and from the feel of it alone, Damien was certain its destructive power would be enough to pierce him, Phlogis, the door behind them, and then every one of the students within. His mind raced for options.

But before he could do anything, Karadd took a deep breath, gathered the last of his energy, and swung himself into the path of his brother's spell.

It would not and should not have done anything. Karadd was too weak to do any more than the rest of them, when it came to blocking a spell like this. It would merely pass through him along with the rest.

That was, of course, not accounting for the familiar prismatic barrier that flashed into existence around Karadd. Something about it dragged and caught against the spell his brother was in the process of casting, and then something in that spell broke.

Damien had the chance to sense little else before Karadd's brother dissolved into what was, as best as he could tell, a small pile of steaming buns.





[Barrier-King's Blessing, Level MAX] [Twelfth Tier, Active (Unique)] [1.0e38 Mana]

Grant all allies a personal barrier identical to the one used by the Barrier-King. Mana cost is multiplied by the number of allies granted this barrier.

A powerful defensive construct in its own right, the Barrier-King's personal barrier features a layer of pure, compressed intent sandwiched within its final, innermost shell. This acts as a counter to spells that may break or bypass the outer shells, overtaking most spells with insufficient intent or cast by a sufficiently distracted mage.

Note that raw intent used in this manner will, on rare occasion, behave unpredictably.
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  "Such carnage, wrought by only two! 'Tis a pity one of you is human, but not to worry. I, the dragonlord Ikarad, shall simply kill you both!"

An introduction like that, as far as Leo was concerned, practically guaranteed that he was in for the fight of his life. That included the time he'd been forced to face a terrifyingly persistent copy of himself, which come to think of it had happened only... what, yesterday? Two days ago? It was surprisingly difficult to figure out how the passage of time worked whenever Cale was involved.

Either way, it was clear that he and Katerina were in trouble. Over the course of his adventures with Cale, Leo had learned to read how dangerous an opponent likely was based on their demeanor, and the most terrifying thing about Ikarad by far was the fact that he didn't seem to have an ounce of arrogance in him.

If anything, death threats aside he seemed extraordinarily cheerful. That worried Leo. The only other mage he knew that was this cheerful in the middle of a battle was Cale, and it wasn't exactly an encouraging data point.

"You could also just not kill us both?" Leo called down.

"A tempting offer!" Ikarad called back. "It is truly a pity that I hold in my heart such burning hatred for the humans, or I might consider it! Alas, I have seen you side with the lovely Katerina, and that is reason enough to condemn you both."

"You are aware of how that sounds, right?" Leo glanced at Katerina, who had pressed herself back against the walls of the alcove. It kept her just outside Ikarad's line of sight, theoretically, and gave her the time to prepare a complex-looking spell circle. She had the focus Professor Graystalk provided to her gripped tight in one hand, but whatever spell she wanted to cast, it apparently wasn't enough.

"I know, I know." Ikarad sounded truly regretful when he spoke, and it sent a shiver up Leo's spine. He seemed to not even consider the possibility of changing his mind, though by all appearances he didn't seem to want to kill either of them. "Perhaps one of my brothers might have been strong enough, but I am a victim of my own rage, I'm afraid. I do hope you'll forgive me."

Leo stared at the dragonlord. "...No?"

"A pity." Ikarad sighed again, then brightened, folding his arms behind his back. "All is as it must be. We will take the realms as we deserve, at least! Take some solace in that. Now, have you finished your preparations?"

Leo grimaced. It was too much, he supposed, to hope that Ikarad had not noticed either him or Instructor Katerina preparing their spells; he had been able to spot them even through the obfuscation ward, after all. That meant catching him off-guard was most likely off the table unless the spell he used was something truly extraordinary.

Luckily, as much as Leo's role among Cale's apprentices was that of a defensive fighter, every one of them knew the value of having at least one powerful offensive spell reserved exactly for moments like these. He had no idea if it would work, of course, but it was better than nothing.

The spell in question was one he had acquired during a delve, and it was rather aptly named [Inversion Stream].

The labyrinth aspect was complex at the best of times, with numerous complex applications that took the average mage decades to master. By and large it excelled in things like environmental control and thus had little in the way of pure offensive power.

But labyrinth mages were still dangerous, and there was a reason for that. A fight with any given labyrinth mage had to be ended quickly. The longer the fight went, the more control over it a labyrinth mage gained; let a duel with one go on for long enough and soon they would have taken complete control over the space around them, leaving their opponents with no idea where they were or how to get to them.

Leo was still a long way away from becoming that sort of labyrinth mage. It was one of the reasons he'd been so closely studying Instructor Katerina's ability to perceive and control the battlefield. That did not mean, however, that he had no options available to him.

Though really in any circumstance he would have preferred not to use [Inversion Stream]. Cale had once told him of terrible labyrinth mages that would leave their opponents to starve within the labyrinths they created, and while Leo had certainly resolved not to become anything like them, [Inversion Stream] wasn't really much better.

It took the conceptual nature of the aspect to its absolute extreme. Most labyrinth spells relied on an already-existing labyrinth or operated to create a labyrinth out of the environment. This one simply imposed the nature of a labyrinth upon its target, taking whatever leaps it needed to get there.

Many organic bodies had a network of blood vessels that could be considered labyrinthine in nature, for instance, but the typical labyrinth spell would not work on them; they were protected by the mage's soul. [Inversion Stream] belonged to a rare category of spell that could bypass that soul protection by folding the soul itself into the domain of the spell. That allowed it to slip past and affect its targets directly, turning them inside out.

Leo was aware that this was not a great deal better than starving an opponent to death. It was the best he had at the moment, however. The spell had its weaknesses—anyone with even a modicum of soul control would be able to deflect it, for instance—but Leo was relying on the fact that as far as he knew, these shades of the Dragonstorm didn't have much of a soul to begin with.

And yet when he cast the spell and a brilliant stream of blue-green flew toward Ikarad, it simply bounced off.

Ikarad chuckled, apparently amused. "The Dragonstorm is a wonderful thing," he said. "With each moment, it hands us the reins to this world. We grow stronger, and your magics grow weaker. You may stand unaffected, traveler, but even your magics will weaken. Your advantages will wither. Just as your magic failed, whatever spell that human with you is casting will fail. You may as well give up now."

"You're spending a lot of time trying to convince us to give up, for someone who said he was going to kill us," Leo pointed out.

"Consider it something of an indulgence." Ikarad smiled. "I have the advantage of time, after all. What do you have on your side?"

Behind Leo, Katerina finished her spell. Leo had the time only to notice the various symbolic anchors placed throughout the University's library exploding before Ikarad staggered, grunting under some invisible weight. The smile slipped off his face.

"Do you think... this will... be enough?" he gasped out, dragging himself forward. His muscles bulged as he fought against whatever it was Katerina had done. "Only a dragon... can stop... a dragon..."

Leo was about to retort, but he wasn't certain he could have come up with a better retort than what actually happened next. In fact, he had some trouble believing that it actually happened.

The Headmaster of the Brightscale Academy of the Attuned Arts burst into the library in a blaze of draconic glory, took one look at Ikarad, scowled, then finished the work of Katerina's spell by smashing his face into the ground.

"A dragon would know better than to make such claims," Akkau muttered, clearly irritated. He turned to glance up at Leo, whose mouth hung open in shock. "There you are, student. Please tell me what is happening. This is a most unpleasant weather event to find myself in."

"I will have to wash my jacket," Professor Sternkessel remarked. Because he was here too, apparently. "How bothersome."

"Uh," Leo said. "What are you... I mean... What?"

"Haelforge informed us something strange was happening with the dungeon," Akkau explained. "I had to investigate what was happening with my apprentice, of course. One can never be too careful when it comes to him."

"Your headmaster is a dragon?" Katerina seemed awed. She stared down at Akkau. "You must make introductions, Leo! And lend me one of your notebooks. Actually, give me one of your notebooks. You're not getting it back."

Leo sighed, then decided he would just resign himself to this. Akkau being here was a relief, and it was better than whatever else was probably going to happen. Not to mention that frankly, he hadn't actually wanted to use that spell. [Inversion Stream] was rather disgusting.

He pulled out a set of notebooks, handing one over to Katerina. He had, of course, kept meticulous notes on everything that led up to this moment.

Far better to let his notes do the talking than to try to explain the ridiculousness of everything that had happened so far.





Across the halls and rooms of the University, the tide of the battle began to turn. The four apprentices and their victories were only the start of it: the moment the [Barrier King's Blessing] took effect was the moment many of the University's mages found their second wind.

Together, for the first and what would be the only time in recorded history, they began to push back the Dragonstorm.

Damien made sure that Instructor Hikari's discoveries were passed on to her apprentices, and though it was clear her students were devastated by her loss, they gathered themselves admirably. They chose to disseminate the most useful of her discoveries in a replica of her dying spell, sending out all the tricks she'd learned to the University's instructors to be used against the shades.

With the hallway to the apprentices strangely protected by... whatever it was Cale had done—the remnants of Karadd's brother, the pile of freshly steamed buns, seemed strangely toxic to any other dragonshades that tried to enter the vicinity—Damien chose to heal: he went wherever the Verdant Flame felt weakest, using whatever means he had to reignite that flame.

Flia roamed through its halls, relying on her summoned beasts to sniff out any mages that were in trouble and saving them wherever she could. Her shadows, it turned out, could act even without a direct command, and so her presence alone was enough to reinforce more than a dozen paths that would have otherwise led straight to the apprentices.

Leo's labyrinth sense proved invaluable to Headmaster Akkau and Professor Sternkessel, who he noted fought together like they had done so for centuries. They made such quick work of even the dragonlords that Leo struggled to believe they were truly a threat, though he knew they were. Sternkessel's ability to instantly displace anyone and anything made it impossible to target them, and somehow Akkau's dragonfire seemed like a direct counter to the Dragonstorm. It burned through everything.

Syphus had exhausted most of its power in its fight, and had not recovered its ability to see. It would need a new etherite crown inscribed for it, and Instructor Tajia was magically exhausted besides. It decided to take a nap.

Its version of a nap turned out to be remarkably deadly, though it took some assistance from Branch for it to truly become a weapon. Without its crown, Syphus decided the way it could be most effective was to cast a radiating [Perpetual Motion] and allow Branch to roll it around while it slept. In this way it was able to save three of the University's mages, though it had left several holes behind in the walls by the time it woke.

And it did not have to be said that Thorn, Graystalk, and Adam were able to defeat the dragonlord twins in the University's foyer. Once their weakness was determined, the outcome of the battle was more or less certain, and though they put up something of a fight...

Well, Thorn was a wyldfire mage, and both Graystalk and Adam were powerful in their own right. Even the two most powerful dragonlords (or so they claimed) could not last against them, even if they had attempted a last-minute transformation that merged their forms. Thorn had responded by warping into a monstrosity that Graystalk and Adam both refused to speak about or comment on.

Thorn, frankly, had no idea what the big deal was, though he was quietly rather pleased about it.

That left only Cale. That the tide of the battle had changed at all was indicator enough of how the battle within the vision-realm was going, but had anyone been able to see the fight itself, they might have been amused to see just how one-sided it had become.

Or, well... there was, in fact, one person who was able to observe the fight in all its glory, and from a rather personal point of view, at that.

Cale was still borrowing her eyes, after all.





The Fifth Intersection of the Fog Between Worlds, known also as Ashvali the Fifth, had known nearly nothing about Cale Cadwell Cobbs prior to his arrival to the Haelforge dungeon. The only thing she knew was this: that he existed, and that one day he would determine the fate of all humanity.

Sort of. Technically speaking, the fate of humanity was already written, or the ghosts of what-would-be would not have begun invading the worlds. As the primal deity that determined the outcome of all fates, however, Ashvali had some influence on how a written fate was read.

And she rather favored humanity! There was a reason they were so prolific across all the worlds within the Fog. Though their magical ability as individuals was largely unremarkable, as a whole, they species exhibited a remarkable capacity for influencing and building upon the Source of Magic.

It had something to do with their ideas, she thought. Or perhaps the diversity of culture they shared. Magic in all its forms was rooted in ideas and inspiration, and humanity seemed to have a never-ending supply of it. By themselves they were already an incredible influence on the evolution of the Source, but where they truly shone was when they interacted with all the other species and cultures of the various worlds.

Ashvali had never seen anything like it, and she doubted she would see anything like it again. Though also capable of terrible things, at their best, humanity always managed to find a way to participate in and celebrate the cultures of every species and civilization they made contact with. Their presence made the worlds a greater, more vibrant place, and unremarkable as they might have seemed, their presence made magic itself blossom.

So to her, humanity was something of a precious treasure. One she could ill afford to lose, at that. What would become of the worlds in the Fog without them? Ashvali could see that future in detail, and it was disheartening—many civilizations would pull back and turn more isolationist, and others still would grow to resent the differences around them. War would inevitably result in every future of every world.

Somehow, humanity kept all that stable. They were like that... that stuff that one of them had invented. What was it? Glue? Tape?

Either way, the point was this: she needed a means of reinterpreting their fate. At first she had known no more than that an opportunity would arrive, for one always did. As the future approached, she saw more clearly the shape that opportunity would take.

Now, after more than a millennia of waiting, she finally got to see for herself what he was like, and she was absolutely delighted by what she saw. Honestly, she could not have hoped for a better pawn than Cale Cadwell Cobbs.

The pieces were almost set. Only a few more remained to fall into place, which was admittedly the riskiest part of her plan. After all, Cale did not yet have everything he needed. For that, he would have to return to Utelia before completing the Bitter Path and find that other human.

Hopefully he would pick up on her hints on that matter. It was all she could do to guide him. Once he had what he needed, though, it would be entirely in his hands. What he would do, when faced with humanity's extinction?

It was an exciting question, because for all of Ashvali's knowledge, she still did not entirely know what he was. He was useful, but the source of his existence and how he was able to persist between worlds was a mystery to her. Perhaps there would be an opportunity to find an answer to that soon. She could think of all sorts of uses for his reincarnation trick.

In the meantime, watching him thrash a snake was deliciously entertaining.





The vision-realm that represented the Duat was very nearly a ruin now. It held together only because of the symbolic strength of the Duat itself; without it, the whole place might well have fallen apart when Cale evolved his thirteenth-tier spell [Might of the Mountains], which had caused every mountain in the vicinity to grow animate and sentient. They matched Apophis in size and tossed the serpent around like it was nothing more than a children's toy, causing a regrettable amount of damage in the process.

Fortunately, the fight was over. Apophis no longer had the spirit to fight, and it had accepted its defeat as inevitable. As the vision-realm began to tremble and collapse with the conclusion of their battle and they approached the twelfth and final country of the Duat, it spoke.

"I do not understand how you did this," it said. Its form reverted back to that of the hydra, with the heads of four dragons emerging from its neck. Cale wondered briefly if the pain he saw in their eyes was real. If the true dragons had been watching all this as it happened, unable to stop it. "The storm should have been inevitable. The worlds were ours to retake."

It sounded as if it was pleading with him. Not for mercy, exactly, but for reassurance, or for an answer of some kind.

"We deserved better," it added, the words plaintive and confused. "Did we not deserve better?"

Cale eyed its pitiful form, then sighed. "The dragons that spawned you did," he said after a moment. "They didn't intend for any of this. They just wanted to repay a debt, and they trusted us to come up with a better solution. I admire what they did. I'm not sure I could've done the same."

"And what about us?" the hydra asked. "We exist only because of them. Because of you. We are the castoffs of your existence."

"That might be true," Cale said. "But your choices were your own. The good news is, I think you'll enter the cycle, just like everyone else the Dragonstorm created and gave enough life to speak. If you have something of a soul, you won't be gone forever."

The hydra absorbed this, then spoke again, quiet and bitter. "I can sense your anger," it said. "You are not that different from us. You carry within you the same resentment that created us. Perhaps more. I do not understand how you can ignore it."

Cale snorted. "I don't ignore it," he said, a shadow crossing briefly over his face. "But I don't let it control me, either. I've seen what happens when it does, and I love magic too much to let my hatred turn it into something ugly."

The hydra fell silent and bowed its head. It was battered and bruised—it did not have the strength left to fight even this battle of words. Besides, what was left for it to say?

"For what it's worth," Cale said. "Whatever remains of you in the next life, I hope you remember that, and make some better choices."

A blade of prismatic mana formed in his hands; he slashed, and the vision-realm fell apart around him.

A moment later, the sun began to shine through the fading storm.
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  Cale and his allies found that there was little time left for them to gather themselves once the final remnants of the Dragonstorm had faded away.

It was unfortunate. The University was a mess, and Cale could see in the faces of his apprentices that they wanted nothing more to stay and help the students and instructors here recover. Yet time around them was already beginning to accelerate, to take them to the next part of Adam's story, and even with Cale they could only resist the change for so long.

After all, when they had entered the Bitter Path, they had essentially agreed to a set of rules proposed by the dungeon. While this space they were in could no longer be called that, the rules they had agreed to were still in effect. They had seen and done what the Bitter Path wanted of them here, and it was time to move on.

Whatever they saw next, Cale knew, would be the last of what it wanted to show them. He was almost certain he knew what it would be, for everything in the Bitter Path had been leading up to it. He was less certain if he was ready for it yet, but it wasn't like he had much of a choice either way.

Besides, he was far more concerned about his apprentices at the moment.

"How much time do we have?" Damien asked. His eyes were worried, flitting across the mages gathered within the University's infirmary, presumably trying to calculate how many he would have the time to heal before things accelerated too much for them to interact with this part of the dungeon any longer.

"I'm holding it off, but even with that, not much," Cale admitted. A dome of prismatic flame burned around the University's infirmary, packed with enough mana and intent to ward off the acceleration of time. "Maybe a couple of minutes at best."

He might have been able to stretch it if he poured more mana into it, but he had spent much of his wyldfire already, and he suspected whatever came next was going to need a great deal of his power.

That, and stretching his mana here wasn't going to give them enough extra time to make a difference.

Damien grimaced at his response, but nodded in acceptance. "I'll talk to the healers and help them triage," he said. "I can do it faster than they can with the Verdant Flame. Find any hidden injuries or curses."

"Good idea," Cale said, watching as Damien moved deliberately toward the University's healers.

Before the Dragonstorm, the dreadshade might have struggled to decide on a course of action. Now he understood immediately that there was nothing else they could change about their circumstances, and focused instead on how he could do the most good in the short amount of time they had. Cale was proud of him, of course, but he knew also that such growth wasn't easily earned. How many times had the Dragonstorm forced him to make these decisions, again and again?

Nor was he the only one of Cale's apprentices to change so drastically. They all seemed exhausted from the fight, and they were each injured to varying degrees. He glanced over them again, trying to conceal his worry.

Damien had exhausted most of his mana trying to keep the mages of the University healed throughout the storm. Even now, he was doing his best for them, unwilling to let any of them fall if he could help.

Leo was bruised and battered, for even with Akkau and Sternkessel helping, the fight with the dragonlords had been intense; he'd exhausted much of his mana and all four drops of palewater he'd gathered in a series of labyrinth spells that funneled their enemies away from the instructors and toward the Headmaster.

Syphus had lost the etherite crown that kept its scrying eye stable and was now effectively blind. It hadn't complained about it yet, but it was far quieter than usual, and Cale could only guess at what it was thinking.

Flia...

She was the most affected out of all his apprentices, perhaps, and from the way she kept glancing at the bed Instructor Elizabeth was lying in, Cale could guess why. As far as she was concerned, she had failed one of the people she was trying to protect. There was a weight in her shoulders that had been absent before.

Cale had wanted more than anything to protect his apprentices from this. They were not mages that could turn away from those in need, but that meant also that the path they were on would inevitably hold tragedy. There would be beauty in it, too, but there would be times like these, when they felt like they had failed those they had pledged to protect.

It was the sort of thing that changed you. Cale knew that all too well, and he could see the beginnings of that in Flia now. It was a seed of the same anger he kept within himself—the anger that emerged when he faced someone who was willing to hurt or kill for their power. This was the same anger that killed the two elves willing to sacrifice a child on his arrival to Utelia, and it was the same anger that had eventually birthed Torment's Shadow.

Cale did not think of this anger as evil. But it was something that he knew more than most, and so he knew how important it was to keep in check. He would have to speak with Flia later, once this was over.

Not now, though. Not yet. He knew well enough that there was nothing he could say now that would make her feel any less to blame, no matter that she had made no mistakes that he had seen.

It should have been years before she had to deal with this, though. It should have been years before any of them had to deal with this. Cale saw that the anger was greatest in Flia, but it wasn't absent from the rest of his apprentices. They all had it to varying degrees. How many dead had they encountered, roaming the halls of the University, trying to save everyone they could?

Too many.

"The instructors here were good to us." Flia's gaze lingered on Elizabeth's bed, where she lay taking shallow breaths. There was still a hole where her heart had been, and the only thing keeping her alive was her own pulse of mana. For all that Damien's healing magic had progressed, he did not possess the ability to regrow a heart, and Cale's own attempts to evolve a spell that would assist in the matter had failed to bear fruit.

Her life now would be measured in days. Time enough to say goodbye to her apprentices, perhaps, but a far shorter life than she should have had.

To say nothing of Instructor Hikari, whose apprentices still grieved her. Her body had been put back together, but she lay still and unmoving. Her apprentices hadn't left her side in all the time that had passed, and Cale doubted they would for a long while yet.

But thanks to her, the seeds for change in humanity's very understanding of magic had been planted. Hikari's discoveries would forever change the face of magic. She had known that when she died, according to Damien, and so she had accepted her death with a fierce, defiant joy.

It wasn't enough to comfort any of those that knew her, though, and Cale knew it would never be enough. Not to her apprentices or to those that cared for her. Not even for him, as little as he had known her. A mage like that came around once a century, and in her death humanity had lost something that could never be replaced. The same was true for all the mages of the University who had died in the fight; Cale's barrier spell had saved a number of them, but many had died before he managed to cast it, and others had been too grievously wounded for it to make much of a difference.

Their victory, such as it was, had come at a very real cost.

"They were good to us," Cale agreed finally. He glanced at Headmaster Adam, who stood by silently, his gaze clouded as he looked over the injured and the dying. These were all mages he had personally hired, he had said, and he felt responsible for each and every one of them. Whatever Cale and his apprentices felt, he was certainly feeling a greater version of it.

But he hid it well when he finally turned toward them. Adam bowed low, hands pressed together in a gesture of gratitude. "Thank you," he said, his voice hoarse. "If you had not been here, I cannot imagine the disaster that would have been wrought on my mages."

"I wish we could have done more," Damien said, but Adam shook his head.

"Do not let what might have been consume you," he said. "Your mentor would say the same, I'm sure, but perhaps it will mean more coming from the man who was responsible for all these lives. You should not have had to fight. You are young still, barely at the start of your journeys. That you risked yourselves for us alone is a debt we can never repay. After all, you are students yourselves, are you not?"

"We are, but—" Damien started.

"More lives were saved with you than there would have been without," Adam said. "If there is anything you take away from this, let it be that. You have saved lives this day."

One by one, Cale's apprentices nodded, though they seemed reluctant to accept his words. Flia especially, Cale could tell. She didn't say anything in spite of that, and merely bowed her head. Even with that, she didn't quite manage to hide the way her eyes slid to Elizabeth once more.

Cale understood what Adam was trying to do, though, and he shot the man a grateful look. There was a moment of shared understanding between the two men before Adam spoke again.

"I wish there was more I could give you before we part ways," he said. "I will have my hands full, I think, helping my people recover. If we had only managed to learn more about what will happen to us..."

"Hopefully the kingdoms take you more seriously, now that they've seen the extent and nature of the Dragonstorm," Cale said. "They'll have trouble denying the evidence of that, at least."

"The ones that remain alive will," Adam said, the words grim. "I will do what I can. You will appear before us again, I'm sure, at least once before the end. Perhaps then we will finally know what becomes of us. I don't suppose you know when that may be?"

"Not in the slightest," Cale admitted. There was no way to tell when he didn't know the events of the history they were exploring in the first place. "I don't think there's much left here that we're supposed to see. If I had to guess, we'll show up again right before the end, when everything comes to a head."

"A bit late for answers to change anything, then." Adam was silent for a moment. "Do you think you'll be able to do something about it, the way you did here?"

"I don't know," Cale said, and that was perhaps the most difficult part of all this for him; that he still didn't know the role he had to play here. It was one thing when the dungeon was still just a copy of the past. The fact that this moment in time had been pulled forward into the Abyss, that the people here were real...

If it were even possible to do such a thing, then what would happen now, if he were to prevent the extinction of humanity? It would surely create a paradox. It felt like there was something he was still missing, a piece of the puzzle he needed to understand what he was supposed to do here.

It wasn't whatever this was. If he and his apprentices hadn't been present for the Dragonstorm, Cale suspected the eventual end of humanity would happen all the same. Adam's involvement in it wouldn't change, either. He would likely have managed to find some way to escape, then gone on to do whatever it was he had done to solidify his status as a historical figure of the cosmos.

But their actions here had changed things, and while the outcome was certain, the events that would lead up to it were not. How much would change, exactly, as a result of his actions? As a result of his apprentices?

Was there a way to change enough to give humanity a future?

Lost in thought, Cale was startled when Flia suddenly spoke. "When we meet again in the future, can you tell us what happened to everyone here?" she asked. "I think I'd like to know."

Adam glanced at her, surprised, and hesitated for a moment before he responded. "I will prepare a report," he told her. "Whatever the situation may be when you find me again, look for that report. It will let you know what happened should the situation be too dire for us to discuss it in detail."

"That'll work," Flia agreed.

"Are you all okay?" Cale asked, looking at his apprentices. They were all still alive, he was grateful for that, but none of them had come out of the conflict unscathed.

"We will be," Damien offered. The other apprentices nodded in agreement, and Cale hesitated for a moment before he nodded back. That would have to be good enough.

He turned to Headmaster Akkau and Professor Sternkessel, who waited for him at the edge of his barrier. "Thank you for coming," he told them. "This would have been far worse if you hadn't arrived."

"It is no trouble," Akkau said.

"I believe it was, in fact, a great deal of trouble," Professor Sternkessel remarked. "You may have to duel Haelforge's Headmaster at some point. Akkau has reached the end of his rope with him."

Cale snorted. "At least that's a problem I can deal with," he said. "Let's hope that's somewhere in the far, far future, though. I have enough duels on my plate for now."

"Cale." Akkau placed a heavy hand on his shoulder, his expression a serious one in spite of the banter. "I have lived long enough to know when the workings of fate are in command. Leo told me what this is, at least in part. Are you certain you are ready for what comes next?"

Cale sighed. "I think I'm going to have to be," he said.

"You do not," Sternkessel said. "I was able to cross the bridge to bring us here. If you decide you are not yet ready, we could return before the world resumes, and it will wait for us in stasis. I can take you here again, when the time comes."

That made Cale hesitate. Did he want that? If he could put it off and wait to do it until he was ready? But so much could happen in that time: the dark lord's plans were still underway, and there was the matter of the creatures making their way through the Nothing, using Asterion's labyrinth as a means to claw their way back to the Great Realms...

He thought of the Source of Vitality, then. The Monolith had waited for eons for him, and still he had made him wait longer. Cale had done far too much waiting, in his many lives.

"No," he said. "Thank you for the offer. I'm grateful. But I think I need to do this. I need to know. We'll deal with what comes after."

Sternkessel nodded, as if he had known all along that Cale would choose this. "Then we are with you," he said.

Cale smiled at him in thanks, then let his barrier dissolve. Once more, the world accelerated around them.





"Owwww," Steve groaned, doubling over as his pain intensified once more. "Damn it, I thought this was over!"

Emline rubbed Steve's back gently, one arm braced on his shoulder. Where was Kelegas, anyway? He had been interrogating that new arrival for what seemed like hours, now. It was unusual for someone like him to be gone so long. "You'll be okay," she comforted. "Is it as bad as last time?"

"Not as bad, but..." Steve shook his head, shivering. "It's cold, for some reason. I don't think that's a good sign. If this doesn't stop soon, we might be in trouble."

"The fabric of time again?" Emline asked.

"Yeah," Steve said. "Whoever's messing with it needs to take a break or they're going to rip a hole straight through. Even time needs time to heal, you know. I've always said it."

"I don't think that wisdom is very well-known," Emline said dryly, hiding the true extent of her worry. She had never seen Steve like this, even when he practiced his strongest chronomancy spells.

Hopefully, Kelegas would be back soon, and then they could figure this out.





When Cale and his friends found themselves on steady footing once more, it was at the end of a massive banquet table. He blinked in surprise, in part at the lavish spread of food, and in part at the fact that they were not, in fact, surrounded by demons and fighting off the end of the world.

Adam's voice—old now, from the far end of the table—spoke up. "I suppose I am unsurprised that it is this moment you would appear in," he said wearily. Cale stared at him. How much had he aged? He had a massive beard now, and his skin was wrinkled and spotted with age. Entire decades must have passed.

"It has been fifty years," Adam told him. "And humanity is about to end. Welcome, Cale, to the feast at the end of the world."

There was a slight pause as Cale stared at him, then at the piece of parchment he had retrieved from his robes. That was the report on what had happened to the University's instructors, presumably. He took it, scanned through it briefly, then turned to Sternkessel.

"I changed my mind," he said plainly. "Can we come back in like three weeks? I think I need a break from all this."

Sternkessel's rings rotated in a way that, impressively, somehow managed to convey the idea that he was raising an eyebrow. "You are certain?"

"Very." Cale glanced at Adam. "You'll be fine, right?"

Adam shrugged. "It is a strange thing you have created," he said. "Truebridge or not, this place will be held in stasis if you leave. There would be little consequence to it, if you need more time."

"Good." Cale noticed everyone else staring at him and made a face. "What? I think we've earned a break! And there are things I need to look into before we get any further with this. This isn't a Vital situation."

"Right," Flia said. She sounded a little skeptical, but Cale thought there was a hint of relief in her tone, which only reinforced his decision.

Though that wasn't the only reason he had changed his mind, of course. He gripped the parchment a little more tightly. Adam hadn't entirely spelled out what caused the so-called end, at least for humanity, but he had included in his report enough of a hint that Cale could make an educated guess.

Just enough, in fact, to tell Cale he didn't have all the magics he needed yet. And judging by the lack of surprise on Adam's face and the knowing glint in his eye...

"Well," Cale said. "We'll see you soon, I guess. Three weeks for me, no time at all for you."

"Indeed." Adam smiled. "I look forward to it. May the Fifth go with you."

"I would really rather she didn't," Cale muttered, mostly to himself. From what Damien had told him of her, that would just create a mess. This was probably just a saying, though, right? She wasn't actually going to follow them back through into the Abyss.

"Are we ready?" Sternkessel asked, his tone oddly gentle. Cale took a moment to look around at the feast Adam had prepared and memorize every detail—the food he had laid out, the ostentatious, golden decorations, the overly-large room. He had the odd feeling it was important.

Adam had prepared for this for fifty years, after all, and he was a clever man. Not all things could be put to writing.

"We're ready," Cale decided. "Let's go home."





Steve let out a breath of relief just as Kelegas hurried into the room. "It stopped," he said as the dark lord approached worriedly. He pushed himself gingerly to his feet. "That was... unpleasant. Feels like it's still there, sort of like an unfinished stitch, but it's not tearing itself open anymore."

"Ah," Kelegas said, slowing his pace, though the worried look didn't leave his face. "You are alright, then?"

"For now." Steve grimaced, rubbing his temples as Emline moved to the dark lord's side and gave him a kiss on the cheek. "I'll let you know if anything changes. Did you learn anything from our new... uh, guest? Prisoner? What is he, anyway?"

Kelegas hesitated. That stuck out to Steve, who had never seen Kelegas hesitate like this on anything that was important.

"I do not know," he answered eventually, and he seemed troubled by that fact. "I have yet to decide if he can be trusted. But regardless, we must act on the information he has given us. If there is any chance at all that he speaks the truth, then this Cale Cadwell Cobbs may be the greatest threat to our plans on Utelia."

"What will we do, then?" Emline asked.

"I will disguise myself as a student or professor of a rival academy," Kelegas said. "Joining Brightscale would bring too much attention, but I believe there will be joint exercises before the tournament, and it will allow me to infiltrate the tournament itself as well."

Emline frowned at that. "You're going to do this yourself?"

"I will not risk anyone else being exposed to Cale or his apprentices," Kelegas said. Whatever he had heard from Echo must have truly worried him. "So yes. Keep things stable in my absence, will you?"

"Only if you keep your rage in check." Emline's voice was soft with concern, and Steve was equally worried, though he couldn't bring himself to voice it.

To operate within the domain of the divine like this would exacerbate the effects of being a dark lord. Kelegas could fight it off more than most, but even he was vulnerable to the anger that came with it.

Could he help? He wasn't technically an aberration, unlike Emline. He could live on any of the other continents without any adverse effect. He was here because he had chosen to stay and help, but if Kelegas was going to get personally involved—

"I'll come with you," Steve said, before he could think twice about it. Both Emline and Kelegas looked at him, and he coughed awkwardly, looking away. "I can't... organize things like Emline can. And I can help keep you in check. If you want."

"I would appreciate that," Kelegas said softly. "Emline?"

"It's a good idea," Emline agreed, smiling at Steve. "Take care of him for me, would you?"

Steve nodded, clenching his fists in determination. "I'll do my best."





Ashvali perked up. There it was! Her opportunity! Cale was returning to Utelia, to her relief—she had been briefly worried, when he had chosen to continue on with the Bitter Path. But he had changed his mind, which not only meant things were back on track, but that she could finally find out what exactly the man was.

Or at least how he reincarnated. That, she thought, would give her some kind of hint about his origin. Probably.

Normally such secrets were obscured from her, but here she had three advantages: one, she needed only to look at a moment within Cale's past, which was well within her domain. Two, Cale and his companions were in the space between the Abyss and the Fog, and in that transitory space there was a weakness in the fabric of the worlds that she could take advantage of.

Three, Cale still hadn't dismissed his [Eyes of Ashvali], which gave her direct access to it.

Excellent. The Fifth Intersection tapped into her eyes, then peered excitedly into what would have been the moment just before Cale's very first reincarnation.

If only she had known at the time what she would see.
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  There was only one step left. Reincarnation, after all, required a vessel for the waiting soul.

"What you ask of us is cruel," the mother whispered, carefully cradling in her arms the small, still form of her newborn.

"I know." The Zero-Monolith, known also as the Law of the Cycle, did not shy away from what it was. It was cruelty and kindness in equal measure, the necessity of rebirth bound with the possibility of a second chance. This was the responsibility it held.

"We're going to lose him again," the father said. "You would have our son turn into a stranger."

"I would." The Cycle could have argued with this. It could have reminded them that the child would not lose his memories of his upbringing—that the Cycle was ultimately additive, and did not overwrite who was born. It could have done many things to convince them that this was for the best.

But it would not. It had done enough already. It was approaching them in a moment of great vulnerability, when their mind and thoughts were choked with grief. Was there a better time to approach them? Perhaps. The Cycle did not know. This was the first of many, and it would have to experiment to better understand those nuances.

Yet there was only a small window in which this was possible at all. Perhaps this was the best it could do. It would make sure that this was a choice. It would make sure that the chosen would understand the fullness of what would happen and would not come to resent their child. That was baked into the spell, at least. It would only find those that could handle the choice.

That did not make the choice itself any less cruel.

"But he will have a chance," the mother whispered. The scales on her cheeks glinted, wet, as she drew the veil back and gazed upon her son as though this was the last time she would ever see his face. "We will know who he could have been? We will have time with him and only him?"

"His memories will not begin to return until he is of age," the Cycle promised. "Until that happens, the time you have with him will be yours and yours alone. Even when his memories begin to return, they will do so only in fragments, to give him time to adjust. But he will shed his current form."

"To become human," the father said. "To become this... this anchor you're suggesting the universe needs."

"Yes," the Cycle agreed.

"Are we the first?" the mother asked quietly.

"You are."

"And what will happen if we say no?" the father asked.

"Nothing," the Cycle said. "All will be as it would have been. Your child's soul will join the River, where it will merge with countless others. You will remember nothing of this conversation."

"That is a death in itself," the mother said. "If we agree to this, he would... he would live, would he not? He would live past his own death. His soul will never enter the River."

"It will be but one part of an ever-growing whole," the Cycle cautioned, for it was duty-bound to speak the truth. "And I cannot promise that he will not come to resent his existence in time."

"But he would live," the mother said, clutching the body of her child close to her chest. She looked up at her husband, who reached down to take a hand. Something passed between them, in that moment, a silent conversation that the Cycle did not yet understand, and when it was over the father let out a heavy sigh and then knelt down beside his wife, leaning into her.

"He would live," the father agreed, the words heavy. "And he will carry us with him always."

"We want you to do it," the mother whispered. Her cheeks were still wet with tears, but there was hope in her eyes, now. Hope and grief and a little bit of fear for what might come next. "If you can promise us that no one will notice the change, that he will not live a cursed life because of this, then you have our permission."

"No one will know when it happens," the Cycle promised. "To all except him, it will be as though he was always this. You will not question what he becomes, but you will love him all the same."

Even his parents would forget that their son had not always been human. Their memories would change, when the time came, though their love for their son would not. The Cycle would have liked to leave them with their memories intact, but there were limitations to its power.

There were rules, after all, even for the Cycle, who existed now long before it had even been created.

"Then we are ready," the mother said.

The Cycle bowed its head. It committed this moment to memory: what was first, but would not be the last. The bravery of those that would bear the weight of this cruelty, even if they would not remember the choice. It would remember them all, it decided.

Then it vanished, and a moment later, the still form in the mother's arms began to wail.
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  "What exactly is the point of a magical focus?" Professor Graystalk asked.

He stood where Adam had been standing earlier at the head of the room as he began his lecture. It felt strange to be doing this now, with two of the intended students not even in the room, but they had a way around that: Cale's schedule scroll was still connected to that of his apprentices. The connection was weaker thanks to the dungeon, but Graystalk was relatively certain he could still project the lesson to Flia and Damien.

Whether they were listening was another matter entirely, but he would repeat the lesson if need be. His students were all a little distracted at the moment—he couldn't blame them, he was quite distracted himself—but Graystalk recognized that they all needed the normalcy of this.

Cale most of all. Hence the lesson, poorly timed as it was.

"A focus is created using an arcane core," Graystalk continued, gaze sweeping across the room and lingering briefly on Cale. "Anyone who has used one knows that they fundamentally refine your magic. A traditional Magical Foci professor might tell you that means your spell costs less, and that is true but what is it that the focus is doing to reduce the cost? Why must it use an arcane core, and how does your choice of core impact the result?"

This would be easier to do with a chalkboard, but whatever realm and era they were in evidently didn't outfit the average room with chalkboards. Instead, he paced the length of the room, using various mana constructs to emphasize his points as he spoke.

"Cale?" Professor Graystalk prompted. The human startled a little at the sound of his name, and Graystalk reflected on how strange it was now, to think of him as human and realize that the word held far more weight than he'd known. "You have encountered a great deal of magical foci, I am sure. What can you tell us of them?"

Cale eyed him as if he knew exactly what Graystalk was doing, but answered the question anyway. "It differs from realm to realm," he said. "Although the differences are aesthetic—more about the material requirements than anything else. The arcane core needs to be something magically significant to the realm."

"And why might that be?"

"It's how they work," Cale said, shrugging. "A focus draws on the realm's collective history and knowledge in order to function. A good core ideally has a strong link to it. You can usually bet on a few of the basics to remain consistent, though; wood usually functions as a good arcane core, for instance."

Professor Graystalk smiled. "Very good. Now, knowing this, you might expect that magical foci did not become a part of mage tradition until well after the basic schools of magic had been established. However, this is not the case: our records indicate that mages began to make use of foci almost as soon as magic itself was discovered.

"Among practitioners of the foci-crafting trade, this is typically known as the Origin Paradox. Everything we know suggests that the earliest foci should have been close to useless, but our records suggest that while they were less effective, they were still significantly useful. To date we have found no explanation for this paradox, although..."

Graystalk raised an eyebrow at Cale, who laughed. "I'm afraid I haven't studied foci crafting all that closely, although I might know a couple of secrets."

Now that human was just teasing him. "I will have to inquire with you later, then," Professor Graystalk said, ignoring Cale's smirk. "I favor the theory of natural memory myself, though I will not go too deeply into it for the purposes of this class."

"Natural memory, sir?" Leo glanced up from his notebook, intrigued.

"As I said, I will not go too deeply into it, but..." Graystalk hummed in thought. "Suffice to say it is the idea that mana itself contains memory. It is a somewhat niche corner of magical theory, but explains the Origin Paradox quite neatly; essentially, if it were true, then all magical foci would always have a baseline level of efficacy based on the overall magical progress within the Great Realms. After that, it would depend on the age of your chosen core and how much it has 'experienced', so to speak, before it was harvested."

Syphus perked up suddenly. "Wait," it said. "You're saying that the older an arcane core is, the stronger the resulting foci? Based on how much magical progress the core has experienced?"

Professor Graystalk paused and eyed the construct. "...The specific mechanics are not quite that simple, although you are essentially correct," he said carefully, slightly worried about what Syphus might get up to. It was staring down at itself in a way he found concerning.

"An arcane core generally only taps into magical knowledge that it has been exposed to, which is why older ingredients generally make for better foci," Graystalk explained regardless. "As Cale has kindly pointed out, wood is one of the most common examples of this—wands made of wood are popular because they are effective, and they are effective because trees are natural wardens of a realm's historical knowledge."

"They're basically the most predictable and reliable sources of magical foci," Cale added nonchalantly. "The older a tree is when it's harvested for wandwood, the more powerful the resulting focus."

"I see," Syphus said. "What about rocks? Rocks are older than trees."

"They are not alive," Graystalk said, then took in Syphus's offended stare and re-evaluated his sentence. "Not for our purposes, in any case. An arcane core works best when its materials are harvested from something that is or once was alive. Only a living thing can qualify as having 'observed' a realm's history. There are exceptions, of course—slivers of ancient statues or gemstones exchanged in the founding of a kingdom—but those are few and far between."

Syphus was still staring down at itself. Graystalk sighed. "I suggest you refrain from harvesting yourself for crafting materials until at least the end of all of my lectures, and I do mean all of them. You would not wish to waste such a limited resource, would you?"

Syphus blinked. "Good point," it said. "I'll wait. For now."

Graystalk ignored the ominous way in which it had whispered those last two words. "Regardless," he said, "since you bring it up, we will discuss core malleability. This is essentially an arcane core's ability to retain its memories. A core created out of a living subject better retains those memories. This is why wands of wood and bone are common, for instance, but wands of stone or metal are not. Such materials are often best used for sorcerous imbuements or artificing, which will be covered in their respective classes."

Graystalk hurriedly added that emphasis when Syphus raised its hand again, and it put its hand back down, though it seemed vaguely grumpy about it. At least the others seemed interested—all except Thorn, anyway, who wasn't paying much attention because he'd already been through the equivalent of this class years ago. He had an interest in the crafting techniques of House Graystalk, but until Graystalk started actually teaching that, Thorn was focused on trying to craft a workaround for whatever magic kept their memories of humans blurred.

He wanted to sigh, but managed to keep it in, instead turning his attention to Cale.

It was rare that he had cause to re-evaluate one of his students. He'd been forced to do so with Cale Cadwell Cobbs twice already, and now he was doing it again for a third time in what could not have been more than a month.

Perhaps it was folly to try to place any form of expectation at all on him. That was probably the sensible conclusion, and a greater elf might have left it at that.

Valen Graystalk was not a greater elf. For all that he pretended at being aloof, he had a great passion for magic that few others of his kind shared. It was one of the reasons he had made it as far as he had with only Standard Array spells. Part of that passion for magic was an insatiable curiosity for all of its mysteries, and Graystalk had been presented with his greatest one yet.

Of course, he was not so crass as to reduce Cale's situation down to a mere mystery. He couldn't imagine what it might have been like for Cale, who had walked through worlds knowing that he was perhaps the last of his kind and yet unable to acknowledge it to anyone other than himself.

Worse was the fact that there was every chance he and the others would forget again the moment they stepped out of this dungeon. Cale was alone, and that loneliness was one thing. To have no one else able to acknowledge or even recognize that loneliness...

It was a fate Graystalk would not have wished on anyone. He only wished there was more he could do.

That did not, of course, mean that there was nothing he could do. For now, the best he could do was teach.

He could do that, even if it meant he had to share a few secrets.

"So," Graystalk said. "An arcane core establishes a connection with the memory of the realm and its understanding of magic. The greater that connection, the greater the efficiency of your focus. Who can tell me, based on that, what a focus actually does?"

***

Flia raised her hand impulsively, then put it down, looking mildly irritated. "I hate that he can't hear us," she muttered.

"I can't believe he's just having the lecture without us," Damien said, peering at the projection from the schedule scroll. "We can't even ask any questions."

"That elf is hot," Ashvali said. "Is he single?"

It was remarkable how quickly Flia had learned to treat Ashvali exactly like she did Cale. Perhaps it wasn't the wisest thing to do—Ashvali was certainly more dangerous and unpredictable—but Flia still ignored the question just as she would have if Cale had asked it.

"If you get us back to our friends, you could find out," Damien said, evidently thinking on his feet better than she was.

"Mm. No deal," Ashvali said. "Not yet, anyway. I told you! I can't get you to them even if I wanted to. You have to wait until the time is right."

"Aren't you a god?" Flia asked, unable to help herself.

"I am an Intersection, my dear," Ashvali said sternly. "I represent a collision of possibilities, and in none of those possibilities do you and your friends meet up yet. But it'll happen, don't worry! Besides, it's not like you're missing out. You should explore! Find out more about the people in this motel. They're all very interesting, I assure you."

"Um," Damien said. He looked back up at the projection. "Maybe after class?"

Ashvali pouted. "You two are no fun."
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  THIS CHAPTER IS A BLOOPER (and the last one was a deleted scene from earlier in the book!) I wouldn't normally put this in the chapter body, but I've recently learned that some people block author notes from showing up, and I don't want anyone to be too confused by this.

Book 4 begins on Thursday with Chapter 1, Overpowered Magic Duel.



"When you said you would be back soon," Professor Delia said, looking disgruntled, "I did not think you meant within the hour."

"I like being early for things," Cale said brightly. "I have some new magic! Want to see?"

"No," Professor Delia said, but it was too late; Cale had already cast his new spell. He'd acquired it on the way while testing his failing control—many of his lowest-tier spells were now out of reach for him and would evolve into a new spell when he tried to cast them.

This one just happened to be particularly relevant.

[Starlight Font] was a spell he had first acquired in order to defeat the shadeling queen in the labyrinth Professor Imrys had made him explore with his apprentices. It was, technically, still within the realm of possibility for him. The first time he'd tried to cast the spell, however, he'd inadvertently injected too much mana into it. He still wasn't used to how much control he'd lost, and while the calibration had helped, there was nothing quite like actually casting the spells to figure out how much mana needed to flow into them.

The amount for [Starlight Font] took a great deal of focus. A single lapse was enough to push the spell to its next evolution, which in this case had turned out like so:

Mana overload detected! Attempting to compensate...

Adjusting spell construct...

[Starlight Font] has evolved into [Bottle the Sun]!

[Bottle the Sun, Level 1] [Thirteenth Tier (Unique), Active] [1.0e31 Mana]

Bottle the actual sun. Please consider the potential effects on the realm when casting this spell. Attempting to move the bottle may have far-reaching effects.

...His concentration had lapsed rather a lot, in fact, not that he would admit to it. He just immediately dismissed the spell and whistled innocently, even as his companions stared suspiciously at him. The bottle was transparent. It was fine! It was barely noticeable unless you were staring directly at the sun, and the most that happened to the realm was slightly less sunlight reached them. It was like it was suddenly a slightly cloudy day, despite the sun shining down in full view.

None of this, of course, excused Cale casting the spell again, but he needed to confirm that he knew what a thirteenth-tier spell felt like in terms of mana expenditure. Casting spells from the Gift consistently was important if he wanted to use its spells as a tool. If the spells he cast kept evolving whenever he tried to cast them, then he wasn't going to be able to use the Gift reliably.

And Professor Delia would probably appreciate there being a little less sunlight, being a gargoyle and all.

Or that was his thought process, anyway.

"What just..." Professor Delia looked around, frowning. "I feel as though something is very, very wrong."

"A rather strong sense of foreboding," Professor Graystalk agreed. "I do hope you're operating with an appropriate amount of restraint, Mr. Cobbs."

"Um," Cale said.

"Is it just me, or does it feel a lot cooler all of a sudden?" Damien asked. "Temperature wise, I mean."

"Cale," Flia said. "Please tell me you didn't cast a spell that did something to the sun."

"Okay, I won't," Cale said innocently. His apprentices stared at him—Flia and Leo with an exasperated expression, Syphus with a look of utter delight, and Damien in concern—while Graystalk stared up at the sun and then let out a groan.

"Cale, are you insane?!" he asked, exasperated. "You cannot bottle the literal sun! That kind of spell would have far-reaching effects on the realm if you were to mess it up even slightly! The glass alone would absorb the heat—"

"Well," Cale said. "The Gift shouldn't have given me a spell called [Bottle the Sun], then. Besides, it's probably fine! It says it won't have far-reaching effects unless I move the bottle."
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  The Brightscale Academy of the Attuned Arts had endured many dangers that should have destroyed its foundations, but nothing had ever threatened its existence quite like the coming duel between Astiviya, the Goddess of War, and one mildly irritated Cale Cadwell Cobbs.

It was no wonder that Headmaster Akkau and the various mages of his faculty pulled out all the stops, working to build a dueling arena that would hopefully minimize the odds of their entire academy being annihilated. Along with quite possibly the continent it was sitting on. For some reason, they hadn't seemed particularly comforted by Cale's repeated assurances that he wouldn't allow Astiviya to do such a thing.

"It's like they think I'm going to annihilate the continent," Cale complained to one of his apprentices. Flia had mostly recovered from her experiences in the Bitter Path, and while the water that made up her elemental form remained somewhat turbulent, she was herself enough now to look mostly just bemused by Cale's complaints.

"That's because they do think you'll annihilate the continent," she said dryly. Her gait was steady as she walked alongside him, the two of them making their way to the newly-built arena. Cale's duel with Astiviya wasn't due for at least another hour, but he'd been asked to arrive early to help reinforce the barriers surrounding the place.

"Why?" Cale asked, exasperated. "It's not like I've been going around blowing up continents!"

"Do you really need to ask?" Flia gave him a flat look.

Cale grumbled under his breath. He knew perfectly well why Akkau and the rest of his professors were being cautious, of course, but that didn't mean he wasn't going to complain about it. Their upcoming duel had been the talk of the academy for the past week, and there had been no getting away from it. Every student and level of mage from plainroot to wyldfire were invested in its outcome, though their expectations differed.

It was kind of funny, actually. They all knew by now that Cale was the Headmaster's apprentice, but many of the plainroots and some of the palewaters still didn't believe the rumors that surrounded him. They were, they claimed, just looking forward to watching an arrogant student get beaten up by a goddess.

In fact, Cale had noticed a small contingent of them starting to strut around in what appeared to be Astiviya's religious symbols, presumably as some kind of statement against him. One student passed him now, wearing earrings of the blood spear she wielded, and he grimaced.

"I still can't believe they started a fanclub," he said once the student was out of earshot, shaking his head. "They realize Astiviya was threatening our school, right?"

Flia turned to stare at him. "They started... Cale, it's called a church, not a fanclub."

Cale blinked. "Are you sure? They put up posters and everything."

"Paintings," Flia said.

"And they have the action figures?"

"Idols." Flia rubbed a hand over her face. "You're doing this on purpose, aren't you?"

Cale grinned. "I'm just saying, there might be some denominations of her worshippers that I respect, but these ones aren't it. They might as well be a fanclub. They basically just organized around her because they're jealous of the new kid."

"I hate that you kind of have a point." Flia shook her head, though she couldn't hide the slight smile that slipped across her face. Cale was glad to see it—it was another sign of her recovery. "You won't have any doubters after the duel, at least. It'll be hard to deny what you can do once they see it for themselves."

"Eh, you'd be surprised. People are really good at lying to themselves, especially when they're mages." Cale chuckled. "But they're plainroot mages and they aren't regularly going on adventures that could kill them, so it's the sort of mistake they're allowed to make. Best get it out of the way now, before they hit darkwood and start taking jobs that'll get them killed if they don't assess their enemies correctly."

"Very pragmatic of you." Flia raised an eyebrow. "This doesn't have anything to do with how none of the wyldfire mages doubt you, does it?"

Cale scoffed. "My ego does not depend on a bunch of wyldfire mages respecting me," he said. "But it is nice that Thorn made sure they all knew I was the real deal, even if he pretends he didn't. You know, I think he might like me."

"Are you sure he doesn't want to strangle you?" Flia deadpanned.

"Those two things aren't mutually exclusive," Cale began. "I'll have you know I wouldn't be opposed to—"

"If you finish that sentence, I'm going to leave," Flia said, narrowing her eyes dangerously. "And I won't come back in time to watch your duel."

Cale looked stricken. He placed a hand over his heart, then conjured his most innocent expression. "I would never."

"Very good." Some of the sternness vanished from Flia's expression as she laughed, shaking her head. "You know, it's no wonder no one believes you're a wyldfire mage. You don't act like one half the time."

"First rule of being a true mage: never be what people expect you to be."

"You need to stop changing what the first rule is."

"I can't." Cale lifted a finger and tapped the side of his nose knowingly. "The first rule of being a true mage is that the first rule always changes."

Flia rolled her eyes and hid her laughter, letting out an exaggerated sigh instead. "Let's just go meet up with the others."





The dueling arena, if it could be called that, was about as ready as it could possibly be. All that remained was to perform the summoning that would call Astiviya's divine presence to return to Utelia. A vast circle drawn out in the center of the arena would accomplish that task, once they were ready.

But first there was the matter of organizing the students that had come to observe the duel.

At first, Headmaster Akkau had been adamant that none of the students and few of the professors would even be allowed to attend and observe the duel. It was far too dangerous, he argued. The scale of magic that they knew would be thrown around—both by the Goddess of War and her opponent—was not the scale of magic any mortal or immortal mage ought to be exposed to unless they were wyldfire mages themselves.

Professor Graystalk, who was not yet a wyldfire mage himself, had an excellent counterpoint: being in the vicinity of such magics was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for any mage.

It was no secret that a sustained volley of high-tier spells tended to leave an imprint behind on the fabric of magic itself, and it was often said that if a mage could find one of these imprints, they could grow their own magic by leaps and bounds. All the better if a mage was present for such an exchange, though obviously that approach came with significantly more risks. On the off chance that they survived, however...

Well, no one was quite sure how it worked, but the elemental chaos that resulted from such intense magical exchanges seemed capable of knocking something loose within the mages in its vicinity. The survivors of a battle between two gods, for instance, often found themselves with vastly improved elemental resonances.

More importantly, many of those that struggled to advance their mana cores would find it suddenly easier, as though some key insight into the process had been granted to them.

Even those mages that had already reached wyldfire could benefit, though the results tended to be far more unpredictable for them. Occasionally, they would achieve a new understanding of whatever form of magic they specialized in. Other times, they would find in the aftermath that they had a newfound affinity for mana control, or were able to handle more simultaneous instances of mana at once.

So ubiquitous was this effect that it was known in many realms as an Inspiration. When great mages fought, it was said, they left an Inspiration imprinted on both the battlefield and all those around them.

Which was why it was unsurprising, perhaps, that once Professor Graystalk pointed out that this fight would likely produce a high-level Inspiration, the wyldfire mages of Brightscale Academy began clamoring to be allowed to observe the fight. They had been passively interested before, but were so used to the idea of other mages being weaker than they were that they hadn't considered the possibility of this particular one helping them grow until they'd been reminded.

And that had opened the gates for everyone else, really. If the wyldfires were going to be involved in force, then they had all the protection they needed for any other mage that wanted to observe. If anything was capable of getting past the arena's defenses and the wyldfires in charge of maintaining them, simply being absent from the arena itself would do nothing to save them.

So Headmaster Akkau had reluctantly approved turning the duel into something of an event for their school. It was, after all, supposed to be how their academy proved themselves ready for the Fettered Divinity tournament. That Astiviya had targeted and challenged the one student entirely capable of overwhelming her magic was just her own misfortune.

She was still a goddess. Akkau knew very well that any being capable of reaching and sustaining their divinity would have no small number of tricks up their sleeves. He also knew, however, that Cale himself was familiar with all those tricks.

After all, how many gods unfit for their seats had he already slain?

Akkau would not soon forget the look in Cale's eyes when he had asked that question. Cale had only shaken his head and answered that he would not want to know, and somehow, Akkau had believed him.





A Utelian duel was structured in the form of three challenges, and though the last duel Cale had fought had been against a simple plainroot elf, it turned out that those basic rules did not change even when one was fighting a god. Cale would pick two challenges to start with, and Astiviya would pick the third, to be handled if he lost either one of his challenges.

The last time Cale had participated in a duel, he had deliberately picked a second challenge he had known he would lose. To do so again against a goddess, however, would only be the height of arrogance.

...He was kind of tempted to do it anyway.

"You're going to pick normal challenges, aren't you?" Damien asked, as if sensing what Cale was thinking. Ah, his favorite dreadshade apprentice, always fretting over him! Poor Damien sounded both worried and suspicious all at once. "Please tell me you're picking normal challenges. Like mana capacity or something."

"Of course I'm picking normal challenges," Cale said, blatantly lying. Damien stared at him, and it became very clear that his apprentice did not believe him in the slightest. After a moment in which neither of them blinked, Cale threw in his brightest, most convincing grin.

It didn't seem to do anything to help. Once again, Cale was impressed by how perceptive the dreadshade was. Fortunately, Akkau chose that moment to start making an announcement, saving him from having to respond to his apprentice.

"The duel between the Goddess of War and Cale Cadwell Cobbs will begin shortly," the old dragon boomed, his voice amplified by magic and echoing all across the stadium. "Once again, I ask that every one of you stay behind the barriers that we have established. Do not cast any magic. Do not attempt to bypass the barriers. If you must record the battle, use an approved scrying crystal to do so. Do not attempt to scry through the barriers yourself. They will blast you, and I have instructed our healers to heal you only enough that you may keep your lives."

This was a lie, of course. Akkau was far too softhearted to do this, although from what Cale knew of the Brightscale healers it was very likely they would make good on his threat all on their own. They could be harsh with students that didn't take their own safety seriously.

"Once the Goddess is summoned, I implore you not to comment on the battle, no matter how much you may feel the urge to. You are here to learn and to benefit from the effects of an Inspiration, should one happen to be created. You are not here for entertainment, or to mock a god, or to mock my apprentice." Akkau paused and gave the academy students his most severe expression, his gaze sweeping across them. "I hope you all understand what an opportunity this is. Do not waste it. That is all."

With that, Akkau inhaled, then blew a breath of bright dragonfire over the circle inscribed into the arena grounds. The fire spread along the lines of the summoning circle, then grew higher, then higher still. Soon it was a roaring blaze of white, nearly impossible to see through.

Cale was quietly impressed—this was more mana than he had ever seen Akkau expend before. He had, it seemed, given up on hiding the true extent of his strength.

Then the dragonfire began to reshape itself into the form of a tall, four-armed woman wielding four blades, and the telltale signs of a divine aura spilled out over the battlefield. The arena barrier stopped it cold, creating a stark contrast between either side of it. For a moment it seemed as though the arena within was saturated with color, while the stands outside, full of Brightscale mages of every capacity, were gray and lifeless.

Cale chose that moment to step through the barrier, sticking both his hands in his pockets so he could lift one up in a lazy, casual wave. "Welcome back," he called out cheerfully. "I'm ready for our duel now. Also, no particular reason, but did you by any chance happen to curse an elven child some decades ago?"

Astiviya's radiant form abruptly cut out so she could glower imperiously at him. "This is how you greet your goddess?" she asked, her tone scornful.

"This is how I greet a goddess," Cale corrected. "I would greet my goddess very differently. Or god, for that matter. And you haven't answered my question."

"You are concerned about your professor," Astiviya said. "You plan on taking revenge for him? You should worry about yourself, first."

"I did," Cale said. "I've been worrying about myself all week. Wanted to get it out of the way, you know? So now I'm free to worry about my friends."

Astiviya growled. "We will pick our seconds," she said, trying to ignore his attempts to needle at her. Mostly unsuccessfully, judging by how tightly she was gripping her swords. "And you will pick your challenges. You will not waste my time with this tomfoolery."

"Answer my question," Cale repeated, and this time there was a bite of steel in his voice. Astiviya looked taken aback for a moment before she sneered.

"Yes," she said. "If you must know, it was I that placed a curse on your professor. He tried to lessen my power."

"He was a child."

"And? Should I show mercy to every child that might usurp my domain? Does a goddess have to bend to the whims of children?"

"A goddess wouldn't be worried about children usurping her domain, I should think," Cale said. "And frankly, if a child did manage to usurp her domain, she probably didn't deserve to have it in the first place."

Astiviya narrowed her eyes and gritted her teeth. "Enough. Who is your second?"

An armored form lumbered up behind Cale, gleaming red. Its presence was entirely magically silent—it had concealed itself completely, until now.

"This guy," Cale said brightly. "Old friend of mine. How about yours?"

Astiviya raised a hand toward the heavens, and divine magic swelled. A moment later, the clouds parted, and a slender, pale figure descended to land by her side.

An explosion of clashing divine intent followed, rippling out throughout the arena. Just like the first time Akkau had summoned the gods, the presence of more than one clashing domain could easily disrupt the mages in the vicinity as it laid havoc upon all the mana in its range. The first time this had happened, it had been an accident, and Cale's entire plainroot Divine Studies had nearly collapsed.

This time, she was doing it deliberately. As some sort of statement, Cale suspected. But the ripple of clashing divine power reached the arena's barriers and just... stopped. Astiviya seemed nonplussed; she narrowed her eyes at the barriers. "What is this?" she demanded. "Did you believe such barriers were necessary for a simple duel? I will not cause such destruction."

Cale was too busy staring at whoever it was Astiviya had summoned. "I have a better question," he said. "Who's this guy? Why'd you summon a naked twink to be your second? Is this an exhibitionism thing? Because I didn't consent to this."

Astiviya gritted her teeth. "This is the Prince of Peace," she said. "My consort. A god in his own right."

"And he's naked because..."

"Peace does not come with weapons," the Prince said, his voice quiet but strong. "I show that I am unarmed in all ways."

"All ways except one," Cale muttered. "That thing's basically a sword. Put on a sock or something."

"Your challenges," Astiviya demanded.

Cale sighed, then stared up at Astiviya. "You know, if you had shown even the slightest bit of regret for forcing a child to live with a curse, I would have gone with my original plan," he said. "Something lighthearted so we can put on a bit of a show for the kids. Maybe a bit of minion chess. Have you ever played minion chess? I miss that game."

"What are you talking about?" Astiviya asked, exasperated, though Cale noted that the Prince of Peace beside her looked intrigued. He did seem like the sort that would be into minion chess. Cale made a quick note of that for later.

"Nothing important," Cale said. "I think I'm abandoning that plan now. I need you to understand why this matters and how much you made my friend lose with your little curse. So I'd like to issue a second challenge."

The goddess stared at him for a moment. "And what challenge is that, little plainroot?"

Cale decided not to disavow her of that notion for now. "We're going to win all three of our challenges," he said. "If I lose even one of them, the victory goes to you. But if I win, you apologize to my friend personally."

Astiviya's grip on her swords tightened, trembling with rage; beside her, the Prince placed a hand on one of her elbows, as if to urge calm. She took a deep breath before she spoke.

"If you are able to do such a thing, I will not only apologize, but bestow a Blessing upon the Graystalk child," she said. "And upon his parents, to make up for the time they have lost."

Cale blinked. "That's surprisingly generous of you."

"You will not win two challenges against a goddess, let alone three," Astiviya said. "I lose nothing by being generous."

That wasn't strictly true, but Cale said nothing to deny it. He could afford the divine a bit of grace. Many of them were bound to act in ways that would expand the reach of their domains. It was no true surprise that Astiviya would play the part of someone stubborn and ignorant, willing to start what might be a decades-long feud for the simple reason that she was offended.

But it said something interesting, too, that her consort was someone known as the Prince of Peace. It spoke of one who fought against their chains. Not well, perhaps, but ever since his time in the Bitter Path, Cale had begun to wonder.

Gods and goddesses acted differently around him. For the longest time, he had chalked this up to nothing more than his attitude and approach, yet the more time they spent around him the more human they seemed to be.

And if he was right about that, then this duel could serve as what she needed to become more than just her domain. Best to take it seriously.

"My challenges are mana quantity and magical combat," he said.

Astiviya seemed like she had been expecting some sort of trick. She frowned at the suggestion. "Foolish," she said. "You believe you will defeat a goddess of war in matters of mana and spellwork?"

"Obviously," Cale said. "Your challenge, please."

Astiviya narrowed her eyes, and something inscrutable passed through her expression. The Prince seemed to sense something and reached out for her again, but before he could calm her, she took a step forward.

"I choose trial by mundane battle," she said, all trace of self-contemplation vanishing; in its place was an ugly sneer. "You will fight me without your magic."

Cale froze, allowing the first hint of uncertainty to slip into his expression. "...I thought the whole point of this was to prove we have the magic we need to participate in the tournament."

"It was," Astiviya said. "But now you wish for me to apologize personally to a mortal you claim I have wronged; the stakes have changed. Do you wish to withdraw?"

Seconds passed, and the whole stadium seemed to hold its breath. Eventually, Cale sighed once more.

"I do not," he said. "I accept your terms."

  

    
        158 — Book 4, Chapter 2 — Overpowered Magic Duel, Pt 2

    
    
    
    
  There was something suspicious about all this, although Astiviya had not yet placed what that was.

Why had these realmborn creatures constructed a barrier this absurdly overwrought? They were only going to have a simple duel. She was well aware of her reputation—a reputation she had acquired deliberately, in large part due to the trappings of her domain—but while war and spite were among the cornerstones she embodied, she was hardly known for punishing whole institutions over simple slights like these.

Hers was the domain of war, after all, and those institutions had to exist in order to wage it. The same went for those individuals that harbored grudges against her or others. It didn't matter if the war they fought was external or internal, so long as it was a war hard fought. To destroy Brightscale Academy would have been an act outside of her domain: better to embitter them against her, that they would war against her to remove her from her throne.

They would not be able to participate in the upcoming tournament as a result, yes, but that was a small price to pay. What were the odds that they were the school most deserving of the Seed? And with the dark lord on the move, it was better to minimize the number of schools attending, so he would have less of an opportunity to infiltrate it.

But something was wrong. Astiviya was beginning to feel that she had greatly misjudged this mage. The barrier surrounding them was itself an oddity, and the attending crowd was another one, for there was a strange gleam of anticipation in many of their eyes.

Most importantly, she did not feel the rising tide of War, as she would have if this event would lead to the conflict she hoped. Precognition was not among her divine abilities, but she could usually sense what actions would most encourage war, as she had when she challenged Brightscale to begin with.

That feeling was strangely absent now. That had never happened to her in all her centuries of divinity. She didn't know what exactly she felt in its place, but it was strange and unfamiliar.

A warning sign, to be sure. Astiviya had not achieved divinity by disregarding signs like these. She reached out with her divine will to probe at this insolent mage, wondering if he had hidden his strength from her in some way. Yet even if he had, he was not a god. No matter how great his strength, he had no chance against the divine, surely? Even if he were a hidden wyldfire of some regard, it was not like she would lose...

Though not even a wyldfire should have had the ability to hide the extent of their power from her, and the probe seemed to confirm it. He seemed like nothing more than an overconfident novice, even to careful analysis.

She felt a strange sense of foreboding, all the same.

"You are anxious, my love," Purén murmured from beside her. Astiviya scoffed, folding both sets of arms across her chest.

"The Goddess of War does not experience such trivial things as anxiety," she declared, though she regretted the words almost as soon as she spoke them. That had sounded far more impressive in her mind.

"I am well aware. You have said as much before," Purén said, laughing softly. She hated how soothing the sound was. If they didn't have so many watching them, she would have dragged him off to see what other sounds she could draw out of him. "I do try to keep a list of the many emotions you claim not to have, my dear, but it can be difficult to recall the specifics. Perhaps it is worth exploring the source of this nonexistent anxiety regardless?"

"I feel he is hiding something," Astiviya admitted, the words a low murmur to make sure none of her enemies overheard. "This arena is too strongly fortified against my power. There must be a trap within."

"I do not sense the presence of any traps," Purén said, the words as serene as ever.

"There must be something," Astiviya insisted. Sometimes his perpetual lack of reaction to anything and everything frustrated her, though she knew that was a part of his domain, just as her own pursuit of conflict and escalation was a part of hers. "What do you sense, then? Is he a plainroot novice?"

Purén divine senses were stronger than her own, loathe as she was to admit it. If he probed more closely, then perhaps—

"Is that what you sense?" Purén asked. There was no indication that he had expended any effort at all, or that he even thought there was a need to. "How curious. He does not strike me as such."

"What?" Astiviya asked, disbelieving. She reached out again with her senses, imposing her divine will upon this Cale Cadwell Cobbs, and she found again what appeared to be nothing more than a plainroot core.

But it should have been impossible for any realmborn creature to deceive one of the divine! Her intent alone would pierce the veil of any illusion. It didn't matter that Purén was better at this than she was. There should have been no difference in the results unless they were up against another divine being. And that was impossible, because they would have known.

More importantly, the fact that Purén had divined something different with no apparent change on Cale's part suggested that this was some sort of automatic defense, perhaps based on trust. Which suggested, in turn, that Cale trusted him by default more than he did her! That was absurd. She had threatened him, yes, but she was still one of the major divinities in Utelia.

"Human!" Astiviya snapped. "You are hiding the strength of your core from me!"

Cale looked, of all things, genuinely surprised. "Am I?" he asked, as though he hadn't known what he was doing. He looked down at himself, frowned, then shook his head. "Can't do anything about that, I'm afraid. My mana control is still a little off. Don't worry, you'll see it once we get started with this challenge."

Astiviya stared at the human in disbelief. What did he mean, he couldn't do anything about it? Was he suggesting that whatever he was using to deceive a god was not only some automatic process, but so trivial that he couldn't turn it off?

That felt somehow even more insulting than him simply hiding his strength from her.

"When this challenge begins," she snarled, "you will face humiliation. Remember that feeling when we are done. We will end this before it even begins."

"My dear," Purén said. "I am certain you do not mean those words."

"I most certainly do," Astiviya disagreed, scowling.

"She does not," Purén said, this time directing the words to Cale. He dipped his head in an apologetic bow. "I promise you that her true self is much opposed to these actions, strange as it may sound."

"Nah, I get it." Cale shrugged. "It's fine. She's going to have to eat her words anyway."

"Oh?" Purén sounded politely curious. Astiviya hated it. His calm made her want to pin him down against the nearest divine furniture that could withstand their collective might. Unfortunately, no such furniture existed where they were, though the barrier might have made a decent substitute...

Astiviya realized belatedly that she had gotten distracted, and tried to pay attention as Purén continued. "It does occur to me that the Gift is taking unusually long to generate a construct capable of testing your respective mana capacities," he said. "I would expect it to take quite a while for a duel with any divine being, but this exceeds even that."

"I think it's trying to be careful," Cale said. "You know, at some point I should probably get something for the Gift. I feel like it's doing me a lot of favors. I don't suppose you have any ideas?"

"Those that worship it occasionally make offerings," Purén said thoughtfully. "There is a provision for such things. You make a prayer, much like you do to begin a duel, and it will accept what has been offered. This is more often a trade than a true gift, however."

Cale considered this for a moment. "That could work. I don't suppose you happen to know what it likes?"

Astiviya didn't hear whatever Purén said in response, mostly because the two of them and their polite conversation was driving her insane, and she needed to stop listening before she did something stupid. Purén did tend to get along with these realmborn with remarkable ease, but even for him, this was absurd. This mage was her rival! What was he doing, having a polite conversation with her rival?

Wait, no. When had she started to think of Cale as a rival to begin with?

Astiviya groaned and stormed away, fuming and ready to return only when the Gift was finally done preparing its measurement construct. What was taking it so long, anyway? It occasionally mediated disputes between the gods through duels that were similar to these, and even then, it did not take nearly this long to—

As if sensing her thoughts, the Gift chose this exact moment to flash a message to every mage in attendance.

Preparations complete. The first challenge will begin shortly.

The skies opened up above them, and Astiviya stopped in her tracks to stare as an immense scale of pure mana descended from above. There was a faint ripple as it passed through the arena barrier before it landed gently on the ground.

At least, it appeared to. It still unleashed a shockwave the moment it made contact, cracking the foundational stone of the arena beneath it; Astiviya flinched slightly as the force of its landing blew past her.

Astiviya, Goddess of War, you will begin. Imbue the [Weighing Stone] on your end of the scale with your chosen amount of mana.

Astiviya was too busy staring at the scale. A mana capacity challenge like this did not ordinarily involve a scale—the [Weighing Stone] itself was ordinarily sufficient. Those things were terrible at measuring anything precise, but it did consume vast amounts of mana and express it as physical weight. It was a convenient way for the gods to measure themselves against one another, since the sheer quantity of mana they had was too great to measure with precision.

The power of the gods varied greatly enough that it was often clear from that alone who the victor was, but even if a scale was needed, the gods could simply procure it themselves. Who in the world was Cale to have acquired such favor with the Gift that it was helping him make one? And why was it necessary in the first place?

Bah. It didn't matter. Astiviya stepped to her side of the scale, her head held high. All she had to do was imbue her side of the scale with a fraction of her mana.

There was some strategy to the order in which Cale had issued his challenges, she could admit. Starting with a mana capacity challenge meant that misjudging one's opponent became a real danger: if she wasted too much mana here, she would be weakened for the subsequent magical battle.

But since he was a mortal, it didn't matter how much she spent here. Even the slightest fraction of her mana would be enough... to...

Astiviya's thoughts trailed off as she caught a glimpse of Cale's side of the scale. Why in all the infernal realms had the Gift seen fit to create was a massive pile of [Weighing Stones] for him?! They were practically falling off the pan!

"What is this?" Astiviya demanded, bristling immediately at the way her own voice held a touch of nervousness—this was not how a Goddess of War was supposed to sound, "Is the Gift expressing favor in a duel, now? Is this meant to make me falter or misjudge him? This does not strike me as impartial."

Preparations were made for the most likely outcome. The test remains impartial.

What did the Gift mean, the most likely outcome?! Astiviya ground her teeth together in frustration, but did not deign to respond. If this was the game, then so be it. She did not need such cheap tricks to achieve her victory here.

"Fine," she growled. "It does not matter. Thanks to your additional challenge, all I must do is win a single one of these. I will not let this display of yours intimidate me into wasting all my mana."

Purén coughed politely beside her. "I believe you mean you will still win all the challenges, my dear."

Astiviya froze. When had she started to think she would lose one or more of these challenges?

"Yes," she said, recovering. "I only mean to say that I will not succumb to such tricks."

Before she could think much more on that slip-up, she placed her hand on the [Weighing Stone] and shoved her mana into it.

And yet no matter what she told herself—no matter how many times she reminded herself that it did not matter, that this mortal would not beat her in any challenge—she could not bring herself to imbue the stone with more than five percent of her total mana. Trying to push further made that sense of foreboding come screaming back. Some ancient instinct, deep within her, warned her that she needed all her mana for what would come.

Try as she might, she couldn't push past it, and eventually she took a step back, glaring at the scale. It had tipped in her favor nonetheless, and no mortal would beat even five percent of her mana. Making a [Weighing Stone] grow in weight by even a single kilogram was a feat in itself. It had been designed for gods, after all, and hers had grown by at least three hundred.

"There," she said. From the way Purén glanced up at her in concern, she knew he had noticed how little she placed into the stone.

Cale Cadwell Cobbs, imbue the [Weighing Stones] on your end of the scale with your chosen amount of mana.

Cale stepped forward, and Astiviya found herself holding her breath. This was it, she told herself—this would expose this mage as a fraud. The scale wouldn't even tip in his favor—

Every single stone on his side of the scale lit up simultaneously, and the whole thing slammed hard on the other side, to the point where Astiviya's own stone was launched straight up into the air. The scale itself remained intact, though the construct fractured in several places. Astiviya stared at it, her mouth falling open.

"Huh," Cale said, scratching the back of his head. "Oh! Is this scale based on the new one at the Fire Elemental Shrine?"

That is correct. It was calculated that it could best withstand your mana. Likewise, the quantity of [Weighing Stones] was chosen to minimize the odds of you causing one of them to collapse into a black hole.

"Yeah, that's probably fair," Cale said. "Thanks, Gift."

You are welcome.

Astiviya tried desperately to process both the human and the Gift's responses. The Gift reserved this element of itself only for the divine—how exactly was Cale getting it to reply as though they were friends?

Purén's fingers wrapped around her hand, and Astiviya realized belatedly that her breathing had grown frantic; she let out a breath, thankful for his presence, and squeezed it gently. Something within her was beginning to shake, but whether it was her or simply the chains that bound her...

Astiviya hated to admit it, but hers was a miserable existence. She remembered little of how she had acquired the domain of war, but it should have been more than this. Perhaps war itself was not glamorous, but it had once meant something to her. Now it was nothing more than one constricting expression of her being.

How strange a thought for the Goddess of War to have.

It was a truth that all that was divine had to reflect their domain in one way or another, and though some were able to choose which aspects of that domain to reflect, others were less fortunate. Astiviya was among the lesser, in that regard. She held great divine power, and the cost was that she had never been able to choose which aspects of her domain she reflected.

Wars waged internally. The strife that came from a grudge long held. She was war without and within, but of the aspect she reflected, it was mostly the wars held within.

Perhaps Purén had been right, and this was an opportunity. Before, she had not dared to hope, but now?

Well, it remained to be seen. Her domain still demanded that she throw everything she had at this human when the duel began. It demanded many things of her, really.

"I will not allow your tricks any longer," she said. Divine power began to shine from her—golden mana coiled along the edges of her body like smoke, and her eyes began to glow. "The duel is next. When the Gift declares us ready, you will perish. But consider yourself fortunate to have won a victory over the Goddess of War."

"Kay," Cale said. Astiviya did her best not to rise to the bait.

The second challenge may begin. The victor will be the first mage to break their opponent's barrier.

Astiviya cast [Shades of War], and a terrible mist of blood began to rise around her. Figures moved within that mist, slowly coalescing out of the ether—soldiers that had once fought in wars long past, now called to battle again. Each one was a great mage in their own right.

"Survive this, if you can," she said coldly, but her voice was distant, even to her own ears.
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  Cale did consider attempting to end the battle immediately, but there were several problems with that.

The first was that he wasn't certain that any blow that would break Astiviya's barrier would not also kill her. He had slain many a god before, but never when they were still subject to the whims of their domain. For all of Astiviya's power, he was now certain she was not entirely free. A result of war cults like the Red Hunters, no doubt—the people of a realm often had more influence over their gods than they thought, and the shape of their beliefs could change how those gods manifested to them.

The second was that regardless of their respective amounts of mana, she was still one of Utelia's deities, and thus could not be underestimated. Much like Professor Sternkessel, some of her magic would hold dominion over his, by sheer virtue of her nature as part of the realm itself. Cale had a way around that, but he didn't particularly want to use it here, and it was rather costly besides. There was no reason to pull them out here.

Third and most important was that he understood just as well as Brightscale's professors did that this was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for many of its students. An Inspiration had the potential to change the course of a mage's studies, after all. He had a certain duty to fight this battle the way most duels were fought, rather than the way Cale Cadwell Cobbs would normally fight it.

Besides, the thought of having another real wizard duel was fun! The stakes weren't nearly as dire as his battle against Apophis, so he had a little more room to explore what he could do with his magic. Especially since he had now reached the second rank of draconic resonance.

To make things interesting, he and his apprentices had shortlisted a number of spells he would restrict himself to working with. They had decided, as an additional challenge, that he would try to find an opportunity to evolve them all in the duel. Akkau had approved—a good variety of spells had, after all, the best chance of producing an Inspiration for those watching.

First Tier:
[Burn]
[Create Impulse]
[Shrivel]

Second Tier:
[Enhance Fortitude]
[Enhance Speed]
[Minor Dragonfire]

Third Tier:
[Elemental Bolt]
[Summon Rock]
[Conjure Shadow]

It might have seemed restrictive, but the new understanding of symbolic magic he had gained from the Bitter Path granted him a great deal more flexibility in manipulating what the end result of a spell evolution would be. That and his improved draconic resonance allowing him to automatically learn any spell up to the third tier meant he could finally start learning all the spells he wanted to learn!

But not yet. First he had to deal with the whole mana control thing. [Flight] was a seventh-tier spell, and if he wasn't careful enough with the evolution, he would accidentally create some ninth-tier monstrosity unsuited for daily flight. Cale could be patient for a few days to ensure he didn't accidentally lock himself out of evolving the relevant wind-aspect spell for a month or more.

All that was beside the point, anyway. He was getting ahead of himself. It was just that preparing for a duel against a god had him thinking about all the magic he would now be able to explore.

Astiviya opened with [Shades of War], and Cale felt the first of his new perks activate.

The second stage of draconic resonance, in addition to allowing him to learn third-tier spells simply by being in their vicinity, had granted him something it called [Draconic Insight]. It allowed him to analyze spells he couldn't immediately learn by prying into the Gift's description of them.

Akkau had claimed it was a rare permutation of draconic power, which was fascinating. Cale wondered at the time what aspect of dragons allowed them to peek so easily into the fabric of magic, but he could admit that it was rather convenient.

[Shades of War, Level 32] [Eleventh Tier (Unique), Active] [1.0e14 Mana, Divine Aspect: War]
Call upon the souls of those that once gave their lives in service of war. This spell extracts them from the River and gives them corporal form so that they may fight by your side. They will see you as their general, and they will have strength in death as they did in life.

The cost of this spell scales with the strength of the shades summoned. When this spell expires, those souls summoned by it may not be summoned again. Be cautious with its use.

Cale grimaced. If the spell was at Level 32, he doubted Astiviya had been cautious with its use as the Gift suggested. That was probably a good thing as far as the duel was concerned—the army she summoned was enough to fill half the arena, and he could only imagine how many more she might have called if the spell had seen less use.

But that was the duel. As far as Cale was concerned, he'd had quite enough of fighting blood echoes of things from the distant past.

"The dead should stay dead," he said quietly. "Let them rest."

The shades threw their first volley of spells at him, holding nothing back. Cale could sense that these soldiers were strong.

Several seemed to wear the uniform of a general, and others the robes of an accomplished mage; the spells being flung at him were eleventh- and twelfth- tier spells, far beyond the domain of the average mage. Half of them were designed explicitly to break and pierce a mage's personal barrier, and perhaps a quarter of the total were cast by wyldfire mages. One or two of them might even have been dark lords and ladies of the past, judging by the sheer wrongness of their magic.

He wondered what their stories were. These had to be decorated heroes in their own right. Astiviya had selected them with care, pulling only those souls she knew would stand a chance. Perhaps she understood, after the mana capacity demonstration, that she could not hold back.

If that was the case, then she hadn't pushed hard enough. In the Bitter Path, his magic had been greatly restricted. Too much of his knowledge did not apply as well in a world that ran on symbolic power.

Magic of this era, however, was controlled by intent, and Cale had already demonstrated his ability to override the intent of the divine with his own. His apprentices had needed to contend with it, after all.

He glanced up at the volley of spells, and unleashed his intent.

Half of the incoming volley froze in place, the intent within them abruptly overrun with his own. Some of the others shot off-course instead, colliding with other spells with steadier wills behind them.

But a few of them—three in total—stayed intact enough to continue toward him, undeterred by his blast of intent. Cale raised an eyebrow, intrigued, and traced their mana echoes back to their casters. Two of them had been cast by former dark lords, it seemed? The third he suspected was a chosen one of some description.

Fascinating. He conjured a barrier and batted them aside. One managed to offer him some resistance, but for the most part, those spells had exhausted the intent within them to resist his initial burst of will; they did not have what they needed to overcome his wyldfire.

Cale grinned all the same, impressed, and he swore for a moment that one of those shades grinned right back at him.

"How are you doing this?" Astiviya sputtered. She was muttering under her breath, exerting her power to command her shades; already, they were preparing the second volley of spells. Cale wasn't interested in letting them get that far.

The dead should rest. But since Astiviya had summoned them already...

Mana overload detected! Attempting to compensate...

Adjusting spell construct...

[Conjure Shadow] has evolved into [Shadow of Communion]!

[Shadow of Communion, Level 1] [Twelfth Tier, Active (Unique)] [1.0e31 Mana]
Summon a Shadow of Communion from the seventh infernal realm.

A Shadow of Communion is a type of archdemon capable of signing contracts with any ensouled creature of the dead, regardless of their current status and any bindings they may have on their souls. Such contracts may be used to break their current bindings, grant them a new lease on life, or send them back to the River, should they wish it.

Note that a Shadow of Communion is a being with their own will. This spell does not impose any binding upon the Shadow summoned.

The ground in front of Cale began to darken, color and light bleeding out of existence until a perfect circle of void had settled on the stone in front of him. From that void a silhouette slowly rose.

First an expressionless head that held no hint of any facial feature. Then a broad torso with three sets of arms emerging from its sides, bracing the creature's weight on the ground around the hole. Below the waist, that body tapered off into a single thick tail that slipped out from the ground a second before the hole closed.

Then the Shadow opened his eyes. All six of them, vertically-set eyes that began in the center of his chest and continued down to his tail. They glanced around at the battlefield and at the suddenly-frozen army of shadows, each eye moving independently, and then settled on his summoner.

Cale brightened in recognition. "Korav!" he said. "I wasn't expecting to summon you. Listen, can you deal with this shade army? We can use the usual contract. Make sure you get everyone that wants to stay out of the barrier, though."

"Hm." Korav blinked once, slowly. "Ah... Cale. It is good to see you again. I will do that, then. I trust you will have my payment once we are done?"

"You know it," Cale said.

Korav inclined his head in acknowledgement, then spread all six of his arms. As one, every shade on the battlefield froze in place. From the way he had shut his eyes and the way they moved rapidly beneath his skin, Cale knew that the Shadow was negotiating with every shade simultaneously.

Astiviya was staring at them both, her mouth agape. She had started to cast another spell, but Korav's magic interfering with her [Shades of War] had briefly stunned her, as Cale had known it would.

"It pays to know a few lawyers if you're going to dabble with summoning magic," Cale told her, his tone conspiratorial.

That seemed to shake her out of her reverie. Astiviya glared at him. "This is absurd, but it does not matter," she hissed. "Do you think that is the only spell I have in my domain? I could conquer worlds."

"And I've beaten many would-be conquerors," Cale said, shrugging. "Do you have more to show me?"

Astiviya's eyes flashed, and he felt her magic coalesce suddenly into something sharp—an instantaneous cast, he realized. He didn't catch more than the name of the spell from [Draconic Insight] before the display abruptly fizzled, but the name was more than enough for him to understand what she was trying to do.

The name of her spell was [To Turn the Tides of War].

Stupid unpredictable metaphysical spells. She had let him hammer in his advantage, had she, so she could use it to flip whatever advantage he gained on its head? Worse, from the divine power now flooding out across the arena, this spell was probably a specialty belonging to her domain, also known as a Divine Mandate. Much like domains, they had the ability to bypass some of the rules of spell interaction.

Well, if she could do that, then he could do that, too. Probably. Cale went through his shortlist of spells, thought about it for the fraction of a second he had before Astiviya's Mandate completed its work, then went for his favorite option.

He cast [Summon Rock].





"Holy shit, is that my cousin?" Alina said excitedly, leaning forward as if it could help her peer through the barrier at the Shadow of Communion that Cale had summoned. It didn't help much, but thankfully that delightful minotaur apprentice of Cale's reached up to hand her an ocular crystal. She stuck it on her eye and cast a spark of mana into it, zooming all the way in. "It is! Korav! Korav, you bastard, over here!"

"I don't think he can hear you," Leo said awkwardly. "The barrier doesn't let sound from the stadium get to the arena. Akkau didn't want to distract Cale during the duel."

"Smart of him," Flia said wryly.

"Shouldn't we be a little more worried about Cale?" Damien asked, worriedly. "I know he's pretty sure he's going to win this, but he's not allowed to use his magic in the next bit. And she's a goddess, right? We talked about divine magic traps."

Leo, Flia, and Syphus all turned to stare at Damien until he ducked his head sheepishly. "I'm... I'm just saying," he muttered. "I worry about him sometimes."

"There's a lot to worry about with that guy," Alina agreed, to the surprise of the rest of the apprentices. "When he first got here, there was something in him that spooked even me out, and I don't spook easy. Whatever that is, though, it ain't coming out in this fight. Pretty sure you four helped him get it under control."

Damien bit his lip at that, but nodded. 'Yeah," he said quietly. "I just can't help worry about it, I guess. He figured something out at the end of that dungeon we went to, but he still won't tell us everything."

"And I'm going to kick his ass for that as soon as I can," Syphus declared.

"How long is that going to take?" Flia raised an eyebrow.

"I dunno. Couple thousand years, maybe? Sooner if I can trick him. Do you think I could get him to take a punch if I bet on it?"

"...Are you kicking his ass so he tells us what he's hiding, or just because you want to?" Damien asked.

"That second one, obviously," Syphus said.

"Guys," Leo finally said, opening his eyes and glaring at the others half-heartedly. "We should be trying to feel for the Inspiration, not talking about this. You realize half the mages are already in an Inspiration trance, right?"

Alina blinked, then glanced around at the rest of the stadium. Leo was right—the whole place was unusually quiet, and half the students had their eyes squeezed shut and their mana cycling rapidly, as though they were desperately chasing after some fleeting insight. Some of the professors were in the same state, though they were far more serene about it.

Thorn, one of the wyldfire mages that had vouched for Cale and his apprentices, had somehow taken up an entire section of the stadium, covering it with thorny vines and blooming flowers. In each flower was another one of Brightscale's wyldfire mages, meditating on the course of the fight. Not all of them had received an Inspiration just yet, but they were readying themselves for one.

Alina thought it was unlikely that she would get one herself. She was an eons-old archdemon, after all, and she was more interested in cooking and maybe getting the chance to speak to her cousin than in chasing after some dream she hadn't thought about for centuries. Not that the dream didn't matter to her anymore, but...

Cale cast something, then. Or both he and Astiviya did—two spells in quick succession that resulted in the feeling of a stone being dropped into the fabric of magic itself, creating a ripple that bypassed the arena barrier entirely. Alina felt the physical sensation of a shiver crawling up her spine, and she couldn't help the gasp that left her throat.

She'd seen something in that ripple. A glimpse of a far-away dream she had long thought impossible, now suddenly within reach.

Unable to help herself from feeling a sudden surge of hope, she shut her eyes and began to chase after it, ignoring the startled cries of the apprentices around her. She was vaguely aware she had accidentally broken her seat in her surprise, but she could fix that later.
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  Purén did not quite know what he expected from this duel between Astiviya and Cale Cadwell Cobbs, though he had known it would not turn out as his beloved believed. Just as her domain allowed her to sense conflict and war, his own allowed him to sense the paths that would lead to understanding and peace.

It was a strange thing that this duel would lead to that, but he trusted his divine instincts. That was the reason he had encouraged this even before Astiviya had been summoned into the Brightscale Divine Studies class. He would admit, if pressed, that doing so made him feel rather dirty—it felt very much like he was manipulating her, even knowing that this was what she had asked of him.

But that conversation had been one of the last truly meaningful ones they'd had, without all the many veils and barriers that lay between them now. He remembered it well.

"Find a way," Astiviya said. "If I ascend, and I find myself subject to the whims of my domain, find a way to loosen those chains."

"Such a thing is not so easily done," Purén said quietly. He reached out, brushing a thumb over her cheek, and felt her lean into his touch. "You are certain you wish to do this? I cannot..."

He hesitated. And wasn't that hesitation strange, in and of itself? He had taken many a lover amongst the realmborn peoples that roamed Utelia, and this conversation was one that he had had time and time again. He could not remember the last time it had given him any cause to hesitate—after all, Astiviya was far from the first mortal lover to offer to stay by his side like this.

Yet there was something about the look in her eyes, something about his knowledge of her circumstances...

Perhaps the difference with Astiviya was that she had already made the choice. He could see the certainty in her eyes.

"It is a great sacrifice you wish to make for me," Purén said eventually, a touch of regret in his words. "And the sensibilities of your people are quite different from those of us who are born divine. You know this, do you not?"

Astiviya laughed softly. "I do. You have asked me three times already."

"Only because I must be certain," Purén said with a chuckle of his own. Her conviction surprised him still. Of the many lovers that considered this step, Astiviya was the first not to balk at his words, at his halting explanations.

Peace, after all, had no true form or gender. The shape Purén wore with her was simply the shape he had been wearing when they first met, when she had been a simple soldier fighting under the orders of her commander. She took comfort in that familiarity, he knew, and he did not mind, but to ascend to be alongside him would be to strip that illusion away.

He would not always be this small, slight man. He took whatever shape best represented peace or whatever shape was most likely to achieve it, for what was peace but an expression of understanding? And what was understanding but a flexibility of the self? Gender and appearance were but fluid things to him.

Many of his lovers had known their time with him would be temporary, as a result. They loved him, but could not love him in all his forms. Purén held nothing against them for it—when the time came, they parted ways on good terms, in the knowledge that what they once shared would be remembered fondly regardless.

Astiviya had been one of the few for whom this did not matter.

Yet this was not the only obstacle, and in truth it was not the one Purén had thought would make her hesitate—her own identity was more fluid than many of the realmborn, and in that sense ascension would only benefit her. What he had thought might make her hesitate was that peace could not be entirely beholden to any one soul.

It was a goal to be attained. In many cases, it was more than even that, for peace between kingdoms was but a singular expression of the aspect. It was a feeling within, sought after by mortals and immortals alike. It was the tranquility that could be found in any moment, if one only thought to look.

And so it was an expression of his domain that he was always there for the gentle soul that needed comfort, the broken heart that needed mending, and the sharp but tense mind that needed relief. On occasion, when it was truly needed and desired, the guidance he gave was intimate in nature. Peace, after all, was often symbolized in marriage and connection.

Rather famously, he had once ended a war by visiting two generals in their dreams, each time in the form of the other. Peace could not be built on a lie, so in both cases they had known who he truly was, but neither had been able to help spilling their hearts out to him, there in the safety of their dreams.

It was no surprise that many lovers he had taken balked at this—at the knowledge that even if he took them as an anchor and a home, there were others who would need him. Again, Purén did not blame them for it, and again they parted amicably. They had known, in the end, that this would happen.

Once more, Astiviya understood, and it did not deter her in the slightest. What did it matter that his form might change, that his time might be spent with others, as long as he returned to her? She liked the idea that he would not always be the same. Her preferences varied as much and as frequently as Purén's own identity did.

Nor did she wish to keep him to herself. There was a joy to sharing him, she claimed, her eyes gleaming with mischief, but more than just that there was a happiness she felt when she saw his pleasure, no matter its form. When he delighted in a peace newly found, she shared in that delight. She loved his subjects as much as he did, and so his victories were victories shared.

Others had considered ascension despite this, to stay by his side, and Purén had always talked them out of it. There was too much risk involved, and he loved them too greatly to allow it. He did not love Astiviya any less than he did those others, but...

He saw in her that she meant what she said. The others would have tolerated and accepted his differences, perhaps, but they would not find joy in it, and Purén loved them too greatly to let them spend an eternity merely tolerating his differences.

Astiviya, on the other hand, would find true joy in the ways of the divine. In her, he saw a future in which he would have an anchor he could always return to.

Perhaps that was why he had not insisted as much as he ordinarily would have. Perhaps that was why he knew he would allow this, even though the risks were great.

"I know you are worried, Purén," she told him, reaching down to brush her own fingers across his face. She cupped her hands around Purén's cheeks and brought him in for a kiss. "Just as I know you will find a way, should the worst come to pass. I am your devotee in all things."

"As I am yours, in turn," Purén murmured, feeling a brightness swell in his heart. "I will bring you home, then, should this go awry. Only... it may take time. This has never been done before, and I will have my own duties in the meantime."

A last, half-hearted effort to dissuade her, but as he expected, Astiviya did not flinch. "As long as it takes," she said.

"So be it," Purén whispered.

There were many ways for a mortal to ascend into divinity, each one difficult to achieve in their own right. What he had done then was the only option available to Astiviya at the time.

A god could, if they so chose, call upon a follower to ascend to divinity and rule alongside them. It was one of the ways in which they could express their domain—the very height of a god's magic, and the only Divine Mandate available to every god, though unlike the others, it was a Mandate that could only be used once. He had to be certain.

And as with all magics of this scale, it was something that came with a cost. That was the greatest reason for his hesitation.

There was a delicate balance in the Great Realms that had to be maintained. The gods kept the realms they were bound to stable, but if they had the power to freely create other divine, they would quickly cause the realm to destabilize. Too much, and it might be possible for a divine war to break out.

So when used to ascend a realmborn, the Mandate had a restriction: it could only be used to create a deity that was aligned against the god that invoked it.

Purén and Astiviya, so many eons ago, had counted on their love for one another to overcome that barrier. And while that bet had worked, it had not worked enough.

Astiviya remembered him and her love for him, and she could express that love within the divine domain. Yet outside of it she was bound nonetheless as a goddess of spite and war—as one who did all she could to build grudges and instill hate.

Purén knew the dichotomy pained her. Between his duties, he did everything he could to alleviate it. He fought against her when needed, seeding peace and understanding amongst her followers, yet it was not until now that he saw a glimpse of what might unchain her from her domain.

That glimpse, of course, came in the form of Cale Caswell Cobbs. And even he had not known how that man would manifest that hope, only that through him, there was a chance.

It was only when Cale cast his second spell that Purén began to understand how that chance might come about. He saw the initial shape of the spell—a simple, basic [Summon Rock]. But as Cale's magic pushed into it and the Gift transformed it, the new shape it took...

Inspirations were things given to mortal beings. To the realmborn, who were creatures of the realms, and whose magic could never exceed them without ascension. Truly powerful magic could rip apart the veil of magic for just a moment, giving those realmborn a glimpse of what ascension might entail. That was why Inspirations manifested so differently for different beings. Their paths would always be different.

Inspirations were not, however, meant for the gods. Their magic was complete, and no glimpse of the Source could prove deep enough to grant them insight into the domain they already embodied.

This was the theory.

Purén realized, as the spell evolved, that the theory was wrong. The clash between Astiviya's Divine Mandate, [To Turn the Tides of War], and Cale's evolved [Summon Rock]... It opened a path that Purén had never seen before.

A path not only to peace, but to true peace. An end to the endless battle of attrition between the divine and the aberrant.

He could not lose this glimpse of insight. He would have to pour his whole being into chasing it, and even still, it had been so fleeting that he was not certain he would succeed. He knew only that he had to try.

There was more he could do to ensure Astiviya's freedom, more ways he could nudge the events that followed to make sure she would not simply unleash her fury upon the poor students of Brightscale Academy, but Purén was going to have to trust that Cale had that well in hand.

From what he had glimpsed of the man's soul in the brief moment of that spell's evolution, he was certain that he did.





Mana overload detected! Attempting to compensate...

Adjusting spell construct...

[Summon Rock] has evolved into [Sisyphean Task]!

[Sisyphean Task, Level MAX] [Mandate, Active (Unique)] [1.0e50 Mana]

Some tasks are destined to fail.

The Named legend Sisyphus was once tasked to roll a boulder up a hill. At the peak of that hill, that boulder was cursed to always fall and roll back to the bottom, forcing him to repeat the process. It is an endless task that cannot be accomplished, no matter how hard he tries.

The Sisyphean Task is a Mandate. It may be applied to any spell, and guarantees that the cast of that spell will fail in the moment it attempts to complete.

As a Mandate, the Sisyphean Task may affect other Mandates.

As a Mandate, the Sisyphean Task may not be reversed unless it is revoked. Revocation of the Mandate will take a total of seventeen days and sixteen hours.

The thrumming sense of violation that accompanied Astiviya's spell died abruptly away, and her eyes narrowed in an expression of confusion and fury. "What have you done?" she hissed.

She reached out, casting the spell again. Once more, her divinity flooded the battlefield, and Cale felt her power begin to take effect.

Once more, in the moment it would have completed, it failed, and the tide of the battle turned back in his favor.

"I banned your Mandate," Cale said. "This is a battle of magic, if you recall. A Mandate exceeds the limitations of that, don't you think?"

"You—" Astiviya cut herself off, though her eyes bulged with anger. Which was probably fair. There was no such rule about Mandates, because they were technically a form of magic. Cale was just making the whole thing up. "Do you think you have won?"

"Not yet," Cale said. "Even if I win this, I've got one more challenge to go, remember?"

The reminder that she would soon get to physically beat him up seemed to calm Astiviya somewhat, and she let out a breath. "Fine," she said. "I do not know what trickery you performed, but it does not matter. You will fall before my magic."

"Not if I lie down first," Cale said.

Astiviya stared at him, utterly confused.

"You know," he said. "Because I can't fall if I'm already lying down?"

Korav's voice echoed through the arena. "Do you still explain your jokes? They are considerably less amusing when you feel compelled to do so."

Cale grumbled under his breath. It wasn't his fault his enemies never got his sense of humor. Besides, he distinctly remembered Korav being one of his enemies at some point.

Whatever. Now was the time to go on the offensive, anyway—there wasn't much point in continuing to let Astiviya dictate the terms of their battle, now that he'd seen some of what she was capable of. He was reasonably certain he could end this duel. The real challenge would be doing it and still casting all the spells he had prepared.

He had a pretty good idea for how to start, though.

Mana overload detected! Attempting to compensate...

Adjusting spell construct...

[Burn] has evolved into [Primal Ignition]!

[Primal Ignition, Level 1] [Twelfth Tier, Active (Unique)] [1.0e32 Mana]
To [Burn] is to set matter aflame, but the Great Realms are composed of more than matter, [Primal Ignition] utilizes the caster's understanding of symbolic magic to set the underlying nature of the target alight. Its flames cannot be doused except by equivalent symbolic magic.

Note that the flames created by this spell may enhance the target. Symbolic flame is not always destructive.

The spell took effect, and roaring fire exploded across Astiviya's half of the arena. It was a strange sort of fire, too, its tongues a shade of gray that seemed to leech from the world around it. Even Cale, who had cast the spell and had his barriers in place, found that staring too long at his flames induced a strange, burning ache in his eyes.

He was briefly glad that Korav had taken the initiative to get all of Astiviya's shades away from the battle. Who knew what this spell would have done to them?

Astiviya roared in fury, instinct driving her to bat at her arms to extinguish the flames, though they had not yet eaten through her barriers. Cale thought he should probably have been more concerned about that last line in the spell description—it was clear from the rage in Astiviya's eyes that the barrier or not, the spell was having an effect. Divine mana swirled within her, ready to coalesce into another spell meant to smite him.

Fortunately, Cale wasn't actually done just yet. This was the perfect spell for something he hadn't attempted in a while, and he was excited to try it out. Yet another one of the benefits of [Draconic Insight] was, after all, that it told him in advance which spells were most compatible with one another.

And to his delight, [Minor Dragonfire] was singing to him.

With his fire and draconic resonance ranks combined, it was one of the few spells he could cast at the third tier without risking an overload and a spell evolution, which was itself something he was excited about. This was the lowest tier of spell he had ever managed to cast, after all!

But in this instance, he was much more intrigued by what would happen when he did this.

At his call, dragonfire spilled out over the primal fire he had already ignited. The latter burned in shades of gray, but in all that gray, warm hues of light began to peek through. Dragonfire in its natural form could be almost any color, and it made for quite the sight as all the hues of the rainbow began burning through the gray.

[Primal Ignition] should have snuffed out any hint of dragonfire. It was a twelfth-tier spell, and a third-tier magic had no business taking root amongst its flames.

Yet when the two differing magics met, rather than one overwhelming the other, they began to intertwine.

Spell combination attempt detected. Evaluating request...

Priority mage detected. Allocating resources...

Like it had the last time he tried this, a storm began to crackle over the ocean. Thankfully, this time he did not consume so much of the Gift's processing power that he disabled the whole thing for everyone else. That would probably be bad, in the middle of an event like this.

But it worked, nonetheless.

Relevant resonance detected: draconic resonance, second rank. Fire resonance, fifth rank.

Now combining [Primal Ignition] with [Minor Dragonfire].
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  The nature of dragonfire was not something Akkau often had cause to ruminate upon.

He had, in fact, largely put it and the problems that plagued it to the back of his mind. There were far greater troubles that he had to face, after all, such as the thing that hunted dragonkind through all the Great Realms—the thing that Cale had dubbed Vekorax. He did not yet know how to defeat it or if it was possible to reverse what it had done, but thanks to Cale and Thorn both he now finally had an inkling of what it was.

That alone was a greater step toward a solution than he had ever managed alone, and he was grateful for it.

But putting all his focus on the problem of Vekorax meant he had never had the time to reflect upon what it meant for dragonfire to change, though he had certainly observed the results of that change over the years.

It had been noticeable even before their people had realized that they were under attack. Whether or not it started before Vekorax first appeared was under contention, for no one was quite certain when dragons had begun to vanish, but the truth even then had been clear: Dragonfire, as a whole, was growing weaker.

Once, it had been the purest expression of draconic power. It took the visual form of fire, for that was what was most closely associated with dragons in many of the tales and legends of old, but its true form was in many ways a reflection of the essence of change itself. It embodied a mana aspect that no mage could attune, which meant that through their fire, dragons could perform miracles that no other mage could dream of.

In those days of old, their flames were used to grant the greatest of blessings, to forge artifacts and relics that would be the envy of all the Realms. Alliances were made and treaties were signed simply on the promise that a dragon would agree to provide their fire, perhaps to light a dwarven forge once a fortnight, or perhaps to breathe it upon a church's gathered acolytes.

Used correctly, dragonfire transformed anything it touched, making it vulnerable and receptive to change.

But it was also finite, and dragonkind had not realized this until it was far too late.

Every dragon that used it tapped into a reserve shared by all their kind. That reserve was replenished occasionally by a means unknown to them, but once it was depleted, some fundamental spark required for it to function at its full capacity had been lost. The dragonfire they could call upon after this happened was still powerful, and it still carried within it some catalyst for change, but it did not match the power it had before.

Worse, it had continued to weaken.

It had stabilized, eventually, but only now that it was nothing more than a pale imitation of what it had once been. Strangely enough, that pale imitation matched what those mockeries within the Bitter Path had been able to conjure. It still irritated him to be reminded of it. To think those false dragons believed they were a match for true dragons, when the power they wielded was only what their kind had held at their weakest...

Bah. What an unpleasant reminder of what dragonfire had become.

At the very least, though, he approved of Cale's use of it. [Minor Dragonfire] was not the most impressive example of what their power was capable of, certainly, but it was a clever use of magic—and what could be more draconic than that? To hoard and use every resource available to protect what belonged to them was the very essence of a dragon.

Even this weaker form of dragonfire would be more than enough to soften a divine barrier, and the Gift's only condition for winning this duel was for Cale to break his opponent's barrier. This would be more than enough to set him up for victory.

Except Cale was not done. Akkau felt the power within the Gift surge, saw the storm beginning to form over Utelia's oceans. There was a turbulence in magic itself, the kind that only happened when the Gift tried to fuse two spells together.

That turbulence brushed against him, and the sensation of it made him freeze.

Akkau was not one of the mages that should have benefited from watching this battle. He had seen great battles before, absurd exchanges of monstrous spells between divine tyrants. He had watched a Monolith hold a realm together and felt the resulting fractures within reality. There should have been nothing more for him to gain, no matter if this battle marked the realm with an Inspiration.

Yet there it was within the fire: an impossible glimpse into the nature of dragonfire and what he might do to restore it.

More importantly, within that glimpse, there was a recognizable shadow. A darkness that had been following him and hunting him.

Vekorax.

Akkau's full attention was suddenly focused on the glimpse he'd received. He didn't know why it was happening now, why this particular battle had torn open the veil when so many others he had witnessed had not, but it didn't matter, for before him was finally a path forward, if he could only follow it.





Though the Headmaster had more reason to notice than most, no one could have missed the moment [Primal Ignition] and [Minor Dragonfire] merged into one.

While the two spells were distinct, Astiviya's side of the arena burned with primal flame, with only the occasional flicker of different hues of dragonfire breaking through the gray. As Cale felt the new spellform take root in his core, however, all that fire stopped, and just for an instant the world in front of Cale resembled a frozen, silver sea. Even Astiviya had stopped moving.

Then came a knock.

Every single mage in attendance felt it reverberating within them. In that one instant where it seemed like the world held its breath, the fabric of mana rippled, and the sensation of it was such a simple one that few mages had any idea what to make of it. Those that discussed it afterward would only be able to agree that it had felt as though someone was reaching out to knock on a door no one had known was there, a tap-tap-tap that contained a polite request for entry.

Of course, if such a door existed, no one knew how to open it—and in the next moment the impression of it was gone, replaced instead by a crackling roar as all the flames in the arena rushed back toward Cale. Gray and silver and every color of dragonfire coalesced into an inferno that danced around him in what seemed almost like a celebration of existence.

The sight of it made his breath catch. It was beautiful. The flames seemed to hold a history that matched or exceeded his own. If he looked closely, he thought he could see within it the silhouettes of all those who had once walked the realms.

It lasted for no more than a second. After that, as if satisfied with itself, all that fire rushed down into Cale's palm, coalescing into a single prismatic candleflame floating just above his skin. There it burned steadily and unimpressively, as though it was nothing more than colorful but ordinary fire.

Cale stared down at it, wondering if he was disappointed with the end result. Not really, he decided. For one thing, the spectacle had been incredible, and for another Astiviya was a little pale; she had taken a step back, and she was staring at the little flame as if worried it would burn right through her.

There was also the little notification from the Gift. The name of the spell alone told him what he'd done was probably a little more significant than he'd intended.

You have learned [Sourcefire]!

That had implications. Implications that Cale probably didn't have time to worry about in the middle of a duel. He had the brief, wild thought of simply lobbing it at Astiviya, but given the cautious way she was staring at it, that probably wasn't a good idea.

Even if the thought of it was kind of funny. He grinned to himself, then shook his head.

"So, should we just pretend this didn't happen?" he asked, gesturing to the little flame in his palm. "I'm good with pretending this didn't happen. I feel like that one went a further than I intended."

Astiviya's face grew a shade more ashen, but she eventually managed to force herself to speak. "That... may be for the best," she forced out. "If you were to unleash that, I am uncertain that even these barriers would survive."

Cale quirked a brow. "Huh. Really? It seems kind of unassuming."

"You cannot possibly tell me you do not know what you wield."

"I have some idea, but I'm trying not to think about it while I have all this other stuff to worry about," Cale said. He cut his connection to the spell and closed his fist, extinguishing the flame. "We'll go with the pretending that didn't happen. Also, is it just me, or are you nicer now?"

Astiviya looked briefly like she had bitten straight into a lemon. "I can acknowledge that you are a worthy opponent, at least," she said, though the words emerged through gritted teeth. It was strange—it felt almost like she was fighting against herself, in some way. "But the duel continues. Ready yourself, human."

With that, the Goddess of War reached up, grasping at the air. The mana in the arena all seemed to swirl toward her as she manifested another Mandate.

Once again, [Draconic Insight] activated, and he saw what she had cast.

[Take Command] [Mandate, Active (Unique)] [1.0e15 Mana]
Use your divine nature to assert your right to command any force of your choosing.

The description of her Mandate was shorter than his own by far, Cale noted. He considered countering this one with [Sisyphean Task] as well, but she wasn't asserting the spell on Korav or any of the shades in the aren...

Oh! She was taking control of all the ambient mana swirling around them. Cale beamed; that was a brilliant use of a Mandate, and it would make their fight a lot more even. Thanks to all the power he'd been pouring into his spells, the arena was full of wasted mana. Ambient mana like that was normally difficult to channel into new spells without refinement, but [Take Command] was an effective way to sidestep that limitation.

Also, it made the duel more even. Cale was all for a fair fight. What would she do with all this mana? What new magic could a Goddess of War manifest, with so much power available for her to control?

"Could—could you stop smiling?" Astiviya asked suddenly, exasperated. "You look far too excited about this."

"I want to see what spell you cast!" Cale said. "You know I've lived for eons, and there are still spells I've never seen? Especially here on Utelia. There are so many new forms of magic here. I'm just excited to see more."

Astiviya snorted. "You will not be so pleased when you find yourself forced to face down this magic," she muttered. Although was it his imagination, or was there less vehemence in her words than before?

She thrust her hand out into the air, and all the mana she commanded snapped toward her, coalescing into the spell.

[Spear of the Fissure, Level 2] [Fifteenth Tier, Active (Unique)] [1.0e30 Mana]
Once, there was a war that divided a continent.

Much of this war has been lost to time, but the moment that ended that war is told in stories still: a great commander in one side of this war, whose titles and acclaims had only grown as the scale of that war continued to grow, decided that she would fight no longer.

That day, she threw down her spear, and she threw it with force enough that it cracked the continent in two. The spear drove down through the land and embedded itself within the stone at the core of the realm, and the great fissure it created became a symbol for the end of that war, for neither side was willing to fight the commander who had so plainly displayed her power.

Yet while the fissure was a symbol of peace, her spear was thrown in anger. It was soaked in the blood of her enemies. Over years of battle, its resentment at their enemies had only grown. When it was abandoned, that hatred only grew further, encompassing not only the enemy but the one who had once wielded it and had chosen to abandon it.

Where the fissure was a symbol of peace, that spear became a symbol of war. At the base of the realm, where mana is most dense, it has been collecting power and anger both.

Now as an artifact it has nearly exceeded divinity. It is said that a thrust of this spear could cleave the realm.

Caution: This spear should not be wielded lightly.

Mana took the form of dark, misshapen metal, oozing with malice. Astiviya wielded the spear with divine indifference, though Cale could see the tendrils of its influence trying to spread into her soul. It could find no purchase on her barriers, however—no matter its power, she was still greater than it was.

She twirled the spear menacingly, and Cale took the opportunity to start evolving a counterspell. Or what he hoped would be a counterspell, anyway. Weapon summoning spells were always interesting. They held great power, but that power had to be held within a story. It was quite unlike a weapon forged for the same purpose, which would have rules and powers.

Weapons like these were powered by symbolic significance.

Thankfully, Cale had just learned quite a bit about that. Astiviya had given him the perfect opportunity to experiment.

He cast [Shrivel].

Mana overload detected! Attempting to compensate...

Adjusting spell construct...

[Shrivel] has evolved to [The Scale of All Things]!

[The Scale of All Things, Level 1] [Fifteenth Tier, Active (Unique)] [1.0e42 Mana]
In many cases, scale is merely a matter of context. Those that live their lives in a single land may not know how much more there is to the realm; those that roam the realm may not know the depths of the Abyss, and those few that brave the Abyss may not know the true extent of the Outer Planes.

This spell recontextualizes the scale of its target by using the experiences of the caster.

Astiviya's spear had, for centuries, known nothing more than the bottom of a fissure. The tragedy of what it had experienced was great, but in the grand scale of everything Cale himself had witnessed and known, against the context of everything he had gained and lost...

The [Spear of the Fissure] seemed to abruptly lose the menacing aura it possessed. Its massive form shrank abruptly until it was no larger than the size of a toothpick, nearly causing Astiviya to stumble as she tried to swing it toward him. It must have been heavier than it looked. She let out a curse as the weapon bit into her skin and dropped it, where it lay flat on the ground.

Cale was not sure he had ever seen a spear having an existential crisis, but given the uncertainty that now emanated from it, he was pretty sure that was exactly what he was looking at. Thankfully [The Scale of All Things] was not just a spell that would show the spear its relative insignificance. He found true joy in exploring the Realms, after all.

There was more out there than darkness and tragedy.

Astiviya stared down at the trembling, tiny spear, then sighed. "I don't even want to ask," she muttered under her breath, mostly to herself. Then she turned to Cale, and her eyes flashed briefly with something new.

...Huh. Cale tilted his head. She was using [Divine Insight], her own version of his [Draconic Insight]. He wondered which one was better.

"I see," she said, frowning slightly. She circled him warily now, floating on a current of mana, and Cale found himself rather envious of the ability. "You are creating new spells as we fight. An impressive feat, for one such as you. Why do you not use your existing magics?"

"It's more fun this way," Cale said, shrugging. "I get to learn more magic, you know? I take every opportunity I can to learn more magic."

Astiviya snorted for a second time, and this time she wore a ghost of a smile. "...You are as obsessed with magic as my consort is with peace," she said, glancing over at Purén. The Prince of Peace was seated in the far corner of the arena, eyes closed and brows furrowed in concentration.

"You should see what I do when there's baking magic in the room," Cale told her.

"...Are you the cause of Vesuvius's fascination with baking?" Astiviya sighed. "I should have known."

Cale brightened. "You know him?"

"The elemental gods are lesser beings, but I am aware of them, yes," Astiviya said, ignoring the way Cale's eyes narrowed at the words lesser beings. "Very well. I acknowledge you fully as an opponent, but this means I will hold nothing back. Do you understand?"

"Were you holding things back before?" Cale asked curiously.

"A duel of magic is traditionally slow, to allow each mage time to show their respective strengths," Astiviya said. "That is different from a battle one would have in war, in which I would take advantage of your every weakness. And there is a significant weakness in your strategy."

"And what might that be?"

"You rely on evolving your spells," she said. "If you stick to this artificial restriction, you will lose. Spell evolution takes time. If I simply cast faster than you can evolve your spells, you will have little recourse but to use the full extent of your power against me."

"Interesting thought," Cale said, grinning slightly. "Is that what you're aiming for now? To see the full extent of my power?"

"It would only be polite," Astiviya said. She seemed less interested in winning the duel itself, now—the fire in her eyes still burned, but it was a different kind of fire.

Excellent.

She brought all four hands together, and between them, a ball of black-red flame grew. This time, there was no hesitation before she threw it at him. Cale only barely had time to glimpse what his [Draconic Insight] said of the spell.

[Fireball of War, Level 17] [Eighth Tier, Active (Unique)] [1.0e21 Mana]
A Fireball spell fused with the Flames of War spell. This spell has all the explosive force of an eighth-tier fireball, but imposes an additional effect: the fires created will increase aggression and anger in its targets.

This is an ideal spell for causing chaos within enemy ranks by making them fight amongst one another. Alternatively, should your own forces be relatively flammable but not prone to death by fire, you may use this spell to create an army of flaming, angry soldiers who will stop at nothing to achieve your goals.

If not for the fact that he had only a second to react to the spell, Cale would have quipped something about how this spell was particularly strange. Why in the world did it have a list of suggestions from the Gift on how to use it? Was it one of the first spells Astiviya had acquired as the Goddess of War, or something?

(He would later learn that it was, in fact, one of the first spells she had learned as the Goddess of War. At the time she received this spell, the Gift had been set to tutorial mode, which was apparently something available exclusively to the gods. Why such a thing would only be available to the gods was beyond him.)

"Thing is," Cale said. "Even if you cast the spell quickly, all I have to do is slow it down."

He poured his intent into the ball of flame as it approached, and Astiviya stared in disbelief as it slowed and began to wobble like it was drunk. Cale, meanwhile, set to work pouring his mana into [Enhance Fortitude].

Mana overload detected! Attempting to compensate...

Adjusting spell construct...

[Enhance Fortitude] has evolved into [Oblivion's Maw]!

Cale blinked. He hadn't quite been aiming for that... But he supposed it did what he needed it to. Hopefully it didn't traumatize too many of those watching.

He opened his mouth, which stretched and stretched until it could encompass all of Astiviya's [Fireball of War]. Rather than his regular, human features, what appeared within was instead the fangs and endless stomach of an oblivion-eater, a particular critter found in the infernal realms that Cale thought made excellent pets. It was too bad they couldn't survive outside those realms.

Whichever one he'd connected to for this would probably find this to be a treat, though. He munched on the spell a few times, feeling it dissolve into traces of something that tasted oddly like tomato and cardamom.

Ah. But Astiviya wasn't quite letting up. She was right about his weakness, technically; spell evolutions took time, and in the time he had taken to eat this one spell she had already fired off another two, one of which was a swarm of voidleeches that were poisonous to oblivion-eaters.

So she hadn't lied about taking the fight seriously, had she? Cale was glad he had such a capable opponent. It made the fight far more interesting.

Unfortunately for her, nothing in the rules said he could evolve only a single spell at once.

[Enhance Speed] has evolved to [Ethereal Flickerstep]!

[Elemental Bolt] has evolved to [Lightning Storm]!

[Create Impact] has evolved to [Contact Shatter]!

[Lightning Storm] dealt with the voidleeches, which were famously weak to electricity; they fell to the ground, stunned, once the lightning tore through them. [Ethereal Flickerstep] made the world seem to slow to almost nothing around him. Astiviya had prepared for that, for her spell had conjured what seemed like thousands of daggers to slice through him no matter how he moved.

But that was what the ethereal part was for, wasn't it? He phased straight through them.

[Contact Shatter] was a melee-range spell. It wasn't quite what he'd been looking for, but [Ethereal Flickerstep] made up for that. The spell itself was simple: if its caster could make contact with a barrier, it would generate the exact amount of physical force needed to break it.

Cale rematerialized in front of Astiviya, caught her outstretched hand, which had been in the middle of a cast, and shook it as though she had offered it. "I'll be pleased to meet the real you very soon," he told her.

Her barrier shattered with a bright, ringing sound, and moments later, golden light exploded from Cale, signifying his victory in the second challenge.
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  Technically speaking, Cale had no way to win this third challenge. Skilled as he might have been with the sword, he stood no chance against a physique that had quite literally been built for battle. Astiviya had strength enough to cleave the stadium, if she so wished, and while Cale might have been able to predict it and turn that blow aside, he was less confident in his ability to sustain that level of physical battle.

That was the other reason he didn't like wielding swords. Too much physical training involved. What was he supposed to do, not go on adventures?

Thankfully, he and his apprentices had accounted for this possibility. "For the third challenge, I invoke my right to have my second take over," he said, stepping aside. "You know what to do, Icon?"

"I do," the Icon of Battle rumbled.

Astiviya stared suspiciously at Cale, then at the armored form standing across from her. "I feel no magic from him," she said. "But given what you have shown me, I do not believe this is some mundane fighter."

"I am the Law of Arbitration, known also as the Icon of Battle," Icon said, bowing. "I am pleased to fight in Cale's stead."

Astiviya froze. "You're what?" she asked. She turned to the rest of the stadium, as if expecting everyone to be surprised, but just about everyone around them was deep in meditation now. There wasn't so much as a twitch. "You cannot mean to tell me that you are a Monolith. What is a Monolith doing on Utelia? Are you... Are you allied with this human?"

"He is a close personal friend," Icon said.

"You're friends with a Monolith?" Astiviya hissed, this time at Cale. "Why didn't you tell me you were friends with a Monolith when I challenged you to a duel?"

"I didn't think it mattered," Cale said, wondering why she'd started using contractions all of a sudden. Was this that surprising? "I mean, you challenged me to a duel, and I've beaten Monoliths before, so..."

"That was before I knew you were friends with a Monolith!" Astiviya groaned, looking around as if looking for a way out. Her pleading stare was unfortunately lost on Purén, who did not see it. "Can I forfeit?" she asked faintly. "I believe if I fight a Monolith, I may very well die."

"Oh, Icon isn't going to kill you," Cale assured her. "You'll want to fight it, though."

"What do you mean, want to fight it?" Astiviya stared at him incredulously. "I enjoy a good battle, but a Monolith is to a god as gods are to the realmborn. Do you imagine that ants might wish to do battle with you?"

"I've met some brave ants, actually, so... maybe?" Cale frowned in thought. "You'd be surprised what they get up to in those colonies of theirs."

"That is not the point." Astiviya pressed her face into all four of her hands. "Why did you even allow this? Why did Purén encourage this duel?"

"Did he?" Cale asked curiously. "I did wonder, since he's the Prince of Peace and all."

"It was strange, now that I think about it," Astiviya mumbled through her fingers. "He said that I would be offended by someone in Brightscale, and that I should teach them a lesson. It was quite unlike him."

Cale glanced at Purén, who remained seated cross-legged with a faint look of concentration on his face. He frowned. "That cannot be a comfortable position for that guy," he muttered.

Astiviya glared at him. "Stop looking."

"I'm not doing it on purpose!" Cale said. "Anyway, I might have a guess, but I can't tell you until after you fight Icon."

"...You promise it won't kill me?" Astiviya looked warily at the Law of Arbitration, who waved at her.

"I didn't kill you, did I?" Cale pointed out. "Come on."

Astiviya sighed. She reached into her divine element and pulled out two sets of two blades, each one connected by a fiery chain. "Fine," she said.

As if sensing the agreement, the Gift lit up in front of them.

The battle begins in one minute. Astiviya, the Goddess of War, will face the Icon of Battle, known also as the Law of Arbitration. The victor will be decided on first blood.

Under mundane combat rules, participants may only use magic that is inherent to them.

The battle begins in thirty seconds.

The battle begins in three... two... one...

You may begin.





Cale decided, once the fight started in earnest, that he was glad he was on the sidelines for this. When he had thought about how he might survive a fight with her, he had considered the possibility of her wielding four weapons at most. He had not considered the possibility that those swords would be chained together, as if the weapons had been designed by some kind of lunatic. Or perhaps by a fire elemental of some sort, since fire elementals didn't have to concern themselves with pesky limitations like the "the laws of physics" and "accidentally cutting off a limb."

Astiviya's weapons looked like they had been explicitly designed to be as dangerous for its wielder as possible. One set of two swords connected by a chain was already a nightmare; he had no idea how Astiviya managed two of them, especially while whipping them about like they were meteor hammers.

But manage them she did. It helped, he supposed, that she had some telekinetic ability that counted as her inherent magic and thus didn't need to hold on to her weapons at all times. She grabbed them only when she needed to press her advantage and force back one of Icon's blows, but otherwise relied mostly on the chains to rapidly redirect each blade whenever needed.

It was an explosive style that was nearly impossible to predict, and one that Cale hadn't had much practice against. And while half the time it looked as though Astiviya couldn't predict where her swords were going either, Cale knew that was all intentional—an illusion that was as much a part of her style as the weapons themselves.

A skilled warrior would be able to predict the trajectory of her blades based on Astiviya's body language. It was what he would have done, in Icon's position. By giving no indication that she had any idea where her swords were going next, it became equally impossible for her opponents to predict her, and as a bonus it made it more likely for them to underestimate her.

In this case, though, her opponent was the Icon of Battle, who was perhaps the single most experienced individual in all the Realms when it came to duels like these. It made countering her style look simple.

Still, the duel lasted much longer than Cale expected it would. He suspected that was because Icon was intrigued and impressed by Astiviya's style, too—it was deliberately prolonging the fight, just barely deflecting the blades, allowing its own weapons to be caught in the chains and torn out of its grasp.

A lesser warrior might have assumed that Icon was on the back foot, but both Astiviya and Cale knew that was far from the case. Even when whatever weapon it chose was torn away, Icon managed to recover without taking a single blade from those divine blades.

It slid between every attempted swing with a fluid agility that should have been impossible for its size and bulk. It was testing and probing Astiviya's style, bringing out different weapons to use against her. A spear first, to see how her swords fared against it; a set of chains next, to see if it could mimic aspects of her style; a trident, to test if those chains could be caught on its prongs...

On and on it went. Eventually, though, Icon seemed to realize it was having a little too much fun with all this. Astiviya was getting increasingly desperate. In any other situation, she might have enjoyed the fight as much as Icon did, but there was a part of her that believed she was fighting for her life.

Once it recognized that, Icon grew serious. And once it grew serious, the fight ended. In the fraction of a second Astiviya's guard lapsed—a gap no mortal could have taken advantage of—it thrust a blade through the storm of burning chains.

Astiviya, to her credit, recognized the threat and attempted to snap them together to strangle the thrust before it made contact.

But Icon's strength overpowered hers. It followed through with the thrust, spearing her through the chest and slamming its blade into the ground hard enough to leave cracks. The Goddess of War let out a choked sound, her eyes growing wide, but though she reached to try to pull the blade out, she had too little strength left to do so.

Golden light poured out of Icon, signifying both its victory and the end of the duel. The moment that light ended, Cale leapt into action.

"Did you get it?" he called, using [Ethereal Flickerstep] to dash to Astiviya's side. Divine ichor poured from the wound in her chest and pooled beneath her. If Icon had wanted her dead, she would be already, but even so it was hard to remind himself of that fact. She was, at this moment, as close to dead as a god could be without just being dead.

Thankfully, Icon nodded. "The way is open," it said gravely. "You are certain you know what you are doing?"

"Icon, buddy," Cale said. "I never have any idea what I'm doing."

"That is a lie," it replied sternly, though not before pausing for a moment.

"Okay, you got me. You're getting better at catching those." Cale grinned, though this time it didn't quite reach his eyes. "It's still all theoretical, but it's probably the first time we've even had the chance to make this work. We have to try. Make sure you keep hold of this, yeah?"

Icon gravely took the mana construct that Cale held out. It was a simple thing, nothing more than a rope braided out of dense fibers of his power. He looped the other half around his waist so it could act as a tether—he'd need to find his way back out of the domain, when he was done.

"Luck," it said, once he was done.

"It's 'good luck'," Cale corrected automatically. "And I'm not the one that needs it. That'll be Astiviya."

He glanced at her briefly as he spoke. In her chest, where Icon had stabbed through her, a faint rift had torn open. A wound that cut straight into her domain.

Iin most cases, that domain would have been utterly inaccessible. Nothing more than the power of a Monolith was great enough to breach that boundary. But Cale had friends in high places, and this wasn't the first time his enemies had learned that the hard way.

Though it was perhaps the first time they would benefit from it. He reached out to brush his fingers against the rift now, allowing its divine energies to draw him in.

Astiviya had said she wanted to see the full extent of his power. Even with the barrier around this arena, that wasn't something he could risk doing. There were few dangers, after all, that called for him to unleash everything he had, and there were equally few places that could tolerate it.

A divine domain like this one was one of them.

It seemed the war goddess would be getting her wish. That was probably the least he could do, after getting her stabbed through the chest like that... though in all fairness, she had cursed a child. He hadn't exactly forgotten that.

All that remained to be seen was how much of that was her.





The plan, in theory, was a simple one.

Astiviya was clearly more bound by her domain than most. A week ago, Cale would have said there was very little he could do about that. The gods were a necessary part of how the Great Realms functioned, and the fact that they were bound to their domains was a part of that. In a very real sense, they were their domains, and those domains were the pillars that held a realm together from within.

And he knew all too well what would happen if a god were to be severed from their domain. This was, after all, not the first time he had tried to set one free. Considering what happened then, Cale wouldn't be risking any of this if he wasn't almost certain that this time would be different.

But he was. He knew more about the Great Realms than he had ever known before. In the Bitter Path, he had learned about humanity and what it was like in the moments before it had vanished. Through them, he'd learned about a whole other era of magic, one in which its power was based on symbolism and significance.

Then there was what Adam had hinted at in the moments before they left, along with the realization that many of the gods he had met always seemed to act more human or at the very least more free in his presence...

The tipping point was Purén, strangely enough. Their conversation had been brief, but Cale felt like he'd gotten a pretty good idea of what kind of person the god was. Purén would not have encouraged a duel if he had not been certain that the outcome would in some way lead to peace. The knowledge that he'd done exactly that was a good sign that this plan would work.

"Alright," Cale said out loud. "Let's do this, then, shall we?"

He spoke mostly to anchor himself. His voice echoed strangely in the white void around him. Divine domains always manifested like this—they weren't exactly meant to be physical locations, and while there was a great deal of meaning bound to this place, Cale wasn't the sort of conceptual being equipped to perceive it. For him, it looked mostly like he was standing in an empty white void.

One feature stood out. In the middle of that white void was a massive chasm that split the ground in two. Unlike everything else, it was pitch black, like a nothingness painted into the world.

That would be Astiviya's manifestation within the domain. The chasm and its presence in the domain of War was what gave birth to her very existence as a god. If she were to be replaced, the chasm would be wiped away, replaced by some other symbol of divinity that represented whoever ascended to the role.

It was easy enough to guess why she manifested in this way.

"You were the commander in that spell, huh?" Cale muttered. "Must've sucked when you ended up as a goddess of war."

[Spear of the Fissure] had struck him as having a surprisingly personal story for what should have been a simple weapon conjuration, and it hadn't escaped its notice that unlike the rest of Astiviya's spells, it had been listed as being at a mere level 2. That meant she hadn't practiced the spell very often, and while part of that might have been mana limitations, Cale thought it was more likely that she simply avoided it because it reminded her too much of the past.

"Time to see if this works," he said, mostly because he couldn't stand complete silence.

He stepped toward the fissure, making a grasping motion, and prismatic wyldfire began to gather in his hand.

This was slower than his usual bursts of magic. He had to make sure that every drop of mana he used was nothing but the purest expression of his power, taken straight from the burning branches in his core. Prismatic embers licked up along his arm and raced to his hand, and Cale did his best to keep himself steady, even as the weight of his magic grew slowly heavier.

He had done something similar to this when he had been determined to end the Aspect Cascade. Back then he had poured his mana into a weapon he had designed to destroy the very essence of a soul.

What he wanted to do now would be far more difficult.

Wyldfire burned and accumulated within his fist until it had formed a hilt, and that hilt alone was made of almost as much mana as he had expended creating the truebridge between Utelia and the era of the Bitter Path.

He was sweating now. His barriers and the fact that this was his own mana protected him from the worst of the heat, but though the construct was small, the sheer density of mana he harnessed now bent the rules of magic itself all around it. The shaft for a blade slowly began to form above the hilt, his flames climbing higher and higher along its length.

It wasn't enough. Not yet.

The last time he had performed magic of this caliber, though he didn't really think of it was magic, was when he had taken the name Yggdrasil's End. He had forced out every scrap of mana available to him and poured it into an axe designed to tear down the very foundation of the realms themselves. He remembered the way his core had screamed at him, even as he forced himself to slow down, to minimize the damage he was doing. He remembered the way it felt afterward, empty and achingly dry, like a hole had been torn open within him.

While Cale did not intend to do something as drastic as shattering the Great Realms, he did need magic of a similar tier, for what he wanted to do was almost as difficult.

He wanted to break one of the ironclad rules of the Great Realms, and he wanted to do so without causing undue harm and damage. That required enough mana to permanently warp the way magic functioned within Astiviya's domain. It required a level of precision and concentration he had never employed before.

The Gift flickered in front of him as his sword began to form.

Warning, it said. Mana levels are unsustainable for tethering with the Gift. Continued exposure will temporarily sever your soul from the Gift.

Cale winced. Bad timing for the warning, though he appreciated it. "I thought you made use of any excess mana I produce," he said. "You can't do that here?"

The Gift is currently under heavy load from the excess mana produced by your [Sourcefire] evolution.

That made sense. He sighed, hesitating for just a moment. "Well, I can't exactly stop what I'm doing... how long will this last?"

A new tether will take approximately one week to construct, given the current state of your soul.

Cale relaxed at that. One week wasn't too bad. There were magics that Cale had been looking forward to learning in the next week, but in the grand scheme of things, how much time was that, really?

Warning— 

"I know," Cale said. "It's fine. I can survive for a week without spells. I've done it before."

Learned spell constructs have been attached to your soul. You will retain access to them. You will be unable to evolve new spells or access unique insights while the Gift is untethered.

Oh. That was a lot better than he'd been thinking. "I get it," he said. "It's fine. Thank you for all your work, Gift. I look forward to seeing you again."

As do I, Cale Cadwell Cobbs.

Magic continued to gather in his hand. The blade he held now was only half-formed, but it pulsed with immeasurable power; around him, the white, endless void almost seemed to dim in comparison to the blazing nexus of mana he held. Still he added more and more of his magic to the construct, creating a blade that would never see a name from the Gift.

He'd just have to name it himself, then. Perhaps something like... Rulebreaker.

After all, if his power could shake the chains that bound even the gods, then perhaps the right expression of that power—the right symbolic understanding—could break them.

By the time he had finished forming the blade, Astiviya's divine domain seemed almost like it had thinned. Through the void Cale thought he could see a glimmer of the Abyss itself, though it was hard to see past the blazing sword he was holding. His arm ached fiercely, and while his mana channels were not quite empty, he had exhausted himself greatly. He needed to do this quickly, before he collapsed.

Cale turned Rulebreaker over, grasped the hilt with both hands, and thrust it into the ground beneath him.

A single line of wyldfire shot from his blade, across the void, and into the chasm that represented Astiviya. Cale swayed on his feet as the fire went out—he had just enough strength left to yank Rulebreaker free, tug on the tether around his waist, and feel Icon begin to pull him back into Utelia.

Perhaps it was a hallucination, but strangely enough, in the moments before he left, he thought he heard something. That he might have caught a glimpse of something within that chasm. A scream that spoke of anger and frustration, of plans foiled—Cale had heard that particular scream so many times he knew exactly what it sounded like—and a glimpse of something red shooting out of the fissure, trying to escape his wyldfire.

It did not escape his wyldfire.

That was good. Even his hallucinations knew not to provoke his wrath.

By the time Icon pulled him out entirely, he had slipped off into what he would later insist was a nap, and absolutely not unconsciousness.
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  Astiviya felt as though this was her first breath of fresh air in centuries. Which, admittedly, was perhaps in part because of the enormous hole in her chest. She wondered briefly if this was something she should do more often, then realized that she was thinking about whether or not she should more frequently strut about with a hole in her chest, which was a degree of freedom she didn't normally have with her thoughts.

In front of her was the Icon of Battle, that Monolith she'd been fighting against. It was cradling Cale gently in its arms.

"What happened?" Astiviya asked, somewhat disconcerted. The last thing she could remember was losing and getting stabbed in the chest. There was a rather significant gap between that and the now-unconscious human in front of her. "Did I design a trap to kill him if I lost?"

Icon gave her a strange look. "Would you not know if you did?"

Good point. Astiviya thought about it for a moment. It was certainly the sort of thing she was petty enough to do, but she felt no particular urge to do it at the moment. She was also relatively certain Purén had convinced her not to, back when she'd been considering it. Something about how preparing a trap like that was as good as admitting defeat, which had made sense to her at the time.

"I did not," she said after a moment. "Why is he unconscious?"

"He performed what he called experimental magical surgery upon your divine domain in order to free you from its grasp," Icon said.

Astiviya frowned. "That is impossible," she said, though it did explain the freedom of thought she was experiencing. More than the hole in her chest did, at any rate.

"So it was believed," Icon agreed. "And yet he appears to have succeeded."

Astiviya hesitated. She had been this way for so long that even hearing the words felt like a dream, and she wasn't certain she wanted to believe it. Had he succeeded? She supposed she felt no particular urge to start any fights or cause any problems. That alone was strange—it had been such a long time since she had been truly free to think or say anything she wanted.

"I hope he never wakes up," she said experimentally.

Icon stared at her. It didn't say anything, but she felt the pressure of its focus spike dramatically, to the point that it was nearly a deadly force by itself.

"I did not mean that!" she said hurriedly. "It was—I apologize. I am not used to being pleasant. I meant to say I hope he wakes up soon. So I can thank him personally."

Icon seemed skeptical, though the force of its gaze lessened regardless. Behind her, a tinkling laugh caught her attention. Astiviya whirled around immediately.

"Ah, to see the day the Goddess of War finds it within herself to apologize," Purén said, the words warm and fond; Astiviya felt that same warmth echoing within her, and she could not help the broad smile that crossed her face.

"Well," she said. "There is a rather large hole in my chest. It makes it much easier to find things within."

"And she has found her sense of humor again!" Purén's eyes sparkled in delight, and he reached up to bring her in for a kiss, which she accepted joyfully; when they pulled away, Purén had taken on a new form, perhaps in celebration of her return. Purén's height remained the same, but she had taken on a form that was more distinctly feminine. Unable to help herself, Astiviya pulled her consort close—

Icon did not have a throat to clear, but the sound it made was something very similar. "I will note that we are still in the dueling arena," it said. "Perhaps celebrations can wait for after you've fulfilled Cale's conditions, per your agreement?"

Astiviya stared blankly at the Icon of Battle. It took her an embarrassingly long moment to remember what it was talking about. She had agreed to apologize personally to the Graystalk professor and bestow upon him a blessing if she lost this duel, hadn't she?

Normally, she would have complained about that and tried to fight her way out of it. A true blessing from a god was no small thing; it required a small but permanent loss of power, a bestowment of some part of her divinity upon the subject of her blessing. In this case, though, she couldn't quite find it within herself to protest.

Not because she truly felt bad, necessarily. Cale might have freed her from the constraints of her domain, but she was not the same as she had been before her ascension. She had played the role of a petty, vindictive goddess for centuries, and the influence of that role was not one she could shake off easily or immediately. She suspected she would, at the very least, still have the impulse to be cruel.

But she had a choice, now, and Purén would undoubtedly guide her toward a better understanding of her domain. That way, she could reclaim more of her former self and become more of the goddess she should have been.

She looked forward to that journey.

"The Monolith is right," Purén said softly, and Astiviya tried not to let herself be too distracted by the soft, lilting words of her consort. "You have an obligation to fulfil."

"I have an obligation to fulfil to you, too," Astiviya muttered under her breath; she leaned down for another quick kiss, delighting mostly in having the freedom to do so, then sighed and straightened.

It was a simple matter to find Valen Graystalk amid the crowd, and now that the duel was over, the arena's barrier had deactivated, and she was free to approach. As she did, though, Astiviya found herself unnerved by the utter stillness and silence of the crowd. She was used to cheers and jeers whenever she walked amongst the realmborn, not... whatever this was.

Every mage in sight was deep in meditation. They must have all received some sort of Inspiration—Astiviya could feel the ripples of her battle with Cale still rippling out amongst them. A week ago she would have scoffed at the idea that a battle with a mortal could produce such profound waves in the fabric of magic, but now she was no longer surprised.

She left them alone, despite the part of her that was tempted to disrupt them. Even if she did not feel sorry for what she had done yet, she knew she owed something to Cale. This would go a small way toward repaying her debt.

As if sensing her thoughts—probably actually sensing her thoughts, now that she thought about it—Purén let out a tinkling laugh. "My dear," she said, amused, "acting within the bounds of common decency hardly pays toward a debt."

"You were not supposed to hear that," Astiviya muttered, blushing faintly. Just like Purén to find a way to make her blush with a simple conversation.

Unable to bear the silence and the tension any longer, Astiviya flickered with divine power and teleported to where Valen Graystalk was positioned. There she waited impatiently until the elven professor woke from his meditation. From the way magic was rippling around him, she could tell that he was almost done, so she wouldn't have to wait long.

Sure enough, he opened his eyes a moment later, then startled slightly at the sight of the two goddesses standing in front of him. "May I help you?" he asked politely.

"I owe you an apology," Astiviya said.

Graystalk's gaze sharpened slightly. "I do not accept it."

Astiviya knew she would normally have been provoked by this; already, she was tempted to respond by smiting him, but she held back in what she thought was an admirable display of restraint. She tried to ignore Purén snickering to herself beside her. Clearly, the Goddess of Peace did not agree.

"Well, I was not going to offer it," Astiviya said, mostly to be petulant.

Graystalk looked mildly exasperated. Astiviya wondered if everyone at Brightscale had acquired Cale's particular form of irreverence. He looking at her like she was another one of his students!. "You just said you were."

"I said I owe you an apology," Astiviya corrected. "I did not say I would give it."

Graystalk rolled his eyes. "Fantastic. Why are you here, then?"

Astiviya felt Purén's hand grasp her shoulder. She sighed, then forced herself to speak the words, though they came out through gritted teeth. "I owe you an apology," she repeated. "I cannot give it to you now, because I would not mean it. I do not know how your human was able to free me from the constraints of my domain, but my freedom does not change who I am, and after centuries in this role... I am not the woman I once was. I do not yet regret what I have done."

"Those words suggest you will eventually."

"I know who I am now," Astiviya said. "I know who I was, a very long time ago. That woman, I think, would be ashamed of what she has become. I cannot promise that I will find her once more, but if I do, and I truly regret my actions, I will apologize as befits a goddess who accepts her responsibilities."

Graystalk absorbed those words, then sighed. "This is the strangest apology I have received," he muttered. "Very well. I will give you my response when the occasion arrives, then, Be warned that I may not accept it, no matter your sincerity."

Astiviya nodded. "I would expect no less from one I have seeded as an agent of war," she said. She ignored the look Graystalk gave her. "I will take my leave shortly, but before that, I believe I said I would bestow upon you and your parents a blessing."

"I do not—"

"Silence," Astiviya commanded. "I will tolerate your disrespect, but Purén has guided me on this gift. You will not disrespect her."

Graystalk frowned, glancing at the Goddess of Peace, who simply smiled serenely. She hadn't said a single word, of course, but Astiviya shared a connection with her, and through that connection they could know one another in a way that no telepathy offered. She had not known what blessing to offer, but Purén had; thus, she had known as well.

Astiviya cupped all four of her hands together, and divine light began pouring from them into the space between. When she pulled them away, an orb of her power remained floating there, rife with the scent of War. It was small but dense, a pill-shaped collection of divinity.

It descended slowly toward Graystalk, who stared at it.

"When you are ready, you will swallow this," Astiviya commanded. "It will bestow upon you and your family the blessing of the Trials."

"Not sure I like the sound of that," Graystalk said, not moving to take the pill. Astiviya's jaw twitched. The realmborn were so insolent—

Purén placed a calming hand on her bicep and spoke in her stead. "What she means is that you and your family has experienced great strife, as a result of her actions," she said, her words gentle. "This blessing will grant you all understanding of that strife, that it may be easier for you to reunite.

"More than that, once you have understood the wars you each had to fight within, it will use that understanding and grow into a Greater Blessing that will stay with your bloodline, should you wish it. That may take many forms, but in addition to all the normal benefits of such a blessing, it will allow you to call upon her divine power in times of need, either to enhance your magic or make use of hers."

Graystalk seemed mollified by that explanation. He reached out to take the pill, turning it over once in his hands before slipping it into his pocket. "I will... speak to my family again before taking this," he said. "But thank you."

"There is no need for thanks," Astiviya said. "I would prefer, in fact, if you did not bring up that this happened. My worshippers will believe I am getting soft, otherwise."

"You have always been soft," Purén said with a chuckle. "You have only been unable to express it."

Astiviya steadfastly ignored her, though that resolve was rapidly crumbling. "We will leave now," she announced instead. "Your Headmaster remains in his Inspiration trance, and I do not wish to remain to bask in my humiliation. You have received your blessing and your apology—"

"I explicitly did not receive the latter," Graystalk pointed out, raising a brow.

"You have received your blessing and a statement of intent to apologize," Astiviya continued smoothly. "Which fulfils the conditions of this duel. Brightscale may continue to participate in the Fettered Divinity tournament, and I will explicitly provide my backing if it is required. Please convey to your Headmaster my acknowledgement of your academy."

"I will do that," Graystalk said. His gaze lingered curiously on the way Astiviya's hand held on to Purén's. Astiviya couldn't figure out why until she realized that her grip on Purén was tightening with every moment. Purén herself did not complain; she seemed only to grow more amused by the moment.

"...We are leaving now," Astiviya said quickly and abruptly. With that, she tore a hole back to the divine realm and stepped through, tugging a laughing Purén through with her.

Graystalk watched them leave in bemusement. He had imagined many different eventual confrontations with the Goddess of War, but not in the wildest of dreams had he imagined that.

Then his gaze finally fell on Icon, who was still holding Cale protectively. "Oh, dear," he muttered, pushing himself to his feet. "I better find out if he is alright."





Cale did not wake for two days, which caused some panic amongst the faculty of Brightscale Academy, many of whom could be found pacing outside of the infirmary. Eventually, his apprentices were forced to join the Healing Ward's mages in creating a blockade that was capable of keeping a worried dragon away.

This was, in itself, no small feat, and would have awarded them no small number of credits if Akkau had been in the right state of mind to gift them.

"I cannot believe they are calling these anti-dragon wards," Akkau complained instead, glaring at the seal painted on the archway. "How were they even able to do this? They are mere palewater students. Can you believe this, Sterny?"

"Would you like me to teleport you past the wards?" Professor Sternkessel offered, making no comment on the nickname.

"No," Akkau grumbled. "I am well aware of why they are doing this. It simply feels excessive. I am surprised you are enabling me."

Sternkessel hummed. "I have my reasons. Shall we return to your office, then?"

Akkau narrowed his eyes suspiciously, but he saw no trap in the offer. "Fine," he said, sighing. "They will let me know when he recovers, anyway."





It was four days, in total, before Cale was finally well enough to return to classes; three days before the Gift had said his connection with it would be re-established. It was both exciting and frustrating, because while his connection was gone, he couldn't look up what [Sourcefire] had been all about.

The spell was there. He could have cast it, if he'd been willing to risk it. But he had plenty of other magics to explore and projects to catch up on, not to mention a number of classes he'd been looking forward to. He figured it probably wasn't worth taking that risk, considering the implications the name alone had.

That and the Gift had demonstrated some ability to interfere if things went south. Right now it was preoccupied, judging by the amount of activity above Utelia's oceans. Storms had been raging above them for days, and it likely wouldn't be safe to try until those storms had calmed.

So! Cale went back to his classes instead. Specifically, he went back to his classes and to the duty of training his apprentices. Now that Thorn had recommended them so strongly as the secondary team in the tournament, that was especially important—both Cale and his apprentices had been put into a special track to better prepare them for it. For the foreseeable future, they would be training with the academy's best professors in classes tailored to their needs.

This was even more disruptive than it normally would have been for three reasons that Cale was very excited for.

First, the professors themselves had changed dramatically. The Inspirations that many had gained during the duel between Cale and Astiviya meant a lot of their mages had made significant breakthroughs in power and knowledge. Many of them were frantically rewriting their coursework, in fact. In the four days Cale had been gone, the format of every class had been turned pretty much upside-down.

Second, Korav had made deals with many of the shades that Astiviya summoned, and while many of them chose to return to the River, a good deal of them had asked to stay. More specifically, they had asked to stay and work at the Academy as a professor, which Korav had obliged by working out a contract for each of them with the Headmaster.

As a result of all this, "the academy's best professors" as a category had been entirely reworked. On top of several professors that had made leaps and bounds with their magic, the list now included a number of liches, former dark lords, and ancient not-quite-evils that were eager to pass on their knowledge to the next generation.

Third and most significant, however, was that thanks to the Inspiration she had received, Professor Imrys had made a breakthrough with the labyrinth she'd attached to his room.

Specifically, she was claiming that she had invented a means of using it to temporarily travel to other realms.

It was an incredible claim. Cale wasn't even sure if he believed her just yet—there was a reason so many other mages had tried and failed. But Imrys wasn't one to make claims like these if she wasn't absolutely certain.

Either way, he would get to see for himself soon. It was the whole reason he was here. Imrys had insisted he attend her first class on the subject, just in case things went wrong. He had his own reasons for wanting to attend, of course; inter-realm travel had enormous implications for him, and more importantly...

The question of what happened to humanity still pulled at him. That scrap of paper Adam had left him had given him a few ideas, but Cale couldn't be certain of anything yet. He knew only where he needed to start.

Dark one and the holes in his memory surrounding them were connected to this, somehow. It would be difficult to chase after Utelia's dark lord, but if he could just see the cycle of darkness and divinity in its entirety by peeking into other realms, he could pry open the secrets surrounding them.

He really wished the class didn't have to start in his room, though.

Right on cue, Professor Imrys, in all her tiny, mousy glory, leapt onto the dresser with a mad gleam in her eyes. "Everyone is here!" she announced. "I am terribly excited for this, my dears. Welcome to the first ever lecture on Streaming the Realms!"

"I have a question," Cale said. "Can we not call it that?"

"Oh, goodness, no. I've already signed the paperwork," Imrys said, shaking her head. She hopped off his dresser and marched toward the door. "Now, if you would, please follow me into the deadly labyrinth that might kill you. Mind your steps, dearies."
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  The first thing Cale noticed about the labyrinth was that it felt different, somehow. He wondered if that was because Professor Imrys had done something to the door—he'd noticed her fiddling with it for a little longer than usual before opening it, although he hadn't sensed anything unusual about her magic at the time.

"Psst," Cale whispered to Leo, who glanced at him oddly. "Does the labyrinth feel different to you?"

"I guess?" Leo frowned. "Now that you point it out, it does feel a little more twisted than usual."

"Imrys opened the door differently," Cale said. "I wonder if that has something to do with it?"

"Why would the door change anything?" Leo's brows furrowed, and he reached out to place a hand on Cale's forehead. "Are you sure you're well enough to be attending classes?"

"I'm fine," Cale insisted, batting ineffectually at Leo's hand. "Doors can change everything! That's how a lot of door magic works, you know. You change the door and you change what's behind it. It's practically built into the Great Realms."

"Is it?" Leo asked, clearly skeptical, and Cale nodded emphatically.

"There are realms you can only reach if you open the right door, at the right time, with the right key," he said. "And there are worlds that exist only while the door that connects to them stays open. Door magic is incredible. Not as incredible as baking magic, mind you, but still."

"And you think Professor Imrys did something with the door to change the labyrinth?" Leo glanced at the walls around them doubtfully. "I guess that's possible, but if we're going to be crossing realms, we have to be using more than just door magic, right?"

"With very few exceptions, door magic isn't enough to cross the Abyss," Cale agreed. "There's definitely more to it than that."

"Something about the magic in the labyrinth feels familiar," Damien offered, reaching out to brush his fingers against the walls. He concentrated faintly for a moment, then shook his head. "I'm not exactly sure if this is what it reminds me of, but it feels almost like—gah!"

Damien jerked backward with a yelp as Professor Imrys appeared suddenly in front of him, her cane outstretched and a reproachful look on her tiny face. "I must ask that you pay attention to the class, my dears," she said, tapping Damien's nose with her cane. "I'll explain things soon, not to worry! I'm sure you can manage to focus until then, hm?"

"Y-yes, ma'am!" Damien said, straightening and giving her a salute for some reason. Cale wasn't even sure where he'd learned that, but Imrys seemed satisfied; she nodded at him, smiled, and trotted back along the corridors of the labyrinth, looking remarkably small against its enormous walls.

Cale glanced at his fellow students, baffled. She hadn't started the class yet, so what was there to pay attention to? After a moment, though, he shrugged and followed along; maybe whatever magic she was doing required silence. It wasn't like there was anything else he could do until she decided to start her lecture, and the other mages accompanying them weren't exactly conversationalists.

Like most of Professor Imrys's classes, Streaming the Realms was a relatively small and contained lesson, consisting mostly of mages that she believed would be able to handle an excursion into another realm. Of Cale's apprentices, only Leo and Damien were attending, though that was because Flia and Syphus both had other classes they were already excited about. Other than that, two of Brightscale's wyldfire mages were attending, and that was it.

One of them was Thorn, who, true to form, had been tense and silent throughout, though his gaze lingered on Cale every so often. The other was a spatial mage that went by the name of Featherstrike.

Cale didn't know much about Featherstrike. He was an avian mage of some description, with glossy black feathers and a tall, lean build. Most of that was hidden beneath his cloak, which he only seemed to open whenever he needed to cast a spell. So far the only time Cale had seen him cast was just before they'd stepped into the labyrinth, though that glimpse alone was telling—the bird-man had what looked like nearly a hundred miniaturized spell reagents strapped to his belt and chest.

Alas, as much as this intrigued him, Featherstrike seemed entirely uninterested in conversation. In some ways, he was even worse than Thorn, who had at least been quiet because he was reasonably suspicious of Cale. Featherstrike had no such concern, but he'd still gone out of his way to establish that he was less than friendly.

"I recognize that you have the power to beat even the gods," Featherstrike had told him when he first tried to introduce himself. "But power alone does not earn my respect. Do not expect me to worship the feet you walk on simply because you have it."

Cale had opened his mouth to respond, frowned, closed it again, and thought carefully about what Featherstrike said before speaking. "Uh," he said. "Just for the record, the phrase is 'worship the ground you walk on'. Not feet."

Featherstrike had stared blankly at him, and the seconds that passed after felt like some of the longest and most awkward silences Cale had ever personally experienced. Mostly because the avian seemed to fall into what was, as best as Cale could tell, a deep contemplation about the nature of the saying. He wasn't sure he'd ever seen anyone concentrate this hard on a saying, in fact.

"To worship the ground and not the feet..." Featherstrike had muttered to himself. "Odd. Why is it that Irathia always speaks of worshipping the feet I walk on, then? Perhaps the ground is simply a mammalian variant of the saying?"

Thorn had grunted. "No. Cale's right. Saying's ground, not feet."

"I see. In that case, I thank you for the correction and opportunity to learn." Featherstrike had bowed toward Cale, then, before lapsing right back into a state of deep contemplation.

In all his many years of life, Cale had never seen a stranger's opinion of him turn around so quickly, especially not when he'd done it by complete accident. And by correcting him on a saying, of all things! He'd even tried to clarify afterward that he was not, in fact, interested in anyone worshipping him in any capacity, but Featherstrike had only nodded distractedly; he was clearly deeply caught up in whatever train of thought Cale had provoked.

So that had been interesting! Cale had no idea what to make of it aside from that. Which was pretty novel for him, honestly, and since he loved the many eccentricities of high-level mages, that alone was enough for Featherstrike to earn some points in his book. He had to wonder what kind of magic a mage like that would specialize in. He was a spatial mage, sure, but what kind of spatial magic did he use? He hoped he'd get the chance to find out soon.

This was, unfortunately, the one time the labyrinth stayed quiet and unassuming as they made their way through it. That probably had something to do with the two wyldfire mages accompanying them that did nothing to suppress their power, though Cale wouldn't have been surprised if Professor Imrys's presence had something to do with it as well.

He wasn't actually sure if she was at wyldfire herself. She wore an artifact that kept her core entirely suppressed, and he hadn't thought to ask. He was almost certain, however, that he'd caught at least one beast slinking up to her only for her to give it a sharp look that sent out whimpering and scampering away.

Terrifying. Did she use some kind of artifact for that, or was that some magic intrinsic to her?

Either way, they moved through the labyrinth quickly as a result. Not even the traps posed a problem to them—Imrys led them around those traps with a deftness that might have suggested she was a minotaur herself if not for the fact that she was cheerfully making use of an artifact she had built explicitly for this purpose.

(It was an artifact that used minotaur fur. Cale was aware of this because Leo had come up to their room just a day ago looking vaguely traumatized. Apparently, Imrys had "needed his fur for something.")

"Dear me," Imrys said at last. "I suppose I see now why you speak so much to your companions."

Cale blinked. "What do you mean?"

"I don't need telepathy to be able to see how loud you're thinking," Imrys said, tottering closer to peer up at his face. "Goodness. You think constantly. Do you never let that brain of yours rest, my dear?"

"I'm pretty sure you do have to be a telepath to see how loud I'm thinking," Cale pointed out. Imrys ignored this, clicking her tongue instead and starting back down the corridor.

"Very well," she said. "I suppose I should begin the lecture before I bore my poor students to death! It's not every day I get to host our prestigious wyldfire mages, is it? You two must be bored, too. Or wondering how it is that we will travel between the realms like this, hm?"

Thorn grunted. "Could wait. Would prefer not to."

Featherstrike had finally shaken himself from his reverie. "It would please me greatly to know how you intend on solving the Abyssal bridge."

Professor Imrys grinned. "Ah, but that's the beauty of it, my dears! I don't have to. Cale here has done it for me."

"I did?" Cale asked blankly.

"Oh yes," Professor Imrys said. "The beauty of a labyrinth produced by the Labyrinth Plague, my dears, is that they are so spatially confused within that they may be convinced that they lead almost anywhere. This is why the labyrinths produced by the Plague are connected, yes? You were able to cross a continent once with this trick, as I recall."

To get to Sternkessel. Cale remembered that. "That doesn't let you cross the Abyss," he pointed out.

"It didn't," Professor Imrys said gleefully, and she began to rap her cane against the tiles and walls of the labyrinth, causing a rhythmic tap-tap-tap to echo out around them. "But the Abyss is different now, isn't it? I saw it in the folds of magic itself. You created a truebridge that links us across all of time and space. And that sort of magic is very, very special, my dear."

Imrys pressed a final tap on the tile directly beneath her, and Cale realized belatedly that she had been tapping her cane in a circle—that even the rhythm of her tapping had formed a circle. At the end of her cane, a tiny imprint of a third kind of magic circle had been stamped, and she had marked the walls of the labyrinth with it.

A triplicate ritual. The magic in the labyrinth surged toward her, fueling the spell she'd cast, and Cale wasn't sure if he hallucinated it, but he was almost certain she danced a tiny, excited little jig. Or maybe that was part of her spell?

"It's the kind of magic that will give us access to all the secrets of all the worlds," she said. "Think of all the artifacts we'll be able to make, dearies! Utelia will no longer be isolated in a corner of the Great Realms, and we can learn from everything that's out there."

She paused long enough to beam at them, and then, with a flourish, spoke. "Welcome, my dears, to Streaming the Realms!"

The circles around her glowed with power, and a moment later, mist began to billow out from the walls. Damien let out a gasp of recognition, and Leo tensed, reaching out to grab him by the wrist—no doubt remembering the moment they'd lost him in the Bitter Path, when he'd been shunted into the Fog.

Because that was exactly what this was. Imrys had somehow found a way to tap into the truebridge and access the power of the Fog within it. It bloomed out now throughout the labyrinth, changing from within on an absolute, fundamental level.

It was an incredible feat of magic. Cale could feel himself grinning, drawn into the demonstration.

Granted, this was a terrible idea for a great number of reasons. If he'd known ahead of time that this was what she wanted to do, he might even have tried to stop her. A connection like this was two-way, after all, and there was an already existing problem with the labyrinths and a potential invading force connected to the Nothing. Who knew what this would do? It would, at minimum, bring attention to Utelia.

Yet at the same time, was this not the very essence of magic? It gave them the potential to truly explore the realms, to uncover every hidden secret, to discover what had never been found before. Cale knew more than most how much danger lurked in the shadows of the Realms, but he knew also the other side of it: that there was beauty within those shadows, answers that could not be found in a single realm, and new magics to solve old problems.

They were going to have to be careful, though. He wasn't worried about Thorn, Damien, or Leo, since they had all experienced the Bitter Path firsthand. Imrys and Featherstrike, on the other hand?

Powerful as they were, they were probably going to need someone to look out for them.

"Babysitting protocol," Cale whispered to Leo and Damien before the Fog could fully envelop them. Both of them gave him a funny look.

"Seriously?" Leo asked. "Why would—"

This was, of course, the moment the Fog dropped away and they found themselves standing on rough, strangely cracked ground. Cale glanced down, his brows furrowing, then stared at the northern horizon, where a great canopy of giant leaves seemed to spread across half the sky; over on the southern horizon, there were instead roots that spread through the air in large tangles, mimicking the shape of a dome.

They were, in other words, standing sideways on a giant tree.

"Oh!" Cale said. "We're in a tree dimension!"

Everyone stared at him, and Cale beamed right back, trying to calm his racing heart. For a split second he had thought Yggdrasil had somehow returned. He hadn't experienced a summoning to a realm like this in eons. Thankfully logic reasserted itself in time—this tree was nowhere near large enough to be the World Tree. And he did know a thing or two about tree dimensions, so it was a good thing Imrys had brought him along.

Speaking of which, he had better warn the others. "Okay, so, you're going to want to be careful. Gravity in these realms only works if you believe in it."

"It what?" Leo frowned at him, confused. "What's that supposed to mean?"

Cale just pointed at Featherstrike, who was squawking and scrabbling in panic as he began sliding helplessly across the ground toward the roots. "You know how gravity was discovered because of an apple tree?" he asked, ignoring the way everyone shook their heads in response. "Tree dimensions like these are all really proud of that, so if you don't believe in gravity, they just start messing with you."

"I have so many questions," Leo said with a sigh. He moved to help Featherstrike before the poor mage floated off into the atmosphere. "But I'm guessing they're going to have to wait."

"Yup!" Cale said. "First, we gotta greet the locals."





Far away from the continent of Ercryst, a certain dark lord was puzzling over the changes that had manifested overnight within a particular school of magic.

In most cases, Kelegas would simply have chalked up any change in the effects of his spellwork to the fact that he was now in a region saturated with divine intent—there was, after all, a pretty good reason that he and his army of aberrations spent all their time as far away from it as possible—but the dark magic he practiced was the one form of magic that should not have been affected by any divinity.

The good news was that his magic hadn't been rendered entirely ineffective. The bad news was that many of his spells now acted unpredictably, and he had nearly failed one of his classes because of it. It was a good thing Steve had been able to cover for him. Kelegas had never been quite so thankful for the man.

Still, this was a problem. If he intended to infiltrate the Fettered Divinity tournament, Kelegas needed to prove himself to this academy and join their team of wyldfire mages. He couldn't do that if his magic was acting unpredictably and he failed to pass the most basic of tests. That meant he needed to identify what had changed about his magic and how that had happened.

"It should not be possible," Kelegas muttered, scowling to himself. "True dark magic is aberrant in nature. Nothing that affects the fabric of divine-tainted magic should affect my spellwork. Perhaps it is sabotage? But none should be aware of my presence here..."

"Sir?" Steve asked, looking over at him. They were sharing a dorm, of course, and the poor man had been listening to him mutter to himself for the last thirty minutes.

"I have told you to call me Kel while we are 'students' in this academy," Kelegas corrected absently.

"Kel, then." Steve seemed strangely abashed by the command. "What's going on?"

"You have noticed it already," Kelegas said. "My spells have been more unpredictable lately. If I knew the cause, I might be able to account for it and correct it, but I am at a loss as to what could have changed."

Steve frowned. "Your magic isn't the only magic that's been acting up, from what I've heard," he said. "I overheard some of the professors here talking about it. Apparently the oceans are storming again and some people are getting new spells granted to them by the Gift or something, with magic they've never seen before."

"That is... odd, but it should not have an impact on my magic." Kelegas drummed his fingers on his desk restlessly. "I draw from the Abyss and the Nothing. Only a larger change in the structure of the Great Realms should have any impact."

"Oh!" Steve straightened, his eyes gleaming with sudden excitement, as they always did when he realized he could be helpful. "In that case, I know what it is! It has to be the time tunnel."

"...The what?"

"Remember when I had a fever and was all sick and stuff? I figured out why. It's because someone was building a time tunnel in the Abyss. And now there's... well, now there's a time tunnel in the Abyss. That kind of structural change could affect your magic, right?"

Kelegas stared at Steve. "And you did not think to mention this before?"

"I didn't think it would affect your magic!" Steve looked abruptly worried. "Is it bad, si—I mean, Kel?"

Kelegas sighed. "It could be worse, but I will have to rebuild many of my spells to account for this change," he muttered. "Luckily, we should have plenty of time to do so. It is fortunate that this academy is in need of more wyldfires, and are thus reluctant to scrutinize me too closely... come along, now. We have much magic to do, and I will need your assistance to measure the exact length and size of this tunnel, as you call it."

Steve, for some reason, went red, though Kelegas had not the faintest idea why.
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  Cale's experience of the Great Realms was not typically characterized by being shunted randomly into other realms, though his friends could probably be forgiven for making that mistake. As such, it took him a while to remember the proper protocol for What To Do If You Find Yourself in Another Realm (which was, incidentally, the title of a book he had once written but never published.)

First among those rules was to find some of the locals. Many species could be found all across the Great Realms, but almost every realm had a dominant species of some sort. In Utelia, for instance, it was mostly elves and elemental beings, though it was harder to tell there since it was a great deal more diverse than many of the realms Cale had been to.

A realm's dominant species could tell you many things, but most important among them was whether or not the realm itself was compatible with your form of life. Finding that out immediately was imperative, because not all realms were universally compatible. The infernal realms were the easiest example of this—they were all choked with so much infernal mana that most lifeforms without a filtering barrier would either die or find themselves immediately corrupted. Any species living there had to be able to tolerate that environment by default.

But plenty of other realms were incompatible with humans in a truly staggering number of ways. Cale had over time tuned his barriers to handle most of them, though he still found himself caught off-guard every so often.

Like that one time he'd ended up in a strange liquid dimension that seemed like water but was most assuredly not, because whatever that liquid was, it had been breathable. Which was incredibly cool! It had also been full to the brim with various heavy metals, which was definitely not.

"Dearie," Professor Imrys said. "I do believe you'll have to lead the way on this one. You are our resident expert on other realms, after all! What did you call this? A tree dimension, was it?"

Cale decided to take Imrys's lead in ignoring the way Featherstrike continued to flail about and squawk, despite being firmly held in Leo's arms. "Dimension isn't technically the right term," he said. "It's just how I've been categorizing the different types of realms. It might be a little misleading."

Professor Imrys nodded thoughtfully. "We have not wandered into the elemental planes by mistake, then," she said. "Very good! I was concerned for a minute. This place did seem too lovely to be an elemental plane."

"It's just one of the different types of realms," Cale said. "There are a surprising number of realms where their worlds are trees instead of planets. Could be just one tree, could be a ton of them. Then there are realms suspended entirely in liquid, realms where the world within is just a single endless plain..."

"How delightful," Professor Imrys remarked, her whiskers twitching happily."I look forward to experiencing them for myself. Ah, and you mentioned we must find the locals? I believe some of them may be coming to investigate us now."

Cale nodded. He'd noticed it at around the same time Professor Imrys had, judging by the way she glanced sharply up into the sky. There was a presence soaring toward them—a whole group of mages with darkwood cores, in fact. Not a threat to their party, but it was an impressively powerful squad to send out just to scout them, if that was what this was. He wondered if they'd dealt with visitors before.

The leader of the squad resembled something like a winged ant clad in loose strips of silver armor, though armor might have been a generous term for what looked mostly like fragile rings. Cale wasn't fooled, though—the strength of that armor came from the defensive enchantments that could be packed into each strip. It was the same with the goldsong spear she carried, which looked unassuming but could practically double the capacity of the average mage.

Behind her flew six other mages in a tight formation, each one dressed in a bronze version of that armor and carrying silver-tipped spears. Every one of them, including the leader, wore stern, tense expressions, and when they landed it was with a sharp snap that cracked the bark beneath them.

Despite all the tension, Cale found himself relaxing. He recognized their species! They were atverians, an ant-like people that placed great importance on matters of military discipline. A greeting like this wasn't that unusual amongst them. More importantly, since he sensed no specialized protective magics on them, their presence indicated this realm probably didn't have any airborne toxin ready to kill them.

Other than the pollen, anyway. Cale had been to enough tree dimensions to know that the pollen in them was always dangerous. Thankfully, it was relatively rare for these realms to flower, so he hadn't needed to deal with it very often.

The atverian leader glared down at them and spoke with a stern voice. "Strangers," she greeted. "My name is T'vela. We sensed a significant burst of mana in this vicinity. Were you the cause?"

"Oh, goodness me, look at you!" Professor Imrys exclaimed, tottering forward and speaking over T'vela before she had even finished her question; the atverian mage seemed startled, like she hadn't even noticed Imrys before she spoke. She probably hadn't, since Imrys was barely tall enough to reach her knee. "What an exquisite exoskeleton. Look at the mana retention in your chitin! You would make a beautiful relic. I don't suppose you have any dead I could borrow? I'll only need the tiniest sample of... Damien, my dear, what are you doing? This is a very important—"

Cale was thankful, in that moment, that they had established that so-called "babysitting protocol." And that Damien had studied the spell Imrys used to keep her students quiet. His [Soundshell] finished its cast, enclosing their professor in a bubble of muted sound before she could start talking about turning the atverian dead into a relic. The poor dreadshade looked terribly guilty about it, though.

"I'm sorry!" he whispered. "Just, um, you can't just ask people if you can use the bodies of their dead."

Imrys scowled at him, rattling off what Cale was almost certain was a series of colorful curses, though the bubble kept them all safe from what was surely a scathing retort. It was probably a good thing none of them could hear it. Cale didn't want his apprentices picking up their swear words from her, of all people.

Leo seemed disappointed, though. He'd probably wanted to be the one to cast that spell, but he was currently still preoccupied holding on to Featherstrike to make sure he didn't just float off into the sky above them.

"Sorry about that," Cale told a bemused looking T'vela. "You know how mages can get with their interests."

T'vela, to her credit, only snorted. "I do indeed, but it is good that you stopped her," she said, her tone begrudging. "I can be assured that you do not all wish to desecrate our dead, at least. They have been desecrated enough."

Her words and the way she'd said that gave Cale pause, but before he could ask about them, she continued speaking. "As I have said, I am T'vela, one of the commanders of the local atverian colony. I assume you are travelers? Who among you is your leader?"

"Technically her," Cale said with a slight grimace, nodding toward Professor Imrys. She sat in her bubble looking incredibly put out, though that was almost certainly just a show—Imrys was more than capable of breaking out of that bubble if she'd wanted to. "But she's put me in charge for the time being."

Inside her bubble, Professor Imrys nodded, as if to agree with him.

T'vela glanced between them both. "I see," she said, her mandibles pressing inward in a slight frown. She turned her gaze to Thorn, and Cale saw what he thought was a glimpse of anger before she quelled it ruthlessly.

Yet when she spoke again, she couldn't quite hide her bitterness. "I had hoped that the burst of mana followed by the presence of a Tendril meant that the Holy Mother had finally heard our pleas, but perhaps it was ignorant of me to hope that She would respond now, after months of silence. Is this Tendril meant to assist you with some task of yours, then? What is it that brings strangers like yourselves to the Lower Bark?"

Thorn's default glower grew slightly more pronounced at those words, and Cale winced. "I am no Tendril of the Mother," he said. "I am my own being. You would do well to remember that, atverian."

Right. Vinewalkers and atverians had something of a recurring history throughout the Great Realms. Atverians worshipped the Holy Mother, and vinewalkers were said to be her children. Rather than seeing them as sacred beings, though, atverians tended to believe that vinewalkers were created to aid them in serving the Holy Mother.

The problem was that they often were. The Holy Mother would create them to fulfil some task or the other, often reaching out and puppeting them directly to do so. Once the task was done, she would abandon them, leaving them to do whatever they wished... and since they knew nothing else, in most cases, they would simply continue serving the atverians.

It made it difficult for them to be their own people, and Cale didn't blame Thorn for the way he glowered at T'vela. Yet she seemed if anything oddly reassured by his hostility—some of the bitterness in her voice had bled away when she spoke again, and she gave no indication that she disagreed.

"I see," she said instead, short and neutral. "And why are you here, then, if not at the behest of the Holy Mother? The Lower Bark is not a place suited for most."

"Oh, we're here because of a magical accident," Cale said vaguely, waving a hand. This was the excuse he always used, and it hadn't failed yet. "That's the burst of mana you felt. Doesn't mean we can't help you with whatever's going on, though, if you tell us more about it?"

Leo and Damien both shot him disbelieving looks, as if to ask if this approach usually worked. He'd mentioned it before, and both of them had clearly assumed he'd been kidding. Cale just grinned back at them. They'd find out soon, wouldn't they?

Sure enough, T'vela narrowed her eyes at him in suspicion... but only for a moment. After that, she nodded sharply, having decided he could be trusted. His apprentices' mouths dropped open.

"I suppose it is often said that a stranger's knowledge may offer new perspectives," T'vela said with a sigh. She turned and gestured for the group to follow her. "Perhaps the Holy Mother is providing for us in her own way.

"But it is not safe to remain here. We will discuss the details as we return to the colony. I ask that you allow me to first confer with my sisters so we can decide what we will share, however. We cannot give all our secrets to outsiders, no matter how desperate the need."

"Of course," Cale said, falling into step behind her even as his apprentices stared between them, bewildered. "Lead the way, miss. We'll be happy to help."

Thorn let out a grunt, as if to disagree, then sighed and stepped up to join Cale. The two of them shared a brief look in which Thorn seemed almost to be searching for something; finding it, he nodded at Cale, and the two of them walked on.





Cale and the others walked a respectful distance behind T'vela and her sisters as they muttered amongst themselves. He had no idea what they were talking about, but it was clearly divisive, since they were gesturing animatedly at one another. The sound barrier they erected prevented him from listening in on what they were saying, unfortunately, and he had never quite gotten the hang of mandible-reading.

Not that he would have eavesdropped on them if he'd been able to, of course. The reputation he'd gained for it in some realms was irrelevant. It was just that many mages often forgot such precautions and happened to discuss their plans within earshot, and it wasn't his fault they all picked the most criminally obvious dark alleyways to discuss their plans in.

"Is this how it always is for you, Cale?" Damien whispered.

"You don't need to whisper," Cale said. "That's a two-way barrier. They figured we'd probably want to talk among ourselves, too, in case they're leading us into a trap or something."

"Are they leading us into a trap?" Leo asked, alarmed.

"Eh," Cale said. "It's a possibility, but I doubt it. T'vela seems sincere. And to answer your question, Damien... kind of? My Thread isn't active here since I haven't used any magic yet, but any kind of connection between two realms will usually prioritize locations that hold some kind of significance."

He thought for a moment. "Come to think of it, I don't think I really understood why until the whole Bitter Path thing. I bet the symbolic power of significant events causes the veil of the realm to thin out a bit. Some remnant of significance theory, maybe? Which means it's always easiest to enter a realm in a place where something interesting is happening." He beamed. "That's neat."

"Make it a habit to jump into other realms and help people, do you?" Thorn grumbled, and Cale laughed.

"I used to, sure," he said happily. "Or something like that, anyway. Back when I had my worldship, it was really more about exploration, but it's not like we lost anything by helping whoever we came across. It's a great way to learn a bit more about the realms and how it works.

"Mind you, significance doesn't always mean there's someone to help. Sometimes we'd just drop straight into a trap, or into places where magic's all wrong and we have no idea why." He smiled wistfully. "Good times."

"You are a strange human," Thorn said, shaking his head.

"What I really want to know is what's happening here," Cale continued. "You saw the way T'vela talked about the Holy Mother, didn't you?"

Thorn was silent for a moment, but eventually grunted. "She does not seem to like her," he muttered reluctantly. "Different from what I am used to. Suppose history here might be different."

"You could sit this out, if you want," Cale offered, but Thorn shook his head.

"I am not so small a mage," he said. "And there is still much to learn of this process."

Professor Imrys chose this moment to pop Damien's [Soundshell] with a pin she retrieved from her cloak. "Well said, my dear," she said cheerfully, apparently entirely unaffected by her brief imprisonment. "And goodness, what a quick reaction from Damien earlier! I might even have to award you a credit after class."

"Um," Damien said, confused. "Were you testing me?"

"Oh, no, dear," Professor Imrys said reassuringly, hopping up to give him a pat on the arm. "I just get a little overenthusiastic at times. I don't mind being reminded to be careful! We're exploring a new realm, after all. We might even be the first mages in centuries to do so! But this is still technically a class, so I should teach you more about the magic we used to get here, yes? There are some limitations to this magic, after all. Better you learn about them before we get to helping these poor dears."

Limitations. Cale grimaced. He hated limitations.

"The magic I'm using keeps us tethered to Utelia by creating a path through the Abyss that I'm calling a stream," Imrys explained. She conjured a diagram out of mana and gestured toward it with her cane. "One of the reasons Abyssal travel is so difficult is because the Abyss cannot be controlled, yes? Its currents are unpredictable."

On the diagram, two circles appeared, with a glowing arrow pointing from the one labeled "Utelia" to the one labeled "Tree." "What I have discovered is a magic allows us to use a labyrinth to create a stable current connecting one realm to the other," Imrys said. "But if I just used it to send us here, we wouldn't have any way back! So I built in a secondary spell that keeps me and all my little dears tethered to Utelia.

"Now, because we don't have any way to ensure there's a labyrinth here to repeat the spell or any way to choose what realm we end up in, that tether is always trying to pull us back," Imrys continued. On her diagram, a miniature set of mages appeared, each one tethered to what looked like a fishing line that was constantly trying to reel them back to Utelia. "While the Abyssal current remains stable, we stay here, in this other realm. But if any significant magic happens to disrupt the stream—"

The arrow vanished, and the force keeping the little figures in the tree dimension went with it; all six of them snapped immediately back to the Utelia circle. "We all get pulled back," she said. "So! Whatever problem we help them solve, make sure not to use magic that's too great, yes? We wouldn't want to end this trip early."

Cale was impressed by the spellwork, partly because what she hadn't mentioned was that any significant danger would also snap them back to Utelia; it was a rather elegant setup. Still, something about it felt vaguely like it was a test.

"You didn't throw that limitation in on purpose, did you?" Cale asked.

Professor Imrys shook her head. "Goodness, no. I would never test my students like that," she said, pressing a hand to her chest. "Also... Could we do something about Featherstrike? The poor dear has been upside-down in Leo's arms for ten minutes, now."





It took a solid five minutes to finally convince Featherstrike that he could, in fact, stand on the ground without falling into the tangle of roots that occupied the southern horizon. It made sense that it was harder for him than the others, though—Cale's remark about having to believe in gravity was a bit of an oversimplification.

The real problem was that you had to let go of the idea that "down" was in the direction of the roots. This was much harder for Featherstrike than for anyone else, who explained that he had lived most of his life before Brightscale in the branches of towering trees like these.

Still, he managed it eventually, and fortunately did so just before T'vela and her sisters returned. Excellent! No awkward flailing while she explained the atverians' plight. If she noticed the change, though, she didn't remark on it; perhaps she just chalked it up to the eccentricities of powerful mages, as she had mentioned.

"There is a plague that infests the Lower Bark," T'vela said without preamble. She said the words impassively, but Cale knew by the way she clenched her fists that it affected her more than she wanted to reveal. "We believe it is magical in nature, for it can only spread within a boundary, but that boundary is slowly growing. Already, it has stolen from us the land we need to grow our crops. If we cannot stall its spread, it will soon spread beyond the colony and up to the higher branches. Worse, its growth is accelerating, and no magic we have has been able to forestall its effects."

Cale frowned. A magical plague could be dealt with more directly than a mundane one, but they were still worryingly complex. Alas, it also suggested that their first trip had nothing to do with dark ones after all. Most didn't bother with plagues, and they were hardly subtle about it when they did. That was too bad, but there was always the next one, he supposed. "Can you describe the symptoms?"

"It would be best if you see them for yourselves," T'vela said. There was something heavy in her voice. "We will be there soon. The plague cannot spread outside its boundary. It is safe to interact with those we have... retrieved. But I must warn you that it may not be pleasant."

It didn't take long before they arrived at a small camp outside the colony proper—Cale could sense ahead of them some vast underground structure, a network of halls and passageways built into the bark beneath them that likely served as the main grounds of the atverian colony. The camp was nowhere near as large or extravagant; it was clearly established specifically for the sick, and it had clearly been deliberately built to be easy to tear down and move. Just in case the plague's active boundary changed, Cale assumed, so the caretakers weren't suddenly faced with a magically active and contagious plague.

T'vela nodded at the soldiers guarding it, barking something out in the atvarian language, and they stepped aside for Cale and the others to get through. Cale noticed a few sent them suspicious glares, though, and Thorn especially received a mix of those and some awed, hopeful looks.

Predictably, the vinewalker pointedly ignored both, and the group proceeded on into the nearest tent.

The moment they stepped through, a sickly-sweet scent became immediately apparent. The state of the atverians within was dire. No one quite managed to hide their reaction to it. Especially not Thorn, who stiffened immediately, a strange, creaking noise emerging from within his vines. Some of the nearby atverian caretakers shuffled nervously away from him at the sound, and the tension in the room seemed to ratchet up several times.

Cale's face was grim, though he said nothing at first. There were some magical plagues he had encountered time and time again across the Great Realms, each one reinvented every so often by some greed-driven tyrant or vengeance-obsessed overlord. Cale had almost hoped this would be one of those, because at least those plagues he knew off the top of his head how to cure, or at least the steps needed to disarm them.

Yet what they found instead...

Every sick atverian—and they were all men, Cale noticed, some of whom seemed barely of age—sported thorns that had ripped their way out through their carapaces while flowers blooming through their swollen joints. The thorns were identical to the ones that Thorn sported all over his form, which explained some of T'vela's anger toward the Holy Mother.

But the flowers were what really caught Cale's attention. Each bloom was identical, a brilliant crimson with sickly green veins spreading across their petals. It was those flowers that had provoked Thorn's reaction, too; his expression was stormy, and he stepped forward to brush his fingers against one of their petals, as if he needed to confirm what he was seeing.

"Vinewalker blooms," he muttered darkly.

"You use your flowers to communicate, don't you?" Cale asked.

Thorn gave him a jerky nod. "These are agaût-mortis," he said. "Flowers of warning and death. We bloom them on our bodies as a last resort when we die, to warn others of our kind not to approach."

"So what does it mean that they're growing on the atverians?" Cale asked, hoping for an easy answer.

He didn't get one, of course. Instead, Thorn scowled. "Do not know," he said. "Nothing good."
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  T'vela left them alone after that, saying she had to report to the queen that strangers had arrived and offered to help. Cale suspected that was her way of giving them privacy—she could not admit to anyone that she was allowing them the chance to examine and probe the sick, but by leaving and ordering the rest of the caretakers to stay outside the tent, she was essentially giving them that permission.

"This is fascinating," Professor Imrys said. She leapt up onto one of the infirmary beds, poking at a flower with her cane and causing the atverian it was attached to to let out a low groan of pain. Thorn frowned and, without a word, cast a spell that caused a vine to erupt from the ground and push Imrys back. "Goodness, my dear, I wasn't looking to harm him."

Thorn gave her a flat look without bothering to respond, and to her credit, Imrys just smiled and stepped back. "My cane allows me to perform an analysis of all the enchantments on an artifact or relic," she said. "It's not quite as effective on living things, but a person infected by a plague is a little bit like an artifact, if you think about it."

"I'm pretty sure they're not?" Damien said.

"Now you're just being silly." Professor Imrys patted him on the arm again. "This may not be my Ancient Artifacts class, but don't you think I'll be letting you fall behind! Artifacts are characterized by a power source and an enchantment, yes? Magical plagues, blessings, and curses all use the same principle; they just use the mage's mana core as the source.

"It's not a perfect analogy, mind you, but it's the reason I can do a teensy bit of diagnostic magic," she continued. She ran a finger along the length of her cane, causing it to glow with mana, and Cale felt a thin stream of it return to her core through her finger. "And goodness, but this is an interesting plague. It is magical, they are correct about that. I believe it is rewriting the mana core itself? But without weakening it. How strange!"

Thorn shook his head. "This is a waste of time," he said curtly. "Cale. We should investigate the source of the plague directly."

"Didn't you say these blooms are meant to warn us to stay away?" Cale asked, frowning. "I'm not sure we should walk in there without knowing more."

"Only when they grow on vinewalker bodies." Thorn said nothing more for a moment, though Cale could tell he had many thoughts running through his mind.

The same ones Cale himself was having, most likely. Thorn had noticed the same thing—T'vela had claimed she needed to discuss with her sisters what they could reveal to them as "outsiders," but if the plague was the entirety of the problem, why would such a discussion be necessary? Why had T'vela mentioned only the plague itself, and not when it had started or what might have caused it?

Cale thought it was likely that the atverian colony here either knew or had their suspicions about what was causing the plague, and that was what they were keeping secret. And Thorn evidently agreed, because he eventually let out an aggravated sigh and approached one of the beds, where a barely conscious, feverish atverian panted and shivered.

"T-tendril..." the atverian whispered softly when he saw Thorn appear in his field of vision. "Have you come to reclaim me for the Holy Mother?"

"No," Thorn said quietly. The word came out gentle—far gentler than Cale had been expecting from him. In fact, his entire demeanour seemed to soften, as if he knew that this atverian had been through enough. "I need your help. Can you tell us your name?"

The atverian struggled to focus. "It is... A'ruk," he managed, the words raspy. "Mate to T'vela. Is she... is she here?"

"She left to tell your queen that help has arrived," Thorn told him. He reached out to take one of A'ruk's hands, a vine coiling around it with remarkable tenderness. Cale felt the pulse of a spell being cast, and a pale green light bloomed along that vine; soon, A'ruk's breathing eased, and he let out a quiet sob of relief.

Thorn gave him a moment before he spoke again. "This tent holds only the sick for now. Can you tell us how this happened?"

A'ruk closed his eyes and squeezed his hand around the vine, as if drawing strength from it. "T'vela brought you here, didn't she?" he whispered. "Just like her... can't tell you herself without lying to the queen, so she leaves it up to me.

"And I sense others with you," he added, though his eyes were bleary and unfocused. Cale doubted he could see far, but his mana sense must have made up for it. "I suppose... that means you are neither Tendril nor from these parts?"

"She trusts you greatly," Thorn said, neither confirming nor denying the guess, and A'ruk let out a quiet laugh.

"Yes," he said, something fond in his voice. "We are childhood friends. How... how did you know to speak to me?"

"She lingered near your bed for a moment more than the others," Thorn said, shrugging. Cale raised a brow. Thorn had been watching everything closely, it seemed.

"Oh? Clever of her..." A'ruk smiled and leaned back in his bed, though not without a pained wince; the movement pulled against the vines and thorns that infested his body. "And you must be quite clever yourselves. If only I could speak to you all in earnest... I can sense your presence, but my vision is quite poor at the moment, I am afraid."

"Can you tell us how this happened?" Thorn repeated.

"Ah, yes... I have a habit of rambling." A'ruk chuckled, then fell into a fit of coughs, shuddering at the pain that each one wrought from his body. In response, the glow from Thorn intensified, and after a moment the atverian managed to steady himself. "Thank you. I will answer your questions, just allow me to gather myself. I do not quite know where to begin...

"You have noticed, perhaps, that there are few other vinewalkers in this camp." A'ruk smiled faintly, not seeming to notice the way Thorn tensed at those words. "Our relationship with the Holy Mother and her Tendrils is... unusual. Your kind filled our halls, once, but that was a long time ago. One by one, you began to move away, to build a life and people of your own. There were those of us that resented that fact and there were those of us that supported it, but none could truly claim the right to keep you with us.

"You established a small colony of your own, not far from here, and for a while, the relationship between our peoples was... cordial. Perhaps not ideal, but we were on speaking terms, and we would share our food amongst each other, at least.

"Then the Holy Mother came to bestow upon us a new task, and for the first time, she did not create a new Tendril to do so. Instead, she seized hold of one of the many vinewalkers within the colony."

Thorn tensed. "Why?"

"We don't know," A'ruk said quietly. "But when she left him, he had... reset. He had no memory of his friends or family, and he chose to stay with us, instead of returning."

"And it happened again." Thorn's voice was almost a growl, and Cale reached out to place a hand on the vinewalker's shoulder. His entire body was trembling as his vines coiled tightly against one another. Did he know something of this? This was a legend Cale himself wasn't familiar with; history may have played out in parallels, but he'd never heard of the Holy Mother taking hold of a Tendril she had already freed.

"It did," A'ruk confirmed. If he sensed Thorn's rage, he said nothing of it. "We do not know what caused this plague, but we do know that it began in the vinewalker colony."

Something about the way he'd said that... Thorn was too angry to notice, so Cale took over. "You don't think they're at fault," he said.

"We have seen and heard nothing of the vinewalkers that live there," A'ruk said. "Many among us believe that they have chosen to war against us, and that this is the first of their attacks. They plan to burn that colony to the ground, but they cannot yet get there without becoming infected. It is the only thing that protects them, and it will not last. Even now, my brothers build on a ritual that will erase what remains of them... I worry for their safety."

"So T'vela asking us for our help is a last-ditch effort to avoid that," Cale mused. Beneath his palm, he could feel the result of Thorn's agonized, conflicted thoughts. Several of his thorns grew and shrank as he breathed and tried to calm himself. "But she can't tell us that directly, or her sisters will report to the queen?"

"I believe so," A'ruk confirmed. "I cannot act myself... You see the state I am in. The plague does not worsen or spread outside that boundary, but it has no cure, either."

Cale took note of that. "We should visit that vinewalker colony for ourselves," he said finally, nodding at Thorn. "If we can work out a way to make sure we don't get infected by the plague—"

"Um," Damien interjected nervously. Cale glanced at him, surprised. "I have a question, if that's okay?"

"Of course," Cale said, gesturing for him to continue.

"It's just, you didn't explain why you and T'vela are so sure it isn't them?" Damien said, before hurriedly adding, "Not that I think it is them! But it sounds like you have a lot of faith that everyone else doesn't, and I think that might be important?"

A'ruk laughed at that, though he winced in pain again as a result. "Ah... To think a fledgling would catch us when so many of our fellows have not," he said, shaking his head. "T'vela is my mate in name only. Her true love is a vinewalker within the colony. Before this happened, many were suspicious of her constant visits to that colony, and revealing the truth would have destroyed the trust many have for her. Since I have no interest in finding a mate myself, I offered to help her hide the relationship by becoming her official mate within the colony."

"Huh," Cale said. His mind whirled—that might have sounded unimportant, but it reminded Cale of something. He wasn't sure what it reminded him of yet, though. "Great catch, Damien."

Damien gave him a shy thumbs up.

"We still need a way to get to the vinewalker colony," Cale said. "If you can give us a direction—"

"South, toward the root with the massive knot," A'ruk said. "You cannot miss it."

"—Great. Then we just need a way to keep ourselves from getting infected. We don't know how this spreads yet, so it might be better if I go first, to see if my regular barrier can handle the infection."

"Cale," Leo said. "I know you can reincarnate, but you realize we don't have a way to find you if you die, right? Even if we can now hop realms?"

"...Huh. Right." Cale blinked. "Maybe that's not a good plan."

"There is no need for that," Featherstrike said, finally speaking up. Cale had thought he'd been silent and contemplative for much of their conversation, but he realized suddenly that the avian mage had spent the entire time casting; he'd just hidden the motions and magic within the fabric of his cloak.

The fact that he'd kept his mana stable the entire time was astonishing, though. No wonder he was a wyldfire mage. Cale had almost forgotten, thanks to the whole flailing-around-for-ten-minutes incident, but he was both skilled and evidently taking Imrys's warning about not destabilizing the stream very seriously.

"The plague spreads only within a boundary, according to T'vela," Featherstrike continued. He brandished six feathers from within his cloak, each one glowing with dizzying spatial magic, and handed them out to every member of their group. "Outside that boundary, it cannot spread, even if someone has already been infected. These talismans will keep us 'outside' the boundary by a technicality. Think of it as something of a spatial bubble."

"Whoa," Cale said, impressed.

"A spell like this requires an anchor, of course." Featherstrike pulled out a seventh feather. Unlike the others, Cale could sense almost no magic from it—it was only when he dialed his mana senses up to their maximum that he noticed the tethers that kept it linked to the other six. "We will occupy the position of the anchor at all times. A'ruk, I believe I can trust you to hold on to this?"

A'ruk stared at it in awe. "I would be honored," he said. "I have never been allowed to touch such great magics before."

"I have some concerns about atverian culture," Leo said. "Mostly, uh, why?"

"Atverian men are mostly just there to propagate the colony," A'ruk said absently, taking hold of the feather and admiring it. "We do not train to fight or learn magic. Many of us turn to the arts, but I cannot help but feel as though there is much we have been missing. Thank you for this, Feathered One. I will treasure it."

"You can just call me Featherstrike," Featherstrike said awkwardly. "Keep it outside the plague boundary, if you would."

"Of course," A'ruk said. "You do not have to worry. I could not leave if I wanted to. I wish you luck discovering the cause of all this, and I hope no one comes to further harm."





There was, in fact, a massive root on the horizon that was tangled within a very noticeable knot. Even if that hadn't been there, though, the group would have been able to find it through their mana sense alone. While it had not been obvious at first, the boundary of the plague became more obvious the closer they got.

They had, after some discussion, decided to leave and investigate without waiting for T'vela or any of her sisters. She was clearly both attached to the situation and politically bound to her queen—there was a reason she had left them when she had. It was best they act on their own, to give them some plausible deniability.

"Are you alright?" Cale asked Thorn, whose expression had remained dark throughout much of the trip. He grunted noncommittally at first, but eventually, he spoke.

"If you met the Holy Mother," Thorn said. "Would you free her, as you did Astiviya? Do you believe she is a slave to her domain?"

Cale frowned. "She's different from most other gods," he said. "Atverians aren't exactly a hive mind, but she's so imprinted on their species that some version of her is created in every realm they appear in. The way I understand it, she managed to link up with all those other versions of herself, so she's a lot more powerful than the average deity and has the knowledge and ability to act across realms... Honestly, she's basically almost a pseudo-Monolith."

"She does not embody a Law," Thorn said.

"Which makes her less limited." Cale shook his head. "I don't think there's anything to free her from. She reminds me a lot of the Outer Gods in some ways. She's spread out across so many realms that she has no real context for how much harm she does to her own children."

Something in Thorn seemed to relax minutely at that, as if he'd almost been afraid that Cale wouldn't acknowledge the problems with what she was doing. "Yes," he said quietly. "She calls herself the Holy Mother, but she has not earned the name."

"If I met her..." Cale thought about it for a moment. "I dunno. I'd probably give her a stern talking-to."

That made Thorn smirk, amused and—was there a hint of fondness in his expression? It was the first time Cale had seen him display that feeling so openly. "Is that so?"

"Well, I can't exactly slay her," he said. "I could slay a version of her, but not all versions of her at the same time. Not without a very specific spell, anyway. I'm pretty sure the best I can do is monologue at her until she's permanently traumatized across all the realms, which, to be clear, I am very good at."

Thorn snorted. "I am inclined to believe you," he said. "Seems no deity would survive contact with Cale Cadwell Cobbs, no matter the intent."

"You don't have to put it like that," Cale said. "I don't need you putting me up on a pedestal, too."

"It is not a pedestal I would put you on," Thorn said.

Cale blinked. "What's that supposed to mean?" he asked suspiciously. Thorn sped up instead of responding, putting on some sort of—was that a cowboy hat? Where had he acquired a cowboy hat?! Cale chased after him. "Hey! What's that supposed to mean?"





It was probably a little bit ill-timed for their first real bonding moment to come in the wake of a tragic story and a potential magical plague, though Cale was of the opinion that some levity could improve almost any situation. It just had to fit the moment, and he'd learned a thing or two about how to make it fit the moment. Apparently, so had Thorn; Cale still had no idea where and when he had acquired that hat.

All that levity fled, however, as they finally approached the boundary of the vinewalker colony.

The place was essentially a forest, though the trees were towering fungal growths rather than actual trees; they were growing on a tree, after all. There was something eerie about the unnatural coloration of it all. Bright purples and oranges filled the canopy above them, and glowing fungal blooms lit the tangle of growth below. filled with a thick tangle of all sorts of vines and flowers.

In spite of that, there were also actual plants abound. That was no real surprise, though, and it wasn't what made the group go suddenly quiet. If this had once been a vinewalker colony, then it was only natural that they had begun to make it their own.

The problem was the corpses.

"I—" Leo started, pale, stopping mid-sentence once before he forced himself to continue. "I thought A'ruk said they thought the vinewalkers caused this. They wouldn't have infected themselves, would they?"

"Plague magic is dangerous work," Cale said quietly. "Sometimes you unleash it and end up a victim of your own power. But no, I don't think that's what happened here. Most of these bodies are fresh."

Littered within and among the fungal undergrowth were dozens of vinewalker corpses. It was hard to tell how many there truly were, considering how thick the growths around them were, but each one bloomed with the same crimson flowers—the ones Thorn had called the agaût-mortis. In this concentration, it felt very much like a warning blaring out at them. Even Cale felt an urge to step back.

But there was a problem even bigger than the presence of those corpses. It wasn't unusual that there might be corpses in the wake of a magical plague.

"Um," Damien said. "Is it just me, or..."

"Not just you," Thorn said shortly. All trace of humor had vanished from him, and he stepped into the boundary with a grim look on his face.

Cale saw it too. There were dozens of vinewalker corpses, yes, many of them freshly made, but that was not the part that worried him and told him that this was more than some simple magical plague.

Every agaût-mortis bloom appeared in the same place on each corpse. They emerged from the same vines, held the same pattern of sickly green; even the positions of the thorns on each corpse was the same.

Now that he thought back on it, the sick atverians in that tent had been in a similar state. It had only been disguised by the fact that each atverian was at a different stage of the illness, masking the similarities. Here, however, they could see plainly the final stage of this plague.

"They're all the same corpse," Cale said. "These aren't from the vinewalker colony. They probably weren't even vinewalkers before the plague infected them. They're just... People that fell to the plague."
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  The canopy above Cale and the others was too thick for much sunlight to filter through, which meant their surroundings were lit only by the luminescent fungal blooms scattered throughout the forest. It made the presence of all the corpses all the more unnerving, and Cale could tell his apprentices were especially affected.

That didn't surprise him. They could barely turn a corner without uncovering another body, each one curled into the same position. The whole thing was surreal enough without the ethereal lighting of the forest coming into play. Damien was obviously doing his best to adjust, but Leo...

Well, Leo was nervously examining every body they came across, which was what he'd been doing ever since Cale made the declaration that they were all the same corpse. "What do you mean, they're all the same corpse?" he asked again, his tone almost pleading. "That doesn't make any sense. It's a plague, isn't it? It's not like it's infecting the same person over and over."

"It's not, no," Cale agreed, pushing his way through the underbrush. His focus was mostly on Thorn, who was by now well ahead of them—the vinewalker was clearly agitated and hadn't bothered to wait for everyone else to catch up, not that Cale could blame him for that. "But you're forgetting something. This is, as far as we know, a magical plague."

"What difference does that make?" Leo asked, clearly agitated.

"Magic is shaped with intent and meaning," Cale said. "Before we knew about this, our best guess would have been that the plague was a warning of some sort—it would explain the presence of the agaût-mortis blooms on every corpse, and it matches the way the plague itself functions, since it's only active inside this boundary and doesn't spread or worsen outside of it."

"But now that we know the end state of the plague..." Leo seemed to catch on, and Cale nodded grimly.

"At its core, it's a transfiguration curse," Cale said. "It's not so much making thorns and flowers erupt from its victims as it is transforming them into a specific copy of a specific person. It would be one thing if all it did was turn them into the same generic vinewalker body, but the fact that the bodies have the same blooms and marks—"

"And the position they're in," Leo said in realization, staring as they passed by yet another one of the corpses. "They're all kind of in the same position, aren't they? I mean, it's not exact since they're not frozen in place, but the plague definitely tried to pose them. Like they're dolls, or... or something."

"I don't know if that's the comparison I'd make, but it's definitely trying to make them match some kind of source," Cale said. A few things didn't quite add up for him yet—magical plagues didn't usually work like this. There was an idea nagging at him, something Damien's words earlier had triggered...

"But why?" Leo asked desperately. "What even is the point of a plague that does this?"

"If I knew that, I'd probably already know how to cure it," Cale muttered distractedly, sighing. Leo was looking at him like he expected him to have all the answers, but he had far too little information to come to any solid conclusions. He needed to talk to Thorn, make sure he wasn't misunderstanding something fundamental to vinewalkers...

Speaking of which, Thorn had gotten a little too far ahead. Cale glanced around quickly to make sure the others were following closely enough, and once he'd confirmed that they were, he jogged ahead to catch up to Thorn. He suspected the vinewalker would prefer to speak in private, and while he knew they couldn't expect to get any real privacy here, a bit of distance from everyone else would do wonders.

He did a quick assessment of the state of things as he caught up. The good news was that Featherstrike's spatial charms were definitely working—there was no indication that the plague was starting to infect them. That meant the only infection condition as far as the plague was concerned was being inside of its active zone. Strange for a plague, perhaps, but nothing too unusual.

But those charms had a definite downside, which was that it was twice as difficult now to make use of his mana sense. He could sense the forest around them, but it was vague and indistinct, a far cry from the usual clarity he enjoyed. Layered on top of it was the impression that he was still inside the camp, surrounded by sick atverians.

It made their surroundings even more eerie, but it did mean he could technically keep an eye on the atverian camp as well. Considering it had taken only a few minutes of work, Cale was honestly quite impressed by how effective and layered the charms were.

...Though he did have more pressing matters to deal with than admiring Featherstrike's handiwork. "Thorn," he called. "Slow down for a second."

Thorn grimaced, and Cale saw him visibly swallow back a retort; he stopped, but stayed tense for a moment before he turned to meet his gaze. "Cale."

"We need to stick together," Cale said. "Our mana senses don't work as well while the charms are active. If we split up..."

Thorn frowned, but he knew Cale was right. The others were still struggling to push through all the vines and fungal growths that blocked their path. Thorn had been able to simply nudge them aside with his magic, and Cale had moved fast enough to take advantage of that, but the others had been a step too slow.

He gave Cale a moment to catch up with him, then began moving again, this time at a considerably slower pace. It kept the others just far enough away that they could speak in relative privacy.

Cale waited patiently for Thorn to speak. He had more he wanted to say, it was clear, but he was struggling to make himself say it.

"This is a foul plague," he muttered finally, keeping his gaze fixed on the bark beneath them. There was a short silence, and then, even more quietly: "Difficult to look at. To separate myself from it."

...Cale could sympathize with that.

And Thorn was worried he would ask for more, he could tell. The vinewalker's posture was guarded, as if preparing himself for Cale to ask him a difficult question or two. What was his history with his people, for example? He'd never seen another vinewalker in Brightscale—was Thorn exiled from his community, or had he voluntarily left? How did he feel, surrounded by the dead of his own people?

As far as Cale was concerned, though, there wasn't much to explain. Whatever history Thorn had with his people, no one would feel comfortable in a field of corpses, let alone one that was all the same corpse. Thorn would undoubtedly bring it up when he was ready, but until then, Cale had no reason to press.

Far more important was addressing the other concern he could see Thorn had, which was the worry that Cale, too, would come to the conclusion that this plague had been created by vinewalkers to punish the atverians.

"I'm not saying it's the same thing," Cale said, "but a necromancer tried resurrecting me as a servant once. And by once, I mean he tried it like, thirty times before I was even dead. I think he figured since he could resurrect the bodies of my past lives? By the time I found his lair he was surrounded by thirty-odd copies of me in various poses. It was really weird, let me tell you."

Thorn stared at him for a moment, then snorted. "Is this your attempt to provide comfort?"

"I've been told I'm very bad at it, which paradoxically makes me very good at it."

"An accurate summation of that attempt, yes," Thorn said, but some of the tension had left his shoulders, and he seemed grateful that Cale had neither pried nor implied anything about the source of the plague. "I do not know what to make of this. It is foul, and yet..."

"I don't think this is a vinewalker plague, if that's what you're worried about," Cale said, more directly this time.

Thorn seemed visibly startled. "You seem... remarkably certain. Most would conclude that the vinewalker we see is the source of the plague. That he cast the spell at the cost of his life, perhaps."

Cale frowned. "That I very much doubt," he said, stopping to kneel next to one of the corpses. This one had died more or less upright, which meant its pose was more intact than the others; it was half-knelt on the ground with its upper body bent forward. "That's not a casting pose. Even if it were and we assume he cast a spell that backfired so hard it killed him, there would be evidence of that. Scarring to his mana core and channels, for example."

"These are corpses," Thorn pointed out. "They no longer have their cores. We cannot determine from them the state of his core at the moment of his death."

"Not from him, no," Cale agreed, getting back to his feet and gesturing for Thorn to follow. "But A'ruk's mana sense was working fine, wasn't it?"

Thorn blinked, following Cale's line of thought. "...It was."

"If this guy created the plague and the plague is transforming its victims into a copy of him for whatever reason," Cale continued, "we'd see mana degradation in its victims. Signs of backlash. A'ruk's mana sense should have been affected, and Imrys would have noticed any scarring to the mana core. She said there were changes to the core, but that it wasn't weakened.

"Which implies he is not the cause so much as a victim," Thorn said, the words emerging surprisingly soft. "That is... You are a perceptive man."

"There's something else about how his body is positioned that's bothering me, though," Cale said. "You see it, don't you?"

Thorn said nothing for a moment. "I do not," he said. Once again, there was something guarded in his tone, like there was something he feared Cale would say. Or perhaps there was something about it he was afraid to acknowledge. It was hard to tell, with him.

Cale cast the body behind them one last glance. "Look at his arms," he said. "The way his upper body is curled. I'm pretty sure he was trying to protect someone or something when he died. I don't know why a plague would anchor itself on him, but if you're worried about his motivations... Well, I don't think you have anything to worry about."

Thorn stared at one of the corpses for a long, long time, saying nothing, but eventually gave Cale a small, grateful nod.

That settled, they waited for the others to catch up to them, then continued on.

The vinewalker colony wouldn't be far, now. They were on the outskirts, but the mana concentration around them was strengthening as they moved deeper into the forest; soon, they would get to wherever the vinewalkers here had established their village.





The group was mostly silent as they pushed their way deeper toward the vinewalker colony. It was hard to find anything to talk about when they were surrounded by the dead, and that was doubly true when the forest itself also seemed devoid of life—there was neither the chirping of birds nor the buzzing of insects.

Whether that was the plague or simply how this place naturally was, Cale couldn't be sure. He doubted the plague was the direct cause, though. If it had transformed every insect and critter in the forest, they would be surrounded by far more than a few dozen corpses.

That didn't make their surroundings any less unnerving, of course. Most likely whatever wildlife hadn't been affected by the plague had been driven away, leaving an empty forest that should have been thriving with life behind them.

All this to say it was somehow worse when the forest finally came to life with rustling nosies, because as far as they were concerned, there should have been nothing left alive to make those sounds. Cale's first thought was that the vinewalkers were somehow still alive here, near the source of the plague, but that couldn't be right—whatever was making the sound was hidden by the mushrooms and foliage, too small to be a vinewalker unless they were crawling about.

The group froze in place, tensing and looking around. It was hard to tell, but there were several weak mana signatures surrounding them, and while they did resemble vinewalkers in some fashion...

Cale grimaced as the first one emerged. Worst of both worlds, then. It was, in fact, a vinewalker crawling toward them. More specifically, it was the upper half of the same vinewalker they'd seen everywhere else, crawling toward them with a strange, fevered determination.

"Shit," Leo said. "What do we—"

"Remember, no big magic!" Imrys announced cheerfully, dancing away from the vines that whipped toward her. "Simple spells only."

"I'm not sure now is the time!" Leo yelped, a defensive spell materializing around him. The vinewalkers headed toward him began to turn, confused, as their senses told them Leo could only be reached through a convoluted, twisting path. "What even counts as big?!"

"Try to keep it third tier and below," Professor Imrys said. "And cast slowly! I need to record the effects it has on the tether."

"Isn't this supposed to be your class?" Leo didn't quite have the time to glare at her, though he certainly tried. The vinewalkers around them were distorting away from their humanoid shapes, growing into a complicated network of roots that threatened to actually trap him in his own makeshift labyrinth.

"It's just the first class, my dear," Imrys said. "Any good professor would change the coursework to better suit their students. Watch out, now! That one's about to reach you."

Cale narrowed his eyes as Leo yelped again, a basic burst of mana scattering the flower that tried to swallow him. This was strange—the atverians hadn't shown them any hostile intent. This was clearly something the plague had provoked, but why had its behavior changed?

Magical plagues could do things regular plagues couldn't, but even then there was normally a rhyme and reason to a change in its behavior. In this case the creatures that were attacking them were infected and transformed, but not yet dead, much like the sick atverians in the tent. Perhaps the plague simply hadn't progressed as far or the difference in location mattered.

The other possibility was that there was a mind behind the plague, but Cale struggled to imagine why someone would do this, or what they wanted of them.

"Cale!" Damien struck out with a [Decay Bolt], wincing as it dissolved the tendril heading toward him into little more than rot; the creature it belonged to let out a mournful cry. "What do we do? They're just victims of the plague, right?"

He sounded panicked. And he was right, too—these were just victims of the plague. Maybe part of the change in behavior came from that, then?

Cale snapped his fingers. "Adaptability," he said.

"What?" Damien stared at him.

"Adaptability," he repeated. "Some magical creatures are better at adapting to and trying to incorporate foreign magics that affect them. This might be one of those. It's usually a pretty cool trait, but in this case..."

Cale sighed, staring at the nearest pseudo-vinewalker attacking them. It was pretty much exactly what he'd feared. Half a vinewalker was a poor description, perhaps; the vinewalker torso was very clearly growing out of a core of flesh and magic, and whatever that core had been originally, it was still alive. Panicked and afraid, most likely, which still didn't explain why it was attacking them—only why it was manifesting so differently from the sick atverians.

"They're in pain," he said.

They were. Past the aggression and strange determination to approach them in particular, there was a core of something frightened and hurt. Cale couldn't even tell what creature their attackers had been originally—birds of some sort, perhaps, judging by the clumps of feathers he could find between the thorns and blooms—but whatever it had been was outright unrecognizable. Vines had erupted through its beak to form the rough outline of a head and neck, and through its wings those vines had formed into the vague shape of a torso.

There was enough magic in there to fly and for them to be aware of its surroundings, but that was more of a curse than a blessing, considering the state they were in. And the more they struggled, the clearer it became that they weren't even much of a threat. Past the shock of their appearance, these things struggled to even stand, squawking miserably.

Damien took a hesitant step forward. "We can't leave them like this," he said quietly. "We don't need to assault them with attack spells or anything, but I think I can..."

He trailed off, hesitating, and shot Cale a pleading look.

"If you can make it painless," Cale said softly.

Damien nodded, swallowing, and approached carefully. Everyone else stepped back while the creatures flailed about at him, more out of fear and panic than any understanding of what Damien was doing.

"I'm sorry," he said quietly, gathering one of them into his arms. Decay-aspect mana flared from him, and after a moment, the body he held fell still.

And then it bloomed, taking on the aspect of the vinewalkers, spreading outward as if it were a flower in and of itself. It avoided Cale and the others, but every infected it touched decayed to dust in an instant. Damien kept his eyes closed and head bowed even after the spell was done, though Leo stared at him, awestruck.

"That was a third tier spell?" he whispered to Cale.

Cale snorted. "Ask him later," he said. Some things weren't his secret to tell.

It became something of a pattern as they moved deeper still toward the vinewalker colony—the deeper they went, the more these half-transformed creatures would appear. There was no sign still of any of the vinewalkers that had once supposedly lived here, but there were plenty of these monsters that appeared out of nowhere to strike at them; eventually, they were forced to move on and avoid the monsters as much as they could.

Better to end the plague at its source, Cale said, than to try to bring every individual creature peace. They could do that after they had quelled the source of the infection. For now, they had to keep moving.

Yet though he didn't say anything just yet, he was starting to get a bad feeling about this.

It was one thing for them to be attacked because the creatures here were fearful and in pain, but that wasn't why they had been attacked. The creatures had been determined and purposeful, if ineffective. That, combined with the increased frequency of those attacks as they got toward the vinewalker village...

It could suggest that the village was the source, he supposed, but it could also mean that the half-transformed were operating under the orders of something intelligent. The second seemed far more likely, and if that was the case, then what they were dealing with might not have been a plague at all.

Cale remembered the story Damien had managed to pry from A'ruk, the one about T'vela's vinewalker lover. At the time, he'd had nothing more than an inkling that this was more than it appeared, but the pieces were now starting to come together, and those pieces no longer matched the idea that this was a magical plague.

He hoped he was wrong now. It would be far too cruel if he was right. A plague would have been easier to deal with, in comparison.

Soon enough, they reached the wooden huts and buildings that the vinewalkers must have been living in. It was a small, cozy village, and there was no indication here that some great magic had been performed that would produce a deadly plague.

They had found the vinewalkers, though. Each one of them was bound in place, wooden tendrils winding painfully through their vines as they tried to force their way toward the center of the village. Cale heard a sharp inhalation from Thorn as he went to help them—their eyes flickered toward him, fearful and hopeful all at once, but also in warning.

"Watch out," one tried to rasp, the words barely emerging through the wood that bound them. "Please, be careful—do not—"

"I know," Thorn said roughly. This kind of magic had to be undone with care. Simply tearing down the roots would cause a great deal of internal damage to the vinewalkers.

But that wasn't what the vinewalker had been trying to warn them about. Cale's attention was focused on that.

On the center of the village, and on the quiet sobbing of a little girl whose cries still echoed through her home.

"Shit," he muttered quietly. He'd been right.

This was no plague. It was the birth of the realm's dark lady. And the one chosen for the role... he could see only a silhouette from where he stood, but in the middle of the village was a small, crying atverian girl.

Curled protectively above her was the very vinewalker corpse they'd been seeing all the while. This one, however, had a shining goldsong spear sticking out of his back—the same kind he'd seen T'vela carrying. The kind atverian commanders used.

It wasn't the first time he had seen such tragedy result in the birth of a new dark one, but he felt an old exhaustion weighing down on him. How many times had it been now?

He had wanted to study the Dark to understand the secrets it kept from him, but he hadn't wanted to do it like this.

He was so very, very tired, sometimes, of all the ways the Realms could hurt its people.

Still... perhaps this was early enough in the cycle that there was something they could do about it.
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  Something sparked within him, and Cale remembered.

There were those who would insist, quite rightfully, that the Great Realms were defined primarily by cycles.

Many different cycles, in fact, all operating in tandem to ensure that the cosmos would never grow stagnant. One of them was the way mana would flow between the realms, carrying with it ideas and progress and societal development through the leylines and dungeons. Another was the River that held the souls of the dead, a roaring, unstoppable current that was as much a force of destruction as it was a force of creation.

Then there was the divine cycle, defined by the birth of divinity and the creation of its counterpart. Any realm that bore living, thinking beings would eventually give rise to a divine entity born from their beliefs. But divine light could not exist without creating a shadow, and so the presence of a god would invariably result in the presence of the so-called Darkness.

It was a misleading term, perhaps. Darkness, and indeed dark magic as a whole, was simply that which existed in the divine shadow. It was magic that existed divorced from any godly power or influence. Perhaps in a perfect world the Darkness would be able to keep the Light in check, and perhaps that was even the intent of that cycle, but in practice...

Well. It said something about the Realms that the divide between the two forces was so often defined as a battle between Light and Dark. If the two were only supposed to keep each other in check, then there was a fundamental, obvious flaw built into the system:

If the Light came about as a result of the beliefs of the realm, how could Darkness be seen as anything but its enemy?

That was the inherent tragedy of the divine cycle. The chosen representative of the Dark was by their very nature an enemy to the realm, and the circumstances that created them were practically guaranteed to push them deeper into the role.

Yet there could be no real victory for them, no matter what they did. Success meant only that they had caused untold death and destruction, and though their aberrations might live free lives for a time afterward, it was only a matter of time before their own beliefs and hopes brought about a new divinity for the cycle to begin anew.

Cale had seen it far too many times to count, even before he remembered. He was less surprised than he would have liked to be to learn that a dark lady was at the heart of all this. All the same, he wished very much that this had been literally anything else.

"What..." Leo started, then stopped, his words suddenly hesitant. "What does this mean? Why is there a little girl here? I'm really confused."

Everyone else was staring at him too, so they'd probably figured out that he had some idea of what was happening. Cale winced. He would have preferred not being the bearer of bad news, in this instance.

"It means this wasn't a plague from the start," he said. "It had all the characteristics of a plague, but there's something else that causes the properties of a region to change. That causes the local fauna to either die or run away, and creates monsters that are oddly hostile to other forms of life."

Though Cale suspected there was more to it than just hostility. His gaze was fixed on the corpse of the vinewalker—whoever that was, he'd spent his last breath protecting that little girl, and she had stayed in his arms ever since.

How long had she been there? It had to have been months, at least. T'vela had indicated they had started looking for help with the plague months ago, and realistically speaking it would have taken time for them to decide they needed help, to start praying for assistance from their Holy Mother.

Leo was staring at him. "Are you... are you saying she's a dark lord?"

"A dark lady, technically, but yes," Cale said, the words heavy. Everyone here knew what it meant. If this was corruption, then the only way to stop it was the dark lady's death. And even if none of them were willing to do it, it was quite likely that the atverians would, the moment they learned of this.

"But she's just..." Leo trailed off.

"She's so little," Damien said quietly. He stepped forward as if wanting to reach out, but at the last moment he glanced hesitantly back at Cale. "That's not... it's not fair. Isn't there anything we can do?"

Cale sighed. That was a more complicated question than Damien likely knew. He glanced around at the others, trying to put his thoughts in order. Imrys wouldn't be any help here—she seemed far less perturbed than the others, but she also clearly had no desire to intervene. Featherstrike mostly just looked slightly ill, and Thorn...

It was difficult to tell what Thorn was thinking. His gaze was fixed on the pair in the distance, though, and his fists were clenched. Cale could only assume he was as indignant as the rest of them.

"Cale," Leo said, his voice almost pleading. "How could a child be chosen as a dark lady? Shouldn't there be rules against it?"

"It's more common than you'd think," Cale said quietly. "No one ever writes about it in the history books, because they don't want to admit to having killed a child, so you won't find many records of it in dungeons."

"But why?" Leo asked. "It's just..."

"It's cruel," Damien said.

"That it is," Cale agreed softly, his gaze distant. "It's a consequence of how dark ones are chosen. Do you know much about it?"

"This is going to be depressing, isn't it," Leo said, and Cale inclined his head in a nod.

"There are only three real conditions," he said. "One, the realm has to be developed enough to have a sufficient quantity of divine essence in it. Dark ones don't get chosen until the mana in that realm is sufficiently saturated with divine intent.

"Two, someone needs to make a wish. It needs to be a desperate, earnest wish, like you're using your whole soul to cry out into the void, and it has to be a wish that will lead to the overturning of the current divine order.

"If that wish is made at the right time, in the right circumstances, then the person that makes the wish will be offered a deal. They'll have their wish granted if they agree to represent the Dark. The third condition is that they accept the deal. Once they do, they'll be anchored into the role of that realm's dark one, and their mana core and magic will be transformed over the course of three to five years, on average. During the incubation period, they start spreading corruption and creating aberrations, usually related to their wish in some way."

The others all stared at him, stricken. "Is that wish actually granted?" Leo asked after a moment. "Because this sounds like people get chosen when they're at their most vulnerable."

Damien's words were almost inaudible. "You said it's more common than we think, but..."

It figured that Damien would notice. "Children are disproportionately selected, yes," Cale confirmed heavily. "Same reason chosen ones are so often kids or teenagers. And the wish is granted, yes, but it's always twisted in some way."

And he could guess what this child's wish had been. All the pieces were there, ready for him to put together: the story Damien had pried from A'ruk, mentioning a forbidden love between T'vela and one of the vinewalkers; the presence of an atverian child here, in the middle of a vinewalker village; the goldsong spear in the vinewalker's back...

"She wanted her father back," Thorn rumbled at last, still staring at the crying figure in the vinewalker's arms. "That was her wish."

Cale nodded, his expression somber.

She wanted her father back, and that wish had been twisted into a magic that mindlessly tried again and again to recreate him from all the souls and creatures within its domain. No matter what it did, though, it could not call his soul back from the River. The best it could do was create a copy of him in the moment of his death.

Not that this little girl would be aware of what she was doing. The incubation of a dark one kept them in a kind of stasis, preserving their exact state of mind at the moment of their transition until the process was complete.

Fortunately, that incubation process was fragile and could be interrupted. It wouldn't stop them from growing into the role, but it would temporarily halt the spread of corruption, at least until the would-be dark one was overwhelmed by their emotions once more.

"Best if we start by getting her out of this," Cale said with a sigh. "We'll figure the rest out afterward, but we can stabilize things a bit if we comfort her. Damien?"

Damien hesitated. "I don't think I should do it," he said after a moment. "I'm not insecure about it anymore or anything, but my appearance can be pretty scary to kids. Um... If you don't mind me saying so, I think you should do it, Thorn."

There was a long pause as Thorn froze, surprised at being called out. "Not good with children," he said gruffly, but he cast another glance over at the two, something pained flickering in his eyes.

"No, I think Damien's right," Cale said thoughtfully. "She's probably going to be more comfortable with another vinewalker than with anyone else, if she's been living here the whole time, and I know you're not as grumpy as you pretend to be. I'll come with you, if you like."

Thorn frowned, conflicted, but eventually nodded reluctantly. "Very well," he conceded. He kept his expression guarded, but Cale thought for a moment he seemed almost grateful—like he simply hadn't known how to ask.

Damien might have spotted that, too. That was probably why he had suggested Thorn step forward in the first place; Cale wouldn't put that past his apprentice.

"Try to let the vinewalkers here know what's going on," he said. "Thorn and I will try to get her awake and stable. This is going to sound a bit cruel, but don't release them from the roots yet, if you can. I'm pretty sure they're preventing the corruption from transforming them."

"I got it," Damien said.

Cale gestured for Thorn to follow him, and the two of them made their way in relative silence toward the girl until they were far enough away from the others. Thorn was the first to speak, then.

"I did not think that they would have had a child," he said. "An atverian and a vinewalker."

"Does that bother you?" Cale glanced up at him.

"...Less than I had imagined. My anger has always been at the cowardice of my fellows, but I cannot call this cowardice. Wall must have cared deeply for T'vela and her child."

"Wall?" Cale prompted.

"Vinewalker names and a small account of our lives are written in the way our petals and vines are woven. It is a means of communicating aspects of ourselves to others, even after death. Our names are most often a single word we feel best represents us. I am Thorn. He is... he was Wall."

"You'll have to teach me to read that sometime," Cale said, and he felt Thorn give him an answering hum of acknowledgement. "A strange name to choose, though."

"Not so strange," Thorn said. "He likely felt he was the boundary between his people and the atverians of this realm. If he loved an atverian, then he might have felt trapped between two peoples. Obligated to protect his own, but wishing desperately to be more. A wall can protect, but it is different from a barrier. Perhaps he hoped his daughter could be the door between their peoples."

"You aren't including yourself in there," Cale noted. Thorn cast him a glance, then gave him a small nod.

"I am not," he said. "As you may have guessed, I hold some resentment toward my people, and I no longer consider myself one of them. They have made choices that I do not agree with. I consider myself to belong to a separate culture, though I suppose that line is not as clear as I hoped."

Cale was silent for a moment. "They're still with their atverians?"

"Correct." Thorn's fists tightened for a moment, then relaxed. "But I am... glad... that the vinewalkers here made a different choice."

"There's always time," Cale said quietly. "A'ruk said their vinewalkers didn't do it all at once, either. They left one by one, just like you did."

Thorn grunted. "Perhaps," he said. "But we are not here to reassure me."

"I suppose you're right." They were at the source of it all now. Cale stared down at the atverian girl, still wrapped in the arms of her father's corpse. "He was protecting her from something. That's a goldsong spear, which means..."

"One of the atverians attacked them," Thorn agreed. "Most likely a commander. Operating under the orders of their queen, I would assume, although given the political strife A'ruk described it may have been an independent actor."

"Do you think that's likely?"

"I do not know enough about this colony to say." Thorn glanced down, as if contemplating something. "If the queen allowed them to leave, then perhaps it is more likely that it is an independent actor hoping to force each side into war. It would allow them to make the argument that allowing the vinewalkers their freedom is dangerous to the colony."

"That's my read as well," Cale agreed.

"To think that this is corruption," Thorn murmured. "Mana operating on the intent of a desperate wish, with not even an aspect to speak of."

"It's one form of it, anyway," Cale said. "Corruption can take many forms and changes depending on the dark lord."

"That explains why each tale of each dark one is different, but to think that they are born from a wish... few things could be worse."

"You won't hear me arguing with that."

"I do not know how to begin," Thorn admitted at last, something in his tone suddenly more vulnerable—like he was trusting Cale with a side of himself he almost never shared. Cale glanced up at him and saw the way Thorn was looking at him. Give me something, that look said. A way to make this less cruel.

"Like I said, we'll have to start by stabilizing her."

"There must be more. We cannot leave a child to this fate."

"I'm inclined to agree." Cale was silent for a moment. He stared at the crying figure of the little girl, and then a thought slowly sparked. "I do have some ideas. There might be something we can do. But first, we need to help her break out of her spell."





Once a dark lord had been chosen, the role could no longer be revoked. The Realm had to have a dark lord. That was an ironclad Rule of the Great Realms, and though Cale was briefly tempted to pull out Rulebreaker again, magic of that degree would definitely snap them back to Utelia. Besides, something inside him was still fundamentally exhausted by what he had done for Astiviya.

There was nothing, however, that said the role couldn't be transferred.

Cale was vaguely aware that this had been done before, though he wasn't aware of the specifics—for once, he hadn't been involved in the attempt. He knew only that it was possible. He had some guesses as to how it could be achieved, but first and foremost, it would require someone that was willing to take on the role in the girl's stead.

It couldn't be any of them. That might have been a neat solution if not for the fact that they didn't even originate from the realm. One of the few things he did know was that for the transfer to take, it had to be someone who was native to the realm. That meant they would be in for a difficult conversation sometime soon, but first and foremost...

There was the matter of comforting a child who had lost her father.

Thorn knelt by the atverian child's side. He said nothing for a long moment—simply offered her his hand and made sure she could see it. Gradually, the sobbing trailed off into hiccups, and she looked up and spoke, something in her voice lost and broken.

"Mister...?" she asked. "Who are... why are you all here? Are you here to help Dad?"

Thorn bowed his head. "I am sorry, but—"

"No!" the girl burst out before he could finish speaking; she started hitting him, fists wailing weakly against his shoulders. "No! Don't say it! If you say it, you'll make it real! Magic can do anything! Dad said so! I just have to wish hard enough and... and..."

She trailed off, slowly weakening, and let out a quiet sob. "He's not coming back, is he?"

"I am sorry," Thorn said again.

"Are you one of the Tendrils?" the little girl asked. "Did the Holy Mother send you?"

"I am not."

"Good." Something bitter flashed across her face. "I hate the Holy Mother. It's her fault my dad's—"

She cut herself off before she could finish, her expression crumpling again, and she pulled herself into Thorn's arms, crying uncontrollably. Thorn allowed her to cry out her grief, one hand rubbing gentle circles into her back. He'd withdrawn most of his thorns so he wouldn't stab her by accident.

"I don't understand," she whispered. "Why'd they come? We weren't doing anything. But that stupid... that stupid, evil woman..."

She clenched her tiny fists. "I'm going to kill her," she said, and Cale felt the Darkness that flowed from her with that statement. It was the sort of determination a dark one had that underpinned their very existence, and it had no place coming from a child.

"That is not a task that should be left to a child," Thorn said quietly, and though in most cases that might have been the wrong thing to say to a very determined child, something in his tone seemed to reach her. The girl sagged in his arms, still weeping. "What is your name, little one?"

"It's F'lora," the atverian said quietly. "And the woman that killed my dad is K'teri. Don't let her get away with it. Please. No one even knows she visited, and I-I don't know how long it's been since—"

"Months," Thorn said softly, and F'lora jerked in his arms; she looked up and seemed to notice for the first time the state of the fungal forest, the utter silence that enveloped it. She saw in the distance the other vinewalkers of her village, trapped in roots of her making, and gasped.

"No!" she exclaimed. She reached out instinctively, and the moment she did, the roots retracted, letting the vinewalkers collapse loosely to the ground in relief. "I didn't... I didn't mean to..."

"I know," Thorn said roughly. "They know it, too. They were trying to get to you so they could help. It is alright, F'lora."

"But it's not," F'lora said. "I... I hurt them. I didn't mean to hurt them, but I still hurt them. Dad always said we need to take reponsilibity when we hurt people."

"Your father was a very wise man," Thorn said gravely. "But there is a more pressing matter we must address. Can you stand?"

"I think so, but... I don't want to leave dad alone." F'lora turned to look at the still-frozen state of her father and pressed one hand against his.

"He will be there for you later," Thorn told her. "But he would want you to eat. It has been months, after all. Your magic may have sustained you, but you must be starving."

"I..." F'lora looked down. "O... Okay. I'm pretty hungry..."

"Come now." Thorn took her hand gently, standing. "We will discuss this further elsewhere."

  

    
        169 — Book 4, Chapter 13 — The Branch and the Bloom, Pt 5

    
    
    
    
  It was a testament to the nature of the vinewalker colony, perhaps, that not a single one of them seemed to blame F'lora for what had transpired. In fact, they showed nothing except concern for the girl and fussed over her as they guided her into the village elder's home. Likewise, F'lora seemed to consider them all a part of her family, like an assorted group of aunts and uncles that had helped her father raise her.

As a result of this close bond, neither group could stop apologizing to the other.

"We are sorry we could not protect you more," one vinewalker told her, bowing his head.

"I'm sorry I hurt you," F'lora said, tears welling up in her eyes.

"You did not intend to," another vinewalker said. "We have long forgiven you. We are only sorry we could not get to you sooner."

"But it hurt, didn't it?" F'lora asked, trembling. "I could feel it when I woke up. My magic was so angry... I didn't know magic could feel like that. I'm really, really sorry."

"No," a third vinewalker said. "We are sorry. You should never have had to feel such sorrow."

"But—" F'lora protested. 

As much as he understood where they were all coming from, Cale decided it was probably for the best if he tuned them all out for the time being. He was sitting on a log with Thorn, who had urged the child to join the other vinewalkers once he recognized how worried they were about her—he was a stranger in comparison, even if he had been the one to wake her from her trance.

It was impressive, in truth, how easily the vinewalkers masked how badly they had been affected by the roots holding them in place. He knew that vinewalkers experienced time differently, and that as a sapient species of plant, they were used to waiting entire seasons just for a single small change. The truly patient ones were happy to spend years devoted to a single task, so in some sense, perhaps this hadn’t been all that grave an incident for them.

But he doubted it. That corruption had pinned them in place by winding roots through their bodies, and though it had also protected them from the transformative effect of the new dark lady’s domain, the experience would undoubtedly have caused them indescribable pain. More than that, they had been stuck that way for months, unable to move or call for help. Cale wouldn’t have blamed them in the slightest if they had needed a moment to themselves, and yet they all seemed insistent on making sure F’lora saw them and knew they were well, that they held no resentment against her.

There were a few that retreated back into their homes immediately after reassuring her, though. Cale noticed the barely-hidden shaking in their vines, similar to what he’d seen from Thorn when he was truly distressed. They put up a strong front until the girl could no longer see or hear them, but both he and Thorn could hear the quiet sobbing that emerged from their homes afterward.

Even in their pain, they were protecting F’lora from the worst of their distress. Cale admired that about them—he had seen so much worse from others, over the years.

Thorn’s gaze tracked them back to their homes, seeming discomforted. “I do not know if I have had that strength,” he remarked quietly. “To remember to be kind.”

Cale took in the words, but remained silent for the moment. It was difficult for Thorn to admit to even that, he knew. Perhaps the only reason that he’d said the words at all was because they were alone. The others of their group had agreed to help the vinewalkers put together a meal for F’lora, and so had left to forage for food; most of the atverian-safe foods the vinewalkers kept stored away had long since rotted, save for a small supply of nectar.

Cale and Thorn had remained behind, in case anything new happened with F’lora that required their expertise. Though Thorn said nothing about it, he relaxed marginally once the others were out of range. He could work in groups, but Cale could tell he wasn’t especially comfortable with them/

“I think you would have,” Cale offered finally. Thorn glanced over at him in askance. “Had the strength to be kind, I mean,” he elaborated.

Thorn snorted. “I remember what I said,” he said, the words dry. “But you seem remarkably certain.”

Cale shrugged. "You're a prickly guy, but it's not like you're cruel. You tried to help Adam even when you thought we humans were useless creatures, remember?"

The reminder seemed to amuse Thorn, despite their circumstances. “Mm. A notion you have done much to disabuse me of,” he rumbled.

“That’s probably the closest thing I’ve heard you say to a compliment, and you still managed to make it sound like a complaint.”

A faint, half-hearted smirk. “One of my talents.”

Cale shook his head, smiling faintly. “Point is, I think you care a lot more than you pretend to. You’ve been working on finding a way to save Akkau for... what, years now? Traveling all over Utelia to find a way to do it? I know for a fact you don’t enjoy that. And there’s the time you attacked me when you thought I was a threat—”

"Stupid," Thorn muttered, and Cale laughed.

"Maybe," he said. "But you accounted for the confounding factors and used something you thought would work. Pretty cool thing to do, if you ask me."

Thorn raised a brow. “You believe that it is cool that I attempted to take you hostage?”

“Do you know how many people have tried?” Cale scoffed. “I’m basically an expert in rating hostage-taking attempts. I’d give you a solid nine out of ten.”

“And the final point?”

“You should’ve worn your hat.”

Thorn let out a huff of air that, again, might have been amusement. It was hard to really banter in the face of what they had discovered, but there was also a kind of comfort in it—Cale was familiar enough with it to recognize when someone needed a distraction.

They sat like this for a while, listening to the sounds of F’lora and her caretakers. The mana around them felt a bit less oppressive now that the nascent dark lady was no longer spewing out corruption into her domain, and off in the distance, Cale could hear the faint sounds of birds and insects beginning to return. It always surprised him how quickly that worked. One of these days, he would have to work out how exactly they knew where and when things were safe for them. Instinct was a powerful thing.

Eventually, though, Thorn’s mind settled back on the problem of F’lora as the realm’s new dark lady, and this time he seemed ready to discuss it in earnest. “You implied earlier that there may be a solution to this,” he said. “One that will not force a child to bear the burden of rallying against her realm.”

“It’s not a good solution,” Cale admitted, looking at the bark beneath them, at the tiny fungal growths that sprouted in the cracks. “It might be a little less cruel. Or maybe just cruel in a different way, depending on how you look at it. This realm has selected a dark one, now, and there’s no getting around that, but it might be possible to give the role to someone else.”

Thorn’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Someone would still have to bear the burden,” he said.

“Yeah,” Cale said quietly. “It’s the divine cycle. Until someone finds a way to break it, it’s just going to keep happening.”

“What if I take on the role?” Thorn asked, but Cale was already shaking his head.

“I’m operating off theory here,” he said. “Karmic theory, to be specific. All this stuff about roles, chosen ones and dark ones—it’s all a subset of karmic magic. Same reason you end up with backlash if you try to kill a dark lord too early.”

“I do not have karmic ties to this realm,” Thorn said, following his train of thought.

Cale nodded. “You have one to vinewalkers and to atverians, maybe, but it’s not enough. The recipient of the transfer needs a karmic connection to the realm itself, and if it were that easy, the role would be tossed around like constantly. I’ve only heard of this happening once or twice, so I’m pretty sure it needs to be someone who is karmically bound to the current dark one. Strongly bound.”

“Few would fit that description.” Thorn remained expressionless, but Cale could tell he was thinking, and in short order he arrived at the same conclusion Cale had had when he first thought of this. “I do not believe anyone would, in fact, except..."

He trailed off.

“Except for her mother,” Cale finished. “Like I said, it’s just a different form of cruelty.”

“But you have said that not all dark ones are evil,” Thorn said. “A child would have difficulty, but someone whose mind has matured might be able to act without succumbing to the influences of the role.”

“It’s possible,” Cale agreed. “It’s certainly more likely. But I’ve seen a lot of people try. It takes incredible strength of character to do it, and T’vela would have reason to hate the atverians that did this.”

He glanced meaningfully to Wall, whose body was still frozen in the position he had taken when shielding his child. Agaût-mortis blooms still grew on his body, beautiful in its final moments, although Cale’s brows furrowed slightly as it occurred to him that their presence was strange. Thorn had said those blooms were used to warn other vinewalkers away, hadn’t he? Perhaps it was meant to tell the others of their colony to leave before they were caught in the corruption, but Wall couldn’t have known his death would trigger the creation of a dark lady.

What had been the nature of that attack, anyway? They knew that an atverian commander by the name of K’teri had been the one to kill him, but he was positioned in the middle of the village in broad daylight. He had clearly known the attack was coming, but had not had the time to do more than shield F’lora with his body.

Something about that seemed strange to him. But it wasn’t like those details would change what they now had to do, he supposed. F’lora was a dark lady now, and that was the problem they had to address; they couldn’t stay in this realm forever, and they certainly didn’t have the time to untangle whatever political web had led to this.

“Either way,” Cale said, “we need to get in contact with T’vela somehow. At least let her know her child is here. She’s probably been worried sick about her daughter. We can’t move F’lora out of her domain or the divines are going to start suppressing her, but we can get T’vela to come here and see what she thinks of all this. Hopefully that'll give us a way forward so that F’lora doesn’t have to bear this burden.”

“You have tried this before,” Thorn said, and the statement was so flat and observational that it took Cale a second to process it as the realization that it was—Thorn was staring at him, not judging but thinking, and he’d correctly deduced that just from how Cale was reacting.

Cale winced, wondering if he was getting rusty. “Yeah,” he admitted.

“Has it ever worked?”

“I’ve never witnessed a transfer happening, so no.” Cale was quiet for a moment. “But this time might be different. It’s worth a try, isn’t it?”

“It is,” Thorn said. “But do you believe that, or is that simply what you tell yourself?”

“When did you become so insightful? Did you eat Damien when I wasn’t looking?” Cale joked, and when Thorn only stared at him impassively, he sighed. “I don’t know if there’s a difference,” he said. “Does it matter, if what I do is the same?”

“It matters to you, which is all that needs to matter,” Thorn said, clasping him by the shoulder and startling him. “I may know a way to speak to T’vela remotely. It would be good for you, too, I believe, to see that this can work.”

Cale frowned, and then his mind caught on to the magic part of what Thorn was saying, and he brightened. “A long-distance communication spell?” he asked, immediately interested.

Thorn shook his head. “No,” he said. “I have worked with Featherstrike for a long time, however. I know enough to alter the function of those charms. Hold out your feather.”

Cale blinked, then held it out as instructed, flat on the surface of his palm. Thorn sprouted a blade from a vine, then began gently inscribing on it.

“...do you have to do it like this?” Cale asked after a moment. “It tickles.”

“If you lose contact with the feather, you will snap back to the atverian tent,” Thorn said flatly. “Hold still and stop flinching before I have to restrain you.”

Alas, Cale had never been especially good at staying still.





A dark one was born from a wish, and the only way to transfer the role was for someone karmically bound to them to make a bigger, stronger wish. There were a multitude of problems with that, of course. The karmic bond had to be incredibly strong, which was difficult, even among relatives; the wish had to be one that would interfere with the current state of the realm even more than the original; the dark one had to be new to the role, so that the threads of that role hadn’t tightened too strongly around them yet.

That was one of the reasons all of Cale’s previous attempts at this had failed. He remembered the way the parents of the new dark one would blame him for it afterward—he had promised it was possible, after all, and so it was his fault that it failed. Never mind that he had never promised, that he had always stated plainly that he was not certain. All he could do was change a few factors and try again, but even with all his experience, the true mechanism of these cosmic roles eluded him.

Despite the fact that he had been a dark lord once. There was some irony in that.

Thorn’s alteration to Featherstrike’s spatial charms was a surprisingly simple one. He had inscribed a reversal sigil in Fadeaway script, so named because it would, as its name suggested, fade away shortly after being inscribed; the purpose was to give him a period of about ten minutes in which his charm would have the opposite effect, anchoring his body and senses in the atverian tent while his “true” presence was within the vinewalker forest.

What Thorn had neglected to mention, however, was that Cale would appear where the anchoring charm was held—which was to say directly over A’ruk’s bed. Cale had just enough time to see several thorns coming directly for his eyes, which made him flinch backward and sent him sprawling over the floor of his tent.

His eyes were undamaged, of course. He hadn’t disabled his barriers, so the thorns would have done nothing to him regardless. That said, for all his experience he had never quite managed to turn off his reflex to blink when something was headed directly for his eyes. He had a trick for it that involved temporarily disabling his eyesight, though. Mostly because it was fun to mess with people.

Anyway.

A’ruk seemed much worse for wear without Thorn’s magic to dull the pain, but he retained enough of his mind to stir when Cale fell nearly on top of him. “You are... one of the vinewalker’s companions,” he said, recognizing him. “Have you discovered...?”

“Kind of,” Cale said. “It’s complicated. Do you know where T’vela is, and on a related note, do you know a woman named K’teri?”

From the way disgust flashed across A’ruk’s features even in his pain, it was clear to see that he did. “She is... involved in this?”

“Tried to kill T’vela’s daughter,” Cale said carefully, and something seemed to strike A’ruk, because his eyes went up and he almost pushed himself outright; Cale had to very quickly get up and pin the atverian back down on the bed before he injured himself further, because the normally gentle man suddenly looked furious.

“T’vela had a—” He cursed. “And K’teri... I knew, but I did not think..."

“There’s a story there, huh?” Cale said, watching him carefully. He’d opened several of his wounds, and from the steps outside, that had alerted some of the others to come help. A’ruk recognized this too, because he glanced up with a grimace.

“Let me speak,” he said, though it was clear he struggled to do that. “I will... Explain your presence to them. And call for T’vela.”

“Right,” Cale said. “Don’t worry, I’m very good at keeping quiet and not interfering.”
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  The atverian that marched into the tent was evidently one of their doctors, and she did not seem pleased to see Cale. “What’s going on here?” she demanded.

“I fell on top of him,” Cale said immediately, and when A’ruk mustered up the strength to shoot him a glare, he coughed. “Oh, right, sorry. Supposed to stay silent.”

It was probably a good thing he wasn’t connected to the Gift at the moment. Who knew how many [Blabbermouth] levels he would’ve gotten from that? It had seen fit to show him mercy recently, but he doubted that skill was gone. More likely it would show up again when he stuck his foot in his mouth at some inopportune time, which would happen sooner rather than later with all the new professors they now had at Brightscale...

“This is—an ally,” A'ruk said, hesitating for only a moment before he settled on the word. He was pushing past the fog of pain as best he could, but his eyes were unfocused, and Cale had the sudden thought that he was a deeply loyal man to do this for people he had only just met. “He was among the others brought to this place by Commander T’vela.”

“T’vela.” The doctor’s eyes narrowed with distaste, and Cale wondered briefly if his assumption that she was a doctor was right after all. She didn't carry any weapons with her, but maybe she’d simply left them outside. “That fool still believes things can be salvaged?”

“The former Tendrils do not have the magic to create such a plague, M’lori,” A’ruk said.

“Not by themselves,” the atverian said, crossing her arms across her chest. “But it is hardly uncommon for new magics to come about from the presence of a root-node, or from a pact made with an abomination. What other explanation is there?”

“We don’t... know yet,” A’ruk said, struggling to get the words out; it was clear this level of activity wasn’t good for him. Cale wondered if F’lora could reverse the corruption. He suspected she could, if they brought him back into her domain, but that would take some convincing.

“You have no alternatives,” M’lori said scornfully. “And you and T’vela expect us to hold back?”

“Actually—” Cale started.

“You speak of genocide,” A’ruk suddenly snarled, jerking up in his bed and tearing apart his wounds once more. Cale winced. He regretted not having any magics that could help with that. The only third-tier spells he could cast were fire-related, thanks to his resonance ranks, and even if he had it he doubted [Cauterize Wounds] would do much good here. “The Holy Mother has not called forth more Tendrils for months. If they are the last of their kind, we would be ending them all on a guess!”

“And?” M’lori asked. She didn’t see a problem with that, clearly. “They were created to assist us in serving the Holy Mother, and they have served their purpose. I see no reason to risk suffering at their hand. Look at yourself and your fellows. You would have this happen to more of us?”

“I would have you learn why it is happening!” A’ruk snapped. Cale noted that M’lori was doing nothing to help him with his wounds—she was clearly aware of them and keeping track of how much blood he was losing. “If you are wrong, then you would have done this for nothing! You might invite further punishment on us!”

That was actually true. F’lora was a nascent dark lord, and if the atverians went ahead with their plan to magically nuke the vinewalker colony, it would result in the same karmic backlash that happened every time a dark one was killed before they had time to consolidate.

What would likely happen was that the atverians as a whole would fall to misfortune, even the ones living further away on the Upper Bark. By necessity, to discourage the immediate murder of chosen dark ones, the consequences were always worse than what the dark ones themselves would invite on the realm.

“And if we are right,” M’lori countered, “then no more of you would have to suffer.”

Cale had thus far kept to his promise of not interfering, which was why he was very careful to keep his analysis of the situation mostly dispassionate. What he actually wanted to do was manifest a barrier inside her throat. Her soul would normally protect her against that sort of thing, but she was acting like she didn’t have one.

He tried it. Nope, she still had a soul, despite how soulless she was acting. Darn.

No matter how dispassionate he tried to be, though, there were certain things he couldn’t just ignore. The fact that M’lori had said you instead of us had been particularly telling.

“Excuse me,” he said politely. M’lori turned to glare at him, and A’ruk seemed exasperated but relieved—clearly whatever he’d been planning hadn’t worked, or he’d allowed himself to get too worked up and that had thrown off his plan. “What did you mean by no more of you? Don’t you mean us?”

M’lori scoffed. “Outsiders,” she said, the word disparaging. “Why would we sacrifice good soldiers and women to test the spread of the boundary? We send our men to check. The weak ones, preferably.”

“I see.” Cale kept his tone neutral. He was starting to see why A’ruk had wanted to be the one speaking; it was very clear this wasn’t an encounter he would be handling diplomatically. “Do you know a Commander K’teri, by any chance?”

A’ruk shot a look at him that screamed what are you doing, but Cale gave him a reassuring smile (that did not, unfortunately, seem to do much to reassure him.) M’lori paused, thrown by the sudden change in subject.

“She is one of our Supreme Commanders,” M’lori said. “A great woman.”

“Cool,” Cale said. “Is she missing her spear, by any chance?”

M’lori took a step forward. “What are you implying, outsider? Are you the reason she lost her spear? She said she lost it hunting.”

“I suppose you could call it that,” Cale said. “If by ‘hunting’ you mean she threw it at an atverian child. Is that the kind of sport you play? I’m afraid I’m rather new to this realm.”

M’lori’s eyes widened, something complicated flashing through her expression. Alarm, fear, recognition, anger. Had she known about this, then? No, the anger was out of place—it wasn’t anger directed at him. “You know something,” she said.

“So do you,” Cale said cheerfully. “If you agree to an exchange of information and to help bring T’vela here, I won’t kill you. How’s that?”

“A threat?” M’lori said the words dismissively, but her antennae twitched, and she took a step back. Something about his expression had changed, and she was clever enough to see it. “I will do as you ask. But you do not order me around, human.”

“While you’re fetching her, you should probably send someone in to tend to his bleeding,” Cale said, jerking a thumb to A’ruk. He was pale, which wasn’t even a thing he had known atverians were capable of doing. Apparently their carapaces were more translucent than opaque.

M’lori’s gaze fell to A’ruk again, and after a moment, she grimaced and nodded, then whirled and left the tent. Cale stood there in silence, surrounded by the labored breathing of various atverian men.

“Thank you,” A’ruk said, breaking the silence. It sounded both embarrassed and relieved. “I... allowed my temper to get the better of me.”

“Oh, so did I,” Cale said absently. “I usually don’t threaten to kill people. Damien’s been weaning me off the death threats.”

“Damien?” A’ruk asked curiously. Cale brightened.

“One of my apprentices. He’s the one that asked about you and T’vela,” Cale said proudly. “Let me tell you about them..."





Cale learned a few things in relatively short order, though something was still nagging at him. It felt like there was a missing piece to all this that he hadn’t quite put together yet.

M’lori had been surprisingly contrite when she returned to the tent with T’vela in tow. She explained that K’teri had asked her help binding several suspicious-looking wounds. M’lori hadn’t thought much of it at the time and accepted her explanations at face value. The injuries she had were due to vinewalker attacks. The tiny atverian bite marks were because she had been playing with the children, who had been rough with her. The loss of her spear was unrelated—she had gone hunting shortly thereafter, and speared a barkeater that had dug into the ground and vanished.

But M’lori was a smart woman, and even with her obvious prejudices she couldn’t help but put everything together the moment Cale made his accusation. It was why she hadn’t taken much convincing and had backed down the moment he made his threat. She believed the vinewalkers were at fault, but with an accusation against K’teri that she couldn’t immediately refute...

Atverians found it rather difficult to conceive, so the birth of every child was a great event for them. To their colonies, children were a precious resource. Cale balked at the idea of their value being measured in such a way—calling them a resource was galling, even if they were considered a precious one—but they did, ultimately, care greatly for their children to the exclusion of all other principles. Cale could somewhat respect that.

No surprise, then, that the moment M’lori understood that Cale’s accusation was plausible, she dropped all her other protests. She grew more and more pale as Cale explained the situation in more detail, even as T’vela grew visibly horrified and enraged in equal measure.

“She knows,” M’lori growled, pacing the tent. “That fool, she knows how precious even a single child is. Why did you keep this a secret from us, T’vela? If we had known—”

“If you had known that vinewalkers could support atverian conception, you would have rounded them back up for the colony!” T’vela snarled, rounding on M’lori, who took a step back in surprise. She didn’t, Cale noticed, refute the accusation. Cale actually hadn't realized until that moment that Wall was F’lora’s biological father. He wondered how that worked, exactly. “Don’t deny that you would have wanted to study my child!”

“I—” M’lori started, hesitating, then rallied herself. “It would have been the rational thing to do!”

“Rational,” T’vela said darkly, and there was disgust in her tone there. She didn’t bother explaining herself. “Human. Is the forest now safe for entry? You said my daughter was broken from her... domain, as you call it.”

“It should be,” Cale said.

“Good,” T’vela said. “M’lori, you will tell no one of my daughter, but you will stop the ritual spell K’teri is leading. I will head to the forest myself. Is that clear?”

“How do you expect—” M’lori began, indignant.

“I do not care,” T’vela said, rounding on M’lori, her eyes flashing. “Swear a binding oath. If you want me to speak of my daughter, if you want me to speak of what the vinewalkers could do for us rather than have them all flee into the Roots, I will do it on my own terms, and I will only do it if you swear the oath and do what I ask.”

“I—” M’lori said, a thousand protests clearly running through her mind, but she must have seen the certainty in T’vela’s face, for she swallowed and nodded, relenting. “I swear,” she said.

Her mana flashed to a point within her. Some sort of innate atverian magic, then? Interesting.

“Good,” T’vela said. “Human, I will be at the village within the hour. Do not let anything happen to my daughter.”

“That was already a given,” Cale said, nodding.

A’ruk let out a shuddering breath. “You should... take me with you,” he managed.

“What?” T’vela’s gaze snapped to him. “You are injured. You should rest.”

“The others are... immune to the plague,” A’ruk managed. “It will be difficult for them to tell if the curse is truly gone. Best if you bring me in to ensure your safety.”

“You would have me risk you even more?” T’vela’s expression flashed with something complicated, and Cale understood then that what they shared was love, if not a romantic one. “I could not do that to you.”

“It might be a good idea, actually,” Cale offered, and when T’vela shot a glare at him, he shook his head. “Not like that. F’lora has some subconscious control over her domain now. If you bring him with you and she recognizes him as an ally, she might be able to retract the corruption and heal him.”

T’vela clenched her fists. “I still cannot believe..." she started, then shook her head. “No. There is no time for disbelief. What you have told me makes sense. But I... I will not have my daughter as a dark lady. If you are certain I can take that role from her, I will do it.”

“Nothing is certain,” Cale said quietly. “I’ve never succeeded before.”

T’vela’s eyes narrowed, but she let it go. “It is worth a try.”

That, Cale could agree with. He still couldn’t help but feel like he was missing something, though. He just didn’t understand what.





The creation of a dark one was not unlike the baking of a loaf of bread. The wish that created them—that granted them the role—was the force that flung all the required ingredients together within the dark one, who were themselves the bowl in which all those ingredients were mixed. Then the realm kneaded them until they were the perfect representative of the Dark, ready to bake.

...Cale could tell before he’d even finished that he'd lost almost everyone with this analogy. He was working on it! Baking was a surprisingly good metaphor for a lot of magic; probably another reason baking magic itself was so difficult, or something.

“The point is,” he said, “you have to convince the realm to switch bowls. That there’s a bigger, better bowl and that the current one is too small to hold all the ingredients.”

“You’re really losing us with the analogy,” Leo said.

“I wanna bake bread,” F’lora said, bouncing up and down a little in T’vela’s lap. Her mother chuckled softly, pressing a kiss to her head and holding her close.

“Perhaps one day,” she said wistfully. There was a sadness about her now—she was on the one hand pleased that her daughter was alright, that she had not lost F’lora as she had assumed.

Yet her circumstances now were not much better. Whether they succeeded or failed, those touched by divinity had great difficulty living alongside a dark lord. Once their powers had matured, they could pull back their corruption enough for it to last to a certain point, but there was no avoiding that they had to be separated for a time. The reprieve they had now was only temporary. Once the growth began to reassert itself, this would no longer be possible.

That would happen as soon as F’lora felt any emotion too extreme. It was one of the reasons T’vela worked so hard to keep her calm now, and to distract her from the tragedy that had happened.

A’ruk stood nearby, silent, though it was clear in his expression that he was just as pained as the rest of them. He was healed, but the thought of a child being forced to become a villain was too much to bear for him. He had support, at least. It turned out he got along rather well with Damien when he wasn’t engulfed with pain, and he seemed to appreciate the dreadshade’s presence.

But still, there was the matter at hand.

“It’s best if it happens near... around where F’lora was originally selected to be the dark lady,” Cale said eventually. “That’s the closest I’ve ever gotten. We’ll draw a circle around you to symbolize the start of a ritual, and then T’vela, you need to make a wish. Something powerful and more desperate.”

T’vela closed her eyes. “That will not be difficult.”

“But the more powerful the wish, the more corruption it will create, and the harder it will be to fight,” Cale said quietly.

“I understand,” T’vela said. “But if there is even the smallest chance... A’ruk, will you...?”

She didn't state it explicitly, worried about upsetting her daughter, but A’ruk caught her meaning. He bowed his head. “Of course,” he whispered. “It is the least I could do.”

“Then let us begin.”





The circle had been drawn. T’vela held her daughter tight, then bid everyone else to leave; this was difficult enough to do without a crowd, and Cale suspected that the crowd had been part of what caused the last attempt to fail. Something he’d learned thanks to the Bitter Path: if symbolism mattered, then what most often caused the birth of a dark one was an overwhelming feeling of loneliness.

At least symbolically, the ritual had to reflect that, so none of them could be around to watch. Instead, they retreated into one of the nearby homes, keeping an eye out in case the atverians or their magic came to interfere. Thankfully, it seemed M’lori had done her duty: whatever she’d done, there was no sign of anyone on their way. The anchor feather he had quietly snuck into her pouch allowed him to keep an eye on her, and what he could sense suggested that rather than trying to convince anyone of anything, she had instead started some kind of riot.

Smart. Probably the best way to prevent them from being discovered in the short term. It surprised him a little, how quickly she had changed her mind—too often the others he met were set in their ways and did nothing to change, even when presented with evidence. All too easy to dismiss that evidence as false, he supposed, in a world of magic. If only it was easier to teach how to judge that evidence for oneself...

But he digressed. Something was still bothering him about all this.

The agaût-mortis blooms. Why were they there? It was a warning for other vinewalkers to stay away, but—

Cale blinked. Wait. Wall was F’lora’s biological father, according to T’vela. The vinewalkers had a means of helping atverians conceive. When he learned this he hadn’t thought much of it, but karmic bonds were a little behind, as far as social progress went. That karmic bond would be stronger if Wall had fathered F’lora...

His mind raced. “Thorn,” he said abruptly. “How do vinewalkers reproduce?”

“Uh,” Leo said. “Kind of an inappropriate time to ask that question, don’t you think?”

Thorn didn’t even flinch; he seemed entirely unperturbed. “A donation of a piece of the soul to a special flower we can bloom, the ulaût-vigor,” he said. “Many vinewalkers must come together to produce the flower. Once the soul is placed within the bloom, it will close, and when it opens again, a child will be born of the donor’s body and the vinewalker’s magic.”

Cale’s mind raced. “That means everyone in this village contributed to F'lora's birth?” he asked.

“Most likely,” Thorn agreed.

Karmic bonds were stronger when blood was shared on both sides of that bond, and it was clear that F’lora considered the whole village to be her family. If Wall had successfully saved his daughter and K’teri had left after, why had he wanted everyone to leave? If the spear had killed him instantly, how had he had the time to bloom those flowers? Thorn suggested that it was a slow process—any vinewalker immediately killed wouldn’t have had time to grow them.

Why was Wall frozen in place, rather than collapsing? Cale had assumed it was in some way an effect of F’lora’s wish, attempting to preserve him, but what if—

“You can predict when a dark one will appear, if you keep a close eye on the energies of the realm,” Cale said rapidly, beginning to pace. “You can predict where a dark lord will appear if you keep an eye on where the tensions of the realm are greatest. You. Was Wall a mage?”

The vinewalker he’d turned to looked startled. “He was the pride of our village,” she replied after a moment. “He was a very clever mage. And powerful. K’teri should not have been able to kill him.”

There it was. The piece he was missing. Cale cursed under his breath, then pulled the door open and started to run. If he was right about this, then K’teri hadn’t.

Wall had figured out before anyone what would happen, who the most likely target was to be transformed into the realm’s dark one—a little atverian girl, caught between two peoples. And like many powerful mages who wanted the best for their children, he had taken that fate into his own hands, but hadn’t bothered to tell anyone else about it.

Stupid self-sacrificial dads, Cale thought, almost snarling to himself. Can’t even warn anyone about—

He shut away the memories.

There was, theoretically, a way to kill a dark lord before their time. Karmic backlash could only hit if there was someone there to receive it. If the dark lord In question set things up to secure their own death the moment they acquired the role, there would be no one there to receive the backlash. Cale had dismissed the possibility because it seemed clear that K’teri killed him, but if she hadn’t—if he’d managed a spell that would put off his death, something to keep himself in stasis until the moment of his choosing—

The realm would be safe from the Dark for decades. Not the centuries they had between true cycles, but time. Time enough for a childhood, to grow and live, to be happy...

But the role would never go to someone so willing to discard it. Not unless it was transferred to them, and that would be even more difficult than what Cale was trying to do: the role would not transfer into someone already destined for death unless no other karmic bonds were available. Hence the agaût-mortis urging the other vinewalkers to leave—Wall had most likely set up the ritual to trigger once everyone else was out of range.

The magic ahead of him was increasing in density. Cale could feel the ritual tightening the bond between mother and daughter, ripples of karmic energy moving between them. The transfer was working.

There was a certain irony to that, he thought. The one time this plan might have succeeded, and he couldn’t allow it, because someone else had gotten there first.

He had to stop T’vela.
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  Cale tried shouting out T’vela’s name a few times, but the pressure and rush of mana around her and her daughter was too intense for her to hear him—from how eagerly he could feel the presence of the realm wrapping around the two, Cale suspected T’vela would make a far greater dark lady than her daughter.

Perhaps that was why this was working when his other attempts hadn’t. The realm needed to change, and she was the perfect vessel for that change. The conflict enacted by her own people had separated her from her daughter and killed her lover. Because of it, once she took the role, she would never be able to hold her daughter again.

That despair would shape her power as a dark lady, and more likely than not, that despair would be visited upon the realm. Strength of mind and character only became fuel to fan the flames, as far as the Dark was concerned.

And that was far too great a price to pay.

Her lover,, it seemed, agreed.

Since T’vela couldn’t hear him shouting, Cale settled for the next best thing: he barreled straight into the atverian commander and her daughter, sending all three of them sprawling.

“What—” T’vela clutched her daughter close protectively, glaring at Cale; the sense of pressure around them vanished abruptly as the ritual was interrupted. “Why did you interrupt? I could feel it working.”

“I got it wrong,” Cale said. He helped T’vela to her feet, then hurried over to Wall, who remained frozen in the same position he'd been in at the moment of his death. He knelt, brushing away the detritus and dirt of the fungal forest floor.

There. Carved into the wood was a crude ritual circle, worn away by the months. He’d been right. And the charms had hidden it from his mana sense, but now that he knew what to look for, he could even sense the faint trace of an active spell around F’lora’s father.

Some sort of stasis spell, he guessed. Wall had frozen himself an instant before death, all to make sure his lover and daughter would be able to live their lives together, free from the shadow of the Dark. The vinewalker must have been brilliant, to predict so much of what would happen, and if not for the corruption trapping the village in place his plan would have gone off without a hitch.

Cale couldn’t help but grin. It was a bit inappropriate for the situation, perhaps, but he admired magical brilliance like nothing else; he would’ve loved to meet the man.

By now, the others had caught up to him. “Cale!” Damien called out. “What’s going on?”

“I got it wrong!” Cale called back happily, still brushing away the dirt to reveal the circle. T’vela was staring at him, confused at first, then with the light of understanding slowly dawning in her eyes as he revealed more and more of the pre-carved ritual circle.

“Cale,” Thorn said, surprisingly patient. “Perhaps you could slow down and explain?”

“Right, right.” Cale was only half paying attention, but he forced himself to slow down, knowing Thorn was right. His behavior could be pretty alarming when his head ran too far ahead of his mouth, and there was F’lora to think about. She seemed frightened by his energy. “Sorry,” he added belatedly.

He took a deep breath and explained what he’d figured out—that Wall had known that this would happen, somehow, or at least that had divined that it was likely. One way or another he had manipulated events such that if he was ever put in this position, he would be able to protect his daughter.

Cale didn’t think Wall had sacrificed himself intentionally, but he’d at least been prepared for the possibility that things would come to this. Something like an [Inscribe Circle] and [Subtle Stasis] to prepare the transferral ritual and delay his death. Stasis spells could be built with a conditional release, and this one released only when the vinewalkers were outside the range of his daughter’s domain.

The vinewalkers glanced at each other. “It explains his behavior when we realized we were under attack,” one muttered. “He is capable of divination. He saw this outcome? But then..."

She trailed off, glancing at F’lora. Cale could tell what she wanted to ask. If he was capable of divination and had seen that this would happen, then why lose to K’teri at all? Surely he would be able to defeat her and prevent the emergence of the Dark. She didn’t want to ask the question in front of his daughter, just in case the answer was that he had done it deliberately.

“Goldsong metal is immune to many magics, including divination,” Cale said finally. “I suspect he understood in time to enact his countermeasures, but not in time to avert it entirely.”

Privately, he wondered if Wall was more brilliant than he’d assumed. Everything about this plan screamed preparation, but the vinewalker had a point; if he had foreseen everything, then he wouldn't have fallen victim to K’teri to begin with. But perhaps K’teri had truly taken him by surprise. Perhaps she had, in fact, almost killed him, but in the instant before he would have died, he divined everything that would result.

Perhaps that instant was all he had needed to concoct this plan to give everything he had to protect his family.

T’vela’s cheeks were wet with her tears. She had listened to all this in silence, and now she approached Wall, whose body was still frozen in the moment of his death. She pressed her forehead gently against his.

“You wonderful fool,” she whispered softly.

Cale let her have her moment. Eventually, she pulled away, wiping at her eyes before straightening. “What do we do, then?” she asked, pulling her daughter close. “How do we help him with this plan of his?”

“We leave,” Cale said. “All of us except F’lora. None of us can be within the range of her domain.”

F’lora looked frightened, and something pained crossed T’vela’s face. “And he will become the realm’s dark lord before his death,” she said. “But the backlash will not strike his murderer?”

“There’s another spell on him,” Cale said carefully, glancing at F’lora. “It will take him before the goldsong does.”

T’vela got the message. She nodded, then knelt by her daughter and spoke, her words soft and tender. “My daughter,” she said. “I will need you to be brave. Do you understand what you must do?”

F’lora nodded, but pressed her face into her mother’s chest, hugging her close. “I don’t want to,” she whimpered.

“You will be able to speak with your father one more time.” T’vela pressed a kiss to the top of her daughter’s head. “He will have many things to tell you, I am sure. Many things he wishes you to know.”

“Really?” F’lora asked. She pulled back from the hug to look up at her mother. “I can... I can talk to him again?”

“I am sure he wants nothing more than to speak with his little flower,” T’vela said, forcing a smile. She reached up to brush a tear away from her daughter's face. “Do you think you are strong enough to speak to him for the both of us?”

F’lora’s eyes widened. “You can’t join us, mama?”

“No,” T’vela said. “This is your special moment, little flower. You get to speak with him one more time.”

“But..." F’lora seemed to struggle with the thought for a moment. She grabbed her mother’s hand and squeezed it. “Then is there anything you want to tell him? I’ll tell him for you! I know I forget things all the time, but I won’t forget this one, I promise!”

T’vela chuckled softly, pulling her daughter close to hide the way her face briefly crumpled. “He knows everything I would want to say, little flower,” she whispered. “This is your moment. Just make sure he knows we both love him.”

“I will,” F’lora promised earnestly.

“Then go to him and wait,” T’vela said. “You must do it alone, but do not be afraid. Your father and I will both be watching over you.”

Cale watched as T’vela guided her daughter back into Wall’s arms. Once F’lora was settled back in the place they had found her, the commander straightened and glanced at Cale, who closed his eyes.

They had given the anchoring feather to M’lori, in part so he could use his mana sense to figure out what the atverians were up to. She was working to keep everyone occupied, but it was only a matter of time until they saw through what she was doing—even now, he could sense a few trying to organize themselves amidst the chaos of her accusations.

“We should hurry,” he told T’vela, who nodded. She bent down to give her daughter one last hug, then gestured for Cale, his friends, and all the vinewalkers to follow her back out of the forest.

Behind them, F’lora huddled in her father’s arms, doing her best to breathe the way he had taught her.





The forest was silent.

F’lora felt strange, sitting on the floor in her father’s arms. He was dead, wasn’t he? The human claimed he wasn’t, but he wasn’t moving or breathing.

She knew about death, young as she was. She had grown up amongst vinewalkers in the middle of the fungal forest, after all, and many of the critters that lived in it did not live for long. Once she had brought her father a small creature she had found, a rotund, fluffy thing with enormous eyes that she thought was the cutest thing ever. Like big dandelion seeds with eyes!

But no matter how careful she was with it, it couldn’t last. The life cycle of one of those fuzzballs was around three weeks, her father had said. Her mother had been reluctant to let her keep it once she discovered this, knowing F’lora would be absolutely devastated when it inevitably passed, but her father seemed certain she could handle it.

“Many creatures in the realms are smaller and more fragile than we are,” he had said, watching the fuzzball as it danced between their palms. “And so we must learn to celebrate the time we have with them.

“All things are part of a cycle, you see. These little creatures have much shorter cycles, which makes the time they share with us all the more precious. Remember that, and hold your time with it in here.”

He had tapped the carapace over her heart gently, and F’lora had nodded obediently. She could do that! “But... why must it be part of a sickle?” she asked.

“Cycle,” her father had corrected with a laugh. He picked her up and smiled at her. “And I believe you will see the answer for yourself.”

And she had.

F’lora had named the fuzzball Mandy and took great care of her, playing with her every single day, but she saw when Mandy began to slow and tire. She cried the day she closed her eyes and finally stopped eating, and then stood guard over her for the next hour, as if her presence could coax her back to life.

It did not, of course, but at the end of the hour Mandy’s body began to wiggle strangely before collapsing into what seemed like dozens of tiny, smaller fuzzballs that bounced around and made little meep noises. Then F’lora was overwhelmed both with grief over Mandy and delight at the tiny little babies that were now crawling all over her bed. It had all been very confusing.

She thought she understood what her dad meant, though, after things had calmed. The cycle meant Mandy would go away, but that made space for her babies. That made sense. She picked one of the babies to take care of, and she never quite got over the grief when one passed, but she did what her father said anyway: she held the good times with each one close to her heart.

So she knew about death, young as she was. She thought she could handle it.

But it was so different when it was her father. It seemed so terribly unfair. Her father wasn’t going to burst into a thousand tiny fuzzballs. He wouldn’t live on as a tiny vinewalker that could live with her.

He would live on through her, but that felt... it felt so lonely. How was she going to live up to his presence? And she would never be able to talk to him after this. To laugh with him. To hear one of his silly jokes, or ask him to show her one of his spells. She couldn’t very well do those things with herself.

F’lora found herself wishing she had listened better to all those little wisdoms he had shared with her. It was more than just the cycle thing, she knew, but she had forgotten most of them by now. She’d assumed she would be able to ask him again later, but this was the last chance she would ever have.

She would make the best of it, she told herself. She would listen as hard as she could to everything he wanted to tell her, and then she would remember it forever.

Was the human right, though? Would her father really wake up? The forest felt so quiet now. There wasn't at all the same pressure around them as when she and her mother were inside that circle. She just felt a little itchy. It didn’t feel like the realm was paying attention.

But that human said they all needed to leave first. F’lora fidgeted. How long would that take? She tried to remember how big the forest was—it took two hours to walk from one side to the other, but they were close to the atverian side of it…

She gave up. She had no idea how long it was going to take. She hoped the human was right, though. She really wanted to talk to her father again. She wanted to apologize for that time she’d plucked a flower from him and startled him so much he fell over.

She’d never apologized for that. She knew what her father would say, though. He would say that it didn’t matter, that she could pluck all the blooms she wanted. The thought made her feel all warm and fuzzy.

Or... no. It wasn’t just the thought. She felt warm and fuzzy on the outside, too. F’lora blinked and looked around—this felt so different from the attention given to T’vela, but there was something there. Like a warmth was beginning to swirl around them, and like something cold was leaving her.

Was this it? Was this what that human had been talking about?

“Hello, little flower,” her father said, and F’lora gasped.

“Dad,” she whispered.

Then her face crumpled, and she wailed, throwing herself into his arms. “Dad,” she sobbed, clutching at him. He felt alive in a way she hadn’t dared to hope for—he was moving, and warm, and he was wearing that smile he always wore when he knew she needed comfort. He held her close, humming a little tune.

“Shh,” he murmured. “It’s alright. It’s going to be okay, little flower.”

How could he expect her to believe that? He wouldn’t be here anymore after this. How could anything be okay again, ever?

But she wanted so badly to believe him. Maybe she could pretend, just for a little bit.

F’lora didn’t know how long they spoke. She kept trying to prolong it, bringing up new subjects whenever the conversation petered out, trying to squeeze all the decades of time she knew they should have shared into this one precious moment. It was an impossible task, but she was determined to try anyway.

Wall was all too happy to play along. He answered every question she had, regaled her with the tales she loved, and told her all the things he had wanted to wait to tell her.

Yet she could tell when he began to tire. It was just like when Mandy had started to slow.

F’lora began talking more, trying to keep him with her. She told him all the plans she had for the village when she was finally grown up, all the places she wanted to explore. She told him about the strangers that had helped them and how strange they were—she’d never seen anyone like them, and she wanted to find where they’d come from. Maybe she could travel with her mother, one day?

Her father smiled at her, but the exhaustion was set so deep into him now that F’lora knew they didn’t have long. "Travelers, hm?" he murmured. “I would have liked to meet them, but alas... Perhaps in the next life.”

“Please don’t go,” F’lora said, because she knew that was a signal he would go soon. “Please, dad.”

“Dad’s tired,” Wall told her, but he pulled her close anyway, pressing a kiss to her forehead. “But I’ll stay as long as you need me.”

F’lora swallowed.

She didn’t know how long it took her, really. But she understood what he meant—that he would resist his death for as long as she wasn’t ready. And though he said nothing about it, she saw how much it took out of him for each second he stayed.

Eventually, she made herself let go.

His final gift to her was a simple one. He gave her a hug, then dissolved into motes of light that resembled Mandy, from what felt like so long ago. They danced around her before drifting through the fungal trees, sinking into various parts of the forest.

His way of telling her he would always be with her, she knew. He had returned to the cycle, and was now part of the forest.

But she was still crying when her mother returned and gathered her into her arms.

“Are you alright, my sweet?” T’vela asked, stroking a hand down her shell.

F’lora shook her head, sniffling. “Not yet,” she said.

But she would be. The strange pressure she had felt within her was gone, now. When had that happened? Her father must have taken it with him, but she hadn’t even noticed. She sniffed again, then tried to force herself to calm, looking around the clearing. Her aunts and uncles were all here, watching with concern, but...

“Where’d... um, where’d the travelers go?” she asked timidly.

“They left,” T’vela said, still comforting her with gentle strokes down the back of her shell. “They were not from this realm, and they could not stay.”

“Oh.” F’lora tried to focus on that. “I didn’t know we could go to other realms.”

“I had not known it either,” T’vela said. Her voice was soft, thoughtful. “Perhaps we should try, so that we can bring back something to plant in this forest. As a gift for your father.”

F’lora nodded, curling up against her mother. “I’d like that,” she said quietly.

  

    
        172 — Book 4, Chapter 16 — On the Nature of Darkness

    
    
    
    
  Cale and the others were all quite silent when Professor Imrys’s tethering spell finally triggered, snapping them back to the entrance of the Brightscale labyrinth. They filed back out of the labyrinth and into Cale’s dorm room, all without a word.

Imrys was the first to speak. “Well!” she said. “I do believe we learned quite a lot, dearies. Cale, thank you for taking over. There was quite a lot of data I needed to process. Many changes to be made to the Streaming ritual! For one thing, it clearly restricts our magic far too much. Goodness, that would have been far easier to resolve if we had our spells.”

“I’m not sure it would have been,” Damien offered hesitantly.

“Oh, nonsense,” Professor Imrys said, waving her cane around dismissively. “I have an artifact or two that would’ve made those silly atverians change their minds. And I'm sure I could design something to help those dark lords and ladies you were so worried about. Perhaps a Circlet of Stabilization to hold all that pesky despair.”

Cale gave Imrys an odd look, though he refrained from commenting directly on the idea. Instead, he shook his head. “There wasn’t much more we could have done, anyway. That was probably close to the best possible outcome.”

“But K'teri is still at large,” Leo said, worried, and Cale nodded wearily.

“I know,” he said. “But they know what she was trying to do, now. It’s up to them to figure out how to fix things so they don’t create another one of her. We wouldn’t have been able to help them achieve political change without staying there for weeks.” Cale made a face. “Besides, it’s best to avoid getting involved with the local politics if you can. You have to do a lot of research if you want to interfere, otherwise you risk getting infected with politicks.”

Damien blinked. He’d been about to protest, but something about what Cale said threw him. “Did you... spell the word differently the second time? You pronounced it the same. How’d you do that?”

“A little trick I picked up.” Cale grinned. “But yes, politicks with a K. Nasty little things. They latch on to you if you try to get involved in politics without fully understanding it, and then they feed on your ignorance. Also an absolute nightmare to get rid of. There’s a shampoo that works, but it can only be made with necromancy, and that introduces a whole host of other problems.”

Leo rubbed at his snout, exasperated. “I have so many questions,” he muttered. “Again. Besides, don't think I didn't notice what you did that got us sent back. What did you do?"

“No idea what you're talking about,” Cale said cheerfully. “I don't have access to the Gift right now, remember? Although purely hypothetically speaking, there are a few ways I can send a warning to a deity... Anyway, that's unrelated. The Streaming ritual just wasn’t designed to let us stay in any given realm that long. Was it, Professor?”

“Goodness, no,” Professor Imrys said absently. She had somehow produced a stack of scrolls larger than even she was, and was using a set of magical quills to scribe each of them simultaneously. “If you were to stay too long, the tethering spell might get confused. I would be simply beside myself if my students were lost in another realm because of one of my rituals! It lasts twenty-four hours at most as a built-in failsafe... there we go! I have it all documented here.”

With that, she began distributing the scrolls to each of them, each one detailing exactly how the Streaming ritual worked. Cale blinked down at the one he'd been handed, surprised—it was rare for any mage to just hand out proprietary magic like this. Most of them were very secretive about how they did things, and Professor Imrys, from what he'd seen, was no exception.

“This is your assignment for the week,” she announced, and Cale made a face. Yeah, that made a lot more sense. “Find a way to stabilize the Stream to allow for greater magic. Extra points if you manage to include other features! I’ll be working on it myself, of course, but I do want to see what my lovely students can do.”

“Um,” Damien said. He looked over the scroll he'd been handed, and his eyes grew comically wider and wider. “Isn’t this... really advanced magic?”

“Cale and Thorn and Featherstrike might be able to do it, but I don’t think I understand half of what’s on here,” Leo added, frowning at the scroll. Cale noted he was holding it upside-down and quietly reached out to fix it, though Leo just squinted at it even more. “...Yeah, that didn’t make it any better.”

Part of it was probably just the handwriting. Professor Imrys's handwriting was nearly indecipherable, and the only reason Cale could read it was because he both had centuries of experience and knew enough about ritual magic to fill in the blanks. Even then, his apprentices were right—this magic was certainly much too advanced for them.

The other two wyldfires in the class seemed fine with it, of course. Thorn did pretty much exactly what he expected and just gave it a dismissive once-over before tucking it away somewhere within his vines; Featherstrike, on the other hand, seemed awed by what he'd been handed and had immediately retreated to Damien's bed to take notes.

Cale wondered briefly if he needed to give their avian mage a warning. He was a wyldfire mage and should have noticed something off about the bed, but he was also a spatial mage, and the Streaming ritual might have distracted him too much to notice...

Eh. He could figure it out on his own. It wasn't like the monster under the bed was going to hurt him.

"Cale?" Damien asked. Cale blinked and gave his dreadshade apprentice a big smile and a pat on the head.

"Don't worry, I'll help you both out," he said generously. "You are my apprentices, after all."

"I'm not sure we're going to figure out advanced ritual composition in a week even with your help," Leo muttered, though he did seem marginally reassured.

"You will be fine," Professor Imrys said happily. "I was about to add that you may all simply work on this together. Consider it something of a group project! You might even come up with something that can compete with my updated design that way. I expect great things from a class with the fabled wyldfires, you know. Especially our famous little Bearer of Worlds!"

"Bearer of Worlds?" Cale asked curiously. Featherstrike had visibly cringed as soon as Imrys spoke the words, so he assumed it had something to do with him.

"Ah... yes," Featherstrike said, very studiously avoiding eye contact with everything. "A title I was given. It bears no consequence."

"Nonsense," Professor Imrys said. "Did he not introduce himself? Oh, dear. He's quite famous outside the Academy. A mysterious feathered mage that can evacuate thousands from any disaster by creating entire worlds within his feathers. Why, you might even call him a hero!"

"Professor," Featherstrike said, now even more embarrassed.

"Oh, very well," Professor Imrys said. "I have another class to teach now anyway, and our delightful trip has given me a few ideas on what assignment I shall give them. Perhaps an artifact that binds with magical fungus, or something that can adapt to the properties of other realms..."

Imrys hopped down off of Cale's dresser and tottered out of the room, still muttering to herself. She had, it seemed, dismissed them entirely. Cale stared at her for a moment, then got up to shut the door, shaking his head.

"Well," he said. "I suppose we better get to discussing our... assignment. Don't worry, Featherstrike, we'll keep your secret."

"Thank you," Featherstrike said, still clearly embarrassed.

Cale wondered if this was why Featherstrike had been so insistent on not respecting displays of strength alone. He didn't seem to like the fame that had come with his power. There was probably some kind of story behind that.

For now, though, there was a ritual for them to figure out.





They did not, in fact, get to discussing the project. Cale supposed he should have expected that. There were a lot of unresolved questions and concerns about the whole dark lord thing, and he supposed on reflection that he’d never actually explained everything he knew about them.

Which was, in all fairness, because it was depressing. And forbidden knowledge, but Cale was fine with sharing forbidden knowledge when it mattered! He just drew the line when it came to depressing forbidden knowledge; it was much more interesting to divert the topic to baking magic whenever it came up.

None of his companions seemed willing to let him do that this time. Alas. Even Featherstrike put aside the scroll for the moment and got involved, his gaze intent and... scholarly? Cale wasn’t really sure how to describe it.

“Okay,” he said at last, sighing. “What do you want to know?”

“Danger levels,” Thorn said immediately. He exchanged a glance with Featherstrike, who had managed to gather himself, and now nodded in agreement.

“How dangerous are dark lords, truly?” Featherstrike asked. “I confess that many of us think of the current dark lord as a threat we will be able to handle when he rises. Our magic is stronger now than it has ever been in history, thanks to the Gift. It is easy to believe that we have grown past the need to worry about our magical strength compared to the dark lord. History would suggest we should be careful, but... it feels rather distant."

Cale's expression darkened slightly. At least Featherstrike had recognized the trap there—it was easy to underestimate what a dark one could do. It always was. But by their very nature they grew as the realm itself did, and so the threat they posed never really decreased, no matter how much the realm grew.

"It's not a good idea to underestimate them," he said. “Remember, dark lords and their counterparts grow stronger over time and strike only when they’re ready, but that’s not their only danger. Don’t forget, their presence disrupts the power of all divine magic around them. Plainroot magic becomes weak and unpredictable, and even if you’re far beyond plainroot” —he gave the two wyldfire mages a significant glance— “you’d be surprised how hard it is to fight without the divine protections we normally enjoy.”

“You are referring to the divine void.” Featherstrike frowned. “I have faced it once or twice in the depths of a dungeon. It is unpleasant. Akin to being stripped of one’s feathers. We will have to fight in those conditions?”

“You'll have to fight armies in those conditions,” Cale said. “And aberrations are much more dangerous than dungeon monsters. Every aberration has to be dealt with in a unique way. There’s a reason I can’t just blast them with mana and call it a day. They're on par with Abyssals. I've met aberrations that gain strength from being perceived as a lesser part of an army, where destroying them acts instead as the catalyst for their evolution. And there are some that impose conditions on their existence in relation to yours, like existing only in the corner of your vision—”

“—or behind you, if you happen to turn around,” Damien said quietly. Cale blinked.

“Well... yeah, I suppose that’s possible,” he said after considering it for a moment. He looked his apprentice over carefully. “I've never run into one like that, but it sounds like the type of rule they’d have. What makes you bring it up?”

“It reminds me of some of the lessons Ashvali made us take in the Fog." Damien bit his lip, worried. "I'm wondering if it's related somehow. It feels like it might be?"

Cale frowned. It did sound like it might be related, and he wasn’t about to dismiss something Ashvali had done. It was very clear she knew far more about the state of the realms than she was letting on. “Did you and Flia take notes?”

“We did.”

“We should review those notes at some point, then,” Cale decided. “I don’t know how it could possibly be about Utelia’s aberrations, but since she very clearly has some sort of future knowledge, it’d be a bad idea for us to ignore it.”

“I don’t think she gave us that information for us to have an advantage over the dark lord, though,” Damien said, still worried. "And I'm not sure we should be using it that way if she didn't? I mean, if she has future knowledge, then we should try to figure out what she was trying to tell us, right?"

“I don’t think so, either,” Cale agreed, running a hand through his hair before sighing. “It is probably a cryptic hint at something, but I have no idea what. Either way, we have to check if you're right about this before we do anything else.”

Damien hesitated, but eventually conceded with a strangely reluctant nod. “That... makes sense, yeah."

Cale glanced at his apprentice, concerned. He'd have to make sure to talk to him later—there was clearly something weighing on him, though whatever it was, he seemed reluctant to share it with so many others around.

“In any case,” Cale said, opting to change the subject, “it’s not just the divine void that you have to worry about. There's the fact that once his forces are attacking in earnest, you won’t have access to the Gift. How many mages do you know that can confidently cast without it, even with the spell already imprinted in their souls?”

Featherstrike and Thorn exchanged a glance. "Not many," Thorn grunted. He seemed irritated by even the idea of it. "Will have to consider a training regimen. You have trained in a divine void?"

"There's a room that can artificially recreate it now," Cale said. "My apprentices started doing a bit of practice in there ever since they got hit with an artificial divine void. Happened the first time Astiviya manifested—there were too many clashing domains and it nearly wiped out the whole Divine Studies class."

"Led by Akkau?" Thorn asked, then snorted when Cale confirmed it. "And you were in the class. Sounds like something you would both do."

“This is all secondary to the real problem, though,” Cale said. “The real problem is that when the time comes, dark lords and their ilk develop their magic in opposition to the realm. Whatever magic defines the realm, it’s a fair bet they’ll have something to oppose it. Utelia has the greatest work of divine artifice I have ever seen in the Gift, but you know what that means.”

“It means that the Dark will have something to oppose it.” Thorn frowned. “What could possibly oppose the Gift?”

"Who knows," Cale said. He had an idea of how he could find out. Records of what each dark one actually did were usually wiped out after their respective reigns, but given the loophole that had allowed Brightscale to resurrect and recruit a whole set of historical figures as professors...

Well, there had to be a dark one of some kind among them. Even if there wasn't, there had to be at least one person who had lived through the reign of a former dark one. The magic didn't necessarily stay the same between each dark lord, but it would most likely be close enough that they could get an idea of what to expect. It was a means of research that would be more consistent than Streaming into another realm and hoping for the best, too. 

Also, it was an opportunity to learn some ancient magic. Cale grinned. He'd been around when a lot of ancient magics had been created, but even back then he hadn't been able to cast those spells. Who knew how different things would be now that he could finally cast them?

Well, when the Gift got back to him, anyway. He couldn't wait.





Kelegas was rather surprised by how much he didn't despise his time in the Ironblood Academy. The anger he had been battling for years had been worse than ever, at first, but all the time spent suppressing his innate corruptive influence seemed to help keep it under control to a degree.

Now he found himself almost enjoying the time he shared with the Ironblood students. He was teaching them, even, and some of the professors here had begun to respect and rely on him.

It couldn't last, though. The more he suppressed that corruption, the worse the blowback would be when he was eventually forced to let it loose. Worse, even when the anger wasn't direct, it lurked in his mind as the voices of those dark ones of the past: voices that reminded him how much was at stake.

His people were relying on him, after all.

He had, unfortunately, reached a bit of a stumbling block in getting approval to enter the tournament. A competitor for the position had appeared out of nowhere, and this particular "student" Kelegas did find both extraordinarily annoying and, frankly, rather suspicious. What were the odds a wyldfire would turn up looking to join the tournament at the very same academy as the dark lord? He'd picked Ironblood because it was relatively unknown.

The man was a pest, and he had a single spell that was his pride and joy. [Reign of Thunder] was, in Kelegas's opinion, an absurd spell. It could manifest a burst of thunderous sound at any point of the caster's choosing, and it somehow managed to bypass most standard magical protections, making him the favored candidate to fill the open spot on Ironblood's wyldfire team. Kelegas had spells that could beat it, of course, but he was loathe to play more of his cards before he had to show them,

But now Kelegas strode along the corridors, humming to himself. Anyone who truly knew him—which, in these parts, was pretty much just Steve—would know that this meant he was unusually cheery. The reason for that was known only to him, though. He trusted Steve implicitly, but this particular secret was one he quite literally could not speak of, even if he had wanted to.

The unique magic granted to every dark one was hidden with powerful obfuscation magic. Kelegas didn't know who had cast the spell, but he did understand the point of it. If he failed, the next dark one would receive a new and improved version of that same magic, and it would continue until the Dark succeeded.

And now it had emerged for him at quite the opportune time.

In front of him, hovering in the air and comprised of dark magic, were words..

Analyzing [Reign of Thunder]...

[Reign of Thunder] will be decomposed and no longer available to the Source after: 3 days, 14 hours.
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  Flia wasn't sure how she felt yet about the shadowy thing following Professor Tarbloom around and acting as their secondary professor for the class.

She'd been excited about the class at first. Critter Synchronization was everything she needed to develop her magic, especially since she'd had difficulty repeating her feat with Sabri outside the confines of the Bitter Path. Without the pressure of her life being in danger, her [Leviathan's Touch] simply couldn't seem to last. There was some kind of dissonance between her and Sabri that stopped the bond from being as smooth as it had been then.

The Inspiration she had received during that duel between Cale and Astiviya should have helped, but unfortunately, Flia couldn't make heads or tails of what she'd seen. She'd been hoping that this class would help resolve some of those issues and help her take the next step with her magic. She could produce palewater, now, but until she better understood the nature of her own mana, her core would have trouble adapting to it.

That, and it just didn't flow as well as it should have through her mana channels. She didn't know exactly what she should have felt, but she knew what she had seemed... incomplete, somehow.

The problem now was that the class wasn't quite what she had been expecting, and that was at least in part due to their somewhat creepy new professor. Every other student had very quickly decided he was trouble, perhaps because he had all the looks of an evil mage here to steal their souls. He was some sort of skeleton lich made of pure shadow.

Flia knew better than to judge mages by their appearances, though, and Professor Tarbloom seemed outright delighted by his presence. Mylo Forgan Enqis the Third, as he apparently called himself—Flia privately thought that this was a little much for a name—was supposedly a famed explorer from centuries back, which explained Tarbloom's enthusiasm.

At some point, Professor Enqis had either been forcibly recruited or had voluntarily joined the forces of the reigning dark lord of his era. He was rather reticent about the details, which really didn't do much to help his image. Many students took it to mean he had committed a number of atrocities in that time.

Flia wasn't as certain. Besides, she was Cale's apprentice, so judging Enqis by whatever atrocities he had committed centuries ago felt like it would be hypocritical. More important to her was the fact that he had authored hundreds of books on the various critters that could be found all across Utelia during his era, and enough of them had survived that Tarbloom had dozens of those very books occupying one of their many shelves.

He did know what he was talking about. The problem she had was not Professor Enqis's credibility nor his threatening appearance. It was the fact that he was as much of a nerd as Professor Tarbloom was, and while Flia very much enjoyed learning about Utelia's critters, the combination was not at all productive for the whole "learning more about her magic" thing.

"Oh my!" Professor Enqis gasped at one of the diagrams Tarbloom had written out on the chalkboard. "Is that a skulking haerophant? It looks so different from what I remember!"

Professor Tarbloom's gelatinous form wobbled in excitement. YOU RECOGNIZE THESE? they wrote rapidly. I WAS NOT CERTAIN IF THEY WERE THE SAME SPECIES! I CALL THEM PROPHETIC GRAYFLIES.

"They've changed greatly since I last documented them, if your diagrams are accurate, but these grayflies of yours undoubtedly evolved from the haerophants I encountered centuries ago," Professor Enqis said, studying the chalkboard intently. "They are significantly smaller, so I can see why you did not recognize the similarities... perhaps the lack of ambient mana has caused them to shrink over the years? They're a rather short-lived species, yes?"

QUITE, Professor Tarbloom wrote. THE LONGEST LIFESPAN I HAVE DOCUMENTED IS TWO WEEKS. IT IS UNFORTUNATE. THEY PROVIDE GREAT INSIGHT INTO MAGICAL DISCOVERIES.

"Yes, that's always been the tradeoff with the skulking haerophants," Professor Enqis said regretfully. "They have all sorts of brilliant insights on magical development, but they get them only in flashes before their death. Couple that with how hard it is to even find them and they don't help us nearly as much as they should."

"Um," a student spoke. Flia glanced at him—that was an elf named Garret, if she remembered correctly? He kept looking nervously over at Enqis. "Professors, are you suggesting these grayflies are, um, sapient?"

"Oh, no," Professor Enqis said, clacking his teeth together dismissively. Garret flinched. "You must understand, grayflies and haerophants are... hm... they belong to a class of magical critter I suppose you might think of as knowledge digestors, though that classification leaves much to be desired. They do not understand and produce these insights with their minds, per se. Instead, they consume what is understood about a particular phenomenon, then excrete a refinement of that information."

WHICH IS ONLY USEFUL IF YOU HAVE A MANA-READER OR A TELEPATHIC SPELL, Tarbloom added helpfully. AND IT LASTS ONLY FOR AN INSTANT BEFORE DISSIPATING INTO AMBIENT MANA. THEY CAN BE VERY USEFUL! BUT YOU MUST BE LUCKY TO GET THEM AT THE RIGHT TIME.

"Indeed. They're terribly difficult to train," Professor Enqis agreed. "Trying to utilize them deliberately makes it far more likely they will digest some unexpected, unrelated tidbit of information. Suppose you're a mist mage working on an iteration of [Invoke Mists], for example. If you kept a caged population of haerophants nearby, they would be more likely to feed on your knowledge of the classic [Fireball], and grant you some insight into how to make a better [Fireball] instead."

THEY ARE RESPONSIBLE FOR MANY SUDDEN INSIGHTS, THOUGH! Tarbloom wrote. MANY TALES OF A MAGE EXPERIENCING A SUDDEN FLASH OF INSIGHT IS A RESULT OF GRAYFLY EXCREMENT.

Garret looked mildly ill. "You didn't have to put it like that," he muttered, clearly thinking back on some flashes of insight he'd had.

Tarbloom didn't seem to notice. They were, Flia had noticed, remarkably matter-of-fact when it came to the reality of dealing with magical critters; the fact that a mage would have to deal with their waste and excrement was simply part and parcel of the subject. They moved happily on from the subject and began drawing a new sketch on the chalkboard, this time of a dragonfly-looking critter that Enqis also seemed to immediately recognize.

This was all very interesting, but Flia wondered idly if either professor remembered that this was supposed to be a Critter Synchronization class. Was this all necessary to teach them to better synchronize with their familiars, or were the two professors just getting distracted?

Flia did love critter trivia, and at any other time, she might not have minded the two professors distracting one another. She was learning so much more about the little creatures of Utelia than she had ever imagined she would. One day, she knew, all this knowledge would become a part of her magic. None of what she was learning here was wasted, exactly.

And yet...

A lance of dragonfire burning past her and straight into Elizabeth's heart, breaking through every barrier she had prepared in advance. The properties of dragonfire preventing that wound from being healed, even though they were in an era where healing magic should have worked.

The look on Erick's face when he realized what had happened.

Flia knew all too well that she couldn't let what happened in the Bitter Path control her path forward. She had spoken to Cale, her friends, and the professors she trusted most about it, and she trusted their advice.

But that didn't mean she'd managed to let it go. Far too little time had passed for that. It simmered over her still, ever-present in the back of her mind, and at this moment it felt like the thought of her failure was louder than ever.

There was so much more Flia needed to know about her magic. She needed to learn. Even having finally taken the step to palewater, even with the knowledge that she could beat mages that technically commanded more power than she did, it felt like she was too weak. If she had been stronger, she might have been able to stop Elizabeth from getting hurt. If she had known beforehand what she could do with Sabri...

As if the little shadeling could hear her thoughts, Sabri crawled out of her pouch to nuzzle against her, and Flia smiled faintly as she scratched along the shadeling's back. Sabri buzzed happily in response, vibrating in a loud purr and pressing herself against her hand.

She had been much more affectionate ever since their trip to the Bitter Path, Flia thought. It was almost like she knew that Flia needed comfort.

A gentle tap on her desk got her attention, and Flia looked up to see Tarbloom holding up their chalkboard. IS EVERYTHING ALRIGHT? they had written.

"Everything's fine," Flia said, offering them a smile, though it was a little less steady than she would have liked. "Just, uh..."

She hesitated for a moment, then decided to go ahead. Tarbloom never seemed to mind criticism. "I feel like you and Professor Enqis are distracting one another a bit," she said. "I was hoping I'd learn more about synchronization and familiar bonds today. I've been having trouble properly merging with Sabri again."

The other students murmured in agreement. Tarbloom and Enqis, however, only looked at one another knowingly.

"What do you suppose is the most important part of synchronizing with a familiar?" Professor Enqis asked. The shadow-lich's words were surprisingly gentle, and Flia took a moment to think it through.

"Understanding," she answered after a moment.

"Indeed." Professor Enqis beamed, though how a skeleton could beam she hadn't quite figured out yet. He was definitely smiling, though. "And what is the greatest obstacle to understanding?"

Flia frowned. When she merged with Sabri, she hadn't spared much thought to there being an obstacle; they had wanted the same thing, and so they simply... Became one.

But she had struggled to cast the spell again, presumably because without her life being in danger, her thoughts didn't line up quite as well with Sabri's. It wasn't that the spell failed, exactly, but it kept ending far earlier than it should have.

What was the greatest obstacle to understanding her companion?

Sabri buzzed inquisitively on her desk, then headbutted her. Flia couldn't help but laugh softly.

"Our differences, I suppose," she said, now smiling as she stroked along the shadeling's back. "I don't necessarily know what mood Sabri is in when I want to merge with her. I don't really understand how she experiences the world. I don't really even know how she sees me. I know she likes me, but I don't know what that means for her."

VERY GOOD, Tarbloom wrote out, beaming at her. AND THIS GOES FOR ALL OF YOU! YOU MUST UNDERSTAND WHAT IS THE GREATEST OBSTACLE TO SYNCHRONIZING WITH YOUR CHOSEN FAMILIAR(S). OFTEN, IT IS YOUR DIFFERENCES. WE MAY APPEAR DISTRACTED—

"In part because we are," Professor Enqis interjected, amused. "We do bear some blame for this. That said, it is, in part, intentional. You must learn to adapt to other modes of thinking, including our own. As foreign as it may seem to you, your little critters will have minds even more foreign than ours."

THE MOST IMPORTANT THING TO LEARN IS THAT EVERY CRITTER IS DIFFERENT, Tarbloom continued to write. THE MORE YOU LEARN OF ALL OF THEM, THE MORE YOU WILL UNDERSTAND THEIR PLACE IN THE ECOSYSTEM AND HOW THEY PERCEIVE THE WORLD. IF GRAYFLIES CONSUME KNOWLEDGE, WHAT CONSUMES GRAYFLIES? HOW DO THEY SEE THE WORLD?

Something within her stirred at that, and Flia's thoughts slipped back toward her Inspiration. It had seemed incomprehensible to her at the time, but...

As she thought, Garret raised a hand. "How are we supposed to use this to eliminate our differences?" he asked. "I mean, my familiar is a foxfire wisp. I don't see how learning about grayflies is going to help make us the same."

Professor Enqis cracked his teeth together. "If you believe the goal is to eliminate your differences, you are missing the point," he said. He turned to Flia, and the hollow sockets of his eyes seemed to glint with recognition. "Ah. Fascinating. Miss Flia, if you would? You seem to understand now."

Flia blinked. It was true, she realized—her mind felt surprisingly clear. Part of it was focused on her Inspiration, still but the other part had relaxed thanks to Sabri, who had taken to lying on her back and was now wiggling her legs in a desperate attempt to get a belly rub.

Strangely enough, it helped.

"The differences are the point," Flia said, hesitant at first before gaining confidence. "If grayflies feed on knowledge, then we know they have a way to sense it. They might see the world in shades of magical knowledge. If you know that, you know they probably gather around academies and mages and libraries, and that they'd be excited around any great source of knowledge. Or around any new knowledge."

Come to think of it, it was a miracle that Cale wasn't constantly swarmed with the things. Maybe he had some sort of filter on his barrier that kept them away?

...Or maybe they just kept away because he was too much like them. She snorted at the thought. Grayflies could be lured and captured with any hoard of magical knowledge, and she was pretty sure the same applied to Cale.

"Our differences highlight the ways in which we're the same," Flia murmured, finally giving Sabri her belly rub. The shadeling squeaked happily at her touch. It was remarkable how physical Sabri was, now that she thought about it. Shadelings were ambush predators, weren't they? They sat in a shadow and did nothing until some unfortunate soul stepped on them.

The fact that Sabri had so easily attached to her suggested that shadelings weren't just that, though. Perhaps they hadn't always been ambush predators.

Once more, she thought about her Inspiration. At the time it seemed incongruent with everything she knew about her magic, but now that she thought about it, maybe that was just because the vision hadn't been from her perspective.

She remembered light and darkness. She remembered cold—a long memory of cold in fact, broken only by the presence of something flowing and liquid. She remembered a sudden, reliable offering of warmth.

"Ah," Flia murmured. "You're hungry all the time, but you don't exactly feel it as hunger, do you?"

Sabri cooed up at her, white eyes blinking curiously.

"You feel it as cold," Flia continued. She pulled a large slab of meat out of her purse—the other students flinched, but that was only because they weren't yet used to the apparently endless supply of meat she kept in there—and gave it to Sabri, who immediately swarmed around and devoured the thing. "Do you just like food because it makes you feel warm?"

Sabri wiggled happily. Cozy, she seemed to say, nuzzling up against her owner, and Flia smiled.

Deep within her, the palewater she had been struggling to keep cycling through her core seemed to shift in some minute but fundamental way. It seemed to flow more easily, somehow? Flia straightened, startled by how much easier it suddenly felt, and Professor Enqis grinned at her.

"Just as talented as Tarbloom said," the lich praised. "Not many students adapt so quickly to their lessons! And already at palewater... Goodness. The dark lord of this era might have some trouble indeed, if he plans to compete against you lot."

"I doubt it'll be that easy," Flia said, and Enqis chuckled.

"Such cynicism," he said. "In my youth, I was chasing legends! Did you know the lizardfolk of the Golden Sands have tales of a Wanderer who bears a great connection to the Great Realms? All the critters that man must have seen. I joined the dark lord in part for a chance to search for this Wanderer, you know."

Flia blinked, wondering if she should say anything, but Enqis seemed entirely lost in thought. "Alas, I am starting to believe he is simply a legend after all," he continued, shaking his head. "And I can hardly attempt the same thing again. My contract prevents me from simply joining the new dark lord. I do wonder how this cycle would turn out, though. You are correct in that a battle against a dark lord is never easy, but you have such a fascinating little academy here. I can't help but find myself intrigued."

YOU SOUND KIND OF EVIL WHEN YOU DO THAT, Tarbloom wrote.

"By design, I assure you," Enqis said, beaming. "I find it terribly amusing how afraid your students are of a simple skeleton. Why, many of you have one yourselves! There is nothing to be afraid of."

Flia snorted. Yeah, she wasn't going to say anything about the whole Wanderer thing. She was looking forward to seeing what Cale made of this guy when they finally met, though.





Akkau had a headache.

It was a common enough occurrence now that he wondered if his healers would allow him to take some scalefire draught to alleviate it. Fortunately, Sternkessel was around to dissuade him from making decisions that were that impulsive (though this was also possibly unfortunate; Akkau hadn't entirely decided yet.)

This particular headache was, admittedly, not one he could blame on his "apprentice." Cale was off helping Professor Imrys with her latest ploy at advancing the field of artifice; Akkau had assumed this was some unrelated tangent she had acquired an interest in, at first, but she'd mentioned in passing that this new magic was closely related to some new artifact she wanted to build.

In order for that to work, she needed to gather data from a multitude of different realms. The Streaming ritual allowed her an incredible opportunity to do what would otherwise require decades of dungeon delving to accomplish, and she had been very insistent on being allowed to carry out this new class. Akkau had originally been somewhat hesitant, but...

Well, Imrys seemed quite certain this new magic would be of some use in helping them with their current predicament. She kept her secrets close to her chest, but Akkau suspected it had something to do with the rise of the dark lord. He knew they would need every advantage they could get against him—the kingdoms were being complacent and overconfident, but Akkau had lived long enough to know that a dark lord could not be underestimated.

"Though I suppose that is not the only reason I am allowing her to move forward with her project," Akkau muttered to Cyte. The voidcyte purred and curled a tendril around his wrist, feeding eagerly on the mana he offered it. Adorable little thing. Feeding it his mana actually seemed to help with his headaches, strangely enough. "The Great Realms have changed too much since Cale conjured that truebridge. It is best we understand the nature of that change as quickly as possible, and these Streaming rituals will help us accomplish this."

Our star has changed the worlds! Cyte agreed happily. Akkau let out a grunt of amusement. He wasn't certain Cyte understood anything other than the fact that Cale had been involved in this change, and it was happy to hear any news about the man. It really was attached to him for some reason.

"And then there are the implications of that Inspiration I received," Akkau murmured. He struggled to understand it in its entirety still, but what he did understand worried him. He had been granted unprecedented insight into what was causing the extinction of all dragonkind, but even after days of research, he didn't know what to do about it.

Leylines. Vekorax, as Cale had chosen to name the beast, lurked somehow within the leylines that connected the Great Realms. He should have figured it out earlier—the fact that he could no longer communicate with others of his kind could only mean that their means of reaching out across the Abyss had been compromised. Of course Vekorax lurked in the leylines, as impossible as that should have been.

More than that... those leylines had something to do with true dragonfire, that now-lost magic that all dragons had once shared.

How long had Vekorax lurked within the leylines, feeding on their fire, before going on the offensive? It had bided its time in just the same way a dark lord would have. Akkau couldn't help but wonder if the two were somehow related. If Vekorax was somehow a dark lord attached not to a realm, but to the species of dragonkind itself. The thought seemed worryingly plausible.

It was also the primary reason for his headache.

He had spent the last few days researching the Dark, trying to understand the link Vekorax might have to it. He thought if he understood, he might be able to stop the extinction of dragonkind, perhaps even reverse what it had done—he knew that was unlikely, of course, but he couldn't help but hope. He understood more about Vekorax now than he had ever dreamed of understanding before, so there was every chance he would find something to help him restore his kind...

He wondered, briefly, if Cale felt the same way about humanity. Their journey into the Bitter Path must have felt the same to him. How had he really felt about being forced to leave them behind? He'd masked it all behind his usual cheer, but Akkau knew him well enough by now to recognize where he was worn at the edges.

"I do believe I told you to take a break," Sternkessel said, interrupting Akkau's thoughts. Akkau blinked. When had he entered the room? The Greater Indictment had his arms crossed and was leaning against the frame of the door as if he'd been standing there all the while. "You do have classes to handle today, you know."

"I know," Akkau grumbled, pulling himself from his desk with a sigh. How long had he been sitting there? His entire body ached, which was unusual for a dragon. The pile of books he had to the side nearly collapsed from the movement, and would have if Sternkessel hadn't flicked a spell out to catch them. "I must be close to a solution now. It is difficult to remind myself to take breaks."

"And so I must continue to station myself in your office," Sternkessel said, shaking his head, though his words were fond and teasing. "You would forget to eat and drink if I were not here to remind you. I trust you remember our deal?"

"Yes, yes," Akkau muttered. He'd driven Sternkessel away because of this before by allowing himself to be consumed by his work to the exclusion of everything else. He wouldn't do that to him again, no matter how close to a solution he felt like he was getting. "I will join you for lunch. The work can always wait."

"Very good," Sternkessel said approvingly. Akkau reached out, his arm settling around the Indictment's shoulders, and they made their way toward the cafeteria.

Apparently, Alina had unlocked a new tier of recipes. Akkau still had no idea what that was about—she had been very secretive about the whole thing. The only thing he knew was that it had something to do with her own Inspiration. Did recipes even have tiers? That sounded unnecessarily complicated.

He found he was looking forward to finding out, though. Besides, it was an excellent opportunity to meet and speak to some of the new Brightscale professors. Akkau still wasn't exactly sure how Cale had managed to pull off what seemed essentially like some kind of resurrection, but judging by the magic these ancient beings knew...

Well, even their wyldfire students were signing up for classes now. That upcoming tournament was no doubt going to be interesting.
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  Cale had rearranged his class schedule slightly after a quick discussion with Akkau, who seemed much less stressed than he had been only a few days ago. He was pleased to see that, at least! Sternkessel seemed much closer to him now and was clearly doing the old dragon some good. Cale himself would have liked to take some time to relax after that class with Professor Imrys, but there were simply too many things to do to just relax.

Fortunately, Cale was very good at taking his requisite relaxation time alongside other things that he needed to do. As long as whatever he was doing entertained him in some way, he was technically relaxing. And the new faculty that had been brought into the Brightscale Academy absolutely qualified. They were all so fascinating! He would have to thank Korav for doing such a wonderful job recruiting Astiviya's shades to his cause; it made all this work he was having to do feel much more like a vacation.

That meant he was also in a much better state of mind when he returned to his room at the end of the day and found Damien sitting on his bed, waiting for him.

"Hey," Cale said carefully. He sat next to Damien when the dreadshade shifted aside to make space for him, still silent. "You doing alright?"

"I figured you noticed," Damien said with a small smile, though Cale could tell his heart wasn't quite in it. "I don't know. Just... it feels like a lot, you know? What we saw and what I know about dark lords and stuff now. On top of everything from the Bitter Path."

"That's not what's bothering you, though," Cale said, more an observation than anything else. He'd been paying attention even while dealing with everything else during Imrys's class—after they discovered that the "plague" was, in fact, the birth of a dark lady, Damien had gone much quieter than usual.

And he had fallen even deeper into contemplation once they understood what Wall had done. Cale could feel the conflict stirring in his core, though at the time he had known that Damien wasn't yet ready to talk about it.

Now, though, he was. Damien sighed and looked up at him, then nodded.

"Yeah," he said. "I've made more progress on the Verdant Flame thanks to what we saw with T'vela and Wall and their daughter, but I can't help but feel like I shouldn't have... benefited from that. You know? And I don't like how familiar it feels."

Cale said nothing and simply listened to the dreadshade as he talked; for now, Damien just needed someone to talk to.

"It shouldn't feel familiar, should it?" Damien continued, hesitant now. "I mean, I've never been involved with the dark lord before, I don't think, but what if I was and I just don't remember?"

"Does that matter?" Cale asked, and Damien blinked up at him, surprised.

"Of course it does," he said, though his brows furrowed. "Doesn't it?"

"We already know dark lords aren't all evil," Cale pointed out. "And if you think about it, there's a pretty good reason for them to exist. What we saw in realm with the atverians and vinewalkers happens all over the Great Realms—not that exact combination of circumstances, obviously, but it's very easy for civilization to fall into a rut. To decide that things as they are are good enough.

"The deities of a realm can't do much to change that. They're empowered by the beliefs and ideals of the status quo. They are, in a very real sense, an embodiment of civilization as it stands. And there comes a point where civilization begins to weigh itself down: where change requires that the individual give up a little too much, and it's easier to turn a blind eye to the small injustices.

"When a dark one takes action, that's not something you can do anymore. They strip away all the protections and comforts afforded to a realm, and in the process they put a spotlight on all the mold and rot that grows in the corners of every empire. Even when they fail to take over a realm, civilization often does change for the better in the wake of their actions, believe it or not."

Damien was silent for a long moment, lost in thought.

"It almost sounds like you think they're a good thing," he said eventually. He fidgeted nervously, squeezing his fingers in his lap.

"I don't think they're a bad thing," Cale said with a sigh. "But in their current state... I don't know, Damien. My best guess is that there's something wrong with the cycle. Maybe it's compromised, or maybe it was poorly thought out to begin with. There's too much pressure working against every dark lord, and the way it works is far too cruel. I can see why they exist, but I can't stand behind them."

"That's why you want to know more about the cycle, isn't it?" Damien asked, hesitant. "Do they have anything to do with what happened to humanity, do you think?"

"I have my suspicions based on what Adam left us, but nothing concrete yet." The holes in his memories almost certainly had something to do with it, though, and Cale suspected there would be yet more answers in that tournament. Everything converged on Utelia. "The point is, even if you were involved with the dark lord, it's not a mark against you. You're worried your missing memories about your dad are related, I take it?"

"Yeah," Damien admitted, looking down. "Maybe he left to work for the dark lord, or... I don't know. I don't even know why I'd have to forget any of that. I'd be okay with it, I think, if we talked about it. But I just felt so sad when we learned about Wall, and it felt like a really old sadness, and I just... I don't know."

"We'll figure it out," Cale promised, wrapping an arm around his apprentice and pulling him close. Damien squeaked a little, but leaned into the hug. "In the meantime, though, you should trust yourself a little more. You have good instincts. I'm sure whatever you were thinking, you had good reason for it."

"And so did dad," Damien said, though he bit his lip a moment later. "...Maybe. I hope."

"I don't think anyone that raised someone like you would have gotten involved with the dark lord without a damn good reason," Cale said, giving his apprentice a reassuring smile. "But even if he did—even if both of you did—the decisions you may have made back then don't have to reflect on who you are today."

"We just have to move forward and do our best," Damien murmured, and his expression crumpled a little as he realized what his worries might have implied about Cale. "Um. I guess you'd know better than anyone, wouldn't you? I'm sorry."

"Don't be." Cale shook his head, his gaze briefly distant. "I try to bring hope wherever I go, but I've made mistakes. There are people who will never forgive me for the things I've done and the choices I've had to make. I've accepted that."

"Still," Damien said, but he fell silent afterward, unsure what else to say. Cale just smiled and gave his apprentice a squeeze.

"Don't worry about it," he said. He paused, then, his expression growing serious. "That said, if you remember anything more, come talk to me about it, okay? It might be important. I won't judge you, no matter what it is."

"I will," Damien promised. He hesitated briefly, then looked up at Cale. "Thank you. For listening, I mean."

"You're welcome." Cale beamed, his mood instantly changing as though a switch had been flipped. "Now, how about a game of magic go fish before bed? Just to relax."

"...Are you going to cheat this time?"

"Involving actual fish isn't cheating, Damien. It's just what makes the game magic. Besides, it's good for the fish. Skyswimmers need constant enrichment, you know."

"Which is why Flia told you to take care of them."

"Obviously." Cale grinned. "Come on. One game?"

"Alright, alright." Damien smiled back at him at least, though his expression flickered as a thought occured to him. "We still need to go talk to Vital, you know."

"I know." Cale was proud of how steady his voice was when he said the words. "We'll go soon. I think I'm just about ready."





The next day, Cale found himself in the middle of a Melee Magic class led by the Dark Warrior Eviscerator, who had insisted on being introduced by her full name and title. She also strutted around in heavy plate despite the class being held in the Starfire Desert, for reasons that were entirely unknown to Cale.

Perhaps the plate was bound to her? It did look like cursed armor, right down to the requisite purple glow. All the other students were keeping a careful distance from her—all save himself, Syphus, and the wyldfire Kryva, who was auditing the class.

Kryva was a joltsprit, a salamander-like species with lightning dancing all over their bodies; supposedly, the species descended from lightning elementals, though Cale hadn't yet figured out if that was true. They did tend to have a very strong affinity for lightning magic, though from what he could sense, Kryva herself did not.

Cale wasn't sure what magic she did have, in fact. Thorn had suggested she was special even amongst the wyldfires of Brightscale, but had refused to explain why.

Suspicious. Thorn clearly thought it was a magic that would interest Cale, but wanted it to be a surprise, and Kryva had thus far been uninterested in demonstrating her specialty. That only made him more curious, of course, and Syphus had picked up on that curiosity.

"What magic do you think she has?" Syphus whispered.

Its normal etherite crown had been replaced after being damaged in the Bitter Path—the new one had taken painstaking work to rebuild, in part because Sisyphus was the only one capable of building it. They had been unable to source any pure etherite for the new crown, too, and as a result they'd resorted to using infernal etherite, summoned through a contract with a demon.

Syphus wasn't entirely used to it just yet. There were drawbacks to the new crystal it hadn't explained, claiming it wanted time to figure out its quirks. It did, however, look significantly more intimidating. Not only did it have a runic eye floating above its head, that runic eye was now also on fire.

Cale stared at said eye for a moment, then remembered to answer its question. "No idea," he said honestly. "Probably something cool, though, or Thorn wouldn't have been all mysterious about it. She's an Astral student too, isn't she?"

"She is," Syphus said. Its infernal eye gleamed. "I really want to know what magic she does. I wonder if she'll be up for a duel?"

"You can ask her after class," Cale said dryly.

His attention was admittedly divided. This was one of the classes he thought would help him uncover one of the pieces he was missing about the divine cycle—there had to be something he still didn't understand. Instructor Eviscerator (Cale was very tempted to give her some kind of nickname, because that was going to get tiring quick) had been granted the title of Dark Warrior, and while that wasn't quite the same thing as a dark lord, it did suggest she had been close to the dark lady of her time.

Though he would have figured that out quickly even if he hadn't known anything about Dark Warriors. Eviscerator was constantly boasting about her lady. It really undermined the whole "Eviscerator" thing in her name, because rather than being intimidated, Cale was just amused by how obvious the crush was.

In any case, the important thing was that any given dark one could assign roles to those most important to them. The Dark Warrior was one of those roles; there were their Generals, who would command factions of their army, and there was also the Apprentice and the Lover. Dark magic as a whole seemed reliant on these roles, to a certain extent, though if he had learned of how it worked before it was beyond him now: those memories were still sealed.

Cale was struck abruptly by the thought that the hierarchy of the Red Hunters seemed eerily similar to how many dark armies were organized. Had the Red Commander done that on purpose? Was there a meaning to that? He had freed Icon from their grasp, but they had three other Sentinels still. If there was something the Red Hunters knew about dark magic that he did not...

Bah. He'd have to remember to check on what they were up to, but he'd focus on the class for now. He could feel now that several of his memories regarding the divine cycle were still sealed. If he got what he wanted from this class, he would unlock even more of them—perhaps even uncover why they'd been sealed in the first place.

Besides, Eviscerator was an interesting sort of mage.

"A good stance," Eviscerator said, peering closely at Syphus, who was pretty much just standing there. Syphus tilted its new crown at her in askance. "A stable stance. Stability is important in magic. A true warrior is always grounded and stable, much like the Pastel Queen, who could not be moved even by the fall of a mountain."

And there it was again. Cale had to suppress a chuckle. He didn't think Eviscerator had said anything that hadn't been accompanied by some sort of praise for this Pastel Queen. A strange title for a dark lady, though. He wondered what her magic had been like.

"Did she stand under a lot of falling mountains?" Syphus asked, puzzled.

"It was her training!" Eviscerator boomed, making most of the class flinch away from her. The sand beneath her boots stirred at the force of her shout. "Every morning she would stand at the foot of a mountain, and I would collapse it on top of her. You should have seen it! She was magnificent, fighting off every rock with precise blasts of magic... A lady of true strength and beauty."

"And you didn't run out of mountains?" Syphus asked again. It seemed somewhat more interested in the fate of those mountains than in the Pastel Queen herself.

"Of course not," Eviscerator said, offended. "I would build those mountains up again to ensure they would be ready for her the next day. Training is very important in all forms of magic, but especially melee magic! You must engrave this lesson in your hearts! The greater the punishment, the greater your knowledge of force, and thus the greater your magic."

Cale blinked. When had punishment come into play?

"I find myself disinclined to trust your advice," Kryva called out. She was far enough toward the back that she had to raise her voice to be heard, and she was practically invisible from where Eviscerator stood.

"Bah!" Eviscerator said, scowling and looking around to find the one that had spoken. She marched her way through the rows of students. "What do you know? I collapsed entire mountains with a single [Punch], and I did that every morn—"

The Dark Warrior stopped mid-sentence with a faint, strangled noise as she finally made eye contact with Kryva, who as it turned out, was not only near the back of the class but had also managed to find a convenient rock to sit beside. The rock itself she was using as a table, and on that rock, she was brewing a pot of tea.

The silence that followed was long enough that Kryva eventually raised a delicate brow. "Would you like some tea?" she ventured.

"Ah," Eviscerator managed, her voice still oddly strangled. "Uh, no, my lady—I mean, um—you are not—what is your name, student?"

"I am Kryva of Snowspire," Kryva answered, tilting her head slightly. "Is something wrong, Eviscerator?"

"No, no, not at all!" Eviscerator said rapidly. "Everything is fine, ma'am—uh, student. Ordinary student. Or you aren't ordinary, I suppose, since you're wyldfire, but—"

"I take it I bear a resemblance to this Pastel Queen of yours?" Kryva seemed amused by the thought. She placed her tea back down on the rock. "I am not her, I am afraid, though I appreciate the compliment. I would ask that you avoid collapsing any mountains on me, however. My training regimen is quite different."

"I would—I would never," Eviscerator said, swallowing.

Cale was, at this point, curious if Kryva was in fact the Pastel Queen. Perhaps she had somehow survived or shaken off the role? That should have been impossible, but nothing would surprise him, at this point.

He doubted it, though. Kryva's mana core was strange, but it bore none of the marks that might have suggested a connection with the Dark.

"The Pastel Queen..." Kryva mused out loud. "That was quite some centuries ago, yes? I believe some of the scrolls in our clan vault may reference her. Father must have wanted to hide our connection to the Dark, to bury them so deep, but perhaps she is an ancestor of sorts."

"Of—of course, my lady," Eviscerator said, dipping into a half-bow before realizing what she was doing and straightening abruptly. "Ah, I mean, yes. That makes sense. But it is an honor to meet a descendent of the Pastel Queen. If you ever require any assistance with your training—"

"I will ask," Kryva said. "I do believe you have a class to teach, though?"

Sensing that Eviscerator needed some help getting things back on track, Cale chose this moment to jump in. "When you say you used a [Punch] to fell a mountain, are you talking about the first tier spell? The one that costs ten mana and just slightly enhances the blow?"

Eviscerator latched on to the question like a lifeline. "That is correct!" she boomed, turning to face Cale. "A true understanding of melee magic gives a good mage the power to cause great calamity with even a lesser spell. That is a foundational principle of melee magic!"

Many of the other students looked awed, and even Syphus leaned forward, interested. Cale's brows furrowed instead. She wasn't wrong—melee spells came with a great many disadvantages, but often made up for it with overwhelming power.

Collapsing a mountain was far beyond that simple tradeoff, though. Cale frowned slightly. No, the only way a basic spell like that could accrue that much power was if it somehow incorporated an aspect of the Dark.

Fascinating. He'd hoped to learn something about dark ones from Eviscerator, but it seemed he had a chance to learn how dark magic functioned, instead. He had to take a look at this spell as soon as possible.

"Cool!" Cale said brightly. "You should demonstrate to the class."

Eviscerator frowned at him. "It is a highly destructive spell when wielded correctly, I would remind you. How exactly would I do that?"

Cale beamed. "By casting [Punch] on me, of course!"
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  To Cale, this was a perfectly sensible choice to make. They were in the Starfire Desert, surrounded by nothing but dunes of sand and the occasional crystal spire. There weren't any mountains around for Eviscerator to demonstrate her magic on.

Obviously, this meant she had to demonstrate the spell on the next best target, which was him.

"It would be much faster than looking for a mountain," he added, as if that would help. "And it would show the class how much you can do with a melee spell, wouldn't it?"

The Dark Warrior Eviscerator stared at him. Cale had a feeling she would have dismissed him immediately if not for the fact that he was the one that summoned Korav to help anchor her to the realm; she recognized on some level, at least, that he was far stronger than he seemed.

The fact that she'd been present when he defeated Astiviya probably helped, too, unless her contract with Korav had suppressed her memory of the incident for some reason. Cale knew Korav employed a magic that helped those he worked with focus on the contract to the exclusion of everything else. That could occasionally manifest as gaps in their memories, though Cale was hopeful that wouldn't pose a problem.

Though Eviscerator would also have to contend with the part of her mind suggesting that he was "just a human." Maybe he did have some cause for concern.

"You want me to what?" Eviscerator managed.

Well, she was definitely hesitant, but at least she hadn't dismissed him immediately! Or eviscerated him. He was pretty sure she had that name for a reason.

"You should cast [Punch] on me so we can all see how it works when an expert casts the spell," Cale repeated. He gestured at his chest hopefully.

"I understood that part of your request, yes," Eviscerator said, scowling at him and appearing to recover some of her composure. "You understand that when I cast this spell, it can collapse mountains? It is not like other forms of first-tier magic."

"That's why I want to see it firsthand," Cale said reasonably. "How else are we going to learn how to do it?"

"You will not learn how to perform a spell at this level after a single demonstration," Eviscerator said flatly.

"I dunno," Cale said. "You might be surprised. Even if I don't, Syphus over here might. It likes the violent spells."

"I might?" Syphus asked, its infernal eye blinking at him before acquiring a thoughtful sort of slant. "I do like violent spells... Okay then. I also vote for you to punch Cale."

Eviscerator pressed a gauntlet to her face in exasperation. "It is not whether or not you will understand how to cast an empowered melee spell that concerns me," she said. "It is the destructive ability of the spell. You will recall that when I employ this spell, it is capable of collapsing mountains. You may be strong, but do you truly believe your barriers can hold up to my magic?"

Ah, but that wasn't what she was really asking, was it? It took Cale a moment to figure out what she was actually worried about. Eviscerator was reluctant to reveal that her empowerment of [Punch] was a form of dark magic, which certainly would penetrate the barriers that most conventional mages could conjure. Its nature as an anti-divine power would strip away a lot of the protections they enjoyed.

Cale had, in fact, weathered plenty of spells empowered by the Dark and was an old hand at shrugging off its influence (and at wielding it, to a limited degree, though again his memories of the Dark were largely sealed away.) Neither he nor Korav had seen fit to explain his backstory to Astiviya's shades, though, so even if Eviscerator knew he was strong, she was technically right to be concerned.

"Yeah, I'll be fine," Cale said in his best attempt at being reassuring. "Don't worry, just lay it on me."

The Dark Warrior Eviscerator sighed, staring at him for a long moment, then seemed to come to a decision. Cale could practically see her mentally calculating the estimated strength of his barriers and trying to tone her magic down enough that she wouldn't break them. The density of his magic would throw those estimates off, but that was fine; he just needed to see how she called on the Dark.

She drew her first back, ready to cast...

...and then she hesitated. She coughed, seemingly embarrassed. "Ah, well," she said. "I just remembered. It is in my contract that I cannot endanger my students. Unless I know for a fact that this will not kill you or anyone else in this vicinity, I cannot do this."

Oh, come on. That was a pretty good provision to add into the contract—it was a good thing Korav had thought of it, because it had entirely slipped his mind that they were recruiting what were technically possibly war criminals, and he would have to thank Korav later—but he wanted to see the magic! How was he supposed to convince her this wouldn't kill him? She didn't know he could deal with the Dark, and if she was reluctant to admit her magic involved it, calling that out would only make her even less willing to show off the spell.

He opened his mouth to protest anyway, though he wasn't sure what he was going to say. That was fine, though; his best and most convincing arguments were purely improvised. He'd say something about the Pastel Queen—

Thankfully, before he could put his foot all the way inside his mouth, Kryva came to the rescue. "There is no need to worry," she said, her voice calm and serene. "I doubt his barrier will fail, but in the event that it does, I will ensure he remains safe."

Eviscerator startled, as if she had almost forgotten that Kryva was even there. "My lady!" she exclaimed, and then flinched as she remembered herself. "Ah, I mean, Kryva of Snowspire? Your magic does seem—that is to say, I believe your magic will protect him, but—"

Cale wondered if he ought to be offended, but decided that he wasn't. He didn't know what form of magic she specialized in, but it was easy to tell from her demeanor that whatever it was, she was an absolute master of it. Enough that even Eviscerator was cautious of her, though that was somewhat obscured by how flustered she was every time Kryva even looked in her direction.

"You are concerned about the rest of the class?" Kryva asked, and when Eviscerator nodded sheepishly, she let out a tinkling laugh. "Do not worry. No student will come to harm as a result of your magic, and if it comes to it, I will minimize the damage to the Starfire Desert as well. You have my word. I have a request in exchange for this, however."

Eviscerator nodded so eagerly that Cale wondered if she remembered that Kryva wasn't actually doing her a favor. "What is it, Kryva of Snowspire?"

"Kryva alone is sufficient," the wyldfire mage said with a gentle smile. "This might be impolite, but 'Dark Warrior Eviscerator' is a bit of a mouthful. Is there perhaps a different name we could refer to you by? I believe it will make the other students more comfortable, as well."

Eviscerator's mouth had fallen open, and she took a moment to gather herself. "Ah—that is—yes, of course," she managed. "The Pastel Queen would sometimes call me Evi. You're welcome to call me that too. And, ah, the rest of the class. I suppose."

"Thank you, Evi," Kryva said politely. Cale watched with interest as Eviscerator—Evi now, technically which was admittedly much easier to work with—made a noise that very much sounded like some sort of whimper before gathering herself.

"Yes, well," she said. "I suppose I should, ah, demonstrate the spell now. Yes."

She locked eyes with Cale, and he felt her magic gathering in her fist. Then, with absolutely no warning or preamble—perhaps as a result of how flustered she was—she cast [Punch].

Cale, unfortunately, had been expecting some sort of warning, and so had not yet extended his barrier to protect the rest of the students.

Syphus would be fine, since its core was functionally an indestructible boulder backed by the power of a Named, but as quickly as he could shape his magic, it wouldn't quite managed to cover everyone else.

Hopefully Kryva had that handled. Cale suspected she'd been prepared for this. She had already cast her cup of tea in the air, for some reason.

...was she a tea mage?

Cale had little time to ponder that, because at that moment, Evi's [Punch] made contact. 





One of the drawbacks of having nigh-invulnerable barriers, Cale reflected, was that they did nothing to prevent the transfer of kinetic energy. Unless he spread physical tendrils of mana deep into the ground to anchor himself, he was very much vulnerable to physical magic like this in a way that he wasn't to most other spells. Elemental spells like [Fireball] did not transfer much in the way of kinetic energy, nor did cutting spells like [Sever] or [Phantom Strike].

It did mean he had plenty of time to analyze Evi's magic while he flew through the air, though! This had happened often enough to him that he found it rather relaxing, and it wasn't like he had no way to deal with being shot into the atmosphere like this. It wasn't quite the same as the [Flight] spell he wanted, but if he shaped his barrier into the right aerodynamic shape and made all the right adjustments...

There. The wind stopped buffeting his face quite so relentlessly and his uncontrolled tumble through the sky became a far more graceful soar as his makeshift wings caught on the air. Cale blinked in surprise when he found a cup of tea somehow sitting in the air in front of him the moment he stabilized—it had managed to manifest perfectly on the one part of his new barrier that could hold it.

Tea mages. They were terrifying when they truly mastered the magic. Kryva, it seemed, had done exactly that.

Taking the hint, he reached out to take a sip of his tea, pondering the nature of Evi's [Punch] as he did. A pleasing warmth spread through him, invigorating his mind and lending it clarity: he could remember the moment the spell was cast in perfect detail.

First came the sense that he was about to die.

Cale had, after eons of cycling through the Great Realms, developed something of an instinct for things that would kill him. After another set of eons, he had developed an instinct for when the first instinct was being fooled. That turned out to be somewhat important—while he had become somewhat inured to the idea of death, his fight-or-flight instincts were still very much active, and the first time he'd blown himself up as a result of thinking he was about to die had been rather embarrassing.

Thankfully, no one had been around to witness it, but still.

He had recognized, therefore, that while this [Punch] very much felt like it would kill him, it was fooling his senses the same way that many forms of dark magic did. That confirmed that the spell was being directly empowered by the Dark, which was exciting!

The only question was how. [Punch] itself was a simple spell. There was no hole in it the Dark could take advantage of and no special mechanism by which it cast. Cale might not have had access to the Gift at the moment, but it was a simple enough spell that he'd picked it up at some point, and he remembered the spell description just fine.

[Punch, Level 1] [First Tier, Active] [10 Mana]
Punches your target.

Nothing there that explained its power, as far as he could see.

It was a melee spell rather than an enhancement spell, which made it fall into a rather odd category of magic sometimes referred to as self-puppetry. The spell did not, despite its description, manifest a mana construct of a muscular arm to punch its target. Cale had seen a spell or two with that effect before and found them amusing. [Punch] was less so; it simply took control of its caster to force a punch.

The advantage of the spell was that it cared very little for training, durability, or the relative agility of the spell's target. Unless some counter-magic was in play, the caster would strike their target, and they would do much more damage than if they'd simply swung their first without magic. The disadvantage, of course, was everything else: it took control away from the caster, could leave them in rather precarious positions, and did very little to protect its caster in the event that its target was harder than their fist.

That had happened before. It was rather ugly. Cale wondered idly if that was the reason Evi wore her armor all the time. If this was the magic she specialized in, it certainly explained a lot.

All that was just how an ordinary [Punch] worked, though. While Evi's spell had been ordinary for a split second after she cast it, something about the spell had changed as it took control of her arm. Cale puzzled over those changes as he flew through the air, sipping on his tea.

Evi had aimed for his chest rather than his face, which he appreciated, though her fist was large enough that it didn't make much of a difference. That had nothing to do with how the character of the spell had changed, though. The spell had seized hold of her, and then...

And then something else had seized hold of the spell.

Oh. Oh, that was fascinating. Something clicked in his mind, another memory being unsealed. He had assumed that those allied with the Dark followed a similar sort of mana core progression, but that was wrong, wasn't it? Most mages had to purge divine intent from their mana to seize greater control of it, empowering themselves in the process. But anything Dark didn't have to contend with the divine.

What if they did things in reverse, then? Where a mage of the Light—terrible terminology, and Cale resolved to come up with his own terms as soon as possible—purged divine intent from their mana to make space for their own intent, perhaps a mage of the Dark made space in their mana to invite something else into their magic. Perhaps they made just enough of a gap that for something to seep into the cracks and take hold of it, empower it.

The only question was what that something was.

He'd have to ask Evi about that. It was a little embarrassing, but Cale was pretty sure he'd known this at some point and had somehow just forgotten about it, because even with the memory unsealed it refused to come to him.





It didn't take Cale long to return to class. Perhaps a couple minutes at most. Not enough time for the other students to recover from being very clearly shell-shocked, at any rate. They were seated and sipping on their cups of tea, looking very much like they had no idea how they had gotten into that position.

Again, tea mages. Terrifying.

"Oh! You've returned." Kryva smiled at him. "You have a question for Evi here, I suspect?"

Evi was also seated, looked rather stunned, and was somehow sipping absently at her tea through her helmet. At Cale's appearance, her eyes widened even further. "Your barrier did not break," she said, incredulous. "But... how did..."

"Yeah, it's a tough barrier," Cale said brightly, then turned to Kryva. "Thank you for the tea, by the way. It was delicious. Did you use [Tea Party] to protect the class?"

"You are quite welcome," Kryva said, as serene as ever. "And yes, I did. It is a remarkably effective spell, wouldn't you agree?"

"Sure is," Cale said. It was, in fact, a terrifying spell, but he wasn't going to say that to her face. [Tea Party] and several other forms of tea magic was technically closely related to baking magic, and Cale refused to anger a mage that could very well finally set him on a path toward the mastery of leavened and unleavened magic.

...Right, he had a question for Evi. He thought for a moment, then opted for the blunt approach.

"That was cool, and also definitely dark magic," Cale said to Evi, who seemed startled by the fact that he'd figured it out. He barreled on before she could protest. "Do you think you could teach us dark magic?"

Evi stared at him, her teacup still in her gauntlet. It looked rather ridiculous. "That is... not what I thought you were going to ask."

"I would also like to learn," Kryva added.

"Oh. Uh, okay then," Evi said.

Not even a hint of hesitation. Cale wondered if he'd get the same response if he put on a dress.

Probably not.
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  "The nature of the Dark is not what you imagine," Evi said. She had gathered herself as much as she was able, though she still seemed rather flustered. Something to do with Kryva shifting to sit near the front of the class, Cale figured. "There are many who believe that the Dark is inherently evil—that in opposing the divine, all who associate themselves with it deserve death. Do any of you believe this?"

To their credit, none of the students raised their hands, although Cale suspected that was largely because they were all still terrified of Evi and had the good sense not to suggest that she deserved death. Knowing that she used dark magic proved they were listening to the class, at least! Either because they were interested or as a side effect of Kryva's ongoing [Tea Party], which strangely enough still seemed to be increasing in effectiveness.

"Very good," Evi continued when no one opposed her. "The Dark is not inherently evil, but those that wield it are more susceptible to the non-magical sort of corruption. To wield the Dark is to know that most of the realm would prefer to see you dead. It is to fight an unending battle against the worst of your impulses. The Pastel Queen..."

Here Evi's gaze shifted and lingered briefly on Kryva. She closed her eyes and swallowed once before she continued. "The Pastel Queen," she said, her voice rough, "could resist it more than most. But not even she could stand above the worst of its impulses. Do you know why that is?"

The students of her class all obediently shook their heads, though Cale and Syphus did not. They had some understanding of the difficulties of the role already.

"You may be aware that the gods stand beholden, in some way, to their domains." Evi clenched her gauntlet, her voice growing distant. "A dark lady—or a dark one, if you prefer—shares that limitation. There are many parallels between the two, if one were to look. My queen fought constantly against her urge for violence, her desire to tear down the realms. Perhaps if I had been a better knight..."

She shook her head, lost in the memory, before focusing once more on what she was saying. "Regardless. That influence is greatest only when you are a representative of the Dark. It is far easier for a mage such as you or I to wield the Dark without it overwhelming you, but you must be prepared for the emotion it will evoke. If you believe there is any chance your anger might wield you, I would not make the attempt."

Cale winced, then made a mental note not to try this. Not until he was alone in some desolate realm, anyway. He knew himself well enough to know that with those limitations, attempting to connect to the Dark was a bad idea.

He was starting to get a pretty good idea why he'd sealed away his memories, come to think of it.

"What exactly is the Dark, though?" Cale asked. "How is it that any mage can make contact with it? Shouldn't it be better known, if it's that easy?"

Evi glanced at him. "It is easy to excuse the influence of the Dark as something else," she answered. "And it is helped by the fact that many assume that the Dark must be observable in some way. As an obvious streak of evil in your magic, perhaps, or accompanied by an ominous glowing light."

There were murmurs among the other students, several of them embarrassed—apparently, many of them had assumed exactly that. Evi let out a weary chuckle. "The greatest error is in calling it Dark to begin with," she said. "Those of us that use it embrace the name and do not correct others. If we did not, knowledge of its strengths and weaknesses might be far more widespread."

This seemed familiar. Had someone tried to tell him this before, only to be dismissed, or had he sealed away the memory of this too? It was too long ago for him to know, but he leaned forward attentively, knowing this would be important.

"If we had to use a name..." Evi trailed off, turning the thought over in her head. "I am unsure what would be most appropriate. The Lesion?"

Cale grimaced, though again the thought of it seemed familiar. "Not exactly a pleasant name," he said.

"That is because it is not a pleasant thing, and it would be dangerous to believe otherwise," Evi said simply. She shifted in her plate armor and stared longingly at her cup of tea, then gave in and reached for another sip, letting out a sigh of pleasure afterward.

Cale wondered when she'd last had a good cup of tea. She was nursing it, trying to make it last as long as possible. Kryva's tea magic was facilitating her ability to drink through her helmet, so perhaps she couldn't drink it at all without that magic. That was a sad thought.

"The Lesion..." Evi muttered, then nodded to herself. "Yes. It is appropriate enough. You may continue to call it the Dark if you wish—I would suggest it, in fact. I would also warn you not to reveal what you learn in this class carelessly. Any and all dark magic should be cast with supervision, especially if it is your first time using it."

She glared at everyone other than Kryva, and they all nodded rapidly, terrified by the force of her glare. Evi relaxed when she saw her words had been taken seriously. "Now, to answer your question. If you want to know what the Lesion is, you must think about what the Divine is not. Your gods represent your beliefs, do they not? They are the pillars of your societies, your cultures, your civilizations."

"Flia should be here," Syphus muttered, its eye narrowing slightly, and Cale found himself in agreement.

"We'll pass on the lesson," Cale whispered back. "We're meeting up tonight to work on our assignments, anyway."

"The Lesion represents everything else," Evi continued, her eyes darkening slightly. "All those left behind. Their anger, their hurt, their fear. Do you think it simply stops existing because it is ignored? That all that they are is lost the moment they enter the River?"

Cale knew what she meant. He'd fought against it himself countless times across countless civilizations. There was a rot that developed from within, a tendency to leave people behind in the name of progress. Those who could have built ships to carry all the world with them would instead build boats made of the skin and flesh and suffering of all those they thought beneath them.

And no matter how many times he stopped them, it always seemed to happen again. The same story would repeat in a different world and with different people.

One of the reasons he couldn't let himself touch this dark magic, now that he knew. If he channeled that anger for even a moment...

"They are not," Evi said, and her gaze flicked briefly to Cale. He wondered if she knew what he was thinking. "Their suffering leaves a scar on the Great Realms, and it is a scar that grows and accumulates with the death of every suffering soul in all the Realms. With enough time, that scar became the Lesion, and the Lesion became the source and embodiment of the Dark."

Which meant that Dark Lords were, in turn, an extension of the Lesion, connected more deeply to it than any other being. It was no wonder they struggled to act freely with the weight of that upon them.

"Do not mistake me," Evi added, seeing the terrified expressions of many of her students. Her tone became authoritative, and she stood, making sure they all saw her drawing herself to her full height. "The Lesion is not evil. It is a metaphysical construct in the Abyss that is shaped by the fear and suffering of many, but it is more than their despair. Many of the soul-fragments that comprise it are good and kind at heart. If it were not, its power could never be wielded for good."

"But it can be," Cale said.

"It wants to be," Evi corrected. "It is a thing of great anger and hatred that yearns most to be used for good—to make sure that no one can be left behind again. The great tragedy of the Lesion is that it is nigh impossible to use its power in the way it desires most. No matter how much it may desire it, the hatred it inspires within its dark ones is too strong. It weeps, I think, at the suffering it causes."

"Strange," Kryva said. The class's attention darted to the wyldfire mage as she finally spoke aloud. Her brows were drawn delicately together in contemplation Cale could practically see the way Evi's heart skipped a beat as she stared at her. "That it should desire so greatly to do good, yet its power brings harm instead... it screams of interference. Of something dancing upon the strings of reality."

Evi's eyes seemed to light up. "Yes!" she said. "That's what my Queen—it is what the Pastel Queen and I believed! My lady, you are as intelligent as you are beau..."

She trailed off, noticing the class staring at her and the slightly-amused quirk of Kryva's lips, and tried hard not to fixate too hard on the latter. "Ah... That is to say, my Queen was as intelligent as she was beautiful, and we believed the same thing. We searched desperately for what we thought might be compromising the cycle, but we could find nothing. Only the barest hint. If we could only have accessed the Lesion for ourselves—but we could not find the key."

"Perhaps you should ask the questions, Cale," Kryva said with a soft, delicate laugh. Honestly, Cale couldn't blame Evi for being so flustered. There was something about the grace with which she moved and spoke. "I am afraid I pose a distraction to our dear instructor."

Evi's armor was a dark purple and had most certainly not been enchanted to turn red, but somehow, it had done exactly that. And was there steam drifting out of her eye-slits? Kryva was right; it was probably best he take over before she fainted.

"What's this about a key?" he prompted.

"Oh! Uh." Evi took a moment to compose and gather herself. Another sip of tea seemed to help. "This will take some explanation. If you want to wield the Dark... that is what I should have been teaching, I suppose? Mm. Let us begin there, then. To wield the Dark, you must each learn to see the shadow."

Cale raised an eyebrow. He wasn't sure where this was going, for once, but he was intrigued. "The shadow?"

"The shadow," Evi confirmed. She glanced nervously at Kryva, took another sip of her tea, and then settled her gauntlets in her lap. "That is... the first question the Pastel Queen and I asked ourselves was how it could be that the Lesion was connected to all the Realms. Surely the scholars and mages would have seen it? How can dark ones form the connection, and have that connection remain invisible to almost everyone else?

"We realized that the Great Realms are already connected through the leylines. If the Lesion can connect to every realm, then that connection must be hidden within something that already exists. It is here that we gained our first major understanding of the Dark: that we are connected in ways the Divine could only dream of emulating. The power of the Lesion is carried in the shadow of every leyline and connects every dark one, past and present. It is that power that you must learn to access to perform dark magic."

That explained how dark ones were able to draw from the experiences of their predecessors. Cale had always wondered about that. It was no doubt easier to draw from predecessors belonging to the same realm, but if what Evi was implying was correct, he suspected they could draw from the experiences of those from other realms as well. It would be more difficult, certainly, but it would be possible.

"Meditate on a leyline," Evi added, almost as an afterthought. "There is one that runs beneath Brightscale Academy, and we are close enough to it here to access it. If you can find the shadow I speak of, you will be able to tap into its power."

There was a slight pause. "That is to say, you should start meditating now," she added awkwardly. Obediently, the students in the class did exactly that, including Syphus. They each closed their eyes and tried to sense the shadow Evi had mentioned.

Cale and Kryva were the only ones that did not. Dark magic was hardly safe for Cale to perform, given its caveats, and he suspected Kryva was more interested in how it worked than in performing it herself. Tea magic, after all, was a delicate art. It wouldn't actually gain much from the sort of raw empowerment the Dark offered.

"What does any of this have to do with the key you mentioned?" Cale prompted.

"Right," Evi said. She glanced around at the rest of the students, as if to make sure they were all lost in their meditative trances, then took a deep breath. "We tried to follow the shadows back to the source," she explained. "To the Lesion. And we found it, but it was locked."

Cale frowned. "Locked?"

"That is the most accurate term," Evi said, shifting uncomfortably. "The memory is unpleasant. The Lesion is a scar made manifest. It lingers in an empty part of the Abyss, surrounded by not even the barest speck of life. When we attempted to commune with it, we found ourselves trapped and unable to move beyond its surface. Our magic should have allowed us to speak directly to its heart, but it felt instead like we were stuck within a constantly-changing labyrinth of thought, unable to delve deeper within.

"When we returned, we concluded that a key was necessary. Something to stabilize the labyrinth and make it navigable. There is one such key on Utelia, but it is fiercely guarded, and we could not retrieve it before... before my Queen was lost to her anger." Evi bowed her head. "It is my greatest failure."

Kryva sighed softly. "You should not hold yourself accountable for such things," she said gently. "I may not know her personally, but I have read her writings. She spoke highly of your efforts, and I know she would not wish you to see yourself as a failure..."

She rose from her seat, then stepped up to Evi, who had frozen in place. She placed her fingers under the Dark Warrior's helmet and pushed it gently back up. "So lift your head, my knight," she whispered.

"Mngfrgh," Evi said intelligently.

"Perhaps I said too much." Kryva chuckled softly, returning to her seat and folding her hands in her lap. She turned to Cale, who eyed her speculatively: perhaps he was wrong, and she was the Pastel Queen? Or a reincarnation of herself, somehow? He had met no other that crossed the realms between lives as he did, but there were ways to reincarnate within a realm.

He knew immediately that she wouldn't answer the question if he asked, though. There was something different on her mind. "You know what this means, yes?" she asked. "A key of power, capable of stabilizing the labyrinth wrought onto the Lesion. There are many great relics on Utelia, but only one capable of distilling possibility to that degree."

Cale nodded wearily. "I assume we're thinking about the same thing," he said. "The Anchor that's the prize for the Fettered Divinity Tournament. Though if it's the key to the Lesion, I'm surprised no one's figured that out before now. Aside from Evi and the Pastel Queen, I suppose."

"Mngfrgh," Evi said again.

"Are you trying to say something?" Cale glanced at her.

"Mngfrgh," Evi said a third time, then smacked herself in the helmet. The clang echoed through the desert.

After it faded, she spoke as if nothing had happened. “The key would need to be returned to its true shape,” she explained. “An academy keeps it in one form, but if it is held by a different organization, it would take a new form to suit that organization."

"So it would need a shape similar to the way a dark lord’s armies are structured," Cale mused. His gaze sharpened slightly—hadn't he just observed the similarities between the Red Hunters and the way the armies of a dark one were usually set up? Had the Red Commander done that on purpose?

He couldn't exactly interrogate the Red Commander anymore, but there was still technically a squad of underlings that would be sent to Brightscale. The organization hadn't lost all its power or members in the wake of their leader's death; instead, it had mostly just lost its momentum.

So its underlings might very well still have an inkling on what their commander had been planning. That was important. If any of those plans was associated with the tournament, then it was almost certain he had known something of this and that the Lesion was somehow important to their plans or to the cults.

Cale supposed he’d have to find out exactly when they were planning on visiting. He glanced up from his musings to find Kryva watching him, something keenly observant in her eyes.

“You have acquired some crucial insight, I see,” she said when he met her eyes, chuckling. “It has truly been a pleasure meeting you, Cale Cadwell Cobbs. I look forward to working with you in the tournament. Make sure you attend, yes?”

“Of course,” Cale said, mostly because he was at a loss as to what else to say.

“As to the lesson on dark magic..." Kryva adopted a thoughtful expression. “I doubt it is quite so easy to access this ‘shadow’, or many more mages would have done it already. Am I right on this, Evi?”

“I, ah,” Evi said. “The meditative trance to even try usually blocks out all other senses. I thought it’d be prudent. Since we were discussing the key. But I don’t necessarily expect anyone to succeed, no. You’d need a particular affinity for it, or to join the dark lord. Uh, it’ll still help them with their melee magic though! Dark magic is emotional, so they’ll benefit from even trying.”

“It was not a criticism.” Kryva chuckled. “That was a clever move. I will offer my own assistance, I think. Perhaps one of our students will have a true affinity for the Dark.”

With that, she waved a hand, and Cale felt her cast [Tea Party] a second time. The second cast of the spell conjured delicious-looking plates of pastries in front of every student; somehow, it broke them immediately out of their meditative trances, and there were quiet exclamations of surprise and joy as they began digging eagerly into the snacks.

Cale had no idea how this was supposed to help with the dark magic thing, but he had a much more pressing concern. "I thought tea magic was closely related to baking magic," he said. "But does it... does it overlap that much? Did you just conjure croissants? You have to teach me. Or at least let me look at the spell!"

Kryva laughed softly. "Well, I suppose I could," she teased. Then she paused, her brows furrowing slightly and a hint of surprise showing in her eyes. "...But I believe you have something more important to concern yourself with first."

"What could possibly be—" Cale stopped mid-sentence as a dread energy filled the air.

He turned slowly to Syphus.

Its plate of pastries was empty, somehow, which was interesting; Cale noted he had once again missed his opportunity to observe how it ate. Probably more important, though, was the fact that its infernal eye had grown into an ominous, burning thing that gazed down on them with terrible power.

"Syphus," he said. "Please don't tell me you did dark magic on your eye."

"I did dark magic on my eye," Syphus said. "Please help. I can see this big pulsating egg thing and I don't like it."

That made sense. Syphus didn’t tend to like any reminder of the mess that was organic life. Though he had no idea why it would be looking at an egg, of all...

Cale paused. “Syphus,” he asked incredulously. “Are you looking at the Lesion?”
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  Syphus, of course, had absolutely no idea whether or not it was looking at the Lesion. It also hadn’t really been paying enough attention to know what the Lesion was. It just knew that it very much did not want to keep staring at it, in part because it was convinced that at any moment this strange, organic-looking thing would open an eye and stare right back at it.

There was also the fact that looking at it kind of hurt. Syphus did not experience the phenomenon of a “headache” that its friends always complained about, but it suspected what it felt now came close. If this was what they were constantly dealing with, Syphus frankly had no idea how they were able to exist all the time.

But last and most important of all, Syphus just didn’t like looking at it. The egg-thing was gross! It throbbed and squirmed the way that organic things did whenever it peered too closely at them, and no matter what Syphus did, it couldn’t seem to look away. No matter where it turned, the blot in its vision followed, as if it was stuck to its eye.

Which was a horrifying thought in itself. Syphus wished it had never had it.

“Can you describe it?” Cale asked, his voice urgent, and Syphus sighed and did its best. It wished briefly that Sisyphus had bestowed it with the ability to throw up, because it very much wanted to. There was a reason it avoided all of Damien’s books about squishy organic things doing squishy organic things.

How did it even describe this, anyway? It looked oddly flat, like a two-dimensional smear that squirmed moved around in some invisible plane. It didn’t have color, exactly, and Syphus suspected it would have been invisible even to the likes of [Truesight]—it wasn’t hidden so much as it was a construct that didn’t interact with light or mana.

But it was there nonetheless. It had been there all the while, Syphus supposed. Millions of dark threads protruded off its surface and disappeared into the distance, presumably connected to different things or people across the Great Realms.

“I dunno. It looks like an egg,” Syphus said. “A flat egg. With a million legs.”

“That is the Lesion,” Instructor Dark Warrior Eviscerator said. Syphus knew she had technically given them permission to call her Evi, but it liked the name Dark Warrior Eviscerator.

“How did you get that from that description?” Cale asked, incredulous.

“I am a very good describer of things,” Syphus said. “Please tell me how to turn this off. I have a headache and it’s getting worse.”

It could not, unfortunately, just close its eyes. That was one of the drawbacks of how its etherite crown had been designed, and Sisyphus hadn’t thought to fix it with this new, infernal variation. In all fairness, Syphus hadn’t asked for it to be fixed, either. It had gotten used to its ability to see anything and everything in its vicinity.

“You have a headache?” Cale’s voice was sharp and worried, now. Syphus knew this to be Cale’s thinking voice. The human only spoke like this when he was rapidly considering and discarding ideas, trying to identify what magic was at work or what rules they were operating under.

“The Lesion is not a construct that should be observed by mortal eyes,” Instructor Dark Warrior Eviscerator said. Strangely, she also sounded worried. Syphus hadn’t thought of her as the type of person to worry about others unless they were truly in danger. “My Queen and I bound our senses as much as we could before we approached it. We navigated the path using only our connection to the Dark.”

“Oh, it’s one of those,” Cale muttered. “Ancient and unknowable, emphasis on the unknowable. Syphus, can you call up the Gift? Maybe a description of what happened when you used dark magic with your eye? Try to block your line of sight with it.”

Huh. Now there was an idea. Syphus willed the Gift to respond, and to its surprise, the words appeared in a near-opaque screen across its vision.

[Unveiled Eye, Level MAX] [Passive]
An upgraded form of [Infernal Eye]. It is the nature of the infernal to deal in sin and secrets, but some shadows remain hidden even from the towering spires of the infernal realms and the watchful eyes of the gods. These are shadows of the things that should have been but never were: the sins and secrets of the lost and forgotten.

The [Unveiled Eye] draws on the Dark to reveal these shadows and reveal the hidden underbelly of the Great Realms. It may not be closed.

The mounting pressure in its mind seemed to lessen slightly as the Gift blocked Syphus’s view of the Lesion, although that last sentence in the spell description wasn’t exactly encouraging.

“It worked,” Syphus reported after a second. “But only partially. I can still kind of see the Lesion, it’s just not as bad.”

“Keep the description visible, then,” Cale instructed, not that he’d needed to say anything. Syphus was, in fact, trying to pull up as much text from the Gift as it could. “What does it say about the spell?”

Syphus hesitated. It really didn’t want to talk about the problems it had been having with its new [Infernal Eye]. There was a reason it had wanted to handle that by itself! Its friends had gone to so much trouble to get the materials needed for it, after all, and while it normally wasn’t the sentimental sort...

Well, it did understand that it could be difficult to get along with. There was a lot it still didn’t understand about the realmborn—about the people that lived in the Great Realms. For all that it was technically one of them, now, many things they cared and worried about simply didn’t come naturally to it.

The concept of privacy, for example, had taken Syphus years to understand. Its natural [Truesight] meant it was aware of everything around it at all times, and for the longest time it had barely understood that walls were supposed to be barriers. That it wasn’t supposed to simply blurt out things that happened behind closed doors because it wasn’t supposed to know about those things.

And then when it had finally learned that some things were supposed to stay secret, it had to contend with this whole new category of things that were technically secret, but that it was supposed to report to others! How was it supposed to know that some forms of penetration were different from others and that some types of leakage were bad? In all the time it had been raised up that hill by Sisyphus, it had never received lessons on these bizarre forms of mortal etiquette.

That was probably why it hadn’t made any real friends for so long.

Damien and Leo and Flia didn’t seem to mind whenever it tripped over some unspoken etiquette it didn’t understand. They were embarrassed sometimes, certainly, but they never seemed to blame it, and they would explain in detail if it asked. Sometimes they would explain in a little too much detail, frankly, but Syphus preferred that to the loathing and silence.

Silence was bad. Silence was what it got on Sisyphus’s bad days, when the Named’s eyes would turn glossy and he would say nothing as he pushed it up the hill. It would go for hours or days on end with no stories, no banter, no absurd remark.

Syphus did not like silence. It worried, on some level, that if its friends knew what its [Infernal Eye] did, they would distance themselves from it. That it would be like its problems with [Truesight] all over again, only worse.

...Maybe it was a little more sentimental than it thought.

“Syphus?” Cale prompted, clearly worried now. Syphus couldn’t see him, but it jerked slightly when it felt soft human hands grabbing one of its arms. “Are you alright?”

“Yes. Sorry.” Syphus did its best to gather itself. It was the most stoic of Cale’s apprentices! It wasn’t supposed to be thrown off its game just because there was some sort of evil-but-not-evil egg it couldn’t look away from. “You wanted the Gift’s description for the new eye, right?”

“If you would.” Cale’s eyes were scanning it, concerned. Syphus didn’t need to see Cale to know from his voice exactly what he was doing.

“Okay,” it said, and then more quietly: “Don’t judge me, though. And I’d... prefer it if you didn’t tell the others.”

It read out the spell description, trying not to focus on the Lesion in the background or its worries about how Cale might react. The pressure it felt was mounting again. Syphus wasn’t sure what would happen when it became too much—would its mind just shut down? Was that even a possibility, for an enchanted construct built by one of the Named?

To its relief, Cale didn’t comment on the implication that its [Infernal Eye] had been able to peer into the secrets of others. It had done its best not to look, but magical vision was entirely involuntary. It knew secrets about its friends now that it was pretty sure they hadn’t wanted to share. That was a violation of their trust, wasn’t it?

It had empowered its eye with dark magic in the hope that the spell would turn into something different. [Truesight] again, perhaps. [Infernal Eye] could see secrets, but it couldn’t peer past walls and illusions the same way its original eye could; it could identify illusions, since they were necessarily secrets, but it wasn’t quite the same thing.

That had clearly been a bad idea. Syphus wondered if this was what regret felt like.

Cale was muttering to himself. “Shadows..." he said. “The [Unveiled Eye] can obviously see the leyline shadows you were talking about, Evi, but I’m not seeing a way to shut down the spell. Maybe if—”

He cut himself off before he finished the thought, but Syphus could guess what he was thinking. In the worst-case-scenario, they’d have to smash its crown of infernal etherite and render it blind again.

Except if its [Unveiled Eye] was sustained by the Gift, there was no guarantee even that would be enough. [Truesight] had been reliant on it having vision in the first place, but both [Infernal Eye] and [Unveiled Eye] were effects that suggested the Gift was maintaining the enchantment. Perhaps it felt guilty that it had allowed Syphus to go blind at all, and this was its way of fixing the problem.

Its headache was getting worse. It hoped Cale figured out a solution soon.

“The Gift is divine, though,” Cale muttered. Syphus could hear his footsteps as he paced about in the sand, which didn’t seem like a good sign. Cale always paced when he was struggling to figure something out. “Dark magic shouldn’t even be able to interact with it. Syphus, how did you manage to empower a spell granted by the Gift with the Dark without breaking its connection to the Gift?”

“Don’t know,” Syphus said. Its voice came out sounding alarmingly distant—Syphus wasn’t sure where it was anymore. It felt like it was trapped halfway between Utelia and the Lesion. It could feel that its body was present in Utelia, but its mind was being drawn inexplicably and inexorably toward the tumor in the Abyss.

The way it pulsed seemed almost inviting, now. That was strange. Syphus was certain it had been grossed out by it before, but now the Lesion seemed almost comfortingly familiar. It had been through similar struggles. It wanted to... help?

But it didn’t know how. The Lesion’s version of help was to pull Syphus into it, to have it join the chorus of voices within. Voices that would understand, yes, but in exchange it would lose its freedom.

It didn’t want that. It wanted more time with its friends.

“Cale,” it said. “Please help. I don’t want to go there. I haven’t told my friends I like them yet.”

It was such a strange, silly thing to worry about. Why was it worrying about that, of all things? There was still so much magic it wanted to master. Like explosions! It wanted to learn how to shoot explosions from its spell cannon and to use its magic to inflict various forms of creative and colorful violence.

But it also wanted to see how its friends reacted to that, it realized. It wanted to see Leo panicking over the possible destruction its new spells could cause, to hear Damien exclaim in wonder, and it wanted Flia to challenge it to do better. It wanted to see if it could create magics that even Cale had never seen before.

It wanted to see the Great Realms so that Sisyphus could have a taste of the freedom that had been kept away from him. He had taken care of Syphus for so many years, and it had only shown him a fraction of what it had promised.

“SISYPHUS!” Cale suddenly bellowed, and Syphus flinched at the force of his voice and the magic that suddenly poured from him. What was Cale doing? That wasn’t even a spell! It felt like a bonfire of pure magic had been suddenly lit right next to it, and even with its sight stripped away it could feel that familiar prismatic mana pouring up into the sky.

That sheer presence had a gravity to it, and Syphus found itself suddenly there again, its mind in Utelia and far away from the whispers of the Lesion. The pressure lessened again—it was only temporary, Syphus knew by instinct, but it was relieved nonetheless. It would not be leaving just yet.

Cale’s plan couldn’t have been to simply anchor it there with a stream of mana, though. What was he doing?

“Sisyphus,” Cale called again, his voice loud and drumming against the sand, and Syphus realized abruptly that this was a summoning. That he was calling Sisyphus’s attention to them in the here and now. The Named were strange beings that were in some ways separate from the flow of time, and so even though Sisyphus had nothing else to do, he wasn’t always watching the world through Syphus. He peered in across the past and present, sometimes at possibilities in the future, depending on what drew his interest the most.

Cale was making sure that this moment drew his interest, and sure enough—

“What is it,” Sisyphus snapped. Syphus felt the force of the Named suddenly inhabiting its mind and body. “I was having a perfectly good time watching the skorran bathhous..."

Sisyphus trailed off abruptly, and Syphus could feel him frowning. “What is this?” he demanded, rotating slowly in the sand. “What’s it doing in Syphus’s eye?”

In its eye? Syphus felt mildly ill. It didn’t like the thought of that.

“You tell me,” Cale said. He didn’t seem angry, exactly. Which was good, because Syphus didn’t like the thought of Cale and Sisyphus fighting in the slightest, and it had been a little worried about that when Cale first started shouting for Sisyphus. He was... what was the word? Forceful? “It tried to incorporate dark magic into its new eye and it twisted the spell.”

“That’s impossible.” Sisyphus said immediately. “I made sure [Infernal Eye] was linked to the Gift. The dark and the divine can’t coexist.”

“Not in most cases,” Cale said. Syphus could hear the scowl in his voice. “Unless you’ve got another impossible thing available to sustain the paradox.”

Sisyphus scoffed. “And what would that be?” he asked. “I’m not a magician, Cale, I don’t just make impossible things happen—”

“You are the impossible thing, you idiot,” Cale hissed, and Syphus felt its body jerking in place; to its surprise, it felt almost like Sisyphus’s presence had been pulled partially out of it. Had... had Cale somehow grabbed Sisyphus by the collar and dragged him out? It really wished it could see what was happening. It would save the memory forever. “Your paradox is sustaining this. You aren’t supposed to be able to roam free in the Great Realms, remember? You’re supposed to be trapped, rolling your boulder up a hill for eternity. What are you doing now? Resting in the fields, watching a bathhouse, you said?”

“It’s all consensual!” Sisyphus defended himself. “Syphus told them I would be watching before it entered!”

“That’s not the point,” Cale snapped. “Your link is bridging the Gift and the Dark. If you keep it in place, Syphus is going to have its soul drawn into the Lesion!”

“I—what would you have me do? Abandon the link?” Sisyphus shot back. “Syphus is my only link to the Great Realms. Without it—”

“It’ll be lost either way!” Cale snarled, interrupting him, and Syphus felt a shove, like he has pushed Sisyphus back somehow. It felt a flicker of alarm. Why were they talking about this? Did Cale really want Sisyphus to abandon their link? Its relationship with Sisyphus wasn’t perfect, but it didn’t want him gone.

“You—” Sisyphus started, glaring. And then, also to Syphus’s alarm—because it had never once seen its creator back down—Sisyphus relented. “Fine,” he said. “I... you’re right. I don’t need the link. It deserves its freedom.”

Syphus struggled against the hold Sisyphus had on it. It didn’t want this! Sure, it didn’t like the way its creator sometimes took over abruptly, but Sisyphus had still raised it. Had told it stories even before it had been alive. It had seen how lonely the Named was, and it didn’t want him to go back to that.

It hadn’t even realized until now that it cared. Syphus had always been bad at expressing that it cared about anything. Maybe Cale thought it wanted complete freedom from Sisyphus, that it didn’t want to have the Named always looking over its shoulder. It wanted more freedom, certainly, but it didn’t want their bond severed.

It needed to speak. It needed to say something. It could already feel Sisyphus reaching for their link, preparing to break it—

“No!” it burst out, and both Sisyphus and Cale turned their attentions to it, startled.

“Syphus?” Cale asked.

“I don’t want Sisyphus to be alone,” it said, and it felt the surprise in Sisyphus as it said the words—the surprise and the warmth that it had never cared to notice before. “There has to be another way, Cale. Please.”

Syphus still couldn’t see its mentor, but it could feel the contemplative gaze on it. “You’re sure?” Cale asked.

“Yes,” Syphus said firmly. “He is still my father.”

It could feel Sisyphus’s shock at those words. For once, the arrogant Named had nothing to say. Cale, for his part, fell silent for a moment before he spoke again. Syphus could hear the frown in his voice, the way he rapidly thought and recalculated.

“The bond is what’s sustaining the spell,” he muttered. “But if you break it and let the spell dissolve, then re-establish it quickly enough... the only problem is Sisyphus won’t be able to re-establish it once it’s broken. Syphus needs to be the one to do it, and it doesn’t have the enough power or the right magic, unless..."

He’d thought of something. Syphus could tell, from the shift in cadence in his words. “Syphus,” Cale said. “Have you ever heard of a grappling gun?”
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  Syphus had absolutely no idea what a grappling gun was, but it was a quick learner, and it did have the word gun in it. Once Cale explained the concept in more detail, it was delighted. The thought of one—especially the thought of firing a magical version of one at Sisyphus, who for once sounded a little nervous about the idea—was possibly the best thing it had ever heard. There were other problems that had to be worked out before they went ahead with that plan, of course, but for once it was excited to put one of Cale’s plans into action.

“You should come up with plans like these more often,” it told Cale, who made a face. Apparently the human was less of a fan of exploding sticks.

A grappling gun wasn’t even that, though. One of those would have made Sisyphus’s trips up the hill so much faster! It would’ve had to be an incredibly strong grappling gun to work, and the rules of the Named probably wouldn’t allow for it, but still. If it ever found itself stuck at that hill with Sisyphus again, it was going to make sure it had the spell.

The grapple itself was technically just a new mechanism of the [Spellfist Arts], and Syphus had enough of an intuitive grasp of that magic now that it didn’t take much effort for it to show up in the Gift. [Spellfist Arts], as it turned out, was mostly all about visualization and discrete mechanical effects—as long as it understood the effect it wanted and it wasn’t too complex for the level of the spell, it could add a new mechanism to the list.

As such, the grappling gun part wasn’t the problem. The problem was magic: Syphus simply wasn’t powerful enough to forcibly pull back one of the Named, even if the Named in question was willing.

Thankfully, there was a simple way to solve this. They had after all just established that Syphus had an incredible affinity for the Dark, and that the Dark could greatly empower magic.

Technically, dabbling with dark magic was exactly what had caused these problems to begin with. But this was different, Cale assured them. Without Sisyphus’s bond to stabilize the spell’s connection with the Gift, the new spell would simply split off the moment it incorporated an aspect of the Dark. The resulting free spell construct would then settle in Syphus’s soul as an independent spell without any link to the Gift.

“Honestly, it’s probably a good thing not to be entirely reliant on the Gift. No offense, Gift,” Cale said, glancing briefly up at the sky. “You’ll have to be careful, though. Having a dark spell in your soul will probably change the quality of your mana a little bit. I’d double up on the palewater training afterward just in case; it’ll help your core get used to the new mana.”

“I can do that,” Syphus said. It had been planning to do that anyway; this palewater stuff was complicated, and if it didn’t train, then its friends were going to leave it behind. It already felt like there was something missing from the palewater it was producing.

Besides, having a little bit of dark magic sounded cool. It wanted to be just like Instructor Dark Warrior Eviscerator. Maybe the dark lord could give it a title, too? It wasn’t going to join the dark lord just to get a title, of course, but if dark lords weren’t all intrinsically evil then surely this one might be willing to give away a cool-sounding title.

Sisyphus seemed to sense the direction of its thoughts and sent it a frown. Your creator is one of the Named, you know, he sent, his voice echoing in Syphus’s mind. He sounded almost jealous. The dark lord isn’t the only one who can give you a title.

No, thanks, Syphus thought back. You’ll probably give me a title like Duck Feeder or Round Boi or something.

What? I would never! Sisyphus’s mental voice sounded offended, but Syphus could feel the guilt in his voice. He had absolutely been considering it.

As far as Syphus was concerned, the point of a title was the prestige that came with it. Being named by the dark lord of the realm sounded cool, and being named by its creator was just the sort of thing creators were supposed to do anyway.

“Syphus,” Cale said, his voice stern, and Syphus started. The visage of the Lesion was still imprinted on its [Unveiled Eye], and it seemed the influence it exerted had taken on a different tack—now its thoughts were scattered and more easily led astray. The ache that came with looking at it remained, but the Lesion’s whispers made it hard to notice how close it now seemed.

And it had gotten closer, hadn’t it? The Lesion loomed above Syphus now, as if it had sensed the construct’s gaze. The words of the Gift still obscured it, but they were noticeably more translucent, as if it could no longer block out quite as much of the Lesion’s influence. The closer it got, the harder it would be for anything divine to offer much protection.

Perhaps the reason it had lasted this long at all was only because it had Cale’s intent in its mana rather than true divine intent. It wasn’t fully palewater yet, so a large portion of its mana had yet to be processed; that intent still lingered within its core, offering its protection.

“Right,” Syphus said, trying to focus. “I need a spell that can pull Sisyphus back to me so he can re-establish the bond between us.”

It felt a flicker of gratitude from Sisyphus. The Named almost never showed any form of affection, but he had started doing this more and more of late, even before this incident with its [Unveiled Eye]. Syphus hadn’t known it at the time, but it had come very close to death when its original etherite crown had been destroyed, and something about being faced with that possibility...

Well, compared to how he had been acting in the past, Sisyphus had been positively nice ever since it had returned from the Bitter Path.

The mechanism was simple enough. It could already fire spells with its spell cannon, so all it needed was a mechanism that would keep that spell attached so it could be reeled back in. Each time it unlocked a new mechanism before, it had been offered automatically by the Gift. This time, when it cast the spell and felt its arm begin to change, it threaded its palewater into the construct and thought hard about what it needed.

“Remember,” Cale said. “This is the boundary the Spellfists needed to pass before they were considered advanced practitioners of the art. You want a complex manaforged mechanism. It needs to both modify the spell emerging and be able to pull it back. Three components, total. Got it?”

It knew all that. Cale had been very detailed in his initial rundown of the mechanism, and Syphus had been very certain it could do it.

It might not have been able to if it hadn’t started generating palewater. External intent interfered with spellcraft like this, occasionally turning the caster’s power against themselves. But it did have palewater, and it could impress upon its mana the purest expression of what it desired. A spell with the properties of the Slug modifier, sticky enough to attach to whatever it struck; a reeling mechanism in the arm; a line strong enough to reel the spell back, or failing that, a line strong enough to pull it toward its target.

Syphus thought about how important this was. It had struggled for a long time to understand that concept of importance. It was a rock. That some things might matter more than others simply hadn’t occurred to it for the longest time.

But it didn’t want to lose Sisyphus. It didn’t want to lose any of its friends, either. It had seen some of the dangers that were out there in the Great Realms, now, and if it couldn’t grow strong alongside them, it knew it was only a matter of time until it lost one or both of those things.

Something thrummed within its heart—

And the Gift heard its plea. Something within Syphus shifted.

[Intermediate Spellfist Arts] has evolved to [Advanced Spellfist Arts]!

Beneath the words, the description for the spell rearranged itself, a new explanation popping up. It congratulated Syphus on advancing to the next stage of the Spellfist Arts and described in great detail the history of the monks that had invented it. Syphus ignored it all, going down the list until it found the new manaforged mechanism right at the bottom.

[Grapple] [Modifier] [Complex]
Sub-Mechanism: [Slug]
Sub-Mechanism: [Thread]
Sub-Mechanism: [Reel]
Alters the output spell with [Slug], causing it to manifest primarily as a glob of exceptionally sticky slime. This slime remains attached to the caster using a single strand of reinforced mana, the [Thread]. Once fired, the [Reel] mechanism may be used to pull the spell back to the caster, or to pull the caster toward the spell.

Perfect. Exactly what it needed.

Now came the hard part.

Syphus’s initial connection to the Dark had been something of a fluke. While eating the pastries that Kryva had manifested, it had felt something strange drifting in the leylines below, and without thinking it had cast its mind toward it. Syphus wasn’t certain why it had done that, but—

Well, no. It was lying to itself. It knew exactly why it had done that.

The glimpse it caught had been brief, but it had been enough for Syphus to catch something of a kindred spirit within that leyline. It saw a desperate struggle, a repeated attempt to climb to the top again and again, only to fail. It had felt, in that moment, that someone or something was out there, trying again and again to reach for something better only to roll back down the hill.

It had empathized. And in the moment its thoughts aligned with the shadow, something had passed into its mana. Syphus reacted on instinct, shoving the foreign power toward the only spell and the spell it was most conflicted about: its [Infernal Eye].

Now it had to do the same thing again, only this time, it had to take that power and move it into its arm the moment Sisyphus broke the link between them. Syphus was nervous about that, though it didn’t let it show. Sisyphus’s power had been the reason its [Unveiled Eye] had experienced such a detrimental evolution, but that same power was still protecting it in some way, wasn’t it?

And not even Cale knew what would happen to the [Unveiled Eye] once Sisyphus broke their connection. It would no longer be able to sustain itself in its current form, but whether that meant it would take on a new shape or revert to its old one was anyone’s guess. There was a chance, then, that the spell would become something worse.

But it would deal with it, if things came to that. Syphus quashed its nerves. It didn’t even have any, so feeling nervous was absurd.

Ready? Sisyphus sent. He sounded strangely apprehensive, too, and the thought of that was oddly reassuring to Syphus. It was one thing for it to feel nervous and quite another for one of the Named to feel such a strange, mortal emotion. Arguably that should have made it feel worse, but Syphus was mostly glad not to be alone.

That had defined most of its existence, after all. Loneliness was the entire reason it had been created. It had been born alongside and was a direct result of Sisyphus’s longing for companionship. Its memories from before it had been given life were vague, but it remembered the rambling stories Sisyphus had told to his only companion, the way he had once collapsed against it, sobbing, and admitted he might break.

Syphus steadied itself. It focused again on the Spellfist Arts and felt its new form take shape: the point along its arm closest to its body, its “shoulder”, grew into a massive pauldron that housed the [Reel] mechanism. One hand shifted and took the shape of the spell cannon it was now used to, but within that cannon were the pores of the [Slug], ready to ooze whatever spell it chose. The [Thread] would appear only when the grappling gun was fired.

Yes, it answered. This was as close to ready as it would ever be. Sisyphus gave it a mental nod of acknowledgement, and then something Syphus didn’t quite understand, an odd feeling of warmth and appreciation that it had never felt from Sisyphus before.

And then, for the first time in its existence, it truly was alone.

The image of the Lesion wavered and snapped away between one moment and the next, but Syphus found itself staggering, its soul gasping for a breath it didn’t even need to breathe. Was this what others felt like all the time? Its connection with Sisyphus had always been there in the background; even if Sisyphus wasn’t watching, it had always known that he could. That he’d peek in if he desired, or if Syphus itself called for him.

Now that connection was gone, and even now that it could see Cale and Kryva and Evi all staring at it in concern, it was alone. A dark panic crept in, unfamiliar and almost physically painful—

Cale reached out and grasped its free hand. “I’m still here, Syphus,” he said. What was that look in his eyes? It was almost as if he understood. As if he knew exactly how Syphus was feeling. “Focus. You’ve got a spell to cast, remember?”

The spell. Yes. It had its [Grappler] modifier loaded and ready, but it needed to connect to the Dark if it wanted any chance of retrieving Sisyphus before their bond was lost forever—there was just enough of a remnant that it knew what direction to fire in, at least. It glanced about wildly, raising its arm to aim.

...It hadn’t needed to worry about knowing what direction to shoot in. Sisyphus breaking their bond had left what was, in fact, a very clear ghostly image of him flailing as he was drawn up toward something in the sky that rippled with magic. Syphus knew it for what it was the moment it saw it. It had seen it before, every time one of the Named was summoned.

Had Cale done that? He couldn’t even evolve spells at the moment—he had no access to the Gift. What, had he just torn a hole in reality to summon Sisyphus? Now Sisyphus was being drawn back through that rift.

But the distance gave Syphus time. Had Cale known this was a possibility from the moment he’d called on the Named?

It didn’t matter. Syphus needed to connect with the Dark. It cast its mind again into the leyline below, pushing desperately past the roar of mana and magic to search for the shadow underneath. Where was it? Without the [Unveiled Eye], those dark threads were invisible once more. And it didn’t have one of Kryva’s pastries to help it along.

But it needed to see. It needed to connect with the Dark again for this to have any chance of working. It needed to find a glimpse of that shadow, the one that knew the same struggle it had shared with Sisyphus for untold eons.

It had never truly needed anything before, but just this once...

Please, it thought.

Something in the leyline flickered. It felt a connection brush against its core, not great enough to form a permanent tether but enough for a whisper of Dark intent to enter its soul. It guided that intent to the spell loaded in its [Grappling] mechanism, and yet as the spell began to take shape, it realized something.

This couldn’t work the way it had planned. It couldn’t sacrifice a simple [Pebbleblast] to the Dark and create a spell strong enough to pull Sisyphus back. The spell it imbued had to be a spell that was an integral part of its core.

Syphus thought back to the lessons it had learned in the Bitter Path. There was power in symbolic meaning. If it was to mark one of its spells with Darkness, losing all the advantages that spell’s connection with the Gift offered, it had to be a spell with meaning.

For that, only one spell sufficed, and so it drew that fragment of the Dark to [Advanced Spellfist Arts], instead.

It hurt. The spell was integrated thoroughly with the Gift, and the Gift was integrated thoroughly with its core. It didn’t have Sisyphus’s power to soothe the paradox, so the spell was ripped away from the clutches of the Gift and forced into a different part of its core.

But now power was roaring through its form. The stone of its transformed arm darkened to near-black, but the raw, empowered magic it contained visibly distorted the air around it.

Syphus aimed at Sisyphus, its creator and father, and fired a spell.

What emerged from the cannon, however, was not a spell it had in its repertoire. It was more like a ghostly image of itself that soared through the air and grabbed hold of Sisyphus, who let out a startled yelp. Then it engaged the Reel, drawing Sisyphus back, fighting against the currents and the forces of the universe that demanded the Named serve his sentence.

Cale did something, then. Syphus didn’t know what he did, but there was another expression of mana that seemed almost like it briefly isolated them from the rest of the Great Realms. Sisyphus snapped abruptly back to Syphus, long enough to re-establish their fading bond.

What spell did you cast? Sisyphus asked, incredulous. I was expecting you to stab me with a hook, not hug me.

Well, that was just silly. Why would it stab Sisyphus with a hook?

We both know you would’ve stabbed me with a hook, Sisyphus said.

That was patently ridiculous. Syphus had no idea what Sisyphus was talking about.

Cale asked the same question moments later, though he was less convinced that Syphus had fully intended to stab Sisyphus. He was more interested in what sort of magic Syphus had used.

The only problem was that Syphus had absolutely no clue. It had simply reached for the first spell that came to mind. When it admitted this, both Cale and Sisyphus—probably justifiably—scolded it for being too reckless with how it cast about its magic.

Syphus was fine with that. It was far too pleased with itself to be upset about their rambling.

It was probably going to have to figure out how to change back at some point, though. Its new spiky boulder form, as dark and terrible as it was, was probably too intimidating for most of the other students at Brightscale.
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  The first thing Cale did after that class was head to Headmaster Akkau’s office for a consultation, and this time he managed to get distracted only twice before he arrived. The old dragon seemed oddly frazzled when Cale barged in, though.

“Cale Cadwell Cobbs.” Akkau cleared his throat and straightened his robes. “I feel I should not have modified my wards to grant you an exception. To what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?”

Cale squinted at the Headmaster, then peered around the office. “...Am I interrupting something?”

“Certainly not,” Akkau said. “I was merely preoccupied researching the Dark. I am almost certain that answers to Vekorax lie within it.”

Well, that sounded plausible enough. Cale decided not to pursue the subject further. “About that,” he said, and then he gave Akkau a quick overview of everything that had happened during Melee Magic. The fact that the class had turned into an impromptu lesson on Dark Magic didn’t even give Akkau pause—he was, at this point, used to Cale’s classes going horribly awry one way or another. Really, this was one of the less eventful classes he’d participated in.

By the time Cale was done with his explanation, Akkau had acquired a thoughtful expression. “I will have to speak with this Eviscerator for myself,” he muttered. “Perhaps she can help me identify... ah, but forgive me. You wanted to know when the Red Hunter delegation would be arriving?”

“If you’ve got a record of that,” Cale said. Akkau nodded, then began haphazardly pulling open his drawers and rifling through the scrolls.

Before long, there was a familiar, exasperated sigh from underneath his desk, and a scroll disappeared from one of the drawers before appearing neatly in Akkau’s claws. The old dragon stared at the scroll for a moment.

“There it is,” he said casually, as if nothing strange had happened. Cale raised a brow, but said nothing as Akkau pulled the scroll open. The ink on it was magically inscribed and shifted strangely as the Headmaster squinted at it, but it wasn’t long before they resolved into a more definite shape. “They claim they will be arriving in three days, although they have changed that date of arrival several times already. I would not be surprised if their visit was delayed again.”

“I guess they’ve been struggling without their commander to run things,” Cale said, although something about the thought made him frown. “That’s kind of weird, though. He can’t have been the only power moving them around. They had close ties with the Orstrahl government, right? And there should be three other Red Sentinels.”

“The Sentinels are powerful mages, but they exist to be commanded, not to command,” Akkau said, but he seemed troubled as well. “You are right that they are remarkably disorganized, though. At the very least, the Grand Magus of Orstrahl gave them a great deal of support and supplied them with a great many artifacts and spells. It is quite unlike him to abandon such a large investment.”

“Maybe he’s busy?” Cale suggested.

“Perhaps,” Akkau said. He sat back down at his desk, drumming his claws on the wood before wincing and stopping. “Or perhaps it was his goal to take control of their organization all along. It is no secret that he desires to have an army of his own, distinct from Orstrahl’s military forces. He has long claimed that commanding elite squadrons of mages would greatly progress his research.”

“What kind of research requires teams of archmages?” Cale asked, raising a brow. “I mean, I guess if you’re looking to research an incredibly dangerous dungeon, but even then you don’t need an army.”

“I doubt his goals are quite so benign,” Akkau said. “It has been quite some time, but I do believe he once studied here. If I could just find a copy of his research..."

He paused expectantly, and after a moment, there was another exasperated sigh. A new scroll appeared in front of Akkau, this one quite clearly old and carefully sealed. Akkau reached out to break the seal with a delicate claw, then examined the contents.

“On the Creation of Abyssal Artifacts,” he read out loud, and then he scowled. “Of course. I should have known he would not simply move on as we suggested.”

Cale grimaced. Now that he thought about it, he had completely forgotten to look into where the Red Hunters were getting their artifacts and relics—he’d assumed that Akkau’s connections had handled it.

And they had, technically speaking. The Red Commander kept a number of dark relics in his personal collection, and those had all been recovered and either destroyed or freed, depending on what was appropriate. He’d forgotten to question exactly how the Red Commander was acquiring those artifacts, though, and if he hadn’t sourced them personally...

Flia was going to want to hear about it. She had pretty much made it her personal mission to punish the mage responsible for capturing Abyssals and turning them into artifacts. If that was truly the Grand Magus, then she now had a target.

“How about this?” Cale suggested. “If the Grand Magus is in charge of the Red Hunters now, then he’s probably sending them out to capture more Abyssals and to help him with his research, and he’s using the façade of their old duties to cover up the fact that they’re doing something completely different. He’ll probably just keep finding a reason to delay the visit, but if you tell them one of the students here can directly access the Abyss, I bet those Hunters will come running.”

Akkau stared at him. “You wish to use one of your own apprentices as bait?”

“I mean, I wouldn’t put it like that,” Cale said, thinking back.

He had, in fact, run into Flia on his way to meeting Akkau. It was one of the two things that had distracted him. She’d had Sabri out on her shoulder and was feeding the shadeling scraps from lunch, and the sight was so adorable that Cale couldn’t help but stop and say hi. Not that he wouldn’t have anyway, of course.

They caught up a bit before Flia rushed off for her next class. In that time, Cale learned several things about where she was at with her magic: she was focusing on her ability to merge with her familiars, and the process made it easier for her palewater to cycle through her core.

“I just wish I could figure out what more the Leviathan wants from me,” Flia had grumbled. “I thought we stopped all the Abyssal capture going on already. If there’s another mage out there kidnapping them I’m going to find them and rip them apart vertically.”

“You’ve been hanging out too much with Syphus,” Cale had told her at the time. Flia had scoffed and tossed her hair over her shoulder, splashing some unfortunate nearby students.

“No, you just haven’t seen how I deal with mages that really piss me off,” she had said. “I made a bunch of shadow critters eat a dragon alive, Cale. I hope this mage shows up for me, I really do.”

Back in the present, Akkau was still staring at him. “How would you put it, then?” he asked.

“Uh,” Cale said. He thought about it for a moment. On the one hand, the Grand Magus was undoubtedly a powerful mage, and on top of that he presumably had Abyssal-derived artifacts to draw from. Those could very well force them into a corner, even if he offered his help.

On the other hand, Flia was kind of scary when she was mad, and they were about to do some intensive training. Cale had it all planned out, really.

“Well?” Akkau asked.

“It’s really more like they’re the bait,” Cale said. “If we put them in front of Flia she might wait to fight them first before she rushes off to face the Grand Magus and starts a political incident.”

There was a long silence, and then Akkau slowly nodded. “I see your point,” he said. “Very well. I shall send the message posthaste.”

“Just to be clear, I do want to start a political incident over this,” Cale added as an afterthought. “I am absolutely not saying we should avoid him. I just need to train Flia up a little first. We’re going to need the Abyss to properly confront an Abyssal mage.”

“I should reprimand you, given you are still technically my apprentice, but I fear your disregard for political power is infecting me.” Akkau shot Cale a smirk. “We shall have to deal with the situation as it develops. Now that you mention it, however, I would like to know: how do you plan to train your apprentices? They have grown greatly from the many adventures they have had with you, but they will plateau soon, without proper practice and direction.”

“Oh, I know that,” Cale said. “Let me give you a quick rundown...”

Cale launched into an explanation of where all four of his apprentices were at with their magic. They had all begun producing palewater, but their cores had not yet adjusted to the point of producing palewater automatically; that was a matter of both quantity and quality. They would need a great deal of palewater-level mana constantly moving through their cores before their cores would adjust, and they needed the intent in their mana to best represent who they were.

That aspect of palewater—that it was not only the presence of intent that mattered, but the quality of that intent—was what caused many mages to stall out at that stage of core development. A mage’s intent was powerful when it accurately reflected their thoughts and desires.

If that mage was conflicted, lying to themselves, or uncertain about what they wanted to do, then their mana could begin to work against them. Cale had known mages that had been forced to abandon their mana core development entirely because of this. People so mired within their own lies that their magic was weaker when it was purely their own. It was one of the reasons divine intent was so crucial. There were many mages whose spells would go haywire if not for that support.

Cale didn’t think his apprentices were likely to run into that problem, but they did need to understand themselves more to fully grasp the power of palewater and begin crystallizing their mana into darkwood. They needed to practice with their palewater as much as they could, too, to better identify where their intent didn’t quite line up with who they were.

But he had a plan for this! Brightscale Academy had a room explicitly for training and practicing within a divine void. A room that was devoid of all divine influence. It wouldn’t get rid of any divine intent already present in their mana, alas, but it would force them to get used to casting without the ever-present hand of divinity guiding their forms and movement. Without the Gift to support them, even.

This sort of training could be brutal, but his apprentices had already shown they could handle it, and Cale wanted to see how far they would push themselves in that environment. Within a divine void, every flaw and error with their spellcasting would be made apparent. If they had doubts, it would expose them; if they didn’t believe in themselves enough, their magic would fail.

Most important of all, it would give them the strength of mind to face what was coming, and to achieve all they wanted to achieve. Cale wanted to prepare them for anything that might happen. If ever he wasn’t around for them, he wanted them to be able to take care of themselves, no matter how hopeless things seemed.

Akkau nodded slowly as he explained all this, though there was a bit of doubt in his expression. “You are certain they can handle this?”

Cale thought back to his apprentices, then nodded. “I have faith in them,” he said. “There are some things they need to confront before they’re completely ready, but we can deal with those as they come. I’m pretty sure I know what they are, anyway.”

“Would you care to illuminate me?” Akkau asked, raising a brow.

“Damien needs to meet Vital and to confront his feelings about his father,” Cale said. He hoped the latter went well. The former was entirely on him and he knew it. “Leo needs to understand more about what’s happening with Asterion—as do we all, frankly. Flia, I bet, will get her insight once we face the Grand Magus. Syphus..."

Cale paused, contemplative. Based on what he’d seen in that last class, he had a good idea of what it needed. “It needs to figure out that it cares a lot about its friends,” he said at last. “It loves violence and explosions and thinks they’re ‘cool’, but it hasn’t figured out that it wants to wield those things for a purpose yet.”

“You have a good handle on your apprentices.” Akkau smiled warmly at him. “That is good to see. I am confident that you will find what is best for them. That said, however, I have a request.”

“A request?” Cale sat up, intrigued. Akkau very rarely asked him for anything. Frankly, Cale thought he should probably do it a little more.

“Indeed.” Akkau leaned forward, interlacing his fingers on his desk. “You have trained your apprentices well, but the other students of the Astral Wing—and of all the Wings, to some degree—continue to struggle. Your Thread of Fate and its influence on this school has brought out much of their potential, but with the dark lord’s rise..."

“You’re worried it’s not enough,” Cale said, and Akkau nodded. “What if I made the training sessions in the void room an open one? Let’s say people can sign up to join. Not too many at once, obviously, but I’ll lend what guidance I can. I can’t take everyone on as an apprentice, but I know a trick or two.”

“You are aware the professors will also sign up for this?” Akkau prompted, and Cale laughed.

“Sure,” he said happily. “Anyone can come. I love magic. Who knows! They might even teach me something new.”

Akkau nodded gratefully. “I will make an announcement.”

“Then I’ll go back to make sure my apprentices know what to expect,” Cale said. “Thanks for not kicking me out. Also, for reference, Professor Sternkessel? I’d appreciate it if you didn’t hide next time. Trust me, there’s nothing either of you can do that would bother me.”

Cale winked, then left the room, whistling cheerfully to himself.

Akkau sputtered and glared as the door clicked shut. Sternkessel only chuckled, now leaning against the door, his rings rotating with amusement.

“That sounded rather like a challenge, did it not?” the Greater Indictment mused. “I wonder if we should take him up on it.”





Kelegas’s time at Ironblood Academy was going nothing like he’d expected.

He had expected to despise every one of these fools for living their lives while ignoring the plight of the aberrations in the Corrupted Lands. He had expected them to be pathetic, selfish ingrates who cared for little more than their own comforts and wielded magic as nothing more than a tool.

And there were people here that were like that, both students and professors alike. But there were plenty more who simply loved magic for what it could be. Who wanted to learn not because they thought of it as a mere tool, but because they thought they could better themselves or the lives of others with it, or because they believed there was a profound joy in the act of magic itself.

It was a strangely nostalgic reminder of how he had once seen magic. Those days were blurred to him now, but sometimes he thought he could remember glimpses of a time when he had wielded his magic for joy rather than brutal purpose. A time when his spells provoked laughter, rather than fear.

He supposed there was a certain hypocrisy to him now. He despised the mages that saw magic as nothing more than a tool, but when was the last time he'd done anything different? His role as a dark lord meant he had to be purposeful with his magic. He had to grow strong enough to oppose the realm, after all, and there was no room for joy or whimsy in that. It would only make what he would eventually have to do all the more difficult.

There was an odd irony to the fact that it was only now, infiltrating the enemy and playing the role of a dedicated student, that he could once more embrace the joys of magic. He had planned to steal the Anchor at the upcoming tournament, but his spies had not yet managed to identify what wards it would be protected under, and Kelegas had decided it would be best to have a backup plan.

That backup plan was simple: he would simply lead the Ironblood team to victory and claim the Anchor for them, then steal it once it was safely within their grasp.

Of course, for that plan to work, he had to train the mages he would be fighting alongside. There was a reason this academy was relatively unknown and unacclaimed. Even their wyldfire mages were unimpressive, and the small team of mages selected to support them at the tournament were even worse. He and Steve had a lot of work to do if he wanted to get them up to par.

So he taught them what he could, and to his own surprise found himself enjoying the process. Irasia was an elven mage who truly loved her magic and had achieved wyldfire with it, but had not yet learned the true power of the unfortunately very specific nature of her mana aspect. She specialized in floral scents, of all things. Other mages might have given up on her, but Kelegas saw the potential.

Symbolic power was essential in advanced magic, and flowers were so often used as symbols of things—of feelings and of omens. There was an entire language Irasia could learn to speak in, and once she did, she would be near unstoppable.

The same went for Igneous, who Steve affectionately called Iggy. He was a lava construct who wielded raw, destructive power at his best, but instead preferred to use his magic to sculpt pretty, delicate things. How he had achieved wyldfire with that baffled Kelegas, but he found he enjoyed the time he spent with the gentle mage, and it didn't take him long to realize that his sculptures held real power. They were minor effects, for now, but trained correctly he would be able to replicate the effects of entire artifacts and relics on the fly, an invaluable skill for any mage.

Kelegas wondered, sometimes, if he would be able to convince them to join the Dark. He would not reveal himself now, but if he planted the right seeds...

He even found himself enjoying the process of teaching the supporting team of mages, who were all relatively weak as mages but made up for that weakness with enthusiasm; they took to anything he taught with fervor. More than once, he caught himself wondering how far they might go if given the chance.

But they wouldn't get that chance, would they? When the time came, he would raze this academy to the ground, too. He liked the mages here more than he thought he would, but the rage that bubbled within him was greater than ever. Sometimes, it broke through the walls he had constructed around it.

“What’re you thinking about?” Steve asked curiously. Kelegas glanced down at him and shrugged.

“Nothing,” he said. “Dark lord things.”

“Oh.” Steve was silent for a moment. “Is the anger getting bad yet?”

“No,” Kelegas lied. “It helps to see the people I would conquer as people.”

“Good.” Steve seemed relieved; he fell back onto his pillow, pulled Kelegas’s arm to him, and quickly fell asleep again.

Kelegas had no idea why this human had decided to start using his arm as a sleep aid, but it wasn’t like he needed it for anything while he was pretending to sleep. He didn’t need sleep—couldn’t get it if he tried. One of many things that was lost when the influence of divinity could not reach you.

He felt the anger stir within him again.

It was true that he didn’t despise the people at Ironblood Academy as much as he expected, but he despised them nonetheless. He fought constantly between those two sides of his being: the one that had begun to care for those around him, and the one that wanted to burn it all down.

Kelegas closed his eyes, and a vision flashed into his mind. The thought of slaughtering all those at the school and venting his anger out on them became briefly overwhelming, and a shiver of pleasure rode up his spine. He gritted his teeth and held still, jaw clenched, focused on the feeling of Steve’s hands clutching his own.

That was the other reason he allowed this. A dark lord was not supposed to spend time in the realm like this, with their powers of the Dark so greatly suppressed. The more he forced it down, the greater the consequences might be once he let them loose.

In the back of his mind, the Lesion pulsed out a warning. It didn’t want him to do this. But the darker aspect of it, the voices crowded within the Lesion, cried out at him too, demanding justice against the gods. In a way, it was comforting. It was conflicted in much the same way he was.

Kelegas waited, shuddering and tense, until the feeling passed.

The Anchor would stabilize him. He just needed to last until he got it.

  

    
        180 — Book 4, Chapter 24 — The Black Vault, Pt 1

    
    
    
    
  The Black Vault was not technically a part of Brightscale Academy.

It was not, in fact, technically a part of the realm, though the specifics of that technicality was under much debate by many of Utelia’s top scholars. The stories and legends surrounding it suggested that long ago, a team of adventurers had unearthed it from some ancient dungeon. At the time, it resembled an egg, only it seemed made of solid mythril.

Unable to determine what it was and assuming it was some simple mundane trinket, they gifted it to the king of a now-dead kingdom in the hopes of earning his favor. Mythril, after all, was a much sought-after metal. It could not be reforged, and to have a chunk of it on display could only be an expression of utmost wealth. Not only that, but the surface of this particular trinket was delicately engraved with gold and embedded with all manner of precious jewels. It was perhaps the single most valuable item that had ever been recovered from that dungeon.

Yet the king, on receiving his gift, had flown into a rage. He was a famously practical man, much to the misfortune of the adventurers that hoped to win him over. The sight of such flagrant waste—the thought that these adventurers believed that he might want such a thing, as if he had any use for mere displays of wealth—sent him into a fit of such fury that he threw it onto the ground.

And though the egg was made of unbreakable mythril, it cracked, an ethereal mist erupting from it and gushing forth. That mist took the shape of a cube and quickly solidified into an unidentifiable, black substance with an iridescent sheen. Despite being mist only moments ago, that substance was nonetheless harder than mythril and seemed immune to magic. Any spell cast against it would dissipate, and any attempt to acquire a sample would rust and rot whatever tool was used against it.

The cube had a door, though, and the space within was far larger than should have been possible. It appeared to be an infinite, endless expanse of nothingness. Those who entered reported a feeling of inexplicable wrongness, a sudden emptiness and weight to their existence. They would claim it felt as though their very lives were being sapped away from them. And that was not the only thing that was wrong with the cube: anything brought into it would rot or break more quickly; any food that was warm would quickly turn cold; a fire lit within it would seem to emit almost no heat at all, though it would burn happily at its fuel.

The king was pleased by this, however, for it meant the egg had a use after all. He named it the Black Vault and gave the adventurers that brought it to him all they asked for and more, then set his scholars to work studying it.

When they brought him no results that satisfied him, he began sending prisoners and enemies of his kingdom into it, demanding that they record each of their days within the Vault. It was said that in that time, many of his prisoners simply disappeared without explanation—consumed by the Vault, the superstitious said, though the king dismissed their claims.

This was where many believed his obsession with the Black Vault began. He came to be known as the Lost King, for he saw nothing before him except the secrets he believed the Black Vault held. He was convinced that far within its depths there lay answers to mysteries both arcane and otherwise. The secret to eternal life, a means to run a kingdom that would never falter, an end to poverty and famine and hunger...

The Lost King’s intent was surely noble, and his people knew that he searched only for a means to help their ailing kingdom. But they saw also what he could not. They saw that he was falling into obsession. When prisoners failed to bring him the answers he wanted, he sent in soldiers; when soldiers failed, he sent in scholars and mages of high regard; when even those failed, he began spending time within the Black Vault himself, despite the pleas of his wife and children. First an hour a day, then two, then four.

It wasn’t long then before he stopped emerging from the Vault at all, ordering food to be brought to him and left at the entrance. One week after that, the guards noticed that the food was no longer being consumed and called the queen, who had long since grieved the loss of her husband. She ordered a final search, but she knew already what the soldiers would find: that the rope her husband used to navigate the void was now dark and rotten, with nothing remaining of the king.

And so she took over the kingdom and sealed away the Black Vault. It would not be unearthed again for centuries, long after the kingdom had prospered under her rule and fallen to ruin in the generations that came after. The records of the Black Vault were found along with the artifact, and this time, advances in magical theory allowed scholars to understand that the Vault created a divine void—a place exempt from the touch of the gods.

Records of its journey from there were spotty, but it was clear that many mages had worked on it or trained in it. A small region just around the entrance to the Black Vault had been stabilized by a variety of complicated magical anchors. Over time, different mages had added to and expanded those enchantments until that small island of stability grew into something respectably large and safe.

Just like that, it became invaluable for all forms of magical research that had to be done without the confounding variable that was divine intent. It was passed around between arcane research institutions and academies and royal scholars until it had ended up in the possession of the Brightscales. Kazix Brightscale, specifically.

Being a dragon, Kazix had immediately declared that it was his but that he would allow scholars to visit and use it, provided they sent him forms detailing the experiment they intended to perform and he found it sufficiently interesting. There was a lot of protest at first, but it quickly became apparent that this was, in fact, significantly more efficient than the constant stealing, bidding wars, and assassinations that went into moving the Black Vault back and forth, and it had remained in the possession of the Brightscale Academy ever since.

Cale, personally, found it incredibly amusing that despite its rather disturbing background, the Black Vault was kept inside a practice room in the Brightscale Library marked with a crudely carved “no gods allowed” sign.

“Apparently, it was carved by a student and then never removed,” Leo said, noticing Cale staring at it. “Uh, because this part of the library isn’t in much use anymore. I guess.”

“You said the library rearranged itself to hide it, didn’t you?” Cale hummed thoughtfully. “We’re going to have to make sure people can find us if we plan on holding open training sessions here. How do you guys feel about making a few more signs?”

“Do we have to?” Flia asked, then sighed when Cale beamed at her. “Yeah, alright. I don’t know why I asked.”





Cale and his apprentices had technically visited the Black Vault to train before. They’d done it a few days after returning from the Bitter Path, determined to empower their magic so they wouldn’t be caught off-guard again.

Unfortunately, the process of getting used to a divine void was difficult, even with the specialized barriers they could make to protect themselves against it. Being able to make palewater-level mana helped, but their reserves were still low from everything they had been through, and the vast majority of their cores were still at plainroot.

Partially as a result of this, they had lasted only a few minutes before being forced to rush back out of it.

Cale had high hopes for his apprentices this time, though! He could feel that each of them had refined the intent they were building their palewater with one way or another, though Damien and Leo were a little behind Syphus and Flia. The difficulty of existing within a divine void came from a lot more than the state of a mage’s core, of course, but it would at least help.

What would help most of all, though, was the fact that his apprentices were all determined to see this through. He could see it in their eyes. They were tired of seeing things happen that they couldn’t help with. They knew the dark lord was rising, that he was almost certainly getting ready for some kind of attack against them.

And they knew that defeating the dark lord would only buy the realm time. It would solve nothing of the problem at the root of all this. They each had more reason they wanted this than just that, of course. Flia in particular had grown very determined when he explained to her what he and Akkau suspected of Orstrahl’s Grand Magus and the Red Hunters.

“You made sure they’d be coming, right?” she had demanded, and when Cale nodded, she smiled what was frankly a terrifying smile. “Good. We’re going to get our training done, then. I want to make sure we’re ready for them.”

After that, she’d practically dragged him to find the others and get them into the Black Vault. The others hadn’t taken much convincing either, really. Cale admired his apprentices for it. He was proud of them. They had seen only small examples of the problems faced by the Great Realms, and in every instance it had been enough for them to declare they would not stand for it.

Then again, it wasn’t the first time he had met mages like them, and all the others had...

Cale blinked and forced the memories away. The divine void affected him too—it was too easy to lose himself in thoughts of the past when surrounded by the gloom of the Black Vault. He’d have to guard against that.

“How’s everyone feeling?” he asked instead.

“I hate this place,” Leo grumbled.

“Fair,” Cale said. “But it’s the best way to train for what we need right now. A divine void like this strips away all illusions, including the ones you have of yourself. If there’s any misalignment between your soul and your intent, or your intent and your magic, the void will reveal it.”

“You sound like a hack salesmage,” Damien said, though he looked immediately contrite afterward. “...Sorry.”

Cale laughed. “You could stand to be a little more aggressive,” he said, giving the dreadshade a friendly nudge. “Don’t worry about it. This place could make Professor Tarbloom grumpy.”

“It makes me want to bite people,” Syphus said, and they all turned to look at it. Everyone else was seated on the ground meditatively, but since Syphus had no legs to speak of, it just towered menacingly over the rest of them, its eye flickering with ominous flame.

“You don’t... have any teeth,” Flia pointed out after a second.

“Correct,” Syphus said, and somehow made a gnashing sound with its nonexistent teeth. “And yet.”

All four of them edged away from the construct, eyeing one another, and there was another brief period of silence before Damien let out a snort that was very nearly a giggle. That caused them all to crack, just a bit—Cale smirked, Leo huffed air through his nose, and Flia bubbled suspiciously.

Syphus narrowed its eye at them, then seemed to grin as well. Then it did something that startled all of them: it reached for its own torso, the little pedestal that held its crown of infernal etherite, and lifted it off the boulder that supported it. It placed its own “head” gently down next to them, then mimicked an innocent blink at their startled, horrified expressions.

“What?” it asked. “I could always do this.”

“Good to know,” Damien said faintly. Cale glanced at him just to make sure the dreadshade wasn’t actually going to faint, but thankfully he was taking deep, steadying breaths, and a moment later they all broke into genuine laughter.

That brief moment of levity helped. It lifted some of the gloom that had settled around them just enough that they could now focus on cycling their mana through their cores. Cale had already told them what they needed to do: while cycling their mana, they would find places where their intent seemed misaligned, like impurities within the palewater.

Once they could feel them, they could work to remove those impurities. The Black Vault accelerated that process by several orders of magnitude by stripping away everything the divines normally did to help support the soul.

It was deeply uncomfortable, though. Cale took a deep breath, glancing past his meditating apprentices to the depths of the Black Vault. The place was dark, damp, and cold. Even with layers of enchantments installed by multiple generations of the realm’s best mages, it was fundamentally unpleasant to be in.

Divine voids were all like this. The Corrupted Lands far up in the north would be very much the same way. It would seem cold no matter how much sunlight there was or how many fires they lit. Their best attempts at magic would help a little, but it wouldn’t change that fundamental fact.

He couldn’t blame them for wanting a better life for themselves. He couldn’t blame the dark lord for wanting a better life for them. Conquering the realm and eliminating the divine would do exactly that, except it came at the cost of everyone else.

Not for the first time, his thoughts cycled back to the memories he’d sealed away. He knew for a fact that he was the one that had sealed them—the locked memories had the mark he always left himself when he used one of those memory-sealing artifacts.

Cale also knew himself well enough to know that he would not have sealed those memories away simply because they were unpleasant and he didn’t want to know what aberrations experienced. He’d left many of those memories intact, anyway.

No, if he’d sealed his memories away, it had to have been in service of a solution. To prevent another from finding it, perhaps, or to ensure that he could act without tripping over one of the many fate-aligned magics that might try to stop him. That the memories were returning to him now suggested that the plan was finally coming into fruition.

He just needed to figure out what he’d had planned, so very long ago.

Here in the Black Vault, he could chip away at the seals. It wouldn’t be nearly as efficient as having something a direct reminder smash it open, but he couldn’t expect everything to come to him.

Especially since he suspected that in this specific regard, the Thread of Fate might work against him.





Over the next few days, as soon as their classes were over, Cale and his apprentices would gather in the Black Vault to train. Well, his apprentices did, anyway; Cale was taking a break from his classes, so he just spent his time in the Black Vault.

In that time, his apprentices focused on finding those impurities within their mana, addressing them where they could, and they made great progress. Already, their palewater shone brighter than it did before. Brighter than mages that had crossed the palewater stage and into darkwood, in fact. There was a benefit to this sort of training: it ensured this stage of their mana cores would be fully developed before they hit darkwood. Conventional palewater training did not. It focused instead on forcing the mana core to adapt as quickly as possible, often sacrificing some of its potential in the process.

Cale's apprentices mattered too much to him for him to let them squander their potential. Besides, they were adapting well to the training! On the second day alone they lasted in the divine void for an astonishing three hours before Cale made them leave, because he was starting to get worried about them. He'd never had to worry about his apprentices having too much determination before, but apparently that was going to be a thing, now.

Still, he knew it was only a matter of time before they ran into roadblocks. Not all impurities could be addressed with something as simple as a bit of meditation: pure intent was formed from a clear mind, and his apprentices all had real problems that needed to be addressed before they made any progress on those. Cale suspected he knew what they were, but he planned to wait until they told him themselves. It would be far too easy to accidentally set them back by making them focus on a problem they weren't yet ready to solve.

Especially if he turned out to be wrong. He didn't think he was, but it was still possible! It was important to remind himself of that sometimes.





In the meantime, Akkau made sure that the academy knew this training was happening, and other students and professors began to join them.

Thorn, Kryva, Featherstrike, and the other wyldfire mages of Brightscale Academy were the first. It became quickly apparent that they hadn't even known that the Black Vault existed; now that it had been brought to their attention, they were all eager to use it to train. They knew the value of it well, especially since they would likely be called to battle against the dark lord and his armies.

The experience was, of course, equally unpleasant for them.

"Difficult to cast within the Vault," Thorn grunted with annoyance. Before him was a field of [Thorn Lance]s, each one half-buried in the nothingness that served as the floor of the Black Vault. "Feels like the spell does not want to form. Cale?"

"That's pretty much what it is," Cale said, glancing up at him. "It's not affecting your casting speed that much. Other mages would still kill to have that kind of speed."

"Does not matter. The difference could get someone killed." Thorn was clearly frustrated.

Cale sighed. He wasn't wrong. He pushed himself to his feet and walked over to Thorn, focusing carefully on his mana sense. "Cast again," he said, and though Thorn bristled for a moment, he obeyed. Verdant energy snapped to life in front of him and took the shape of a lance, then shot forward, embedding itself into the ground.

The few darkwood students that had gathered to watch whispered among one another, impressed. It made sense—none of them had even managed to cast a spell in the Vault yet, though they were trying. Thorn, on the other hand, had cast hundreds and showed no signs of stopping.

Cale considered what he'd sensed for a moment. "You're putting too much force into your spells," he said. "Trying to shape it when it doesn't want to be shaped. Magic is a little more unpredictable in a divine void, but it's still your magic. Trust it to—"

Before he'd even finished his explanation, Thorn glowered, then raised a hand and cast the same spell again. This time, his magic blazed out of him like lightning and shot off into the void with absurd speed. When the glow faded, there was a thorn embedded three-quarters of the way into the ground.

"Hm. Better. Thanks," Thorn said, sounding begrudgingly grateful. Cale just snorted. Trust a wyldfire mage to pick up on that more or less immediately...

Although now that he was paying attention, he probably needed to help some of those darkwood students. They seemed appropriately awed by Thorn's display of magic and the efficacy of Cale's advice, but, well.

"Void Sage," one of the darkwood students called. Cale looked around him, hoping against hope that the student was talking to anyone else, then grimaced when he realized he'd acquired yet another title. "Please, could you come and—"

Mid-sentence, he doubled over and vomited. The divine void clearly didn't agree with him. Cale sighed.

Their visitors tended to be split into two camps. It was indisputable now that Cale had a great deal of power at his fingertips, and there were some that almost worshipped him because of it. Others were less certain that he had earned that power, and were skeptical that he could teach them anything relevant to their magic. All things considered, he preferred the latter group; this one, though, was clearly the former.

"All of you, work on being able to exist in here without falling sick first," Cale said. "Shore up your souls! Did none of you read the brief? I'm not giving you any tips until you stop vomiting all over yourselves. Especially you, Henry."

Henry—who was a gelatinous mass of a slime wearing the Brightscale Academy robes—wobbled guiltily. Cale supposed that as a slime he had no compunctions with reabsorbing any of the liquid he was involuntarily projecting across the Vault, but still. The darkwoods were trying to do too much. "There's a reason my apprentices are just meditating, and it's not because they're palewater," he added sternly. "You all need to take things one step at a time. Ganymede, stop trying to cross the stable boundary! The Black Vault will try to eat you!"

Ganymede fluttered back, also looking guilty, and Cale sighed again. Managing some of these mages was far too much like babysitting. They were all experienced enough to know better, but they just couldn't help themselves.

He supposed he could understand. It was the excitement of having a new way to train along with the fact that there were still unsolved mysteries when it came to the Black Vault. No one knew what happened to the Lost King, after all. There were rumors that he was still alive, wandering somewhere within these depths.

Cale was curious too, admittedly, but for now he had far too much on his hands. He brightened when a familiar face showed up at the door.

"Threek!" he greeted happily. That was the kobold—or kobolds, he supposed; there were still three of them in that trenchcoat—that had helped them out with the Abyssal in the Inverted Spires. "What brings you here?"
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  Threek seemed surprisingly stable in the divine void of the Black Vault, though Cale didn't think he'd seen them join in the training before. He wondered briefly if that had something to do with their clone magic—it was hard to say, since the clone aspect of mana could vary significantly depending on the mage.

Maybe Threek's magic affected their soul? That would explain their resilience. Every time they split, their smaller clones would accumulate experience and build upon their soul-fragments separately, allowing them to reinforce their soul at many times the speed other mages would be able to. What a fascinating thought! If that was how it worked, then there was an incredible opportunity here to explore some of the niches of magical development.

...Though Threek probably wasn't here for that. Cale really needed to watch out for how the divine void amplified his more distractible tendencies. The poor kobold seemed nervous, like they wanted to ask something but weren't quite sure how.

"Do you want to go outside to talk?" he prompted, the words friendly. He'd technically suggested he would only help those that proved themselves capable of adapting to the Black Vault, but he was happy to make an exception for Threek, considering how essential their help had been with the Abyssal.

"N-no," Threek said, shaking their head firmly. The topmost kobold did, anyway; the others were still hidden in the trenchcoat, though their shapes made their presence in it rather obvious. "You said you'd help train and answer questions for people who can withstand this place, right? I don't want to cut in line or anything... Besides, this place doesn't seem that bad."

"You'd be surprised. Everyone else struggles," Cale said, nodding at some of the darkwood students nearby. Right on cue, one of them rushed out, looking ill. "You've probably just got an exceptionally stable soul."

"Thank you? I think," Threek said, uncertain. They fidgeted for a moment more, and Cale waited patiently while they got their bearings.

"I'd like your help getting my magic under control," they finally blurted. "I can't make palewater like any of my friends. I've tried, but I think the fact that I'm split up all the time is making it really hard. And I can't... this is the lowest number of bodies I can have. I don't know what else to do, and no one I know can help."

"And ya think this guy is going to have a solution?" a voice drawled from the doorway as someone else stepped into the Black Vault.

Threek stiffened. "You told me you were going to stay out of this."

"Can't help it. I gotta take care of my little sibling, ya know?" The kobold that had stepped in now lounged back against the nearby wall. He was big, for a kobold; he came up nearly to Cale's chin and was remarkably well-built, with muscles that suggested he spent a lot of time doing heavy labor. Unusual, for a mage. "Can't exactly do that if you're gonna wander off to get advice from outsiders. Figured I'd at least make sure you ain't getting advice that ends up killin' you."

"Draak..." Threek made a small, frustrated noise. "I can handle this by myself."

"Seems t'me like ya can't, or ya wouldn't be askin' for help," Draak pointed out easily. He eyed Cale, darkwood mana flaring challengingly around him. "So? What advice are ya gonna give my little sib? Some mana exercises, maybe? Ain't gonna be anything we ain't already tried, I tell ya that..."

The large kobold trailed off, frowning. "Why're ya lookin' at me like that?" he asked warily.

"Oh, you have no idea how thankful I am that not everyone in this school is going to be calling me the Void Sage or some nonsense." Cale beamed. "I need a little bit of doubt to function, you know? How am I supposed to show off if everyone just thinks I can do anything? Listen, do you think you could follow me around for a bit? I need some skepticism to ward off the sycophants."

Draak stared blankly at him. "Ye've got somethin' wrong with ya," he muttered. "Trainin' in this garbage-feelin' room, and now this. Guess I shoulda figured. Ain't no mage with that kind of power that ain't a little fucked in the head."

"True!" Cale said happily. Draak narrowed his eyes at him, then grunted and shook his head when Cale showed no sign that he was upset about the accusation. If anything, he'd taken it as a compliment.

"I ain't followin' ya around," Draak said. "I got better things t'do. Maybe if yer knowledge actually helps Threek out, but I ain't holdin' my breath."

"Sounds good to me," Cale said, not the slightest bit offended. "Threek? Before we start, I just want to say: good job fixing that self-acknowledgement problem. I noticed your magic didn't flare up and split you as soon as you talked about having multiple bodies."

"Oh!" Threek seemed surprised, at first, then abruptly embarrassed. They mustered up a shy smile. "Y-yeah, um, I've been working on that. Thank you."

"It's a good sign," Cale assured them. "That said, I'm gonna need to know a bit more about how your magic works if I'm going to be able to help you. Every clone mage is slightly different. I need to know what kind you are and how you cast your magic."

Threek swallowed but nodded, though they still seemed a little timid. "Okay."

"Least ya know clone magic ain't all the same," Draak muttered, his expression still skeptical.

Cale just grinned. He had a doubter! All was right with the world.





That display against Astiviya had helped his reputation quite a bit, Cale reflected. Prior to the duel, there had been rumors about him—everyone knew about the Headmaster's new apprentice, after all, but most people were skeptical as to whether he actually had the level of power all the stories claimed. Mages with that kind of magic didn't just show up out of the blue, after all.

(Only they absolutely did. Cale had plenty of experience with the subject. Wyldfire mages were significantly more likely to show up out of the blue than any other class of mage. For a while he had thought it was a Thread of Fate thing, but it turned out there were a surprising number of peer-reviewed papers on the subject published in various arcane journals. Each one came to the same conclusion: there was no karmic or magical impetus influencing them. They just liked being weird, and Cale was absolutely no exception.)

After the duel, though, pretty much everyone in the school knew his name, and while that came with downsides, it also meant that mages like Threek were more likely to approach him in the hopes that he might know something that could help them. Cale supposed the power he'd displayed lent credence to the rumors floating around that he'd visited other realms.

All the same, it was kind of silly that they were rumors at all, as opposed to established fact. Cale didn't really do anything to hide the fact that he'd been around the Great Realms, but he supposed everyone that heard it found it hard to believe. They became a lot more believable once the entire academy saw him cast spells at the same level as a god. Alas, most of them had missed the best parts, since they'd been deep in meditation by that time.

Ah well. There would be plenty of other opportunities for them to see. The important thing for now was that mages like Threek were willing to approach him and ask for help! Even if their protective older brother was going to be glaring at him the entire time.

Threek's expression of clone magic was fascinating. Evidently their entire family and clan specialized in that sort of magic, but for most of them, the aspect presented itself traditionally. Draak, for example, could use it to replicate any spell he cast while it was still casting; his signature spell involved throwing a single [Fireball] and blasting it with clone magic until the entire battlefield was raining fire.

But Threek struggled to even attune their mana, and every time they tried to cast, their magic backfired and took effect on them instead of their target. Worse, the clones they made were imperfect. Rather than creating a complete copy of themselves, the spell caused them to split into lesser copies that each held a portion of the original's mind and soul. Each clone had a weak but persistent telepathic link with one another, allowing them to share the same continuity, but...

"It gets harder to think when I'm in too many bodies," Threek confessed, sniffing. They had removed the trenchcoat and were now seated against the wall, all three smaller kobolds holding hands. "Splits up my mind too much. If I split enough I can attune my mana and cast a spell, but by then my mana's too weak to cast anything good, even if I could think clearly enough to cast."

"Hmm." Cale's brows drew together as he thought. "Sounds like a classic case of a bound mana core."

"Pfft. We knew that already. Any ol' healer coulda told us." Draak scoffed, though Cale noticed the tension in his voice. He wanted there to be a cure, even if he didn't believe there was one. "Can ye fix it or not?"

"Give me a moment," Cale said, waving Draak off. He'd encountered exactly this sort of problem before, hadn't he? Not with the clone magic, but he'd run into the occasional mage with a bound core. It was a rare condition that was typically considered incurable, or at the very least it was extraordinarily difficult to cure—the few cases he knew of involved the mage in question having their mana core utterly destroyed, and painstaking years of putting it back together.

That obviously wasn't much of an option here. Perhaps if Threek was truly desperate, but Cale doubted their brother would allow it, and he wasn't keen on putting the kobold through that kind of "treatment" regardless.

Something Threek had said struck him as odd, though. "You said you can attune your mana when you split enough?" he finally asked. "How do you know that?"

"Yeah." All three kobolds nodded, looking away in embarrassment. "It happened during Intro to Standard. We were supposed to cast [Burn], but then one of my classmates yelled about me being... you know, like this. And then I split and all my little selves set the classroom on fire."

Cale couldn't help it; he snorted. "Would've loved to see the look on your classmate's face when you set them on fire," he said, grinning.

Threek went wide-eyed. "You're not going to scold me?"

"Did you set your bully on fire?" Cale asked, and when Threek nodded, he reached out for a high-five. All three kobolds tentatively gave him one, after which he grinned broadly at them. "'Course not. You pulled off impossible magic just to teach them a lesson. Sounds pretty cool to me."

"They almost got suspended," Draak muttered, and Threek deflated slightly at their older brother's scowl. Cale rolled his eyes.

"You're their brother," he said, flicking him in the arm. Draak started and glanced up at him incredulously. "This happened quite a while ago, didn't it? I bet the Red Hunters still had their claws deep in this school at the time. You heard your classmates talking about how a wild mage almost killed their class, I bet, and worried yourself sick over them?"

Draak froze as the realization struck him, and Cale shook his head.

"I'm not gonna blame you for falling for whatever games those idiots were playing," he continued. "They gave you reason to worry about your sibling, so you worried. But it's a [Burn] spell, not a [Fireball]; it might scare some students, but it's not going to get through any of the wards. And think about it! Under pressure, they figured out how to cast magic, and set someone that was tormenting them on fire. You don't think that's even a little bit cool?"

Draak hesitated, looking at Threek. "...ain't gonna lie, I might've thought about lighting 'em up myself, once or twice," he admitted after a long moment, though he practically mumbled the words. "S'pretty cool that ya did it first."

Threek absolutely beamed at the praise, and the way they lit up told Cale they'd been starving for that kind of acknowledgement for a while. Cale grinned. "Be proud," he said. "You did magic! Fire magic! And you stood up for yourself—I mean, just to be clear, don't set people on fire because they annoy you. I've done that before and it usually gets me locked up, and sometimes people you like also get lit on fire. But as far as magic academy norms are concerned, you did great."

It was interesting that they'd managed it at all, though. A bound mana core should have prevented them from attuning their mana in almost any circumstance, and it was astonishing that they'd managed to cast a spell on top of that.

Corebound mages did tend to be intuitive casters. The condition was incredibly rare, but Cale knew why it happened. Mana cores were somewhat malleable in the early stages of development. If a mage managed to cast a spell before their core was fully developed, and if they kept casting that spell over and over again or if the spell suited them too well, their core could become bound—locked into the shape of the spell construct they were using. From that moment on, they were essentially maintaining a low-level version of that spell at all times, and couldn't attune or adjust their cores to cast anything else.

Despite that, some of them had mastered their one spell to truly remarkable degrees and were able to become archmages in their own right. Threek, on the other hand—

"Hey," Draak said suddenly. He frowned into the darkness. "Y'all see anything? Thought there was somethin' there in the dark."

Cale glanced up, but he hadn't seen or sensed anything. "Divine voids can cause hallucinations," Cale told the older kobold. "You should train in here when you get the time. See if you can cast a spell. You're going to need to make sure you can still fight if someone puts you in a void like this, with the dark lord rising."

Draak looked troubled, but said nothing, and Cale took careful note of where Draak had pointed just in case before he went back to his train of thought. Threek had managed to bypass their own core, or so it seemed, but what if...

"Threek," he said thoughtfully. "When you split enough to cast other spells like that, how do you merge yourselves again? Does the state just wear off after some time?"

"Oh! Um, yes, it does," Threek said. "Normally I have to try to concentrate and pull myself together, but if I split up that many times it just kind of ends after a while? Which is good, because I don't think I could pull myself together when I'm like that."

But that meant the spell ended when Threek split up enough. Cale's eyes gleamed. Threek's form of clone magic caused their mind, soul, and core to be divided amongst their smaller selves, but a spell like that had to be relatively complex, which in turn required a core large enough to sustain that complexity.

"That face yer makin' worries me," Draak said, looking disturbed. "Ya got somethin'?"

Cale waved him off impatiently. He was thinking! If Threek split up enough, their cores no longer had the volume needed to keep the spell going. That their condition returned after they merged again suggested each divided piece still kept some sort of mark that affected how the core was put back together, but—

"When you split and one part of you is hurt or healed, does the injury transfer back to your merged form?" Cale asked, just to be sure, and grinned when Threek nodded. "Okay, good. I might have a solution for you, then. It's not gonna be perfect, but you don't need perfect, do you? You just need to be able to advance."

Threek cautiously nodded, though they couldn't help the gleam of hope in their eyes. Draak, on the other hand, scowled suspiciously. "Ye better not be makin' 'em hope fer nothin'," he growled.

"You can't typically cure a bound mana core because it's not technically damaged," Cale said, beaming at them both. He was getting threatened! Draak was a good older brother, and it had been a while since he'd gotten threatened properly. The last few gods he'd fought didn't count. "So most of the spells and herbs that help reconstruct a damaged core have no effect on them.

"But your clone magic is special. When you split up, your core splits up, too. And when you split up enough, those pieces of your core become too small to sustain the spell that's bound into it. In that state they're basically stuck with an incomplete spell, so it will count as damaged. All you need to do is split up and have all your smaller selves imbibe the right potion and meditate on your core. Should let you start attuning and casting spells at least one level up from where you were, and if you keep it up at least three times a week you could get one level up from that. You'll still have a bound core, but you might even be able merge into one body temporarily."

Threek seemed overjoyed, but before they could speak, their brother cut in.

"What kinda potion are ya talkin'?" Draak asked, narrowing his eyes suspiciously. "Ain't heard of no potion that can fix core damage before. I gotta be sure this fix works before I let my little sib try it."

"Do you not have potions of core reconstitution?" Cale asked. "Huh. Weird, I figured you would. Guess the Gift minimizes the chance of core damage or something. Here, let me just..."

Cale pulled out a scrap of parchment and scribbled a recipe onto it. "Get an alchemist to look over this," he said, handing it to Draak. "Test it on a patient if you want. Works pretty fast and uses herbs common to all the Great Realms, so you should be able to get the ingredients easy."

Draak looked at the recipe, then at Cale. He seemed baffled at first, then incredulous once again. "And yer just... givin' it to us?" he asked. "If this does what ya say, ain't this stupid valuable? What's t'stop me from makin' a profit off it?"

"Nothing?" Cale shrugged. "Sell it if you want, but I'm gonna give it away if anyone else asks me for it."

"Stop questioning him!" Threek smacked their brother on the shoulder. "We can get Aunt Iak to test it! You can question him if it turns out not to work, but it's rude to go after him after he just helped us—I'm sorry, Cale. Thank you for the help. If this works, I'm gonna owe you everything."

"Nah, you'll owe me nothing," Cale said cheerfully. "Maybe send your brother back here though. I need people to doubt me a bit more often."

"We will see," Draak muttered. "Now let's go, y'hear? This place feels awful. Dunno how ya stand it."

"It's not that bad," Threek said.

They left, and Cale went straight back to his apprentices, whistling to himself. He wondered when the Gift would return to him. It was about time, wasn't it? He was starting to get a little antsy.





The next day, Cale was startled from his examination of the interior of the Black Vault by a bellowing voice.

"CALE!" Draak shouted. The large, muscular kobold stormed in, then immediately charged straight at Cale...

...to wrap him in a fierce hug. "Ya did it," he said, his voice emotional. "I'll be damned. Thought my little sib was gonna spend the rest of their life just dreamin' about magic, and ye've gone and given it back to 'em. All that realm-travel stuff ain't a lie, is it?"

"Nope," Cale said, patting Draak's back awkwardly. "Does that mean you'll come and be skeptical around me?"

Draak let out a suspiciously wet-sounding laugh. "Ain't no way I could doubt you after all that," he said. "But I did ya one better. I know a lotta darkwoods that don't like the idea of ye. Told 'em t'come here, learn a thing or two. They don't believe ye've got what it takes, so I'm sure yer gonna get plenty o' doubt."

Cale brightened. "Oh, good!" he said. "Even better!"

Behind him, his apprentices exchanged glances. "Is Cale some kind of a masochist?" Leo asked uncertainly.

"He's always been like this," Flia said, sighing. "More importantly, have you guys noticed the shadow that's been showing up around the Vault? People are whispering that it's the Lost King, you know."

"Please don't tell me the Vault is haunted." Damien fidgeted anxiously.

"Don't worry," Syphus said. It patted Damien on the back. "If any ghosts show up, I'll shoot them for you."

  

    
        182 — Book 4, Chapter 26 — The Black Vault, Pt 3

    
    
    
    
  The amount of time Cale was spending in the Black Vault probably wasn't very healthy, but he had spent entire lifetimes in realms that had been conquered by the forces of the Dark. He was far more tolerant of divine voids than the average mage. The Black Vault was a little more oppressive than the average divine void, since he was surrounded by void and nothingness, but even months inside its depths would do him no great harm.

Besides, he needed to make sure none of the other students wandered out of the magically stabilized region that had been marked for training. This part of the Vault might have been safe, but Cale knew his fellow mages well. No matter how many warnings or precautionary measures they took, it was only a matter of time before someone's curiosity got the better of them and they decided to explore outside the range of the Vault's protective wards.

In the meantime, Cale busied himself with what became a steady stream of mages looking to train various aspects of their magic. Akkau didn't know exactly how or when the records of the Black Vault had been lost, but now that Leo had rediscovered it, the academy made full use of it.

The Fettered Divinity tournament was one of the greatest magical events of the realm, and there would be plenty of smaller competitions and games held at the event; as a result, even those mages that weren't directly competing wanted to be able to show off their skills to their fellow mages.

That, and Utelia's dark lord would soon rise and begin his attack on the rest of the realm. No one liked to talk about it, but everyone knew it would happen. There was an unspoken tension in the air, a knowledge that there was every chance they would soon need their magic to defend their very lives.

Cale would prefer it didn't come to that. It was one of the other reasons he stayed within the Black Vault as much as he did—it was such a magically isolated region that he thought it could slow the effects of his Thread of Fate.

On top of that, the longer he stayed within a divine void, the more it would strip away any divine influences that might be lingering in his system. His barriers were mostly impermeable to such things, but there was always the chance something had managed to slip through when he'd first been summoned to this realm. Or that something already had, a long time ago. If there was any chance it would help him recover some of those memories that had been sealed away, he would take it.

He didn't spend much time thinking about all that, though. Most of his attention was preoccupied by his apprentices, his visitors, and the various problems they came to work on with their magic.





Alina the lunchlady's first visit came soon after the incident with Threek, and she carried with her a truly enormous array of food all balanced delicately on a massive silver platter. She grinned at Cale's gobsmacked expression.

"Had to thank ya for the help with my magic!" she told him, beaming. "That Inspiration helped me something fierce, let me tell you. I've been using regular fire magic to cook my food all this time, but it turns out I can use all sorts of different fires! I've been experimenting with [Seasoning Flare], which burns whatever seasoning I choose into whatever food I want, as long as I have a sample of that seasoning."

Cale brightened immediately, intrigued. "Do you know if it retains the benefits of magical seasoning?" he asked.

Alina snapped her fingers. "I knew you'd think of something I hadn't tried yet!" she said. "I could boost the whole school if it did, couldn't I? Awesome. Okay, hang on, I'm going to go get my stash of herbs and bring 'em here. This weird void thing isn't gonna destroy them, is it?"

"Not as long as you don't keep it here too long," Cale said, considering it for a moment. "I'd avoid anything holy or sacred, just in case. Anything infernal should thrive in here, though, so if you've got any plants or peppers..."

Alina's eyes gleamed with delight. "Perfect!" she declared, grabbing him in all four of her arms and squeezing him tight. Cale was forced to tap rapidly on her bicep so she remembered to let him go—he still needed to breathe, after all.

Not that he hadn't appreciated that. And from Alina's smirk, she knew it, too.

She came back wielding no less than four potted plants in each hand, each one terrifying and macabre in one way or another. Cale recognized the jawdropper plant, so named for the fact that its fruits bore the shape of the jawbones of a variety of different species; there was the hellfire pepper, which was actually on fire; the snappertrap, so named for its leaves snapping shut on anyone that touched them...

The last one was foreign to him, though it looked just as dangerous as the others. Alina noticed him staring and grinned. "Brought these babies over from the infernal realms," she said proudly. "Haven't been able to grow 'em well here, though. Too much holy magic all over the place! But if you say the Black Vault can help 'em, I trust ya. Where should I put 'em?"

"Probably near Syphus?" Cale suggested, pointing at the boulder construct. It was currently deep in meditation, which in this case meant it was chanting some ominous infernal phrase it had learned would help control its new eye. "Its eye should provide your plants with the kind of light they need."

"Perfect," Alina said cheerfully, and went to place down her plants.

To Cale's amusement, Draak's friends—the ones that had proclaimed to doubt his knowledge—seemed rather jealous of his apparent closeness with the resident archdemon. They seemed especially jealous when she began to visit regularly, in part to take care of her plants and in part to deliver freshly-cooked food at all the designated meal times.

"Don't see what she sees in you," Irides muttered at one point, far too loudly.

Irides was one of those friends, though at this point, friend was perhaps not the right word. He was a darkwood mage that made no secret of the fact that he thought Cale's absurd expressions of power was a matter of dumb, barbaric luck. He was convinced that Cale had simply had the fortune of picking up some artifact or relic that had dramatically boosted his power, and he was equally convinced that by sticking around, he would find some way to expose him as a fraud.

None of his knowledge was real, Irides claimed. He was successful because he was surrounded by other, genuinely powerful mages, and he was piggybacking off of their success. His breakthroughs were the result of more dumb luck and simple observation—anyone could have provided Threek with that cure if they'd noticed their ability to cast when sufficiently split and had the recipe for a core-reconstitution potion at hand.

Cale was both delighted and fascinated by the roundabout way in which Irides arrived at his conclusions. None of his apprentices or friends seemed to share that fascination, though. They were mostly just annoyed by him. Cale wasn't, because how could he be annoyed by the fact that he was being followed around by a sassy cube? He would've paid for the experience, if anything.

Come to think of it, he needed to check with Akkau if he was getting paid for all this work. He still didn't like dealing with money, but it would be nice to spoil his apprentices every once in a while.

Irides being a floating cube was a result of his nature as a fellrune, a species that had emerged some eons ago as a result of an archmage's failed attempt to ascend to Monolith. That archmage had wanted to become the Law of Language, a Monolith that embodied the various runic scripts of the Great Realms.

He had failed, of course. Cale had been forced to stop him, because a Monolith that embodied the very concept of language, both magical and mundane, was pretty much asking for trouble. As a result of that, his soul had been fractured and split, scattering across all of space and time to imbue various runes in various runic languages with some of his sapience.

He'd accomplished his goals, in a way. A part of him was now joined to the runic scripts he had been so fond of. He'd birthed an entire species of living runes. Each one took the form of one of the runes he'd used in his attempted ascension, and they floated around as sapient, talking geometric shapes.

Many of them carried some semblance of the original mage's arrogance, though after eons of growth, they'd managed to separate themselves from his legacy and become a people in their own right.

All this to say Irides's arrogance was entirely his own. Cale couldn't really take him seriously, given he was essentially just a funny floating tesseract that kept trying to roast him. It was kind of adorable.

"Why are you staring at me?" Irides demanded, floating up into his face.

"Oh, no reason." Cale grinned brightly, which seemed to infuriate the floating tesseract further; he spun with agitation, then turned a brilliant red when Cale just ignored him and kept walking. Probably because there was a brief moment where Cale's face intersected with him.

"H-hey!" he said. "Don't shove your meaty parts into me!"

"You're the one that floated into my face," Cale pointed out. "You're lucky I didn't stick my tongue out."

He left Irides sputtering, and pondered instead on how he was glad Alina had solved his greatest problem—he no longer needed to leave the Black Vault if she was delivering food, which meant he now had more time to watch for that shadow.





Orguk Fangtruth was panting for breath when he burst into the Black Vault, and Cale glanced at him, briefly concerned. This was... the orc that wanted a massive mana core, if he remembered correctly. They'd first met during the joint Fire Resonance class they'd had with Haelforge Academy, but Orguk looked as though he'd run a marathon to get here.

"Are you alright?" he asked. "Is there some sort of attack on the academy?"

"What?" Orguk seemed confused for a moment. "No, no. Orguk run here when Orguk learned you were teaching magic! Orguk ran all the way from Haelforge. Very long run. Very tired. But Orguk will be fine! Just... give Orguk a moment."

"You ran here all the way from Haelforge?" Cale asked incredulously. "That's—Haelforge is on another continent!"

"Orguk knew he needed to get here on time or you won't teach Orguk how to build a big mana core!" The orc finally seemed to catch his breath and stood, but he managed to stand only for a moment before he collapsed again, shaking.

Cale winced. The poor guy had undoubtedly exhausted his core running all the way here. Even if he had the strength to resist the effects of a divine void in normal circumstances, he'd burned himself out to the point where the void was undoubtedly scouring away his soul. "Damien!" he called. "Can you check on this guy?"

"Orguk is fine!" Orguk insisted. "Orguk knows... you only teach... those strong enough to stay in the Vault. Orguk strong!"

"I'm not disputing that, but you just ran across a continent," Cale said dryly. "You've earned your question and then some, so let my apprentice help you and then we'll talk."

Orguk, to his credit, seemed mollified by this. He stayed still as Damien summoned the Verdant Flame and a wave of emerald fire washed over his body. Then he blinked, astonished.

"...Orguk not expect green fire to help so much," he said. "Your magic did this, little shadow?"

"Um," Damien said, looking helplessly at Cale, who said nothing and just grinned at him. "Y-yes?"

"Your magic is powerful," Orguk told him. "Tell me your name. Orguk will remember it."

"It's Damien," the dreadshade offered.

"Damien is powerful healer," Orguk said. "Orguk remember now. You beat Orguk at scale! Orguk will not forget again."

"Dumb luck," Irides muttered. His last encounter with Cale had done nothing to dissuade him from hovering around him; if anything, the fellrune stuck even closer. "Won the lottery on apprentices, too. Is there anything you don't get ridiculously lucky at?"

"Now, now," Cale said. "My apprentices worked hard to refine their spells and mana, you know? It's got nothing to do with my luck. Although I am pretty lucky. Part of that Thread of Fate thing I told you about."

"Cheater," Irides grumbled. "I'd be a powerful wyldfire mage too if I had a Thread of Fate."

"You're welcome to take mine," Cale offered cheerfully, and for some reason Irides flickered red again and flew to hide behind Damien.

"Absolutely not!" Irides declared.

Damien just looked between Irides and Cale, clearly confused. "Is, um... is everything alright between you two?"

"Huh? Oh, yeah, I'm fine!" Cale grinned at his apprentice. "I was just thinking about how Irides here is adorable."

"Wha—I am not—you are a dumb brute!" Irides sputtered, flying out from behind Damien, the glowing lines of magic that made up his body rotating wildly in outrage. "I will expose you for the fraud you are!"

"Anyway," Cale said, turning back to Orguk, who was staring curiously at Irides. "I'm guessing you came all the way here to ask me for help expanding your mana core?"

Orguk nodded. "Orguk will stay in the Black Vault as long as needed, as long as you teach me," he swore.

"Well, first of all, don't do that," Cale said, glancing briefly off into the void. Had he seen something in its depths that time? He wondered if it was triggered by something, instead of just occasionally appearing near them. "Second, it's not that easy, and the way I got all my mana isn't really replicable."

"Aha!" Irides said, spinning in triumph. "Fraud! Fraud, I say!"

"But there are a couple of exercises you can try, especially since we've got the Black Vault now," Cale continued as if Irides hadn't said a word. "All core training is essentially soul training. The stronger your soul, the more mana you can hold. The Black Vault will continually scour away at your soul for as long as you're here—any divine void will do that, really. Without divine assistance, your soul has to do all the work of keeping your body and magic together. That's why most mages feel 'heavy' when they visit. Their souls have to carry the weight of their existence."

"Fraud!" Irides continued to yell. "I do not feel heavy! I am floating!"

Cale tried not to laugh, but he couldn't help the snicker; he shook his head fondly. "Point is, the Black Vault is the perfect place for you to train, if you want to increase your mana," he said. "I've got my apprentices working to refine their palewater, and most of the darkwoods that visit are working on successfully casting a spell, but for you... are you at palewater yet?"

"No," Orguk said, looking embarrassed. "Orguk trying, but have not yet made palewater."

"Good," Cale said. "This exercise works best at plainroot. It means you have some divine intent in your mana that's holding you together in here. If you want to train your soul and mana capacity, you'll want to expend all your mana—as much as you can—and then stay in here as long as possible with an empty mana core. Don't overdo it, though. Your soul needs time to heal and expand. Leave as soon as you start to feel dizzy and make sure you have a partner watching you so you don't collapse before you leave, and then wait at least an hour before coming back in. Got it?"

Orguk seemed overjoyed. "Thank you, Void Sage!" he told him, wrapping Cale in an enormous and alarmingly sweaty hug. Once again, Cale was forced to tap out before he suffocated in the muscular orc's pectorals.

"Don't call me that," he said, giving Orguk a stern glare. He smiled a bit, though. "Good luck, though. What are you even going to do with all that mana?"

"Orguk doesn't know yet," Orguk said. "But Orguk thinks great mana is a sign of great virility. Orguk must have the biggest mana core, and have lots of little orc children."

Cale laughed. "Well, good luck with that, too," he said, watching as Orguk went off to find a corner of the Black Vault to sit in. Once again, he went to rejoin his apprentices, Irides floating and fuming next to him. He gave the fellrune a sidelong glance.

"What?" Irides asked, sulking. "I am not calling you the Void Sage, human."

"Oh, just wondering how long this will last," Cale said, grinning. "I think I'm going to be sad when you finally figure it out."

"I will never figure it out!" Irides spat immediately, then seemed to realize what he'd said. He rotated a few times in confusion. "...That is to say, I will figure you out! You are only pretending at knowledge!"

"Can I pet you?"

"Absolutely not!" Irides flared an angry red once more, and Cale just chuckled. He was going to miss the guy when he finally figured him out.





His apprentices were making good progress. By his estimations, they had each eliminated most of the impurities within their palewater except for their greatest roadblocks—and they all seemed to have identified what each of those roadblocks were, which was important. Some of them were a little uncomfortable, but that was the nature of these things; it wouldn't be a roadblock if it were something they could solve with a bit of meditation.

Syphus had perhaps the easiest time of it, though it seemed uncharacteristically nervous. All it had said was that it knew what it was, and that it had something to do with what it wanted to use its magic for. What that was it refused to say, for now; it would only do that when it was ready.

Flia's was the second-easiest, but there was something of a restriction: they needed to wait before they could actually deal with it.

"Basically, I need to beat the crap out of the Grand Magus of Orstrahl," she said. "That's kind of annoying. I wanted to hit darkwood before beating the crap out of him. I might be able to do it at palewater, but it feels like I'm taking an unnecessary risk."

"Unless your magics directly clash in some way, I'm pretty sure you can beat him," Leo offered. "You care about your familiars, at least. The Grand Magus..."

"Yeah." Flia's eyes darkened slightly. "I've been working on a spell that can turn that against him, I hope. It'd be easier to cast if I didn't have to worry about his magic. You're sure he's at darkwood? I would've thought someone with the title of Grand Magus would be wyldfire, at least."

Leo nodded. "Every book I can find says he's darkwood," he said. "Uh, it's kind of rare for a wyldfire mage to take a political position, apparently?"

"Yep," Cale said cheerfully. "If you're gonna hit wyldfire, you need to not care about what people think. Petty positions of political power are pretty much the antithesis of that... whoa. Try saying that three times fast."

"Are you sure you're not spending too much time in here?" Damien asked, concerned. "I don't think you've left the Vault for days."

"I'll be fine," Cale said. "I'm just a little more distractible than usual! Nothing I haven't done before."

Damien's and Leo's were the more complex of the two. Damien needed to talk to the Source of Vitality—that was on Cale, he knew. Maybe that was one of the reasons he was staying in the Black Vault. He knew Damien was trying to give him the time he needed to say goodbye, and so the dreadshade wouldn't press, but he couldn't hold his apprentice back forever.

As for Leo... he felt for his apprentice, really. The minotaur was quite hesitant to admit to what he needed, but admit it he did.

"I think it's my parents," Leo said quietly. "I have a bunch of things to think about still with Asterion and the Nothing and all that, but at the core of it... I think I need to figure out how I feel about my parents first. I don't even know if they still care about me. They haven't contacted me, even after you ki—defeated the Red Commander."

Cale winced, but nodded. "You know we're here for you, whatever happens with them, right?"

"I know." Leo attempted a weak smile. "Thanks. I don't know how I'm going to confront them, but... I think it has to happen soon, one way or another. But, uh, in the meantime!"

He took a scroll out of his satchel. "I was hoping we could work on Professor Imrys's assignment," he said. "I figured that the Streaming ritual might actually be easier to refine in here. There's probably all kinds of divine intent interfering with a cross-realm Stream, right?"

"That's a fascinating thought," Cale said thoughtfully, leaning forward. His eyes were bright. "Keep going."
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  Working on the Streaming ritual inside the Black Vault was easier said than done, in large part because the ritual had been designed to function within a labyrinth. A sufficiently complex one became a magical construct in itself, and that was essential for the ritual's success. The twists and turns within such a labyrinth confused even the magic that kept the realms separate, weakening the veil enough that the anchor point of the Stream could be established.

The presence of divine intent within the labyrinth could confuse that, though. Divine intent was present all throughout every realm that had established its own theology, and while its presence enhanced all aspects of that realm, it could interfere with more delicate forms of spellcasting.

Purging that intent and creating palewater-level mana only solved part of the problem. Divine intent existed in every layer of the realm. It was in the air and the stone, in the water they drank and the food they ate. The Gift was connected to each and every one of them, and it had a hand in every spell they cast.

To truly figure out how to improve the ritual, they would have to strip away every way in which that divine intent helped them, exposing all the tiny little flaws and cracks that it smoothed over. If they could be solved, then the divine intent present when they performed the ritual would instead empower its other components, potentially increasing the stability of the Stream or allowing it to be more carefully directed.

Cale was rather pleased with Leo for figuring all that out. He'd clearly put a lot of thought into it, and he wasn't even done. There was another reason he wanted to examine the ritual in the Black Vault.

As much as the magical nature of labyrinths were key to the Streaming ritual, it was also a problem. They'd learned of that problem not all that long ago, thanks to the breakthroughs Leo had made with his magic in the Haelforge Library. There he had discovered the truth behind the curse that haunted all minotaurs, the Impetus that caused them to lose their minds if they spent too much time within a labyrinth or around any related magic.

It was an involuntary cry for help. The patron of labyrinths—the Named beast and father of minotaurs, Asterion—was fighting a losing war. The ability of a labyrinth to thin the veil of the realm was a powerful one, but it meant also that Asterion had to dedicate his entire domain to fending off a threat that most of the Great Realms were still unaware of.

For behind the veil of each realm was the Nothing, and within the Nothing resided every evil that had been defeated and consigned to nonexistence.

Cale supposed it was something of a paradox. Every realm was surrounded by the Abyss, but was also surrounded by the Nothing. Creatures that should have been wiped out of existence instead remained as revenants within a space that did not exist by its very definition. What meaning did nonexistence have, if nonexistence itself was another form of existence?

That sort of question was the type of thing he preferred to leave to philosophers, though. It was in the nature of magic to intertwine with and contradict itself. By its very nature it was a force that gave rise to the impossible, so what was the use in questioning it?

The Nothing was real, and there were monsters within it trying to claw their way back into reality. That was the fact of the matter. Asterion was trapped, his power devoted to holding back evils so reviled that every trace of them had been erased—and when put that way, it was no surprise that those evils were trying to claw their way back. Such evils were nothing if not tenacious.

Cale was all too familiar with this. He had dealt with no small number of them throughout his lives, after all. He'd probably sent several of them to the Nothing himself. Even in the cases where he hadn't done it personally, how many mages had he trained, over the centuries? How many of them had become legends in their own right, banishing all sorts of monsters to protect their kin? And how many legends had they trained in turn?

He didn't really know how much of the Nothing he was responsible for, but he would wager that it was a fair amount of it.

Unfortunately, there was nothing that could be done for Asterion, at least for now. Once Leo advanced enough with his magic, it was possible that he would find a way to navigate to the Labyrinth in which Asterion was fighting his war, and perhaps then there was something that could be done. 

But this was where Leo's second idea came in.

"We can't do anything about it directly," Leo explained. "But the Streaming ritual has to account for the Nothing, or else it would catapult us into that instead of through the Abyss. I'm pretty sure that's one of the parts of the spell that's handled by divine intent. Cale said there's no way to define the Nothing in any runic language."

Cale nodded. "Because it doesn't actually exist," he said. "Or it's not supposed to. You can't avoid something that doesn't exist. Any spell that interacts with the veil is going to target the Abyss by default."

"It might not, if we do it inside a divine void," Leo said.

Cale raised an eyebrow. "This isn't a labyrinth, first of all, so we wouldn't be able to cast the ritual without modifying it significantly," he pointed out. "Also, it's a really bad idea to try to target the Nothing. If you give it an opening into the Great Realms—"

"I know," Leo said, looking sheepish. "Uh, that's not what I meant, sorry. I just meant that if we isolate the projection part of the ritual and cast that here, and compare it to what we get when we cast it outside the Black Vault, we might be able to isolate the part of the magic that would target the Nothing."

"And what exactly do you plan to do with magic that could target the Nothing?" Cale hoped he sounded appropriately concerned, because he was technically supposed to discourage his apprentices from doing stupid things. The problem was that novel magic was exciting to him, and he was bad at hiding it.

Oh well. At least Flia looked appropriately concerned.

"If I can figure out how to target it, I think I could make a spell that would seal it," Leo said. "Not... not actually seal it, I'm not that good. Uh, yet. But the whole reason Asterion has to fight is because they're clawing their way through parts of the Labyrinth, right? The one he's residing in, I mean. And we already know that it traps them as well as Asterion, so if I make a spell that can isolate those regions inside, like, recursive labyrinths of their own—"

Cale coughed. "Getting a bit ahead of yourself, there," he said. "Labyrinths thin the veil, remember? You'd trap them, but you'd also widen the hole they're crawling out of."

Leo flushed and hung his head. "Right," he said. "I just thought... maybe if I could give him a reprieve..."

"You'd lessen the effects of the curse," Cale said, and Leo nodded, though he didn't look Cale in the eyes. He hadn't entirely decided to help Asterion yet. Cale knew his apprentice was deeply conflicted about the matter.

Leo still blamed Asterion for the way he'd been treated by his family and his village, but it was an emotional thing. He knew intellectually that Asterion wasn't at fault, but he struggled to get his heart to acknowledge the matter. For now, it was easier for him to claim his efforts were to cure the curse, even if the truth was a little more complicated.

"It's not a bad idea," Cale said, trying to be encouraging. Leo looked up at him, hopeful. "You probably don't want to use more labyrinth magic to seal them away, but you're right that you could use this to target the affected parts of the Labyrinth and seal them off with a different kind of magic. Even if you couldn't, Asterion himself probably could. I'm sure finding where they're coming through would make a huge difference."

Leo blinked, processing this. "Right," he said again, his tone brighter now. "Right! I could—yeah, I think if I just develop a spell to find the parts where the veil is weakest and connected to the Nothing—"

"There you go." Cale smiled at Leo, noting with amusement that his other apprentices seemed relieved. They hadn't wanted to risk blowing a hole open into the Nothing, either. "We can give it a try, but I have a condition."

"What is it?" Leo asked.

"I'll do the projection part of the ritual myself, and we'll compare notes afterward," Cale said. "You can't be in here when I do it. Neither can anyone else, for that matter. The Black Vault is isolated from the rest of the realm, so if anything goes wrong, we won't cause all of Utelia to be invaded."

"Is that a risk?" Leo seemed alarmed, now. "It's just a projection spell—it doesn't break the veil, it just sets a vector for the rest of the ritual—"

"The risk is minimal," Cale assured his apprentice, though the risk of breaking a path open into the Nothing was actually zero. Leo was right: all that part of the ritual would do was identify an appropriate direction for the Stream. There was a risk to casting it, but that risk had nothing to do with what he'd implied.

He had a guess now as to the nature of the Black Vault and the identity of the shadow that kept appearing within it. If he was right, then it was watching him, waiting for the right moment to confront him.

Cale didn't particularly like being jumped, so he was going to make the first move. There was someone in the Black Vault at all hours now, between the nocturnal students and the ones that didn't need to sleep. This ritual gave him the perfect excuse to get everyone else to leave—he was almost certain the shadow would confront him then.

If not, he could always force the issue. Hopefully, it wouldn't come to that.





The last of the students left the Black Vault, its entrance clicking shut behind them; for the first time in days, Cale was entirely alone within its depths. There was something eerie about that, but that was the nature of the Black Vault in general; it wasn't that much of a surprise.

"Well?" Cale called. The sound of his voice dissipated into the depths of the Vault, absorbed by the nothingness of the void within it. "You can come out now. Don't make me drag you out."

Nothing. Cale let out an exasperated sigh, then took a few steps outside the stable region of the Vault, just in case that was the issue. The anchors that served to ward and stabilize the space around the entrance mostly prevented mages from getting lost and allowed them to set up equipment without it simply rotting away—outside the range of their influence, Cale felt the divine void grow even more oppressive, like it was eating away at his soul.

Also, his clothing. Cale batted it away irritably. The void would rot his clothes if he let it, and he had no interest in explaining to any professor or student why he was emerging from the Black Vault naked. Who knew what sorts of rumors they would start about him then?

Thankfully, it didn't take long before something in the distance responded to his presence. Once again, Cale felt the distinct sensation of the shadow flickering into existence, then the weight of its attention: it had noticed him.

Or he had noticed him, rather. The shadow was quite masculine in nature. Cale could only see the barest outline of him against the void, so it was difficult to identify any other defining features. No doubt everything this man had once possessed had been lost to the void long ago. He was little more than a shape, now. A mind that had largely melded with the divine void itself.

How that was possible Cale had no idea, and if he hadn't been concerned about the way it was watching him, his predominant emotion would have been excitement. Who knew what there was to learn from this man? How long had he been here, and what had he discovered in all that time? 

And if he had merged with the divine void, then he must have forsaken all faith in the gods of his time. How had he known to do that, and why had he done it? Was there something to be gained? Did he perhaps know a means of breaking the divine cycle, or a way to avoid the negative effects of the Dark?

Cale was getting distracted again. The shadow's attention was singularly and intensely fixated on him, which might have been flattering if not for how predatory that focus seemed.

...It was kind of flattering anyway.

"You're the Lost King, I presume?" Cale asked. "Is there a reason you've been watching me?"

The shadow's attention intensified for a moment. Cale felt the impression of... surprise, along with a hint of regret. "So the stories of me survive," the Lost King said. "I do not like that title. It implies that I am lost. That I do not know my way."

He snapped his fingers, and though Cale didn't turn to look, he knew the Lost King had done something to seal the Vault—the stable region vanished from his senses, and no trace of the entrance seemed to remain.

"I know the Vault as well as I once knew every passage within my castle," the Lost King said. "I know it as well as I once knew every curve and dimple upon my Queen's skin."

"I'm not sure I needed to know that second part," Cale said, making a face.

"I am not lost, Cale Cadwell Cobbs," the King continued. Cale frowned. Had he introduced himself? He didn't think anyone had even referred to him by his full name while he'd been in the Vault. "I have not been lost for a very long time. You will need something else to call me. Let me see... Hmm. I have not needed a name for such a long time. Prophet, perhaps? Or... no. You may refer to me as Seer."

"As a name?" Cale blinked. "Weird choice, but sure, I guess. You still haven't told me why you're spying on me."

"Spying is not the right word," Seer said. "I caught a glimpse of you in eons past—I do not remember how long it has been. And I have been... captivated, shall we say."

"Mildly creepy, but I'm into it, so go on," Cale said.

"The Vault shows me so many of your secrets." Seer didn't seem to notice that Cale had even spoken. He circled Cale, the weight of his attention never once fading, like he was scrutinizing every pore. "You suspect it already, do you not? That the veil is thin here. That the divine keeps the Nothing at bay, and that without their influence, I can glimpse its secrets. I can see what you are and what you have done. Mad Mage, Yggdrasil's End, Wanderer and Slayer, Bringer of Hope and End of Glory..."

Cale stiffened, narrowing his eyes.

"Yes," Seer said. "I know it all. You pride yourself in your knowledge, do you not? In what you know of the realms? But how much of it do you remember? Because I know it all. I have seen it all. Every victory and every failure."

"Still not seeing the point," Cale said.

"You have done so much," Seer said. "I regret that I must do this, but I cannot allow you to leave. Your strength is both a boon and a threat. If I do not keep you here, then it is only a matter of time before you end the Realms again."

Ah. That was what Seer had been waiting for. It was an elegant trap: the Black Vault was so isolated from the realms as a matter of function that simply blasting his mana would get him nowhere. Cale was glad he'd asked his apprentices to leave—at least they weren't trapped here with him.

"And I can't convince you to let me out?" Cale asked, keeping his voice even. His mind was already racing, trying to find another way out. He had the Streaming ritual and a number of spells, and if he could identify the right vector to head back to Utelia...

"Perhaps in a few centuries," Seer said. "I must be convinced of your control. That you will not repeat the tragedy of Yggdrasil. I must see all that you would do."

Seer raised a hand, and there was a terrible sensation of ripping—of a veil being torn with far more precision than should have been possible. Cale started, then flared his magic into his barriers defensively.

"You will face your pasts," Seer said. "You will face all that you have done. Then I will... consider freeing you."

"This is really starting to sound like you just want me to put on a show for you," Cale said.

"I will not... deny that there is some element of truth to that." Seer seemed far too pleased with himself, though he hid it well. "But it matters not. That is not why I have trapped you."

"Sure." Cale rolled his eyes. At least he hadn't brought anyone else into this mess with him—

Right on cue, Irides appeared out of thin air, spinning wildly in aggravation. "This guy's a fraud, dammit!" he shouted. "Why can no one tell? No one could have done half the stuff he claims to have done!"

Cale and Seer both stared at the fellrune. "How did you even get in here?" Cale asked.

"I followed you and hid, obviously," Irides said. "You were being suspicious."

"His feats are true, I assure you," Seer said, though he seemed annoyed by the fact that Irides had slipped beneath his notice. "But I suppose you will see for yourself, soon enough. Hopefully you die quickly. You were not... the one I wanted to watch."

"Okay, seriously, just because you haven't talked to anyone in centuries doesn't mean you get to be that creepy," Cale said.

Seer shrugged, then pointed at the part of the veil he had torn—

—and the first of many monsters that Cale had fought long ago burst forth.
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  "Shouldn't Cale have given us the signal by now?" Leo asked, frowning and checking his scrolls with worry. His schedule scroll showed no change, even though Cale had been supposed to use it to communicate that it was now safe to enter the Black Vault. "It doesn't take that long to cast a projection spell. We already finished our part, and we had to go to the dorm labyrinth to do it. Do you think something happened?"

"Yes," Damien said.

"It's not fine," Leo said, then processed what Damien had said and blinked. "Wait, you agree with me?"

"It's Cale, first of all," Damien said, which Leo had to admit was a pretty damning point. "Second, he was half lying to us when he said there was a risk. There was a risk, it just wasn't what he said."

"Wait, you knew he was lying?" Flia asked. "Why didn't you say anything?"

"I figured he had his reasons," Damien said, shifting uncomfortably. "Anyway, um, there's a third reason I'm pretty sure something went wrong."

"And what's that?" Leo asked, looking cross. "Something else you're hiding from us?"

"No." Damien frowned a little at him, then pointed. "The Black Vault is... I mean, just look at it. That's an evil glow if I've ever seen one."

Leo paused, then turned to look—and sure enough, the egg-shaped artifact that held the Black Vault was glowing. It was an ominous, evil-looking glow, though if Cale had been here Leo was certain he would have some sort of lecture either about how all glows were evil or about how they couldn't just assume such things about glowing artifacts. It was hard to tell which way he'd lean on any given day.

But this was definitely an evil glow. A deep, blood-red light shone from cracks and fractures all over the artifact that hadn't been visible before. In fact, Leo was reasonably certain they hadn't been there before. He'd inspected the Black Vault pretty thoroughly when he'd first uncovered the room, and he remembered running his fingers all over the thing. None of those cracks had been there at the time.

More alarmingly, the cracks were growing. They inched across the surface of the artifact like something within was trying to break free, then shrank again, like the Black Vault was trying to hold itself together. Every so often, sputtering magic blasted free from the cracks, tinted with a familiar, prismatic shade.

Leo's first thought was that Cale was trying to break free, but that wasn't quite right—the blasts of magic were too haphazard for that. It seemed more like a side effect of his spellcasting, if anything. Was he fighting in there? Had his projection spell torn open the veil and allowed the Nothing through after all?

Except that just wasn't how projection spells worked. Leo cursed himself for not questioning Cale further on that. He'd noticed the incongruency, but he was so used to going along with his mentor's bizarre claims that he hadn't called it out.

But if that wasn't it, then what happened in there?

"I can't believe we're missing the fight," Syphus complained. "Quick, Leo, open the Vault! We need to join in. I want to test my new spells."

Leo shot Syphus an incredulous look. "We're not supposed to open the Vault until he gives us the signal, remember? That was the whole point of the—"

Oh, forget it. He couldn't very well convince the others not to open the Vault if he wanted to do it as well, though in his case it was more because he was just worried about Cale. Who knew what that ominous red glow was doing to him?

Leo marched forward and grabbed the artifact, channeling his mana into the cracks. The Black Vault had originally been activated by the simple act of being thrown against the ground, but the mages that studied it had, of course, refined that into something more elegant. It simply needed mana channeled into a certain shape, like a key, and...

And nothing. apparently. His mana brushed against the part of the artifact that should have parted to accept it and then opened the Vault, but it encountered a smooth nothingness where the activation circle should have been. It took his mind a few seconds to catch up with what that meant.

"It's locked," Leo said.

"It's what?" Damien looked alarmed, now. "Is he trapped in there?"

"No, that—" Leo started, and then he stopped, running over everything he knew about the Black Vault in his mind. "—it shouldn't be possible, but..."

The Black Vault functioned in much the same way that Cale's own ability to create an isolated section of reality did. Anyone inside the Vault when the entrance was sealed was functionally within another realm. That entrance was easy enough to open from either side, but if their side had been sealed, then he could only assume the same thing had been done to the other.

"Uh," Leo said after a moment. "He might be trapped, actually. Yeah."

"Actually trapped, or is it just a matter of time before he breaks out?" Flia asked, which was a reasonable question. Leo hesitated.

"I think he might be actually trapped," he said eventually. "We're seeing some wisps of his mana escape because the Black Vault needs to retain a connection to the space it creates, but it's still basically an isolated realm. If he blasts the whole thing apart with mana, he'll just end up in the Abyss. I'm sure he knows that."

"Then what's he doing, if he's not trying to escape?" Flia frowned at the Black Vault, watching the puffs of mana escape from those cracks again. Leo shuddered a bit at the feeling that prickled across his mana sense—it was always strange to be reminded that as far as mana went, Cale was an absolute monster.

He was isolated in another dimension. It should have been impossible for his mana to affect the activation artifact for the Black Vault. The fact that they could feel and see the effects of his spellcasting even here meant his power was resonating down the connection, affecting the physical anchor of the Vault. The very idea of that was absurd.

Then again, it was hardly more absurd than some of the other feats they'd seen Cale pull off. Better to accept it at face value and move on, or he would be rocking and drooling in the corner of his room for the rest of eternity.

"He's fighting, obviously," Syphus said, as if it was the simplest thing in the world. The rest of the apprentices turned to stare at it, and it shrugged. "What? He must've found something to fight. I'm pretty sure some of those are battle spells."

"Not all of them," Damien said, watching the eruptions intently. "Some of them are barriers, and some... um... hm." He blushed and didn't elaborate.

Leo stared at him, then decided it was probably best not to ask.

"Alright, then we're going to need to find a way to get him out," Flia said authoritatively, her words cutting through the tension in the room. "If he could break the Vault to get out, I assume he would have done it already, so Leo's probably right that he can't. That means it's up to us to find him. Any ideas?"

"If he does break the realm and fall into the Abyss, you could probably retrieve him," Leo said. The thought had been lurking in the back of his mind ever since he'd considered the possibility of Cale breaking the Vault apart, absurd as it was.

"I might be able to," Flia acknowledged, "but I don't want to rely on that. We don't know if he'll actually go for it, and the Abyss is a big place. I can't really control which part of the Abyss my magic leads to."

"Time in the Vault is different when the entrance is sealed," Damien said. He was still watching the eruptions intently. "Um, based on the spells it looks like he's casting, I mean. I think at least a few minutes are passing for him for every second that passes for us. We should hurry. Humans age pretty fast, right?"

"Not that fast," Leo muttered. "They age at basically the same speed as us minotaurs."

Damien stared at him. "So... pretty fast," he said awkwardly.

Leo groaned. He really didn't need the reminder that none of his friends was likely to visibly age by the time he was old and his fur was falling out. Unless he managed to invent some sort of anti-aging magic, anyway. He wondered if he could interpret time itself as a labyrinth...

The four apprentices were interrupted when Draak burst into the room. Leo remembered him, if only vaguely—he was Threek's older brother, and Cale had been quite friendly with him. Something about finally having someone doubt him.

"Have any of y'all seen Irides?" Draak asked. "He's late for class. Ain't ever seen him late for class, at least not without sendin' the prof some kinda—"

Draak paused mid-sentence, taking in the state of the Black Vault and the four apprentices gathered around it. Leo exchanged glances with his friends, the same thought occurring to them at once.

"Irides is the fellrune that was following Cale around all the time, right?" Leo asked, just to confirm, and when Draak nodded, his expression hardened. Flia, Damien, and Syphus all recognized the urgency of the situation at the same time.

None of them were especially worried about Cale's ability to handle himself no matter the situation he ended up in, but if Irides had snuck into the Black Vault to spy on him...

"The physical anchor is still connected to the planar location of the Black Vault," Leo said, straightening. "We can't open it using the artifact, but I bet we can use it in the projection spell if we perform the Streaming ritual. That should let us force our way into the Vault from the outside."

"We can't take anything back with us if we use the ritual," Damien pointed out. "The ritual anchors us to the artificial leyline it creates, but it won't do that for anything we interact with. We'll have to modify the ritual—"

"No," Syphus said. "I have a spellform I can use to bring them back with us when you end the ritual. It's the one I used recently on Sisyphus."

Flia glanced at Leo, and when he nodded, she came to a decision. "That'll work," she decided. "Draak, let Akkau know what's happening. The rest of us will head for the dorm. Leo, we're going to need your labyrinth magic to even have a chance of pulling this off—I looked at the ritual breakdown and it's not going to easy to get it to target the Vault, even with the artifact. The ritual is designed to target a random realm, so the currents of the Abyss don't matter, but if you want to hit something specific—"

"We'll need to actually navigate the Abyss," Leo said, and Flia nodded. "Can you reduce the effects of the currents? I know it's not your specialty, but your magic does interact with the Abyss."

"I can try." Flia paused, frowning. "There's a critter in the menagerie that might be able to help. Sabri, can you get her?"

As she spoke, she held out her hand, and the little shadeling climbed out of her satchel and onto her hand. The two pressed their foreheads together, and Leo saw a little spark of mana pass between then; after that, Sabri chirped brightly and raced out of the room, running right between Draak's legs.

Speaking of which—the kobold was staring blankly at them. "Ye'll have t'scuse me, but I ain't got a clue what I'm s'pposed ta tell the Headmaster," he said. "Are ye sure y'all are still at palewater?"

"Pretty sure," Flia said. "Irides is probably trapped in the Black Vault with Cale. We don't know what's happening in there, but if Cale is fighting something then he's probably in a lot of danger, assuming he isn't dead already."

Draak froze. "Irides is a darkwood mage," he protested weakly. "He's still pretty strong, ya know?"

"You've seen what Cale can do. If he doesn't end a fight instantly, it's a dangerous one." Flia paused, frowning slightly, then amended her statement. "Okay, some of the time. Sometimes he just likes to draw out the fight, but since we don't know which one it is, it's better to assume Irides is at risk. We'll have to act fast. Get the Headmaster. Got it?"

"R-right," Draak said. "Uh, I gotcha. I'll... get on that. Right away. Ma'am."

He stared at her for a moment, as if expecting her to bark more orders at him, and when Flia just frowned at him, he turned and booked it. The four apprentices didn't waste any time after that—Leo grabbed the artifact and they hurried down the halls toward Damien's dorm.

"Didn't know you could take charge like that," Leo ventured a little nervously, more to fill in the silence than anything.

To his surprise, Flia laughed. "I didn't know I could, either," she said. "Guess all the practice with all those different critters is helping. You sure you can pull this modified ritual off?"

Leo thought about it for a moment. The idea would have been absurd a month ago, but now he was surprised to find he was confident.

"Yeah," he said. "We just need to get there. Let's..."

Leo trailed off, then stopped dead in his tracks, his gaze hardening.

He should have known that something would go wrong with their plan—they'd put it together so quickly, and more importantly, Cale and his Thread of Fate weren't around. For once, they didn't have to worry about the Thread engineering the events around them. Leo had hoped that would mean they could rescue Cale and bring him back before anyone other than Akkau caught wind of what was happening.

Evidently, though, not all of their problems were caused by the Thread of Fate. This one was technically their own fault. Leo had almost forgotten that they'd planted bait in the hopes that they would draw the Red Hunters in whatever new form they had back to Brightscale.

It was awful timing. And what made things worse was... well, if it were just the fact that the Hunters were here that was the problem, Leo was pretty sure they could have handled them. Not easily, perhaps, but he and his fellow apprentices had plenty of tricks up their sleeve by now; Cale had taught them half a dozen things that even archmages tended to overlook. At the very least, they should have been able to slip past the Hunters and lose them in the labyrinth.

But Leo supposed he should have known that if Hunters were to be sent to Brightscale, then the two that were most likely to volunteer for the job would be them. He wouldn't be able to just slip past them.

The blood of a relative was one of the few things that could slip past Syphus's ability to hijack attempts to divine their location, after all.

"Hello, mother. Hello, father," Leo said. His friends had all stopped in their tracks as well. They weren't surprised by the declaration—it wasn't hard to guess who these Hunters were, considering they were both minotaurs—but to his surprise, they were angry. Even Syphus had its eye narrowed, and it was watching both Hunters with a calculating precision that told him it was about a single word away from launching its fists into both of their faces.

It bolstered him, oddly enough. He'd been afraid of this confrontation for longer than he wanted to admit, but now that he was faced with it, the only thing he could feel was cold.

Maybe that was because neither of them seemed happy to see him. But then the feeling was mutual, wasn't it?

"Still a wild mage, I see," Eli, his father, snorted. He dug a hoof into the ground. "I don't know where you think you're going, but we're here to make sure you lot can actually control your magic."

"We figured we'd see how our son was doing first," Mia said. There was a faux-sweetness to his mother's voice. "Make sure he passes the test. Maybe get some information from him on a certain dangerous mage we're looking for. You wouldn't happen to know an Abyssal mage, would you? That's a very dangerous sort of wild magic, you know. Almost as bad as yours."

It was strange. He'd been afraid of this for such a long time—afraid to see them again, afraid to know that they hated him beyond the vague memories he had refused to think about. Now that they were in front of him, spouting that same thinly-veiled hatred he had been so afraid would break him, and he felt... nothing. They might as well have been strangers.

"Leo?" Damien glanced at him, obviously worried, and Leo just shot him a half-smile.

"I'm fine," he said. "Hey, what do you think Cale would say to them?"

"Cale?" his mother interjected. "Who is that, honey? Another wild mage?"

"I'm pretty sure he'd just blast them," Damien said, making a face. "Oh, unless they were talking to him, I guess. Then he would be really condescending."

"Yeah, I think so too." Leo turned back to his parents and smiled at them. "Sorry, we don't have the time to take any tests. We're the apprentices of a very important mage, you see."

"What mage could possibly be more important than us?" Mia asked, clicking her tongue.

"Just the man that killed your Red Commander," Leo answered. The air around them seemed to freeze to ice, but his expression remained placid. "Anyway, we're going to get going now, unless you'd like to do something stupid first?"

His mother's eyes flashed with magic. Leo felt her begin channeling a spell right in the corridors of Brightscale Academy. "I see you've grown a little too fond of yourself," she bit out. "But I'm sure we can fix that."

"Do something stupid it is," Leo noted. He'd known, of course, that she would do exactly that. Eli wouldn't be fair behind—fire magic was already boiling inside him, ready to be unleashed.

Leo just smiled a pleasant smile, folding his hands behind his back. Flia understood what he'd done a second later and snorted with amusement; Damien's own eyes lit up when he understood.

"What?" Syphus said, looking between them in confusion. "Shouldn't we get ready to fight—ohhh."

Cale's first piece of advice to them, when it came to archmages, had been this: they tended to focus on what their targets could do. They believed they could beat their opponents down with their magic, and those that frequently fought other mages would be thinking ten steps ahead, predicting what spells they would cast to defend themselves.

Neither of his parents had attended Brightscale Academy before. If they had—or even if they had been a little less focused on punishing him for his apparent defiance—they might have noticed.

"Oh, just for the record," Leo said, like it was an afterthought. "Brightscale Academy doesn't allow fighting in its halls."

Behind the two Red Hunters, the Academy's wards blazed with magic. They still hadn't noticed.

Leo wondered if it was wrong to find this fun. He supposed he understood Cale a little better, now.
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  This was, by a very large margin, the most confused Irides had ever been in his life.

He was not used to being confused. Fellrunes were all descended from the Progenitor of Tongues, who had died in his attempt at ascension but had given them life in the process; there was quite a lot of variation in how they felt about their creator, but one thing they could all agree on was that he had been one of the most brilliant minds within the Great Realms. If he had not reached beyond his means, he might have lived to change their very understanding of magic.

There were many fellrunes who believed, as such, that their Progenitor was foolish—that such a level of magical ambition was nothing more than folly. Many of them inherited their creator's talent for understanding and working with arcane scripts and runic languages. Unlike him, however, they were careful not to abuse that talent. They knew what could happen if they reached too far, after all.

Irides was convinced that they were wasting their potential as a species. He was a darkwood mage at only 501 years of age, and he was certain he was on the verge of igniting his wyldfire. Other fellrunes took nearly three times as long to accomplish the same, and for what? Just to make sure they wouldn't repeat a mistake they already knew how to avoid?

Where other fellrunes would hesitate and hold themselves back, Irides pushed himself to study every facet of magic he could get his telekinetic claws on. He was an accomplished scholar already, and he'd made breakthroughs in several different fields of magic.

The Truncated Arcane Script was based on his work, for example, and there was a variation of it now inscribed in all sorts of artifacts all over Utelia. He'd been personally involved in deciphering the functions of various dungeon artifacts, including a divine artifact that was used to keep the Kingdom of Thyrahl safe.

Most important of all, he had never encountered any being whose magic he couldn't decipher. Not even the gods could hide from his [Runic Analysis]. He'd compiled a transcript of the spells Astiviya herself had cast in her duel with Cale, and though the output of even a single one of her spells was so massive it took an entire library of scrolls to record it, he had succeeded.

He interpreted a divine spell. How many others could say they'd accomplished such a thing? How many could match the mind of Irides, Successor of Tongues?

That was what he imagined they would call him, anyway, once he presented his results and had them accredited. Only Irides had gotten none of that process started nor managed to start breaking down the divine spell, because he had been preoccupied.

Partially by the Inspiration he had received, which had, frustratingly enough, revealed a flaw in his runic interpretation process that would otherwise have caused one of his experiments to create a minor gravitational anomaly known as a black hole. Irides didn't know how he'd missed it. He chalked it up to the fact that he had written the inscriptions in a frenzy of obsessive focus, and hadn't yet checked the script.

He would have before running the experiment, obviously. What a waste of an Inspiration.

Yet even that wasn't the real problem. It was simple enough to deal with, after all.

No, the real problem was Cale Cadwell Cobbs, whose spells certainly did not hold up under [Runic Analysis]. Whenever Irides tries casting it on one of that human's spells, he received a truly mind-numbing volume of absolute gibberish written in some language that didn't resemble any arcane script he knew of.

And that was fine! He had deciphered arcane languages from scratch before! A new one shouldn't have posed a problem, but this one stumped his every attempt to break it down and broke every rule of magical languages that he knew of. He could only conclude, therefore, that Cale was obfuscating his magic in some way that defeated even [Runic Analysis].

Which meant he was hiding something. Perhaps he was powerful—powerful enough to defeat a god, which was terrifying enough in itself—but he couldn't be powerful and have the degree of knowledge that he claimed. That was simply preposterous. Irides could accept someone having more mana than him, but he couldn't accept that someone else might know more about the Great Realms and its magic than he did, let alone a human.

And that brought him back to this being the most confusing, bizarre display he had ever witnessed. Irides was not used to being confused; it was a point of pride for him that he could make sense of anything, given enough time. The problem was that he was being presented with so much so quickly, and it was happening at such a level of absurdity that he didn't have time to process one event before he was forced to jump to the next.

First were the sharks. Skysharks, Cale called them. They swam out of that impossible hole that the shadow tore into the Vault, bearing equally impossible forms. Everything Irides knew about the Great Realms suggested that there was a tradeoff between biology and magic. The more organic a creature, the less mana it could contain, given its soul had to mold to its vessel. Particularly strong souls or wyldfires could circumvent the limitations of that role, but the skysharks had neither.

Instead, they had souls that ballooned so large that they held the skysharks aloft, allowing them to swim through the air as if it were liquid. They weren't even using their mana to do so! Irides stared, feeling his tethers dissociating, the beautiful lines of his runic form slowly coming apart in his shock.

The worst part was that they seemed to know Cale, which lent credence to that—to that absurd idea that Cale had travelled the Realms. Which Irides still refused to believe! Even dragonkind had lost their ability to move between the Realms; was he supposed to believe that some human had not only retained it, but had discovered a spell that allowed him to cheat death?

Absurd. Ridiculous.

"CALE CADWELL COBBS!" the skyshark leader roared—Irides assumed he was the leader, anyway, given he was the head of the pack. He was the smallest among them, though. The full length of his body was about half of Cale's height. "YOU SHALL PAY FOR WHAT YOU DID TO MY DAUGHTER!"

"Marivar, the King of Skies," Cale said, folding his arms across his chest. "First of all, I didn't do anything to your daughter that she didn't explicitly consent to."

Was that the skyshark's daughter just behind the leader? She was much larger than her father, but seemed to be trying to hide behind him... though she was also waving shyly at Cale.

"Second," Cale said, growing irate, "Why did you go on a genocidal rampage just because I asked for a few of your daughter's teeth? They literally grow back! And I was trying to stop a war that you started, I will remind you! Do you know how hard it is to negotiate with tooth fairies? You have to do it with teeth!"

Irides, who was already struggling to parse the absurdity of the scene, felt his tethers falter again at the stream of words that emerged from Cale's mouth; any progress he might have made in understanding the situation fell apart immediately. Perhaps he shouldn't have spoken, but he found himself unable to stop himself.

"Fucking what now?" he burst out, his tethers rotating erratically. "Tooth fairies? Those are—they don't even exist on Utelia!"

Cale glanced at him and frowned. "Of course they do. They're a kind of living mythology; you can find them anywhere, as long as you know how to get in contact with them." He folded his arms across his chest. "Also, don't interrupt. The king's hard enough to deal with on a good day, I don't know how I'm going to convince him to go back into the Nothing if you start antagonizing him."

Cale was scolding Irides like he was a child, which was mortifying enough, but it was the hypocrisy of the statement that astounded him. "I'm antagonizing him?" Irides said incredulously. He hadn't even done anything! Cale was the one arguing with Marivar!

"You are," Marivar said severely, turning his six-eyed focus onto Irides, who felt his runelines suddenly freeze in place. Under the skyshark's direct attention, the weight of his soul seemed to press down on him, which was—well, it was ridiculous. Regardless of the size of his soul, his core was only at plainroot. How was he so heavy?

He couldn't even breathe. It felt like Marivar's presence had suddenly taken up his entire perception, and the skyshark king was now the most terrifying mage he had ever faced. Something impossibly large stared down at him, and its words resonated so deep in his mind he feared it would be torn apart: "I am having a conversation with Cale. You would do well not to interrupt me again."

The weight of his attention faded after that, and Irides fell forward, runelines jittering erratically. He was so overwhelmed by the experience that it took him a moment for his mind to catch up with what he'd heard.

Once it did, though, Irides sputtered. How was he being characterized as the villain here? And yet as much as he tried to protest, he found himself unable. Whatever magic this creature was capable of was unlike anything he had ever seen.

He tried a [Runic Analysis], half expecting for nothing to happen. He hadn't sensed any spells being cast, after all, but he couldn't think of anything else that could have had that effect on him.

Instead of giving him answers or doing nothing, his spell spat out a string of unrecognizable runes that seemed just as incomprehensible as when he'd tried the same on one of Cale's spells. Irides gaped, unable to comprehend what he was looking at. What was going on? That spell had never failed him before. Now it had happened not once, but twice, with two different mages!

Marivar paid no regard to Irides or his increasing distress, however. Instead, he turned back to Cale, eyes tightening in anger as he swam forward. "You could have asked for my teeth, instead of taking them from my daughter," he snarled. "I would have borne the loss of honor, but for you to ask that of her—"

"That's what your rampage was about?" Cale asked, disbelieving at first. Then he narrowed his eyes, seeming to realize something. "...It's more than that, isn't it? You aren't upset that I asked her, you're upset that I didn't ask you."

Marivar jolted, but said nothing. Irides watched as one of the most intimidating creatures he had ever encountered somehow managed to look abashed. Cale seemed to take this as confirmation.

"Marivar," Cale said with a groan. "Do you realize you could have just had a conversation with me at literally any point? The size of the tooth matters in their language, that's all. I would've asked you if it was at all an option."

"You would?" Marivar asked, startled; some of the weight of his aura vanished as he deflated. "But..."

He trailed off, and for a long moment, the two stared silently at one another. Cale, strangely enough, was the first one to speak.

"Come here, idiot," he said, and Irides's runelines almost fell apart when the King of Skies actually obeyed. He swam forward into Cale's open arms, looking strangely timid. Being the smallest of the skysharks put him at just the right size for Cale to hold him like he was some sort of aquatic puppy. It was so at odds with what Irides had felt only moments ago that he was struggling to keep up.

"It was the [Blood Rage], wasn't it?" Cale asked quietly. Marivar went still in his arms, then gave him a single, hesitant nod, his body shaking slightly.

"Did I sacrifice my empire for nothing?" he asked miserably. "I did not... know what I was doing, close to the end. The smallest of slights seemed to demand the greatest of retributions. I may have tried to direct it toward our enemies, but I do not know if I succeeded."

"You did," Cale said, his words gentle and reassuring. "And for what it's worth, I'm glad to see you and your daughter again. And all your soldiers, too. I'm sorry I had to stop you before you turned on your allies. I wish there had been a better way."

Marivar shook his head slowly. "You were right to do so. That magic was too terrible to be allowed to reign in our realm. The things it would have had me do... I shudder to think of it. No. It is better that it is sealed away with us. That it cannot return to the Great Realms."

"Not as long as you don't," Cale said quietly, and something seemed to pass briefly between the two of them. "I had no idea you still existed in the Nothing, Marivar. If I had known—"

"No," Marivar interrupted. "It is not as you think. Being in the Nothing is not... it is different from waiting around, stewing in my anger. The [Blood Rage] has no grip on me there, nor do I even exist in the way that you are thinking. We are little more than perhaps the smallest impulse to claw our way back to existence, to right whatever wrongs we may have felt was done to us."

"Mm." Cale's expression flickered, some emotion flashing through his eyes too quickly for Irides to read.

"It is not a cruel fate," Marivar said, mistaking Cale's expression as a need for comfort. Irides might not know what he had seen in Cale's eyes, but he didn't think he'd been looking for comfort. "If anything, it is a peaceful one."

"Well, I'm glad to hear that, at least." Cale managed a faint smile.

"We cannot remain here," Marivar said, seeming to come to some decision. He glanced back at his daughter, who nodded proudly at him, and at his retinue of guards, who saluted. "We both know this, I think. But it was good to see you again, too, Cale. I do not know if you lived long enough for anyone to tell you this properly, but thank you for what you did for our realm."

"It was no trouble," Cale said, though it was clear he was lying through his teeth. Marivar seemed to know it, too; the two exchanged a significant glance before Marivar sighed and reluctantly pulled back.

"Goodbye, Cale," Marivar said, swimming back over to his daughter. She gave him a hug, then swam over to give Cale a quick kiss on the cheek—

—and then they were gone, swimming back through the rift into the Nothing.

So. That had happened. Irides understood only a fraction of it, and he hated being confused, so he chose to express his confusion the only way he knew how. 

"What the fuck just happened," he said. "I am so fucking confused—WAUGH!"

Apparently, the fates had decided to immediately punish him for expressing his confusion. The shadow that had trapped them here appeared in front of Irides so suddenly that the fellrune flinched backward, nearly snapping his own runelines in the process. They flickered wildly in his consternation. "Don't do that!"

Seer ignored him. He didn't seem to think Irides was relevant. "It is a pity they were not more willing to destroy you," Seer said mildly. "I had hoped for a fight. But I suppose I promised you would face all your sins, and not all you have wronged despise you. I do not mind the occasional display of your... other skills, shall we say."

"Stop making it sound weird," Cale said, exasperated.

Seer ignored him and waved a hand again. This time, Cale tried to stop him—he snapped a blast of mana at the shadow's raised hand, so quickly Irides hadn't even seen it coming. Seer was unaffected, however, and merely chuckled with amusement.

"I have been in the void for so long that I am unto Nothing, just as the Nothing is unto me," Seer said. "But by all means, I appreciate feeling the length of your power."

"That first part doesn't make any sense, and length is not the right word," Cale muttered, though his eyes narrowed for a moment, as though he'd realized something. Or perhaps he was suspecting something about Seer's true nature?

Irides didn't put much thought into it. He was too busy wondering if this was what a headache was like. He hadn't had one before, but he was pretty certain, based on all the literature he'd read, that he currently had one.

It was awful, given his head was also his entire body. He was profoundly regretting his decision to follow Cale into the Vault.





"Hey, Voyeur or whatever your name was," Irides said. "What's Cale fighting now?"

The shadow glanced at him and seemed irritated. "I am Seer," he said. "What sort of pervert do you think I am?"

"Are you saying you're not some kind of pervert?" Irides asked. There was a suspiciously long pause, during which Seer seemed suspiciously lost for words, before he eventually responded.

"I will not deign to answer that."

"That's basically a yes," Irides said. "Look, I don't care what you non-runes get up to. I want no part of you and your freaky genitalia bullshit. I just want to know what in the eight infernal realms is happening."

"Seven," Seer said, straightening, and Irides thought he seemed amused.

"What?" He'd heard this a few times, but had dismissed it as nonsense. If this Seer had truly been watching Cale for all those centuries and through all his supposed rebirths, though, then he had to know the truth. Irides was hopeful that talking to this pervert would help clear up the real story behind Cale's power.

"There are seven infernal realms," Seer said slowly, as if he was explaining this to an idiot. Irides wondered how he'd fallen this far. He was a celebrated scholar! Even at darkwood, he had published no less than three revolutionary papers on aspect interaction and the so-called "sticky" attunements. "Cale Cadwell Cobbs once destroyed the eighth. He faces them again now—those that have clawed their way back from the remnants of what he sundered."

Irides glanced over at Cale, who seemed to be mocking some... Okay. Irides didn't want to think about what that thing was. It had far too many chains for his liking and looked like it had multiple bodies strapped to its parts. "He did fucking what now?" he asked instead.

"Would you, perhaps, like me to speak more slowly?" Seer asked in a tone that was definitely condescending. Irides gasped in outrage. No one was condescending to him! He was the one that condescended at others! "He destroyed the eighth infernal realm. He claims it was an accident, but its denizens are quite angry at him. Of course, the rest of the Great Realms do not feel that way."

"Because the eighth infernal realm is the home of the ontologically evil demons," Irides remembered. "...how did he destroy it?"

"Are you beginning to believe?" Seer asked him, amused. "I have quite a number of tales of his exploits. Perhaps you would care to hear a few."

"I don't believe shit," Irides muttered. "...But tell me anyway."

Off in the distance, he felt an absolutely massive burst of mana, followed by a scream as what looked like an archdemon was rent apart. Even as far away as Irides was, he could hear Cale's exasperated shout. "For the last time, I don't want to hear about your godsdamned orphan insurance policy!"
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  Leo had dreaded facing his parents again for years. They were technically archmages, after all. For a very long time Leo had thought this meant that he stood no chance against them. That if they chose to act against him, there would be nothing he could do about it except agree to whatever choice they made for him.

It was what he had done so very long ago, when they sent him to Brightscale to gain control of his magic. He believed—or perhaps he had merely wanted to believe—that they had made that choice out of love. He had to be sent away because even the smallest exposure to his magic could drive anyone in their village to madness, and he could return once he had true control over his magic.

His friends didn't agree with him, he knew. He could see it in their eyes whenever the subject came up. His parents were archmages. It would have been no great effort for them to handle his education themselves, for them to acquire some kind of artifact that could help seal his labyrinth mana if it was really necessary.

And there was no way they could have been affected by his labyrinth mana. That one night his own mother had nearly stabbed him... He had told himself desperately for years that it was because she had been driven to madness by his labyrinth mana. But they were well aware of the dangers of his magic, and he knew by now that any palewater mage could create a barrier that would filter out certain types of mana.

Cale had been the one to teach them the technique. Leo hadn't been able to face him during that lesson. He could feel his mentor's gaze on him, sympathetic and yet unbearably patient, waiting for Leo to come to the right conclusion by himself. He could feel his friends looking at each other, worried about him but not wanting to push him into isolating himself.

They all knew that he wanted to believe the best of them. He had fragmented memories from his early childhood of his father playing with him, of his mother laughing when he spat out all the food she tried to feed him. He knew they had loved him once, before his mana aspect had revealed itself.

He knew also that they had abandoned that love for him long ago. A part of him had always known it.

Leo supposed it was high time he ignored his own voice of reason. Seeing them again after so many years blew away all semblance of the illusion that they might still love him.

Part of him wanted to know why, of course. What could drive them to so easily let go of their love for their own son? Maybe there was a reason it had come to this. Maybe he could put the blame on the propaganda that the Red Hunters had spread about wild mages, or perhaps they had encountered a wild mage themselves that had forever colored their view.

But it didn't really matter, did it? They had made their choice a long time ago.

And though he hadn't known it at the time, so had he. He had his own family now, and unlike his parents, it was a family that had chosen him. A family that he knew would choose him, even if it was a hard choice; even if that choice came with difficulties, like an obsession with points and a refusal to confront certain facts about his parents.

As if something within him had been waiting for this revelation this whole time, Leo felt something within his mana core settle. There was no better word for it, really. He hadn't even known that there was anything wrong with his palewater, but where before it had rushed with turbulence through his core and his mana channels, it now flowed smoothly, creating a rushing warmth within his chest.

"Leo," Damien whispered. "Your eyes are glowing."

"Are they?" Leo grinned. Whatever this was, it felt good. He reached to move his mana in the right patterns, to perform that palewater exercise he was so used to, only to find that his mana was already flowing in that pattern; he exhaled, and a small cloud of palewater came with his breath. "Weird. Didn't read about this in any of the books. We'll have to ask Cale about it when we find him."

"Not worried about it?" Flia asked, raising an eyebrow. "This feels like the sort of thing you'd normally worry about."

"Nah," Leo said. It was something he would normally fret over, but he knew instinctively that this was good: he'd simply taken the next step with his magic. There was space in his mana core that wasn't there before, like it was waiting for him to accept a new power, and Leo knew just where he was going to get it.

But first, there was the matter of dealing with his parents.

The Brightscale Academy's wards were good. They were one of the reasons the Red Hunters had never been able to infiltrate and sabotage them as deeply as they had the other magic academies. In Haelforge they had managed to alter class schedules, infiltrate the faculty, and manipulate all kinds of circumstances.

In Brightscale, however, they were reduced to having a single archmage on the grounds specialized in stealth and infiltration. They had to get the students to do their work for them, and although they had made progress over the years, that tactic had ultimately cost them. Akkau had, at this point, ousted every single Red Hunter agent left in the school, and made it very clear to all the students how they had been used and manipulated.

There wasn't a single Red Hunter sympathizer left in Brightscale Academy, and that was important for two reasons.

One, the Brightscale wards operated partially on the academy's collective knowledge. It identified hostile magic and individuals that were perceived by the students and faculty as enemies to the academy. In other words, the more people believed that the Red Hunters were a threat to the school, the more power would be routed against any Red Hunter violating its rules, even if they were on the school grounds on "legitimate business."

Two, Akkau had upgraded the wards very recently. Not only had he imbued them with more power (courtesy of mana donations from Cale), but he had also implemented a number of features. One of those features included magical attenuation: if enough people believed the wards were acting with excessive force, the wards would pick up on them and reduce the routed power accordingly.

They were in a relatively isolated corridor of the school, but that didn't mean that no one was passing by. Students had begun to gather at the end of the hallway, drawn by the confrontation; they were murmuring amongst themselves, casting dirty looks at the two Red Hunters caught in the wards.

Exactly as Leo expected, not a single soul thought the wards were using excessive force.

Both Eli and Mia were hanging upside-down in the hallway, bound by thick ropes of neutralizing mana. For Eli, who specialized in fire magic, the mana was attuned to water—every time he tried to cast a spell, water mana surged through his skin and into his mana channels, forcibly shutting it down.

Mia, on the other hand, was bound with a mixture of metal and earth. Her specialization was lightning magic, but every time she tried to cast, the wards absorbed her magic and redirected it right back into her. She'd given up after the first few tries, her fur singed by her own lightning, and was now glaring hatefully at Leo.

For archmages, they were pathetically weak. Leo supposed his sense of scale was off. The archmages he usually hung around might as well have been gods, so it was hard to remember that this was the level of power the average archmage usually had.

But even then, they had darkwood cores. If they knew how to make use of their mana, they would have been able to overcome the magic of the wards. The amount of mana fueling them was overwhelming, but it was raw, unsupported by the intent of any mage. The whole point of evolving their mana cores to darkwood was that they should have been able to overcome any magic that wasn't at least darkwood, even if it was built specifically to neutralize them.

Could they not even do that? Leo found himself strangely disappointed. He had expected more of a fight than this.

"What do you think you're doing?" Eli roared as he began to walk past them. "Don't you ignore us!"

"You will let us out of these wards this instant!" Mia shouted, struggling against her bindings. "We're your parents! Are you just going to ignore us?"

"What, like you ignored me for ten years?" Leo scoffed. "You're not worth my time. Especially if you can't even get out of those wards. Just stay in there and think about what kind of cause you're really supporting."

"You—" Eli cut himself off, though the older minotaur was clearly infuriated by his words. He was struggling with something, but Leo had decided that was no longer his concern. Some part of him mourned what they had been to him, but he couldn't lie to himself about what they were any longer.

He walked past both Eli and Mia, and his friends came with him, following his lead in ignoring them both. They passed underneath them, one after the other, and though they kicked and struggled, neither made any progress in escaping the wards.

Then Leo felt something and stopped, giving the others a signal to do the same.

"Fine," Eli ground out. The word was flat, almost like some part of him had snapped. "Just remember that you asked for this, son."

"Eli?" Mia asked. The haughtiness had left her voice, and its place was something like concern or worry for her husband. It occurred to Leo that he could no longer remember what his mother sounded like when she was worried about someone else.

More proof that he was making the right choice in this.

"You know what we must do," Eli said to his wife, though his gaze didn't leave his son. Leo could feel it searing into the back of his neck. "Wild mages need to know their place. If they won't even listen to their parents, who knows what kind of destruction they could cause?"

Ah. He was no longer their son, was he? He was just a rogue wild mage, now. Leo would have ignored him if not for the fact that he could sense that Eli was about to do something stupid.

So he began to turn, his eyes narrowing. "I didn't ask for anything," he clarified. "And whatever you're thinking about doing—"

Too late. Leo felt it more than he saw it: Eli's soul ignited, blazing into a sudden conflagration of fiery power, and a near-solid wave of aberrant power exploded from him. Only the signal he'd given the others prepared them for it. Flia snapped into action, her eyes tight with anger—she no doubt recognized the power of an Abyssal at work.

A shield of water formed in front of them, packed with the innate power of the Abyss. It was enough to allow the four of them to stay standing despite the destructive waves now pouring off of Eli. The students that were watching fared much worse; they were bowled off their feet and sent sprawling to the ground.

Worst of all, the wave of power cracked the academy's walls. The wards holding the two Red Hunters flickered, then failed, releasing them back to the ground.

A Red Relic, Leo thought grimly. He hadn't expected the Grand Magus to hand them out so easily. What was he playing at? He ran through what had just happened in his mind—both Eli and Mia had their limbs bound and their magic sealed. There should have been nothing left that they could do unless they actually figured out how to leverage their mana.

But Eli had squirmed loose just enough to move and prick his thumb on something. That must have been the activation condition for the relic.

Leo cursed to himself, annoyed by the oversight, even as he rapidly adjusted his plans and assessed the effects of the relic. Based on what he felt, it forced a mage's mana core to evolve, burning away at their very souls to do it. Both Eli's core and soul were ablaze with a deadly violet flame, an unnatural color for the stage it was at, which meant...

"And now?" Eli bellowed. "Are we worth your time now, Leo?"

Artificial wyldfire. The Grand Magus had designed a relic that could create an artificial wyldfire mage, only there were obvious flaws with that design: the fact that it burned the soul to do it meant that it could only be used once, and it would not last for long before it killed them.

Leo had wondered why the Grand Magus would entrust one of his relics to Eli, of all people, but it was easy enough to guess, now.

"The Grand Magus is using them to test the relic," Leo said out loud to his friends. Flia was practically trembling with rage. "What do you say we send him a message?"

"Yes," Flia spat out.

"Are you sure?" Damien asked, ever the concerned one. "They're still, you know..."

Leo snorted. "Yeah, I know. They don't matter to me anymore, but it doesn't mean I want them to die. They're just pawns. I have a plan that will screw up his data and send him a message."

"Just tell us what to do," Syphus said.

"Are you still ignoring me?" Eli spat. He sent a surge of fire at them, not even bothering to coalesce it into a spell.

As one, the four apprentices layered their barriers into a wedge. The fact that they opted to redirect his magic rather than block or nullify it saved them; even with that, they struggled under the weight of the blast, quickly finding themselves forced back by it.

By the time the blast ended, the mana had melted through the reinforced stone of the Academy's walls, and the four apprentices exchanged grim looks.

"Good enough to survive that, at least," Eli muttered. "But barely. All four of you are wild mages, aren't you? Incredible. I suppose these are the only friends you could find? Other freaks of magic like you?"

Leo didn't deign to respond. Instead, he focused on analyzing the details of how the relic worked. Mia was unaffected by the blast, despite the fact that she was standing right next to Eli, and she had sounded worried when she realized Eli was about to use it...

There was a link between them. A mana tether that was so faint it was nearly impossible to see. Was she somehow using her magic to sustain the effects of the relic and keep Eli alive? It was taking all of her concentration, clearly, or she would have spoken already.

"I am a wyldfire mage, now," Eli sneered, stepping forward. Mia stepped forward with him, perfectly coordinated, and Leo adjusted his analysis. Maybe they'd both been bound to the relic ahead of time, and this was how it was meant to operate, with a second soul bolstering the first. "How many of those have you faced, wildlings?"

That broke Leo from his analysis, though he was done anyway. "Are you kidding?" he snorted. "Don't make me laugh. I face one every day."

Before Eli could respond, he slammed his palms together, channeling one of his newest spells.

[Teleport to Labyrinth, Level 1] [Third Tier, Active (Unique)] [1,000 Mana]
Teleports you and your selected targets to the closest available labyrinth when a physical signal is given. The range of this spell is limited to 50 feet, but may be improved by adding additional mana.

An instant later, all six mages found themselves within the closest labyrinth—the one in Damien's dorm, and the same one they needed to find Cale. Eli could have used his newfound power to resist the spell, but Leo was not at all surprised to find that he hadn't. He wanted to teach them a lesson, after all.

But Leo had learned plenty of lessons at Brightscale already, and chief amongst them now was one of Cale's. Always use the environment to your advantage, Cale had said.

As the only minotaur around capable of navigating a labyrinth without losing his mind, Leo intended to do exactly that.
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  Cale was getting tired, though he did his best not to let it show.

It was difficult, facing so many of his past mistakes—and many of these he did consider mistakes, no matter that people hailed him as a hero for them. The lesser of two evils was still an evil. No matter how often he was forced into the choice, it remained a fact that things should never have gotten to that point.

There was a cruelty to whatever twist of fate had given him the power he wielded. It was, as far as he knew, very nearly absolute: there were few things in the Great Realms that could stand up to its raw intensity.

Oh, they existed, certainly. Creatures from the Outer Planes, critters that had incorporated some spark of power from aberrant pockets of reality, and the occasional individual like Seer, who had stayed outside the world for so long that he had become a twisted aspect of reality unto himself.

It would have been stranger if he had never encountered anything in all his lives that could force him on the back foot. Situations like these were not common, but no amount of raw power could solve some problems. It was why he wanted so badly to be able to perform the small, delicate sorts of magic. If he could wield all that strength for something other than violence, how much more could he have solved?

He supposed he was being given the opportunity to find out. In a strange way, he was rather grateful to Seer for it.

What he did not appreciate, though, was having to face all these past foes back to back. Seer had apparently forgotten about the very human need for sleep. Cale could use his mana to burn away some of the need for it, but that didn't mean he didn't want to! He had no idea how long he'd been fighting and negotiating his way through these monsters at this point.

It had to have been more than a day, though. Time felt like it was being stretched thin around him, which was no doubt Seer's doing. He'd spent so long in his little pocket dimension that he'd gained a sort of vestigial authority over it. It wouldn't be the first time Cale had fought off someone like that.

Unfortunately, once you were inside their domain, there wasn't much of a way to leave. Short of finding a loophole in the nature of the domain or convincing them to let you go free of their own free will, anyway. Cale's options were limited to that or blowing the entire realm apart and swimming through the Abyss on his own, and while he'd done that once, he was pretty certain Irides wouldn't survive the trip.

So! He was going to wait for rescue. That was fine; he was pretty certain his apprentices would find a way to get to him. If this kept going for too long he'd try the Abyssal swim and put Irides in a barrier-bubble or something. He wasn't sure that would actually protect a fellrune from the pressures of the Abyss, so it was very much a last resort.

He glanced up from the snarling, gibbering thing he currently had pinned to the ground (which was not, in fact, snarling because it was angry at him; snarling, gibbering things were common to the Planar War, and the snarling was more a default mode of existence than a response to anything.)

Seer was still staring at him, because of course he was. Irides had turned purple from his original shade of light blue, which Cale hadn't realized fellrunes could even do. The runelines that composed his body were slowly drifting apart. Every so often, he remembered to pull himself back together and did so, but then he would start drifting again.

"Are you... doing alright, there?" Cale asked, raising an eyebrow.

Irides jerked. "I'm fine," he said. "Just... just looking for ways to expose you, that's all. You can't have been to all these realms. You just—you can't have."

"I think all the creatures of the Realms I've been fighting would disagree with you," Cale said dryly.

"What even is that thing, anyway?" Irides couldn't seem to help himself. He drifted closer, his gaze fixed on it as it squirmed. "What are you doing to it? It looks painful."

"Oh, this little guy? He's not in pain, don't worry." Cale made a face. "It's a face-eater, one of the many species of wrigglers that went extinct at the end of the Planar War. If you let it, it'll attach to your face, eat it, then reshape itself to copy your features. Species without faces are safe from it, of course. Do you want to pet it?"

"No!" Irides recoiled. "Why would I want to pet it? That's horrifying!"

"Eh. They're harmless, compared to some of the other stuff I've seen." Cale gave a mock shudder, shaking his head. "They're only really dangerous when combined with the cults that used them. You can get them to detach if you know how, and there was this cult that would use them to erase their own faces. After that, they'd swap the face-eaters between one another like masks. Kind of unsanitary, honestly."

"But—but why?" Irides asked, drifting closer, like he was transfixed. He seemed to have forgotten that he was supposed to be questioning Cale's experience with all these different realms.

"Oh, they believed in this entity called the Mask of Many," Cale said. "They're one of the gods from the Outer Planes. They embody dissociated identity, hive minds, the slow erosion of your sense of self, that kind of thing. I think the face-eaters are technically their spawn, but they aren't very attached to them."

The fluttering runelines of Irides's body went still for a moment. "The Outer Planes," he said faintly. "Have you... have you been there, too?"

"Oh, so now you believe me?" Cale scoffed. "No, I haven't. I mean, I've been there for the occasional visit, but the rules of magic don't apply in the same way there. They're incredibly dangerous, even for me."

"Even a Monolith is but a mortal when no longer subject to the Great Realms," Irides muttered, quoting one of more famous lines from the first mage-scholar that had discovered the Outer Planes.

"Viridea was a wise woman," Cale agreed with a nod.

"...You say that like you knew her."

"Sure did. Fantastic mage and an even better explorer. She created the modern [Fireball], you know."

"Now I know you're lying," Irides said. He didn't have any arms to cross, but his runelines flickered over one another, like he was attempting his best impression of it. "Everyone knows Keravak created the modern [Fireball]."

Cale snorted. "That creep?" he muttered, shaking his head. "What kind of books are the dungeons leaking through these days? Keravak published the spell and gave Viridea a lot of her funding, yes, but he didn't invent it. Look, you're a fellrune, right? You must've looked at the spell construct at some point. Viridea leaves a little signature in her constructs; check for the third, fifth, and seventh runes."

Irides fell silent for a long moment, and Cale looked back down at the face-eater. It was still squirming, though its movements were finally slowing down.

"Now that I think about it, Monoliths technically can't leave the Great Realms," Cale muttered to himself. "I wonder how she found out what would happen to them if they did? Maybe they found a way... What would even happen to their Law? They'd be forced to leave it behind in the Great Realms, wouldn't they? That sounds kind of dangerous."

"It's there," Irides said, sounding shocked, and then he processed what Cale was muttering about. "...What? I thought it was a theory. You don't think she actually brought a Monolith into the Outer Planes, do you?"

"I wouldn't put anything past her," Cale said with a laugh. "She'd stop at nothing to learn something new, that one. I never did find out what happened to her. I wonder if she's still out there somewhere..."

He trailed off, his voice tinged with a touch of wistfulness. Viridea had been one of his very first friends; she had introduced him to the Great Realms and how they worked, and without her, Cale was certain he would be nowhere near the mage he was today.

He hadn't had cause to think about her for a very long time, and that was so long ago that he struggled to remember the details. Cale didn't think he had a lot of power then—he'd likely still been an average mage, if that. Perhaps they'd met at a time when he could cast freely, and she had taught him one of his first spells?

It was a nice thought. He wished he could remember more.

"What are you doing to that poor thing?" Irides suddenly demanded, his runelines flashing brightly. "You never answered the question! You just started talking about cults and the Mask of Many!"

"Oh, yeah. I do that sometimes." Cale blinked. "Uh, face-eaters are mimics with the potential to become sapient—basically they can mimic mental traits as well as physical ones. The problem is that they need to spend enough time 'attached' to a host in order for it to work."

Irides flashed an unsettled yellow. "Oh," he said awkwardly.

Cale raised an eyebrow. "You thought I was doing something weird, didn't you?"

"I—you said he wasn't in any pain, and you're gripping him very tightly!" Irides said defensively. "And it's not like it would be anything new with how you've dealt with some of these... these menaces emerging from the portals! All organic squirming looks the same to me. How was I supposed to know—why do you even need to pin him down like that?"

"It mimics how they grip on to a target's face," Cale said dryly, though internally he was deeply amused by Irides's assumptions. The fellrune claimed to be disgusted by organics, but if he was thinking about them that much then he probably needed to re-evaluate those feelings. "And face-eaters are just always snarling like this before they've attached to a target. Honestly, I don't know how they're supposed to get any victims. I think the Mask of Many pulled a mean joke on them with that one."

Irides flared a bright pink, his runelines separating from him in a way that made it look like he was throwing his hands up with frustration. "I don't know how I'm even supposed to respond," he said. "This has to be a fucking setup. You... you made an illusion to fool me, or something. And you knew about Viridea's signature because you've studied her work already."

"I have studied her work," Cale said agreeably. Irides seemed to be deep within the denial stage, even if he couldn't help but engage with the evidence right in front of him. Cale was quite enjoying it. Most other mages would have been convinced by now, given the sheer variety of magic and technical knowledge he'd been displaying, but Irides was an especially stubborn sort.

"See!" Irides said triumphantly. "You admit to—WAUGH!"

That was probably the fifth time Irides had made that exact noise; Cale had begun to keep track, mostly because he found it funny. He turned to see what had shaken the fellrune so badly. Seer had clearly decided he was having too easy of a time with the face-eater and wanted to throw a wrench into the works, so what would he be pulling out... now...

Cale's thoughts trailed off as he stared up and up at the horror emerging from the Nothing. It was a thin, gangly creature, three times as tall as he was yet barely wider than three twigs tied together. It barely looked real. There was a scratchiness to its appearance, a way its torso and limbs seemed to fuzz and shift with every movement it made.

That would have been unsettling on its own, but on top of all that, it had a set of human eyeballs all bunched together in place of a head. Rather like a large, incredibly morbid bundle of grapes, Cale thought.

All seventeen of those eyes stared directly at him, though it wasn't like this creature could do anything except stare; it didn't have any eyelids to speak of. Irides had jolted backward to get out of its range, having assumed—quite reasonably—that it was a terrifying creature he didn't want to be anywhere near it.

"The See-All," Seer murmured behind them. "Quite the inspiration to my work, I must say, and as I recall it gave you quite a bit of trouble before you found a way to kill it. I don't suppose you have any conveniently-accessible angel prisms this time around, do you? I wonder how you might deal with it, without your friends to help you."

Most villains would have meant that as a taunt, but Cale was pretty certain Seer was being entirely genuine. He sounded eager, even. Cale sighed. He really needed to stop indulging his fans.

"I'm not sure I need to," he said.

Seer paused, and though none of his features were visible, Cale could tell he was frowning. "What... what do you mean?"

"Cale?" Irides asked. His gaze was fixed on the See-All, terrified, but he had drawn his mana into himself and seemed ready to fight. "If you need me to help—I might be able to conjure an angel prism. Whatever that is. You'll have to explain it to me."

"Oh!" Cale turned to beam at Irides. "I appreciate it, thank you."

"Cale, what are you doing?" Irides hissed, alarmed. "Don't look away from—"

Right at that moment, the See-All's eyes separated, revealing an abyssal maw nestled within its head. A long, sinuous tongue drooled out amongst countless sharp teeth; it took a deep breath.

Then it let out a high-pitched squeal and ran right back into the Nothing.

"Yeah," Cale said, giving both Seer and Irides a somewhat uncomfortable shrug. They seemed stunned. "Our last meeting didn't really go well for it. I think it might still be traumatized. You didn't see that part?"

"I... there are parts of your history still obscured to me," Seer said, his voice strangled. "But I did not think..."

Cale patted Seer on the shoulder. "Sorry you didn't get the show you wanted," he said. "I'm sure you'll get it next time."

"Next time..." Seer seemed to shake himself out of his reverie. "Yes. Very well. If the See-All does not pose enough of a challenge, then perhaps another. One that took you many tries to defeat, one that you still think you defeated only through luck..."

Cale narrowed his eyes. "Seer," he said. "There are some things that are better not to bring back."

It was exactly the wrong thing to say if he wanted Seer to rethink the choice. It was, however, the right thing to say if he didn't want Seer to pick someone worse.

Cale had made many, many enemies throughout his lives. He suspected he knew who Seer was about to call on, and while he had no desire to see Valav-yetah again, there were far worse things he could have called on.

Still... this would be a dangerous confrontation. Seer had already raised a hand, and Cale could feel that he was right. The tremendous force that was Valav-yetah pulling himself through the Nothing and back into the world.

This was a creature that ached for existence—that had fought with every scrap of his being for his right to live. Like Seer, Valev-yetah had gained dominion over a space of his own and merged partially with it, becoming a thing that wasn't quite of the Great Realms. As a result, not even the Monoliths could face him.

They had been forced to call in Cale, and Cale lost count of how many times he had died trying to beat him. In the end, he'd found a minor chink in his armor that he'd exploited to erase him from existence.

He doubted he'd be able to do that the same way again, though. If there was anything one could count on when it came to Valev-yetah, it was that he would never die to the same thing twice.

"Irides," Cale said calmly. "Get as far away from here as you can. Let Seer transport you, if need be."

"What?" Irides asked, confused. "Do you need help? Is this guy that dangerous?"

"I will not let anything happen to your friend, so long as you give me the show I desire," Seer said, scoffing. He waved a hand again, only to suddenly falter and turn pale. As pale as it was possible for a shadow to turn, anyway. "...Why will my domain not obey me?"

"Because you just summoned the king of vestigial domains," Cale said dryly. Already, a white-gray color was seeping into the Black Vault, overtaking the yawning void that had otherwise defined it. "You're strong here, yes, but this guy was you long before anyone else. You might be able to match him if you'd waited another millennium or two, but as it stands, do me a favor and get Irides somewhere safe."

Not that anywhere in the Black Vault would be safe, really, but as long as Valev-yetah's attention was focused on him, they would be fine. And it was very unlikely that his attention would be focused on anyone else, considering their last confrontation.

A splash of pure white now poisoned the void of the Black Vault, as if paint had been crudely splattered across it. From the center of the new domain—the new realm—emerged Valev-yetah, tearing his way with a howl through the rift into the Nothing that Seer had created.

He was no less impressive than when Cale had first seen him. Valev-yetah had been born as an astral wisp, little more than an ethereal speck of mana and mind. Over the years, he had sculpted for himself a body that suited his self-image, solidifying his magic into a form that suited his might.

It said a lot about him, perhaps, that he paid little attention to his face. He gave himself little more than two eyes to perceive the world with, but what need did he have of a nose or a mouth when he could simply speak his words into the ether? Nor did he bother to complete the look—he sharpened his features to look bestial and threatening, then simply allowed his magic to flow, so that it formed a billowing cloud of mana behind him that could function as his hair.

His body, on the other hand, had been built almost obsessively. He was broad and tall and strong, his arms thick with muscle and his legs built for bursts of terrible speed. His limbs were painted with lines of yellow soul-mana, and they were a little too long for him; it gave him an almost feral, wild look. Indeed, more than once, Cale had seen him drop to all fours to chase after him.

Yet for all that raw physicality, the true danger that Valev-yetah posed had nothing to do with the form he'd obsessed over. Rather, he possessed an unparalleled level of magical genius, and in his desperate search to invent true immortality, he had found a way to bind one of the Outer Planes to his soul.

Not only that, he had found a way to contain it within his soul. That, it turned out, made him exempt from many of the rules governing the Great Realms. So pleased he was with this accomplishment that he had given himself a title: he called himself the Outer Lord, the lone mage to surpass the Monoliths.

He'd only had to sacrifice a whole realm to do it. Cale had never forgiven him for that.

Just as Cale predicted, the moment he emerged from the rift, Valev whirled around, attention fixed immediately on him. "Cale," Valev hissed.

Cale, at some point, had stuck his hands into his pockets. He lifted one hand free now, in a casual wave. "Been a long time, Valev," he said. "Or did you prefer 'my lord'?"

"Wretch," Valev snarled. "Traitor. We had a bargain."

"We did," Cale said. His expression flickered with something complex—a hint of regret, a lot of anger. Thankfully, no one was there to catch the lapse. "Then, you know, you went and killed everyone I cared about. Not sure why you'd be calling me the traitor, all things considered—"

"They were NOTHING!"

"And that," Cale said, "is why our bargain would never have worked out."

"You think you can beat me again?" Valev-yetah thundered, taking several steps closer. The white around him painted the void with every step he took, like he was staining it with ink. "You got lucky. You found a weakness in my armor, and you had your friends engineer a way to exploit it. But I have erased that weakness, and you are alone. I will kill you, Cale Cadwell Cobbs, and I will bind your soul to my inner realm so that you may never live another life—"

"Didn't work the last time you tried that," Cale pointed out.

"A minor flaw," Valev said, his eyes narrowing. "I have accounted for that. Your mana will not save you. Your power will not save you."

Valev's voice turned mocking, and he began to stalk a circle around Cale. "If only you could cast," he said. "Such power is wasted when it cannot even be used. You still wish to cast, do you not? I can see that love for magic written into your face. A mage who loves the little spells, cursed to do nothing but use blasts and barriers... do not worry, old friend. I will be sure to use it well in your stead."
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  Cale allowed his features to curl into a wince at the jab. They had once known each other well enough that Valev knew exactly what to say to hurt him. Of course, things had changed since they had fought... but Valev didn't need to know that. Cale liked to keep his cards close to his chest.

Well, no. Cale liked to flaunt his cards flagrantly. But he did that explicitly so that he could keep a few of them hidden behind his back, which was pretty much the same thing.

Valev-yetah, the Outer Lord, wasted no time in opening with a volley of spells that many other mages would have struggled to decipher, let alone block. From afar, it might have seemed almost playful: an array of colorful orbs of magic blazed into existence all along the edges of Valev's domain, then began to streak through the air toward Cale, one after the other.

That was what it looked like from a distance. Cale knew better than to take them all at face value. Valev had disguised them all as variations of the simple [Manabolt] spell, but each one was packed with destructive potential that didn't belong in such low-tier magic.

And there were traps within traps, as Cale often encountered whenever he fought any experienced mage. For him, mages like these were more dangerous opponents than the gods. The gods, after all, were used to taking down an opponent with a spell or two. Even when they fought seriously, they tended to default to casting one spell at a time, expecting to overwhelm their foe in a single expression of divine magic.

But for a mage to reach such heights as Valev had—for them to acquire such vast amounts of cosmic power—they had to learn to be tricky. They had to outsmart opponents that were often better at magic than they were. So they learned to hide spells within their spells, to disguise their rituals in the pattern of their spellcasting.

Cale, in turn, had learned how to see through those traps. Just as Valev had said, for centuries, he'd had nothing to fight with but his barriers and his blasts. That meant he had to be far more observant than the average mage. He'd trained himself and his mana sense until he could spot almost any trap coming from him. Not only that, but he had refined his barrier over countless centuries, adjusting them so they could account for many of the dangers of the Great Realms by default.

Even then, Valev managed to force him on the defensive.

The first array of spells was a feint. They were nothing more than a basic [Manabolt], attuned to different mana aspects. Cale counted an [Acid Bolt], a [Firebolt], and a [Glitterbolt] among their number, but he let them all splash harmlessly against his barrier, focusing his attention instead on the next wave of attacks.

There were dangerous spells mixed in among the trivial ones, here. Cale sensed a glimmer of errant mana within a blazing [Firebolt] and manifested a barrier to detonate it before it managed to get too close. It was a good thing he had, because cloaked by the fire mana of the first spell was a secondary [Riven's Rivets], a war spell modified from a simple carpentry spell designed specifically to pierce a barrier and pin it against its caster.

Against any other mage, it would have been a trivial spell for Cale to block. Valev's domain, however, made things complicated. He couldn't rely on the absolute nature of his mana to circumvent other absolute effects.

When that [Riven's Rivets] detonated, it struck his barrier with a set of glowing rivets, and Cale felt it as the plane of mana left his field of control. It stayed as a single, solid construct, but rather than staying rooted to him it was flung across the void of the Black Vault and pinned to the ground.

Cale ignored it, too busy dealing with all the other spells still headed his way. There was a second [Riven's Rivets], this time with a targeting component made to slam his own barrier against him like a physical missile; Valev had included the first one only to try to catch him off guard, in the hopes that Cale would assume the second one could be dealt with the same way.

Cale, of course, had made no such assumption. He waved a hand, and a second and third barrier manifested to deflect the trajectory of the first. He'd caught the [Reinforcement] and [Escalation] imbuements planted in the spell, too. They were designed to reinforce the barrier the moment control of it was taken from him, then to accelerate it so that it struck him with enough force to blow him back and disorient him.

Valev knew him well. His barriers were nigh-unbreakable, but he was still subject to physical force. It had been his primary weakness when they fought so long ago, and it was the reason so many of Valev's spells could manipulate, target, or overwhelm the barriers of other mages.

He had designed his kit to fight a barrier mage, after all.

That brief interaction with [Riven's Rivets] was only one of a dozen different spells that Cale was forced to deal with simultaneously. Barriers manifested in the air in layers, forcibly detonating spells that had to be disrupted while they were still far away while intentionally allowing through the ones that Valev wanted him to block.

Half of them were war spells and forbidden magic. [Tsugen's Parasite], for example, a spell designed to eat into a sample of a mage's mana and transform it into a monstrous construct that would attack that mage. Because the construct was formed of the mage's own mana, it could bypass their barriers and kill them outright.

That one Cale didn't bother to block. He simply stepped to the side, allowing the spell to splatter harmlessly against the ground. He did the same for [Myugen's Parasite], which the dread mage Myugen had built off of his brother's work; instead of consuming and converting a single construct, it could instead burrow into a mage's mana core and take them over from within.

[Kinerith's Piercing Bolt] was a spell that increased in power by absorbing any impact it sustained. It was forbidden because the spell was an accumulator—unless it was dispelled, it would simply continue annihilating anything in its path. Cale stopped it by manifesting mana that was thick and dense enough to turn into a gel, slowing it down rather than giving it a hard surface to strike.

And those were just the spells Valev cast to deal with his barriers. There were others that were there simply to force him to deal with them. Illusory spells anchored within elemental spells that would disrupt his senses if he allowed them near him; spatial spells meant to disorient him by reconfiguring the space around him; alteration spells that transformed some of Valev's otherwise harmless feints into truly dangerous ones.

Cale caught a [Gray Bind] and a [Festering Blight] in both his hands, each one coated with a secondary barrier type he'd designed explicitly for dealing with spells that pretended to be healing and support magics. In fact he was, at this point, nearly fully armored in a set of barriers designed to deal with various types of magic.

So far, he had dealt with every spell with a casual, almost contemptuous ease. Both he and Valev knew that wasn't exactly the case, however. There was a reason he hadn't thrown any attacks of his own yet. All his attention had been occupied fending off just that onslaught of spells.

"I suppose you still have your skills, at least," Valev said as he lowered his hand at last, granting Cale a brief reprieve.

"Please," Cale said. "We both know you're still just toying with me."

"Oh? And I suppose you would claim you are not doing the same?" Valev stalked closer. White ink spread across the void of the Black Vault as he moved, like he was staining it with his very presence. "This is hardly the height of your strength."

"What, I'm supposed to just try and kill you in one blow?" Cale snorted, then without warning did exactly that. A blast of mana erupted from him, a lance of prismatic energy so bright it would have blinded him had he not tuned his barriers to filter that out long ago.

When the light faded, Valev had caught it. Not with his hands, no—not even he was so foolish—but a piece of the ink spreading around him had come to life and moved, curling around the mana blast and stopping it in its tracks.

"Very good," Valev growled, a note of approval in his voice. His domain shifted and dropped the prismatic lance, where it clattered against the ground as though it was a solid object. "But not nearly good enough. You have no angel prism to subvert my domain this time, Cale, and even if you did, I know now how to guard against it."

He stalked closer—close enough now that he could whisper, and Cale could still hear him. "How long has it been, I wonder?" he hissed, the words soft and intimate. "How many centuries have passed since we last fought? No fraction of eternity could ever fill that hole you have in your heart, but you certainly loved to try. How much more death will you see, before you admit that I was right?"

Cale had forgotten that Valev also loved to monologue. Unfortunately, he had only himself to blame. He was pretty sure Valev had acquired that habit entirely through him.

"This again," Cale said, exasperated. "No amount of time is going to make me think you were right, Valev. You should have known how I was going to react."

Valev went still. Then he loomed over Cale, meeting his eyes with a staggering intensity, and for a moment Cale saw in the reflection of those eyes the Outer Plane his old friend had bound. It was a desolate, empty place. Valev had been so proud of that—had described himself as kind when he spoke of binding it. He'd looked at Cale, expecting praise for the fact that he had chosen to sacrifice one realm full of life instead of two.

"I thought you would understand," Valev-yetah said. There was hurt in his voice. "I thought you, of all people, would understand why I had to do it."

"If you thought that, then I don't think you ever knew me," Cale said simply.

They stared at one another for a long moment. This was not, of course, the first time they'd had this conversation. Cale had once tried to convince Valev to stand down, to understand what he had done. He'd tried to get through to him across a dozen lives and a dozen deaths before he understood the truth.

"You did it all the time," Valev said, his eyes narrowing now; the glimpse of the Plane disappeared from his eyes, and they burned instead with his anger and hurt and disappointment. "You told me yourself of the sacrifices you have made. The realms you were able to save only because one innocent soul lost their life in exchange. Is what I did so different? I did it for you."

Well, this was new. They'd never arrived at this in all their previous conversations. Cale wondered briefly if Valev had acquired some sort of brain damage in the process of binding that Outer Plane to his soul, but he knew that wasn't the case. As nice as it was to think that the Valev he knew hadn't been a lie...

He would have been of sound mind in the moment he decided to slaughter a realm to fuel the binding ritual. Even if that process had damaged him or changed him, it wouldn't change the choice he'd made. That, he had chosen to do entirely on his own.

"Yes, someone sacrificing themselves to save a realm is different from you slaughtering a realm to fuel your ascension," Cale answered, unable to keep the incredulity out of his voice. "Are you—is that a real question?"

"How is it different?" Valev demanded. He really didn't seem to understand.

"First of all, those people chose to sacrifice themselves!" Cale snapped. "And they wouldn't have had to do even that if I'd been—if I'd been better! Do you think I wanted any of those sacrifices? Do you think I wouldn't have done something else if there had been any other option?"

"There was no other option," Valev said, settling in front of Cale, his eyes glowing with ominous power. There was a certain flat finality to his words. The blotch of white beneath him began to spread farther as his magic began to take over more and more of the Black Vault. "There was no other way."

"Aside from, you know, not doing it," Cale said sarcastically. A long time ago, he had been distraught by Valev's betrayal, but to hear it put into words—to realize that it had come from so absurd a belief—it angered him. It angered him so much it startled him, in fact. He thought he'd moved past this.

Valev, rather predictably, ignored him. "It must have been a while," he muttered, his eyes raking over Cale with a dark intensity. Cale could feel the prickle of his mana sense prodding through his barrier and the outer layers of his soul—his barrier would normally have filtered this sort of probe out, but the effect of Valev's domain took priority. "Your core is as beautiful as ever, but its fire... you could burn down a realm yourself, if you wanted. You could not do that, when last we fought."

The astral wisp cocked his head at Cale, and even without a mouth, Cale could tell he was smirking. "Have you?" he asked. "How does it feel, the weight of gods within you? And you would chide me for grasping at that power? I suppose I should not be surprised by the hypocrisy."

Cale narrowed his eyes. "I'm getting tired of the monologue," he snapped. "If you're going to try to kill me, do it already. If not, I'd appreciate it if you just walked back into the Nothing."

"And if I wish to do neither?" Valev asked, his tone light and almost dangerously neutral. "What if I simply wish to leave?"

"You know I can't let you do that." Cale knew full well what Valev was trying to do. He'd made this mistake before.

"Ah, yes, of course," Valev murmured. "Because of what I am."

"Because of what you would do," Cale corrected.

"Are they not one and the same?" Valev smirked at him again. "What I am is what I do. I would bring the Great Realms together again, unite them in a single plane as they were meant to be... but I can see in your face that you do not wish to rehash this conversation. Very well. It was a hypothetical, regardless. I would, of course, accept no outcome other than your death and the binding of your soul within me."

Valev paused, then chuckled. "Do you know, Cale, how I know that it has been an eternity since we last spoke?" he asked lightly. "Why I am certain of that beyond a doubt, though we could never pin down how quickly your mana would grow between lives?"

"Nope," Cale said. "Why don't you tell me?"

Valev grinned. "Because if our fight was recent, you would remember what I truly specialize in, and you would never have let me get this close."

He raised a hand. This time, he was close enough that Cale could see the way drew a single stroke in the air, as if painting with an invisible brush.

A staggering explosion of magic erupted from Valev. The splotches of white ink he'd stained the void with flashed into a more coherent shape, no longer the loose coils he had used to intercept Cale's earlier blast of mana. Now it gathered into the form of a massive maw, filled with rows of endless teeth.

Valev-yetah was a paint mage. Before his ascension to Outer Lord, he had been known as the Painter of Miracles, for his work with his magic was so precise and filled with so much emotion that he could bring his paintings to life. All paint mages could, to a certain degree, but only Valev had the skill to make them independent creatures, capable of living and thinking.

Capable of killing, too. Valev made a gesture with his hands, as though to mimic a jaw snapping shut. Around Cale, the painting of the maw did the same, moving to clamp shut around him.

Paint magic was exceptionally lethal when applied to combat. A true paint mage did not operate by the laws of physics—they painted whatever they wanted on any two-dimensional surface they chose, and those paintings could interact with the world around them as though they were three-dimensional.

All that was required was an observer from the right angle. If that observer could see what looked like a jaw snapping shut around a person, then the wound would manifest into reality, no matter how far the painting was from its target.

So when the jaw snapped shut around him, Cale cast a spell. It was a simple one—a third-tier spell he'd picked up while walking past the classroom for Magical Art just a day before his duel with Astiviya. His upgraded draconic resonance meant he could hoard higher-tier spells just from being in their vicinity, and this spell had been cast by the professor.

Thankfully, circumstances at the time had also pushed him into casting the spell (one particular student had been a little too experimental with her tattoo magic), or he wouldn't have had a version of it he could cast. The tier had stayed the same, but his use of it had granted it a few bonus effects.

[Reset Magical Canvas, Level 1] [Sixth Tier, Active] [1.0e27 Mana]
Target and dispel a single creation of magical art. Applies to any non-standard definition of "canvas". Capable of disrupting the link between magical art and its artist, if targeted correctly.

Cale had not, in fact, forgotten what type of mage Valev was. He had remembered enough to deliberate bait Valev into getting close. It put him in range of Valev's domain, yes, but it would be far more difficult to block or dispel paint magic if it was too far away from him.

Gray light washed out from him as he cast the spell. The painted maw dissolved back into harmless splotches of domain-ink, and Cale smiled pleasantly at Valev, whose eyes had widened.

"That was—" Valev-yetah's voice faltered, and he took a step back. "That was a spell. You cannot... you cannot do that. You cannot cast spells."

"Well, it has been a while," Cale said. He flicked out a hand, then cast [Conjure Sword]. He didn't like swords, but he did like keeping his opponents guessing. "You aren't the only one that's picked up a few new tricks. Let me show you what else I can do."

If only he had access to the Gift, Cale mused to himself. Casting a spell in front of Valev was one thing. He could only imagine the reaction Valev would have if he evolved a spell in front of him.

Ah well. That was not to be. They were in a divine void, after all, and the Gift wouldn't even be able to reconnect with him until they left.





"We have to do something," Irides said. He was staring at the fight between Cale and Valev-yetah, his runelines fluttering erratically. "You're in charge of this place. Can't you do something?"

"I cannot." Seer frowned, uncharacteristically grim. "Valev-yetah's power exceeds that of the Black Vault. I did not anticipate this."

"How could you not anticipate the most obviously important factor?" Irides demanded, nearly crying out in frustration. "There must be something we can do. During the battle against Astiviya, he was evolving new spells, but he doesn't have the Gift right now. Can't you do something about that? Turn off the divine void in here, or something?"

"The divine void is an intrinsic property of the Black Vault," Seer said, sounding offended. "To turn it off would be to go against its nature."

"Temporarily!" Irides said, exasperated. "Don't think I didn't notice you didn't say it was impossible."

"...I could temporarily disable that feature," Seer grumbled. "But it would not help. The Black Vault is its own realm. For the influence of the Gift to return, the bond with Utelia would need to be re-established. On top of that, the Black Vault would require a divinity of its own."

"And?"

"I cannot re-establish the bond to Utelia. Valev-yetah has sealed it." Seer sounded embarrassed by this. "And there is no divinity here, due to the nature of the Vault."

"Divinity is just created by belief," Irides said. "We could make a divinity right here, right now, if we wanted. And then we just have to figure out how to reconnect the Vault to Utelia."

"I do not believe that is how that works."

"Shut up," Irides said. "You're the closest thing there is to a god in this place. Turn off the divine void so I can worship you and we can see if you turn into a god."

"I—what?" Seer sputtered. For the first time, he seemed actually thrown off balance.

"Gods are created by worship and belief," Irides said impatiently. "So turn off the Realms-damned void and I'll do the whole worship and believing thing."

"I do not—" Seer started, then faltered and gave up when Irides glared at him. "Fine. Do not blame me if this does not work."
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  The second they appeared within the labyrinth, Leo cast [Asterion's Gaze]. Before his parents could get their bearings, he rapidly rearranged the structure of the labyrinth, splitting up their two groups so that the two Red Hunters would be forced to navigate it to find them.

"Leo?" Damien asked. "Are you okay?"

"I'm fine." Leo gave Damien a tight smile—it was just like him to worry about his friends first and foremost. "This has been a long time coming."

"You're telling me," Flia muttered, but she seemed concerned, too. "Although if you want us to handle this..."

"It should be me," Leo said firmly. "And they're still archmages. We can't underestimate them. I think I can keep us separated for a while, but it won't be long enough for us to set up the ritual."

"What are you thinking of doing, then?" Syphus asked.

"We're going to need something more to deal with that relic," Leo said, shooting Syphus an appreciative look. He could always trust it to cut straight to the heart of the matter. He was pretty sure it would still sit him down and let him talk about his feelings if he insisted he needed it, but as long as he didn't say that, it assumed he could handle it. "Cale mentioned before that there's something in this labyrinth I can use to upgrade my mana core with a secondary aspect."

"You want to do that now?" Damien asked incredulously, and Leo nodded firmly.

"We could wait for Akkau to catch up with us," he said. "He got alerted by the wards, so he's probably on his way already. But I don't want to count on that. For one thing, there might be other Red Hunters in Brightscale that he's dealing with, and for another..."

He took a deep breath. "They're my parents," he said, this time more quietly. "So they're my problem to deal with. I think I need to, if I want to take the next step as a palewater mage. One way or another, I need to be the one to settle this."

It was surprising, really, how clear his head was. Damien and Flia were both right to worry about him, but for once, Leo knew exactly where he stood on this matter.

He was going to face Eli and Mia not as their son, but as the mage he had become.

The first step had been getting them here and then separating them. All minotaurs had an instinct for navigating labyrinths, passed down from the Minotaur—the Named that had created them. The Impetus of Asterion also caused those unlucky minotaurs that found themselves within a labyrinth to slowly inherit some portion of his madness.

All except for Leo, whose natural affinity for labyrinth mana made him immune to that curse. That was what he was taking advantage of now. Both Eli and Mia would be disoriented and confused, and while Leo no longer believed those lies about how severely they were affected by the curse, they would struggle to orient themselves here. They would be forced to fight against their instincts every step of the way.

With his [Asterion's Gaze], Leo could exacerbate that problem. Constantly rearranging the labyrinth around them would confuse their senses, making it harder to rely on the instincts that would otherwise allow them to navigate their way out. In that sense, his goal was twofold: he needed to make sure they were not so close that their magic could reach him or his friends, yet keep them close enough that they would give chase instead of simply trying to leave.

"This way," Leo said, pressing on a brick on a nearby wall and watching as a hidden passage revealed itself. He stepped through without hesitation, his friends following close behind.

Farther back, he could sense Eli going on a rampage, smashing the walls around him in an incoherent rage. The amount of magic needed to do that was astonishing. This labyrinth had been carved out of the Karmian Well, and Cale had told them before about how the walls of the Karmian Well were nigh unbreakable. Labyrinth magic was the only thing that could manipulate them, and even then only because the Labyrinth Plague had twisted its walls and imbued them with its own magic.

That Eli was smashing through them instead of navigating through the few twists and turns needed... Well, it was proof, Leo supposed, that the relic he had used really had elevated him to the level of an artificial wyldfire. He glanced behind him just long enough to slam layers of stone shut between them and his parents.

"Where are we going?" Flia prompted. She didn't seem nervous, though Leo was certain they could all feel the sheer amount of magical energy Eli was throwing off; it made the fur on the back of his neck prickle.

"We're looking for the rain Cale was talking about," Leo answered distractedly. He'd sensed it once or twice in passing now, but he'd never felt ready to confront it. He didn't even know what he wanted to have as a secondary mana aspect, and the idea of confronting a magical storm and taking some of its power into himself felt almost too fantastical for him.

He was just a minotaur, after all. His magic was unusual, but that was the only thing special about him. How would he be able to contain the power of a storm?

Except from what he'd seen—from what he now understood about Asterion, who stood alone in the endless Labyrinth, fighting to keep the Realms safe from the Nothing—there was no such thing as just a minotaur.

They were descended from one of the Named. That Named was said to have cursed and abandoned them, but Leo knew for a fact that he had not. Perhaps, then, that madness they felt within a labyrinth was simply an echo of what Asterion himself was feeling. Perhaps it was his way of crying out for help.

There was a deep, abiding loneliness within Asterion. When Leo had felt it last, he had been uncertain if he could forgive the Named for what he had done—no matter his purpose, he had caused so much suffering among them. Leo himself had been a victim of it, and he had spent years rejected and ostracized as a result.

Facing Eli and Mia now was a stark reminder that everyone who had rejected him had chosen to do so. Perhaps they had been lied to, perhaps not, but he found himself unwilling now to blame Asterion for their choices.

That, it seemed, was the final piece of the puzzle. Leo no longer felt like he stood behind the others, the lone mortal unable to hold their levels of power. He was still descended from one of the Named, and even if he wasn't—

Leo glanced back just long enough to see Eli blasting through the rock, an expression of pure rage on his face. An enhanced [Explosive Charge], it looked like. Even as a wyldfire mage, Eli was sticking to the same old tricks. Over his shoulder, a dozen smaller [Infernal Chains] were hovering, readied spells that shot out toward them the moment he broke through the stone.

"Syphus," Leo said. The boulder construct rolled forward to deal with the lances, even as Leo raised a hand; as he did, the floor of the labyrinth rose to slope up.

"Do you know the problem with spells like [Explosive Charge]?" Leo asked conversationally. "I do. I'm a very good student, you know. My mentor thinks I don't know it, but he's started keeping track of all the points he's going to give me, and I have a lot of them.

"First of all, [Explosive Charge] can't be interrupted, including by its own caster. Second, it gives you a lot of explosive power. Enough to, say, break through the unbreakable stone of a foreign dungeon. But it slows you down quite a lot, which is why I have the time to talk to you like this." Leo smiled, though there was no real humor in his eyes. "Neat, isn't it?"

Eli roared something unintelligible at him. He strained to reach for him, but Leo stepped out of the way, his hands folded behind his back.

"Third, it's a channeled spell, which means you can't cast anything else until its full duration is over," Leo continued. "I'm sure that's why you prepared those [Infernal Chains], which theoretically can't be blocked even by a counterspell, because you're a wyldfire mage now. You really didn't need wyldfire for that, by the way. We're all palewater mages. We wouldn't have been able to block it even if you were still at darkwood."

Syphus had, of course, already dealt with the chains; infernal magic was under the domain of its new eye, and while it couldn't simply block the spell, it could redirect the chains onto itself. Every one of those chains had now wrapped themselves around Syphus's boulder, which didn't affect it in the slightest.

"I am on fire now," Syphus said helpfully.

"You sure are." Leo gave Syphus a thumbs up. "Anyway, fourth—and this is the most important bit, really—[Explosive Charge] sucks. It's just an awful spell in a dozen different ways. It looks powerful, but it's slow, it moves you forward against your will, and it keeps you five centimeters above the ground at all times. That's why it comes with a warning to only use it to break a wall when you know what's behind it, and to never overcharge the spell, or you're just going to keep going until you're halfway inside a mountain."

Leo only knew that last part because Cale had shared a story about it. Apparently, one poor mage had poured so much mana into the spell he had become a fixture in the land for a period of about a month, until he eventually struck a mountain and buried himself in it. Rescue had eventually arrived to dig him back out, though it had taken a while before they realized he was not, in fact, about to emerge from the other side.

In all honesty, Leo was a little suspicious that the mage in the story was just Cale. He claimed he couldn't remember when he was last able to cast a spell, but surely there was a period of time when he could. That seemed like exactly the sort of thing he would do.

"Anyway," Leo said. "You're new to wyldfire, which means you definitely put too much mana into that spell. I don't think it's going to last for a month, unfortunately. That would make things a lot easier for me. Judging by the mana in that spell construct, I'd say you have... three minutes? A little less? You should use that time to think about what you're doing."

Eli let out another unintelligible snarl. Unfortunately for him, Leo was right: he was entirely unable to move from his slow drift up the slope Leo had crafted.

"No?" Leo said. "How about telling us what that relic did to Mom, then? She's just following you quietly. Seems very unlike her."

This time, a flicker of something passed through Eli's face. Leo wasn't sure if it was fear or regret, but he pressed his lips in a grim line and refused to answer.

"Be like that, then," Leo said with a shrug. "We'll find the answers we need ourselves. Not like we haven't had to do that this whole time already."

With that, he called for the labyrinth to rearrange itself once more. A hole in the ceiling opened up for Eli and Mia, then closed back behind them; several dozen walls moved and shifted into place, rearranging the path that would lead to them.

And last but not least... he had a spell he'd been meaning to test. He cast it, then turned to his friends. "Alright, let's go."

There was a brief silence. Leo realized both Damien and Flia were staring at him.

"...was that a little much?" he asked, suddenly feeling awkward. At that, Flia laughed and shook her head.

"Not at all," she said. "You just reminded me a lot of Cale back there."

"Please," Leo said, scoffing. "Cale would've just blasted them."

"No, he definitely would've monologued," Damien said, which meant Leo had to concede the point, because if Damien said Cale would have done something a certain way, he was definitely right. "Also, um... that look on your dad's face at the end there."

"I couldn't tell what he was thinking," Leo admitted.

"I could," Damien said, fidgeting. "I don't think he knew it was going to do that to her. I bet the Grand Magus bound them both to the relic somehow. It's probably another one of its costs."

"Fucker," Flia cursed, then shrugged when the other three looked at her. "What? Tarbloom doesn't like cussing, but they don't mind it when it's about people like the Grand Magus. Also, I'm not going to stop cursing entirely, thank you very much. I'm just doing it to be polite around them."

"We didn't say anything," Damien said after exchanging glances with Leo and Syphus. "Leo, you know where we're headed?"

"Yup." Leo could feel it more strongly now—it felt almost like his instincts were guiding him toward the storm.

That was strange, in and of itself. He'd been able to feel that storm on the periphery of his senses before, but not with this much clarity, and certainly not like he had the path toward it lit up in his mind. It was like there was a force guiding him, pushing him toward the crackling power of the storm.

Normally, he would have been rather suspicious of that. Cale had been very specific about the dangers of following the guidance of mysterious forces that offered power. But Leo had a theory about it this time. [Asterion's Gaze] was active, after all, and the impulse he felt...

It felt very much like Asterion was guiding him.

The thought would have disturbed him before. Now, though, he found a strange sort of comfort in it.

"Also, um," Damien began. "Um, what was that spell you cast at the end there?"

"That?" Leo grinned. "[Layer Swap]. It's a very specific spell for multi-layer labyrinths, but it can, say, send people down two layers. Dad thinks he's up one floor from us, but our instincts have some trouble differentiating between different floors, so if he doesn't think to check carefully... Well, he's going to have a hard time finding us again."





The storm in the Karmian Well was nothing like Leo expected.

Cale had called them distortion storms, if he remembered correctly. The Well had started erupting with them shortly after its formation as a result of the sheer amount of magic the Well contained. They were torrential downpours that would occasionally emerge from its depths, full of the raw power of transmutation.

The cramped space of the labyrinth made it quite unlike the grand spectacle that Leo had imagined. Rather than a massive storm, he and his friends were greeted by a turbulent corridor of labyrinth stone. Thick clouds gathered above them, completely obscuring the ceiling, and from those clouds poured thick curtains of—

—Leo would probably have thought it was just water if not for its effects, or if he'd been unable to feel the raw magical power pouring off the distortion storm. Nothing about the liquid seemed magical. It didn't glow, sparkle, shimmer, or crackle with lightning as he had imagined.

But it screamed against his mana sense, a turbulent expression of change and mutability, adaptation and truth. Every drop that struck the stone beneath transformed it on contact. It was a dizzying, hypnotic sight. Leo caught glimpses of a ripple of marble spreading amongst the stone, a ripple of gold spreading through the marble, then a ripple of some third, inscrutable material that looked uncomfortably organic.

It happened with every individual drop in the downpour, creating a splotchy patchwork corridor composed of perhaps a thousand different materials rippling through one another. The sight of it was mesmerizing.

...Dangerous beyond belief, though. Leo didn't specialize in transmutation or magical materials, but he was pretty sure some of the ones he caught sight of were fatal to touch. He caught sight of what looked like voidstone, more than once. Voidstone! And then there were the stones and ores he was certain ought to have reacted explosively with one another.

Why didn't they, now that he thought about it? The storm itself had to have some ability to protect against that sort of thing, or the labyrinth would have disintegrated long ago.

"I wonder if it absorbs its own power," Leo remarked thoughtfully. "This corridor should definitely be exploding, but it's not. Maybe it uses the mana released from its transmutations to fuel itself?"

"That sounds... possible?" Damien wrinkled his nose in confusion. "Wouldn't it still be producing more energy than it uses, though?"

"Well, yeah, but it's magic." Leo shrugged. "There's lots of books on the energy efficiency of transmutation if you want to check them out. Scholars have been studying it for a long time."

Damien nodded thoughtfully. Leo was busy trying to figure out how he was supposed to absorb the power of this thing. He had a few ideas, but all of them were at least a little dangerous. Perhaps a little risk was necessary? Or perhaps...

"I kind of want to drink it," Syphus said thoughtfully. Damien immediately grabbed on to one of its arms.

"No," Damien said sternly. "Don't drink the magic rain. What if it turned you into wood?"

"Can it do that?" Syphus looked horrified. "I didn't think of that."

Leo chuckled at their antics, then focused inward. That feeling he'd had, the one guiding him toward the storm—he suspected it was Asterion. If Asterion had noticed what he was doing, if Asterion was paying attention, then he had to have some stake in this, too. Could he use that? Ask the Named to guide him?

Was he willing to? He had hated Asterion only a month ago. How much had changed, now that he understood more of himself and of the position Asterion was in?

Enough, he thought, and he was surprised how easily the answer came to him.

Something seemed to change in [Asterion's Gaze]. Leo felt a strange impulse to clear his mind, to step forward into the storm.

First things first. He closed his eyes, sensing for the presence of both Eli and Mia. Eli was raging through the labyrinth toward them, but even now he was still far enough away.

More importantly, it seemed he hadn't figured out he was on the wrong floor yet. That was good.

The next question was whether there was enough time. He needed to disable the Red Relic before it ate away at his parents' lives completely, and he needed to be able to activate the ritual after that, to connect their realm to that of the Black Vault. How long would it take to absorb the power of this storm?

Enough, Asterion seemed to say, mimicking his thoughts earlier, and Leo smiled. Good enough for him. Perhaps he should have been nervous about stepping into it, but he felt strangely confident, instead.

He knew who and what he was. No storm could change that.

And so, when the storm struck his fur and skin—when its power sank into his body—it did not transform him, for there was nothing that he wanted changed. Instead, it sank through his flesh and into his mana channels.

It felt like he was an empty vessel, soaking in every drop of power he could. The clouds above him thundered, then swirled, gathering above him; the rain of the distortion storm seemed to shiver for a moment, and then it started falling toward him, as if he were their only source of gravity.

Leo saw none of it. He was focused entirely on his soul, on the power coursing through his channels. The raw power of it was still too intense for him to let it grow unchecked, but he knew by instinct what he needed to do.

Dilute it with his palewater. Control the way it moved through his mana channels, no matter how much it wanted to lash out and drift. He had to grit his teeth against the pain, for every lash of the storm's power against his control hurt, but he had already imagined this a thousand times, a thousand different ways. He had thought and thought about what he wanted from this moment, and he finally, finally knew.

So he clamped his will down around the power of the storm, guiding it to nestle in the center of his soul, where that crackling magic would form the seed of a second core.
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  When Leo opened his eyes again, they were filled with lightning.

Not true lightning, of course. His secondary mana aspect was not the aspect of a storm, for all that he'd used it to form the blazing core of his new power. But that mana remembered. It remembered being a thing of torrential power, of gathered clouds and pouring energy. And contained within Leo, who knew of storms as thunder and lightning, it could express that remnant memory in one way only.

Electricity seemed to dance in his eyes, bright at first, then slowly dimming as Leo brought this new power under the dominion of his soul. Even then, it was violent, as all storms were. This new magic was surging, aching with the need to act, and it was only his own force of will and the labyrinthine twists of his original core that kept it suppressed.

"Leo?" Damien's voice was awed, though there was an underlying current of tension within it. It took Leo a moment before he realized that was because Eli and Mia had arrived, presumably while he'd been in the process of absorbing the power of the storm.

Just like Leo, Eli had magic pouring from his soul, though his power came as dense waves of heat that warped the air around him. It was intense enough that Leo could feel that heat from where he stood, though he was protected from the worst of it by the excess magic still radiating from within him.

"I'm back," Leo said. He took a deep breath, then found himself surprised by how crisp the air felt as it moved into his lungs. It smelled nothing like the musty depths of the labyrinth, though that was certainly where they were. "I hope I didn't take too long."

"Nah," Flia answered. She didn't take her eyes off Eli, though. "I'm pretty sure you broke all kinds of records there, and your parents only just got here, so you're right on time."

Leo raised an eyebrow. That wasn't strictly true, judging by the scorchmarks in the stone around his friends, but the fact that smoke still rose from the ground suggested they'd only had time to exchange a single set of spells before he emerged from his trance. Close enough, he supposed.

Yet despite all the energy radiating from Eli, there was an almost comical look of surprise and confusion on his face, and the state of his mana suggested that he'd stopped his spell mid-cast. His senses had no doubt alerted him to the new state of Leo's soul.

"You got a second core," Eli said slowly, like he was struggling to understand what he was sensing. A note of desperate hope slipped into his voice, entirely dissonant with the rage he'd been displaying. "What... what mana aspect is that?"

"Now you want to talk?" Leo snorted. "A little late for that, dad. I don't see any need to tell you."

"But—" Eli glanced at Mia, as if waiting for her to back him up, and something helpless flashed through his face for a fraction of a second when she stared blankly back. He'd forgotten, it seemed, what that Red Relic had done to his wife. "But if you have a second core, you might not be a wild mage anymore—depending on what aspect it is, of course. Even if it's a wild aspect, you have a second core. Do you have any idea how rare that is? The Grand Magus would accept us into Orstrahl's court with open arms just to get a look at you."

He hesitated. "I mean, we'd still have to capture your friends, of course," he said, shrugging helplessly. "But if you're one of us, we could make sure they're treated well. They're wild mages, son, you don't understand what they can do—"

Eli's words died on his lips, and he took a startled step backward, as if he'd been struck. Leo had been so distracted by what he was saying that it took him a solid few seconds to realize why.

He'd been careful to keep his expression controlled. It was placid and calm, because Leo saw no reason to let his father know that he was getting to him. But he was not yet used to the mass of power that now boiled within him, nor was he used to the way the two cores intermingled.

His control over his labyrinth mana had been perfect. They had an understanding with one another. But the core built from the distortion storm—the new core that had formed at palewater, and was thus full of his own untamed intent—it had surged at those words. It had reacted to his fury.

A tendril of it had snapped out from him, torn through Eli's blazing aura of heat, and wrapped around his throat to silence him.

"Oops," Leo said, though he didn't feel very sorry at all.

A new mana core would normally have done nothing to help them defeat a wyldfire mage, artificial or otherwise. Eli had a monstrous amount of mana to throw at them, and he could overwhelm any anti-fire defenses they managed by sheer virtue of the hierarchy that existed between them. His fire could burn even the Abyssal waters that Flia could summon.

But Leo had chosen his new mana aspect with care. The hierarchy of power was absolute, but it applied only to spells meant to counter or negate one another. Some magics did not interact with one another at all, which meant they could bypass one another entirely. And though knowledge of such interactions were rare, kept secret due to the danger that might result...

Well, Cale told stories, and Leo paid attention.

He was a very good student, after all.





Eli Ellistimus was a lot of things.

He was the first archmage in two generations from the Clovenhoof village, for one thing. He didn't like to brag about it, as he was a humble sort of man, but he'd been born with a great deal of talent with magic. His talent was such that he considered it his duty to pass on his magical skill, to show all the other minotaurs of his village what they could be, if they only tried. There was no need for their reputation as warriors and brutes—they could stand amongst the greatest of mages, as long as they listened to his instruction.

Alas, not everyone in his village agreed with him. In fact, many seemed uninterested, no matter how fantastical his displays of power. Not even ending the monsters that threatened their home had bought him much more than a few impressed nods and respectful handshakes. Magic was useful, but for many of them it was not necessary, and to his disgust, they seemed more impressed with his sister's flower conjurations and fertilization spells than they did his displays of explosive power.

It was only the threat of wild magic that seemed to spur them toward him. Stories of what wild mages could do filtered into their little village—stories of the storms they brought and the monsters they summoned—and for once, the people gravitated toward him, asking for his protection. It made his chest swell with pride. Finally, he thought, he was respected for his power; finally, they would listen to him when he spoke of how they needed to be a power in their own right, one that would be recognized by even the kingdoms of Utelia.

And so Eli Ellistimus was also the leader and chief of their village, selected to lead and protect them. Yet even with that position, he had struggled to find truly worthy mages amongst his brethren, and so he had taken it upon himself to pass down his power another way.

It was why he'd married Mia. There were plenty of women (and more than a few men) who had been interested in him, but only Mia had met his rigorous standards for magical talent. If he was to bear children, he wanted to be certain they held the same talent for magic as he did. Through this he could show the village that he was earning his place as their leader.

Mia was from a different region of Illwyld, but she was thankfully like-minded in that regard. They had fallen for one another quickly, and in no time at all, she bore his first son: Leo.

Leo had been promising at first. His mana channels were plentiful, and his mana core was sizable. His ability to sense and manipulate mana was—average, at best. He didn't seem to have inherited all the talent from his parents. But those were attributes he could train and work on, and Eli had remained hopeful until...

Well. Until that damnable natural affinity for labyrinth mana.

His own son, a wild mage. That was unacceptable. He'd built his entire platform on protecting Clovenhoof from the threat of wild magic. What would the village think if they knew? He would be the laughingstock of town, or worse! They celebrated Eli for the power he held, for his ability to uphold the traditional form of magic. He was dangerous, yes, but only to his enemies.

A wild mage like Leo could be dangerous to anyone around them, at any given time. Or that was the line that had been fed to them, anyway, and it was a line of thinking Eli himself had encouraged.

He knew, of course, that by the rules of magic Leo would not be able to do anything to him or his wife. They were both darkwood mages, and by default it meant their magic superseded anything he could do. Even if he accidentally cast a spell, even if he turned a small part of the village into a labyrinth, they could contain it. It would take a disaster on the scale of the Aspect Cascade to create something truly uncontrollable, and with two archmages living in the same home, the likelihood of that was essentially zero.

But it rankled at him. It undermined everything he had been saying, and besides, the idea of his own son being a freak of a mage that couldn't cast basic spells like [Fireball] ate at his pride. What sort of mage couldn't cast a [Fireball]?

It barely mattered that Leo would be a labyrinth mage. Yes, labyrinth magic was especially dangerous to their kind, but it wasn't the danger of the magic that concerned him. All good mages were dangerous. It was the fact that Leo would stain his legacy.

Eli had imagined a bloodline of archmages that would all be recognized by the Orstrahl kingdom, enough that they would be offered a noble title and a place within the court. Leo had ruined those dreams by being a labyrinth mage. Even if they had a second child, the fact that the first had been a wild mage would forever be a stain on his legacy.

So after an ill-advised attempt to... erase the records, so to speak. Eli had simply sent him away. The hope was that he would gain enough control over his magic to learn how to stand at the top of Orstrahl's mages anyway. If Leo had even a fraction of his talent, then it would certainly be achievable, and Eli could overlook the stain on his legacy so long as Leo never used or revealed what his aspect actually was.

His hopes had died over the years. Brightscale reported essentially no progress with his magic. The labyrinth aspect made attunement almost impossible, and the idea of fighting with it was basically laughable. All the standard combat spells were unavailable to him. What would Leo do in a dungeon? Throw a maze at the monsters?

So when he'd been called at last to return to Brightscale and had met his son only to find him cavorting with other wild mages... well, he'd been rightfully furious. To think Leo would throw away his legacy like that. He had given him life, and the little shit acted like he was at fault?

The only good thing about this was that the Grand Magus had had the foresight to prepare him for this. He'd taken Eli to the side, whispered to him that he knew he was conflicted about his son. Told him that if he could take care of him, he'd erase the records, help him and Mia get into the court.

Eli wasn't so heartless as to not give his son a chance to redeem himself, but, well, Leo had thrown that chance back in his face. As far as he was concerned, Leo had chosen this fate for himself.

And then Leo had tricked him. Twice. First into activating the Academy's wards, and then when he'd used the Grand Magus's gift to free himself, he'd somehow exploited the properties of a spell he didn't even know how to cast. What kind of mage studied magic they couldn't even use?!

And now—now there was this. Leo had found a way to give himself a second core. Which was unheard of, first of all, and Eli longed more than anything to know how he'd done it. The things he would be able to do if he acquired a second mana core. The king would practically beg him to join the court! Better yet, he could sense that the second core wasn't nearly as "sticky" as Leo's labyrinth mana.

He'd done it. His son had cured himself! Now all he had to do was get rid of his stupid little friends and come back home.

Eli didn't understand what was wrong with what he'd said. He didn't understand the raw fury he'd felt erupting from his son at those simple words, aimed at welcoming Leo back home. Didn't his son understand he was doing him a favor? Leo was clearly a genius that had inherited his talent; if he brought him back to Orstrahl, he could show exactly how great a mage he was and what his bloodline could do.

A second core. And what was more, the mana aspect he held... Eli wasn't sure what it was. There was something strangely familiar about it, but somehow Leo's soul—or perhaps his other core, the labyrinth one—warped and strengthened the aspect into something unrecognizable.

Whatever it was, though, it was powerful enough that Eli almost didn't care if it was wild magic. It was better if it wasn't, but he could find a way to spin the story. Perhaps he'd sell his son as the first wild mage to truly tame his magic. If he told it right, it would almost certainly be received well, and he would be applauded for all he'd done to help his son control his magic.

So lost was he in this fantasy of what would happen that Eli was stunned when it struck straight through his [Manaburn Barrier] and silenced him.

He stared at Leo, trying and failing to force words out from his throat. What was he doing? Did Leo not understand how much of a miracle this was? How grateful he ought to be?

And yet his magic... even if it hadn't silenced him, Eli might have stopped talking for the sheer force of the fury that seemed to rage within that mana. It made something within him turn unpleasant and cold, and it took him a moment to realize that the feeling had compelled him to take a step back.

It took him a moment more to realize that he was afraid. Something about Leo's expression unsettled him. It was foolish—there was no reason he had to fear his own son, especially since even the new core was only a palewater core—but nevertheless it was there, an unsettling sensation in his gut.

The silencing spell wore off, and Eli took the opportunity to speak.

"You're being ridiculous," he said, trying to reason with his son. He needed this to end sooner rather than later so he could cut the link with the relic and stop it from feeding any further on his wife. "There's no reason to fight. Look, if you really want your friends to be safe, I'll come up with some sort of story for the Grand Magus. He only really needs that girl over there, anyway."

"You don't get it, do you?" Leo asked, and Eli frowned at him. What was he talking about? There was nothing he didn't get. "I don't want you taking any wild mage, from here or anywhere else. The label is ridiculous in the first place."

"Obviously," Eli said, and he shook his head when Leo stiffened. "What, you think I just listen to whatever the Red Commander or the Grand Magus says? I'm not an idiot. Wild magic can be controlled, it's just a waste of time to do so. The fear is convenient, that's all. When people are afraid of wild mages, they realize just how important the real mages are."

Leo stared at him, and something twisted in his lips—disgust, Eli recognized, though he couldn't for the life of him recognize why. "That was your reason for working with the Red Hunters? Is this why you're jealous of Aunt Lis?"

"I am not jealous of your aunt," Eli snapped. "Her magic is ridiculous. The whole village worshipped her for conjuring pretty flowers and fertilizing the crops, and they barely spared a glance for the archmage in their midst. Use your head! Is that how things should be?"

Leo exchanged looks with his friends, for some reason, then slowly shook his head. "The most powerful mage I know would give anything to be able to do just that," he said, his voice oddly soft. "You don't get magic at all, do you?"

"What are you talking about?" Eli was getting sick of this. He started preparing a spell—something that would burn through all their magic so he could capture them. It was ritual magic, so it would take time, but it wasn't like Leo or his friends could do anything to stop him. "I am the greatest archmage in Clovenhoof."

"Would you like to know something interesting?" Leo said, and Eli was about to shoot back that he did not, but Leo's magic snapped out through his barrier and froze his words in his throat again. How was he doing that? It should have been impossible! His magic burned anything that tried to cross his barrier, and at wyldfire, nothing could punch through it.

"It's about the intersection of labyrinth magic and library magic," his son continued. "They're kind of similar, you know? A big enough library is kind of like a labyrinth, full of twisting shelves and all kinds of books. But they're not the same thing, not really."

What was Leo talking about? This was all obvious. A child would know this. Eli focused on his spell, deciding to ignore this strange habit his son had developed.

A part of him, however, could not help but listen.

"The thing is, there's a place out there in the Great Realms where a labyrinth and a library are the same," Leo continued, stepping forward. "Cale calls it the Akashic Realm, though it has a few other names. The Unseen Library. The Record of the Lost. If you merge library magic and labyrinth magic in just the right way, you can gain access to it, and, well, here's the thing.

"Normally, library magic is vulnerable to fire magic. Someone tried to burn the whole Akashic Realm down once, during something called the Planar War. A meeting between the Monoliths was called, and they decided they couldn't allow such a thing to happen again, so they made a provision in the Source.

"Akashic magic does not interact with fire magic. One does not touch the other. Akashic mages don't really exist, but if they did, they'd be completely vulnerable to fire magic—kind of ironic, really—because the fire would just pass through their barriers. But the same is true in reverse, of course. An akashic mage could bypass fire magic without ever interacting with the Hierarchy."

Eli frowned. Was that how Leo kept bypassing his barrier? Why would he tell him such a thing? Now that he knew, he could simply attune to a different aspect—

—but he found that he couldn't. His mana had frozen within him, suddenly heavy and strangely loose; beside him, his wife collapsed to the ground, gasping for breath.

"That spell is called [Akashic Cage]," Leo supplied, his voice oddly distant, though he had crouched down in front of him. It was just that Eli could barely hear it over the roaring in his ears, over the confusion that muddied his mind. The relic—where was the relic? He could no longer feel the raging wyldfire within him. "I had to call in a favor to learn it, but apparently Asterion is feeling generous.

"Sadly, it has some limitations. Any kind of foreign magic interferes with it, so it would only ever work on someone whose defenses are down already or on someone who only uses fire magic. But if someone does rely exclusively on fire magic and I catch them in the spell, I get to redefine a few details about them and their magic.

"I can, for example, set you back to plainroot and change your natural attunement to empathic mana." Leo stood back up and stepped away to join his friends. "Don't worry, though. It's only going to last for as long as you're in that cage. I'm sure Akkau will find you by then, and then you'll be his problem.

"But do me a favor, dad." He turned just enough for Eli to catch the anger in his eyes, and that anger seemed to light his mana on fire; he could feel it all around him, could feel the pain and anguish and all the scars that had stoked that flame. "Never speak to me again."

Eli tried to call him back, but once more, the words caught in his throat, and he was forced to do no more than watch as his ticket to power walked away from him.

As his son walked away from him.

Only then did he understand what he'd done.
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  Even with his spells, Cale found himself enough on the back foot that he was annoyed. It had been enough to give him a small advantage, certainly—and the look on Valev's face when he started using magic had certainly been worth it—but the surprise was not enough to push Cale to overwhelming victory.

Or even just victory. It did, however, leave them at a frustrating stalemate. Valev no longer seemed certain he would be able to beat Cale, but that also meant he was no longer holding back. It seemed that even in the Nothing, he had been able to pick up a few tricks.

Cale wasn't really sure how that worked, but he wasn't surprised that Valev had figured it out.

The biggest problem he faced now was that he couldn't come up with anything new. Any spell he used was a spell Valev immediately developed some sort of counter against; not even the likes of [Fangs of the Festering Fields] had been enough to get through the paint mage's defenses, though he supposed he shouldn't have expected Valev to let him get close enough to bite him in the first place.

The spell was still powerful enough that he managed to rot away one of Valev's favorite spells before it could affect him, so it wasn't like casting it had been a waste. In the depths of the Black Vault he didn't need to worry about accidentally shattering Utelia, and Valev was powerful enough on his own to stop it from breaking the Vault.

He was pissed about having to do that, though. And probably about the fact that Cale had bitten into one of his favorite paintings like some sort of feral goblin.

"That was—" Valev cut himself off with a snarl of fury. "Do you know how long that spell took to prepare?"

"Seventeen years and eight months by the standards of that realm, if I remember correctly," Cale said, listing the first numbers that came to mind. He did not, in fact, have any idea how long it had taken.

Valev faltered for a moment, surprised. It took him a moment to gather himself. "And... and you would destroy my masterpiece, knowing that?!"

...So Valev had no idea how long he had taken on it either. Cale snorted; he supposed it had been a very long time since he'd last painted it, so it was only to be expected.

"Yes," he said plainly. "It's a beautiful painting, Valev, but I'm not going to stand there and let it kill me."

"You bit it!" Valev said, and now there was a distinct note of a whine in his voice. "You could have just dispelled it!"

"Then you'd just cast the spell again," Cale said patiently.

[Manifest Canvas] was a powerful spell. It took any painting its caster had worked on and transformed it into a magical construct. The greater the painting, the greater the cost of the spell, and the greater the resulting magic. Cale hadn't lied about the beauty of the work: the feathers alone must have each taken Valev hours to paint and detail, and the resulting creation...

If only Valev had been able to turn that talent toward anything besides his obsession with attaining true power and immortality. Perhaps if they had never met, Valev-yetah would have been hailed as a savior and a genius. Instead, he had fallen into an obsessive need to build a legacy that could match Cale's in some twisted need to become his equal.

It was one of Cale's many regrets. He had saved Valev, once upon a time, but in doing so he had broken something within the mage. Had shown him a glimpse, perhaps, of something unattainable.

He had since learned that there were those for whom even that small glimpse of what he was proved too much. Cale wondered, sometimes, if the gods of the Outer Planes felt the same at times. There were tales of them driving their supplicants to madness, but perhaps it was simply a mirrored version of the same obsession.

Cale could not help what he was. There were those that saw it and envied it, and that envy drove them to madness. Valev's own downfall had been slow. It had started as no more than a simple curiosity, but it had grown and grown... If only he had seen the signs sooner.

He remembered the painting Valev had sent against him, even if he didn't remember how long it had taken. It had been called the Infinite Phoenix, and every one of its feathers represented a different spell, a different aspect of magic. Valev imagined a version of the Source that was animated with life, one that could act as guardian over the Realms and exercise its judgement on those who would abuse magic for their own ends.

It was a pity, truly, that Valev had fallen so far.

Cale needed to end this. In a strange way, it had been nice to see an old friend again, though things had ended so terribly between them. There was still some semblance of their old banter in the way they spoke and fought with one another, and despite it all, it remained a reminder of a time when Cale had not been so heavily weighed down by his mistakes and by the tragedies of the Great Realms.

But it couldn't last. He knew that, and so did Valev, though neither of them said the words. They had once been close enough that they could each see the intent in the other's eyes.

Only one of them would walk away from this.

Cale let himself focus entirely on the fight, on ending the threat that Valev-yetah posed. Opposite him, he could sense that Valev was doing the same. The space between them filled with a flurry of magic, both ancient and new—

—and Cale found himself being pushed back.

There was no single spell that pushed things over the edge. Instead, it was a matter of limitations. Valev-yetah had more spells than Cale did, and he had greater experience when it came to casting those spells. Cale was a powerful mage in his own right, and he had once been able to fight Valev on equal standing without any spells at all, but things were different now.

At the time, he'd been able to fight without holding back. He had friends and Monoliths that could minimize the collateral damage he would do when unleashing his magic, and he had tools made for him by those friends, whose genius with magic nearly rivalled Valev's own. What they could not accomplish alone they were able to accomplish together, and through that combined effort, they had designed for him a tool that could pierce Valev's invented invulnerability, one that disrupted his connection with the Outer Plane bound within him.

None of Cale's spells now could target that connection. It left him forced to search for other weaknesses in Valev's magic, cycling through all the spells he's learned to find something that could pierce that armor.

Blasts of pure prismatic power were no use. Valev knew Cale well, and he had long ago adjusted the planar realm within him to reject that power.

Decay magic did nothing. Valev's entire goal had been to give himself true, eternal life, to make himself a fixture unto the Great Realms much as the Monoliths and the Laws they embodied did. In his vicinity he was a fact of reality, and no amount of decay or entropy could wear away at him. In that, Cale supposed, he had succeeded at his goal.

Fire and draconic magic—it had surprised Valev when Cale had first used those spells, but fire spells were standard for all mages, and he had defended himself easily. Draconic magic was not, but Valev had once fought off an army of dragons sent to eliminate him, and he knew well how to counteract their magic.

Cale's spells worked to keep Valev busy, at least, and he did have a plan. The only problem was that they both knew what that plan was. It was the only option Cale had: no matter how invulnerable the Outer Lord was, he had to defend himself against Cale's magic. If he allowed Cale to overwhelm him, even for a moment, Cale would take advantage of that gap to push him back into the Nothing.

That rip in space was still there, after all, and his magic did not protect him from the void of nonexistence.

But because Valev knew exactly what he was trying to do, he knew to be cautious of every spell Cale cast. They knew one another too well for him to do anything else. Just as Cale could see through every trick Valev pulled, so too could Valev see through his own attempts to hide and layer his spells, and the exchange of magic only grew more fierce as a result.

Valev's spells, for instance, grew increasingly bizarre, forcing Cale to spend more of his attention and energy defending himself. They began including aspects Cale was certain Valev had never wielded before, esoteric ones he wasn't even sure had existed during Valev's time alive. It was just another example of Valev's genius, really; even now, he was somehow tapping into the leylines, learning about the new, evolved version of the Source and incorporating it into his magic.

And so that meant that Cale found himself pushed back, forced to contend with yet another layer of deception woven into each spell, to find counters to magic he had not been forced to deal with in centuries.

It did not, however, mean that Cale was helpless.

An array of barriers bloomed before him, lighting the void of the Black Vault in striations of prismatic light. He had once been known as the Barrier-King for a reason, after all; without the ability to cast true spells, he'd been forced to learn how to maximize the potential of the one form of magic he could utilize.

And barriers were a flexible magic. More flexible even than the spells he now had in his repertoire, though he continued to use those, too, where their specific abilities were necessary. If not for that, he might not have been able to handle the sheer variety of magic thrown at him.

A hundred spells shattered against a hundred barriers, each one tuned to block whatever specific quirk of magic Valev tried to exploit. His old friend had claimed he had learned from Cale's methods and developed a means to counter them, but the same was true in reverse; Cale knew the weaknesses of his barriers, and over the centuries had developed and refined them until he could create filters and rules that could counter these spells meant to target barrier mages in particular.

In this regard, Cale was far better a mage than he had been when last they fought. If these spells had been used against him then, he would no doubt have suffered yet another death at Valev's hands, but now he had an eye for them. A great many spells he recognized on sight or by feel, though some of them were attached to some truly unpleasant memories.

A basic [Fireball Swarm] flew toward him. Once more Valev had hidden a second array of spells within the first. Cale wove a great barrier that filtered out the fire, leaving only the spells hiding underneath; as he did, he flicked out a few enhancement spells to boost his own speed and reaction time, dodging the few physical spells meant to pierce his barriers.

Cale followed up with [The Scale of All Things], the spell he had used against Astiviya; this he leveraged against Valev simply to force him to counter. It would not kill him, but Valev could not afford to ignore a spell that would otherwise make him small and helpless. His ego simply wouldn't allow it.

While Valev was distracted by that, Cale followed up with [Spellfist Strike] and [Colossus Impact], both spells he'd evolved the last time he trained with Syphus—both aimed at pushing Valev back.

That was all he had the time for before the bulk of Valev's spells were upon him. First came the [Barrier Blister], a nasty spell he had encountered a dozen lives ago that infected the barriers of any given mage and spread from one to the next, acting as a plague that lived within the barrier magic itself. Then came [Dead Man's Tale], a spell that wrapped its target in a narrative and forced them to follow its path right to their deaths. Third was [Painted Reality], which Cale suspected was Valev's true target: the spell could capture the essence of its target, transforming them into a literal magical painting.

[Barrier Blister] was easy enough to counter. He remembered how he had beaten it the first time: by transforming his barriers such that they became poison to the foreign magic, killing the plague before it could truly begin. [Dead Man's Tale] was a little more complicated, because it couldn't truly be blocked by something as simple as a barrier; last time he'd been forced to face it, it had been nullified by the Thread of Fate, but within Valev's domain Cale had no such advantage to draw on.

That was fine, though. He had methods to circumvent magic like this. The trick was to introduce a twist at just the right time, a tempting turn of events that the spell could not help but want to follow. By its very nature it was magic that wanted to tell a story, and through that weakness it could be directed. Cale let himself follow its steps until just the right moment, where he turned its power on [Painted Reality] instead, snuffing out the last threat.

By then, Valev had managed to overcome his own spells and had started sending out distracting blasts of brilliant flame, each one designed to play into some sort of ritual magic that was designed to capture and suppress Cale. Cale recognized the pattern as soon as it began and sought immediately to disrupt it—[Auric Dominion] flicked on, distasteful as he found that spell, and with it he tweaked and adjusted the ritual until it was targeting Valev instead.

Their back and forth kept going, both mages filled with razor-sharp focus. Any observers they might have had would have struggled to discern exactly what was happening or how many layers of spellcasting they reached. Every so often Cale would reach for something of absurd power, and Valev would invent some clever twist of magic to countermand it. Then the reverse would happen, with Valev somehow harnessing leylines and the fabric of the Nothing to bind Cale, and Cale would find a loophole in that magic just in the nick of time.

Every advantage was met with an equal disadvantage, and every step forward was followed soon by another step back. They were at a stalemate.

Or they were, at least, until the words flickered across Cale's vision.

Reconnecting...

[Sourcefire] has been integrated into the Gift. Also, your apprentices have arrived and will likely soon require your assistance. Valev-yetah is not a threat that can be left standing.

That said: Welcome back, Cale Cadwell Cobbs.
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  Cale had several questions about the sudden reappearance of the Gift, as relieved as he was to see it. He was especially concerned about what was clearly the presence of divine energy in what should have been a divine void. Something fundamental must have changed in the Black Vault to enable that, and he didn't like the idea that it had happened without his notice.

He was not, however, going to complain that it was now returned. The Gift was exactly the tool he needed to break the stalemate he had with Valev-yetah. Some of the details worried him—something about the Gift sounded different, and he didn't know what it meant for [Sourcefire] to have been integrated with it—but first and foremost, its warning took priority.

His apprentices were here. Cale loved them dearly, but he knew that the moment Valev understood what they meant to him, he would attempt to take advantage of that. It was the sort of man he was. Not cruel, per se, but one who would do anything in his power to win.

With anyone else, Cale might have pretended not to care, so as to avoid drawing attention to his apprentices. The problem with that was that Valev knew him far too well and would immediately see through such a ruse. His only option, then, was to defend them as best he could.

He cast [Barrier-King's Blessing], the spell that would replicate his own barriers across the targets he chose. It was the best protective spell he had, and the only one that had a good chance of slowing Valev down, if he chose to target his apprentices. He hoped not; he hoped Valev would choose to ignore them. He would, if he had any honor left.

But Cale doubted it. Besides, if his apprentices were here for him, then there was no chance they would ignore Valev.

"Cale!" Leo shouted as soon as they appeared in the Black Vault. Valev's eyes flashed at the sound, and he turned toward the apprentices, raising a hand toward them. Cale tensed, expecting a spell, but instead he felt invisible ropes of mana lashing out from Valev's hands and latching on to something in the air—

The link to Utelia. Cale understood what Valev was trying to do almost a second too late. He was keen on revenge for as long as his only option was to defeat Cale and then work his way out of the Black Vault. His apprentices, however, had somehow managed to find their way, no doubt because they guessed that he'd been trapped.

In doing so, they had linked the Black Vault back to Utelia, which gave Valev an escape route.

It was almost admirable, how quickly Valev abandoned his revenge and switched instead to trying to escape. If Cale hadn't immediately figured out what he was trying to do, he might even have succeeded. As it was, he raised a hand and cast a litany of kinetic and barrier spells—[Kinetic Blast], [Universal Blockade], and [Immovable Wall], among others.

Even that might not have been enough to stop Valev if not for the near-immediate reaction from the others. Leo seemed to understand almost immediately what Cale was trying to do, if not the specifics of the situation; he cast [Spatial Recursion] between Valev and the link, causing the astral titan to jitter back a half-step as he fought his way past the spell. Damien raised a great wall of decay and flame, more a pure expression of his power than it was any specific spell. It wasn't enough to slow him down, but it obscured his vision.

Cale wasn't sure exactly what Flia did. If it was a spell she had earned, then she hadn't yet told him about it. Whatever it was, it seemed to harden and crystallize the Abyss itself around the Black Vault, enough to make cross-realm travel far more difficult.

And Syphus, of course, raised its arm and shot Valev-yetah in the face.

Cale watched in stunned bemusement as Valev reeled backward. Other than the transformation of its arm, he didn't think there had been anything magical about the shot. For all intents and purposes, Syphus had just decided to throw a rock very hard at the greatest danger the Great Realms had faced in eons.

It didn't injure him, of course, but it stunned Valev, who had not been expecting anyone to have the audacity to throw a rock at him. That extra half-second it bought them along with all the other spells Cale and his apprentices threw in front of him was just enough time for Seer to make an appearance.

And oh, how the Lost King had changed.

Cale understood how the Gift had returned the moment Seer returned. He took the form of a shadow drifting across the landscape, taking absolute control over any part of the Black Vault that fell into his domain. Even the white splotches of Valev's power dimmed a little beneath his shadow, and though that was a far cry from fully sealing Valev back within the Nothing, it was an indicator of how much Seer's influence and strength had grown.

He had ascended. It was a temporary, forced ascension, of the sort that could happen if a wyldfire mage was on the verge of divinity and given the right amount of concentrated worship—it would last only until that worship ran out, and then the ascended mage would be forced back down to darkwood, their power dimmed until they had sufficiently recovered.

Far in the distance, Cale could sense an enormous ritual circle etched into the ground. It was that which had escaped his notice. Irides was in the middle of that circle, his runelines glowing brightly as he fed his worship into the ritual. Cale was too far away to sense the exact mechanics of that, but he knew enough to understand that whatever circle Irides had drawn must have been enormously complicated.

Artificial ascension was not a trivial magic, after all. There would need to be layers of magical script and complicated runework, each one designed to transform and amplify whatever form of worship Irides had decided on into a tangible expression of power that could be absorbed by Seer's core. A part of Cale was fascinated and wanted dearly to study the circle that had gone into this, but, well.

First things first. Clearly, both Irides and Seer now understood what was at stake and had decided to abandon their respective issues in order to help Cale in the fight. Seer's new status as a god was not enough for him to entirely shut down Valev's magic, for Valev-yetah had transformed himself into a creature far beyond the gods, but it was enough for him to slam the link to Utelia shut once more—to close the door enough, at least, so that Valev could not cross it.

Valev-yetah let out a snarl and turned back to Cale. "Pests!" he roared. "Every time, Cale, you manage to find these little pests to help you with your goals! How many are you going to kill before you're satisfied?"

"You think I killed them?" Cale's eyes darkened. "Be careful about what you say next, Valev-yetah."

"Of course you did," Valev said. If there was any part of him that recognized or feared the warning in Cale's voice, he didn't show it. Instead, there was a bitterness in his eyes, an age-old anger from an argument they'd had time and time again. "You raise them and turn them into little prodigies that eventually sacrifice themselves to save their family or their home or their realm. How many friends have you had that haven't died for one of your causes?

"You could let them keep growing," Valev ranted, pacing across the Black Vault as Cale's eyes tracked him. "You could let us gain enough power to join you in immortal, endless life, but no, you have to be special. You're the only one allowed to have your power. You'd cull anyone else that even approaches it."

His apprentices, thankfully, had recognized the power this crazed mage held—they had each retreated as far away as was reasonable, avoiding the splotches of Valev's domain that stained the Vault. They were close enough still to react and help, but they were taking the threat seriously, at least.

Cale wasn't sure he wanted them here for this conversation, but he didn't have a choice. Besides, they deserved to know, too.

"It isn't worth it, Valev," he said tiredly. It was an argument they had retread a thousand times before Valev had finally gone too far. Before he had slaughtered a whole realm in his pursuit of power that could equal Cale's. "It's not about wanting to be special. It's never been about that. I want nothing more than to have someone else—"

"LIAR!" Valev-yetah roared. The sound of it was anguished, filled with ancient pain, and it was accompanied by a flare of magic that shook the entire isolated realm of the Black Vault. "I gained that power, and you hunted me!"

"Because you slaughtered a realm to do it!" Cale raised his voice. "You knew how I would react!"

"It was already done," Valev said. There were tears running down his eyes, now, liquid magic pouring from starry pools of iridescent yellow. "It was already done. Judge not the actions of the past, but what can be done in the future to redeem them—those were your own words."

"And I stand by them," Cale said. "But even now, you see nothing wrong with what you did. You believe that you could have done enough good to outweigh your crime eventually. That you can eventually make it so that the wholesale slaughter of a realm was worth it."

"You would have done the same," Valev told him.

Cale stared at his old friend, then slowly shook his head. "If there were any other option," he murmured quietly, "I would have taken it. If you were not a danger to the Great Realms—if you were not obsessed with taking enough power to match my own, all in the hopes of some future good you could do to outweigh it—I would have wanted you alive."

He straightened slowly, his eyes never leaving his old friend's. "You are right, Valev-yetah. I have stood in your shoes before, and I have no doubt that I will once again. I have made decisions for the greater good, knowing that some will suffer for that choice, and some of those decisions I would make again.

"But I would try for something better. There is not one fragment of my soul that does not bear the weight of what I have done; not once in all my lives have I made such a choice without spending every waking moment regretting it. Without mourning everything that could have been if I had found another way.

"Your entire philosophy, Valev-yetah, is justified through rigid calculus of good and evil. But you hold no true understanding of either, nor of the many shades of gray between. You do not regret when you kill, because you believe you can save two lives later to make up for it; you do not hesitate to torture one soul, because you can offer endless bliss to another.

"And yet you forget, in all that calculus, to perform the simple addition that would account for all the suffering you would add to the Great Realms in pursuit of this balance. The greater your power, the greater the suffering you can inflict; even if you balance the scales, you have still caused that suffering.

"If you had any regret for the suffering you caused, I could forgive that." Cale glanced up, searching Valev-yetah's eyes. The astral wisp's tears had frozen on his face in jagged streaks of luminescent starlight. "But you do not. You do not consider the consequences of your actions, only whether or not you can balance them later. And when your power is great enough, there will come a time when no amount of good will ever offset the scale.

"You have told me plainly that you feel your actions justified. You would make this choice again, if you felt it was for the greater good. And there is a danger in that line of thinking that you do not acknowledge, a danger that I spend every waking moment dwelling on.

"It was not hypocrisy that drove me to end you, Valev, nor the desire to be the only one in existence with this power. It was not anger, nor fear, nor even a grievance for what you did. It is the knowledge of what you would do—the knowledge that even now, you do not understand why you should not have been allowed to slaughter everyone you needed for the power you desired."

Silence echoed within the Black Vault as Cale finished his speech. The two ancient mages stared at one another, and to Cale, the gap between them felt far greater than it had ever been. He could cross the physical distance in a matter of moments, but the metaphorical one? The gap in their beliefs that they had never been able to bridge?

That was beyond him. All the power in the Great Realms could not change a mind. Not truly. Alter it, certainly; seize it with mana and rewrite its beliefs, absolutely; but he could not force Valev-yetah as he was to understand and agree with his words.

"I will never understand you, Cale Cadwell Cobbs," Valev declared with finality, and perhaps it was to his credit that Cale caught a hint of regret in those words—the smallest fragment of grief over a gap they both knew they could not cross. "But I will not let you banish me again."

"I know," Cale said. There was a hint of sorrow in his voice, too. How could there not be?

Once upon a time, they had been the closest of souls. Cale had once believed Valev's words about following him into the Abyss, across every life. And really, Valev had fulfilled that promise.

But he would never abide by the cost.

Valev-yetah unleashed a new spell—one he had only just constructed, if Cale judged him accurately. He was not a mage that would simply stand around idly while his opponent spoke and monologued; the entire time Cale had been speaking, he had been working on constructing this spell, designed explicitly to subvert Cale's new barriers and to interfere with his connection to the Gift.

It was a domain spell that descended upon him and tore away at his power. There was no projectile to block, no flash of magic he could detect and defend against. Valev knew he had the skill to break down foreign magic in but a moment, if he was only given the chance, so he had made certain that Cale would have as little time as possible to react. This was a spell that would eat through his barriers and bind his soul.

And it might have worked, if Cale had not foreseen that and used that monologue to his own advantage.

The Gift took time to evolve a spell, after all, and it took even longer to evolve several.

[Kinetic Blast] has evolved into [Define Vector (Velocity)]!

[Fangs of the Festering Fields] has evolved into [Planar Consumption]!

[Barrier-King's Blessing] has evolved into [The Wanderer's Demesne]!

It was about time he got a domain of his own. That was the only real counter to another domain, though he had to flood a great deal of mana into the spell to make it. [The Wanderer's Demesne], Cale knew, had been built out of his experiences and his adventures; within it, magic was as he understood, as he allowed.

And he did not allow another domain within his demesne. Valev-yetah's new spell, cobbled together with the magic of the Outer Planes, vanished like a wisp in the wind.

[Define Vector (Velocity)] was an amusing name for an evolution of what had originally been [Impact], but it did exactly what it said. It allowed him to fully rewrite a target mage's velocity to whatever numbers he desired.

Valev had a great many spells designed to trigger the moment Cale tried to push him toward that tear that led to the Nothing, however. If he tried to send him there, several contingency spells would trigger, so Cale opted for something Valev would not anticipate—something he desired, even.

He wanted Cale within his domain. He had accounted for [Reset Magical Canvas] by now, and so the distance between the two was half the reason they had been stuck in a stalemate; Cale had been careful not to let him get close again. Now, though, with the protection of [The Wanderer's Demesne], he would be safe to get in close.

Until Valev found a way around his domain, anyway, but Cale wouldn't give him the chance. There was a reason he needed him close.

"Wha—" Valev was reeling, trying to get his bearings; he managed to stop himself, but only now that he was right in front of Cale. "You fool—why did you—how did you even—you did not have those spells inscribed in your core, I checked—"

Oh, good. Valev was still trying to process. That gave him the last bit of time he needed.

[Planar Consumption] had evolved from [Fangs of the Festering Fields], which in turn had evolved from [Decay Bite]. All three spells had the same limitation: despite the great power they held, they required a physical catalyst to mark the spell.

Cale chomped down around the closest body part he could reach. Valev let out a strange, strangled noise.

But within him, the Outer Plane he had managed to bind began to unravel, and the power he had built the legacy of the Outer Lord around finally began to fade.

"I win," Cale said as soon as he was done, though there was no sense of victory in the words. He stepped back, knowing what would happen next.

Far above them both, Seer gestured, his eyes glowing with the power of the Black Vault, and around Valev-yetah, the Nothing yawned open. Where before Seer's rifts had been simple, jagged scars upon the fabric of the realm, what he manifested now was a gate—a true opening into the plane of nonexistence.

Cale saw it, in that moment. The relationship between the divine void and the Nothing and the God that bridged them both. Seer's existence was a paradox, sustained only by the isolation of the Black Vault and the long line of mages that had spent their lives stabilizing the nothingness within.

And somewhere within that was Darkness, to embody all that had been lost. Once again, a memory stirred.

An instant later, Valev-yetah was gone, and the gate to the Nothing snapped shut.
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  There were gods that suffered a fundamental change to their beings once they ascended to divinity. Cale had been worried that Seer would be one of these, but that didn't seem to be the case. When his shadow descended upon them, he was less an unfeeling avatar of the Black Vault and more... well, a contrite and apologetic man.

Which did match up with what Cale suspected Seer really was: a man who had been isolated in the Black Vault for what must have amounted to thousands of years, unable to do anything except observe the Great Realms through the lens of the Nothing. It wasn't particularly surprising, then, that that lens had been particularly fixated on Cale, nor that Seer's only available hobby had evolved into a sort of obsession.

In the end, it was the Nothing's fixation on Cale that had allowed Seer to find his way back to the entrance of the Black Vault. Though Seer had melded with the Vault over the centuries and learned to control many of its functions, it was by its very nature an endless realm of void.

And the ability to open and shut a door mattered very little when one did not know where the door was. 

Once Cale stayed in the Black Vault for long enough, though, the path toward him became clear. Even then Seer had been hesitant to approach, though for a more understandable reason than he had first admitted.

"I have not spoken with a single soul in eons," the shade-god admitted. "Seeing so many crowded around the entrance to the Vault was—overwhelming."

Cale raised an eyebrow. "You were overstimulated? You've been watching me, though."

"It is different when I am there," Seer defended, though there was little heat in his voice. "And I no longer remember how to speak to mortals."

Cale laughed at that. "He opened by telling me I was too much of a risk to the Realms to let out of the Black Vault, and told me he was going to keep me here unless he judged me worthy," he explained to his apprentices, who seemed amused at the mere idea.

"Good luck trapping Cale in the void with you for a thousand years," Flia said. "I'd give it a month before you let him out, and even then, only because you've been watching him for... what was it?"

"Eons," Seer said, now with a distinct note of embarrassment.

"And you see everything he does?"

"Almost."

"Maybe two months," Flia decided. "But not a good plan, either way."

"I am aware of that now." Seer shuffled his feet nervously, a rather impressive feat for a shade-god that did not, in fact, currently have any feet. "It was reckless to call your opponents back into reality the way I did. I am... sorry. For the distress I have caused."

Cale shrugged. "People have done worse to me for worse reasons," he said, and something in his voice softened just slightly. "Besides, as much as that sucked... a part of me does appreciate seeing him again. And I think I might understand the Nothing a little more, now."

"Indeed." Seer's voice turned wistful. "My understanding now is greater than it has ever been. To be a god of my own domain, yet to be bound to nothing—to the Nothing—it is not what I expected. I do not yet know what I can do."

"It won't last," Cale cautioned.

"It may last longer than you believe." Seer hesitated briefly. "Time in the Vault was subject to my whims, even before I was granted this power. I could... stretch it, perhaps. Remain a god in this domain."

"Do you want to?" Cale asked. His apprentices were looking at one another, probably rightfully worried about what that could mean.

"I do not know," Seer said, which at least meant he wasn't about to turn into some power-hungry tyrant. "It is difficult to explain, but I feel it may be important to hold on to this power. Would you not agree?"

It seemed Seer had caught some glimpse of the same truth Cale had, in the moment he had opened that gate to the Nothing. Cale fell silent for long enough that Damien started to look concerned; before he could say anything, though, Cale sighed. "You might be right about that," he muttered, though he looked rather troubled. "Something awaits beyond the veil..."

"What?" Damien asked, alarmed. "What does that mean?"

"Nothing bad," Cale assured his apprentice quickly. "I would've felt it if it was. I just had a strong feeling that there's something... waiting. In the Nothing."

"That still sounds ominous," Leo pointed out.

"It's not waiting in an evil way," Cale said. "Trust me. Live long enough and you'll be able to tell whether something is waiting ominously or not. It's basically a survival skill for immortals."

To Cale's abject dismay, his apprentices glanced at him, then turned to Seer for confirmation. It was only when the shade-god nodded in agreement that they sighed with relief.

"Fine," Flia said. "But if you're wrong about this..."

"Why are you trusting Seer's word over mine?" Cale complained. "He just tried to trap me here forever! I mean, I forgive you for that, but still—"

"We're not," Damien assured him, patting Cale on the shoulder. "We're going to check with Headmaster Akkau too. Seer has spent too long around you for us to completely trust him."

Cale grumbled. What was that supposed to mean? His sense of scale was perfectly trustworthy.

Still, the most important thing here was that by some miracle, they were all intact. Even Irides, who staggered drunkenly out of his ritual circle before Seer caught him and carried him gently back toward them; the fellrune raised a runeline to point weakly at Cale, tried to mutter something, then gave up and flopped weakly back into the shade-god's arms.

"You know," Cale said. "We could use your help managing the Black Vault so I don't have to stay in here all the time, and you're going to need to learn how to interact with people again eventually. What do you say? Want to become a sort of guardian deity? We'll need to figure out how to maintain the divine void if you're going to stay a god, but—"

"I can do that," Seer said immediately, not even letting Cale finish the sentence. "Irides figured out how to do that. Just now."

"...Just now?" Cale glanced skeptically at the unconscious fellrune lying in Seer's arms.

"Just now," Seer said. "He is my worshipper. I can borrow his intellect. We can sustain the paradox with a ritual."

"Alright, then," Cale said, shaking his head. "No, don't tell me the details, paradox magic is just going to give me a headache. I've tried to understand it before. One time I reincarnated trying to understand it, do you know that? I'm not sure what happened, but I'm pretty sure I thought so hard I died."

Leo glanced at Flia. "...Do you think he's telling the truth?"

"You're asking me?" Flia shrugged. "I have no idea."

"I could believe it," Syphus said thoughtfully. "I've always thought that thinking could be dangerous. It's why I prefer shooting magic at things."

"You realize you shot magic at something that could have killed us all, right?" Damien asked Syphus, who shrugged.

"It did not," it said simply.

And that was how they exited the Black Vault—still bantering with one another, but safe and sound, with a new guardian deity watching over the void realm.

"Hey," Cale said, pausing just at the entrance, after his apprentices had left. Seer hovered protectively over him, but startled and jerked backward when Cale looked up at him. "We're going to need a new name for you, I think. Can't keep calling you Seer if you're going to be the god of this place... that, and I don't want anyone asking you why you're calling yourself that. No one needs to know you were staring at me for eons."

"Oh," Seer said. He seemed oddly excited. "You will give me a new name, then? A new title? I do not remember my own name."

Cale paused. "Yeah, sure, why not," he decided. "Let's call you—"

He paused. He'd been calling all sorts of cosmic deities Bob for as long as he could remember, but unlike the others, Seer would know if he just went for his default option.

"Ecibhor," Cale said, thinking quickly. "Guardian-God of the Vault."

Ecibhor bowed deeply. "Thank you," he whispered, looking emotional. Cale nodded at him, then fled before his new friend could think too hard about how he'd gotten that name.





It was no surprise, Cale supposed, that his apprentices had questions. He had questions, too, and it was far past time to get some answers. A lot had happened, it seemed, while he had been trapped in the Black Vault.

First things first, Cale pulled up the spell description for Sourcefire.

[Sourcefire, Level MAX] [Twentieth Tier, Active (Unique)] [1.0e100 Mana]
Ignite an ember of the Source of Magic upon a target vessel.

...It was, alas, not nearly as illuminating as he had hoped.

The description confirmed that the spell had something to do with the true Source, at least, if the sheer amount of mana the spell consumed wasn't an indication on its own. No wonder he had been exhausted after that duel. Cale suspected that was very close to his true limit, and between that and what he had done to forge Rulebreaker, it was no surprise that he had been out of commission for a few days.

If anything, it was surprising that it hadn't been longer.

Cale had hoped it was a spell that simply sounded like it was related to the Source. There were a great number of mages that named their spells after the greatest magical mysteries, after all, and there were countless spells named after the Source in particular.

[Spark of the Source], for example, had been developed by some mage who believed he had discovered a way to tap into the Source. In reality, he had tapped into a leyline while under the effects of several hallucinogens, and the name had stuck, mostly as a way to tease him. Then there were spells like [Source Spirit], or [Source Well], both of which claimed to commune with the Source in some way but in fact simply made contact with entities of the Outer Planes that mimicked the Source...

That was a problem, actually. The entities pretending to be the Source were rarely good, and the mages that made contact with that were very often driven mad.

In any case, Cale trusted the Gift's descriptions of spells, which meant that [Sourcefire] was in fact an actual spell that tapped into the Source. But what did "igniting an ember of the Source" even mean? It wasn't nearly enough information for him to work with when it came to casting the spell. He didn't want to accidentally set Utelia on fire and turn it into a replacement Source or something.

He sighed. He was going to have to interrogate the Gift about this.

"Cale," Flia said. "You need to stop doing that thing where we ask you a question and then you stare at the Gift and contemplate things in complete silence for fifteen minutes."

"I have a lot on my mind!" Cale complained, though he grinned at Flia to show he appreciated being pulled out of his own head. "Uh, I don't remember what you were asking."

"We wanted to know what the deal was with that guy," Leo said. "Not Seer. Or, uh, Ecibhor now, I guess? The other one. Valev-yetah."

"Also, are you okay?" Damien chimed in. "Because it looked really personal, and, um..."

"It was a good speech, but you did also admit to spending every waking moment dwelling on how dangerous you are," Flia said dryly. "I'm not saying you shouldn't be worried about what you can do, because... I mean, obviously. But we're a little concerned about the 'every waking moment' part."

"You paid attention to all that, huh?" Cale felt mildly embarrassed. "I mean, it's fine. It's in the back of my mind, it's not consuming my thoughts or anything."

"There's a difference between being aware of what you can do and dwelling on it," Damien insisted, poking him in the arm. "I think all the stuff you said to, um, Valev-yetah, was it? I think you were right, and the stuff you said was important, but it sounds kind of like you hate yourself, and you're not allowed to do that."

"I'm not allowed, huh?" Cale raised an eyebrow.

"Nope." Damien shook his head fiercely, and the rest of Cale's apprentices followed, much to Cale's bemusement.

"Well," Cale said, "I can't really get over centuries of ingrained trauma just because my apprentices say so, no matter how cute they are, but I can agree to try my very best."

Damien exchanged glances with the rest of his apprentices, for some reason. It was only when they all gave him a slight nod that he turned back to Cale and nodded. "Good enough," he declared.

"That's it?" Cale asked. "You don't have any other questions?"

Damien shrugged. "We'll listen if you have anything else you want to tell us, but it seems kind of personal? We didn't really want to push."

"Also, I don't know about anyone else, but I'm pretty sure that terrifying eldritch greater-than-Monoliths monster moaned when you bit him, and I don't know if I want to know anything more about that," Flia said, her tone still perfectly dry. Cale managed to choke on air.

"I—no he did not—" Cale tried to protest, but his apprentices were already moving on.

"It's probably more important to update you on what's happening at Brightscale, anyway," Flia said, glancing toward Leo. "The Red Hunters came by while you were gone."

"What?" Cale immediately snapped to attention, his embarrassment forgotten. He'd sensed Leo's secondary core and the advancements his apprentice had made with his magic, but he hadn't stopped to consider what could have catalyzed that transformation. And given it was Leo who had grown...

He could guess at what had happened, and the looks on his apprentices' faces confirmed it. "Leo?"

"Yeah," Leo said quietly, looking down. "It's alright. I've made my peace with it."

"Okay, if I'm getting called out, I'm not letting you get away with that," Cale said sternly. "I'm sure that you have, one way or another, but it's rarely that simple, is it? It leaves a mark."

"It does," Leo admitted. He glanced back up to meet Cale's eyes. "I am at peace with it, but it still... it still sucks, you know? I hoped they would be better. I wanted them to be better."

There were murmurs of agreement. "Well," Cale said. "Not that this is going to make it any better, and this is probably a bad time to give this to you, but..."

He pulled a notebook out of his pocket. "I do wish they were better, too," he said. "And maybe they will be one day, but it's not your job to get them there. Akkau will find out what he can about the Grand Magus from them. He's got the excuse, now that they attacked you. And in the meantime, you're always going to have us."

Leo opened the notebook, and Cale grinned a little when his eyes widened, first in surprise, and then with emotion. It was a tally of Leo's points for all the accomplishments that Cale had pretended to forget to give him points for, yes, but it wasn't only that.

Cale had known Leo would figure out what he was doing, so he'd asked for a little help. Annotated in that notebook were observations from all of Leo's friends and professors, each one in their own handwriting awarding him with a number of points—for being a good friend, for helping them with their magic, or for answering questions in class when Cale hadn't been around.

"Oh," Leo said softly. He hugged the notebook to his chest. "Thank you."

"You're welcome." Cale smiled at his apprentice.

They spoke for a while more, making plans in soft murmurs, but before long Cale could tell his apprentices were too tired to really get into it. It would be best, he decided, if they called it an early night. They had enough on their minds anyway—Leo wanted to work on sealing away the Nothing, now that he had the pieces of a spell that could potentially target it; Flia wanted to seek out the Grand Magus; Syphus needed to master its new eye. Damien...

Well, Damien was waiting on Cale to take him to see the Source of Vitality. Strangely enough, seeing Valev-yetah again had eased something within Cale. He no longer dreaded the idea of seeing Vital again.

He'd take his apprentices out tomorrow, he decided. For now, they all needed some rest, and he had a Gift to interrogate.
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  No data available.

"What's that supposed to mean?" Cale asked, exasperated; somewhere on the other side of the room, Damien let out a groan and covered his face with a pillow. "You can't not have data on something you integrated with yourself!"

No data available.

"I know for a fact you're more articulate than that," Cale accused. The words almost seemed to be mocking him, and he was pretty sure he wasn't imagining things. The Gift's messages were livelier, somehow, after its integration of [Sourcefire]. There was more personality in its words. Which also meant it could tell him more than just—

No data available.

Cale groaned. "It's just messing with me, now," he muttered, casting the floating text a dark glare.

Damien muttered something that was muffled by his pillow, then removed it from his face. "Do you have to do this now?" he asked wearily.

Cale looked over at his apprentice, who did look exhausted; strands of shadow were tousled messily over his face. "You've had nine hours of sleep," he said severely. "And you told me to wake you up if you slept for more than eight."

"I didn't know you were going to do it by yelling at the Gift," Damien grumbled, though he did force himself to sit up. He rubbed at his eyes, yawned, winced when something in his neck cracked, then pulled his blankets into a pile over his lap and huddled into it. "I thought you were just going to poke me."

"You wanted me to poke you awake?" Cale asked, raising an eyebrow, and after another moment of thought Damien shuddered and shook his head. "I thought so."

"What are you trying to do, anyway?" Damien asked.

"I'm trying to figure out what [Sourcefire] is," Cale said. "I evolved it during the fight with Astiviya, but I haven't had the chance to look at the spell description until now. It doesn't say anything useful, though. Just says it ignites an ember of the Source on a target Vessel. That could mean anything! I mean, if I cast it, am I going to make a new Source of Magic? I need to know these things!"

"What tier is it?" Damien asked, finally pushing aside his blanket-pile and heading over; Cale moved to make space for him on the bed.

"Twentieth," Cale said, and Damien blanched for a second before remembering who he was talking to.

"Doesn't that make it pretty likely that it does, then? If it's a twentieth-tier spell."

"It doesn't make it less likely," Cale said. "But it could mean a lot of other things, and the fact that it's a twentieth-tier spell makes it more dangerous to cast it, not less. For all I know it'll decide the Abyss is a willing vessel and set the whole thing on fire."

Damien paused. "That... doesn't sound good."

"Exactly!" Cale exclaimed. "And the Gift won't tell me what it does! It says it's integrated the spell, so it has to know something."

"Maybe you're not supposed to know yet," Damien offered. "A lot of things tied to you seem to work that way, um, no offense. Maybe the Gift is waiting for the right time."

Cale groaned. "I'm so sick of waiting for the right time for things," he complained. "I've spent eons waiting for the right time. Just once I'd like some answers delivered to me from a silver platter instead of having to rip them out of the heart of some lich."

There was a slightly awkward pause that followed Cale's mini-rant. Damien raised a hand, and after a moment, Cale sighed. "You don't have to raise your hand, Damien."

"Were you—"

"Yes, I was being literal," Cale said flatly. "There was a lich that hid the cure to her plague inside her heart. It was written on a piece of parchment and stitched into the left atrium."

"Wow." Damien hesitated. "...Do you know, um... why?"

Cale snorted. "A lot of liches keep their own organs as keepsakes," he said. "I have no idea why. Mortal attachment, I guess? Anyway, they love hiding stuff in their organs assuming no one will think to look there. Too bad for them, I've defeated like a thousand liches and made at least ten cry."

"You seem like you're in a bad mood," Damien said cautiously, choosing—perhaps wisely—not to ask how he'd made undead creatures without tear ducts cry.

"I might not have slept much," Cale admitted after a moment, looking away from his apprentice. "Had a lot to think about. I think... I think I might know why it's been so much harder for people to travel through the Great Realms."

Damien frowned. "You do?"

"The Nothing," Cale said, gesturing vaguely toward the labyrinth door embedded in their dorm. "I told you about feeling like there was something waiting inside it, but I shouldn't have been able to feel anything at all. My best guess is that the Nothing's been growing, somehow. It explains why Asterion went rogue trying to suppress it, and it explains why inter-realm travel became so much more difficult. Not that it was ever easy in the Abyssal Era, I suppose.

"Think of it like. When you travel through the Abyss, you have to plot a path through its waters without running into debris or the leylines. That's complicated enough to do by itself, but dragons have been capable of performing that kind of Abyssal math for a long time.

"But we know that the Abyss and the Nothing are... adjacent, for lack of a better word. The Streaming ritual necessarily has to account for the Nothing, so we aren't slinging ourselves into it. It might not exist as far as magic is concerned, but its symbol still exists, right? It represents the end of all things and that which is erased.

"That means it has symbolic weight. Any spell you cast in the Abyss is going to be pulled in its direction a tiny bit. Not a lot, or we would have noticed much sooner, but at least enough to create tiny mistakes in whatever path you plot. And the Nothing has been growing and growing for who knows how long, to the point where no one can plot a path through the Abyss anymore without..."

He trailed off, noticing Damien's horrified expression.

"Without falling into the Nothing," Damien whispered.

Cale nodded wearily. "I wonder how many people were lost to it before they realized inter-realm travel was no longer possible," he said, the words quiet.

"But it's possible now, right? The Streaming ritual can do it, so people won't... they won't fall into the Nothing anymore."

"That ritual works a little differently from most Abyssal travel spells, but you're right that something changed to make it possible." Cale glanced off into the distance, as though his gaze could pierce the veil of the realm and into the Abyss. "I'm pretty sure it's the truebridge that leads to... you know, to the past. To the human realm."

It stunned him still, that the gambit to help his apprentices remember who he was—that he was the last human, and that all humanity was extinct from the Realms—had worked. He had been operating off nothing more than wild speculation and personal theory, cobbling it together at the last second as they were rocketed back toward Utelia.

When he had first arrived, the Gift had marked him with a number of passive spells. One of them was [Marked], and not even Akkau had been able to tell him what it did. It meant he was special in some way, but that was nothing new; Cale had been marked in all sorts of ways in his lives. What made this mark different from the rest? Why had it appeared the moment the Gift had scanned and integrated him?

One of his guesses had been that passive was how the Gift made note of his Thread of Fate. The Gift documented all extant magical effects upon his soul, and the Thread of Fate was technically one of them.

But the Thread was more an exotic form of magic that caused his karmic root to spiderweb outward, causing anyone in his vicinity to get tangled within it, and it took effect only when he used his magic. He had been [Marked] before even using his magic, and that meant, perhaps, that the Gift had registered there was an enchantment already on him: something he hadn't known about, that had never been detected through all the eons.

It made a certain kind of sense. There was magic at work in all the Great Realms, magic inescapable by even those experts of mind and magic. Only those who did not belong to the realms at all—those born of the realm instead of within it, such as Sternkessel, or those born without it entirely, such as some Monoliths—were exempt from its effect.

So how was Cale exempt, when he was technically one of the realmborn? He had assumed it was simply because he was human, but that had been nothing more than an assumption; it would have been difficult for that spell to work during his childhood, and yet he had always been separate from his peers in that he knew, even then, that humanity was extinct.

So it couldn't have been his humanity that made him exempt. Perhaps it was his soul, but his soul changed and grew with every life. In that moment, as they were careening back toward Utelia, Cale realized that the answer was simple.

At some point, without his knowledge, he had been [Marked], and the spell knew not to influence him.

When he injected his mana into that passive spell, it had budded, causing all his friends to gain the same [Marked] status.

Unfortunately, as soon as they returned to Utelia, trying the same thing again no longer worked. Something about being outside of the Great Realms allowed the mark to be replicated, but once they were back within the influence of the original spell, it clamped down on the mark, making it all but invisible to his senses and no longer allowing the Gift to reproduce it.

Even now, Cale thought it was strange. All that implied that someone or something had wanted him to be able to remember what happened to humanity, but hadn't wanted him to be able to spread word of it. Why? He didn't think it was malicious, and yet whoever had done it had inflicted him with a terribly lonely existence...

Alas, on that particular front, Cale doubted any answers were forthcoming.

"Thinking about them again?" Damien asked quietly, and Cale startled, remembering he'd been in the middle of a conversation with his apprentice.

"Yeah," he admitted. "Uh, as I was saying... what was I talking about?"

"The truebridge," Damien prompted. He didn't seem to mind the pause; he knew Cale had a tendency to ruminate whenever it came to the subject of humanity's fate.

"Right," Cale said. "The truebridge. Lev had to do something to the Abyss to stabilize it and allow it to exist. I think that made the Abyss more real, somehow? Not sure how to put it. But basically it's put the Nothing and the Abyss into balance again, so inter-realm travel and communication should be possible again."

"But it's still a problem," Damien said, guessing where Cale was headed, and Cale nodded.

"We don't know what caused the Nothing to grow," he said. "For all we know, it's still growing. In fact, it probably is, which would mean it's only a matter of time until it's out of balance with the Abyss again."

Damien nodded slowly, his expression thoughtful. "All this stuff," he said, gesturing vaguely. "Um. You know. The Darkness, the Nothing, everything that's been happening. It has to be related, right? I mean, you've got your Thread of Fate at work, so..."

"Normally," Cale said, "I would tell you that the Thread just gets you involved in important events. It doesn't make those events happen, but it makes sure you'll be there when they do, so it's a bad idea to assume that everything that happens is related."

"But?"

"But in this case..." Cale shook his head, his voice soft. "It's one thing for Vital's corpse to be here, out on the edges of the Great Realms. For it to be home to a fugitive of the Planar War, to hold a connection to humanity, possess a construct of magic so powerful it can handle my mana, and just—everything else we've seen? I can't be sure, but I think things have been leading me toward Utelia for a very long time."

"Yeah." Damien glanced away from him, toward the stained glass window in their room. The sun was shining through it, scattering panes of colored light over the floor. "I think so too."

"...We should see Vital today," Cale said. "I'm sorry for putting it off as long as I have, Damien."

"I know you needed the time." Damien turned back to give him a small smile. "But, um... yeah. I can feel it, I think. The Verdant Flame is waiting."

"Then let's not make it wait any longer," Cale said, standing and stretching. "We should get the others. I want him to meet you all before I say goodbye."

Cale should have known, really, that making a declaration like that was inviting trouble. No sooner had he managed to get to his feet than a loud, banging noise rang out from their door. Cale and Damien both jumped and stared at it.

"Open the door!" Flia called impatiently.

What in the world would possess Flia to come and get them this early in the morning? Cale and Damien glanced at each other, then Cale got up and opened the door.

Whatever he'd been expecting, it wasn't the small army of powerful mages that filed in. His three other apprentices were first, followed quickly by Thorn, Featherstrike, and Kryva, three of the wyldfire mages that would be joining the Fettered Divinity Tournament. Dark Warrior Eviscerator was close behind Kryva, unsurprisingly.

Professor Tarbloom squished in through the doorframe a moment later, wobbling precariously and clutching at their chalkboard. Instructor Solsburn came next, carrying with him what looked like a bundle of swords; on his shoulder, tapping her cane impatiently, was Professor Imrys.

Professor Sternkessel was tall enough that he had to duck to be able to get through the doorway. Next came Headmaster Akkau, for whom this problem was much worse: he was so large he had to practically squeeze himself through the doorway, and Sternkessel gave him a sympathetic pat on the shoulder once he was through.

Last but not least, though—and the ones that made his heart drop and a foreboding feeling grow in his gut—was the mothfolk rescued from the Watchful Hive and two of the lizardfolk of the Golden Sands. There was no way this was somehow related, was there?

"Uh." Cale shoved the thought to the back of his mind; best not to panic until he was sure. He focused instead on staring at the massive group of mages squeezed into their dorm. It was a big room, but it wasn't that big. "Is there a reason you're all here?"

"Of course there is," Flia said impatiently. There was an edge to her voice that made Cale frown and straighten. "Instructor Solsburn spent the last night interrogating Eli and Mia. We know what the Red Hunters have been doing."

"They found the temple," Leo said in a rush. "We think the Grand Magus wants to turn the Source of Vitality into one of his relics—"

That was all Cale heard before the roar of blood in his ears drowned everything out. Power snapped out from him, raw and violent, and it was only by sheer force of will that he redirected it enough to avoid killing anyone in the room. It blasted out through the window instead, leaving a smoking hole in the tower.

"Then we're going to stop him," he said.

To their credit, no one in the room tried to argue or calm him down. Instead, they nodded at him, as if they'd been prepared to do exactly this—as if it was the entire reason they'd gathered.

Oddly enough, it was that fact that grounded him enough to dull the rush of blood and adrenaline. It reminded him that he had people, now, that would stand by him in these matters. It reminded him that he did not need to rush in alone.

This must have been why the Grand Magus had sent only two archmages to Brightscale, and weak ones, at that. With the corpse of a Monolith to play with, the idea of being able to capture Abyssal Ones from the Abyss must have felt like a mere passing fancy.

He would have the bulk of his forces in the Golden Sands to back him up. No doubt the most elite of the Red Hunters were there, casting anti-scrying and anti-karma spells. No doubt the remaining three Red Sentinels would be there, those twisted mage-constructs that were the Red Commander's secret weapon.

The Icon of Battle had been among them until Cale had freed it, and if the others were anywhere near as powerful, then—

Cale glanced at the mages that had gathered to help him and snorted.

If the others were anywhere near as powerful, they would still be far from enough to protect the Grand Magus from what was coming. Cale would have felt sorry for him if not for the anger still pumping through his blood.

Instead of speaking, he summoned the [Fortress of the Gilded Storm]. Sand gathered outside the window, building and building until it coalesced into a monumental fortress of golden sand. It was larger than the ones he had built before by sheer virtue of the mana he had poured into the spell; by the time he was done, it gleamed as if made of true gold rather than simple sand, and it was nearly as large as half of Brightscale.

Beneath his feet, Brightscale Academy reacted to its presence, shuddering as though in jealousy, and Cale shook his head. He glanced around at his apprentices.

"Normally," he said, "I would tell you not to come with us. But I get the feeling you're not going to take no for an answer."

"I need to be there," Flia said simply. She clenched her fist, the water in them rippling with the movement, and within her Cale felt the power of the Abyss beginning to swell; her Spark was developing, drawn to the Grand Magus as the crux of all things that had been left behind on Utelia.

To deny her would be to deny her magic its opportunity to grow. He saw it clearly, her determination, her anger at what the Grand Magus had done and the lives he had discarded in his pursuit of power.

The others were the same, a quiet anger simmering in them at the knowledge that the Grand Magus had orchestrated so many of their troubles. He had backed the Red Commander. How many had been hurt by his magic already? More than they knew, surely.

Beneath him, the academy shuddered again, this time in what seemed like sympathetic rage. Some part of it understood now, it seemed, what they were doing and why they were here. A small tendril of its magic extended toward the fortress, and Cale felt it passing into the structure, granting it a fragment of the academy's very soul.

"Thank you," Cale said to the academy, to the walls that had housed him from the moment he first arrived in this realm. Then he raised his head. "Time to go, then."

He stepped into the conjured fortress, and a moment later, it shot off toward the Golden Sands, ready to descend upon the Grand Magus and his Hunters with all the fury of the Brightscale Academy and its mages.
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  It didn't take them long to get to the Golden Sands at the speeds the fortress was flying at. They soared far above the range of most detection spells, speeding through the oceans between the continents and then the bulk of Illwyld.

Now that Cale knew what it really was, it was easy to see the shape of Vital beneath the continent. Part of him ached at the sight. He wondered what it had been like for his old friend, flung to the edge of the Great Realms and left here to die.

From the shape alone... He had curled into himself, allowing the oceans to wash over him. The spines along his back had become the Platinum Ridges, and his silver-tipped claws had become the Silver Shores. The Golden Sands had formed around the hole in his heart, where that Monolith-killing spear had become lodged in his body.

If only Cale had managed to find him sooner. Perhaps there was nothing he would have been able to do, but he hated the idea that Vital had been alone in his final moments. Even now, he would be speaking only to Vital's ghost—to the remnant of him that survived only because he represented the source of all Life and could not so easily die.

But Vital deserved at least that much.

The group of mages soared through the sand, but through it all, Cale was unusually quiet. His apprentices seemed to understand, fortunately, and gave him all the space he needed; all the while, he thought about what he would say to the final piece of his long-lost friend and to the mage that wanted to use it.

Failure here was not an option. He had failed the Source of Vitality already, too many times to count, and he would not do it again.





Helspeth was one of the few wyldfire mages in the Red Hunters' employ, and perhaps the strongest mage that wasn't a Red Sentinel. She had joined them for one reason and one reason only: it had seemed like something interesting to do.

She didn't especially care that the campaign against "wild magic" was utterly ridiculous. At least someone was trying to do something interesting in this godsforsaken realm. Helspeth had lamented far too many times the fact that she had been born in this backwater realm instead of on the frontiers of magic. She could have been pushing the edges of what was possible, and instead she was here, stuck in a realm whose population relied on the Gift as the arbiter of magic.

Really, just the fact that Utelia's population even entertained the idea of wild magic condemned it. As far as she was concerned, the Grand Magus could do whatever he wanted; at least he was trying to do something she hadn't seen before.

As for the Red Commander... well, Helspeth didn't miss him. There had been something wrong with that man. He was more interesting than most of Utelia's mages, certainly—mostly for his strange knowledge and the equally strange resources he brought to the table—but Helspeth had known it was only a matter of time before he blundered into someone more powerful than he was.

Now, it was true that the Gift was a wonder of magic. But so what? Helspeth thought it made magical research rather too easy. Every mage thought they were a scholar, these days, and yet none of them were actually taking advantage of the Gift's potential. It was to the point where even the most cutting edge of Utelia's magical discoveries were basically just a footnote in the research she'd plucked from its dungeons.

Research from other realms, in other words. Oh, how she dreamed of living in one of those realms instead. At least there, she could put her mind to proper use...

She had tried to escape the realm. She had searched and searched for all sorts of ways that she might pierce the Veil and plunge herself through the Abyss in the hopes of finding a better home. Alas, it was not to be. Every spell she cast that should have worked went wildly wrong instead.

Helspeth didn't understand why. Her calculations were perfect, yet the trajectory of her spells all veered off in some peculiar direction, and every time she tried a divination spell to see the outcome of her efforts all she saw was nothing. She wasn't foolish enough to try an Abyssal travel spell that wasn't absolutely guaranteed to work, of course. That was one of the obvious ways to end up with a fate worse than death.

And so she was trapped in this unpleasant, backwater realm. Maybe joining the Red Hunters had been a way for her to work off some of her excess rage, but Helspeth wasn't especially interested in self-reflection. She did what she wanted to do, and what she wanted to do was make sure things were interesting.

The Grand Magus was interesting. He had discovered this—what he claimed was the tomb of one of the Monoliths. Just the thought of it made her skin prickle with excitement. She did not, of course, trust that the Grand Magus would be able to do anything interesting with its remains, but all that mattered was that he had found it. She could easily slip in after he finished his little project, gather up the remnants, and maybe with a catalyst from outside the realms she would... be able to...

There was a flying fortress headed in their direction.

Helspeth, blinked, rubbed her eyes, then blinked a few more times, wondering if one of the other Hunters had placed a hallucinatory spell on her. It wouldn't have been the first time. There was no sign of any active magical effect on her core, though, and neither her [Self-Dispel] nor her [Truesight] changed anything about the golden fortress rapidly charging through the sky toward them.

Her [Threat Divination] and [Auric Sense] spells hadn't detected anything. Nor had her [Pillars of Disruption], which was a conjuration-divination spellbridge she had developed specifically so she could observe any significant changes in mana across an entire continent and disrupt any spells that were targeting them. If her [Phantom Barrier] was working, then there was no way that fortress knew where they were, but it seemed to be targeting them directly—

Helspeth cursed under her breath. "Espre," she barked, turning to the other mage on watch. "Is your [Dimensional Ward] still active?"

"What?" Espre frowned at her. "Of course it is. Nothing will be able to get to us. You don't have to be so paranoid, you know."

"I am not paranoid," Helspeth snapped. "Do you not see the giant fortress headed toward us? It is past the limits of your ward!"

"What are you talking about?" Espre turned to look at the sky, as if that would do anything. They both knew he was only doing it to mock her; his species did not rely on sight, and if this massive fortress was somehow invisible to her divination spells and wards then it would certainly be invisible to Espre's mana sense. "I don't see anything."

"You never see anything," Helspeth said impatiently. "[Light Scan] for it."

"Fine, fine," Espre said, shaking his head and sighing dramatically. "Honestly, Hel, if you wanted to surprise me you could have just—"

He froze mid-sentence, which was good, because Helspeth would have strangled him if he hadn't shut up right then. "There's a fortress flying toward us," he said shakily.

"That is what I told you." She needed to stop working with idiots. The Red Hunters were interesting, but they were especially full of idiots. Helspeth had no idea how so many archmages could be indoctrinated by the Red Commander's rhetoric, but here they were. "Are you sure your [Dimensional Ward] is working?"

"Of course it's working!" Espre snapped back, panicked now; he began rapidly casting, pulling ingredients out of half a dozen pouches and scattering them in the air. Many of his spells required physical reagents or gestures for reasons that were utterly beyond Helspeth. The Gift should have eliminated the need for most of those. "They're just going through it somehow! Are you sure it isn't an illusion?"

"I cannot sense it, so no, I am not," Helspeth said with a scowl. "But I would rather not take the risk, would you? The Grand Magus is hardly known to forgive mistakes like these."

"I'm—I'm trying to stop it," Espre said. Half his reagents spilled out of his pouches as he hastily fumbled through them. The sky in front of the fortress flashed a brief, dazzling blue, but the fortress itself didn't seem to slow. "It's not working."

"What does that mean?" Helspeth glared at him. "It is a dimensional spell. They cannot simply move through it."

"Well, clearly they can!" Espre shot back, beads of sweat gathering on his forehead. He fumbled for the next pouch and cast something stronger, enough that Helspeth's teeth ached with the force of his magic. She could feel the way space in front of them warped and twisted.

But the golden fortress moved through it like it was nothing.

"How is it doing that?" Helspeth hissed under her breath. It wasn't even dispelling the ward! There had to be a way it was moving through their spells without detection, but Helspeth couldn't figure it out for the life of her.

Maybe it was an illusion after all. What else could explain its ability to just ignore their magic? [Dimensional Ward] was one of the primary reasons they had recruited Espre; it was a difficult spell to cast, but its ability to physically change the nature of space itself made it invaluable in constructing any kind of magical sanctuary, exactly as they had done around the Temple of Life.

"I don't—I can't stop it," Espre gasped out, and it was only then that Helspeth noticed he was visibly shaking, straining with the effort of trying to maintain his spell. "I'm trying—but I can't—"

"It has to be an illusion," Helspeth decided. "We should look for something else. They may be trying to sneak into the temple from beneath the ground while this... display of theirs distracts us."

"It's not," Espre bit out, and Helspeth shot him an irritated glance. Of course it was. She was an expert on the frontiers of magic. No spell existed that could allow an entire fortress to simply pass through a [Dimensional Ward] like this. Not on Utelia, anyway, and certainly nothing that could do it without setting off her wards.

"You can sit there trying to stop an illusion if you want," Helspeth said. "I will scan the underground. My wards should have detected them, but perhaps they were able to bypass one while I was distracted."

"You don't understand," Espre muttered; he was upending entire pouches of his reagents, now, as if desperate to find every last pinch of material he needed. "I couldn't feel them changing my [Dimensional Ward], but I've got a [Greater Dimensional Ward] active now, and I can feel—it's like they're unraveling parts of the ward and creating a bubble of traversable space. Every time I try to twist it they just untwist it—"

...What?

Espre let out a pained gasp and fell to a knee, coughing; Helspeth kicked the idiot before he burned his entire soul on the ward, and the impact jarred him enough that his ward fell apart. Above them, the blue tint in the sky shattered and fell through the air like so many pieces of glass.

"If the spell cannot stop them, then do not waste your fire attempting to sustain it!" Helspeth snapped. "You are a wyldfire mage now, you fool. You must keep your core in equilibrium lest you burn it away."

"I—" Espre took a shuddering breath, hacked out a cough, and stare wide-eyed at the blood in his hand. "R-right."

Idiots. Frontier of magic or not, Helspeth would never understand the Grand Magus's desire to make people wyldfire mages before they were ready. There was a reason that status was so difficult to attain, and it took centuries of practice to acclimate to using that power safely.

But what Espre was claiming... Helspeth turned her attention to the fortress, her expression grim. What he was describing should have been impossible. To unravel the labyrinthine depths of a [Dimensional Ward] would require perfect knowledge of all its twists and turns and a power that could undo it besides, and that sort of magic could—

—only be performed by a labyrinth mage.

Helspeth remembered two yammering Hunters mentioning a brat that was a wild mage. A labyrinth mage, specifically. Was this his work? But that was ludicrous; their son was only at plainroot, and he certainly didn't have enough mastery of his magic to unravel a ward on the spot like this. If this was him somehow, though, then the fortress must have been commanded by the professors at Brightscale.

That was fine. Helspeth could deal with Brightscale's professors. They were powerful, and that Headmaster of theirs was especially scary, but dragons did not deign to leave their territory, so the odds that they would have to deal with the Dragon of a Thousand Cores were low. Sternkessel was another wildcard, but he was out for the count, per their reports.

There was that other wildcard. Cale Cadwell Cobbs, or something along those lines? The magic over the site of the Red Commander's defeat had been so intense it was nearly impossible to scry and figure out what had happened, so Helspeth wasn't sure how easy he would be to deal with. He was powerful, if he had managed to defeat the Red Commander, and they had an entire missing mountain as evidence of how much power he wielded.

But Cale had never had to deal with any of their Sentinels.

"Espre," she said. "I will hold them off. Call on the Red Phoenix."

"What?" Espre shot her a terrified look. "But she's..."

"Just do it," Helspeth said, already tired of the man. "We do not have time to hesitate, and you certainly will not be of any help."

She grinned, eyes alight with fire. "But I will say, I am quite looking forward to a challenge, for o—"

A blaze of spatial magic erupted in front of Helspeth before she could finish her sentence, and some human wearing a hooded cloak stepped out in front of her. She reached instinctively for her magic, but something about his presence made her freeze; it felt like he was choking the very mana out of the air, overwhelming it with his own.

He leveled his gaze at her, and all thought of magic fled her mind. She had never seen eyes quite so cold.

"Sorry," he said. "I quite agree with you, actually. We don't have time, and I'd rather not waste it dealing with you. You wanted to live in another realm, did you? I'll grant that wish."

He walked forward, and as he moved past her, his hand caught her shoulder and he shoved.

Helspeth caught a glimpse of an enormity of magic. Of a blazing star that streamed with power enough to light the Great Realms. She saw the world shatter around her, then felt the shock of being submerged as she was plunged into the Abyss. Then the Abyss shattered, too, as the human's hand pushed her through some enormous untold distance— 

When the weight of his hand vanished, Helspeth staggered, falling back into the sand. Except this was wrong, somehow. The sand beneath her was different, and above her, two suns hovered in the sky, their heat bearing down on her.

What... what had...

She tried to summon her magic, but it slipped through her fingers, sluggish and impossible to control. What was this? Where had that human sent her? To another realm? But that wasn't... She had tried and failed so many times—surely the human hadn't just pushed her into another realm through sheer force of magic.

And if he had, what kind of realm was she in? Not one of the empty realms, surely, void of divinity and starved of magic. No, there had to be life here, she just had to find it, adjust for the differences in mana between the realms or something.

Helspeth found out very quickly that she was right about at least one thing: there was, in fact, life here, wherever "here" was. She found this out in the form of an enormous worm that burst out of the sand and bore down toward her. She tried to use her magic to send it away, but once again the spell sputtered and failed, and so she made the only choice left to her.

She began to run.
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  Neither Cale nor any of the mages on the fortress with him had the patience to deal with the egos of the Red Hunters, so they concocted a plan to deal with each one as quickly as possible. The crux of the plan was simple: between them, they had divination capabilities that far outstripped anything the Red Hunters could do, so they would use that magic to take key mages within the Red Hunters down before they could even react to their presence.

That divination magic relied heavily on Syphus and Professor Imrys. Syphus's new [Depthless Eye] had evolved out of its [Infernal Eye], and while the spell was still infernal in nature, it now gave Syphus a more nuanced control over what it saw of the secrets of those around it. Most of its training within the Black Vault had been about learning how to control this power—it was easier to do, apparently, when the world around it wasn't rife with divine intent interfering with its own.

Now it had gained enough control to direct the effects of its eye to any given target. This was important because there was going to be very little time to have a conversation with the Red Hunters they were fighting; if any of them were there against their will or something similar, then Cale wanted to know before their small army of mages crushed them.

As powerful as its new eye was, Syphus would not have been able to project that power out of the fortress and into the minds of the Red Hunters were it not for Professor Imrys's cane, which, as it turned out, had a range-extending enchantment built into it.

Though "enchantment" was putting it lightly. This was Imrys they were talking about, after all. The cane was a modified ancient artifact, and the "enchantment" created an array of magnification runes that would not have been out of place on a relic created by the gods. It was capable of anything from extending the length of the cane to projecting a spell halfway across the continent.

The two of them together made for a strange sight. Syphus stood at the gates of the conjured fortress with Professor Imrys balanced on its shoulder; she held her cane up to its eye, and it squinted through the projected enchantment toward the tiny figures of the Red Hunters below. Whatever it found and saw it reported to the others, who concocted a plan to deal with each Hunter as they came.

Helspeth of the Red Hunters was not there against her will. She thought Utelia was a backwater realm and wanted nothing more than to be sent to a realm where she could join the "frontier of magic." Cale saw no reason not to grant that wish, as long as she wasn't here in Utelia to bother him.

[Impact] has evolved to [Dimensional Shove]!

Sadly, the new spell wasn't very accurate in terms of where it sent its target. Cale had imbued his intent with his knowledge of the Streaming ritual, but spell evolution was a finicky process, and the Streaming ritual didn't allow much in the way of targeting in the first place.

He had made sure to target a high-mana realm, though. It remained to be seen what she would do with that. Some high-mana realms could be especially dangerous, with a thickness in its veil that made conventional mana control far more difficult, but if she wanted so badly to stand at the forefront of magic... well, she could deal with it.

Then there was Espre of the Red Hunters. He was fascinating, it turned out. Unlike Helspeth, he was here against his will, but only in a manner of speaking. He had, technically, volunteered to work with the Grand Magus, and his power was the direct result of the Grand Magus's experiments. He was one of the earliest experiments into the creation of artificial wyldfires, which explained the stuttering flame in his mana core.

Unlike Eli, his core could be sustained without the power of a Red Relic constantly draining another. In exchange, however, his core was considerably more weak than a traditional wyldfire's core, and he was reliant on the Grand Magus to provide him with a constant stream of magical supplements so that his core would not burn away at his soul.

Cale supposed that explained why Espre was struggling so badly to sustain his [Greater Dimensional Ward] against Leo. That spell was perhaps the entire reason the Grand Magus had chosen him for the experiment.

It was a good thing labyrinth magic was the one thing that could counter it.

Cale turned to Espre.

He cut an intimidating figure at the moment, he knew—his anger was still great enough that his mana billowed out of him in plumes, causing his cloak to flutter even with all the winds of the Golden Stands stolen by his [Fortress of the Gilded Storm]. His features were half-hidden by the glare of sunlight behind him and by the prismatic haze that rose before him.

So he wasn't that surprised when Espre scrambled backward, kicking up sand and dust. "W-wait!" he said. "Wait, I can—I can lead you—I can get you to the Grand Magus!"

Cale snorted. "We won't need your help for that," he said, tossing a capsule to Espre. The artificial mage flinched, clearly expecting it to be some sort of spell; when it instead bounced harmlessly off his beak, he opened his eyes, confused. "What..."

"Take that," Cale said, already striding toward the temple. "Akkau and Thorn cooked it up with some advice from the people of the Golden Sands. It'll safely put the wyldfire in your core out so you can refine it the right way."

"W-what?" Espre repeated. The capsule had landed in his hands, and he brushed his fingers over them in wonder. Cale realized, somewhat belatedly, that Espre's species did not have eyes, so he probably wasn't actually intimidated by his figure so much as the sheer mana pouring off of him. Or maybe by the fact that he'd shoved Helspeth into another universe. "Wait, what do you—the Grand Magus said the procedure couldn't be reversed—"

"Well, clearly, the Grand Magus is an idiot," Cale said, exasperated.

"But he's a genius," Espre said, dumbfounded.

"Would a genius make an enemy out of me?" Cale asked.

Espre opened his beak as if to argue, then faltered. Cale felt the mage's mana sense brush over him, then over the fortress above now that it was finally within range. Espre paled. "Uh."

"Yep," Cale said. He kept walking, leaving Espre behind to fumble with the capsule he'd been given.





Barvok was a Red Hunter for one reason and one reason only: he enjoyed oppression. He liked seeing the fear in people's eyes when he showed up in front of them. There was a rush of power that came with it, a rush that came with knowing he had the authority to do as he pleased.

He wasn't the foremost authority, of course, but listening to the nagging commands of the Red Commander or the Grand Magus every once in a while wasn't so bad a price to pay. The only real problem with it was that sometimes their assignments were so boring.

Like this one. The Grand Magus seemed convinced that this site of some old dead guy was critically important to his research, and he seemed equally convinced that other mages would try to steal it away once they knew. He had stationed nearly every powerful mage in the Red Hunters to guard it. It was excessive, as far as Barvok was concerned, but once this was over he could go right back to strutting through the streets and arresting anyone he thought might be a wild ma—

CRACK.

Syphus lowered its spell cannon, its eye quirked into the shape of a frown. "Ew," it said. "Also, that guy didn't even have his barriers up. What gives?"

"Cale's insistence that you learn to keep your barriers up at all times is comparatively unusual for mages. Many mages have other spells to keep themselves alive, or are otherwise very confident in their own durability." Professor Sternkessel cocked his head. "Though as you can see, there is a certain wisdom in Cale's approach. Truly, it is a remarkable lapse to allow one's barriers to falter when acting as a guard."

"I didn't want to fight that guy anyway." Syphus shuddered. That Hunter's mind had felt particularly disgusting.

"You are alright, then?" Sternkessel asked.

"What, because I killed him? Yeah, I'm fine. He's not my first or anything."

"Hm. I feel as though I should be concerned."





Sirossa Carver had joined the Red Hunters in large part because they paid extraordinarily well.

She was a talented mage at darkwood. Not the most exceptional among her peers, but clever enough and with a unique enough set of spells that many institutions were desperate to work with her. Kobolds were known to be exceptionally quick casters and thinkers, after all, and were a valuable addition to any dungeon-delving team. Outside of that, they had an instinct for magic inherited from their draconic brethren, which made them exceptional treasure hunters and relic investigators.

Sirossa could have chosen any of those jobs, had she so desired. They all paid well. The Red Hunters had offered her the most well-paid position of the lot, however, and if Sirossa had inherited anything from dragonkind it was the desire to hoard as much gold as possible. She had to act as much like a dragon as possible, anyway, if she wanted to get draconic magic.

It had taken some consideration, since she didn't exactly agree with what the Red Hunters did, but... eh. She needed the gold! How would she have the money to care for her many, many siblings otherwise? Any of those other jobs would have paid her well, but not enough for all of them to live comfortably. Like dragons would.

So. Sirossa was probably not a good person, and she was fine with that. She had joined the Red Hunters because they offered her enough gold to ignore the whole "campaign against wild mages thing," and she was perfectly fine with perpetuating their work as long as it meant more gold in her pocket. She could have achieved the same results with any of her other jobs, but it would have required more work, and she didn't like doing work. And dragons wouldn't have liked doing extra work, either, she was pretty sure.

She had picked the easiest path forward, and she was comfortable with that. Besides, it allowed her to do some good, too! If she didn't join the Red Hunters, someone else would have, and they would have been less lenient on the wild mages they found. Also, because she had joined the Red Hunters, she knew how they operated and could hide her little brother from them.

That little guy had manifested corn mana as his natural attunement. Honestly, she should probably have realized something was wrong with him with how much corn he was eating, but whatever. He was still her little brother and she would still protect him. Not any of his friends, because it would be far too inconvenient to help that many mages, but as long as she and her family was comfortable, she saw no reason... to...

Was there a dragon in front of her? She was pretty sure there was a dragon in front of her. Sirossa stared at him, her jaw slowly falling open.

He was exquisite. He had the most gorgeous coating of red scales, and the sunlight reflected off those scales in a way that accentuated how much work he had put into his body. His shoulders were so broad Sirossa she could have sat comfortably on either one of them, and his arms were thick with enough muscle that she thought he would have been able to comfortably carry her and her entire family if he so chose.

It was like he had walked straight out of one of the romance books she loved. He wasn't even wearing a shirt! Just loose robes that cut off at the sleeves, and the parting was loose enough that she could see a glimpse of the jagged scales that only barely hid the definition of his pecs and abs. Was she drooling? She thought she might have been drooling.

"Sirossa Carver," the dragon said, his voice deep and resonant, and Sirossa thought she might faint at just the sound of it. He tossed a bag onto the ground, and her ears flicked and her tail straightened immediately at the telltale sound of gold clinking together. Was this a dream? This had to be a dream. This was straight out of her fantasies. "I am Headmaster Akkau, and that bag contains ten thousand gold from my personal hoard."

Ten thousand gold. That was enough to feed her family and their children and their children's children. She could have wept from joy. The dragon was still talking, muttering something about the gold being cursed and that accepting it would mean she would now have to take responsibility not only for herself but for everyone she met, but Sirossa barely heard any of it.

"Yes," she said, interrupting him and gathering the bag into her arms. She hugged it giddily to herself. "I accept."

Akkau paused, his brows furrowing. "You... accept?"

"I accept your proposal," Sirossa said. "I will marry you."

The dragon stared at her. Instead of breaking out into a handsome smile, like she imagined, he frowned slightly. "Miss Carver, I am afraid you have misunderstood. I am spoken for. That gold is a bribe to get you to leave the Red Hunters and take responsibility for your community, which you have eschewed in your greed."

Sirossa blinked, some of the haze clearing from her eyes. "Oh," she said. She stared at the bag again, this time taking note of the cursed mana lingering around.

...Well, it was still ten thousand gold. "I accept that, too," she said, shrugging. "Hey, you don't happen to have any hot shirtless brothers, do you? Or sisters? I don't discriminate. I would also date either one of your parents if they're single."

"I believe I will take my leave of this conversation," Akkau said. A strange being clad in a white suit with rings for a head appeared next to him as soon as he said the words; he clasped their hands together, and then the both of them vanished.

Huh. Well, Sirossa knew what was going to be the subject of her next painting.

She wandered away from the Temple, whistling to herself. Screw the Grand Magus. He could deal with whatever nonsense he'd called here by himself.





The Red Phoenix was one of the great mage-constructs under the control of the Red Commander, much like the Icon of Battle had been. Now that the Red Commander had expired, she was under the explicit control of the Grand Magus, who had commanded her to act as the second layer of defense in case the first set of mages guarding the temple failed.

Though they were supposed to come and get her if they ran into any trouble of that degree. She was surprised, therefore, when a group of foreign mages walked into the temple without warning or any Red Hunters trying to bar their path.

"Halt," she called, rising. Her wings opened, each feather carrying a dazzling array of magic within it. "If you come any closer, you shall meet your death."

She didn't really want to kill them, but she was bound, and so long as she was bound...

The Red Phoenix tilted her head. One of the mages—a water elemental of some kind?—was suddenly in front of her and pressing a hand against her plumage. This was very strange. The Red Phoenix was not used to threatening someone with death and then being petted in response, but it seemed like this was happening.

Also, quite importantly, she did not feel the immediate urge to kill the water elemental or her friends.

"We'd like your help," the water elemental said. Something about her voice was incredibly soothing; the Red Phoenix leaned into it. For some strange reason, she felt like she could trust this mage. "We're going to kill the Grand Magus."

By all rights, the Red Phoenix's bond should have raged against that statement—it should have sent her into a fury that burned at her soul until the Magus's enemies were dead.

Instead, as the fury rose, she felt the chill of the Abyss surrounding it and snuffing it out. Far in the distance, the Phoenix felt the gaze of something with impossibly many eyes, staring at her...

Calling her home.

She remembered, in a rush, why she was here and how she had been bound.

"I see," the Half-Abyssal Queen said. "I believe I would like to kill him, as well."
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  The Grand Magus, known also as Alexius Kevonan, stood before the temple's flesh-pit, adorned with jewelry and radiating with power. The final vestige of the Source of Vitality stood before him, glaring down with contempt—but for all the power it had once held, what remained could do nothing against the chains that bound it. This was the culmination of Alexius's grand work, the result of lifetimes of study, and his reward for nursing the little soul he had ripped out of the void back to life.

He supposed that most other men in his position might feel rage at Cale Cadwell Cobbs for eliminating the Red Commander. As useful as the knowledge he brought out of the Nothing had been, though, he had started becoming more and more of a problem as the influence of his Red Hunters grew. Alexius, therefore, felt mostly a distant gratitude toward that mage for eliminating the threat before it became something he had to deal with himself. He'd never liked having to get his hands dirty.

With some minor exceptions, of course.

Now, he did have some concerns about the possibility of this Cale interfering with him again. The fact that his last visit to the Golden Sands had ended the Aspect Cascade and uncovered this temple suggested that Cale had a connection to the long-lost Monolith of Life. But that was one of the reasons he'd sent dear Eli and Mia to Brightscale Academy.

That, and there was that delightful little message Headmaster Akkau had sent him. Oh, that had been a delightful letter to receive! They wanted him to send people to Brightscale, did they? The lure was as plain as day, tailored specifically to his interests as a mage and a scholar, but Akkau had neglected to consider that he was speaking to one of the foremost minds on Utelia.

Such paltry bait would ever catch Alexius Kevonan off-guard. The idea that one of Brightscale's wild mages might possess the ability to reach into the Abyss was simply ludicrous. Alexius had looked into the possibility himself, and he was well aware that no such mana aspect existed. Really, it was borderline insulting that Akkau thought he would fall for so blatant a lie.

Still, he'd seen in that letter an opportunity. After all, he'd already been considering the problem of Cale Cadwell Cobbs. Information on that mage was still limited, but several things were clear.

First, he favored Brightscale Academy. It was too bad, really; Alexius would have tried to recruit Cale for his cause otherwise, but alas he had learned of his existence far too late. Brightscale had poisoned him thoroughly against the Red Hunters by the time Alexius had known of him.

Second, he was too powerful to confront directly. Nothing too absurd, Alexius was sure, but he was a cautious man, and he'd had his Hunters develop a new set of protocols to deal with him. Him and the possibility of other mages like him, really. Where there was one, there could always be more. Those protocols were simple enough to execute: produce a distraction of some sort that Cale couldn't just ignore.

To wit, there was the third detail. Cale had apprentices, and he was highly protective of them. This was more of an inference than anything else; that infuriating boulder-construct made scrying on them a near impossibility. But it was a safe enough conclusion, considering how frequently those apprentices were exposed to danger yet managed to emerge intact.

It was this final detail that Alexius intended to exploit. Two of his own Red Hunters had ties to one of Cale's apprentices—a delightful coincidence, as far as he was concerned—and if he sent them to Brightscale and bade them to cause enough chaos, they would almost certainly distract both Cale and the rest of Brightscale for long enough that Alexius could finish his business here.

After all, what was Cale going to do, kill his apprentice's parents? That was a recipe for eventual betrayal! Alexius had been forced to learn that the hard way himself, once upon a time.

In any case, just as a bit of additional insurance, he prepared a few more things. He gave Eli one of his prototype wyldfire relics to throw a wrench into the works—that way, not only would they be forced to deal with Eli and Mia without killing them, they would also be forced to find a way to save them from their own folly.

One of his advisors had cautioned him against using them in such a way, technically. She'd said something about how Eli and Mia knew about the temple and could tell them about his intentions. But bah, what did she know? Eli and Mia were loyal. They would never give him up. It would take... Alexius had no idea what it would take, but it would take something world-shaking to get them to give up on him. He'd practically raised them!

But one could never be too careful. This was an important project, and even if Cale and Brightscale were dealt with, Alexius had plenty of rivals who would stop at nothing to try and interfere with him if they knew what he was doing. And he hadn't lived for as long as he had without accounting for the off chance that things didn't go according to plan, so he needed defenses in place just in case Cale got around all of his maneuvering and came after him anyway.

Defenses that would work against someone that could kill the Red Commander. He could do that. Alexius ignored the trickle of sweat that dripped down the back of his neck. He wasn't afraid. The idea of that was just preposterous. This was a completely normal amount of preparation he would have made for any potential rival!

So yes, he stationed his best mages outside the temple and commanded his Sentinels to stand guard within. There was no chance anyone on Utelia would be able to fight their way into this central chamber, now, even if Headmaster Akkau himself caught wind of this and came to confront Alexius.

No matter how many legends there were of the old dragon's power, not even he could stand up to the Grand Magus and the forces he commanded. His research stood at the forefront of Utelia's magical knowledge, and what he lacked in personal magical power, he made up for in the powerful artifacts he had forced.

And he'd only had to commit a few war crimes to do it! It was well worth the tradeoff, he thought. Well, not as long as no one ever found out what he'd done, anyway. Especially the Leviathan. It would be best if the Leviathan's gaze never landed anywhere near him.

"You know, perhaps this is rather forward of me, but I am glad to have found you here," Alexius remarked out loud. He'd made a habit of this over the last couple of days. The ritual he was casting would take nearly a week to complete, and there was nothing for him to do other than channel his magic. As much as the Source of Vitality hated him, the remnant had no choice but to respond, so he wasn't as bored as he could have been. "I was running out of raw materials! Abyssal Ones are not so easy to come by, you know, and I suspect I was beginning to draw the Leviathan's attention. Your remains will make the perfect substrate for an artifact that blind her to my actions."

The spirit of Vitality stirred at his words. Its expression was as scornful as ever, glaring down at him with contempt and—was that a hint of pity? Alexius scowled. He hated being pitied.

"You seem nervous, mage," the Source of Vitality said. It leaned toward him, four powerful arms crossed over its armored chest. Its form had been changing constantly ever since Alexius had begun the ritual, and each one felt deliberately designed to make him feel small. He would be glad when this ritual was done. "Are you perhaps finally aware of the blasphemy you are committing? Do you begin to hold some doubt?"

"Pah! Me, doubt myself?" Alexius scoffed. "Preposterous. What reason would I have to doubt my genius? I have a Monolith trapped under my will, if you recall!"

"A dead remnant of one," Vitality said, and it sounded almost amused. "One whose power has been waning for eons. And even then, I seem to recall that you struggled to bind my essence."

"But I did bind you," Alexius said, scowling. "And now you have to do as I command. How many mages could lay claim to such a feat?"

"One," Vitality said. It seemed as though it was smirking. "And it was not my remnant that he was able to bind."

Alexius frowned. The remnant was bound to him—it could not lie, even if it wanted to. But what sort of claim was this? No mage, mortal or immortal, could have bound one of the Monoliths! The whole point of the Monoliths was that they were the pillars of the Great Realms and stood above all others. To stand amongst them would have been an extraordinary feat, and to bind one...

Not even the Monoliths could bind each other. If such a mage had existed, surely he would have heard of them! Had the spirit loosened his bindings, somehow? He checked the ritual, somewhat self-consciously, but found nothing amiss; that couldn't be it.

It was toying with him. It had to be, considering the smirk it was giving him. He didn't know how it was doing it, but it must have been bending the truth, somehow.

But what if it wasn't?

"How?" Alexius demanded, stepping closer. Almost out of his ritual circle, though he was conscious enough of where he stood that he just barely avoided breaking its bounds. "How could a mere mage possibly have bound the Source of Vitality?"

"Do you really wish to know?" Vitality seemed amused again, and for some reason it glanced past him, like it was looking for something far away. It infuriated Alexius. The spirit had been cowed before. Angered by his bindings, yes, but it did not hesitate to answer his questions like this. Why was it playing at defiance now?

"Of course I do!" Alexius snapped. "Tell me everything. Don't you dare leave a single detail out."

"As you wish," the spirit told him, laughing. It was laughing at him! Alexius scowled again. He would have the last laugh, in the end. He should have thought about doing this before. After all, the secrets a Monolith kept was bound to be invaluable, and if this one knew how to bind a Monolith...

He could only imagine the heights of power he would soon achieve.

Alexius was so lost in this fantasy, so focused on Vitality and its words, that he barely noticed it when the temple around him began to shake.

***

They had defeated the guards standing outside the temple in record time thanks to a combination of pure brute force and trickery. Had Cale been alone, he might simply have blasted his way through the mages, but he would have had to account for a dozen different unique magics and the ways in which they might bypass his defenses. There was the consideration that some of the Hunters guarding the path might have been forced into the job, too—neither the Grand Magus nor the Red Commander were above such a thing.

Cale wasn't certain he would have had the patience to make such a distinction. Fortunately, Syphus's [Depthless Eye] and the wyldfire mages that had joined them meant he didn't have to worry about it. The few mages that had been coerced into the job were easy enough to identify and subdue, in large part thanks to Professor Tarbloom and Instructor Solsburn.

They knew one another, it turned out, and were good friends outside of their classes. Tarbloom's expertise with magical critters and Solsburn's mastery of the blade apparently combine in a strange way—if Tarbloom climbed into Solsburn's armor, they could use their joint knowledge to verbally disarm their opponents in a way that was frankly a little terrifying.

The wyldfire mages, meanwhile, took care of any Hunters that Syphus determined were irredeemable.

By the time they entered the temple, the battlefield was a wreck. One side of it was covered in massive vines grown so thick they were almost a maze, broken only by thorns large enough to envelop buildings. Scattered among those vines were the remains of delicate tables and chairs, with various Hunters bound to their seats. Somehow, not a single cup of tea had been spilt.

The other side held thick spires of ice, unmelting even in the heat of the Golden Sands. Each spire had a single feather embedded in its tip, and the base of each spire was broken and cracked. Most had a Hunter buried halfway inside the spire, with a very clear imprint of Dark Warrior Evi's fist in whatever armor they wore.

And so Cale and his companions stepped unopposed into the temple dedicated to the Source of Vitality.

Cale's brows furrowed slightly as he took it in. The temple's interior had changed. Cale remembered great murals painted upon the walls, each one telling a story of the so-called Wanderer. Those murals were still present, but several were jumbled together, overlapping strangely or simply cutting off entirely. The opening chamber itself was still the same shape, but—

"There is a spatial domain in effect," Professor Sternkessel said. "I believe this is how they were able to prevent us from teleporting directly into the heart of the temple."

"I figured as much," Cale muttered, closing his eyes and extending his senses. The shape of the opening chamber may have been the same, but he could feel that the layout of the temple had changed. There was no great pit that led down toward the Source of Vitality. Instead, a series of chambers had been conjured, each one layered with domain magic and embedded with...

"Red Relics," Flia said, straightening. "I can sense them."

Cale could hear the anger in her voice, could see the turbulence in her magic. She was aching to do something, and her mana was responding to her will. Her intent dug deeper into her own magic, saturating the palewater within her until it began to proliferate through her mana channels in glowing streams.

But there was no direction for her to channel that anger in. She was holding herself back, if only barely, on the verge of a breakthrough but not quite able to reach it. Her magic flickered erratically within her, and Damien looked at her in concern, though he hesitated to speak.

"They're here, yes," Cale acknowledged. He brushed his fingers over one of the chamber's walls and stared at the crumbling dust on his fingers, and a faint look of disgust came over his face. "They've been scattered over the walls to empower the domain."

"The Grand Magus would have had to destroy quite a number of his precious relics to do this," Akkau rumbled. "Whatever he is trying to do with your friend, he must believe it worth the exchange."

"Fool," Thorn muttered, and there was a scattered murmur of agreement.

"Can we still save them?" Flia asked. The question practically burst out of her, and Cale could sense the desperation beneath it, even if she masked it well. Each Red Relic was made out of an Abyssal One, the final remnant of a civilization given form and laid to rest in the Abyss; it had been her task to find and retrieve them. Flia could not stand the idea that she had been too late.

"Yes," Cale said. Flia's shoulders relaxed slightly at his words, and Leo put a hesitant, reassuring hand on her shoulder. "Abyssal Ones aren't that easy to kill. They can be bound and reshaped—or more accurately, convinced to take one form over another—but they can still be released. We'll have to take care of the mage keeping them in that form, though."

"The Red Mother," Yra said. Cale and the others all looked up at her.

Yra was the Red Phoenix's true name, before she had been bound into the service of the Red Commander and then the Grand Magus. She remembered nothing of when or how it had happened, only that it had and that she wanted revenge. If she could not exact it upon the Red Commander, then she would exact it upon the Grand Magus, upon whom she laid equal blame.

She was, therefore, eager to share what she knew of the internal operations of the Red Hunters and of the remaining two Red Sentinels.

"Sivi is the only one amongst us to have joined the Sentinels willingly." Yra said the words without emotion, but there was bitterness in her eyes. "The Grand Magus keeps her with him most of the time. She swallows the Abyssal Ones and makes the changes according to his instruction. When she is done, she births them again as a Red Relic."

"Oh, gods," Leo said, looking disgusted. There were various shudders of agreement in the group, though Cale himself didn't react. He'd seen worse in his time in the Realms.

"She is capable, but I doubt she will prove much of an obstacle to this group. She may be able to slow you down, however. Her magic gives her great control over the relics she has produced." Yra glanced down at her talons and flexed them contemplatively. "If you are pressed for time, I believe I can occupy her in your stead."

"I thought you wanted revenge on the Grand Magus," Syphus said, cocking its head.

"My revenge will be complete, as long as he does not achieve what he wants," Yra said with a shrug. "The man's greatest flaw is his pride. To fail at what should be his greatest triumph will scar him far more than my claws ever could. I request only that you produce the memory for me to revisit."

"Fair enough," Cale said. He was already striding deeper into the temple—he could feel the ritual being cast deep within, and he had very little patience left. The changes to the temple would slow them down enough. They would be forced to move through each chamber one by one, confronting whatever traps the Grand Magus had laid in their way.

Cale moved through the first two chambers without stopping, ignoring both the physical and magical traps that tried to trigger and stop him. Several spikes snapped against his barrier, and the wards that tripped failed against his [Auric Dominion]. He still hated the feeling of that spell, but it made things faster, here.

The third chamber held the third Red Sentinel, and Yra cautioned them to stop. "Be careful," she warned. "The Red Beast is a creature that few can stand against. Fortify your minds, or—"

Cale did not stop. He stepped into the chamber, then frowned slightly at what he found within. "That's just a puppy."

The puppy looked startled, at first, then barked with annoyance. "I am not just a puppy," he said. "I am the great archmage Ixizonivek, resurrected by the Grand Magus with ancient magic! No mortal body can contain my spirit, so the Grand Magus has temporarily placed me into this vessel, such that I may—hey, what are you doing? Stop! Stop, I say! I will enact terrible violence against you if you do not put me down this instant!"

"Satchel," Cale said, turning to Flia with the so-called Red Beast held up by the scruff of his neck. It yipped and growled at him, struggling against his grip, but for all its claims about its magical might, it seemed entirely unable to escape. He sensed no attempt to cast an active spell, even.

"Here," Flia said. She reached into a satchel, pulled a second satchel out from within, then opened in so that Cale could put the Red Beast inside.

"Woe upon you!" the puppy said. "Woe upon your—oh. This is nice, actually. I think I'm going to take a nap."

Yra was staring at them. "What... how are you..."

"This thing uses fear magic, doesn't it?" Cale said. "I can see how he'd be devastating if you sent him to deal with most mages. A lot of people clawing their own eyes out, that kind of thing?"

"That is the usual response, yes," Yra said cautiously. The other mages were now looking at the puppy in Flia's satchel with a great deal more concern, though Flia herself simply adjusted the position of the satchel across her waist.

"Right," Cale said. "Well, everyone here is immune. It's a known weakness of fear magic. Doesn't work on people if they've been in more danger than the fear magic can manifest at its peak. It preys on your helplessness, basically, so if it can't create a danger that'll make you feel helpless, it can't really do anything."

AND PUTTING A CRITTER IN A COMFORTABLE BAG IS A KNOWN WEAKNESS OF CRITTERS, Tarbloom added helpfully, scrawling the words quickly across their chalkboard.

"Ah. That makes sense, now," Leo said, relaxing. The other mages in the group all nodded in agreement. All except for Yra, anyway, who still looked baffled.

No one felt the need to elaborate, though. They kept moving.

***

The Red Mother was a grotesque creature. Sivi, as Yra called her, was a pulsing lump of flesh attached to the corner of her chamber by a sprawling set of tendrils that seemed to have melded together with the walls of the chamber. A single, wet-looking eye opened in the middle of the lump with a distinct squelch to greet them, and then a mouth opened somewhere beneath, though it was hidden by the flesh.

"Ah..." Sivi gurgled. "You have freed our Phoenix, I see. Does she come for revenge? Or do you seek favor from the Ones of Flesh? I retain my mind, unlike the others. I could deal with you. Would you care for immortality? For perfect beauty, perhaps? For a body that will make others fawn over you? All I ask is that you step into my maw, and you will be reborn..."

"Yra," Cale said, and the former Red Phoenix stepped forward, claws brandished.

The Red Mother quivered for a moment as she understood what was happening. Then she launched herself forward with a speed that was entirely unexpected; her tendrils flexed all at once, and she leapt through the air, intent on clamping down around Yra, who forced her back with a sword of blazing flame. The whole temple shook with the force of the clash.

At the same time, the moment the Red Mother's tendrils left the walls, the chambers began to dissolve around them. The weight of spatial magic around them vanished.

"Sternkessel," Cale said, expressionless. Professor Sternkessel nodded, and the group vanished away from the fight to reappear before the Grand Magus.
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  Alexius Kevonan was rescued from the Source of Vitality's increasingly graphic explanation of how he had been "bound" by the arrival of one Cale Cadwell Cobbs and a veritable army of Brightscale's most terrifying mages. Any relief he might have felt disappeared immediately when he realized exactly who had interrupted them.

That was Cale, he was sure. He'd never seen a picture of the mage, but he'd heard plenty about the ridiculous hooded cloak he liked to wear and its equally ridiculous number of pockets. How was he here? Alexius had been certain his many contingencies would be enough to keep the human away!

Ugh. He hated humans. Even putting his fear—his concerns about Cale's magical prowess aside, humans were such smooth-skinned, fleshy creatures, with funny segmented limbs and patchy hair. He hated having to even look at the man, especially after the spirit of Vitality's detailed and vigorous... explanation...

"Cale Cadwell Cobbs." Right on time, Vital's voice sounded behind him, and it was disgustingly soft and affectionate. "Late as always, I see."

"In my defense, I got trapped in a dungeon for a while and forced to live through basically the crucial turning point in human history," Cale said. Something in his demeanor had relaxed the moment he saw that the spirit of Vitality was still intact. When he had first appeared, Alexius thought he glimpsed a terrifying anger in the man's eyes. Now he wondered if he'd been imagining things. "And I met some old gods from before Yggdrasil's planting."

"Hm. Nothing unusual for you, then. And still you could not spare the time to see an old friend?" The spirit clicked its tongue. "I was looking forward to seeing your apprentices, you know."

"They're right here!" Cale said, pushing his apprentices forward. "Here. This is Damien, Leo, Flia, and Syphus. Damien's a dreadshade and the inheritor of your Legacy I told you about. Leo has a connection with Asterion, Flia technically has a fragment of the Leviathan's power, and Syphus was made by the Named mythology Sisyphus."

Alexius's jaw dropped open, and he scrambled to reattach it. His apprentices were what? Two were connected to a Monolith, and two were connected to one of the Named? That was impossible. How had he not known about any of this?

"And once more, you are surrounded by legends in the making," the spirit of Vitality said, letting out a deep, booming laugh. "Yet you claim you do not do this on purpose?"

"I don't! It just happens."

"Indeed. And the other mages with you? A team of exceptional but average mages, or are they all legends in their own right?"

Alexius's gaze darted to the Brightscale mages gathered with Cale Cadwell Cobbs, and he let out a strangled, choking sound that should not have been capable of emerging from a skeleton such as him.

That was Headmaster Akkau, the Dragon of a Thousand Cores. Next to him was Sternkessel, a Greater Indictment and guardian of the Inverted Spires, whose power alone had prevented Alexius from collecting the Abyssal One within them. Alone, Alexius had relics that could deal with them, but together? His Hunters had reported that they had drifted apart! They were holding hands!

And then there was Kryva Salkis, Empress of Tea. Alexius knew her name and face because he had been to her tea shops. She managed what was practically an empire of them across all three major continents on Utelia. There were rumors that she even had an outpost in the Corrupted Lands, though no mage had ever managed to prove the fact.

She was a legend, for her tea was the only tea that could be enjoyed across all species. Even undead could visit her shops. Many of them had lost their ability to taste or enjoy mortal pleasures, but somehow her tea could bridge that gap—when they drank her tea, even if it spilled down their spines or emptied across dead flesh, they could taste the flavor. They could smell its aroma, feel its warmth.

Kryva would surely ban him from her shops, if she was affiliated with Brightscale. Alexius's knees felt weak at the thought.

And behind Kryva! Who was that? Her armor was familiar. He'd studied the dark histories for clues on how to bind creatures from outside the Realms, and he had seen her picture repeated across the pages of history, always associated with... was that the personal guard of the Pastel Queen? The famous Dark Warrior who had named herself Eviscerator? She was supposed to be dead! How could she have been associated with Brightscale?

The more Alexius stared at the group of mages arrayed in front of him, the more nervous he got. He was glad he no longer had a bladder, or he would surely have emptied it. Each of those faces were recognizable. How had he never realized that they were associated with Brightscale? Had the Red Commander just—never told him? That was preposterous! This was the exact sort of thing he needed to know!

Valen Graystalk, the Mage Killer, known for taking out even archmages with just the basic Standard Array spells. He was notoriously quick with his magic and had a focus for his magic that not even his own research had been able to replicate. Alexius had contingencies for him, but the mages he'd hired to act as those contingencies had been on guard outside.

Tarbloom, the Tamer of the Endless Deep, who had begun as a tar slime and somehow managed to force an evolution into a biome ooze. They had earned their name by somehow calming and taming an eight-headed hydra that had emerged from the Endless Deep before it could destroy one of the border towns in Aersheld. How that was possible, no one knew. The monsters of the Deep were known to be impossible to study and make sense of. But Tarbloom had disappeared before anyone could question how they'd done it.

They had reappeared in Brightscale? Why had no one informed him?

Alexius's gaze landed on the vinewalker standing there glaring, and Alexius flinched. That was Thorn, the Forest-King, whose power could instantly transform a landscape. He was known for both his foul moods and his ability to control every aspect of an enormous battlefield, all at once.

Standing at the side was Featherstrike, the Glyphfinder, who was said to be able to enchant in moments what would take others weeks or months to inscribe. It was said that each of his feathers held a carefully designed spatial spell. Alexius was paranoid and had a dozen contingencies, but Featherstrike supposedly had well over a thousand laid into his feathers...

Alexius shivered as his gaze landed on Solsburn, the Sunbearer, whose sorcery allowed him to invoke and imbue his weapons with the powers of the stars themselves. Any rumor laid upon the stars, any power attributed to them, it could all be imbued into his blade.

This was ridiculous. How was he supposed to manage this many mages by himself? Why were there so many legends here in the first place? Brightscale Academy was supposed to be just another magic academy! If they harbored this many legends, surely he would have known! They were in talks with Orstrahl all the time, and Alexius was practically the advisor to the King. How had none of this ever made its way to him?

The spirit of Vitality and Cale were still talking to one another, although Alexius had deliberately tuned it out. He had no idea what they were talking about now, but their conversation was starting to sound oddly charged, and he didn't need a repeat of what he'd already endured listening to for the better part of twenty minutes.

Instead, he began plotting an escape. He had contingency upon contingency, and while he was confident that his defenses would be enough, he always made sure to keep for himself a way out. His ritual circle should have been inviolable, but with this many mages of such absurd reputations all intent on getting to him, he would prepare his last resort.

Just in case.

Alexius held with him one of the oldest relics in Orstrahl's vault. It was an original and not something he'd made himself, but Alexius credited it with much of his inspiration and some of the best ideas he'd had in his years of refining his relic-crafting techniques.

On the outside it seemed to be nothing but an old rope, and whatever power it once held no longer seemed to work. On the inside, however, every single one of its fibers was inscribed with layers upon layers of some complex glyphic language he had never seen and couldn't even begin to translate.

His study of that one rope had unveiled so much to him about the nature of artifacts and relics. It had enabled him to craft his own soul-anchor and begin the process of shedding his mortal form, even, although Alexius refused to call himself a lich. That was far too crude a name. He preferred simply being a living skeleton, like all the other natural undead.

In any case, through his decades of study, Alexius was certain he knew why the relic didn't work and how to fix it. He was also certain that if he did, he could fling it out and give it a single tug, and it would transport him somewhere safe, so that none of these mages would be able to find him.

Quietly and discreetly, he conjured a tiny fiber of his own, bridging that single gap that caused the artifact to fail—

—only to scream when he looked up and saw a tiny, furry demon looking straight at him through the boundary of his ritual circle. She was balanced precariously on her cane, leaning casually over his shoulder and pretty much inches in front of his face. All that kept them apart was the ritual, which sparked and sputtered at her presence.

Alexius was dimly certain the circle should not have been doing that.

"Oh, dear me," Professor Imrys said. "I wondered where that old thing went. Goodness, no wonder you've been going wild with these artifacts of yours. I wondered why every Red Relic we found had such shoddy craftsmanship, but I suppose if you've been basing them on that, you can't really be blamed, can you? I must have made that thing centuries ago."

Alexius let out a sound that could have been a whimper. This was—this was the Demon Artificer, wasn't it? He'd studied her work. He'd admired her! He hadn't imagined he would be stepping on her territory—was she mad at him? Was she the one who had gathered all these mages against him? But she should have been proud of him! He was continuing her work!

Only she had called his work shoddy. Alexius could have shriveled up in his shame, if not for the fact that his survival instincts were screaming rather loudly and overwhelming everything else.

She leapt off her cane and tottered back toward Cale and the other mages. "Well, my dears, I'm afraid that circle is quite impossible to breach without also killing him," she told them loudly. "Though I don't suppose we're too worried about that! He's done quite enough, that man. Cale? Would you do the honors?"

Cale nodded. He was a lot more relaxed now, it seemed, and yet something in his eyes made Alexius take a step back when their gazes met.

"Instructor Solsburn," Cale said. "May I borrow your blade? And Damien, I'd like to borrow a bit of your Verdant Flame, if you would."

Alexius would have swallowed, if he'd had the throat for it. He backed right up against the boundary of his own circle, to the amusement of the spirit of Vitality, who placed a warm hand upon his shoulder.

"I suspect you should remain still," the spirit told him. "This could be quite painful, otherwise."

"This is a bluff," Alexius managed, staring shakily at the mages, none of whom were breaking eye contact with him. "It's—it's a trick of some kind. You can't break this ritual when it's in progress. It's a binding ritual! There's the power of a Monolith behind it?"

"Quite," Cale said. "But Damien here has inherited the Source of Vitality's Legacy, remember?"

He took Solsburn's sword in one hand and grasped the ember of Damien's proffered flame with the other, then ran the Verdant Flame across the length of the blade with the other. His gaze flickered briefly to the spirit of Vitality as he did this, a wicked smirk sparking in his eyes, before they fell back upon Alexius.

"Prepare yourself," Cale said softly. Alexius felt the power of the Gift surging around the human, and his senses caught a high-tier spell coalescing within his core.

Alexius Kevonan might have caused the death of thousands, in his ambition. He had used others as though they were objects and playthings, with no care as to their own feelings on the matter. In front of his court and his Hunters he played the ancient, indomitable mage, who was never cowed no matter the strength of his opponents.

But there was a reason he never confronted them directly. There was a reason he had so many pawns to do things in his stead, a reason he had brought the Red Commander back into existence and bound his Sentinels.

Alexius Kevonan, for all his genius, was also a coward. If he was not, he might perhaps have realized that the mages arrayed before him were manipulating him into doing exactly what they wanted him to do.

Instead, he let out a terrified shriek and half-sobbed as he reached for his contingency rope, tossed it out, and yanked, letting the spell envelop him.

The last thing he saw was the ritual boundary collapsing as he was ripped away, the bond instantly severed by his disappearance. It was the greatest loss he had ever experienced, and he could have curled up to cry if he'd had the tear ducts to do so.

At least he was alive, though. It would take time, but he tried to comfort himself with the thought that all was not over.

He could always rebuild, so long as he was safe.

Alas, while Alexius had indeed repaired the old relic and successfully activated it, he had failed to ask the crucial question of where that relic would take him.





Cale and the others stared at the smoking remains in the center of the ritual circle.

"Well," Cale said. "That was easy. Can't believe we got him to do that. I didn't even need to evolve that spell."

"What did you do, anyway?" Leo asked, frowning. "I've never seen that magic before."

"It's less what I did and more what Professor Imrys hinted we should do," Cale said, inclining his head toward the mouse professor, who nodded happily at him. "He had an artifact with him he was going to use to escape if we broke through."

"But we could have broken through," Syphus said, and Cale nodded.

"Yes," he said. "Interrupting a binding ritual from the outside has consequences, though, usually on the person being bound. It was easier to make him interrupt his own spell."

It was clear from Leo's expression that he thought nothing about that interaction had been easy. "Right," he said dubiously. "Where did he go, then?"

"Fire dimension, dearie," Imrys said. Cale nodded. He'd felt a glimmer of the power of the elemental plane in the same moment the Grand Magus had disappeared.

"The fire dimension," Leo repeated. "...Why did you create a rope leading to the fire dimension?"

"Well, I wanted to see if I could, my dear," Professor Imrys said pleasantly. "Why else would a mage do anything? It is an elemental plane, you know. One cannot normally transport themselves to an elemental plane, outside of visions visited upon them by an Elemental Shrine."

Cale wondered, idly, how Vesuvius was doing. He would have to find a way to communicate with him, lest he be too confused by a smoking skeleton showing up in his realm.

"This is why fear magic doesn't work on us," Leo muttered, shaking his head. "Does that mean he's dead, or...?"

"Oh, goodness, no," Professor Imrys said. "I would never make a relic that would kill its user. He'll be granted [Feel the Flames]! It's a variant of [Fire Immunity] that allows you to feel the heat... hmm. I may not have thought that one through. In any case, I believe he is a form of lich, and his soul-anchor is somewhere within Orstrahl. He'll be fine, I'm sure!"

"Why would you create a variant of [Fire Immunity] that lets you..." Leo trailed off mid-question, shaking his head. "You know what? Never mind."

"You did evolve a spell, though?" Damien asked Cale, ever-curious. "What was the spell?"

"[Verdant Blade]," Cale said, glancing up at Vital with a faint smirk. "I've seen it in action before."

"Gross," Flia grumbled. "Can you flirt later? We still have Abyssal Ones to save."

"We will assist you in collecting them," Headmaster Akkau said. "It is possible Yra has not finished her battle with the Red Mother. If so, we will help her, and then we will reconstitute the Abyssals. Stern, could you help those of us that wish to return to Brightscale?"

"Of course," Sternkessel said, his rings spinning slightly as he bowed.

"Will stay," Thorn grunted, narrowing his eyes at Vital, though he said nothing further. Cale coughed awkwardly and stepped between them.

"Let me finish the introductions," Cale said, giving Thorn a reassuring pat on the shoulder before smiling up at Vital. "I'm sure you'll want to know what Damien's been up to with the Verdant Flame. We were also hoping you would have some advice for him."

"I would be glad, as always, to offer my assistance," Vital rumbled. "It is good to see you again, Cale Cadwell Cobbs."
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  It was strange, being able to speak to Vital again.

It had been strange the first time, of course, but now there was an added layer of melancholy to it. The knowledge that this would be the last time they could speak like this to one another hung over them.

Cale knew that Vital had only clung to life for this long in the hopes of seeing him again. He knew also that if he asked, Vital would most likely agree to hold on for longer. To be his refuge when he needed someone who truly understood what he had been through.

He couldn't ask that of him, though. Vital had waited for long enough, and the Grand Magus proved that as long as this remnant of the Source of Vitality remained, he would always be at risk. There would be other mages who wanted to bind his power, and though mages with the knowledge to do so were few and far between, they would all be drawn to him eventually.

And with the truebridge stabilizing the Abyss, theoretically allowing inter-realm travel once more... well, it was only a matter of time before more mages like Alexius Kevonan were drawn here.

The others had all retreated to give Cale and Vital the space they needed to speak. Cale intended to introduce his apprentices properly and to tell his old friend of all they'd accomplished together, but for now, he wanted to be selfish—to have a moment alone with Vital, who had waited for him for longer than he had ever known. What sense did it make, to cling to life for thousands of years, all in the vain hope of seeing someone who had no control where they went?

But then, Vital had always been fond of gestures like these. Cale supposed he knew why, now. He'd been stubborn about acknowledging what was brewing between the two of them, a long time ago. He'd told himself it was a physical relationship, that the Source of Vitality liked him only because he himself represented unending, eternal, and changing life.

It had become something more than that, somewhere along the way, and he had never acknowledged it. He'd never been fond of commitment.

And the Source of Vitality, fool that he was, had said nothing of his feelings. Had simply waited, slowly distancing himself from the more hedonistic aspects of his life. At the time, Cale had told himself it was nothing more than a change of preference and taste. Nothing unusual, for a Monolith.

He had been lying to himself, of course. He was rather good at that. Cale Cadwell Cobbs had quite a lot of practice in lying, especially to himself. The truth was that he had known, on some level, that Vital had fallen in love; he simply refused to acknowledge that he was the subject of that love, or that he returned those feelings.

He sighed, then finished his modifications to the ritual circle the Grand Magus had constructed and stepped into its boundary.

Sourcefire modulation active. Compensating for mana draw...

Cale blinked as the Gift's message flashed to life in front of him, a faint crease appearing in his brows. He hadn't expected that. The modified ritual should have been perfectly capable of drawing from him without immediately exploding. It would still explode, but it would take a couple of minutes, at least.

When he felt the magic draining his power, though, he raised his brows. It was surprisingly smooth and stable, drawing on only a fraction of his mana in a way that would keep the boundary stable. The Gift hadn't been capable of that before, had it?

Though he supposed now wasn't the time to think about such things. Cale had modified the ritual to perform a limited version of the same binding. Rather than binding Vital's power to him, it would simply bind their souls together for as long as he remained in the circle. That would give them the chance to speak in the privacy of their souls, without having to worry about who would be watching or what they would be learning.

The domain of their souls enveloped them as the ritual activated. Cale blinked once, then found himself in the midst of a dense, vibrant forest, full of blooms of every color imaginable. It did not escape his notice that the flowers had been arranged so they looked rather like his mana did—they formed in glowing clusters of prismatic petals, dangling from vines and hidden amidst the bushes.

Cale recognized the place, if not the arrangement of the flowers. This was the Whistling Grove, whose trees were carved so that they would whistle a song whenever the wind blew through them. Vital had taken him here once, showed it to him as an example of one of the places in the Great Realms where his power was most concentrated.

It was sentimental of him, to remake his own soul in its image, but then that was exactly what Cale expected of his old friend.

Speaking of which—

The Source of Vitality stood in front of him, wearing the smaller, more delicate form he often used to interact with the realmborn within the Realms. Even then, he towered a full head above Cale, his armored limbs flickering with emerald flame. This version of him had the segmented body of an oversized, broad-shouldered ant; he retained the wicked-looking carapace he had adopted during the Planar War, all sharp lines and jagged edges in the shape of an insectoid beast mimicking a man.

And yet his eyes were gentle still. That was what had drawn Cale to him first, all those centuries ago. No matter how much Vital changed his form or how hard he fought, he could not hide his love for all of Life, which shone through him even at his worst.

Those eyes landed on him now, gentle as ever.

"Hello," Vital said to him, some of the resonance and power disappearing from his voice. This was the voice that Cale now recognized was reserved only for him—stripped of the sheer force and dominance that was normally associated with the Law of Life. The pretense and game they had played in front of Alexius Kevonan was gone.

"Hey." Cale offered Vital a small smile. "Sorry I was late."

Vital chuckled. "Don't try to pretend you've ever been on time," he teased, reaching up to brush an armored finger along Cale's jaw. "But I'm glad you came. So glad I'm not even going to make the obvious joke! You took less time than I expected, you know?"

"How long were you expecting me to take?"

"Oh, a little over a year. Maybe two." Vital smirked at him.

Cale groaned. "I'm not that bad," he grumbled, though they both knew it was a lie. In the time Vital had known him, he'd had a tendency to run away from his problems, and that...

Well, that hadn't changed very much, in all the years that had passed since. Cale preferred problems he could solve to the emotional problems that came with interpersonal relationships.

"So! You were pretty angry about something when you showed up. What was that about?" Vital asked, choosing not to fight him on the matter. Instead, he led Cale over to the nearby log—the same one they had sat on all that time ago, Cale noted absently—and sat him down on it, then took the spot next to him.

The last time he had done this, he had deliberately used his weight to tip the log and force Cale to slide into him. This time, the log didn't move, and Cale grinned at Vital's look of confusion.

"Sorry, old friend," he said. "I never let the same thing work on me twice, remember?"

This was their soul-domain, after all, and while he was happy to let Vital shape it as he wanted, he could exert his own influence on the realm. It was easy enough to tweak things so that the log tipped in his direction, instead. Vital slid toward him with a startled yelp, and Cale laughed as he caught him by the waist and pulled the larger man against him.

"I was angry," Cale admitted freely. It felt strange to just say the words—on principle, he never admitted when he was acting out of anger. But Vital deserved to know him fully.

He deepened the bond between their souls for a moment, letting his memories filter through. The Source of Vitality watched through his eyes as he and his allies broke through the Red Hunters.

Vital blinked. "Huh. Been a while since I've seen you fight like that," he said, something in his voice catching as he said the words. "Without... bantering or mocking your opponents."

Cale shrugged. "It would've wasted time."

A ghost of a smile. For Vital, it was a strange thing, since his features now were more insect than flesh, but Cale remembered the characteristics of this form well. Whenever he smiled, he would tilt his head slightly, his antennae twitching, and his mandibles would spread just enough to soften his features.

Cale had been put off by that, once, but now he found he'd missed it.

"To think after all this time, you finally get the chance to rush to my rescue," Vital mused. "Think it was usually me saving your ass back in the day, wasn't it?"

"Okay, first of all, you're not supposed to interfere with realmborn affairs," Cale protested. "I don't think I can be blamed if a Monolith decides to descend from the sky just because someone tied me up or something. I could've figured things out on my own!"

Vital squinted at him. "What about the time you got eaten by that dimensional fish?"

"I could've gotten out of most of those situations on my own," Cale amended. That dimensional fish had been a bit of a nightmare, and admittedly there were a few situations where he would probably have been sacrificed to a dark god or two if not for Vital's intervention. That kind of sacrificial ritual wasn't necessarily a problem for Cale himself, but when he was used as fuel for a ritual the results were often devastating for the realm... which was a convenient excuse for Vital to interfere, now that he thought about it.

"Well, maybe some of them." Vital grinned at him. "But then I would've had to spend decades looking for your next reincarnation. It's not easy for me, you know, and it's such a waste of time."

Cale snorted at that, and Vital once more gave him that faint smile he had missed. The two sat in silence for a while, listening to the song as the wind whistled through the trees. The tune was old and nostalgic, and Cale found himself humming along under his breath, barely noticing the way Vital watched him while he did it.

"So. You were angry," Vital repeated after enough time had passed, and this time Cale caught the unspoken question in the words.

He had been angry. But that anger expressed itself differently than it usually did. The ire of the Mad Mage came in the form of destruction, and the rage held by Torment's Shadow was accompanied by a sort of cold mercilessness. The anger he'd felt at the Grand Magus and his Hunters, on the other hand...

It had been the anger of Cale Cadwell Cobbs. The anger of a man who wanted nothing more than to make sure someone he loved was safe. That anger had vanished the instant he saw that the Source of Vitality had not yet been bound—that he would not be bound for days yet, in fact, for the ritual the Grand Magus was performing was complex.

Cale had changed. In all the time Vital had known him, once his wrath was invoked, it was a terrible thing. A storm that could not be averted. This, perhaps, was the one and only time he had been able to let go of his anger as easily as he had grasped it.

"What, you're not used to me having a healthy way to deal with my emotions?" Cale grinned, and Vital barked out a surprised laugh. "Blame my apprentices. They've been surprisingly good for me."

"Tell me about them," Vital said. He let Cale draw him closer on the log they shared. "Actually, just tell me about everything. It looks like a lot has changed in the Great Realms, and we've got a bit of time. What kind of adventures have you been having without me? Met any especially clever men or particularly strong women?"

"Are you sure you want to know everything?" Cale asked, raising an eyebrow.

"I'm not the jealous type," Vital joked, and Cale rolled his eyes. He certainly remembered that.

"I suppose it's only fair," he said. "I could use your thoughts on some of this, actually. You wouldn't believe everything I've found out about the Great Realms and humanity and the Dark..."

He spoke, telling the last remnant of the Source of Vitality everything he had missed.

Once, Cale had believed this impossible. He had believed Vital to be dead, lost to the depths of the Abyss, and even if he one day found the Law of Life's grave, he had long ago lost his chance to say goodbye.

When Vital's remnant turned out to still be there, waiting for him... Cale had experienced a conflicting storm of emotions. Chief amongst them was dread, for he knew that when he came to speak to Vital again, it would be for the very last time. He would have the goodbye he wanted, and it was terrifying. He had never been good at goodbyes.

Yet as they spoke—as he told his story, and Vital laughed and smiled and told his jokes—he wondered what he had been so afraid of. It was easy enough to fall into their old rhythm, to forget what this was supposed to be.

Easy enough to forget it was a goodbye at all.





Damien had not known what to expect when he finally met the Source of Vitality.

He understood, at this point, that the Monoliths were in many ways like the realmborn. The problem was that the scale of their existence made it near-impossible for them to relate to the daily lives and struggles of those within the Realms. He had learned from Flia that the Leviathan, for example, yearned to understand but was barred from it, and there were undoubtedly other Monoliths who were the same.

The Source of Vitality was not. When he looked down at Damien, it was with warm, fatherly eyes.

"You must be Damien," he said. "Cale has told me much about you."

"Um," Damien said, then clamped his mouth shut. This was the worst time for him to start hesitating again. He was meeting the literal pillar of life in the Great Realms! Who was dead, which was sort of confusing, but he had inherited his Legacy, which was also sort of confusing—

Vital laughed, apparently seeing the conflict in his eyes. "You do not need to be anxious," he said. "I lack the power to harm you, even if I wished to do so. And I could never harm one who has done so much for Cale."

"I mean, I haven't done that much," Damien said immediately, then cursed himself for contradicting the Monolith without thinking. He needed to get a handle on his reluctance to receive praise of any sort. "But, um, I'm glad I could help?"

"Indeed." Vital's eyes glimmered with amusement. "Come, sit. Speak to me of my Legacy. How can I help you understand it?"

Damien hesitated. "Are you sure you don't want to talk about anything else?" he asked. "I mean, you've been trapped here... I could tell you more about Utelia. And, um, the books I've been reading? I read a lot of books. They're mostly romance books, though, so—actually, maybe forget about the books."

"Cale has told me of your books," Vital said, and Damien groaned in embarrassment.

"I don't know why I even mentioned them," he said. "I'm just saying, I don't—this is supposed to be—it's a goodbye, isn't it? I don't want it to be one, but it is. If Cale figured out a way to save you he wouldn't be sulking over there—don't tell him I said that."

"I will not," Vital said with a chuckle, his words warm, and he beckoned for Damien to sit beside him. "You are as compassionate as he said. Perhaps a little more, in fact, which I did not think was possible. Do you often think so much of the needs of others?"

"Maybe a little too much, according to my friends," Damien muttered, taking a seat. "They keep telling me I should think about myself more."

"It is a difficult balance to keep," the Source of Vitality mused. "The needs of others and the needs of the self. You must understand that to serve yourself is to serve others—that to keep yourself hearty and hale will keep your compassion burning bright.

"Think of it like this." A well of Verdant Flame sprung up in front of them, resolving into the shape of a campfire, though its emerald light was colder than a campfire would have been. A conjured scattering of wood beneath held the flame within a ring of stone, and beneath that wood was a golden, glimmering substance. "You have a fire within you, a fire that feeds on the substance of your soul. When your soul is full, it will merely eat at the edges, and you will be aglow with its power.

"Neglect it, however..." The flame ate away at the wood until there was nothing left, revealing the golden fuel beneath. Damien didn't know what it was, but the sight of it was mesmerizing—yet the more the flame fed upon it, the more it disappeared, evaporating into the air. "And your fire begins to eat away at the depths of your soul."

The fire vanished, the last ounce of that golden substance gone. "Soon you will find yourself without that fire. And once that ember is allowed to go out, it is difficult to relight." Vital's eyes were kind. "Give yourself the grace you need to protect your flame, Damien. It is rare that I see a mage such as you, even through all my years of life."

Damien wasn't sure what it was about Vital's demonstration that touched him. It was nothing he hadn't known already, and yet the way he had said it—something about the fire and the golden substance beneath—it felt personal, like Vital was telling a story of his own rather than simply giving him advice. "I... I'll try," he promised, though the words felt awkward and clumsy, compared to Vital's way with them.

Vital merely smiled at him. "The same is true of my Legacy," he said. "The Verdant Flame is a pillar aspect, and it must be cultivated. When you call upon it, you draw from a source, and that source must be replenished."

Damien felt a wave of panic. "I haven't—I haven't been refilling anything," he said worriedly. "What am I supposed to be filling it with? Is there, like, a magic oil?"

The Source of Vitality laughed. "There is not a 'magic oil', no," he said, and Damien flushed with embarrassment. "But think about it. The Verdant Flame represents the cycle of life. It is the conjunction of fire and decay and that which allows new life into existence. When you call upon it, you use its flame to channel life, and so it must be fed with?"

"Decay," Damien whispered. "But... I don't... I don't like the fact that I'm a dreadshade. I don't want to kill anything for power. I won't. If it means I'll be weaker, that's okay, but I want to heal. I can't be the one to hurt things."

Vital watched him for a moment. "I would not ask something so cruel of you," he said. "But you should not hate what you are, Damien."

"How can I not?" Damien asked quietly. "I represent death. You're the source of all life. I can't... I'm not even worthy of your Legacy."

Maybe that was why he was having trouble pushing the Verdant Flame a step further. Damien had always kept his doubts within himself, but something about Vital made him feel warm and safe, and before he knew it, he was spilling his worst fears to a pillar of the Realms.

"Do not say such things," Vital said sternly, though his gaze softened after a moment. "Your father. He did not tell you...?"

"I don't know where he is," Damien admitted, blinking away tears at the memory. "He left and sealed my memories of him, and I don't even know why."

"Then I will tell you," Vital said. Flame licked briefly at his cheeks, just light enough to dry his tears without burning him. "For though you are composed of decay, without you, life as you know it would not exist. Did you know, Damien, that every Realm has exactly two dreadshades? One parent and one child, at all times?"

"I... what?" Damien blinked, looking up at Vital. "I knew we were rare, but not... two in each realm? Why?"

"There is a story," Vital said. "A tale of decay and entropy, and of the end of all Realms. A tale of sacrifices made for life to endure. Listen closely, and I will tell you of the origin of the Verdant Flame."
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  It had started a very long time ago, during the age of Yggdrasil. In many ways, it was the first sign that something was wrong with the Source of Magic, although no one knew it at the time.

The first sign was when decay began to spread along Yggdrasil's branches.

The effects were difficult to discern, at first. Each branch hosted a realm, but living on a branch did not mean there was wood and bark beneath one's feet. The realms themselves existed upon the branches, and when those branches began to decay, they insulated their people—the realmborn—from Yggdrasil's suffering.

There were signs, however, if one knew how to look. When a branch began to decay, the flow of mana and the stability of the realm would be affected. Spells would fail at inopportune moments, often in ways that felt deliberate.

And people would disappear. That was the biggest sign of it, though at the time the people of the realms were quick to blame the branch titans, parasites of Yggdrasil that occasionally scuttled across the branches and breached their way into the realms. They were known for having strange and esoteric magic, and it was easy to assume that one with the ability to escape all notice was preying upon the realm. What other threat could affect so many realms at once? 

So a Grand Hunt was called in order to end this new threat, and it was grand indeed, for mages from the Upper and Lower Branches collaborated to find and end this branch titan.

Only when this great effort failed did those mages begin to consider that something else might be the cause.

They searched in the dungeons first. Perhaps some of them were corrupted, they thought. The dungeons linked the branches of Yggdrasil, after all, allowing artifacts and magic to flow from one branch to the other; if one branch was affected by some foreign magic, then it would spread to all the other branches by way of the dungeons. This had been theorized for some time as a possible threat to the realms, though the leylines were self-cleaning, and so many believed such a spread was impossible. If it had not happened already, it would never happen.

Still, they searched. And they did find that dungeons had changed, in subtle but alarming ways.

They were more dangerous, for one thing. The monsters that emerged from them had magic that had never before been recorded, only its expression was so subtle that it was not yet properly understood or studied. New mana aspects appeared all the time within the dungeons, often the result of some change in the Source, and so no one had taken any real note of it until now.

When they did, they found that this new mana—decay mana, it was dubbed, for its ability to accelerate entropy and turn even the most resilient of stones to dust—had appeared in all dungeons across all the branches of Yggdrasil at around the same time.

This was unheard of. New mana aspects, when they appeared, showed up first on the Lower Branches and then began to filter up to the rest of Yggdrasil. For it to have appeared across all branches at the same time suggested that something was terribly wrong with Yggdrasil itself.

But the mages investigating those disappearances did not want to believe it. Yggdrasil was the World Tree, the miracle upon which they all lived. Though some scholars insisted that they had to study it to determine what had gone wrong, those scholars were considered blasphemous. They were thrown out of the project, left to fend on their own.

The Grand Hunt continued its search. Its mages delved the dungeons of Yggdrasil, taking note of how each one had changed. They noted that sometimes, entire chambers and established routes through each dungeon would simply vanish along with anything inside them. This, they decided, was the cause of the disappearances; those that vanished must have been inside those chambers at the time.

There were protests to the contrary. It could not be, many of the lesser mages of the Upper Branches argued; too many had disappeared for the cause to be the dungeons alone. There were children in that group, non-mages and farmers and townsfolk who would never once step foot within the dungeons. How could the dungeons be the cause of all those disappearances?

Yet the leaders of the Grand Hunt, a council of mages from the Lower Branches, insisted that the Hunt was concluded. They knew the cause, they declared, and it was merely a shift in the branches of Yggdrasil. A natural event. The disappearances would stop now, that they knew to avoid the crumbling passages of the dungeons.

They handed out new spells that could map the changes in the dungeons, marking chambers that were at risk of dimensional collapse. And just as the scholars that insisted on studying Yggdrasil were banished, so too were the ones that protested abandoning the Hunt, the ones that insisted that the structural decay of the dungeons was a symptom and not the cause.

The disappearances continued, of course, lesser now but still prevalent throughout the branches and realms. The council of the Grand Hunt insisted that everything was fine—that each disappearance was only the result of mages refusing to follow their new protocols or casting their new spells incorrectly. The non-mage townsfolk that vanished, they claimed, were simply people that wandered into the dungeons on their own, heedless of the dangers.

Perhaps this was the first sign that the Lower Branches had been compromised, but few considered the possibility, at the time. They assumed instead that the mages that had been appointed for the Hunt were simply ill-fitted for the job and had been granted it only through a more clandestine form of corruption. Nepotism, perhaps. The leaders of the Grand Hunt were more concerned with declaring they had succeeded than in truly solving the problem.

Thankfully, the scholars exiled from the Hunt did not simply sit idly by. What self-respecting mage would? The first group believed that something was wrong with Yggdrasil, and that only by investigating the sacred tree itself would they learn the cause of the disappearances. They had already begun their research when the second group of mages joined them, now convinced that they had been right.

This secondary group called themselves Scholars of the Green, and while the mages that remained in the Grand Hunt squabbled and bickered, the Scholars set to work.

It was the Scholars that built the first worldships, allowing mages to travel from one branch to another without relying on the portal magic predominantly controlled by the Lower Branches. It was the Scholars that invented cambiumscopes, a device that allowed one to peer past the layers of the realms to the branches beneath.

All the while, the realms descended further into chaos. Many demanded answers from the mages of the Grand Hunt, who themselves attempted to disappear to avoid scrutiny. The leaders locked themselves away, refusing to respond to letters magical or mundane, and the Lower Branches supported them in the matter, hiding them away when others insisted on a response.

They did not unveil them again until a new discovery forced it out of them: the towns, cities, and kingdoms of the branches were shrinking.

Unlike the crumbling of the dungeons, the changes to the realms had not been noticeable. Every missing home and street erased the memories of them as well. To the people of the realms, their towns and cities had always been that small. Perhaps many had an inkling that something was wrong—that their missing friends and family could not have lived in a town that small, that their homes had disappeared with them—but they found themselves unable to acknowledge the discrepancy.

It was a mercy, perhaps, that they were allowed to remember those that vanished. That was what pushed them to demand answers from the Grand Hunt, to roar at the locked doors of the Lower Realms until the leaders of the Hunt were expelled, forced to stammer through another false explanation that no one would believe. It was clear, then, that the Grand Hunt had failed. That it had been commanded by fools who wanted only recognition for their deeds and cared nothing for the people that were disappearing.

As the realms began to despair, the Scholars of the Green stepped forth, and revealed that they had uncovered the cause. They explained that decay had begun to rot Yggdrasil's branches from within, and that was what caused the disappearances. This was no natural shift of the World Tree.

In the age of Yggdrasil, the leylines were carried within the World Tree itself, a network of mana within its roots and trunks and branches that kept the realms fed with power. The sacred tree absorbed many of the plagues and infectious magics that would otherwise spread through the realms. Somehow, its great magic turned that deadly power into nutrition that kept it fed and healthy.

Yet in all that time, Yggdrasil had not encountered decay. For the first time, a mana aspect had formed that the great tree had no natural defense against. A mana aspect that it was, in fact, naturally weak against. Yggdrasil had been created as an ageless, eternal thing, and now it understood what it was to age; it was immortal, and now it understood mortality.

And with that understanding, it began to die.

The knowledge of mortality and limitation was itself a kind of sickness for the great tree. Yggdrasil was endless and boundless and held all the realms, but in decay it understood that such things were not possible—that there was no such thing as infinity and endlessness, and that all things were bound to end. The paradox killed it slowly from within, eating away at its life and heart.

The Scholars told the realms not to despair, however, for they would find a solution to the rot.

They began by calling upon the Source of Vitality, the pillar of all life within the realms. The Scholars sang a great ritual upon the highest branch they could reach, gathered together on the biggest worldship they could craft, and they called out until the Law of Life himself descended upon them.

But not even the Source of Vitality could restore the sacred tree. The life magic it held was different from the life magic he commanded. His magic was the magic of life within the realms, but Yggdrasil was life without. Its life was the existence of the realms, and Vitality did not command Existence.

He thought on the matter, however, and spoke with the many minds on that worldship. They did this for fourteen days and fourteen nights, discussing and discarding solutions, until the Source of Vitality finally declared that he had an answer.

He could not restore the World Tree, but he could teach it to understand the paradox of life: that it could be both wonderfully infinite and painfully finite; that it could stretch endlessly through time and yet be cut ruthlessly short; that decay was an end, but could also be a beginning. That it was needed, even, to make space for something new.

Unlike the Monoliths, however, Yggdrasil could not be spoken to. It could not be summoned or called upon or told that there were others that understood its plight. To speak to it, the Source of Vitality would have to carve a new mana aspect into the Source and allow it to filter into the World Tree's branches.

And so that was what the Source of Vitality did. From his heart he plucked a single string of flesh, and that flesh he lit with the fires of his magic until it burned with an emerald flame. That flame he cast down into the roots of Yggdasil, where they curled around the Source of Magic.

The Source of Magic shuddered at the contact. It lit up for a moment, pulsing green fire, then swelled as it took in this new form of mana.

All mages in all the worlds felt it at once as the entire Web shifted. The Source of Vitality had forged a Pillar Aspect. He called it the Verdant Flame, and it was an aspect of mana so great that all links between the different aspects shifted and rearranged themselves to accommodate for it.

For some, the presence of the Verdant Flame made mana attunements even more difficult, for they could not wield the Flame themselves and had to string new attunements together to make it work. For others, the Web's restructuring had made attuning their mana easier. There was chaos in the branches for a very long time, as a result of Vitality's actions, and many of the other Monoliths cursed him for it.

But it worked. Yggdrasil drew the Verdant Flame through its leylines and into the branches, and as it did, the decay flaked away from its branches. The cambiumscopes showed the branches healing, and the disappearances stopped.

The crisis, however, was not yet over.

As a Pillar Aspect, the Verdant Flame existed within the Source of Magic. Where other aspects were merely representative constructs within the Web, the Verdant Flame burned within it. There was a risk there—should the flame ever be extinguished, it was possible the rot would come right back, overwhelming Yggdrasil in an instant.

This was a problem, but it was a problem there was time to solve. For years, the Source of Vitality wandered the branches in his lesser forms, in part looking for inspiration and in part to escape the judgement of the other Monoliths, many of whom despised the chaos his new aspect had caused.

It was during this time of wandering that Vital met Cale Cadwell Cobbs for the first time. The details of that encounter were not important, but it was only after that chance meeting that Vital understood what the Verdant Flame needed.

It needed guardians.

The Verdant Flame was an embodiment of the cycle of life and death. It was the paradox of it—both an understanding of decay and entropy and a fervent love for the life that could be born from it. It had to be fed by guardians from every realm, across every branch, because only then could the Flame truly represent what mortality was like for all of Yggdrasil.

Dreadshades were most certainly not the name that the Source of Vitality would have chosen for his guardians, but the very first dreadshade he forged had suggested the name herself. When he asked her why, she laughed.

"All of life dreads death and decay," she said. "That's a part of what it means to be alive. I mean, unless you're immortal, I guess, but most immortals are just ageless; they still die eventually. And then they decay, just like the rest of us."

She was silent for a moment. "You made us as decay elementals," she said. "But we're not just decay elementals. There's a reason people see their loved ones when they look too closely at our flesh. We're a reminder that everything is finite; that everything ends. Don't look at me like that! I know you don't like endings. You probably didn't do this on purpose."

"I did not," the Source of Vitality grumbled, wondering why he was being scolded by his own creation.

"Well, look, if you ever find a way to solve death and entropy forever, I'll be all for it," she told him. "There's beauty in the infinite, just as there is in the finite. But right now, the finite is the only option we've got. Might as well appreciate it."

"By dreading it," the Source of Vitality said dubiously.

"By dreading it," his daughter said with a sharp grin. "A little bit of fear is good for everyone. People need to appreciate what they've got. And in the meantime, we'll keep your Verdant Flame fueled and burning bright. You know, I think it might be the most mortal thing you've ever created."

"How do you mean?" Vitality frowned, puzzled.

"You're the closest thing that exists to something ageless, unkillable, and immortal," she said. "But the Verdant Flame is basically your legacy. It's a piece of you that'll live on forever, lighting the realms, just as long as we keep fueling it. I mean, you'll live on too, so it's not like that's going to matter much... but it's kind of poetic, don't you think?"

"I suppose," Vitality said, though he agreed mostly for the sake of it. He hadn't truly understood what she meant, at the time.

Now he did. Dreadshades and the Verdant Flame were both his legacies, and they would continue on long after this final remnant of his mind faded and died. In that way, he supposed, he would always be with Cale.

The thought of it was strangely comforting.





Damien was silent for a long time, after Vital told his story. He looked up at the Monolith, searching his expression, then finally spoke, though the words were hesitant. "Thank you for telling me that," he said quietly.

"Thank you for the opportunity to relive those memories." Vital bowed his head. "You understand now, why you should not hate what you are?"

Damien managed a weak, wet-sounding laugh. "Well, I can't just turn it off, but I understand what I am a little better now, I think. It's... I don't know. My feelings about it are all jumbled. It'll probably take me some time to untangle them."

"You may take all the time you need," Vital said.

"You created our species," Damien said, looking up at Vital. "It's strange to think about. That I might have anything to do with a Monolith, I mean."

"Not so strange." Vital chuckled. "Many species were born from the whims of a Monolith. The karmic web is far tighter than most realize. We are all connected, in truth. Dig deep enough into any mage, and you will find a connection to a great power."

"What about Cale?" Damien asked. "How's he connected to... well, everything?"

"You are worried about him." There was a note of understanding and approval in Vital's voice. "I do not know, alas. He is more greatly connected to the realms than perhaps even he realizes. There are many secrets he keeps, even from himself."

"Don't I know it," Damien muttered, sighing. He sat cross-legged on the ground, then lit an ember of Verdant Flame between his hands, watching as it danced merrily in his lap. The Source of Vitality moved to sit beside him, hovering almost protectively. "I wish I knew what happened to my dad or why I don't remember him."

"Is that what keeps you from unlocking more of my Legacy?" Vital asked. "Your father?"

"No," Damien said. He gave Vital a small half-smile. "You actually solved that for me already. It was... I guess it was the nature of what I am, compared to what I want to be. I've always thought it was in conflict, but based on what you're telling me, it never was. Dreadshades were created to help preserve Yggdrasil. We might not be needed anymore now that Yggdrasil is gone, but it helps, knowing that we're not just an embodiment of the end."

"Do not be so certain you are not needed," Vital said gently. "The Flame would be long extinguished if not for you and yours, and it may well be important yet."

Damien nodded. "I know," he said, his gaze flickering to Vital. When he spoke again, it was with a confidence that surprised even himself. "More than you do, maybe."

"...What?" Vital's flames flickered erratically.

"Just... hold on a moment," Damien said. He glanced at Cale, still sulking somewhere nearby; he held the Verdant Flame in his palms, breathing deep.

Vital's heart had been destroyed by a spear made to kill even Monoliths.

But a long, long time ago, he had forged the Verdant Flame from a piece of his own heart. Perhaps it was still there, lurking within the flame.

Perhaps he could call it back. After all, both he and the Flame were a legacy of the Source of Vitality.

And though a part of him was doing this for Cale, another part of him felt, more fiercely than anything else, that the Great Realms needed to heal. So much was gone from it because the Source of Vitality was dead, including its healing magic.

Damien didn't know if this would be a start, or if it would even work. But he knew he had to try.
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  Yra had destroyed the Red Mother so thoroughly that her remaining essence was nothing more than a grotesque splatter on the walls. Judging from Yra's heaving breaths and the way her feathers trembled, the fight had been deeply personal, though Flia suspected she wouldn't appreciate being asked to elaborate on the matter.

"Are you alright?" she asked instead, and Yra had turned to look at her, eyes blazing with fire at first before slowly dimming in recognition.

"I am fine," she said shortly. "Sivis has been defeated, and her influence over these Abyssal Ones will soon dissipate. I believe you wish to save them?"

"I do."

"Then do so. Your window of opportunity is short." Yra's eyes flicked to the walls, where the remains of the Abyssals still lingered; she made as if to leave, then hesitated, glancing back at Flia. "...Do you need instruction?"

"I would appreciate it," Flia said, both because she suspected that Cale and Headmaster Akkau would want to keep Yra around and because she did not, in fact, know what she was doing. Creatures like Abyssal Ones were like elementals in that they weren't very closely tied to their physical forms, but even still, being scattered like this was very much a form of death.

Among her own people, many would allow themselves to scatter to the winds when they were tired of experiencing life as they were. Perhaps they would reform again, after decades or centuries had passed, but if they did it would be as a different element—one of wind, perhaps, or of cloud or soil. That new life would hold none of the memories their previous selves had.

The Abyssal Ones here had not chosen this form, however, and Flia could feel their individual selves clinging together, trying to remain coherent in the cacophony of magical noise created by all of them singing together. Their voices were lost and scattered, pieces of them strewn about and through one another.

How could she even begin to make them whole? She could feel how desperate they were for it, how much they were struggling to hold on to themselves. It resonated with the Spark in her core, that fragment of the Leviathan's power that she had made her own.

They didn't want to be left behind.

"You truly care to save them," Yra said after studying her for a moment. She took a deep breath, and some of the blazing, saturated red in her feathers began to fade; the temperature of the chamber cooled noticeably as she did. "Very well, then. I will lend you my aid."

"Thank you." Flia bowed, though the gesture was a little awkward.

"Think nothing of it." Yra waved a wing dismissively. "To tell you the truth, it is my duty. If you were not so determined to save them, I would be forced to linger here and gather their remains myself. I do not wish to do so. I wish to put as much distance between myself and this realm as possible."

That was probably fair, but Flia's brows furrowed slightly as she puzzled over the words. "Your duty," she echoed. Come to think of it, Yra must have had a title before becoming the Red Phoenix. "What exactly is your duty?"

Yra eyed her for a moment, then sighed. "Your window of opportunity is short," she repeated. "Suffice to say that I am part Abyssal myself. The mechanics of my existence are... complicated. I am the last of my kind, turned halfway into a creature of the Abyss. My magic is corrupted and unable to rejuvenate me, nor will it let me die. For this reason, many of the elder Abyssal Ones consider me their Queen, and I wield a great deal of my power for their sake."

She was half Abyssal? Now that Flia thought about it, it made sense—though each of her feathers shone as brightly as the next, about half of them shimmered strangely with the power of the Abyss. "Did the Leviathan send you here?"

"I will not speak of my relationship with the Leviathan," Yra answered, something complicated flickering through her eyes. "Now then. Flia, Avatar of the Law of What Lies Between, who wields the Spark of Those Left Behind: I invoke your name to invoke your power."

The air between them warmed, and Yra plucked a feather from her wings without even the slightest flinch. The feather shimmered with the power of the Abyss, then began to glow with the heat of Yra's own magic, until its tip glowed a near-white; with that tip, Yra carved a circle into the air.

It hovered strangely, a wound seared into reality by her magic, and Flia felt something within her core begin to resonate—the small fragment of the Leviathan's power that she had claimed as her Spark. It was that fragment that bled into her magic whenever she cast her spells, that fragment that had caused the water she conjured to bleed through the Veil into the Abyss.

For a long time, she had considered it a curse, though she hadn't known the cause. Ever since she had learned why she had it, though, she had grown to accept it. It was the power of her Spark that allowed her to commune so closely with the exotic and the strange, with all those that risked being left behind or forgotten.

"A Spark begets a Flame," Yra murmured, her eyes focused on her magic. She spoke with a clear voice that began to resonate with power as it passed through the circle. "And the Flame must be sacrificed to form a Forge. Through the Forge we build a Blade, and through the Blade we carve a Mark unto the realms. The Mark, once fed, blooms into a Herald; the Herald calls upon the Waning Moon..."

Flia did her best to pay attention, certain that these words had significance, but she lost track of what Yra was saying quickly. The words buzzed with power, fractured in the air, became something potent and unrecognizable. This was a ritual beyond anything Flia had ever seen, perhaps because Yra's magic made no use of the Gift nor any other form of magical focus. This was old, raw magic, of the kind cast in the earliest days of the Great Realms after the fall of Yggdrasil.

Perhaps it was unwise of her to let Yra do as she wished. It was well within her rights to stop her and ask what she was doing. It was clear the ritual was targeting her and that it had something to do with the Spark she carried, but what it was trying to do she had no idea. What sort of mage let a stranger cast upon them a spell, not knowing what it did?

Cale, obviously. And Flia would have scolded him for it, too, only now she was doing what she knew she would have warned against.

It was instinct that guided her, more than anything else. Instinct told her that Yra wanted the same thing she did: that though she wanted nothing more than to leave Utelia behind, she had stayed to ensure that the Abyssals here would be brought home safe. It was only because of this that the bond of magic between them could resonate and all, and through that bond, Flia knew with certainty that if they had not shared this—if they had not each wanted the best for the Abyssals that remained—the ritual would have failed entirely.

"To your name, I add my own." Yra spoke loudly, her voice singing with power, each syllable crashing against the magic already pouring into the room. "Yra, Halfling Queen of the Abyss, last of my kind—"

There was something else she said, but it was drowned out by the already-overwhelming resonance of the ritual. In the next moment, Yra slashed forward with her feather, cutting through the sigil she had drawn in the air.

All at once, the chamber fell into perfect silence.

Flia felt warm. Her Spark was singing within her, more prominent in her magic than it had ever been, and yet it felt no stronger than it had been before.

"What did you do?" Flia asked.

"I have granted you the right to draw upon my name," Yra said simply.

Flia stared at her, not entirely certain she was telling the truth—the ritual had felt so much more grand than that, so much more important, and even now the Spark she carried seemed to be calling out. "No offense, but... are you sure that's it?"

"My name has more weight than you know." For the first time, Yra smiled at her, perhaps understanding she must have been overwhelmed. "And I give it to you freely, if only so that you can better understand the magic you wish to cast. It is the only means I have to aid you."

The phoenix took a step back. Her feathers seemed dimmer, now, exhausted after the magic she had spent on the ritual. "My magic is that of rebirth," she said quietly, "and it is corrupted. It cannot bring these Abyssals back. Were I to do this duty, every Abyssal I gather would be given a new mind and a new form, and they would be touched by the madness of my magic. They would survive, but they would not be themselves.

"You, on the other hand... you hold within you a Spark. A fragment of the Leviathan's power, who bears upon her back all the Great Realms. She is everything that lies between, everything that separates one thing from another. With your Spark, you can draw upon all that lies between each fragmented Abyssal and pull them together.

"But you are still young. You do not possess the power necessary to bring together what has been rendered to dust. So I lend you my title as Queen, such that you do not need this power. You must simply command them. Guide them, if you would, to become whole again."

Yra's gaze was intent, and Flia met that gaze without flinching. "How?" she asked.

"That," Yra said, "Is something you must solve yourself. I have done all I can, but there is a barrier within you yet, and it is one you must overcome yourself."

Well, that figured. Yra must have seen her expression, because the phoenix chuckled, the sound surprisingly bright in the dimming light of the chamber.

"Your window of opportunity has widened," she said. "With my name behind yours, the Abyssal Ones here sense a power that can restore them, and so they hold themselves in wait. You need only find your way to that power."

Flia sighed. She had known, of course, that nothing about this would be easy. Even with an ancient power guiding her, there was a step she needed to do entirely on her own.

But she had known that for a while now, hadn't she? She had achieved palewater, and the purified mana cycled through her core now, but she could feel how much it could still be refined. The intent within it was conflicted, pulled within a dozen different directions and a dozen different interests—between Sabri and the rest of the critters at Brightscale, between her apprenticeship with Cale and her work with Professor Tarbloom, between her studies and her calling to find and help the Abyssals that had been stolen from their homes.

That last one, at least, was finally solved. Flia had felt it the moment the Grand Magus vanished and Cale explained what had happened. There was a flicker of approval from the Leviathan, a loosening of the mana within her, a distillation of intent...

A message from the Gift.

You have enlightened your Spark!

That was it, though. No hint had accompanied it on what she needed to do next, and nothing about the description of the Spark had changed. Flia suspected she knew why: it was only a hint that she was moving in the right direction. She needed to figure out the rest of it on her own.

She sat down on the floor of the temple, closing her eyes and blocking out everything around her except for the feeling of the Abyssals, waiting to be saved. She had not yet tried to draw so deeply upon her Spark, but now it was the only chance they had of returning whole to their homes.

Flia would not entertain the possibility of failure. She had endured it once already, and she would not allow it to happen agai—

Something within her shook, like her Spark was protesting against the very idea of it, and she froze as the resonant buzzing from it seemed to weaken.

No. That was the wrong direction, then. She abandoned that train of thought, casting out for another one.

Failure... She had allowed it to define her, when she returned from the Bitter Path. It was bitter indeed, and she still remembered the look on Elizabeth's face when that dragonfire had pierced her heart. She doubted she would ever forget it. But her Spark seemed to reject the idea of never allowing this to happen again. Why was that?

The answer came to her.

Elizabeth had not been left behind. Flia had stayed by her, and in staying, she had upheld the most important facet of her Spark. It did not only represent those that were lost. It represented also those that could be lost, both the people and creatures that could be left behind and forgotten if no one took action.

She had taken action, and so she upheld her Spark. There was no failure in what she had done. She could work to do better, but that would always be true. It was a task she would keep in front of her, a path she would always continue to walk.

Her Spark warmed in her breast. The palewater she carried seemed to flow a little smoother, a little cleaner.

It was the same for the Grand Magus, for whom Flia's ire was not spent in the slightest. What he had done, the lives he had used in his quest for power... those things disgusted her to no end. She itched, still, to inflict some form of punishment upon him. What he suffered now was not nearly enough to equal all the suffering he had inflicted.

And yet he did not matter, to the Spark, and Flia found to her surprise that if she cast aside her anger, he didn't matter to her, either. What little she had seen of him indicated that he was a lonely, pathetic existence who hid behind others, using his knowledge to push them to do his bidding. Once his Hunters were taken from him and his implements rendered useless, he was nothing but a coward.

The Spark felt no sympathy for him, given all that he had caused, but neither did it care what happened to him so long as he could not continue his work. Alexius Kevonan had status and power, and yet despite those things he was small and irrelevant.

Flia had thought that she needed to destroy him to fulfil her duty to the Leviathan and to make progress with her magic, but that wasn't the truth, exactly. She only needed to put a stop to him. What she was really here for...

...were those that had been left behind and abandoned in his endless quest for power. The Abyssals who had been ripped from their homes, but not only them. The Red Phoenix, too, who was the only one left of her people; the Red Beast, for despite his words, Yra had indicated he had been bound against his will. A few of the scattered Hunters who had been forced into their positions and no longer knew if they could face their families. Cale had been careful to spare them, despite his rage, and at the time Flia had not known why.

She wondered now if he had understood, even in his anger, that she would regret their deaths. He had glanced at her once while they were planning, his expression unreadable, and at the time she thought nothing of it. But she wouldn't put it past him, really, to know what she needed before she did.

Flia opened her eyes again, her Spark fluttering brightly, and saw the world colored in breathtaking hues of blue and green. It was like a sea had formed around her, an Abyss of her own.

Except it wasn't. Yra stood there, watching her, and she was glowing, too. The walls were bright with Abyssal dust, and thin lines emerged from each speck to connect with a thousand others until the chamber seemed alive with those connections, with the shape of things that should have been.

"Gather," Flia whispered. She pushed her Spark into the word, imbuing it with the power that Yra's title carried.

All across the temple, the broken fragments of the Abyssal Ones remembered what they were supposed to be. Brilliant motes began to drift through the air, obeying her command.

So it was that they gathered into the shapes they had always worn and were always meant to be.
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  Damien was dimly aware that the chamber he was in had gone silent. Many of Brightscale's professors and mages had left, either to investigate other parts of the temple, deal with the remaining Red Hunters, or simply to return to Brightscale. Not many were paying attention to him specifically—not even Cale, who was brooding distractedly near the pit. That was probably for the best.

The only one who was paying any attention to him was the Source of Vitality, who hovered over his shoulder and watched him curiously, not quite sure what he was trying to do. That was fine, as far as Damien was concerned. He had no intention of telling anyone his plan. He didn't... he couldn't get anyone's hopes up, for something like this.

Especially Cale.

"Do you plan to advance your Legacy now?" Vital asked. "I confess, I have been curious about the function of this Gift. Cale has told me a great deal about its capabilities."

"Something like that," Damien said.

And that much was true, at least. If he wanted to perform magic on this scale, he needed to make an advancement with his magic.

As things stood, he had acclimated to palewater the fastest of Cale's apprentices. His mana core had partially adapted to it, even, enough that he was passively producing palewater without needing the circulation exercises to purify his mana, though he still practiced them to accelerate the change.

The problem was the quality of his palewater. Akkau had not explained it in full, during his initial lecture on the nature of mana core evolution, but the process of moving from palewater to darkwood involved something called intent solidification. Palewater was mana fueled entirely by a mage's own intent, but intent was a tenuous, shifting thing, and only in knowing themselves could a mage turn it into something powerful and rigid.

It never happened all at once, of course. Intent solidification happened in stages, increasing the quality of the mage's palewater at each stage; Syphus and Leo had made it through the first stages of solidification, Syphus by acknowledging that it cared and Leo by confronting his feelings about his parents.

Damien suspected that Flia would reach that stage herself soon, if she hadn't already. The main source of her inner conflict now was the Grand Magus and what he had done to the Abyssal Ones she meant to save. No doubt she was doing that now, figuring out whatever grand magic was needed to put them back together.

That left only him.

If he was being honest with himself, there were a lot of things that still troubled him. He didn't know who his father was or what he was doing, for one thing. If what Vital had said about there always being two dreadshades in each realm was right, then his father had to still be alive somewhere. If he wasn't, a second dreadshade would have shown up by now.

But if his father was still alive, then what was he doing? Why hadn't he visited? Damien knew he'd left for a reason—knew he'd gone off to do something that had been terribly important—but no matter how hard he tried to reach for the memory, it stayed stubbornly sealed and impossible to grasp.

In some ways, knowing that he was most likely still alive was a comfort. In others, knowing that he was alive and that Damien had no way of reaching him... it hurt. And not knowing why hurt most of all, like an aching wound in his soul he had no way of repairing.

The Verdant Flame flickered between his palms, and Damien sighed softly, bringing it closer to his chest. For a moment he simply held it there, allowing himself to bask in its warmth.

That was one nice thing about the Flame. Damien's nature as a dreadshade meant he didn't feel temperature the way most others did. He could sense, in an abstract sort of way, when it was hot or cold, but he couldn't really feel either. The only two exceptions were that first basement in the Bitter Path that had imposed the feeling of bitter cold on him—

—and this. The Verdant Flame, which always felt warm and comforting, as if its fire warmed the soul directly. Damien wouldn't have been surprised if that was actually the case, even. In all his testing, the Verdant Flame had always been perfectly, pleasantly warm to anyone that felt it, no matter if they were an ice elemental or a dragon.

Damien allowed the comfort it emanated to steady his mind for a moment. He was a naturally anxious person, prone to letting his thoughts spiral into a loop. Now more than ever, he didn't want that to happen. He needed his mind to be clear.

He could do this.

He didn't need to resolve everything that bothered him in order to solidify his intent or to make progress with the Verdant Flame, nor was it truly a resolution that he needed. If that were true, then it would have been impossible for mages like Cale to ever make it to darkwood, let alone wyldfire. It wasn't that he needed to find his father or discover the origin of dreadshades.

What he needed was to be at peace with where he stood and what he wanted to do.

And that, Damien realized, was a far simpler matter. He knew the answer already—had known it for a long, long time, only the truth had been mired up in a tangle of regrets and wants. What did it matter why his father had left? He knew it had been important to them both. That was what he cared about, and as for what he wanted to do...

Well, he wanted to find his father. It was surprisingly simple, in the end, but it felt right.

Something within his core seemed to loosen, and the palewater within him began to flow more freely, responding to the shift in his intent. Damien let out a breath, feeling a tension he hadn't even known he carried leaving his shoulders. He had been so worried about the why that he had forgotten the simplest, most obvious answer.

It was the final piece he needed.

Meeting Vital had granted him clarity, in a way. It had started as a vague thought—he wanted to know who had created the Verdant Flame and why it had been created. He hadn't understood why until much, much later, during his days training in the Black Vault and talking to his friends.

Leo understood magic through knowledge. He dissected the world into things he understood and things he did not, and he studied every day to understand more about how all the pieces fit together.

Syphus understood magic through... Damien wasn't sure, actually. Syphus saw the world in a way that was fundamentally different from the rest of them. It liked force, but not an excess of it; it liked stone and stability. Perhaps it learned about magic by learning about itself, now that he thought about it.

Flia understood magic through nature. More than anyone else, she saw the way every creature and critter, magical and otherwise, intersected with the workings of the realms. Through that understanding, she could attune her magic in strange and wonderful ways, though Damien thought she hadn't realized yet how unusual her methods were.

And Damien understood magic through people. Through the people that cast and created spells, through what they felt when they cast their rituals, through the motivations that propelled them to make discoveries and innovations and art. He would never have understood the Verdant Flame if he had not met Vital. How could he? It was an ancient, mysterious magic, and all he knew about it was that it embodied the cycle of decay and life. What did that mean, really?

He understood now, having finally met the Source of Vitality.

Damien had known from the moment he first met the Monolith's eyes, and he was certain now that he had heard the story of the Verdant Flame.

Above all else, Vital was kind. He loved the realms and the lives within them, from the greatest of heroes to the smallest specks. He loved them so fiercely it burned them from within, so greatly it pained him when even the smallest soul died.

Vital had said none of this, of course, but he hadn't needed to. Damien paid attention to the way he moved and spoke, the way his eyes flickered when he told the story of how he had been summoned by the Scholars of the Green. He heard the regret and grief in the Monolith's voice, hidden as it was, for noticing the problem—saw the way he blamed himself for the souls that had been lost to the decay that consumed Yggdrasil's branches.

It was not a Monolith's duty to solve the problems of the realms. They upheld only the Law they embodied, and for Vital, his task was not the preservation of life so much as it was the proliferation of it. Yggdrasil itself was outside the scope of his duties. He had not needed to concern himself with the Scholars. He certainly hadn't needed to stay with them in their time of crisis, to lower himself to the status of realmborn so he could study the problem with them.

Vital had spoken of it as though it were nothing, but Damien suspected that for a Monolith, squeezing themselves into a vessel small enough to walk the realms was akin to torture. He had endured that for two weeks and for who knew how long afterward, all for a solution that was kinder than it needed to be.

For Damien had seen that too, in the parts of the story that Vital had left out. Surely there had been other solutions. A way to cut the decay out, perhaps, or to reforge Yggdrasil's branches to be resistant to its power. Instead, the Monolith had seen the problem for what it was—had understood that Yggdrasil itself was crying out for help. He had searched for a solution that would not only help the people on its branches, but would also grant the World Tree peace.

That he had torn out a piece of his own heart to do so was no surprise, in light of that. Both he and Cale were surprisingly alike in this way. Damien didn't doubt that Cale had made similar sacrifices, had allowed himself to suffer in an effort to be kind.

It was no wonder, then, that the two had been so drawn to one another.

Damien gazed down at the Flame cradled between his hands. He had what he needed, now. Through his understanding of the Source of Vitality, he understood the Legacy that had been left to him, and he knew he could have asked for nothing better.

He called upon the Gift and stared for one last time at the description it had given the Verdant Flame. It felt strangely inadequate, now, true as it was. 

[Legacy of the Verdant Flame, Level MAX] [Personal, Auric Passive]

You have comprehended the relationship between the primordial aspect of decay and the elemental aspect of fire. Primordial decay may now more easily be attuned to the formerly lost aspect of the Verdant Flame.

As a newly reforged mana aspect, the Verdant Flame is yours to explore, conferring the following bonuses:

This Legacy grants a single rank of Verdant Flame resonance.

This Legacy grants increased resonance acquisition for the decay and fire aspects.

This Legacy improves both decay and fire related attuning, spell acquisition, and spellcasting.

This Legacy can evolve, allowing you to return the Verdant Flame to its true form.

Still looking at the words scrawled across his vision, Damien fed to the Flame his understanding—now only of what it was, but of what it had been. Of why its ember had first been lit, and of everything he understood now, not only of the Flame but of all the lives and deaths that had kept it burning.

Perhaps it was no coincidence that so many species across the Great Realms now were fundamentally ageless. Long, long ago, when the World Tree first learned of death... had it been sad? Had it mourned, to know that lives would be lost, even if new life would spring in its wake?

The first dreadshade had said it herself: If you ever find a way to solve death and entropy forever, I'll be all for it. There's beauty in the infinite, just as there is in the finite.

Generation upon generation of dreadshades would have taught Yggdrasil their understanding of life and death, imbued into the Verdant Flame. In part they would have taught of necessity of death and how it prevented stagnation, but in part they would also have taught of the pain of a soul lost too soon—of children gone before their time; of blossoming love cut far too short; of death that came too slow or came too quickly, and what it left behind.

Perhaps Yggdrasil had taken that message to heart, and in its own strange way had lent its magic to help. Perhaps it had learned of death and thought: I do not want this. I wish for something better.

But he was speculating. Who truly knew what Yggdrasil had thought? Whatever it was and whatever it had done, it was long gone now; all that remained was the magic that had been created in a moment of kindness, to grant it an understanding of those that wandered its branches.

The Verdant Flame.

Resonance detected. Evolving [Legacy of the Verdant Flame]...

Integrating intent...

Unable to integrate. Extraction of physical material from the Verdant Flame exceeds current capabilities.

Unable to integrate. Extraction of physical material from the Verdant Flame exceeds disruption threshold for the Source of Magic.

Damien froze, staring at the Gift's words. But—but he'd done everything right, hadn't he? He understood, as deeply and truly as he could, the nature of the Verdant Flame. Had he not incorporated enough of his understanding of decay? He wouldn't have that understanding for decades or centuries yet! He needed to live long enough to see whole civilizations pass, and Vital...

Vital needed him now. The Great Realms themselves needed him back. How many mages had died because healing magic was no longer available? He had in front of him the font of all healing magic. It was by Vital's own Law that healing magic operated. The Source needed him, and the Realms needed him, and Cale needed him.

"Please," Damien whispered, though he knew the Gift would not hear him. The only mage he had ever known it to respond to was Cale.

And yet—

Calculating alternative...

Invoking [Sourcefire].

for a fraction of the whole is still the whole

and from the seed all that was may yet be regrown

[Legacy of the Verdant Flame] has evolved to [Guardian of the Verdant Flame].

[Guardian of the Verdant Flame, Level MAX] [Personal, Auric Passive]

You have comprehended the relationship between the primordial aspect of decay and the elemental aspect of fire. Primordial decay may now more easily be attuned to the formerly lost aspect of the Verdant Flame.

You have comprehended the source and origin of the Verdant Flame and reignited its spark. It recognizes you now as Guardian, and asks that you wield it to restore what has been lost.

The Verdant Flame is yours to explore, conferring the following bonuses:

Your status as Guardian grants five ranks of Verdant Flame resonance.

Your status as Guardian grants increased resonance acquisition for the decay and fire aspects.

Your status as Guardian improves both decay and fire related attuning, spell acquisition, and spellcasting.

You may extract the Heartstring of Vitality from the Verdant Flame without extinguishing it.

"Thank you," Damien whispered, closing his eyes. He was trembling, he realized, terrified that he would fail at this final step.

Vital knew, of course, that something had happened. He saw the change in Damien's core and felt the shift in his magic, and he seemed awed and worried all at once.

"Damien," Vital said. His voice was soft, and he glanced quickly behind him, as if to be certain that Cale was not watching. "What did you do? You did not... you did not sacrifice a piece of yourself for this magic, did you?"

"I did not," Damien assured him, though he trembled still. He had done this on impulse, on a single, vain hope. What if the Heartstrings did nothing? What if the Gift had helped him, only for him to have acquired nothing more than a dead piece of flesh? He should have asked before, perhaps, but that would have meant giving someone false hope, and he couldn't do that. "Will it help?"

Vital bowed his head. "It will not restore me to what I was," he said, and Damien felt his heart dropping, only Vital seemed to recognize this and held up a hand to stop the spiral that immediately threatened to consume him. "But it will help. What I am now is only a remnant. A memory made animate, you could say. I am not truly alive. But that piece of my heart I forged in my prime; it is the Law of Life, more than what I am and more than what remains of me."

He sighed softly, settling in front of Damien so that the broad expanse of his back blocked Cale from seeing what they were doing. "If you return that to me," he said, "I will still die. There will be no Monolith and no Law of Life. But I will be whole enough to enter the River as any of the realmborn might, and there will be enough of my Law to protect my soul from its currents. I will be cleansed of my memories, but I will stay whole.

"But the River is outside all space and time. I do not know where or when I will return, or what form I will take when it happens. It is likely that I will not see neither you nor Cale again, nor would I recognize you, even if I did. Perhaps there will be a sense of familiarity, or—" A ghost of a smile crossed his face. "Perhaps a sense of frustration, when it comes to Cale. I cannot say."

"You're saying all this like you think I shouldn't give it back," Damien said quietly, and Vital nodded; he reached out, clasping Damien's hands in his own. There was a worrying sorrow in his eyes.

"If you do this, you do it only for me," he said. "If you burn it within the Flame... you may imbue it with some fraction of my Law, and begin to restore an ability to truly heal. I am sorry to ask you to make this choice. I wish—"

Damien shook his head. He thrust his hand into the Verdant Flame still burning before him, and from within he extracted a long, thin piece of flesh. The Heartstring, presumably, which were significantly... wetter than he had expected. He pressed it into a surprised Vital's hands.

"There was a guy we met just before this," he said, the words emerging surprisingly clear, though his mind swam with anxiety. "Valev-yetah. He was spouting all this stuff about the greater good and all the lives he'd save by sacrificing one realm."

Vital's expression flickered. "I am familiar with him."

"Well, I'm not going to do that," Damien said with some finality. "I'll find some other way to restore healing magic, simple as that. It's going to take me ages to restore it just from this, anyway. There's going to be a better way to do it."

"I... see." Vital stared at him for a long moment, then slowly nodded. "Then I thank you, Damien."

With that, he opened his mouth and swallowed the Heartstring whole.

Damien grimaced, wishing vaguely that he'd thought to look away. Still, he pushed away the mild discomfort, and reached out to give Vital a hug.

"I hope I see you again," he said.

"...I hope so, too. Who knows? Perhaps I have already. Time can be strange, in the River."
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  There was a strange resonance of magic echoing in the Temple of Vitality. Cale didn't quite know what to make of it, and no one seemed willing to explain it to him. Which was really quite rude of them, considering he'd been the one to bring them here. Vital and Damien were off having some sort of private conversation—they kept glancing at him like they were afraid he'd listen in on them, and Cale politely didn't eavesdrop, because he knew when he wasn't wanted—and Flia had wandered off to save the Abyssal Ones.

He considered going to help her, but there were some things his apprentices needed to figure out on their own, and this was one of them.

Syphus and Leo were exploring the Temple, albeit for very different reasons. Leo, predictably, was fascinated by the murals and records painted onto its walls and had one of his notebooks out; he had a tongue sticking out of his mouth as he sketched a copy of everything he could find. Syphus seemed to be having the time of its life, though Cale couldn't for the life of him figure out what it was trying to do. What was it trying to accomplish, rolling around tapping on all the bricks that made up the Temple's walls?

Ah well. It was good to see them having fun, at least. So much had happened of late that Cale had been a little worried that things would never stop; it went like that, sometimes, when the Thread of Fate wound around everything and brought them all together.

For now, though, it seemed to have gone dormant. That, too, happened sometimes, though Cale would be hard-pressed to explain how he knew when it was dormant. It was a loosening of the mana within him, a slight dimming of the silver Thread in his core. A whisper that said you can rest, now, until I brighten once more.

Not literally, of course. If the whisper was literal, he wouldn't have been caught off-guard while sunbathing on the beaches of the Henoan realm's underworld that one time. Granted, that one might have happened anyway. What sort of Empress sent entire armies to a nude beach?

Anyway.

It was odd, not having anything to accomplish on his immediate agenda. Oh, he had his questions and his suspicions, plenty of things left to investigate—he still hadn't found a way to the bottom of Utelia's oceans, the Endless Deep, where the Gift had claimed some secrets were hidden. Nor had he made any progress on finding out what had happened to humanity beyond what he'd already seen in the Bitter Path. Adam's note to him had given him an inkling, but it was just that. An inkling.

Still, an inkling was hope, and that hope was more than he'd had for a very long time. Besides, he was certain now that it had something to do with the Dark and with the Lesion. All that remained was to find the connection.

"You appear to be thinking more than usual," Thorn said quietly, and Cale glanced up at him, surprised. Of all the people he thought might approach him while he was visibly sulking, Thorn had been among the last. He'd assumed the vinewalker would much prefer to be anywhere else, in fact.

"What's that supposed to mean?" Cale muttered, half-indignant. "I think all the time. Can't stop thinking, really. It's kind of a problem."

"Indeed," Thorn said, voice dry as a desert, and it took Cale a moment to realize that had been his point. "What could so trouble the great Cale Cadwell Cobbs?"

Cale snorted. "Don't call me that," he said without heat. When Thorn just raised an eyebrow, waiting for a real answer, he sighed. "I'm just not used to not having another immediate crisis to deal with. Takes a while for me to switch myself off, so to speak. I keep expecting something else to happen."

"Hm." Thorn turned to examine him for a moment, and his gaze lingered before he seemed to come to a decision. When he spoke again, there was a trace of amusement in his voice. "And yet you are capable of sleep. Curious." 

"I'm perfectly capable of taking breaks." Cale laughed in spite of himself. He hadn't expected Thorn of all people to have such a dry sense of humor. "I don't expect a crisis around every corner. But I can always feel when there's one coming. It's hard to explain."

"The Thread of Fate."

"Maybe not that hard to explain," Cale amended, shaking his head. "This is the first time in a while that I've felt like there isn't something big right around the corner. Don't get me wrong, there's definitely one coming, but it feels like we're being given a chance to rest and recuperate..."

Cale trailed off. "Sort of, anyway," he tacked on, grinning wryly. "I'm not very good at that bit."

"Mm." Strangely enough, Thorn gave him a faint smirk. "You are not."

"Okay, you haven't known me for that long," Cale said, laughing again. "You don't get to pretend you know exactly what I'm like!"

Thorn gestured toward the rest of the Temple. "You are not difficult to understand."

"I've got about a thousand exes that would beg to differ."

Thorn's vines constricted for a moment before they loosened again. "Then they did not know you well enough," he said plainly. "Your Thread of Fate is only an excuse. If there was no Thread, you would simply involve yourself in the closest and most immediate crisis. Not everything that has happened is a result of that Thread."

"...Okay, that's a pretty accurate assessment, I'll give you that." Cale squinted at Thorn, and then a grin stole across his face. "Yeah, the Thread doesn't get tangled up in everything. Learned that the hard way several times over. I've gotten very good at breaking into the wrong place at the wrong time just to make sure I get involved."

Thorn grunted with amusement. "Seems I have befriended a criminal."

"I can tell the difference between your grunts, now!" Cale declared, ignoring the fact that he'd technically just been labeled a criminal. "That grunt was amused. I'm growing on you."

"Never denied it." One of Thorn's vines separated from his arm and edged toward Cale, hovering hesitantly in the air. Cale watched it carefully, but after a moment, it retreated, and Thorn changed the subject. "What crisis do you plan to seek out this time?"

"I don't know yet." Cale's gaze flickered toward his apprentices for a moment, or at least toward the ones still in the chamber with him. "They're doing well, I think. They won't need me for this next bit. I might head out, see what I can find about what the dark lord is up to. There has to be a reason everything feels so closely tied to the Darkness lately."

If Thorn understood that he was avoiding his apprentices—or, at the very least, that he was avoiding the idea that they might no longer need him—he made no mention of it. "Have noticed the trend," he grunted instead. "You believe Utelia is tied closely to the Dark, then."

"Or something along those lines," Cale said. "Don't get me wrong, the Thread means I usually end up involved with whoever gets appointed by the Dark, but it feels different, this time. I mean, I'll usually have met the dark lord and established some sort of rivalry by now. Instead we're drifting around the problem, learning everything about what the Dark is and what it wants, and we haven't even met the guy at the helm of all this. He's sending out his forces to, what, skirmish? Harass the academies? He hasn't really done anything big, has he?"

"Compared to the Grand Magus, he has not."

"Right, and that's weird," Cale said, more animated now. He stood up and began pacing back and forth, turning the problem over in his head. Thorn watched him as he moved, his gaze intent. "I've met one of his... soldiers? Lieutenants? Whatever. He knows I exist, because he's basically got a sapient clone of me running around in the Corrupted Lands. I assume, anyway. I know he hasn't killed the clone, because I'm not that easy to kill."

That made Thorn blink, but it seemed he was used to this now, because that was all the reaction he had. Cale was almost disappointed.

"Also because there would be a really big and obvious explosion," Cale added, and Thorn nodded, as if the clone thing now made perfect sense. "But then why is he waiting? Either he's willing to work with me and I'm not a threat to his plans at all, or he's not willing to work with me, and he'll want to get rid of me as soon as possible. I mean, I already messed with him once when I blamed him for the Red Hunters getting sabotaged."

"Perhaps he simply does not want to draw your attention," Thorn said. "Third option. Many would be intimidated by the legends surrounding you."

"And what about you?" Cale asked. In response, Thorn met and held his gaze, the vines that comprised his body tightening as if in challenge. Cale laughed. "Right, you're not the type to be intimidated. I don't know, to answer your question. Dark lords are usually proactive by this stage. If he's in hiding, there's a good reason for it. I think I'd like to find out why."

"Hmm." Thorn hummed, noncommittal, and some of the tension in his vines bled away. "Could also work on some of your passions. Seems you've had little opportunity."

Cale made a face. "Not much, no," he muttered in agreement. "Tried a bit of magical baking a month or so ago. That's when I turned the whole school into an oven by accident, if you remember that."

"Was away from Brightscale at the time," Thorn said. "Alas. Would have liked to see that for myself."

"Would you really? I didn't think you were one for shenanigans."

"I could be." Thorn's gaze was more intent now.

"Well, I suppose I could see if I can repeat the oven incident." Cale winked. "I forgot you didn't come back until the tournament was coming up—speaking of which, how are my apprentices doing? You, Featherstrike, and Kryva have all seen their magic by now. Are we qualified to be your support team?"

It was Thorn's turn to snort. "Doubt any other team would qualify, if yours did not," he muttered, then reached out and caught Cale by the wrist, pulling him down to sit beside him. "And stop pacing. It is annoying."

"It's how I think," Cale complained, although he did, in fact, stay seated next to Thorn. He rubbed at his temples, then sighed. "I mean, you're right, I would love to try my hand at baking magic again. It's just that there's so much left to solve. Akkau's making progress on the Vekorax front, right? I think—I really think I need to talk to the dark lord or something, at least. Just so I know where we're at."

Thorn sighed. "Foolish, attached human," he muttered under his breath, though there was an undercurrent of something like affection beneath it. "Will you take the break your Thread offers you if you receive an audience with the dark lord?"

"Can you get me one?" Cale asked immediately, turning to look at Thorn with such bright eyes that the vinewalker had to look away, uncomfortable. "Wait, how can you get me one? You're not working with the dark lord, are you?"

At the question, Thorn turned back to stare at Cale with a look so flat it might have leveled a building, had there been any magic behind it. "No, Cale," he said. "I am not. But there are magics that may allow you to speak to him."

"Then why haven't we used them already?" Cale asked. "We could parley with him, maybe negotiate a temporary ceasefire—"

"Because most mages would die instantly if they were transported directly to the dark lord, and very few would be able to cast in the divine void around him," Thorn said, interrupting Cale by pressing a hand over his mouth. "And the spell requires a catalyst so that it may find him. It has only just occurred to me that your Thread may suffice."

Cale peeled Thorn's hand away. "What are we waiting for, then?"

"You wish to speak with him now?" Thorn sounded incredulous.

"Why not? My apprentices aren't going to need me for a little bit, and it's not like I'm going to be able to relax until I know what he's up to," Cale said. "Do the thing! Send me to him."

Thorn stared at him for a long moment, then let out a sigh. "The Headmaster may well kill me for this," he muttered.

And then he cast.

Cale felt his skin prickle at the force of the magic Thorn used. No one else seemed to notice—the world narrowed down around them, as if in merely using the spell Thorn had isolated the space they stood in. It was a stark and sudden reminder that Thorn was, in fact, a wyldfire mage. Not that Cale had ever underestimated him, but thus far Thorn had kept to a limited array of spells.

Now he unleashed something that Cale thought approached fifteenth-tier magic, and Cale couldn't help but step back just to admire it. High-tier magic was one thing, and by itself it did little to impress Cale, but the way this spell was constructed, the way Thorn's mana flowed into the spell construct and then magic bled into the world and burrowed into the ground...

There was a beauty to it, he thought, like watching a master at their craft. The tendrils of the spell spread out quickly, like roots seeking water, and Cale watched in simple appreciation as they did their work.

"Your mana," Thorn said, holding out a hand, and Cale gave him a drop of prismatic power.

The roots spread out, far and wide. Some died as they failed to find what they were searching for; others multiplied, sensing something close to what they wanted. Soon what had started as a hundred tendrils of magic had narrowed down to a dozen, each one carrying a fragment of Cale's mana. Six of those tendrils withered and died, then three, then two, leaving only a single one—

Thorn opened his eyes. "Grow," he whispered, and a flower bloomed out of the ground, large enough for Cale to step into.

Cale blinked at the sight of it. "Thorn, what's this spell called?"

Thorn frowned at him. "[Worldvein Travel]," he said. "It is an advanced vinewalker spell. Why do you ask?"

"...Nothing. Nevermind." Cale shook his head. "I just step into this thing, right?"

"You will have one hour before the bloom withers," Thorn said. "It will remain active until then. Do not let the dark lord destroy the bloom on the other end."

"Of course not," Cale said, offended. "See you soon, Thorn."

"Be careful, Cale." Thorn's eyes tracked him as he vanished into the oversized flower.

Only an instant later, Cale stepped out the other side.





Kelegas was on vacation.

That was how he decided to think of this, anyway. He needed a break from the academy and from the mages he was working with—it was getting too easy to like them, to think of them as friends. That was... that was more than what he was there for. He couldn't let himself care about them; if he did, then he would second-guess his plans, and if he second-guessed his plans...

He had sacrificed too much for those plans already. Any more and he thought he might very well break, and too much rode on his shoulders for him to allow himself that mercy. So he would keep moving, carrying all that anger and hatred that wasn't even his own inside him. The longer he held on to it, the more of a reprieve the world would have.

It was difficult, sometimes, to remember why he was doing this. Remembering his life from before he had become the dark lord felt like looking at memories through a lens of fog. Detail and light had been scraped out of those memories until all that remained was a series of facts and vague impressions.

He knew he had done this because he cared for someone. Not only his aberrations, though he did care for them too, but for one of the realmborn. The thought of that seemed absurd now, with the hatred that flowed through him for every single one of those bastards, but then it wasn't his own hatred, was it?

It was so hard to tell the two apart, sometimes. It was why he was glad to be giving himself space away from everything. This wasn't nearly as calming as being in the divine void of Corrupted Lands would have been—the nearby forest was still full of divine intent—but it was at least not mired with the thoughts and feelings of all the realmborn at the academy. Here, in the quiet of the forest, it was almost peaceful.

Which was why Kelegas had no qualms absolutely obliterating the bloom that appeared suddenly in front of him. He recognized the signs of a divination spell when he saw one. This was a high-tier one, too, a spellbridge that combined divination with some sort of spatial transferrence.

That meant at least a wyldfire mage was after him. His mind raced. One of the ones back at the academy, maybe? Had they discovered what he was? That would be almost a relief—

Kelegas frowned. Something was wrong. The spell he cast should have disintegrated the bloom. It was a bubble of scouring intent he had invented specifically to disrupt and destroy even wyldfire spells; it took the properties of a divine void and applied it to everything, including the intent of an enemy mage.

But though the bloom was obscured by the dark cloud of his mana that hung over it, he could still feel it there, intact. There was some sort of... opposing intent? Eating away at his own? What sort of mage could do that?

His eyes narrowed when he recognized the flash of prismatic mana, and he drew himself to his full height as a human stepped out of the bloom.

"Cale Cadwell Cobbs," he greeted, modulating his voice so that it was impassive. "I see you've finally found me."

"Was I supposed to be looking?" Cale seemed rather cross, for some reason. Perhaps because his clone had been very insistent on him establishing some sort of dialogue with the original. Kelegas had refused, of course; such a thing was far too risky. "I can't believe I was right. I mean, I can, but of all the stupid reasons not to just show up—what, is there just no milk in all the Corrupted Lands? Are you waiting for an invitation?"

...Kelegas found himself at a loss. Cale Cadwell Cobbs was nothing like he expected. "What are you talking about?" he asked, keeping his tone neutral.

Cale stormed over, and Kelegas braced himself to counter a spell, his senses extended to their fullest.

He was, therefore, entirely unprepared when the human reached out and slapped him upside the head. "I'm talking about your son!" Cale snapped. "Don't pretend you don't know. No amount of glamor is going to hide the fact that you're a dreadshade from me, you absolute ass. Take that off before I strangle you. I know you don't need to breathe, but trust me, I'm going to find a way."

  
