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        Harvesting the Multiverse

    
    
    
    
                The Multiverse is a vast and dangerous place. Nigh-infinite planes drift aimlessly through the Blind Eternities, an endless space of chaotic energies where only the most unfathomable of entities can survive for long. Each moment, countless struggles play out across countless worlds. Empires rise and fall, dynasties are born and fade into dust. Uncountable beings live and die, most never knowing what lies beyond their tiny corner of existence. An ant lives, an ant dies. A man lives, a man dies. A god lives, a god dies. Through it all, the Multiverse spins on. 

And sometimes, a being is born with something more. A Spark. A slumbering fragment of the Blind Eternities. Most never even realize. Few have the means to detect such foreign energy. Fewer still even know to look. Countless beings live and die never knowing what miracle lies within them. A Spark appears, a Spark returns to the Blind Eternities.

But not always. Sometimes, rarely, so very impossibly rarely, something happens. Through hardship or horror, through power or powerlessness, a Spark Ignites…and a Planeswalker is born.

Hydrys Black is one such planeswalker. Born to the Noble and Most Ancient House of Black, Hydrys' Spark ignited and he was cast loose into an infinite multiverse filled with endless danger and possibilities with nothing but his wand and the clothes on his back. This is his story.



TLDR: A Harry Potter style wizard ends up becoming a Magic: the Gathering style planeswalker. Plot ensues. Settings: Young Justice, RWBY, World of Warcraft

This is a story-only repost of a Quest I am running on Questionable Questing. After each chapter, readers vote on what the main character should do next and on other elements of the story. If you are interested in participating, you can find that story here.

            

    
        Chapter 1

    
    
    
    
                Even as the Chief Warlock began to read off my sentence, I couldn’t quite wrap my mind around what was happening. My hands were clenched into fists, nails digging painfully into my palms, as I futilely pushed against the iron chains binding me to the chair.
This couldn’t be happening. It just couldn’t be. I was Hydrys Black, not some mudblood. So what, I’d killed a couple squibs and muggles, who cares! Muggles die all the time. It's not like I’d hurt anyone that mattered. Even that Auror I hit with a blood-freezing curse was fine. He’d come out to testify against me so they must have gotten him to St. Mungo’s with time to spare. Blacks did not get put on trial before the entire Wizengamot. Blacks did not get sentenced to life in Azkaban.
My eyes desperately searched the rows of seats filled with the Lords and Ladies of the Wizengamot. This had to be a mistake. Any moment now the chains would retract and I’d get my wand back.
I found my lord uncle Sirius sitting in his usual place, his plum Wizengamot robes and black hat utterly pristine and a narrow frown on his face. Beside him sat his oldest son and heir, Arcturus, his robes as black as our house name and embroidered with silver stars. My father wasn’t in the room, nor was my mother. I hadn’t seen either of them since the winter holidays. Neither had attended the trial, nor had they come to talk to me while I languished in my holding cell.
Sirius wasn’t even looking at me, instead talking softly with his neighbor. My eyes met Arcturus’ and his lips curled into a smirk before he quickly looked away.
I saw red. Betrayal, betrayal of the highest order. Sirius could have waved a hand and made all of this disappear, but he hadn’t. Why? Arcturus. It had to be. My cousin clearly knew that I was a threat to his position as heir and convinced his father not to intercede in the case.
The traitor. He was worse than a squib, worse than a muggle even! At least muggles could understand bonds of loyalty! Arcturus was a blood traitor of the highest order, a wretched piece of filth who would turn his back on his own family, his own blood!
I closed my eyes and took a deep, shuddering breath, but serenity eluded me like a distant dream. I’d kill him. I’d kill both of them, if it was the last thing I did. They deserved that and worse for turning their back on me.
I opened my eyes and tried to focus as the Chief Warlock’s speech began to wind to an end. The old, wizened wizard turned towards me, the scroll clutched in his bony hands nearly blocking his entire body from my sight.
“For the crimes of thirteen violations of the statute of secrecy, murder, use of dark magic, and assault of an Auror, we the Wizengamot sentence you to life in Azkaban, Mr. Black. Your wand shall be snapped, your name stricken from your family tree, and your place at Hogwarts revoked. Do you have anything to say for yourself, young man?”
I scowled at him and grit my teeth. What utter hogwash. Thirteen violations of the statute of secrecy? What violations! All the muggles that saw me do magic were dead! I’d even made sure to obliviate all the ones I hadn’t needed so I wouldn’t make more work for the Obliviators––they had enough on their plates as it was.
And murder? Since when was killing muggles and squibs murder? Okay, I could accept the use of dark magic and assault of an Auror charges, but I could afford the fines for those with just my allowance. They were blowing things way out of proportion and putting me away on trumped up charges! Blood traitors and scum, all of them.
I fumed silently as the proceedings continued. Everything I did, everything I worked for, it was all falling apart before my eyes. War was coming to Britain, everyone with eyes could see it, and I just wanted to be ready. I’d heard of Grindelwald’s might, of the legions of wizards and creatures that followed him, and I knew that I had to be better than I was to serve my country and my family in the years to come.
And yet, my words and defenses had fallen on deaf ears. They called me insane, and yet it was they who were sticking their heads in the sand! War was coming, and I’d spend it all languishing in Azkaban as Grindelwald destroyed our country and our way of life.
No, no. This couldn’t be happening. It couldn’t end like this.
I saw headmaster Dippet staring down at me from the audience, his hands folded in his lap as he slowly shook his head. A number of artists worked furiously to record this moment on paper and canvas, their wands and brushes a blur. Sirius still wasn’t looking at me, and Arcturus was smiling. Smiling!
An Auror entered the room, my precious wand held firmly in his grubby hands. Impossible, grasping coldness flooded my body a moment later as two dementors floated ominously into the room flanked by two more Aurors and four patronuses.
No. Not like this. Not like this. Not. Like. This.
I squeezed my eyes shut and focused with every fiber of my being. ‘Relashio, Relashio, Relashio!’ I chanted frantically in my head.

Nothing happened. I felt tears begin to pool at the corners of my eyes. The Auror was right next to the Chief Warlock now, my wand extended out in front of him.

‘RELASHIO!’ I screamed inside my head, and suddenly, miraculously, I felt my magic respond.
Chains burst away from my arms and legs, individual links hurtling through the air while the majority of the chains withdrew back into the chair beneath me. For a moment, I was as surprised as everyone else, but then I moved.
I leapt out of my seat like it was on fire and charged towards the Chief Warlock like an out of control bludger. Two scarlet stunning spells flew through the air behind me as I crossed the courtroom in two bounds and tackled the Auror holding my wand as though I was some sort of muggle barbarian.
Screams filled the hall as I seized my wand, silver sparks bursting out of its end as I felt power filling my body. I couldn’t quite believe my good fortune, but there was no time to think. I twirled my wand between my fingers, and a powerful protego shield appeared around me just in time to deflect a half-dozen spells from the nearby Aurors.
“Damn you, damn you all!” I cried out, “This is a farce, a mockery of justice!”
Even as I raised my wand towards the rapidly approaching Aurors, I knew that it was already over. There were more than a hundred wizards in the hall, at least a dozen of them Aurors. I could feel hopelessness clawing at me, only barely held back by the warm light of the patronuses.
Still, I’d rather die on my feet than wither away in Azkaban. I raised another shield, then pointed my wand up at my traitorous cousin and uncle. There was only one spell that could do the job, a spell I’d never even considered attempting before. Still, what did it matter?
“Avada Kedavra!” I screamed, pouring every ounce of the rage, despair, and murderous intent I could into my wand. Gasps filled the air as a streak of green light blasted from my wand and punched clean through the wards around where the members of the Wizengamot sat.
Sirius, half out of his chair, collapsed bonelessly to the ground. My knees buckled and exhaustion washed over me, the strain of casting such a powerful, unpracticed piece of magic nearly knocking me unconscious, but I pushed through it. I wasn’t done yet!
I refreshed my shield and raised my wand again, but Arcturus was nowhere to be seen. No! No! No! He couldn’t get away! He couldn’t! He couldn’t! The traitor was getting away!
A wave of bone-chilling frost washed over me and I whirled around towards where the Aurors had entered the hall. The four patronuses were gone, and the two dementors floated towards me like spectors of death.
Oh sweet Merlin, no, no, no! “Expecto Patronum!” I shouted, but this time I did not manage an incredibly advanced spell on my first attempt.
A boney, grayish hand covered in slimy scabs brushed against my shield charm, and the charm shattered like a pane of broken glass. I fell to my knees, my legs no longer able to hold me up. I was powerless to resist as one dementor firmly grasped my chin and raised my head up towards it.
It took a deep, raspy, rattling breath that made the very air around me shudder, and then it lowered its hood.
Oh Merlin, no. They couldn’t have! You needed an order from the Wizengamot to sentence someone to the Kiss, and…and I could see the Chief Warlock standing huddled behind two red-robed Aurors, their wands extended towards me.
It wasn’t fair. This wasn’t supposed to be how my story ended. I was supposed to be great. The Hat told me that I was going to be great.
Eyeless sockets gazed down at me, and I couldn’t look away from the dark void where the dementor’s mouth should have been. I let out a loud, heaving sob, and my fingers wrapped tightly around my wand.
Fuck it, if I was to die, then I would die! I wouldn’t let my soul get eaten by a Merlin-accursed dementor. I glanced over at the Chief Warlock and tried to smile.
“Pestis Incendium!” I hissed, my voice barely more than a choked whisper, but it was enough. Scarlet droplets fell from the tip of my wand and burst against the ground. A moment later, heat bloomed, battering back the dementor's icy chill. Normal fire could not burn in the presence of dementors, but this was no ordinary fire. Fiendfyre could burn anything and anywhere.
Stone caught fire and the dementor flinched backwards. I collapsed bonelessly onto the floor and watched as deadly flames bore down on me. So this was the end, huh? Not what I’d wanted, but at least I’d gotten part of my wish. As long as they couldn’t get the flames under control fast enough, well…The Wizarding world would never forget me, the man who set Fiendfyre alight in the very halls of the Ministry. I could live with that.
Something inside me snapped, and I felt a burst of cleansing heat erupt from my chest. The world spun around me and fell away, replaced by an infinite expanse of nothing and everything that burned my eyes to look at. ‘Was this what death felt like?’ I wondered for a moment? And then my consciousness fell away and I knew only darkness.

            

    
        Chapter 2

    
    
    
    
                I hit the ground with a wet squelch, mud cushioning my impact and turning what could have been a painful tumble across the ground into a roll. Putrid water and filth splattered across my face and soaked into my robe, the self-cleaning charm imbued into the fabric struggling to keep up with the rapid soiling. 

My roll ended painfully against a short, withered-looking tree, the impact knocking the remaining air from my lungs and probably leaving an unpleasant bruise on my side. I leaned to the side, coughing and spluttering as I did my best to purge the disgusting, foul-smelling water from my mouth. 

Once the worst of it was gone, I slowly sat up and looked around, doing my best to ignore the aching pain in my side. I was in a…swamp? I’d never been in a swamp before, but it looked vaguely like some of the portraits I’d seen hanging around the house. 

The air was warm and humid, and carried a heavy smell of rot and decay. The tree I’d crashed into was sticking out of a muddy hill surrounded by detritus-filled stagnant water. Clouds of insects buzzed around me and I could see a single yellowish-green frog perched motionlessly at the edge of the water. 


I…I was alive? I blinked rapidly, my mind spinning as I tried to remember what had happened. Looking down, I could see my wand clutched tightly in my fist, the smooth wood a comforting presence against my fingers. I shakily adjusted my grip, then tapped the end of my wand against the tip of my index finger. “Prior Incantato,” I whispered softly, vaguely dreading what I was about to see.

A ghostly flame shaped like the head of a hydra spilled from the tip of my wand and I hastily flicked my wrist, ending the spell before the shadow of fiendfyre could emerge fully into the world. I’d already seen enough to confirm the validity of my most recent, slightly hazy memories. 

I exhaled heavily and slumped against the trunk of the tree beside me, ignoring the feeling of the unpleasantly moist bark against my side. I had no idea what was going on, and I didn’t like that one bit. 

Okay Hydrys. One step at a time. Deal with the current situation first, then you can worry about what, where, why, and how. 

Despite having just cast two of the most powerful, draining spells I knew in rapid succession, I actually felt pretty good. Well, my side ached, I was starving, had an unpleasant headache, and was caked in mud and other disgusting things I didn’t want to think about, but magically I felt pretty good. 

Okay. One step at a time. 

I flicked my wand and summoned a half-rotten branch that was sticking out of the mud towards me. It landed on the ground next to me with a wet splat and I transfigured it into a wooden goblet and then the wooden goblet into steel. A moment later, I blasted it and the ground around it with a silently cast Incendio, burning away the scuttling bugs that had come along with the branch and hopefully sterilizing the cup too. 

A similarly silent Aguamenti cooled the cup down and filled it with cool, drinkable water. I snatched the cup off the ground and drank the entire thing in a handful of seconds, then refilled it and drained it two more times in rapid succession. I’d only been in a ministry holding cell for three days, but they’d given me a bare minimum of food and water and the hunger and thirst were really getting to me. 

I filled the goblet a fourth time and then splashed the water all over my face. The cool water felt absolutely amazing and washed most of the grime off my skin. I sighed softly in relief and let the metal goblet drop from my fingers. It squelched onto the ground and began to roll away, only to revert back into a stick as I intentionally ended the two transfigurations. 

Okay, I already felt much better. Next, I pointed my wand at myself. “Scourgify, Scourgify, Scourgify,” I chanted rapidly, banishing the majority of the dirt, mud, and other filth from my black robes and leather shoes. Then I pointed first at my robe, and then at my hands and face. “Tergeo, Tergeo.” The wiping charm was much less potent than the more all purpose scouring charm, but it was also much gentler on skin and was good at getting rid of leftover bits of dirt. 

Looking down at myself, I found myself looking much more like a presentable wizard and not some sort of dirty swamp-muggle. I wrinkled my nose as I saw some manner of many-legged insect crawling across my shoe and hastily erected a pest-repelling charm around myself that sent the horrible thing flying off into the distance. It also cleared the air around me of gnats and mosquitoes and I resolved to keep the charm up until I got out of this filthy place. 

Now feeling much more like myself, I closed my eyes and focused on the series of events that had brought me here. It all started a few days ago when I’d snuck out of Hogwarts to perform a ritual I’d found in the restricted section of the library. I’d been reading a fascinating tome called ‘Secrets of the Darkest Art’ when I’d come across a potent-sounding empowerment ritual that only required a few muggle and squib sacrifices, a much lower cost than most of the magics described in the book. 

The ritual seemed simple enough. It needed thirteen muggles that fulfilled a few simple conditions, three female squibs, and a handful of potion ingredients I could easily grab from any apothecary. It also needed to be performed on the night of a clear, blue moon. Coincidentally, the very next day was supposed to be a blue moon––my astronomy Professor hadn’t been able to shut up about it for weeks. 

It had seemed like fate, really. Like all the stars had lined up just for me. And so, the very next evening I’d snuck out of Hogwarts using a secret passage that my grandfather Phineas Nigellus Black’s portrait had told me about years ago. I already knew how to apparate––I’d gotten my license over the winter holiday––and the Trace on my wand had dissipated when I turned seventeen, so I had no trouble heading to London once I’d left the bounds of Hogwarts’s Anti-Disapparition jinx.

Getting the ingredients hadn’t taken long––they’d cost barely two-dozen galleons at the Apothecary––and neither had subduing the muggles I needed. However, finding three appropriate squibs had ended up taking several hours, leaving me rather short on time. That was probably how the Aurors found me. I must have gotten sloppy and left some clue behind at the third squib’s shack. 

They’d apparated in right as I was finishing the ritual, the last muggle’s blood still staining my dragonhide gloves. With my wand stowed securely in its holster and only a silver knife in my hands, I hadn’t been able to put up any resistance and was subdued in a matter of moments. 

From there, things had moved very quickly. I’d spent three days in a Ministry holding cell, and then my trial had lasted barely more than an hour. I remembered sitting in shock as they found me guilty on all charges, my frantic escape and short fight with the Aurors. My lips curled into a small smile as I remembered the sight of my killing curse hitting uncle Sirius. It was a better end than that traitor deserved, but at least I’d gotten him. Hopefully the fiendfyre got Arcturus, but even if he’d survived, his days were numbered. Damn blood traitor! 

And then…what? I remembered the dementor’s touch, desperation, casting fiendfyre, and then…and then…

I focused, squeezing my eyes tightly shut as I tried to use what little Occlumency I knew to better remember those final, frantic moments. I could just barely recall…something. Something igniting at the center of my chest. Falling. An endless expanse of energy. Darkness. And then suddenly I’d been…here. In this dirty, smelly swamp. Huh.

Well. I was probably a fugitive now. Not only had I been sentenced to Azkaban, but I’d also cast fiendfyre and the killing curse––both insanely illegal pieces of dark magic—in the Wizengamot chambers. And I doubted I could count on my family to shelter me, not after killing both the current lord and (hopefully) his heir. I was on my own. 

Maybe I could try to get ahead of the news? “Torbey!” I called out softly, calling for my house elf. There was no response. Either Torbey had already been commanded to ignore my orders or I was too far away for him to hear me. 

I frowned and stood up. I needed to get to Gringotts and withdraw as much money as I could before someone cut off my vault access. I focused on the Diagon Alley appearance point and twisted. My feet slipped on the wet mud and I fell to my knees, but the painful impact barely registered. 

My apparition had failed, but not in a way I’d ever experienced before. I knew what it felt like to try and apparate somewhere that is too far away––it was immensely painful and I’d decided to never try doing that again after my very first attempt. It also hadn’t felt like I’d crashed into a ward, and a quick pop from one side of the muddy hill to the other confirmed that theory. Instead, it felt like…I was trying to apparate to somewhere made up. Like I was focusing on a painting, not a real place I’d been dozens of times. 

That was…concerning. I looked around the swamp, peering suspiciously at the scraggly trees and the garbage strewn all across the ground. Where…was I? England didn’t really have any swamps, as far as I knew. Merlin and Morgana, how had I even gotten here? The last thing I remembered was lying on the ground in the Ministry, about to be consumed by either a dementor or fiendfyre. 

How had I escaped the Ministry’s robust anti-portkey and anti-disapparation spells? What sort of accidental magic was powerful enough to punch through centuries-old wards, and if not accidental magic, what else could it have been?

I didn’t know, but I certainly intended to find out. First though, I needed to decide what I should do next.

            

    
        Chapter 3

    
    
    
    
                I should start by looking around, I decided. I wasn’t sure how I’d gotten here, but figuring out where here even was seemed like a good first step. With any luck I might stumble across some wizard’s potion garden and get some directions, or maybe just something to eat. 

Now that I was no longer utterly parched, the gnawing in my stomach was starting to get to me and, unlike water, conjuring food wasn’t an option. If I could find so much as a slice of bread or just…something, I could transfigure it into something more appetizing and duplicate it until I was full, but it was impossible to create food from nothing. 

Well, best to start with the most obvious option. I swished my wand, drawing the outline of an upside down keyhole in the air, then raised my wand towards the sky. “Homenum Revelio.”

A barely perceptible wave rippled out from the tip of my wand and rapidly spread out through the swamp around me. I felt a soft ping come back to me as the spell washed over my body, and then…nothing. I waited for a few seconds until I felt the spell peter out after traveling several hundred meters, then lowered my wand and clicked my tongue. Unfortunately it seemed like I was the only person around. 

No matter. I hadn’t really expected to find anyone, but it would have been silly not to at least try. It was time to poke around and see if I could find anything. First though, I was feeling rather exposed here. There was an uncomfortable prickle on the back of my neck and I couldn’t shake the sense that this was not a place I wanted to be. It vaguely reminded me of some of the rooms hidden behind thick wards beneath Grimauld Place, the ones that the Ministry could never know about and that I was never allowed into without supervision. 

I was suddenly starting to remember the plethora of dangerous magical creatures I’d learned about that lived in swamps like this, and that it was entirely possible that there were Aurors searching for me right this moment. My eyes darted around, suddenly noticing just how exposed I was on my little hill and how anything could be lurking in the dark, murky water around me.

I started by twirling my wand around my body like I was wrapping a scarf and quickly vanished from view as my well-practiced disillusionment charm rendered me all but invisible. Though it ultimately hadn’t been good enough to get me into the restricted section at the Hogwarts library, I’d found a lot of uses for the spell over the years. I was no expert––the book I’d learned the spell from spoke of wizards who could become completely invisible using the spell to the point that even the magic concealing them couldn’t be detected––but as long as I didn’t move too quickly I was basically invisible. 

I followed it up with a supersensory charm––very useful for avoiding patrolling prefects and professors––and then a bubble-head charm for good measure to block out the stench. I sighed in relief as the humid, nasty-smelling air turned cool and refreshing. Okay, hopefully this way I’d be able to spot anything coming for me before it spotted me. 

I took a single step forward and my foot slipped. I flailed wildly for a second, but managed to regain my balance without falling for a third time. After a few moments thought, I cast a water-repelling charm on my shoes and the hem of my robe. The mud around my feet rippled unpleasantly, but when I tried to take a step forward I found much firmer footing than before, the ground drying just enough to give me some reasonable traction. 

Hopefully this would also stop me from accidentally stepping into water deep enough to swallow me. Theoretically I would be able to see the water rippling away from me before I made a misstep, even if it was hidden under dead leaves and other detritus. I just needed to watch my footing. 

I’d barely been looking around for ten minutes when I stumbled across the first body. A putrid, swollen white hand extended out from the water, the flesh looking slimy and bloated and marked with obvious signs of decay. I nearly tripped over my own feet in my haste to back away from it, my wand coming up and the incantation for a powerful fire spell on my tongue. 

I stopped myself before I could bathe the corpse with white-hot fire and slowly raised my wand to my face to do something I should have done right from the start. “Magio Revelio,” I whispered, tracing the outline of an eye on my forehead with the tip of my wand. I blinked rapidly as a thin film appeared over my eyes, making the colors of the world around me spin for several moments before clearing up. 

First I focused on the corpse and nearly sagged in relief when I realized that it was just that, a corpse. There was some amount of dark magic accumulated in the body, but not nearly enough to reanimate it. Two summers ago I’d had a very…unpleasant encounter with an Inferius at one of my family’s summer manors in the south of France. One of my ancestors had apparently left one in the small lake behind the manor and it had attacked me when my cousin Dorea and I had decided to go swimming.

If not for Dorea’s quick thinking in tossing me my wand from where I’d left it by the shore, things could have ended very poorly. That had also been my very first time casting Fiendfyre, and only the fact that I had done so both very poorly and out in the middle of a lake had stopped the cursed fire from consuming me, my cousin, and probably a good portion of Montpellier before dad, Uncle Cygnus, and I had wrestled it under control.

I took several slow, deep breaths to calm my racing heart, then began to look around while my magic sight spell was still active. After a moment I paused, blinked several times, and recast the spell, only to confirm what I’d already seen the first time around.


Everything around me was absolutely steeped in dark magic. It was in the ground, in the water, in the trees, and some of it even drifted through the air. A black, noxious aura lurked just beneath the surface of the water, coloring everything in sight in shades of black and gray. 

I swallowed heavily and took another step back from the corpse. Okay, uh. Maybe I was wrong. That wasn’t enough magic to turn a corpse into an Inferius, but with so much magic in the ground and water it was entirely possible for it to stand up and start shambling around all on its own without the help of a wizard. 

I hurried away from the corpse, carefully picking my way through the marshy landscape. I didn’t get far before I noticed another corpse that I skirted around, then another, and another. They were in the water, lurking just beneath the surface. After the third I started to see a pattern in the magic within the bodies and realized that there were yet more unseen corpses hidden in the deeper parts of the swamp that I was avoiding, the dark magic inside them a slightly different ‘shade’ than the ambient energy around them. 

I found another small island much like the one where I’d first appeared and stopped. I dried out the ground, erected a shield charm around the island, transfigured a chair for myself, and then sat down heavily. Where the bloody hell was I? I’d heard of places like this, where dark magic had saturated everything until it became self-sustaining. There were a few in Britain, carefully contained and protected by families like my own so as to avoid having them destroyed by the Ministry, but this place didn’t seem nearly so…curated, plus I could feel no wards over this area like I would have expected. 

This place was interesting. Something about it called to me and there was something wrong with all the bodies in the water, but I was also getting really hungry. Water and magic were keeping me going for now, but finding something to eat was becoming a bigger priority by the minute. 

            

    
        Chapter 4

    
    
    
    
                Something about this place…It felt like it was calling to me. Looking down, I could see the dark magic that filled the earth and water. It grew denser the further down I looked, until I couldn’t see anything past the veil of blackness clouding my vision. 

I made and sterilized a new goblet and drank some more conjured water, the cool liquid helping me push past the uncomfortable pangs of hunger in my belly. Magic went a long way towards keeping me going, filling my limbs with energy and staving off illness and exhaustion, but it did nothing to stop me feeling the need to eat something. Water at least helped with that a little, putting something in my belly even if it wasn’t food. 

With that temporarily taken care of, I stood up and pointed my wand at the ground, mentally dismissing my supersensory charm so I could properly focus. It was suddenly very quiet inside my shield charm, the soft buzz of the swamp falling away, and my muscles relaxed slightly as I was no longer hyper aware of every tiny movement and ripple in my peripheral vision. 

Closing my eyes, I focused on the darkness, the slow-moving currents of magic as it flowed through the earth and pooled in stagnant water. It was beautiful, in a way, tranquil. I had felt larger concentrations of magic before––some parts of Hogwarts were so steeped in magic that even mudblood first years could feel it as a prickle on their skin––but most of the time, that magic was bound up into wards or infused into stone and metal. 

At home too, we had a few rooms where dark magic was allowed to bloom, but they were all carefully hidden behind countless layers of boundary and nondetection wards that both stopped anyone from looking in and the magic from dispersing out. There the magic sat, filling the air like a thick fog, motionless unless acted upon by a wizard of Black blood. 

Here it was free to move as it was naturally inclined to, soft and smooth instead of forged into sharp edges and patterns of purpose. It rippled and shifted as animals swam through the murky water and insects crawled beneath the soil. Tree roots formed mesmerizing patterns as darkness mingled with something colored with just a touch of green, flowing through and around roots in complex eddies and swirls. 

I wanted, needed, to see more. I knelt down on the ground, the flash-dried mud crumbling slightly under my weight, and pressed the tip of my wand against the dry soil. A thin stream of my own magic flowed out into the ground, sinking down past the upper layers of magic towards the darker, denser energy that lay hidden beneath it. 

It wound through dirt and rocks, past decaying plant matter and ancient bones. The magic around it grew thicker and…blacker, but my will kept it focused into a single thread moving ever downward. And then…

I touched something, and a spark inside me that I hadn’t even realized was there responded. Energy rushed into my body and I stumbled backwards, my wand leaving the ground and the strand snapping in an instant, but it was far too late for that to matter. 

I was disoriented for several seconds, my mind spinning as new information suddenly flooded into me. I was connected to the world around me in a way I’d never experienced before. For a moment the swamp felt like an extension of my own body. I could feel the animals swimming in the water, the magic in the earth, and the countless decaying corpses scattered in the depths and rotting by the shores. I could feel the rich nexus of dark, Black, magic far, far beneath my feet, something powerful slowly coalescing in its heart. 

Then that moment passed and I was just me again, but the connection remained. I could feel this place, this… ‘Slaughter Swamp’, a voice whispered soundlessly in my ear. I was not its master, but I was connected to it and could draw upon its power. 

Experimentally, I felt for our bond and quickly noticed a sort of…tether extending out from the center of my consciousness. I brushed my magic against it and it eagerly responded. A single mote of the Blackest, most potent magic I had ever felt in my entire life appeared inside me and immediately began to slowly dissipate out into the air. 

At the same time, the tether faded slightly, still present but without the sense of power that it had carried just a moment before. I got the sense that it would recharge, but that doing so would take some time. 

I’m slightly ashamed to say that I spent nearly thirty seconds just gaping at the mote of Black energy… ‘mana’, that same voice told me, that had appeared inside me. It felt impossibly potent and brimming with possibilities, and was nearly half gone by the time I managed to gather my wits. 

My eyes snapped open and my wand rose into the air. I managed to stop myself from conjuring fiendfyre once more––I wasn’t that stupid––and my mind immediately went to another piece of dark magic I’d learned over the summer. “Fioleto Ill,” I cried out, slashing my wand sharply through the air and directing the rapidly fading mote of Black mana into my wand.  

The streak of purple fire that I’d been expecting was instead a line so bright that it hurt my eyes to look at. It crossed the distance between me and the distant tree I was aiming at in a fraction of a second and dissipated against the wood. For a moment, I just stared at the tree in shock. Was that…

Then the center of the tree simply disintegrated and the entire thing slowly toppled over. The outer bark was the only thing my spell had left intact, turning several feet of the trunk into so much sawdust that hadn’t been able to support the rest of the tree’s weight. 

My frown shifted into a smile. Sweet Merlin, that was incredible. I could still feel the lingering power of the spell in the air and the tips of my fingers, the yew wood of my wand tingling slightly against my skin. 

I felt for the tether again, and got the sense that it would take about an hour for it to recharge. There was also something else there, some condition that would let me draw more power but in a far more limited way, but I had a feeling it would take some time to figure out how to do so. 

I took several long, slow breaths, then righted my chair from where I had knocked it over in my haste and sat down again. This connection, the spark in my chest…They definitely had something to do with what had brought me here. I could just barely remember a sensation much like the one I’d felt when I connected to the land beneath my feet when I’d vanished from the courtroom.

Was this some manner of Black bloodline power that I had awakened? My family was known to produce seers and metamorphmagi, but it was not uncommon to hide elements of a family’s bloodline from everyone but the Lord and Heir. 

Maybe, but that explanation rang hollow to my own ears. Something else was going on. Probably. 

Hunger was really starting to get to me. I considered trying to catch and eat one of the many animals I could occasionally see or hear moving around me, but I didn’t really know how to hunt or cook. Plus, I wasn’t sure I was willing to trust meat with so much dark magic flowing through it. I might be a dark wizard myself, but even my family knew to keep the kitchens and larders free of anything that could taint the food. 

I was also deeply curious about what it was that I’d felt at the core of this place. There was something there, something powerful hidden under many meters of swamp and thick curtains of dark magic. It would probably take some time to reach, days or even weeks of effort perhaps, but the allure of powerful magic had always called to me. 

Decisions…

            

    
        Chapter 5

    
    
    
    
                As much as I wanted to investigate the strange nexus of dark magic hidden in the depths of the swamp, it wasn’t a priority right now. The pangs in my stomach were really starting to get to me and it was entirely possible that I was being surrounded by Aurors even now. Something was stopping me from apparating to Diagon Alley, but there were other branches of Gringotts I could visit depending on where in the world I’d ended up.

It was time to get out of here. I’d be back, but for now other things took priority over my curiosity. Something about the tether between me and this place told me that I could always find my way back here, no matter where I went. Until then, I put the mystery of what exactly I had sensed and the strange corpses filled with dark magic behind me.

I doubted I was going to find anything palatable in this corpse-littered swamp, so I needed to get out of here. In my moment of connection, I’d gotten a general feeling of this place’s size, and it was pretty big. If I went the wrong way, I could be trudging through nasty swampland for hours before I found anything. I needed to get my bearings and see if there was anything resembling civilization somewhere nearby. Wizard, muggle, I didn’t particularly care which I found right now. I just needed something.

Taking a firm grip of my wand, I apparated a hundred meters straight up. I began falling immediately, the air whistling in my ears and gusts of wind buffeting my robes. Thankfully, my lack of skill with a broom actually came in handy for once. I had a lot of practice falling from the sky, and usually I didn’t have the benefit of already holding my wand. 

I flicked my wand through the air, years of practice having rendered both the words and wand movements of the slowing spell moot. My rapid fall stopped abruptly, leaving me hanging motionless in mid air. Usually I would have just slowed my fall instead of stopping it, but I wasn’t at Hogwarts and knew how to apparate now. This way I had all the time I needed to look around and when I was done I could just pop back down to where I’d started without worrying about the wind blowing me out over the water. 

I turned slowly in the air, peering down at the ground far below. Everything looked rather tiny from up here, the trees reduced to little shrubs and the dirty water and small islands blending together into a single brownish-green mass. The swamp extended out around me in all directions, but in the east––a quick four-point spell told me which way North was and from there the rest was easy enough––I could see what looked like one of those big, dirty muggle cities. It was pretty far away, but that wasn’t an issue for a proper wizard like me. 

Hopefully the city was big enough that there was a wizarding community living somewhere around it. I could go looking for it once I’d filled my belly, and, with any luck they’d be able to point me towards the nearest Gringotts branch. Having a few thousand galleons in my pocket would open up a lot of potential options for me going forward, but for that to happen I needed to hurry.

After double checking that my disillusionment spell was still working––it was––I apparated again, aiming for the side of a wide, gray road I could see in the distance. I apparated a few more times in rapid succession until I reached the city itself. From there, I decided to continue on foot, searching for something that resembled a pub or restaurant. Muggles did have those, right? They must.

It took some time, but eventually my nose led me to a strange-looking establishment by the name of Big Belly Burgers, the name proudly emblazoned above glass doors on a bright yellow and red sign. It offended my sensibilities to eat at such a Gryffindor-themed location, but it was the first place I found and was clearly too muggle to know of the irritating fools it shared a color with. 

The doors opened without me needing to touch them as I approached, and I nearly tripped over my feet in surprise. I couldn’t see the presence of any sort of spell on the doors, so this must be some form of muggle technology like Hogwarts Express. Very clever of them; it must have taken a truly exceptional muggle to devise such a magical-seeming door. Perhaps it was the work of a squib? An interesting question, but ultimately irrelevant. 

This ‘Big Belly Burgers’ establishment was nearly empty when I entered. A bored-looking female muggle in a garish red-and-yellow uniform stood slouched behind a counter staring intently at a little black rectangle in her hands, mechanically chewing away at seemingly nothing like a cow. 

Behind her, I could see a strange looking, very metallic, white-tiled kitchen where another muggle in a similar uniform was scrubbing some sort of cooking surface with a metal scraper, producing a somewhat unpleasant noise. At least the place looked rather clean, I noted happily. Without the help of house elves and spells, I knew that many muggles were content to wallow in filth, but this place seemed rather well kept. 

Above the counter was a well-illuminated board upon which a number of odd-looking dishes were displayed along what was likely their names and prices. I was glad for the pictures, for without them I would have had no idea what a Joker burger was, nor what is the difference between it and a Drizzle Doodle.

I blinked as suddenly the board changed, the items on it replaced by new pictures and new names. Once again, my still-active magic sight spell could detect no magic, besides the low level of ambient dark magic that seemed to suffuse this place––a consequence of being so close to that swamp I assumed––but that should have no effect on this strange menu. 

I was still staring up at it in confusion when it changed again, going back to the pictures I’d seen as I’d first entered the restaurant. Very odd, I had no idea muggles had something like that, and it seems like something I should have heard of. 

Well, no matter. This…Cheesemeister Deluxe burger looked quite palatable and very large, just the thing to quell the ache in my belly. I approached the counter, then suddenly realized that I was still disillusioned and hastily ended the spell, hoping the muggle hadn’t noticed me. 

She seemingly hadn’t, not even once I’d reappeared in front of her. I loudly cleared my throat and she finally looked up at me, not even bothering to move her head. “Welcome to Big Belly Burgers, I’m Sarah, what can I getcha?” she drawled, her voice dripping with indifference.

I didn’t particularly like her tone––that was no way to address a Black––but for now I needed her to provide me with food. “I would have one Cheesemeister Deluxe,” I ordered. 

“Would you like to make that a combo?”

I peeked up at the board again, unsure what a combo was. It was currently displaying the other items and the word combo was nowhere in sight. “Uh, yes,” I told her haltingly.

“What drink do you want? We have zesti, diet zesti, orange zesti, canta, diet canta, salt phd…” she rattled off a half-dozen more names I’d never heard in my life.

“Do you have…pumpkin juice?” I asked haltingly, “Or butterbeer?” 

“Is root beer fine?”

That sounded like an actual beverage instead of whatever morgana-cursed muggle swill zesti was. “Yes, that’s fine.”

She set her little rectangle aside and poked the boxy thing on the counter beside her several times. “That will be eleven-seventy-three. Will you be paying with cash or––”

My wand came up, “Confundo,” I muttered, and the muggle’s eyes turned glassy for a moment. “I have already paid for my food,” I told her. 

She blinked rapidly. “Oh, I’m sorry, I must have punched it in wrong. Here, let me just…” she poked the box a few more times, then tapped something hanging from her waist against it, making the strange thing beep. 

“There you go, take a seat wherever you’d like and I’ll have that out for you in just a moment.”

“Good.”

Most of the tables were strewn with crumbs or colorful paper wrappings, but I managed to find one in the corner that looked like it had been recently cleaned. I cast a silent wiping charm on the chair, then gingerly sat down in the hard, unnecessarily-red seat. 

As I waited for my meal to be brought to me, I looked around the restaurant, my nose wrinkling in distaste at all the brightly-colored furnishings and rubbish strewn across several tables. I stopped when my eyes landed on what looked vaguely like a wizarding portrait, though the frame was made of something black and shiny and it was attached high up on the wall at an odd angle. 

Two muggles, a man in a blue suit and a woman in bright red dress, were sitting side by side at a long table. They were clearly talking, though I couldn’t hear anything they were saying, and words kept appearing and disappearing in a blue box at the bottom of the portrait. To my surprise, the words looked like something I would expect to hear from a wizarding wireless broadcast, and not a portrait. Was this some manner of…news portrait?

The muggle girl came over and set a tray down in front of me. “Will you be needing anything else?” she asked.

I peered suspiciously at the food on the tray, then shook my head. “No. I appreciate the brisk service.” I had expected to wait for another half hour or more, but it had only taken the muggle cook a few minutes to prepare my meal. Even a house elf would be proud of such speedy service. 

“Would you like me to turn the volume on the TV up for you? I saw you were watching it when I came over.”

I gathered that TV was the name of the portrait I had been examining. What a genius idea, a way to make portraits be silent when their input wasn’t necessarily. Such a spell would have made certain parts of Hogwarts much more tolerable. “That would be good.” I paused, frowning momentarily. She was a muggle, but she had done me a useful service. “I appreciate it.”

She smiled at me and winked. “Happy to help.”

I dug into my meal, finding the ‘burger’ to be quite tasty, though greasier than I would have liked, and the little potato sticks were crisp and salty. The root beer was…not what I had been expecting, but paired adequately with the rest of the meal.

I nearly choked on my mouthful of bread and meat when the girl did something to the portrait and I could suddenly hear what the two muggles were saying.

“...following up on our earlier story, it looks like the Justice League were successfully able to drive off Wotan before the villainous sorcerer was able to blot out the sun. This marks another big victory for the league on a day they’ve already had some pretty big victories. Captain Cold, Mister Freeze, and several other villains were apprehended earlier in the day by members of the Justice League.”

The man leaned forward slightly, “Yes, it sure does. Something else to celebrate tonight when you’re setting off fireworks, folks. It's awful that these villains are trying to stir up trouble on such a big day for all Americans. I’m sure Superman and the others just wanted to enjoy the day, maybe have a barbeque, but no, these superpowered wackos just keep causing trouble.”

The image changed suddenly, the two muggles and their table shrinking down until they occupied only a tiny corner of the portrait while the rest of it now showed a slightly hazy image of a flying man in a tight blue outfit with a red cape attacking a blue-skinned wizard throwing strange spells from his hands with no wand in sight. A moment later, another person appeared, this one an older man in a top hat, white gloves, and black suit who was also doing magic. 

 

What the… This… I’d already gathered that I was in America––I’d walked past no less than three red-white-and-blue flags and the muggle girl’s accent gave it away as well, but MACUSA was a signatory of the international statute of secrecy just like Britain was. There was no way they should be allowing muggles––and the muggle waitress was clearly staring right at the portrait––to see this, any of this. 

And who was that flying man? There were only a handful of wizards who could truly fly without a wand in the entire world, and I didn’t recognize him as one of them. I didn’t understand what was going on!

And then I saw something else that absolutely shattered my understanding of the world. New words appeared at the bottom of the portrait. A date. July fourth…two-thousand-and-ten. 

My burger fell from my suddenly limp fingers and I sagged backwards in my chair. The question wasn’t where I was. It was when I was. Muggles and wizards had used the same calendar for centuries, it was just easier that way. And the last time I’d checked, it wasn’t two-thousand-and-ten. It was nineteen-thirty-seven. Sweet Merlin, what in the world was going on. 

            

    
        Chapter 6

    
    
    
    
                Holy shit, what in Merlin’s name was going on? I needed to find a wizard to talk to as soon as possible because I was utterly lost. I was in the future, the far future, and things weren’t making any sense. Had wizards decided to reveal ourselves to the muggles? Perhaps something had happened that was impossible to cover up, an entire flock of escaped dragons or…fiendfyre burning down all of London.

I shuddered, nope that wasn’t worth thinking about.

What had happened with Grindelwald? Had he won his war and overthrown the International Confederation of Wizards? I’d heard that he wished to end the separation between our peoples, was this the result? 

I leaned forward and cradled my head in my hands, my mind too full to care about the poor image that I was presenting. Were any of the people I had known still alive? They could be, certain wizards could live very, very long lives, but not all families boasted such longevity. 

Certainly some of my classmates were probably still around, though they would be in their nineties by now. Perhaps a few of my teachers as well, and maybe some cousins. I wondered if Headmaster Dippet was still alive––he’d be what, three-hundred-and-seventy by now? Still far younger than Barry Winkle and a handful of others, so it was possible. The Dippets were well known for their extremely good health, though dad always said it was just their fae blood breeding true. 

Arcturus…he’d be turning one-hundred and ten later this year. He was probably dead by now––Blacks rarely lived to see their hundredth birthday––my revenge rendered moot by the inexorable sands of time. How…disappointing. I wondered who was Lord Black now. Probably Arcturus’ son or grandson by now, maybe even a great-grandson. 

I took a few shaky breaths and straightened my back. ‘A Black should never slouch or slump and always maintain good posture,’ my mother’s voice whispered. For all that we did not have the best mother-son relationship, the memory of her lessons was comforting right now. 

Okay. I needed to find a wizard. How was I supposed to do that when I’d never been to this city before and had no idea where the local wizarding community was hidden. 

Or maybe…not hidden? The first idea that suddenly jumped into my mind seemed utterly insane, but looking at the muggle news portrait I decided that insanity seemed to be the flavor of the day. 

“Muggle,” I called out to the waitress, raising my hand up slightly to signal for her attention. 

She turned at my call, then hurried over when she saw my hand. She stopped by the table and planted her hands on her hips. “It's not Mug-whatever you said. It's Mag-nolia. Mag.” She pulled a colorful-looking emblem off her hip and brandished it in my direction. “See? Magnolia.”

I squinted, finding that it indeed showed a picture of her, and listed her name as Magnolia. It was a good name, a witch’s name. There had been a halfblood in my year by that name, even. “Ah, I was unaware,” I told her. “It is a lovely name.”

Her frown vanished in an instant and she smiled down at me. “It sure is!” Then she cleared her throat, “Sorry about that, you wouldn’t believe how often the baristas at Moonbucks get that one wrong. Can I help you with something?”

Out of an abundance of caution, I palmed my wand, ready to obliviate the muggle at any moment. “Yes, I was wondering if you could point me towards someone. I’m looking for a wizard?”

I wasn’t one-hundred percent sure what I had been expecting. Surprise maybe? Confusion? Perhaps a religious tirade like the one Auntie Hesper often likes to reminisce about. 

What I wasn’t expecting was simple acceptance. She looked at my robe, tilted her head to the side thoughtfully, then snapped her fingers. “Oh yeah, sure! Uh, I think Mr. Zatara is supposed to be doing a show later this week, though,” she gestured towards the news portrait, “maybe he’ll be too busy for that. He usually does them Wednesdays downtown but he’s known to cancel occasionally for hero business.”

“And just…anyone can go to these…shows?” I asked haltingly.

“I mean, yeah? They’re not too expensive either if you’re fine sitting in the back. My mum took me to see him a few years ago and it was amazing. They say he uses both stage magic and real magic in his shows and it's just incredible to watch.”

I wasn’t quite sure what the muggle meant by show, but the fact that this was a common event open to the public told me that the international statute of secrecy was truly gone or existed in a form completely unrecognizable to how it had once been. Local governments and the ICW always came down hard on wizards trying to use their talents to impress impressionable muggles. Or well, they used to. 

I wasn’t sure if I was willing to wait several days to find a wizard to speak with, but it was good to know that the option existed if I couldn’t find someone else. The muggle girl gave me the address of the theater where this Zatara––the top-hat wearing wizard from the news portrait according to her––performed and then left me to my food once I had thanked her for her aid. It was strange to thank a muggle, but she had truly done me a useful service. I almost felt bad that I had been unable to properly pay for my food. 

A few minutes later, I deposited my rubbish in the bin marked for such things and left the restaurant. The food had been adequate and the muggle waitress helpful, but it was time to move along. It was apparently Monday and the ‘magic show’ wouldn’t be until Wednesday. I would prefer to find someone else I could speak with earlier, but if I was unable to find any other local wizards it was good to know that I had a more surefire option coming up.

Having spoken to the waitress, I now knew for certain that wizards were known to muggles in this time. Perhaps a muggle library would have some measure of useful information and the waitress had been able to give me directions to a place called the Gotham City Public Library. If I was unable to find anyone, I could see about going there while I waited for Wednesday evening to arrive. 

Unfortunately, I didn’t really know any spells that could just point me towards the nearest wizard. If such spells did exist––and they probably did––they were neither a part of the Hogwarts curriculum, nor anything I’d learned from books. 

With no better options I could think of, the best I could do was renew my magic sight spell, disillusion myself, and place a muggle-repelling charm on myself before wandering deeper into the city. With any luck, I’d either see someone or somewhere that looked magical soon. Otherwise, well, I’d cross that bridge when I got to it. 

I found…nothing. Absolutely nothing. This entire city was steeped in a thin layer of dark magic, but that was the only magic I found over the course of nearly three hours of wandering. The only thing that came from the entire waste of time was a waxy paper ticket that I had acquired from the theater where Zatara was to perform on Wednesday. It had been easy enough to confound the man in the ticket booth into giving it to me and I now had a second-row seat reserved for myself. I still wasn’t certain what a magic-show entailed, but hopefully this way I would be able to catch the wizard’s attention after his performance. 

Now though, it was getting dark, and I had no home to go back to nor a wizard tent to put up. After some searching, I managed to find a ‘hotel’, a big muggle building where guests could rent rooms for a handful of nights at a time, and get myself a room. It was small, but clean and cozy, with a large bed, a bathroom, and what looked like a gigantic news-portrait (what was it that muggle had called it, a TV?) standing on a chest of drawers. 

I covered the room with muggle-repelling charms, an intruder charm, a silencing charm, and several different security charms, then shrugged off my robe and collapsed onto the bed. I was utterly exhausted, both physically and mentally. I felt lost and a little hopeless. What was I going to do? What was I supposed to do? 

Never in my wildest dreams had I expected to end up nearly a century in the future, and yet that is what seems to have happened. I also still had no idea what had actually happened. How had I gotten from a burning English courtroom in 1938 to an American swamp in 2010? 

I’d had my whole life planned out. My NEWTs were coming up, and I’d been prepared to wow the world with scores that the examiners had never seen before. I had two professors willing to mentor me as I pursued my Masteries. I was going to be the greatest Black wizard of all times, my name said in the same breath as Merlin and Grindelwald. 

And now, well…those first two things were certainly out. The third…it was still a dream to pursue. With this strange power I’d discovered within me, perhaps that dream seemed closer than ever, even. First though, I needed to figure out what I was going to do next.
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                There were a lot of things I could have done. I could have kept searching for wizards––there had to be a wizarding community in a city this big and so steeped in magic. I could have tried to see if the muggles knew anything useful. Perhaps I could have even tried to get in touch with Zatara through the theater so that I could meet with him a day sooner.

However, as it far too often was, the allure of new, powerful magic was simply too strong. I had an entire day and a half before I could try to go and meet Zatara at his performance. That was plenty of time to head back to Slaughter Swamp and keep poking around. That nexus of black magic I’d seen hidden in the depths was simply too fascinating to ignore for long.

It wasn’t like I was in that big of a rush. It was 2010 and I doubted that anyone would be searching for me more than seven decades after my trial. I assumed that everyone thought I was long dead, consumed by my own fiendfyre, and what was the point in keeping an eye out for a dead man? 

Maybe my name was mentioned in some history books, but that was probably about it. Just in case, I’d introduce myself with my middle name, Sirius, instead of my full name. Most Blacks looked pretty alike and we’d been using that name for centuries. No one would expect Sirius Black to really be Hydrys Black. 

That was why, after eating a slightly unappealing but palatable muggle breakfast provided by the hotel, I found myself apparating back to Slaughter Swamp, an apple and an odd, transparent yet flexible bottle of water stashed away in one of the expanded pockets on my robe. 

With a sharp crack of displaced air, I reappeared on the small, muddy island where I had first found myself the previous day. I could still see the skid marks in the mud where I had hit the ground and slid and the branch I had transfigured into a goblet to drink from. 

Though I hadn’t thought anything of it at the time, my newly reapplied magic sight spell confirmed what I already knew––this spot was directly above the largest concentration of dark magic I’d seen in the entire swamp so far. I wasn’t sure if that meant that something about this swamp was connected to how I’d found myself in this place and displaced nearly a century into the future, but it did seem at least vaguely significant. 

It also gave me a good place to start when examining the swamp’s magic. It was a nice, central location and I was sort of catching two Snidgets with one charm. I could both look into the magic of the swamp and whatever had brought me here simultaneously!

Over the next four hours, I blanketed the island and the waters around it with every detection and analysis charm I knew. I found a lot of dark magic, an entire plethora of gross but mostly mundane animals and insects, several magic-filled plants I couldn’t really identify, and a truly staggering number of muggle corpses. Just a mind-boggling number of corpses. Like, several entire Hogwarts classes worth of corpses. 

Out of curiosity, I dredged up a number of the bodies. They seemed to all be muggles, many dressed in the remnants of tattered suits. I wasn’t exactly an Auror, but it looked to me like most of them had already been dead when they were dumped into the swamp. Perhaps this was some local burial custom? Or more likely, an easy, out-of-the-way place where criminals dumped their enemies. Many of the people I’d found hadn’t died easily, their rotting bodies covered in grevious wounds 

I dumped the majority of them back into the water where I’d found them and left only a few on shore so I could study the way the dark magic was suffusing them. The bodies were completely saturated with dark magic, much more so than I would have expected from just sitting in the water. The magic inside them was darker and denser than the energy surrounding them, meaning that for some reason the corpses were accumulating energy rather than releasing it as I would have expected. 

After eating my apple, I spent another two hours poking and scanning a few of the corpses, but I couldn’t figure out why they were doing what they were doing. They were muggles. Even though they were long dead, their bodies should still resist the touch of magic, not pull it into themselves. 

Eventually, I decided that I wanted to try something a little bit…ill advised. I was getting frustrated by my lack of progress and I wanted to do something other than just look at the ground and prod a corpse with a transfigured knife. 

Though I’d never had the opportunity to actually attempt the spells myself, after my nearly-disastrous run in with an Inferius, I’d spent some time studying the highly-illegal necromancy spell books my family possessed that detailed the strengths, weaknesses, and production methods for the powerful undead. 

Typically, only a wizard’s body could be turned into an Inferius. The first step of the process was to imbue the corpse you were trying to reanimate with a large amount of dark magic, and it was nearly impossible to do so to a muggle. However, here I had a corpse that was already packed to the gills with magic, thus letting me skip the most costly and time consuming part of the process.

I didn’t just jump right into things of course. Not properly preparing before casting powerful dark magic had already kicked me in the ass once this week, and I wasn’t going to make myself a wanted man in 2010 after I’d just escaped a life sentence in Azkaban. 

First, I prepared the area where I was going to cast the spell itself. I used a few charms to dry out and flatten a circular patch of ground about five meters in diameter, then transfigured the dry dirt into a two-centimeter thick layer of black obsidian. It would only last for a few hours, maybe five or six if I was lucky, but that should be plenty of time and obsidian was one of the very best surfaces to use when doing dark magic. 

Next, I warded the small island, focusing especially on a few spells that Dad taught me to use if I ever wanted to cast dark magic outside of one of our heavily warded properties. The spells were specifically designed to stop anyone outside them from sensing magic happening within the wards and could even fool the Trace, not that I needed to worry about that anymore. 

Only once that was ready did I pick out a trio of bodies to work with. The first one I would try to turn into an Inferius normally, the second I would try to empower using the Black mana from the swamp, and the third was there in case I messed something up. I did my best to choose some of the better-preserved corpses, ones with all their limbs still attached and with no serious damage to the skeleton. 

 The first attempt actually went very well. I used a hovering charm to move the corpse into the center of the circle I’d made, then stood over it as I cast. It was a long, drawn-out process, consisting of several complex spells with intricate wand motions and wordy incantations. My wand moved smoothly through the air, years of spellcasting giving my movements confidence even though I’d never attempted this exact magic before in my life, and the garbled latin that most British spells used rolled off my tongue. 

I finished the last spell with a jab and a sharp upwards flick. “Oririsio Inferius!” I commanded, black smoke pouring from the tip of my wand and flooding into the corpse’s open mouth. 

For a moment, it seemed like I’d failed on the last step. Then, two things happened in rapid succession. First, the Inferius shuddered and sat up, its empty eye sockets filling with white smoke that coalesced into cloudy, dead eyes. A fraction of a second later, I felt something shift inside of me and new knowledge coalesced into something very much like a spell that settled next to where the bond between me and the swamp lay. 

It took me a moment to unravel what I was feeling, and when I did my eyes widened in wonder. It seemed that in the future, I wouldn’t necessarily need a corpse at all to summon an Inferius. I could simply use two motes of Black mana and create one from nothing, though for some reason I was only limited to summoning four such Inferi at a time. 

That was certainly very interesting. I wasn’t sure how useful it would really be––I could only currently draw upon one mote of Black mana at a time and I could create far more than four Inferi without having to use a single drop of the immensely potent power––but I was far more interested in the implications of such an ability. 

Could I discover more uses for this powerful Black magic? I had the feeling that any creature I summoned like this would be both loyal and obedient to me. Perhaps someday I’d be able to summon up a quartet of dementors or lethifolds, or maybe even a loyal dragon? The very thought of it had me salivating in anticipation.

I took a deep breath and refocused on the situation at hand before I could get too distracted by possibilities. I directed the Inferius I had just created to move off to the side, thin wisps of gray mist dripping from its boney limbs and dissipating against the ground, then levitated the second corpse into position. 

I drank the last of the water I’d brought with me, then got into position and began casting. My plan was to get to the very last step of the process and then draw upon the energy of Slaughter Swamp as I cast the final spell. However, when the time came to do so, something I hadn’t expected happened instead. 

Instead of one mote of mana, two flowed into my wand and down into the Inferius. It seemed that the magic of this place was twice as potent when used for necromancy. At the same time, the magic of the swamp shuddered and responded, tendrils of darkness reaching up out of the depths towards me. 

The corpse shuddered and writhed, swelling and bloating as dark shadows moved beneath the surface of its skin. I jumped backwards just in time as the forces within its body clashed against one another, their purposes almost aligned but just different enough that cooperation was impossible. The body shuddered one last time and then detonated, splattering corpse juice and grisly, rotten flesh in all directions. 

Another bead of knowledge appeared within me, this one both far more powerful and simply more than the Inferius had been. This was no mere template, but a Legend, a horror story that had haunted this land for decades and would persist for generations to come. It was not something I could call on now, nor did I know how long it would take to find the power to do so, but someday…

This Solomon Grundy creature would make my enemies tremble in fear. 
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                I was utterly knackered by the time I made it back to my warded hotel room, my legs sore from being on my feet all day and my mind worn out from spellcasting. My dinner was a long sandwich piled high with cured meats and cheese that I acquired from a shop next door to the hotel. I would have preferred something hot but I just didn’t have the energy to find somewhere else to eat. 

I did discover that my room had come with several packets of tea and coffee and was able to enjoy a good strong cuppa with plenty of sugar. The quality of the tea was somewhat lacking, but It had been a few days since I’d had any tea at all so it was still a good way to end the day. 

There was an odd-looking black contraption holding a glass pitcher on the table beside it and I presumed that this was some manner of muggle kettle, but I wasn’t sure that I trusted it and simply used a heating charm on my water instead. 

I woke up bright and early the next day, a ray of dim sunlight streaming through the not-quite fully closed curtains by my bed. I was rather looking forward to this evening when I’d finally be able to meet with another proper wizard, but before that I had another plan for the day. 

Yesterday, I’d gained the ability to summon a very special sort of undead by the name of Solomon Grundy. He was a creature born and reborn of Slaughter Swamp, a sort of manifestation of the dark magic churning deep down in the water and earth beneath the swamp. 

As far as I could tell, the magic in the swamp had tried to…piggyback on my Inferius spell to recreate Grundy faster than the swamp would have otherwise been able to do so, but the two forms of necromancy had proven too incompatible and the attempt had failed. Unlike an Inferius, which was essentially a golem crafted out of a dark-magic infused corpse, Grundy was fully intelligent and possessed his own mind and will. 

In making the attempt however, the swamp had given me a lot of insight into the way that Grundy’s mind and body worked, which is why I’d gained the ability to create a copy of the creature myself. Strangely, it seemed that only one Grundy could exist at a time in the world. It wasn’t just that I could only summon one instance of him, but I also got the feeling that if Grundy was reborn properly while I had a version of him summoned, my summoned version would be destroyed or at the very least greatly reduced in power. 

Well, that didn’t really matter right now. It wasn’t like I was even close to having enough mana to summon the powerful undead. Still, I couldn’t help but find my mind drifting to the creature and what little knowledge of it I had somehow gained. I knew that it was powerful, but that its power could wax and wane from incarnation to incarnation. I also knew that Grundy was nearly impossible to truly kill, his body and mind reforming over and over after every defeat. 

However, I didn’t really know what that power meant. I knew that Grundy was stronger than an Inferius, but how much stronger? He was also at least somewhat intelligent, but how intelligent? Was he like a wizard? Perhaps a particularly stupid wizard? Or was it more an animal intelligence or perhaps a muggle-sort of cunning?

The easiest way to learn more would be to summon the creature and question it directly, but unfortunately that was currently impossible. Instead, I had a different plan. I knew that Grundy had existed in this place for decades, and that meant that the local muggles likely knew at least something of its existence, even if that knowledge only existed in stories. Assuming the statute hadn’t been enforced for at least a few years, it was possible that some muggles had even seen Grundy and were allowed to keep their memories of the event!

Thus, I needed to track down a muggle that may possess the knowledge I was seeking. Perhaps it might have been better to turn to a learned scholar, for as much as the muggles had those, but so far I had only met one muggle in this place that had been genuinely helpful and I hoped that she may be of service to me once again. 

I returned to Big Belly Burgers just after nine, the signs and decorations around the restaurant still just as garishly Gryffindor as I remembered. The place was considerably busier than it had been during my first visit, a number of the tables occupied by weary-looking, grim faced muggles sipping at coffee and rapidly chowing down their food.

There was also a long line of what I assumed were automobiles slowly driving past a window in the side of the restaurant and receiving food without exiting the vehicles. Automobiles looked very different than I remembered from the rare few occasions I’d seen one outside grimmauld place, their outsides sleek and shiny and painted with bright colors, and there were a lot more of them, but their form and function was still familiar enough to be identifiable. 

I slipped silently into the restaurant, my muggle repelling charm making the muggles mindlessly step out of my way as I passed. Many of them were holding the same sort of little rectangle that the muggle waitress had been staring at and one was even holding it to his ear and talking into it like it was a communication mirror. 

To my disappointment, there was a different muggle at the counter today, this one one an older, short-haired woman with graying hair and dull eyes. For a moment I thought that the muggle I was looking for, Magnolia, was not present, but then I noticed her off to one side cleaning a table with a blue rag. She was holding a strangely-shaped bottle in her other hand, and from it white mist sprayed down onto the table that she then wiped up with her rag. 

Ah, perfect. This was even better as pulling her aside would not require her to leave the busy counter unattended. I headed over towards her, reluctantly dispelling the muggle-repelling charm I’d cast this morning as I went.

I stopped behind her and cleared my throat. “Magnolia, yes?” 

“That’s my name, don’t wear––” she looked up from the table and our eyes met, “Oh! Sorry, hello. I thought you were someone else. Can I help you?”

“Perhaps. I have a number of questions I was hoping you’d be able to answer for me.”

“Um, I’m cleaning right now. If you want to order something, you’ll need to get in line like everyone else or use the drive through.”

“I am not interested in food at this moment. Is there somewhere private where we can speak?”

Her eyes darted up and down my robes, then towards the counter where her fellow waitress was speaking with a customer. I saw her throat bob as she swallowed and then she took a half step back, “Sir, I––”

My lips narrowed. I had been hoping to avoid needing to cast anything on her––it would be harder for her to answer questions properly that way––but she didn’t seem like she wanted to cooperate. My wand, tucked out of sight within the sleeve of my robe, fell into my hand and I drew an upside-down teardrop in the air with its tip. “Confundo,” I murmured, and her words died in her throat. 

“You want to take me somewhere private so we can talk,” I told her quickly before the spell could wear off. 

She blinked. “I…want to take you somewhere private so we can talk,” she blinked a few more times and then shook her head rapidly. “I’m sorry, I’m not sure what came over me. If you would please follow me, sir?”

She led me down a short hallway past two bathrooms and then used a key hanging from her belt to unlock a door labeled ‘Employees Only’. I followed her inside and she closed it behind us, then relocked it. 

The room was a sort of modestly-sized storage area. One wall was lined with metal and wooden shelves ladened with cleaning supplies and assorted muggle things I had no name for. There were a dozen extra chairs stacked together in a corner, a table lying on its side against one wall, and a cart much like the one the Trolley Witch pushed around was standing by the door. 

The muggle turned to face me, then suddenly froze and her eyes widened. “Wait, what am I…where––why did.”

I drew my wand and waved it in a circle above my head. “Silencio.” The sounds of the restaurant outside vanished as I silenced the room and the muggle’s mouth snapped shut, her eyes filled with fear as she cringed away from me. 

Hmm, that wouldn’t do. Muggles were well known to lash out when they were scared. “I mean you no harm,” I told her firmly, “I just want to ask you a few questions.”

“Um, and, and you’ll let me go after that?” she asked weakly.

“I will, you have my word as a member of the House of Black.” I would also probably obliviate her at this rate, but I’d heard from a few Obliviators that it was best not to tell muggles about that before you performed the spell.

She relaxed slightly, “Oh, okay. Um. How can I help you?” Her voice was a bit squeaky, but she looked much more composed than she had a moment before. 

Hopefully she would know something or this would be a huge waste of time. “Are you aware of the creature Solomon Grundy?” I asked, ready to be disappointed. 

She tilted her head to the side. “You mean the supervillain?” 

I mulled the unfamiliar word over in my mind. Supervillain. A villain that is superior to an ordinary villain? Perhaps a villain that could use some form of magic, like a wizard or powerful undead? 

“Probably,” I eventually decided. “Gray skin, white hair, very strong and durable. He looks a bit like a…” I tried to remember the form of undead native to the Americas. We’d talked about them in Defense against the Dark Arts back in third year. Not an Inferius, but a… “zombie.”

She nodded. “Yeah, that sounds like him. I’ve seen a few pictures on the news. He had a big fight with Killer Croc that spilled out onto the streets a few weeks ago and some kid captured it all on video. I haven’t watched it myself but my friend Marry says it was pretty sick.”

I perked up at her words. “Your friend Marry has seen Grundy? Where can I find her?”

Magnolia hurriedly backpedaled, “Well, no, no, she just saw the video. I can show it to you, you don’t need to go looking for her.”

“How?” I asked sharply.

Magnolia reached for her pocket and my wand came up in an instant pointed directly at her chest. Her hand froze and she tried to take a step back, but the small size of the room meant her back was already almost up against the wall. “I’m just getting my phone!” she squeaked, “Don’t hurt me!”

I slowly lowered my wand. “And this…phone will allow you to show me Grundy?”

“Yes,” she nodded rapidly, her long hair flying around her face, “yes, I just need to find the video on Lextube. It will only take a second! Here, you can watch me do it!”

I watched warily as she retrieved her little black rectangle from the pocket of her pants and poked at it. The front of the rectangle flickered and then changed colors and she made sure to keep the colorful part in my field of vision as she continued to poke at it, her fingers flying across its glassy surface. 

“Here, I found it!” She turned the rectangle fully towards me and I leaned in to see it more clearly. 

It was like a news-portrait, but smaller, I quickly realized. She poked something on the side of the rectangle and the sound got louder. I watched with interest as what was clearly Solomon Grundy exchanged powerful blows with a huge, muscular man-shaped beast covered in green scales. 

The video was short and blurry, but just from looking at the destruction left in the two fighter’s wake I could see that Grundy was very strong and very durable. Much more so than a wizard or a simple Inferius, his might was comparable to that of a troll or giant.

“Fascinating,” I breathed. “And this device, can it be used to watch other…videos?”

“Um, yeah?” she said like it was something obvious. “I have Lextube installed so I can watch anything on there, and anything else I can just find in my browser.”

It took her a few minutes, but soon I was watching another ‘video’ of Solomon Grundy, this one accompanied by a woman’s voice discussing his battle with a ‘superhero’ by the name of Batman. 

The Grundy in this video looked weaker than the previous one, his body smaller and less muscular, but he fought far more intelligently. In the next video however, Grundy was stronger than the previous two combined, able to go blow for blow with the flying man I’d seen in the news portrait the day before whose name was Superman. 

I was amazed, both by the power of my future zombie summon, and by this fascinating muggle technology in Magnolia’s hands. It was incredible what muggles had managed to achieve once wizards had chosen to end the statute of secrecy. 
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                Despite originally planning to only question Magnolia about whatever knowledge she may possess of Solomon Grundy, I slowly found the scope of my questions increasing as I learned more about not just Grundy, but other notable figures of this time. 

Who was this ‘Superman’? Why did he wear such odd, colorful apparel? Similarly, why did the otherwise practically-dressed Batman have pointy ears sticking up out of his hood? Was he some manner of intelligent beast or being or perhaps he was simply using a partial transfiguration to mimic a bat?

Magnolia strove to assist me with my questions, but there was much she as a muggle did not know and each answer just left me with more questions. What was this Justice League organization that the news muggles had spoken of? Was it some branch of the ICW? Magnolia didn’t know what the ICW was, but apparently the Justice League answered to some muggle organization called the United Nations that I’d never heard of before, which seemed both idiotic and improbable. 

Furthermore, while it seemed that some members of this Justice League were publicly known to be wizards, specifically Giovanni Zatara with whom I was hoping to meet later today, the others were not considered as such. Superman and a green being called the Martian Manhunter were supposedly aliens, a likely story, while Wonder Woman was an Amazonian Princess and Aquaman was the king of Atlantis, which was even more far-fetched. No merman would ever agree to be ruled by a human and the Amazons of Greece had gone extinct during the Roman occupation of the region more than two millennia ago. 

Magnolia was in the middle of telling me about the hero Green Arrow––apparently just an ordinary muggle with a bow and some enchanted arrows and yet he somehow had equal status to his far more magical peers––when someone started pounding on the door behind me. I’d intentionally not included it in the silencing charm, but this disruption had come at a rather inconvenient moment. 

“One moment,” I told Magnolia sharply, cutting her off mid sentence. 

I turned around and flicked my wand at the door, removing the locking charm I’d cast on earlier, and the door sprang open, revealing an older, rather heavyset muggle man in the same uniform as Magnolia was wearing. He looked rather surprised for a moment, then scowled furiously, “And who are you supposed to be?” he barked at me. “Maggie, there you are! Have you been locked in here with your boyfriend this entire time? You’ve been missing for more than an hour and the tables aren’t clean, the trash hasn’t been taken out, and you should have been at the counter fifteen minutes ago! What do you think––”

I flicked my wand and his voice turned into garbled nonsense as my spell tied his tongue into a knot. “Shut up,” I ordered. “Confundo,” I cast, pouring slightly more power into the spell than was strictly necessary out of annoyance. “Magnolia is occupied and should not be disturbed. You didn’t see me. You will not mark this against Magnolia and will cover for her duties yourself today.”

The man stared blankly at me for several seconds, then tried to repeat what I’d told him. A downward flick of my wand canceled my jinx and a swish closed and relocked the door. I turned back to Magnolia, who was once again staring at me with wide eyes. 

“You…You just––”

“He will not bother us further. Please continue,”

Magnolia nodded rapidly. “Right, yeah. Right. I was…I was telling you about Green Arrow, right?”

“Yes, the archer with ‘trick arrows’ as you called them. I believe I have heard enough about him. I see this picture from Monday contains a number of younger individuals. Are they members of this Justice League as well?”

In the end, I spent nearly four entire hours questioning Magnolia, who proved herself to be a valuable resource. She could easily answer the majority of my questions, and when she was unable to do so, often she could use her little rectangle––she called it her ‘smartphone’––to find the information I needed. I was unsurprised when several terms I asked her about proved utterly inscrutable to her––she’d never heard of Hogwarts, the ICW, the Ministry of Magic, or several other notable wizarding organizations––it seemed the wizarding world had gone slightly public but had kept the spread of information mostly contained. 

What I learned surprised me, but ultimately did make some amount of sense. It seemed that Grindlewald had ultimately succeeded in starting another great war amongst the muggles, his German puppet launching an invasion into Poland just a few short years after my disappearance. I had to connect a number of dots since the information that Magnolia gave me was only what the muggles were aware of, but it seemed that a number of Grindelwald’s wizards had begun to assist the muggles in their war, and to counter this the ICW had created an organization called the Justice Society of America, revealing a limited number of talented wizards and powerful beings to the muggles for the very first time. 

Eventually Grindelwald was likely defeated and his muggle minions with him, and wizards attempted to fade back into obscurity, but the damage had already been done. Muggles now knew about magic, but only to a very limited extent. 

A few years ago, some new conflict broke out that was once again too large in scale to hide from the muggles. Once again, a small group of wizards were assembled into a new, public organization called the Justice League to combat this issue and give the muggles something to focus on. Since then, the organization had grown slightly and now fought against other wizards breaking the statute of secrecy and against muggles who were using dangerous magical objects against one another. 

It was a rather genius solution, I decided after some thought. It kept the majority of the wizarding world hidden from the world while allowing small slip ups and disasters too large to be easily contained to be explained without the need for too much obliviation. Muggle cameras had greatly improved over the past few decades, and they now had far better ways to share information than before, putting the statute in its old form at risk. Now however, anything a lucky muggle stumbled upon could easily be explained away as the business of ‘superheroes’. It was utterly brilliant!

I rolled up my sleeve and checked the time on my watch. I needed to get some food and then head to the theater soon. I didn’t have much time, but I was still hoping to catch Zatara before his performance. 

“You have been of great help to me,” I told Magnolia. At some point during my questioning she grabbed both of us a chair from the stack behind her, allowing us to sit side by side and giving me a better few of her smartphone screen. 

“Um, I’m happy to have helped? Are you going to,” she mimed waving a wand at herself, “me now?” She sounded slightly scared, but was clearly trying to put up a strong facade. 

“Will you tell anyone about our meeting today?” I asked her curiously. I had been planning to obliviate her, but perhaps that was no longer necessary. She would simply chalk my presence up to some sort of superhero or supervillain nonsense and continue with her muggle life.

“Um, no? I mean, no, no. Of course I won’t.”

“Then I do not believe that will be necessary. However…” I hummed thoughtfully. It would feel wrong to not reward her with some manner of trinket for the aid she’d given me today. “Do you ail from any muggle afflictions?”

“Huh?”

I sighed. “Hold still,” I ordered. I twirled my wand through a complex series of half-circle movements, causing the tip to light up with a soft blue glow, then ran my wand up and down Magnolia’s body. 

Huh, nothing at all. She was as healthy as a muggle could reasonably be. I remembered reading that muggles were often riddled with ills and injuries that their crude medicine could not fix and that healing was often a fine form of payment for a useful muggle. Sure the book I’d read that in was nearly seven-hundred years old, but it contained a lot of other good ideas!

“Hmm, not that then. What struggles plague your life, Magnolia?”

She stared at me blankly for several seconds. That was the problem with muggles, even the ones you thought seemed clever enough were ultimately just muggles. She looked around the room, then bit her lip. “I mean…the air conditioning in my car’s been broken for a few weeks and I don’t have the money to get it fixed?” she said tentatively.

That seemed simple enough. “Take me to this car and I shall repair it as payment for the aid you’ve given me today.”
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                I left Magnolia examining her newly repaired automobile and quickly found an out-of-the-way alley in which to recast my muggle-repelling charms. Then I focused on a street corner near the theater where I’d spent several minutes memorizing the area and apparated. 

I was thankful that I’d taken the time to cast the charms because I appeared directly in front of a pair of muggles, a man and a woman, patiently waiting to cross the moderately busy road. Keeping the charm stable on a moving object like my robe was challenging, but I’d practiced the spell enough times that I could keep it going for a few hours at a time. It could last considerably longer on a static target like a quidditch pitch or my hotel room, but as long as I remembered to recast it again before it expired, I was hidden from all but the most keen-eyes of muggles. 

It had taken me some time on Monday to figure out how to navigate through this bustling city and particularly across the automobile-filled roads, but eventually I realized that the muggle machines were controlled by the colored lights. As long as I waited until the light in my direction turned green and the automobile’s light turned red, I was free to cross without obstruction.

The theater was right across the street, but there was still roughly two hours before the performance began and I was starting to feel rather hungry and thirsty. It had been many hours since breakfast and while I could go without, I wanted to be at my best before meeting a fellow wizard. 

I frowned down at my green-trimmed black robes. I was still wearing most of my Hogwarts uniform like I had been when I’d been captured by the Aurors, though without my green Slytherin tie it looked almost like any other every-day robe. It, along with my white-collared shirt, long black pants, and leather shoes, were all in pristine condition, the charms woven into the fabric having long since repaired any minor scuffs and tears and cleaned off the swamp grime. 

It wasn’t exactly my preferred look. I had worn some of my least-favorite clothing when I’d left Hogwarts, worried that the far more powerful enchantments on my favorite Acromantula silk clothing may be damaged by or even disrupt the magic of the ritual. I looked like an ordinary ministry worker or clerk too poor and talentless to afford high quality materials and enchantments. Nothing like a proud wizard of the House of Black should.

Well, so be it. I wouldn’t lower myself to wearing muggle garb in front of a fellow wizard and I still hadn’t found any signs of Gotham’s magical community, so what I had would have to do. To be reduced to such abject poverty was galling, but hopefully I’d be able to put such things behind me soon enough.

There was a small, pleasant-looking café just a few doors down from the theater and I decided it would do for today. The café was moderately busy when I entered, a small bell ringing as I stepped through the door. There was a large chalkboard behind the counter decorated by elaborately drawn flowers and birds that listed a number of drinks and menu options. The counter itself was high and had a glass front, revealing a delectable array of cakes, pastries, and other sweet treats.

I did not particularly feel like speaking with any more muggles today, so I did not bother removing my repelling charm. Instead I wandered over to the counter and examined the beautifully-arranged selection of baked goods. They all looked rather delicious and smelled just as good, the air of the café awash with sweet scents. If they tasted half as good as they looked, I would easily believe that this place employed a few trained house elves, or even a witch specializing in household charms

I held my left hand out and swiftly conjured a wooden disk held loosely between my thumb and forefinger. A trio of flicks switched the disk for the top plate of a stack behind the counter and a moment later I vanished the disk before anyone could notice the switch. 

I smiled when it appeared that no one had noticed my trick. It was a spell combination I’d read about in my seventh-year charms textbook but had never had a reason to attempt. Typically summoning something was much easier, but in this case I didn’t want to accidentally brain one of the muggle employees with a flying plate. Plus, it was a good bit of practice for what came next.

I conjured another wooden disk, this one somewhat smaller than the previous one, and set it down on my plate. Then I repeated the same spells as before but this time targeting a flakey, buttery looking pastry covered in a thick layer of shiny chocolate ganache. 

Once again, it went off without a hitch and now I was holding a plate bearing a mouth-wateringly delicious looking sweet. I studied the other pastries behind the glass. I probably had room on my plate for one or two more. Something savory was a must, and then perhaps a slice of pie? I had never seen such a thing before, but a ‘Cheesy Garlic Twist’ soon appeared on my plate followed by a large, thankfully pre-cut slice of cranberry pie. 

I turned away from the counter, prepared to find a table to claim before returning for something to drink, when I came face to face with a slender young woman with long black hair and bright cyan eyes. She was wearing a sleeveless, lavender shirt and white pants, and had her arms planted on her hips. 

Far more importantly, she was also looking straight at me. Right through my muggle-repelling charm. This wasn’t some random muggle, but a witch!

“And what the hell do you think you’re doing?” she asked me sharply, a dangerous glint in her eyes

I froze for a moment. Stealing from muggles was at worst a misdemeanor, the only punishment a slap on the wrist or a tiny fine, but that had been in my time. With the increased exposure of magic to the muggles, it was entirely possible that it had become a much more serious crime. 

“I uh…” I bit my lip nervously, “don’t have any money with me,” I whispered, “and I’m really hungry.” I paused for a moment, then hastily added, “I was definitely going to come back and pay for it later!” 

She stared at me judgingly for several long moments and I did my best not to fidget. She didn't look like much of a witch––her outfit was much like what I’d seen on plenty of muggle girls in the past few days––but she had a very intense stare. 

Eventually her face softened. “I guess it's just a couple of pastries,” she mumbled, “it's probably not that big a deal?” Her voice turned hard. “You won’t do it again, right?”

“Of course not,” I quickly reassured her. I tried to remember one of the headlines I had seen a few months ago when there had been a renewed push to pass a Muggle Protection Act through the Wizengamot.“Stealing from muggles is a terrible abuse of our gifts.”

“Good.” She instantly brightened considerably, a wide smile on her face as she stretched her hand out towards me. “I’m Zatanna, what’s your name?”

The name was unfamiliar to me, but then again I hadn’t really expected to meet anyone I knew in a random city in America. She probably was no pureblood––Uncle Cygnus would have tanned Dorea’s hide if he’d ever caught her in such scandalous clothing. Most likely she was a Gotham native muggleborn spending her holiday from Ilvermorny with her family. 

Still, just in case it was probably best to be polite. It would be just my luck to accidentally offend some MACUSA official’s daughter and get thrown into prison on trumped up charges again. 

I gently took her hand in mine and leaned down to brush my lips against it. “It's a pleasure to meet you, Zatanna. My name is Hydrys Black. I’m sorry to have met you under such unfortunate circumstances. I hope you can forgive me.”

I wanted to close my eyes and slam my head into a brick wall. Merlin, two sentences and I’d already fucked things up. I’d absolutely been planning to introduce myself as Sirius, hadn’t I? And yet one pretty witch smiles at me and I immediately lose my head. Hopefully just figuratively.

Thankfully Zatanna did not seem to react with any sort of recognition. Good, with any luck that meant my face wasn’t plastered all over her modern history textbooks.“It's nice to meet you too! That’s a cool spell you’re using to go unnoticed, though it doesn’t seem to have worked on me.”

“Just a simple muggle-repelling charm I have anchored on my robe. Anyone with a bit of magic can see right through it, of course, but the spell is useful for a lot more than just hiding buildings.”

“That does sound pretty handy!” She looked away for a moment, then turned back towards me. “Hey, I have like an hour before I need to go help my dad set up. I could grab us something to drink and we can exchange notes? I don’t get to talk magic with too many people other than dad and Uncle Kent.”

Something about her words sounded slightly strange to me, but I was too excited to finally see another witch or wizard after three days surrounded by muggles that I didn’t really care. Zatanna probably wasn’t a muggleborn and didn’t go to Ilvermorny like I’d thought, but I did have a nagging suspicion about who her dad might be in that case. Many wizarding families had very particular naming conventions after all. 

“That would be lovely, thank you Zatanna.”

Zatanna pointed me to the table where she was sitting and I took a seat while she went up to the counter to order. She came back a few minutes later with a tall white mug of fragrant black tea that she set down in front of me. 

I inclined my head. “Thank you again, Zatanna. It smells wonderful.”

“Well, you sound British so I’m glad my guess panned out! I’m a tea girl myself, but dad always has coffee in the mornings so that's what I’m usually stuck drinking too.” 

She sat down across from me and watched as I took a small sip of tea, the liquid just barely cool enough to drink. “So uh, what brings you here?” she asked.

I set the mug down. “Likely the same thing as you, I imagine.” I fished out my slightly crumpled paper ticket and set it down on the table. “I’m a little early for the show and was feeling rather hungry.”

Zatanna’s smile turned guarded. “If you think I’m going to let you use me against my dad then you’re going to have to think again. I’m not some sort of helpless––”

I raised my hands hurriedly before she could go any further. Clearly she’d gotten the wrong idea from my words. “No, no, nothing like that!” I quickly reassured her. “I wasn’t even sure if you were related until you confirmed it. I was just hoping your father would be able to help me with an issue I’ve recently experienced and I wasn’t sure how else to contact someone who could help me.”

Zatanna relaxed. “Oh. Um. I’m sorry, dad’s always been worried about one of his enemies trying to use me against him. It hasn’t happened yet, but since he doesn’t really have a secret identity it's something he always has to be careful about.”

“Completely understandable! No harm no foul.” At that moment, my stomach growled and I blushed, “My apologies, that was––”

Zatanna just laughed. “Eat up, the tea and baked goods here are amazing. I come here every time dad brings me with him to Gotham and I haven’t been disappointed yet!”

            

    
        Chapter 11

    
    
    
    
                The first ten or so minutes were slightly awkward. We exchanged a few words, I did my best to unobtrusively eat my rather flakey pastries without spewing crumbs everywhere, and it was just generally awkward the way having one person watch another eat always was. 

To my surprise, my lackluster robe of all things ended up being the icebreaker we needed. Zatanna noticed how any crumbs that did land on the black cotton fabric vanished nearly as quickly as they appeared and I was always happy to talk about Twilfitt and Tattings’ excellent robes. 

The proprietor was an extremely talented witch with a real eye for enchanting and fashion that my family had sponsored a few decades ago. The number of enchantments she could work into even the simplest of fabrics was extremely impressive, perhaps even more so than I thought if Zatanna saw fit to mention it. Even her lowest quality, cheapest options were enough to impress an American witch decades in the future.

From there, the conversation turned to the extreme conveniences of magic when it came to day to day life. From the sound of it, the Zataras didn’t have a house elf––not that unusual for an American family from what I knew, few of the creatures had made the trip over to the new world––but a few handy spells and enchantments could make short work of even the most exhausting chores. 

I was extremely surprised to find out that Zatanna apparently attended some manner of muggle school, studying magic only in the evenings and weekends under the tutelage of her father. It was moderately alarming to see such a bright young witch denied a proper education for the sake of whatever public facade her father was holding. 

There had been many good reasons to dissolve the old system of apprenticeships in favor of formal education and I couldn’t imagine having to spend every day of my youth surrounded by muggle children. No wonder she was so eager to discuss magic with someone else after being stifled for so long. 

I didn’t say any of that of course––it would be the height of impropriety to disparage her father in front of her––but my tentative opinion of this Giovanni Zatara fell considerably. Hopefully his poor decision making did not extend to his own magical education or else I doubted he would be of much help to me. 

Eventually Zatanna asked me the question I’d been both expecting and dreading for some time. “So, what do you need from my dad anyway?”

I took a sip from my cooled tea to buy time, not certain yet how I wanted to respond. It went against my instincts to just reveal important information to a veritable stranger, but at the same time Zatanna was my best shot at a positive introduction to her father without the need to hunt him down after his show. 

I rapidly weighed my options and eventually decided that there was likely no other real option. Ultimately, it was likely that anything I told her father would trickle down to her regardless, and I would need to tell Giovanni about quite a few things if I expected to get any help from him whatsoever. Plus, if I could get his daughter to believe me and make a favorable impression, that would potentially buy me some amount of goodwill as well. 

“I, um, well. It's a bit of a delicate issue.” I gently set my mug down, the ceramic clicking quietly against the wooden table. “I fear that I may have become…moderately temporally and geographically displaced.”

Zatanna stared at me for several seconds. “You mean like…”

“When I went to sleep three nights past, it was still the early nineteen-hundreds and I was in England,” I said flatly. It was perhaps not exactly the most…complete way of describing what had happened, but it had the benefit of being completely true. Hopefully I could completely avoid saying anything about the whole Wizengamot fiasco and giving a more specific date. 

“That um, that sounds pretty crazy.”

I shrugged. “It's the truth. I have no more idea of how it happened than you do, unfortunately. The world is…very different than how I remember it. On my first day, I saw a man fly and do magic in full view of countless muggles on a strange contraption in a muggle restaurant. I do not know who else to turn to in America, nor how to contact the local magical communities, so I decided to seek out the first wizard I could find. A waitress told me of your father’s public performances and so here I am.”

“That um, yeah wow. That’s crazy. So like, you’ve never seen a computer before then? And wait, when were phones invented? Were they even a thing yet? There’s like, entire new countries now, and countries that used to exist are completely gone. There’s a lot of history that happened in just the past decade, much less a whole century.”

I smiled ruefully, “Indeed. I fear I am rather behind the times.” I was glad to see that Zatanna’s reaction seemed to be mostly positive so far, though I wasn’t actually certain that she truly believed me. 

I was unsurprised when, after another minute of chatter, Zatanna smiled at me awkwardly and asked, “So um, I don’t want to doubt your story, but it’s a pretty wild thing to say. Do you mind if I cast a spell on you to confirm what you’re saying?”

I did mind––allowing a mostly unknown witch to just cast a spell on me was pretty crazy––but I agreed anyway. “Absolutely, I understand that my story is rather far-fetched.” I twisted my hand slightly, ready to grab my wand and respond at a moment’s notice. 

I had expected her to retrieve a hidden wand from somewhere, but instead Zatanna stretched a hand out towards me and chanted, “Rewsna Yllufhturt! Did you really come here from the past and don’t know how it happened?” 

I felt the compulsion settle over me, snaking tendrils of Zatanna’s magic tapping against my occlumency shields. I didn’t fight it, instead doing my best to continue smiling. “As far as I am aware, that is indeed what happened,” I told her simply.

“Huh,” Zatanna lowered her hand and the compulsion vanished. I did a quick sweep, but it didn’t seem like she’d left any lingering magic waiting in my mind. “Well, I guess at least you think that you’re telling the truth.”

“I do not believe that someone messed with my mind to make me believe so, if that is what you are implying. That was an impressively performed spell. I do not think I am capable of such a simple, wandless truth spell.”

Zatanna preened. She seemed rather weak to flattery, particularly when it concerned her magical skills. “Thanks! I’ve worked really hard to get where I am today.”

“It shows.” It really did, wandless magic was insanely hard, and she’d managed a wandless compulsion spell without blinking an eye. Maybe that was some sort of family trait? It would explain some of what I’d seen from Giovanni in videos and also why he’d chosen to educate his daughter himself instead of sending her to a proper school. Maybe he wasn’t such a bad father after all. “Your casting would be the envy of wizards thrice your age.”

We spoke for another several minutes and I did my best to sprinkle a liberal amount of praise into our conversation. Eventually however, Zatanna noticed the time and told me that she needed to go back to the theater. She invited me to come along, saying that she could introduce me to her father though any actual help would probably have to wait until after the performance. 

            

    
        Chapter 12

    
    
    
    
                For a moment, it looked like Zatanna wanted to say something else, but then she bit her lip and looked away. “So?” she asked softly.

I tried to think quickly, mentally jumping back and forth as I considered the options. Both going with her or sticking to my original plan had their pros and cons, and it was just a question of which ones out weighed the others.

If I went with her, Zatanna could introduce me directly to her father, which would hopefully start us off on the right foot. However, it was possible that he might react the same way that she originally did, thinking that I was trying to use his daughter against him, which could be pretty bad. Subverting younger elements of a family was a classic trick for getting past heavy wards and I was hoping to avoid having a fight break out if I could help it. 

Going with her would also put Giovanni on the back foot right from the start. He wasn’t expecting anyone right now, and had a show to perform in an hour that he needed to prepare for. Sometimes putting the people you were dealing with on the back foot was good, like in a negotiation, but oftentimes people would react poorly in such circumstances, something I definitely wanted to avoid. 

On the other hand, me being there might actually help reduce any suspicions her dad might hold towards me. I wouldn’t be the strange wizard his daughter had run into and then told I’d see her later, but rather the polite young man in front of him with a winning smile and a firm handshake. We Blacks tended to be rather handsome and we knew it––it was much easier to be angry at an ugly unknown than a smiling, attractive stranger. 

It also meant that if he decided to instantly turn hostile, he would not have any time to prepare a trap for after the show. As long as I was not caught unaware, I was confident in my ability to escape from a single hostile wizard caught by surprise. Few people were prepared to suddenly have a conjured Inferius appear on top of them and it took time to cast an anti-disapparition jinx.

Meeting with him later had its own advantages and disadvantages as well. If I asked Zatanna to pass along what I’d told her about me, it would give him time to consider what I’d said. Seeing his daughter unharmed and not under any sort of compulsion or curse might also warn him that I truthfully didn’t mean either of them any harm. 

It was certainly the more formal, polite option. Ambushing a wizard while they were otherwise occupied was rather rude; it was why I had been planning to wait until after his performance and not come to meet him before it. 

I looked at Zatanna’s hopeful smile and made a decision. I smiled warmly, “That would be greatly appreciated, thank you Zatanna. I know you likely have many other more important things to attend to and I am thankful that you are taking the time out of your day to assist me.”

Zatanna smiled back at me, “Of course, I’m happy to! Helping people is what being a superhero is all about. I’m sure that dad, or maybe uncle Kent will be able to figure out what happened.”

She gathered up her things and stood up, leaving her empty plate and cup on the table. I rose to my feet as well and was surprised when she grabbed my hand, pulling me along towards the door. “Let’s go before dad comes looking for me. He can be a huge worry-wort sometimes.” 

Huh, she sounded slightly bitter about that. I made a mental note about it and let her pull me after her out the door, down the street, and into a narrow alleyway between the theater and the neighboring building. I gingerly stepped around some discarded rubbish on the ground and wrinkled my nose at the smell wafting off the dumpster we passed along the way. 

We stopped at an unobtrusive door the same color as the brick around it with no visible handle. Zatanna tapped a finger against it and mumbled a short incantation I could barely make out, “Rood Nepo.”

The door clicked, then swung out towards us. I caught the edge of the door before it could hit Zatanna in the face and then slowly opened it the rest of the way once she’d taken a step back. “After you,” I told her, bowing slightly and gesturing towards the open doorway. 

Inside, we found ourselves in a maze of dimly lit corridors. Fortunately, Zatanna clearly knew where she was going, easily navigating us down hallways lined with numbered rooms, up a flight of stairs, through a room filled with clothing racks covered in translucent white sheets, and finally into a brightly-lit back room filled with props, one side blocked off by a thick velvet curtain. 

“Dad?” she called out, “Dad, I’m back, and I have someone with me!” 

There was no response for a moment, and then the curtain parted and Giovanni Zatara stepped into the room. He was a slender man of medium height, dressed in the same suit, collared shirt, bow tie, and yellow vest that I’d seen him wearing in the videos I’d watched at Big Belly Burgers, though the matching tophat was currently absent. He had black hair the same shade as Zatanna’s, a well cared for mustache over his lip, and thick black eyebrows. 

“Welcome back, Zatanna,” he greeted his daughter, a thick Italian accent coloring his english. “Cutting it a little close, no? And here I thought you were excited to perform on stage with me today.”

He opened his arms and Zatanna stepped into his hug, then quickly pulled away.

“And who is this young man,” Giovanni asked his daughter, peering at me suspiciously. “I do not recognize him. Is he one of your classmates? We’re a long way from New York city.”

Zatanna floundered for a moment and realized I was going to have to count on myself to make a good impression here. I put on my most perfect smile, stepped forward, and extended my hand out towards the older wizard, my palm turned up and my wand hidden away in my sleeve. “Good afternoon sir, and my apologies for disrupting your preparations. My name is Hydrys Black and I’m afraid I only had the good fortune to meet your brilliant daughter earlier today. I’m a fellow wizard and I fear I’ve run into a spot of trouble that I was hoping you would be able to assist me with.”

Giovanni’s eyes narrowed as he studied me, but he did eventually take my hand and shake it once. He had a very firm grip and I could feel his magic, rich and potent, pulsing just beneath his skin. “Giovanni Zatara,” he introduced himself slowly, enunciating each syllable. “I do not believe we have met before, Mr. Black, and I do not recognize your name.”

Well, that was something of a relief, even if he clearly hadn’t meant it to be. I shook my head, “Of course not, I wouldn’t have expected you too. I––”

Zatanna interrupted me before I could finish what I was trying to say. “It’s ‘cause he’s a time traveler, dad! He’s from the past so of course you wouldn’t have heard of him before.”

Giovanni’s expression didn’t change, his eyes boring into my own. “Is that so? The past, you say, Mr. Black?”

I was slightly annoyed that Zatanna had just blurted it out like that––I had hoped to get into things slowly to give Giovanni more time to relax––but her interjection would probably save us some time so maybe it wasn’t such a bad thing. “Ah, yes, that is essentially correct. I found myself abruptly in this time just a few days ago and have so far been unable to locate the local magical authorities, so I decided to seek out the most publicly visible wizard I could. I was born in the early nineteen-hundreds and it seems the world has changed a lot since then. It was quite a shock to have a muggle––oh sorry, no-maj––direct me to you, but it seems the Statute has seen some revisions since my time.”

Giovanni stared silently at me for several long seconds. “The statute?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

I frowned. “The Statute of Secrecy, I mean. The sort of thing you’re doing now, why, it would have had you in Azkaban faster than you could say obliviate.” There was no look of recognition on his face. I tried again. “You know, the International Code of Wizarding Secrecy? The ICW statute signed in 1698?” 

“I am afraid I do not know of that of which you speak of, Mr. Black,” Zatara told me solemnly.

What? Even if it had been altered or repealed, the Statute had been a defining part of wizarding life for more than two centuries. That was a pretty long time even by wizarding standards.“So wait, you’re not an ICW agent? Do you work for MACUSA?”

“I am not familiar nor affiliated with any organizations by those names. I am a member of the Justice League, and nothing more.”

He…didn’t sound like he was lying, but what he was saying was utterly absurd. Had…had Grindelwald perhaps succeeded in his efforts to remake wizarding society as I knew it? But no, Germany and his puppet muggles had lost the war and I would have expected to find a very different world around me if he had won. Still, I had to ask, doing my best to frame the question in such a way that it didn’t sound like I disliked or supported him, “Did…Lord Grindelwald win the war?” I asked haltingly.

The expression on Giovanni’s face was utterly inscrutable. “I would not know. The name certainly does not ring any bells, so I would say it is doubtful.”

What in Merlin’s name was going on? How could an adult wizard not know about Grindelwald, MACUSA, or the ICW? Even if Grindelwald had died the same day I’d vanished and both organizations had collapsed, their names shouldn’t have so quickly vanished from history! 

“Ilvermorny, Hogwarts, Durmstrang? Do…do any of those ring a bell? Beauxbaton? Gringotts? Barry Winkle? Uh, Olivanders?” I rattled off a dozen other names of wizards and notable institutions, but each time Giovanni shook his head. My heart was beating a mile a minute in my chest and it was starting to get hard to breathe.

How could an adult wizard have never heard of any of those names. One or two, sure, but any of them? Was Giovanni some sort of muggleborn who’d figured out magic all on his own and never had any contact with the wizarding world?

His next words dispelled that meager hope and left me utterly reeling. “I’m afraid I’ve never heard of any of those things before. My family’s library goes back centuries, and I do not believe I have ever come across those terms in all my years. Nor do I quite know what a muggle or no-maj is, though I think I understand from context what you were trying to communicate.”

“I…I…” I couldn’t breathe. “Yo-you’re l–l–lying!” I stuttered out, my words twisting in on themselves like snakes.

Zatanna was saying something to her father, but her words were nothing but smears of sound drowned out by the ringing in my ears. Everything felt like it was spinning, and I could feel a throbbing, burning heat in the center of my chest where my new magic lay. I felt like I was only barely present in the moment, my head throbbing and my magic bubbling uncomfortably. 

“I speak naught but the truth, I fear, and my spells tell me you do the same. From what you and my daughter say, it seems that perhaps you may not have been just temporally displaced as you say.”

Zatanna appeared beside me, her hand on my shoulder. “Hydrys? Hydrys? Are you okay?” 

I tried to bat her hand away, but the weakness in my limbs stopped me. Instead I focused on her touch, her firm presence and magic against my own. 

My wand dropped into my fingers seemingly of its own accord, the yew wood singing within my mind like the phoenix whose tail feather formed its core. I felt a connection form, another condensed droplet of knowledge appearing within my mind, but I couldn’t focus on it. I squeezed the wood so tightly that my knuckles turned white and my nails dug into my palm until they drew blood. 

“What? How? Why?” Questions raced through my mind, but I couldn’t focus enough to even articulate them properly, much less try to answer them. 

Giovanni cast a spell and I was lifted off the ground and lowered onto a soft cot. “Come, Zatanna,” he intoned softly, “we shall allow him to rest while we finish our preparations. There is not much time left and you still need to get dressed.”

I didn’t hear Zatanna’s response, but Giovanni’s voice was firm when he answered her. “No, daughter. Come along, now. And I wish to hear all about how you met this…young man while I work.”

            

    
        Chapter 13

    
    
    
    
                It took me an almost embarrassingly long time to pull myself together. “Merlin’s beard, focus Hydrys!” I swore internally. I was Hydrys Sirius Black, seventeenth of my name, scion of the Noble and Most Ancient House of Black. I could trace my ancestry back eighteen centuries through fifty-nine generations of pure-blood wizards. 

Throughout all of British history, a Black was there in the thick of the action. Blacks fought both for and against the Roman legions, were present for the founding of Hogwarts and the first meeting of the Wizard’s Council. A Black studied alongside Merlin himself and served within the court of Camelot. 

We had survived wars, plagues, and witch hunts, had faced countless trials and always clawed our way to the top. It was not by chance that the House of Black was one of the largest, wealthiest, and most magically powerful families in all of Europe, but rather the product of generations of hard work and scheming. 

This was just another trial to overcome. Another mountain to climb. Another dragon to slay. 

I could do this. 

I just wished I knew what the hell was going on. 

Hydrys Black the fourth hadn’t gone in blind into his first dragon hunt. Hydrys Black the ninth had known exactly what he was doing when he hit Merwyn the Malicious in the back with a blood-boiling curse. Hydrys Black the thirteenth hadn’t lived through twenty-seven separate assassination attempts by being unprepared. 

I took a deep breath. Well then, it seemed that my next step was clear. Panic solved nothing. It was a weakness that had to be excised before it could poison the mind, like burning out a squib line before it could damage the family. 

A flickering candle flame bloomed within my mind and I fed it with my panic, my fear, and all the other emotions threatening to overwhelm me. Thoughts were sorted and categorized, useful information stored away for later review and extraneous nonsense was burnt into fertile ash. 

I exhaled and pinched the candle flame out, leaving my mind a blank, dark void empty of all things. I luxuriated in the sensation of everything and nothing all at once, my magic thrumming softly in my ears. Everything was going to be alright. I was going to get through this. 

I inhaled again and with the ease of long practice––no Black was ever allowed out of their home before they could demonstrate at least a basic level of proficiency in defending their minds––my tattered occlumency shields, damaged by the rush of panic and overwhelming emotions, reformed. 

Walls and wards snapped into place, giving order and structure to the dark nothingness that was my mind. Thoughts and memories appeared from the darkness, swiftly flowing into their appropriate places. Magic rose up to fill in cracks left for it, reinforcing and locking into places the well structured interior of my consciousness. 

I exhaled and opened my eyes. That had been…significantly easier than I remembered it being. In fact, over the past few days I’d noticed that a lot of things were easier than I’d expected. I’d succeeded in creating an Inferius on my first attempt even though it really should have taken me a half-dozen or more tries to get a complex spell like that to work. My apparition had felt smoother, faster, and less strenuous than I remembered. And now this––it usually took me well over an hour to fix my occlumency shields if they ever got damaged, but here I’d done it in what, ten minutes maybe? And they felt stronger than ever. 

I pushed the thought aside for the moment, setting it with the other odd magical phenomenon I’d experienced recently. That pile was starting to get concerningly large, but I still had no idea how it all fit together, nor what the root cause of it might be. 

Actually, there was another thing to add to that pile. During my minor breakdown, I’d gained another one of those spell-like points of understanding, though this one was not another powerful zombie, but rather an item. An artifact. My precious yew wand that I’d purchased from Olivander years ago. 

Though it was useless to me now, it came as a huge weight off my back. Just days ago I had come terrifyingly close to losing it forever. The prospect of being without my wand was just too awful to consider. There was only a tiny handful of magic that I could use without a wand, rendering me a veritable muggle without it in hand. 

Now, if I ever lost it, I could recreate it from scratch, a perfect replica manifested from raw mana. I would need one more mana before I could do so, I currently could only access one mote at a time from Slaughter Swamp, but I felt like it was only a matter of time. I would never be wandless again, a huge source of reassurance in a world that's suddenly felt terrifyingly unfamiliar. 

I sat up and looked at my hands. My wand was still clenched tightly in my first, thin rivulets of blood leaking from where my long nails had cut into my palm. I uncurled my fingers one by one and gently picked up my wand in my left hand. I was much less proficient in casting left-handed, but fortunately this spell did not require any particularly finicky wand movements.

I drew a small circle in the air, then tapped my palm and whispered, “Episkey.” Skin knit back together in an instant, leaving my hand feeling very warm and slightly tingly. 

I flexed my fingers all together, made a fist, then wiggled them one by one. Transferring my wand back to my right hand, I twirled it through a number of complex motions that some NEWT level and beyond spells required, then spun it around each of my fingers, tossed it up in the air, and caught it by the carved grip. A fountain of red and silver sparks shot from the tip of my wand and hung in the air like a cloud of stars.

“Oooh, pretty!” a soft voice exclaimed, and my head jerked around to look at Zatanna, who had just reentered the room. She’d changed since I’d last seen her and was now wearing an outfit reminiscent of what I’d seen her father wearing, but modified to fit her figure. 

She had replaced her previous top with a three-layered combination that consisted of a black blazer, white corset, and a low-cut yellow vest. She wore a white bowtie like a choker, drawing the eye to the swath of pale skin between the top of her corset and her neck. Her long white pants were gone as well, replaced by a tiny pair of tight black shorts that could have passed for undergarments and hugged her wide hips. 

Her thighs were left nearly completely bare, covered only by a black netting that hid nothing at all and only served to accentuate her figure further. Finally, the outfit was completed by knee-high black leather boots with a considerable heel, giving her several inches of additional height, and white silk gloves that covered her hands and vanished into her sleeves. 

Whatever I thought I was going to say was cut off as my mouth suddenly went very dry and a renewed wave of very different emotions battered against my occlumency shields from the inside. Zatanna was very beautiful, easily the match of any witch in my year at Hogwarts, and even the best-fitting, most scandalous dress robes were considerably more concealing than what she was wearing now.

There were no ifs or buts about it, Dorea would have been grounded for life if Uncle Cygnus had ever seen her wearing any part of Zatanna’s outfit, much less all of it at once. Women's pants made from fish nets…the future certainly was filled with many fantastical inventions. 

Zatanna walked over towards me and looking up to meet her eyes as she approached felt like wrestling with fiendfyre. “I’m glad you’re looking better,” she told me quietly. “People are starting to trickle in and dad’s setting up for our first act, so we have to keep our voices down, okay?”

I nodded, not fully trusting my voice, and Zatanna smiled. “Good. Um, so we’re going to be starting soon. You can stay back here and rest if you promise to be quiet, or, if you’re feeling up for it, I can show you how to get to the audience from here. You have a pretty good spot near the front and dad is really good at this stuff. Don’t tell anyone, but like, he likes being a hero and saving people and everything, but performing on stage like this is his real passion.” ]

Before I could answer, she quickly added, “Oh, and dad said he’d be happy to help you after the show. He just doesn’t want to skip this one for something that isn’t super urgent––he had to cancel most of his shows in June and he’s been itching to get back up on stage. Plus, this way we can invite Uncle Kent over and he knows about all sorts of crazy magic phenomena. I’m sure that he and dad will be able to figure out what happened.” 

I personally considered my issues rather urgent, but then again if his usual problems included a dark wizard trying to blot out the sun like I’d heard about on Monday, perhaps his attitude was understandable. In any case, it had already been more than two days, a few more hours probably didn’t matter that much, 

“I…” I shook my head to clear it, “You’re going to be on stage, right?” She nodded. “Then I think I’d like to watch the show. I bet you’re going to be amazing.” 

The lights in the room suddenly dimmed, but not fast enough to fully hide Zatanna’s blush, visible even through her makeup. “Thanks,” she whispered, then grabbed my non-wand hand and pulled me to my feet. My hand felt very warm against the smooth silk of her glove as she turned around and began to tug me along back into the maze of hallways. 

I tried to memorize where we were going, but it was a futile effort. I didn’t have the best sense of direction––it had taken me four years at Hogwarts before I finally felt at all confident navigating the ancient castle on my own––and not only was it kind of dark and everything looked the same, but I also had something very distracting and partially covered in black netting that kept drawing my eyes instead. 

I really liked robes––they were comfortable, had a lot of room for pockets, and could be imbued with an impressive number of enchantments due to the large surface area. Cousin Dorea always looked stunning at balls, and there was something magical about dozens of couples twirling together on the dance floor in elegant robes embroidered with gold and gems and glowing with enchantments. 

However, as Zatanna pulled me along behind her, I decided that perhaps robes were not the be-all and end-all of clothing as I’d always believed them to be. I hadn’t thought much of what I’d seen all the muggles wearing, but the clothing of the future certainly had its own appeals. 
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                The show, for all that it was clearly designed to appeal to the most basic of muggle tastes, was…surprisingly entertaining. For a ‘magic show’, there was a shockingly small amount of actual magic involved, the majority of the tricks done with nothing more than sleight of hand and well designed props, but I never would have thought as much without the magic sight spell that I’d cast at the beginning of the show.

Zatanna’s presence certainly added to my enjoyment as well. She was not quite as proficient in some of the tricks her father performed, but she made up for it with enthusiasm and far greater natural appeal than he could possibly manage. Her role was mostly that of an assistant, but in my eyes she stole the show every time she…bounced around the stage.

There was unfortunately one disadvantage to Zatanna’s presence. Muggles, for all their deficiencies, were not blind. I could see their lustful looks and hear the whispers of the men around me as they gazed upon her. I nearly cursed the two men sitting in the row behind me for their murmured comments to one another, and that was certainly not the only case that tested my self control. 

It reminded me of a phrase I’d heard once from one of the Ravenclaws, a swarthy wizard in the year below mine whose family owed its wealth to wise investments and holdings in the far east and maintained a constant presence in Hong Kong. They were like toads who wished to feast on swan meat, their eyes bulging obscenely and their mouths hanging open to catch flies. Disgusting behavior. 

At the end of the performance, I clapped alongside the muggles and then decided that I did not wish to fully wait for them to disperse before I could go speak with the Zataras. I ducked into a lavatory, pleased to see that it was as well kept as I’d come to expect from muggles of this time, made sure I was alone, and then apparated back into the room where I’d first been introduced to Giovanni. 

In hindsight, that was perhaps not my most well thought-through plan. I appeared in the room with a sharp crack and a moment later, Giovanni burst through the curtain surrounded by a translucent, orange-tinted shield and wielding his cane like a short staff. 

My wand rose and a shield snapped into place around me in an instant, a year-and-a-half of dueling classes having rendered the spell nearly reflexive. Giovanni and I stared at each other for a long moment, and then Giovanni cleared his throat and dropped to the ground, his shield vanishing into glittering sparks of orange light. I followed suit a moment later, my wand vanishing into my sleeve and my protego shield flickering out of sight.

“My apologies, it was not my intention to startle you,” I said awkwardly, bowing my head a fraction of an inch to the older wizard. I really should have known better. Apparating so close to someone without warning was very rude, but the lack of wards guarding against it had made me forget my manners. I should have aimed for the corridor outside, not directly in the room itself. 

At that moment, Zatanna rushed into the room. I glanced over at her, then quickly averted my eyes back towards her father. She’d already removed her vest and blazer, revealing the pale skin of her shoulders and the lean musculature of her arms to the air. 

“Dad? Oh, Hydrys, you’re here already. I was just about to go get you,” she paused, looking back and forth between the two of us. “Is everything okay?”

“Just a misunderstanding,” Giovanni eventually volunteered. “You should go get changed, daughter.”

Zatanna eyed her father suspiciously for a moment, then nodded. “Okay.” She took a step back, then slipped through the doorway she’d entered through and shut it behind her. 

I paused, then looked between Giovanni and the door. Zatanna was standing directly behind it. I could see a faint shimmer of magic spring up around her then disperse into the air and door, some manner of eavesdropping spell if I’d ever seen one.

Giovanni clearly knew she was there too. He reached up to rub his face with his hand, then shrugged his shoulders. “Well then, Mr. Black, I do believe I have some time to assist you now. I apologize for any distress my words may have caused you. It sounds to me like you are very far from home.”

I nodded slowly. I still wasn’t one-hundred percent certain of what was going on and absolutely intended to go looking for magical landmarks I knew should exist, but even if I’d just time traveled and not…gone somewhere that looked familiar but clearly wasn’t, Giovanni was still right. I was very far from home. “Yes. That certainly seems to be the case.”

I fell silent, trying to gather my thoughts. Even after I’d rebuilt my occlumency shields, there were still a lot of things on my mind. I’d done my best to not think about them during the show, but the scale of everything troubling me was daunting. Still, the old adage held as it always did. How do you skin a dragon? One scale at a time.

One problem at a time. 

“I…fear I am not native to this land, nor this time. It does not sound as though my family holds sway here as it did in my…homeland.”

“I have never heard of a Black family, besides perhaps that of Black Adam, but you bare no resemblance to him.”

I shook my head. “It is traditional in my family to be named after a star or constellation with very few exceptions. Adam is not the name of any of my forefathers.” 

“Good. You would not want to be related to a man such as him. He is a dangerous criminal and a menace to society.”

I made a mental note to look into this ‘Black Adam’, but he clearly wasn’t important right now. “In any case, I find myself sorely lacking in funds and accommodations. I do not ask for charity––I am certain I will be able to support myself once I’ve had a chance to become properly established––but I would greatly appreciate aid in this trying time, or perhaps assistance in securing a loan of some sort? I am loath to exploit my abilities,” mostly because I wasn’t keen on becoming a fugitive for the second time in less than a week, “but I simply do not know enough to make my own way in this time.”

Giovanni was frowning, which probably wasn’t a good sign. He hummed softly, tapping his cane against the floor in an irregular rhythm that felt just barely random enough to not be some sort of spell or ritual component. 

“I am…not certain how much I would be able to help you with such things,” he began, “but perhaps a number of my acquaintances would be able to do so. In terms of accommodations, I believe––”

The door that Zatanna was hiding behind opened and Zatanna walked into the room like she hadn’t been eavesdropping on our conversation for the last two minutes. She’d at least managed to change, which did help her ruse, but both Giovanni and I had seen her hide herself so it hadn’t really worked out very well overall. “Oh, does Hydrys need somewhere to stay?” she asked no one in particular. “We have plenty of extra rooms, I’m sure we could––”

“Absolutely not,” Giovanni exclaimed. “As I was saying, I’m certain that a friend of mine could find somewhere for you to stay for a few days. Perhaps he may be willing to organize a loan as well, but I would have to consult with others on this matter.”

Zatanna looked ready to protest, but a sharp look from her father silenced her before she could say anything. She crossed her arms under her chest and humphed loudly, but stayed silent.

“I appreciate you taking the time to do so, sir,” I said diplomatically. “I understand that you are a very busy man with many obligations. There are a few other matters I was hoping you may be able to assist me with. Firstly, I have recently discovered some troubling changes with my abilities. It is nothing overly serious, but I find myself without any experts or libraries of my own to consult with at this time. I was hoping that perhaps you may be able to assist me, or at least direct me towards someone who can?”

Giovanni looked like he was mulling things over, so I quickly followed up with a much simpler request that wouldn’t require nearly as much trust and effort from the older wizard. “Furthermore, I fear for my ability to properly integrate with this time period. The world seems vastly different than I remember and I do not understand much of what I see around me. This city, the automobiles on the road, the flashing signs in eateries, it is all strange and foreign to me.”

This time, Zatanna didn’t even wait for her father to say anything. “Oh, don’t worry Hydrys, I can totally help you get used to everything! Dad’s really old fashioned, but I’m sure I can get you up to speed in a few weeks!”

Giovanni did not look pleased by his daughter’s declaration. His frown deepened and the look he gave me nearly had me reaching for my wand. “Perhaps. I’m certain I will be able to find materials to assist you with adapting to the modern world,” he ground out. “It will take some time for me to arrange for everything and to speak with my associates. We should meet again tomorrow evening to––”

Zatanna turned to Giovanni and planted her hands on her hips. “Dad, come on. He doesn’t have any money or anywhere to stay. At least invite him for dinner. Kent is coming tonight, right? Nothing is going to happen. Hydrys hasn’t done anything bad, you don’t need to treat him like a villain. We can all eat, relax, and then you can go talk to the league tomorrow.” She turned to me. “You won’t do anything bad, right Hydrys?”

I cupped my hands in front of me, showing that I wasn’t hiding a wand in either hand. “On my House and my magic, I would follow the rules of hospitality,” I said solemnly. 

“See?” Zatanna told him, “Come on dad, we’re heroes! Helping people is what we do, and Hydrys clearly needs help. Plus, do you really want to send him back out into Gotham at night with no idea what’s what? It's a miracle nothing bad has happened to him yet!”

Giovanni stared at his daughter, then tapped his cane against the ground one final time. “Fine. You are correct, daughter. I have been a poor role model today. Gather your things, I shall transport us to Shadowcrest.” He turned to me, “I expect you to be a good guest, Mr. Black. My home is heavily protected and you will not enjoy the consequences of venturing where you are not permitted.” Then he glared at me for a long moment, glanced over at Zatanna, and then back towards me. 

I nodded quickly. “Of course, sir.” I was pretty sure I understood his final, unspoken message as well. If I so much as looked at Zatanna the wrong way, he was going to gut me like a fish. Well, it was a good thing that my mother had trained me to be a perfect gentleman. 

In hindsight, I was glad I hadn’t had a chance to ask about his family’s magic as well. He didn’t seem to have taken my first few questions well, and very few wizards were willing to discuss, much less share, their magical secrets with outsiders. Hopefully a more casual setting would help the man warm up towards me and maybe I could ask some more questions over dinner.
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                I, of course, graciously accepted Giovanni’s offer. To do otherwise would be the height of rudeness after Zatanna interceded with her father on my behalf. My decision absolutely had nothing to do with wanting to get out of my overly muggle accommodations and eat food with a proper wizarding family, nor Zatanna’s presence at that location. Absolute nothing at all.

Giovanni and I stood in silence as Zatanna ran off to grab her bag, him clearly not particularly interested in speaking to me right now and me unwilling to say anything that might anger him without Zatanna present. I’d clearly made a much better first impression on the younger Zatara than the elder, and needed to use that to my advantage as best I could. 

When Zatanna came back with her bag hanging off her shoulder, she came over to me, grabbed my arm, and pulled me towards her father. “Let’s go! I’m starving! I bet Uncle Kent is already waiting for us.”

One the three of us were all standing together, Giovanni turned to look at me. “The sensation may be disorienting. Do not fight my magic or the spell may drop you along the way.” I nodded quickly and took a half-step closer to the two of them. Magical transportation tended to be a bit finicky at the best of times and I didn’t want to get splinched across half of America. 

Giovanni raised his cane in the air between the three of us. “Ekat Su Emoh,” he declared, and I pulled tightly on my magic like I would to smooth out a side-along apparition. 

The world around us shimmered and fell away. For a moment, we were surrounded by nothing but an orange shield, and then we reappeared in a well-appointed foyer. I stiffened as I felt the faint touch of immensely powerful wards pass over me, not the strongest I’d ever been under but much closer than I’d expected to find in America. This was a proper wizard’s manor, protected by enormously powerful and extremely lethal wards like the ones on Grimmauld Place and some of our older properties abroad. 

Zatanna frowned and looked up at the ceiling. “He’s a guest,” she said firmly.

The ward’s attention turned away from me, leaving only a faint sort of pressure pressing down on my magic. I exhaled softly, “Thanks Zatanna.”

We removed our shoes, Zatanna left her bag on the floor, and then I followed Giovanni further into the manor. We passed by the entrance to a large hall with a table big enough to seat forty or fifty people, turned left into another hallway, and then finally reached a much smaller, more intimately decorated dining room. 

Hand-drawn pictures hung on the walls, some of them signed with Zatanna’s name in big, messy letters. A number of ribbons and scholastic awards hung beside them. There were a quite a few family photographs as well, most of them featuring a younger-looking Zatanna, her father, and a woman who I could only assume was Zatanna’s mother. 

There was also a man waiting for us in the room. He was an older, stately looking gentleman with gray hair and blue eyes. He was dressed somewhat like Giovanni, making me wonder if perhaps that was a common look for wizards in this time, except instead of a suit he wore a brown sweater over his white button down shirt and a regular tie instead of a bowtie. 

A simple-looking wooden cane stood upright beside him, his hand drifting towards it as we entered the room. I lingered in the doorway, not wanting to get in the way just yet. “Ah, hello there, Giovanni. A pleasure to see you as always.” He stood up slowly and the two men shook hands. 

He then turned to Zatanna, who rushed forward and embraced the elderly wizard. “Ah, it has been too long my dear. I’m sorry for not visiting more often. Travel wears on these old bones. Even magic can only do so much.”

Zatanna pulled back slightly, “Oh, don’t talk like that! You’re still young.” 

The two shared a laugh and I mentally pegged the man at about two- or three-hundred, maybe a bit older. He had an air about him that elderly wizards often carried with them, a weight of magic and experience that was more common to ancient structures than people. 

Zatanna finally let go of the man, presumably the Uncle Kent she’d mentioned earlier, and he turned back towards Giovanni. “I’m sorry to intrude, but I fear this isn’t merely a social call. A few days ago the Tower detected an unusual phenomenon near Gotham that I’ve been investigating, and I was hoping you’d be able to help me out. It could be nothing, but I’d rather have backup and not need it then the alternative, and I’d rather not turn to Fate right now.”

I wasn’t exactly sure what they were talking about, but ‘unusual phenomenon near Gotham’ and ‘a few days ago’ certainly sounded familiar. Giovanni and Zatanna exchanged a meaningful look, and then Giovanni turned back towards Kent.

“Of course I would be happy to assist you, Kent, but I think I may already be a step ahead of you.”

I took that as my cue to step fully into the room. I inclined my head towards the wizard and smiled, “It's a pleasure to meet you sir, Zatanna has spoken highly of you. My name is Hydrys Black, and I’ve recently had a very strange experience just outside Gotham city.”

Kent eyes and cane both lit but with a soft yellow glow and he stared at me silently for several long seconds. My fingers twitched and I twisted my wrist, my wand ready to fall into my waiting hand at a moment’s notice.

Then the glow died and he nodded. “A pleasure to meet you as well, young Planeswalker. It has been many, many years since one of your kind ventured to this plane.” 

We stared at each other in silence for several seconds. My mind was racing. Though I’d never heard the word before, something about it resonated with me, that same whisper that had told me the names of Slaughter Swamp, Solomon Grundy, and Mana silently agreeing that this man was right. I was a Planeswalker…whatever that was.

My eyes flickered to the Zataras. They both looked equally confused, though Giovanni’s grip on his cane had tightened and Zatanna was looking between me and Kent with worried eyes. 

Kent tapped his cane against the ground. “I take it from your response that you are unfamiliar with the term?” he asked kindly.

I nodded. “Indeed, and yet something about it…seems right.”

“Curious. Well, I don’t know much, but I’ll tell you what I can. You seem like a nice young man.” He turned to Giovanni, “It seems I picked a good night. I guess this is a social call after all. Let’s eat, I’ve been shut away in the Tower’s library all day and Zatanna looks ready to start gnawing on the furniture like she did as a baby.”

“Uncle Kent,” Zatanna exclaimed in a strangled voice.

The older man just laughed. “I’ve been sitting here smelling the fresh bread and risotto for thirty minutes! Excuse an old man his small amusements, my dear.”

Dinner was…very interesting. I felt very out of place at first. Dinner at home was always a formal affair, even if it was just members of the family present. Dinner at Hogwarts was less formal, but no less deeply political, with seating, who you could and couldn’t speak with, and more determined by your position within the house. 

This on the other hand was much more casual. There was only one fork at my plate and the Zataras and Kent seemed very close, certainly closer than I’d ever been to anyone in my own home. As the dinner went on, I relaxed slightly, the tension in my spine easing and the urge to reach for my wand temporarily falling away.

The food was excellent, but I had little attention to give it. Instead, I spent most of the dinner either talking or listening to Kent. What he said was both deeply shocking and somehow completely unsurprising, like on some level I had known it all already but been unable to put it into words. 

I was a Planeswalker, one of a tiny, tiny handful of people in an infinite Multiverse able to traverse the gap between Planes of my own accord. The heat I sometimes felt inside me was my Spark, the fragment of energy woven into my soul that granted me these abilities. 

Kent didn’t know many details about what planeswalkers could do, but even the basics he told me helped me fill in the gaps. Planeswalkers could understand any spoken language––something he demonstrated by cycling through a half-dozen tongues I’d never heard before and yet each and every word made perfect sense. They were powerful wizards one and all, their natural abilities augmented by their Spark and their ability to learn new styles of spellcasting unmatched. 

They were also well known for summoning men and beasts to fight alongside them and creating powerful spells, enchantments, and magical items from nothing. They also had some way of connecting with the land of the Planes where they found themselves, but Kent didn’t know anything more about that ability, for instance how I could draw strength from Slaughter Swamp. 

The knowledge that I was not simply in a new time but a whole other world was both shocking and lifted an immense weight from my shoulders. It explained so many of the day’s revelations and completely removed the anxiety I’d been feeling about introducing myself to Zatanna by my own name. 

Eventually, Kent exhausted his knowledge of Planeswalkers and the conversation turned to other topics. Zatanna asked me about my world and I was happy to oblige her, telling the table about Hogwarts and the wizarding world. I very carefully avoided mentioning the circumstances around how I’d become a Planeswalker, along with a number of the other less savory things I’d done over the years that the Ministry would have frowned on.

In exchange, the trio took turns telling me about this world and its magical community. There were far fewer wizards in this place, and they mostly did not live fully separate from the muggles, which was very, very strange to me. However, this world played host to a much vaster array of powerful non-humans than my own did. The greatest threat to wizards in this world were not other wizards and muggles, but spirits and ancient creatures of myth like demons and angels. 

By the time dinner wrapped up and Kent needed to leave, I had learned a lot. Some of it was very promising, such as the ability of Planeswalkers to learn methods of spellcasting native to the planes they visited. I was very interested in some of the magic that Kent and Giovanni had mentioned in their stories. Other information was rather terrifying, such as the scale of some of this world’s dangers. I was a skilled wizard, but I was only seventeen. I did not know how much I liked my odds against some of the more terrifying threats they’d described.

I wished everyone a good night and Giovanni showed me to a guest room. Sleep did not come quickly, my mind racing with new knowledge, ideas, and plans. Eventually though the gentle thrum of magic moving through the manor’s wards lulled me to sleep and my eyes closed.
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The idea that there were different ways to use magic was not necessarily completely foreign to me. Magic had existed before wands, and even now there were wizards in some parts of the world that disdained their use and practiced their own traditions. Even European wizards, who had been using wands since their invention during the final few centuries of the Roman empire, still had a few common magics that did not require wands. Very few potions needed a wand to brew, the animagus transformation was famously performed without one, and the ritual that had gotten me sentenced to Azkaban certainly didn’t need one either. 

I’d even met a few wizards like that before. I once had the pleasure of speaking with Babajide Akingbade, one of the youngest members of the ICW in history and a brilliant spellcaster. The man was sharp as a whip and magically powerful enough that the air around him prickled with static electricity when he got excited. We’d had a fascinating discussion on theoretical spells designed to combat semi-tangible non-beings such as dementors and lethifolds (for all that my textbooks classified them as beasts, they were clearly no such thing). 

The man had eventually demonstrated a spell he was working on that summoned fire made from intangible crystal, cast with nothing more but a sharp flick of his index and pointer fingers. The spell could not damage such non-beings, and was hideously difficult to control, but in his testing he’d found that ghosts could not pass through the flames––an impressive feat of spell design in and of itself. 

Unfortunately, my own attempts to recreate the effect had been completely unsuccessful. I’d hoped to demonstrate the spell as part of my charms or defense OWL, but ultimately had abandoned the idea when I couldn’t manage it with or without a wand. There was a good reason that Akingbade was considered one of the greatest prodigies to ever come out of Uagadou.

However, from what little I’d heard about the way that Zatanna and her father cast their spells, the method differed greatly from the wizarding spellcasting I was used to. Similarly, Kent’s command of magic was a third, entirely separate methodology that I’d never seen before. 

I had never been good at resisting the allure of new, powerful magic. It had gotten me in trouble more than a few times over the years and ultimately culminated in an Azkaban sentence, but it had also propelled me to the forefront of my generation in terms of spellcasting. Perhaps a few of my Ravenclaw classmates knew more in their own specific niches, but no one came close to my overall breadth and depth of knowledge and experience.

The idea of learning a completely new system of spellcasting with its own advantages and techniques was, to put it mildly, deeply alluring. Exploring the abilities my Planeswalker spark gave me was also an appealing idea, but I could do that anywhere and anywhen. Zatanna, her father, and their family library was my only shot at this specific form of magic.

Now, in my own world I absolutely never would have dared ask the youngest member of a wizarding family to share their magical secrets with me. That was the sort of foolhardy approach that started blood feud and could drive an Ancient house to extinction. Here however, I decided that perhaps my unfamiliarity with the local wizards might serve me well. I didn’t necessarily know that their techniques were considered secret, even if I strongly suspected they were. Thus, perhaps there was no harm in at least asking, right?

And, to my genuine shock, that just…worked. I brought it up subtly during breakfast after Giovanni had very reluctantly left Zatanna and I alone in the dining room so he could go take care of some business. Zatanna jumped on the idea, seemingly just as eager as I, if not even more so, to see if I could indeed learn her family’s style of spellcasting.

That was how, less than an hour later, the two of us had ended up in an impressively warded indoor training hall, a half-dozen thick tomes stacked haphazardly on a rather well-worn wooden table. We were sitting side by side huddled over a massive book filled with diagrams and pages upon pages of tiny, handwritten text in a language I definitely didn’t know a week ago but had no trouble reading after less than five minutes of trying to decipher the unfamiliar words written in mostly-familiar characters. That was definitely another skill I was going to have to explore in further depth, but that could wait for another time.

Zatanna was once again dressed in a truly scandalous outfit, though not quite as much so as the costume she’d performed in. She’d swapped out her lavender shirt for what I could only describe as a single length of blue cloth wrapped tightly around her breasts and little more, leaving both her shoulders and midriff entirely uncovered. 

Below that she was wearing something that could have easily passed for an undergarment in my time. Instead of pants––in and of themselves an unusual garment for a young woman––she wore a thin black garment that hugged her body like a second skin and stretched around her every curve. It was completely opaque, but still revealed every detail to the world and I could literally see the outline of her true undergarments beneath the fabric. 

It took every fiber of my self control to sit calmly beside the beautiful young witch without embarrassing myself with ungentlemanly behavior. I was thankful that the topic of our conversation was as fascinating as it was, or else I feared that I may become distracted and offend my new teacher.

Before I could try learning the specifics of the Zatara’s magic, Zatanna wanted to give me a general overview of this plane’s spellcasting. “So basically, Logomancy,” the specific type of magic that Zatanna and her father primarily used, “is a specific category of Order magic. Most magic people use is Order magic, with a few rare exceptions, because Chaos magic tends to be unpredictable, dangerous to the person using it, and actively corruptive.”

She paused and began to rapidly flip through the book, stopping when she reached a two-page diagram filled with overlapping circles. “Order magic on its own is pretty dangerous too,” she poked the largest circle on the page, “but by narrowing the scope of what you’re doing,” she dragged her finger through the dozens of smaller circles within the larger circle, “you can end up with a system that keeps most of the power but negates most of the negative effects. I don’t really know very much pure Order magic, Uncle Kent is sort of the expert on it and he’s shown me a few things, but it’s really dangerous to learn without a proper teacher.”

“There are a few other types of magic too, but I don’t know very much about them yet. The Atlanteans have their own system that is compatible with Order magic, but doesn’t really work in quite the same way. They actually have a whole school that teaches their style of magic, but you basically need to be an Atlantean or get a recommendation from someone really high up to go there. 

“Then there’s a few others that I’ve only really heard about. There’s this guy named John Constantine that my dad really doesn’t like who uses demonic magic, Captain Marvel’s powers are a type of magic too, and there are a few Chaos-adjacent magic systems that we have books for but dad never lets me look at those because they’re dangerous.”

Zatanna paused and looked over at me. “Does that make sense so far?”

I nodded slowly, leaning over to read the slightly faded text on the diagram. “So this is all the types of magic and their subsystems?” I asked.

Zatanna nodded eagerly, “Yeah, and how they’re related to each other. See, Order and Chaos magic are direct opposites, while Atlantean magic overlaps with Order magic and Demonic magic is close to Chaos magic but isn’t actually connected to it at all.”

“Fascinating.” I murmured, committing the page to memory, “I don’t believe my people had anything similarly to this. We did have some classifications, but ultimately we believed that at its source, all magic was simply that. The most common classifications I’m used to relate more to whether or not a spell requires a focus and what sort of emotions are more closely connected to the casting process.”

Zatanna leaned down beside me, our faces a scant few inches apart. “So like, anyone could do any kind of magic that they wanted too?”

“Theoretically yes, but in practice, some people are better suited to one branch of spellcasting or another, and practicing a certain type of magic can occasionally make other forms more difficult to perform.” I hummed softly, trying to decide how much to say. I certainly wasn’t going to say anything about light and dark magic––I had a feeling that Giovanni and his Justice League would likely disapprove of spells such as the unforgivables just as much as the Ministry did––but thankfully I had another excellent example I could bring up. 

“For instance, my own family has a predisposition for transfiguration. Ah, magic having to do with transforming the shape and material of objects and individuals,” I quickly clarified at Zatanna’s look of confusion. “Occasionally some of us are born as metamorphmagi, wizards with the ability to freely shift their physical form without the need for specific spells. It is a very rare and powerful gift exclusive to my bloodline, though unfortunately the last one in the family passed away a few decades ago and none have been born with the gift since.”

“Oh, like the Martian Manhunter! He’s a shapeshifter too, though I don’t think he knows any other magic.”

“Perhaps? I do not know enough about him to say one way or the other.”

We spent a few more minutes discussing the topic, and then Zatanna moved on to the real goal of our lesson. “So anyway, Logomancy. That’s what me and dad do, and it's been our family’s primary style of magic for as long as anyone remembers. I’m a little biased,” she laughed, “but it's a pretty great system. It’s very flexible, a lot more than most Order magic, and can technically do everything, but it's not really the best at anything. 

“The biggest downside is that it's really exhausting. Someone using basic elemental magic can keep it going for hours, but I get pretty tired after just a few big spells. Dad has a lot more endurance than I do and I’m getting better, but I’ll never have the same sort of staying power as someone like Felix Faust with his pyromancy.” 

“I’ll keep that in mind.” The fact that Zatanna had just gone and told me a major weakness inherent to her family’s magic was rather bizarre, and I was naturally inclined to distrust it, but she didn’t seem dishonest. Perhaps she was simply overly trusting? We’d barely known each other for a day!

“Anyway,” she shut the book in front of us and shoved it aside, then pointed her hand at the pile of books she’d brought with her. “Emoc koob,” she said firmly, and one of the books near the bottom of the stack shot towards her. 

She easily caught the book and set it down, but the books that had been above it began to fall. “Oh fuck,” she swore, reaching her hand out towards them again, but I beat her to the punch. I flicked my wand and the unstable stack steadied, the books sliding into a more carefully balanced pile. “Whoa, that was fast!” she exclaimed excitedly.

“Certainly not my first time dealing with falling books,” I joked, “you have to be quick on the draw or the librarian will kick you out faster than you can apologize.”

She laughed, then opened the book she’d summoned and drew my attention back to her explanation. “So Logomancy looks pretty simple. Most people just see a couple of fancy words and some handwaving, but there’s a lot more going on behind the scenes that you need to focus on when you’re trying to cast a spell. Still, once you have the basics figured out, everything gets so much easier. Let's start with this one, this is the book dad used to walk me through casting my first spell. The first thing you need to know is…”

We worked through lunch and into the afternoon. Zatanna was only a passable teacher, but her enthusiasm and general bubbly helpfulness made up for any deficiencies in her explanations. It took more than five hours of effort and every shred of prior experience I could apply to our lesson, but eventually our efforts paid off. 

“Nrub,” I declared firmly, my mind utterly focused on Zatanna’s lessons and my wand tucked away in an interior pocket of my robe. I felt an immense drain on my magic, compatible to what was needed for a large-scale transfiguration or powerful dark spell, and my eyes widened. 

The piece of scrap wood lying on the floor a safe distance from the table burst into flames, and Zatanna jumped into the air, clapping her hands together in excitement. “Yes! You did it!”

I turned towards her, a pleased smile stretched across my lips. “We did it,” I told her confidently. “I certainly couldn’t have managed it without you, much less in such a short amount of time.”

Five hours for a new spell was pretty slow, especially since all it did was light things on fire. Five hours to learn an entire new way of casting spells however…that was impressive. 

Zatanna rushed over to me and pulled me into a tight hug. “Now that you have the basics down, I’m sure you’ll be able to figure out the rest much faster! Once dad finally agreed to start teaching me and I cast my first spell, it got a lot easier to learn more.”

“Knowledge builds upon knowledge.”

“Exactly!” She let go of me, a matching grin on her face. “Now, do you think you could––”

“Of course!” During our lesson I’d promised to show her some of my own magic as well, a horribly unequal exchange but one that seemed to excite her immensely.


I drew my wand and flicked it at the still burning piece of wood, extinguishing the flames before they could do little more than char the outside. “So wand magic has some similarities to your Logomancy, but there are a number of other elements you have to worry about like wand motions and specific incantations. Making new spells is also a lot harder, you can’t just make up the words and movements and it's a really complicated, dangerous profession. 

“However, once a spell exists anyone can cast it if they know the steps. Furthermore, if you practice a spell enough, you can eventually learn to discard both the words and movements and cast a spell silently. Like this,” I waved my wand through the air and carefully enunciated, “AH-viss.”

There was a loud blast and a half-dozen tiny yellow birds flew from the tip of my wand and circled around my head once before perching on the edge of the table we’d been studying at. Then I repeated the spell two more times, the first time jabbing my wand forward instead of using the correct movements and the third time eschewing both the movements and incantation.

Judging from Zatanna’s reaction, I concluded that I’d chosen the right spell to demonstrate. She seemed delighted by the tiny little birds, and I mentally directed one to land on her finger. It was barely bigger than a golden snidget and Zatanna cooed softly as she stroked its soft feathers. “They’re adorable,” she whispered.

Probably best not to mention how the spell had been developed then. The Avis spell had a long and fascinating history connected to the endangerment of wild snidget populations and the replacement of live birds with enchanted snitches in professional quidditch, but a lot of people seemed to focus on how the spell had been specifically designed to make the birds easily crushable…
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                Far too many wizards seem to take magic for granted. They proudly elevate themselves far above the muggles, grasping tightly to their magic as proof of their superiority while allowing their glorious gifts to wither and die on the vine. Each day at Hogwarts I looked upon the lax idiocy of my peers, how they never strived to better themselves and struggled with the simplest of spells, content to enjoy the fruits of other’s labor, and I wept at the waste of it all.

For the first seven years of my life, my family feared that I may be a squib, or close to it at the very least. I had one great display of accidental magic as a small child––shattering the wards on my toy box to summon my favorite toy dragon––and then not a single further instance until I was nearly eight years old. Only my quick mind, discipline, and curiosity saved me from getting shipped off to the estate in Spain where my family keeps our squibs, my mother always saying that I was far too clever a child to possibly be a squib. 

Though my magic did eventually reveal itself once more, I never forgot my longing for it, the years spent playing with enchanted baubles and wandering the library filled with desperate hope and longing. It was what drove me to study long into the night and practice while my peers lounged and joked, utterly squandering the priceless gift their ancestors had given them. Magic was more than just a tool, it was a beautiful living thing filled with endless possibilities. 

In Zatanna, I saw that same spark. She strived for excellence, to learn all there is to learn and achieve what was once thought impossible. She was brilliant and talented, beautiful and clever. I could only imagine how much more I could have accomplished at Hogwarts with a witch like her by my side.

After spending the morning and much of the afternoon learning logomancy from Zatanna, my next several days were very, very busy. Though I would have been happy to stay at Shadowcrest for a time learning about this new world and studying magic and my new Planeswalker abilities, Giovanni seemed very eager to get me out of his home. His associate provided me with a modest apartment in Gotham city and a very, very modest stipend for food and other necessities while I was getting acclimated to the new world and time period. 

It was all far below the standards I was accustomed to, but I did not particularly plan to rely on the generosity of an unknown sponsor for long. I would deal with it for the time it took me to acquire superior accommodations, and not a moment longer.

I spent my first afternoon in the apartment using my wand and a large bucket of magically charged black ink that I’d duplicated as much as I could manage to paint the walls with a very generic but thorough runic warding scheme. It wasn’t something I would have ever used in my own world––using wards copied straight from a textbook was just asking a random bored sixth-year to rob you blind––but in this world it had the benefit of not being published in four centuries worth of school books. 

It was far from perfect, in fact I would go so far as to say that it was the bare minimum I expected from somewhere I was willing to go to sleep, but it would have to do. Anything more would have to wait until I was no longer living in a building with other residents, and I doubted that Giovanni would look kindly on me rendering his colleague’s apartment unplottable. 

Of course if Giovanni thought that removing me from his home would stop me from spending time with his daughter, he was sorely mistaken. It was July, the middle of the summer, and the muggle ‘school’––though I loathed to give it the same title as a proper place of learning such as Hogwarts, Durmstrang, or the other schools of magic large and small in my world––was not in session. Furthermore, Giovanni himself had many tasks that required his presence and attention. Thus, when combined with my ability to apparate and create portkeys (Zatanna was not yet capable enough to teleport herself reliably with logomancy), it was easy enough for us to spend our time together, which we did most days. 

We spent some time at my apartment together, particularly while I was working on the wards. We also went out into the city a few times, usually under the cover of a muggle-repelling ward but occasionally without one active, particularly after Zatanna had finally convinced me to purchase a number of muggle garments for myself. 

I was very reluctant to do so at first––even my least favorite robe was better than muggle rubbish I thought––but eventually she wore me down. Her willingness to search for new clothing for herself and model them in front of me certainly contributed to the number of outfits she successfully foisted onto me as well. 

Zatanna seemed to delight in introducing me to muggle pastimes, inventions, and advancements that I’d never seen before. We visited a movie theater (apparently in my homeland they were called ‘cinemas’) and I did enjoy the movie that she selected for us. It was a rather delightful story called ‘I am Very Evil’ about a tall man with a large body and very skinny legs served by many thousands of house-elf like yellow creatures as they sought to steal the moon. 

Zatanna told me it was meant to be a comedy, but unfortunately many of the jokes required context that I simply lacked. Still, it was entertaining, and sitting beside Zatanna in the dark theater with our hands clasped together and a bowl of delightfully salty and buttery popcorn balanced on our legs was an excellent experience. Zatanna laughed so hard she had to stop to lean against a wall when I critiqued the man’s plan after we had left the theater. 

Another day, Zatanna and I used a few portkeys I’d prepared ahead of time to travel to Europe, where I confirmed for myself what I had already been told. Hogwarts was gone, as was Diagon Alley, the Ministry of Magic, Beauxbaton, and the ICW headquarters. I didn’t bother looking for any of the other, less notable locations, I just wanted to make sure for my own peace of mind. The trip was slightly disheartening for me––seeing nothing but grass and sheep where once Hogwarts had stood was painful in the extreme and made my heart ache––but at least Zatanna seemed to enjoy the small bits of Europe that we managed to explore.

However, the majority of our time together we spent back at Shadowcrest. It turned out that, for all that the manor possessed some immensely powerful wards, they were bound to the Zatara family and not to Giovanni directly. That didn’t stop the man from adding some of his own defenses on top of those the manor already possessed, but Zatanna’s permission was all I needed to apparate straight through the wards without them notifying her father of my presence. 

The library of Shadowcrest was massive. It paled before the cavernous depths of the Hogwarts library, but it was very comparable to the Black library, more than I had expected from a world with far fewer wizards than my own.

I was also surprised to meet the library’s guardian and head librarian, Hassan the Mummy. He was rather different from the undead I was used to. For one, he was relatively intelligent, able to both read and write and answer some questions. Furthermore, as far as I could tell the magic that animated him wasn’t dark magic or anything like it. He was a creature formed of Order magic and bound to his undead vessel with logomancy.

Hassan’s presence sparked some purely theoretical debates about necromancy in this world that left me hopeful that perhaps I may be able to utilize some of Slaughter Swamp’s additional energy in this world without being shunned and hunted for my magic. Necromancy in this world still had a number of negative connotations and tended to be looked upon poorly by many mages, but there were cases where it was considered reasonable. Inferi were probably too obviously corpse-like and would come off as ‘villainous’ but there were other forms of necromancy that I might be able to get away with.

I had two primary goals in Shadowcrest’s library. The first was familiarizing myself with the many, many threats this world posed to an unprepared wizard. In my homeworld, wizards had either subjugated, driven away, or systematically culled the majority of creatures that could endanger a trained wizard. 

Sure there were places where it was still dangerous to go without a team, proper training, and equipment, but those were few and far between. It was reasonable to expect that you’d never run into a nundu, basilisk, acromantula, or any other XXXXX rated creatures unless you were stupid enough to go where they were still known to inhabit. 

Here though, that was very much not the case. There were quite a few powerful beasts and beings that preyed on unsuspecting wizards and could even be dangerous or deadly to the highly trained, powerful, and prepared. 

Zatanna had previously mentioned Chaos and Order magic, but now I learned about the Lords that existed within those forces. Kent, the older wizard who’d identified me as a Planeswalker, had apparently once served as the host for a powerful lord of Order named Nabu, and it was from him that he had learned much of his magic. Lords of Chaos sounded like an utter nightmare as well, beings with an innate command of magic and immense natural reserves. 

Then there were demons, devils, and angels, all potentially dangerous extra dimensional creatures that dwelt in different parts of this Plane, along with countless other threats large and small. 

The second goal was to learn about the magic of this world. In this, Zatanna was a huge help. She loved magic almost as much as I did and happily pointed me towards her favorite texts. Though she was primarily focused on her family’s logomancy, she knew a few tricks from other spellcasting systems and I managed to learn a few things here and there as well. I also learned more about those systems, their strengths and weaknesses and where they could be found. 

When we weren’t studying together in the library, Zatanna and I explored the rest of Shadowcrest together. Zatanna loved her home and took great pride in showing me her favorite parts of it, though some she was unable to show me as they were protected by their own wards and wouldn’t allow me entry. Both the manor itself and the grounds around it were a wonderful reprieve from the stifling mundanity of Gotham.

On our sixth day exploring the manor, as we sat side by side on the banks of the small pond behind the building, I felt something move over the edge and a connection formed between me and the land beneath me. It came out of nowhere, startling me as a momentary flash of total awareness rolled over my mind, but then it passed and suddenly there was a second bond tethering me to the lands of this Plane.

Zatanna didn’t seem to notice anything. There was no real change to the land, no pulse of mana or hostile action from the earth or wards. I experimentally drew a single mote from the land and found it oddly pale, very much unlike the Black mana that Slaughter Swamp produced. This Mana was Colorless. Neutral. Neither particularly good nor bad for anything, and somewhat aligned with artifice from what I could tell. 

I also got the sense that Shadowcrest could theoretically provide me with mana of any color, White, Blue, Black, Red, or Green, but that mana could only be used to cast or empower spells and never to create.

I had already known that there existed colors beyond just Black, but it was good to know exactly which ones. I’d already been aware of Green, Solomon Grundy could be summoned with either pure Black or a combination of Black and Green mana, but it was good to finally have complete knowledge about the types of mana. 

Over the next few hours, I drew upon each color one by one, mentally examining them as they dissipated within me. Black was, as I’d expected, the color I felt most compatible with, followed by Blue and White. Blue resonated with my occlumency and the muggle repelling amulet hanging around my neck. White felt a lot like Zatanna’s logomancy and the magic I’d seen Kent use, and reminded me of the sensation of casting a protego spell. 

Neither Green nor Red felt overly appropriate, though both had elements that did feel familiar to me. Green felt wild and verdant and smelled like the greenhouses I’d spent five years studying in at Hogwarts. Red reminded me slightly of fiendfyre, raw, vicious, and filled with devastating rage and emotion. 

Through it all, Zatanna noticed nothing and Shadowcrest did not respond. Judging from Giovanni’s continued absence, he also had not detected anything through the manor’s wards. That was very reassuring––it seemed I did not need to overly worry about who controlled the land I bound. If the powerful wards here could not detect what I was doing, then I doubted many other locations had defenses that could.

In the mornings and evenings, and when Zatanna was otherwise occupied, I worked alone to hone and understand the abilities my nature as a Planeswalker granted me. I practiced drawing on and using Mana, both to empower my spells and to use the patterns I’d learned to summon Inferi and recreate my wand from nothingness. 

From what I could tell, using Mana to empower a regular spell was highly wasteful. I had a feeling that it was possible to cast terrifyingly powerful spells purely using the colored Mana, but I had yet to find any such spells and I was not sure how I would go about creating one. Something to look into in the future.

To my frustration, I had yet to figure out how to use the key ability of any Planeswalker: our ability to move freely between planes. It wasn’t that I wanted to leave––this place was fascinating and I was unsure if I’d be able to return if I did so. It would be a shame to leave Zatanna behind if I disappeared after the amount of time I’d spent cultivating our relationship. 

However, the ability to potentially escape any dangerous situation by simply leaving the world behind at will was too tempting to not at least spend an hour each day working on. The ability had already saved me once from a painful death or life behind bars, and I wanted to have it as an option if the worst should occur once more.

In what little spare time I had outside of those pursuits, I also began to focus on acquiring proper accommodations and a source of revenue to support myself. Were it not for Giovanni and his fellows within the Justice League, I probably would have just found a wealthy muggle to control into giving over his wealth. I could certainly put it to better use than some withered old crone. 

I did not wish to make myself a problem they felt the need to deal with. Zatanna would probably also disapprove if I did so, just another reason to avoid it. Instead, I focused on other, less legally and morally dubious ways of depriving muggles of their wealth and land. I ran a few ideas past Zatanna, and then on her recommendation, a lawyer. 

Some of my ideas were impractical, others illegal. A few however, held real promise. There was no status of secrecy that banned the sale of magical items to muggles. I was no enchanter, but I could manage to imbue a few spells into clothing or make an object virtually unbreakable. There were also no laws against what sort of wards could be put up and where, as well as using magic to heal injuries that muggle medicine struggled to treat. 

It would take some time for things to get off the ground, but once they did my new lawyer assured me that I was going to make both of us extremely wealthy. I was fine with that, he seemed like a good muggle, very sharp. I normally wouldn’t trust a muggle to assist me in such a venture, but he proved perfectly willing to sign a magical contract I prepared for the occasion that would cause him a great deal of grief if he ever willingly broke my trust, so I considered it a worthy investment. Either things would work out and we would both profit, or he would fail and I would need to go find a new muggle. I doubted it would be hard––there were a lot of greedy muggles out there and I was certain a fair few were lawyers. 

Nearly a week-and-a-half after our first meeting, I was once again invited to dinner at Shadowcrest. To my amusement, I left Shadowcrest behind, waited in my home for less than fifteen minutes, and then Giovanni teleported over to bring me back to the manor. Zatanna’s greeting thankfully didn’t give the game away, though she could barely suppress her laughter as she waxed about how long it had been since we’d seen one another. 

As I’d been hoping, Kent Nelson, a man I’d been hoping to speak with again since our first meeting, was once again present. I had high hopes that he may have learned something more about Planeswalkers that I was as of yet unaware of, or perhaps he would be willing to teach me something of his magic. Hopefully I could make a good second impression on him
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Of course I did not jump right in with a demand of the man, that would be both rude and counterproductive. When searching for aid or information, it was far better to be gentle and move with the flow of the conversation. 

The table was mostly silent for the first few minutes of the meal. Giovanni questioned Zatanna on her progress with her summer work and she briefly told him that it was all coming along well enough. I’d seen some of the assignments that her muggle teachers had assigned her for the summer holidays and they’d seemed like dull, mindless tasks meant only to keep idle hands busy. The sort of thing you gave a child, and not a full grown young woman like Zatanna. 

When Zatanna asked about what Giovanni had been doing with his time, his response was just as lacking in details. Part of that was certainly my presence––he seemed leery of discussing his work with the Justice League while I was at the table––but I knew from Zatanna’s stories that he often avoided telling her about his work. He thought her too young and inexperienced to become involved with his work, despite the number of younger protegees that worked alongside the other members. It was a common complaint, one I’d heard dozens of times from her in just the past ten days. For most of her teenage years he had even been reluctant to include her in his stage performances, only finally allowing her to do so in the past two years. 

The conversation stalled for a time after that, until eventually Kent Nelson, who had been content to eat in silence until now, turned to me. “So Mr. Black,” he began.

I raised a hand, “Hydrys, please. Mr. Black makes me feel like I’m back in school.”

The older wizard smiled jovially. “Of course, of course. Hydrys then. So, how have you been finding our wonderful world? I understand that Giovanni has been too busy to check in on you as much as he perhaps should, but I hope that you don’t think we’ve forgotten all about you. Are you having any troubles? I see you’ve gone and found yourself some new clothing. You look very sharp indeed.”

I had indeed acquired a number of new outfits, though I wasn’t actually wearing much truly muggle clothing right now. I hadn’t felt comfortable wearing many of the garments that Zatanna had picked out for me to a dinner with two older wizards, so we’d compromised on making my outfit look muggle, while leaving me dressed in primarily my enchanted Hogwarts clothing. 

I had left my robe at home, replacing it with a dark gray blazer that Zatanna and the merchant we’d purchased it from had said matched my eyes and complexion. Beneath it I wore the white shirt and black pants from my uniform, along with my black leather shoes. Instead of a Slytherin tie which I hadn’t brought with me to this Plane, I wore a blue and silver striped tie that was vaguely reminiscent of what a Ravenclaw might wear, but done in darker shades of both colors. 

I’d done my best to layer both additional garments with as many enchantments as I could manage, but between the completely mundane and partially artificial fabrics and my own lack of practice with the spells, the results were completely incomparable with the clothing that I had once possessed. 

“Thank you, sir. I’ve found that my robes tend to stand out when I venture out into the city and chose to acquire some more modern garments to better blend in. Fashion has changed greatly from what I am familiar with, but I do like a number of the garments I’ve come across. Fabrics have become so much more colorful and varied, and there is a vast plethora of options to choose from.”

“I’m glad. And none of that sir’ing, please. It makes me feel even older than I already do!”

“As you wish, Mr. Nelson,”

He laughed, “Just Kent is alright, I don’t like to stand on formality. I had more than enough of that for one lifetime when the Justice Society was working with the Army back in the day.”

“Just Kent it is then,” I paused, then smiled widely. “Just Kent, could you please pass the bread?”

Kent snorted, then brushed his hand over his cane. The basket of focaccia rose into the air and landed in a clear spot beside me. He turned to Giovanni, dramatically shaking his head. “Ah, youth these days.” Then he turned back to me. “In any case, I hope your time has been both productive and enjoyable. I can’t say that I’m in the best position to help you get adjusted to the times. I’m old and I fear I too do not fully understand much of what has been invented in the past forty years, but if there is anything I can do to help you get settled, I am always happy to assist a young mage.”

Well, that was convenient. I wasn’t sure how far he was really willing to go, but as long as my request was not too onerous it seemed that I was in luck. I pretended to think for a moment. “Well, there is one thing. You seemed to have realized that I was a planeswalker pretty quickly, even though I’d met Giovanni hours earlier and he was unaware of it. I’ve tried a number of detection spells on myself, but nothing seems to stand out as different from before. I was hoping you could perhaps shed some light on that? Or anything else you’re willing to tell me about being a Planeswalker.”

“Yeah, I was wondering about that too,” Zatanna chimed in. “I tried to look up Planeswalkers in the library, but I haven’t found anything yet and Hassan couldn’t help me either.”

“That is perfectly understandable my dear, though I applaud your curiosity,” Kent told her. “I’m not surprised you haven’t found anything. It has been many centuries since a Planeswalker visited this place, and none that I know of stayed particularly long in our world.”

I leaned forward, “Oh? Do you know anything about these planeswalkers?” I definitely wanted to know about some of the very, very few people in the multiverse who I couldn’t just get away from once I figured out how to Planeswalk.

Kent quickly dashed those hopes. “Very little, unfortunately. Only what some of Nabu’s former hosts have written down over the millenia. I know some names: Nahiri, Masrath, and Azor. Of the first two, I know only that they were immensely powerful mages, while the third was certainly that as well, but also a colossal sphinx. Apparently he inspired a number of ancient monuments in what is now Egypt.”

Well, that was something at least. If nothing else, I learned that it seemed that certain intelligent beasts could be Planeswalkers as well, not just beings. 

He continued. “There were a few others as well, but Nabu did not encounter any of them before they left the Plane. Judging from the records I’ve seen, it's possible that there is also a Planeswalker out there somewhere that was originally born here on Earth, but if so they have never returned home.”

“So then, I take it that you have some way of detecting when a Planeswalker enters or leaves the plane?” I asked slowly.

“Exactly! The Tower of Fate contains a plethora of artifacts and enchantments designed to detect various phenomena and threats. This plane contains a number of dimensions, but with the correct spells it is possible to find the boundary between all our dimensions and what lies beyond them. Interacting with that boundary is, as far as I know, all but impossible, but watching it for ripples and disruptions is. Difficult, very, very difficult, but as a Lord of Order, Nabu is uniquely suited to such magic. His kind are present in all dimensions, so to them the boundaries are much more apparent.”

That did seem to make sense, as far as I could tell. From what he was saying, I was curious if it was possible to detect which it was, an entrance or an exit. I very vaguely remembered some of my first trip between my world and this one, and I thought that I could recall seeing the boundary that Kent was describing. Maybe it was something I’d be able to view in more detail once I better understood what I was doing.

“What about when you looked at me and knew I was the planeswalker you were looking for?” 

“Ah, well, that is actually a rather good question. The thing is, the spell I used does not necessarily check whether or not someone is a planeswalker. Instead, it is a highly specialized mana-sight spell designed to look for something called aether. Aether is not a substance that exists naturally within any portion of our reality, but the area beyond it is said to be absolutely teeming with it. When I saw that your body was covered in lingering wisps of aether, I knew that you were likely the planeswalker I was looking for.”

“That’s…very clever. Do you think you could––”

“I’m afraid it is a very complicated piece of Order magic. You would need a considerable amount of experience before I could teach you something of that complexity.”

“That’s unfortunate. I guess I’m going to have to find someone to teach me the basics of Order magic then.” I looked pointedly at him. “You know, I’ve heard that you’re something like a specialist in that field.”

“I am, aren’t I,” he mused softly. “Well, that’s a convincing argument young man. I won’t teach you for free, but I’m sure there are some chores I need taken care of that you could help me out with.”

“I would expect no less.” A few chores, or whatever tasks that was a euphemism for, was a small price to pay for lessons from a renowned expert like him. 

“Very well then. I will expect to see you at my home in Salem at noon tomorrow then.”

Giovanni butted in before I could say anything. “I don’t have time to act as a chauffeur, Kent.”

“That’s fine, I can get there myself. Where in Salem?”

Kent rattled off an address that I committed to memory. “Don’t worry if you can’t find it, I’ll open the door for you when you’re nearby.”

“Thank you, I appreciate it. You’ve helped me a great deal. The uncertainty of not knowing what was going on was really eating at me.”

“I may not be Doctor Fate any longer, but I like to think that I am still a hero on the inside.”

From there, the conversation turned to lighter topics. We exchanged anecdotes about our lives and worlds, ate dessert, and generally had a nice meal together. Both Kent and Zatanna expressed some curiosity about my wand and magic, and––secure in the knowledge that I could recreate it at a moment’s notice––I allowed both of them to hold and examine my yew wand. 

It did not respond to either of them, but Kent mentioned feeling something when he held it. Perhaps it was simply a matter of compatibility? I did not know much about wandlore, but maybe it would be possible to make a wand that did respond to the wizards of this Plane. Something to look into in the future. 

At the end of the night, I wished everyone farewell and Giovanni teleported me back to just outside my little apartment. I would have liked to go straight to bed so I could be up early for my trip to Salem tomorrow morning, but unfortunately it seemed as though someone had tested the protections on my temporary home. The wards on the door showed signs of mundane tampering, as did the outward-facing window in my bedroom. I didn’t think anyone had gotten inside, but just the fact that someone had tried was concerning all on its own. 

Only after an hour spent reinforcing the wards and setting specialized detection spells on the windows and doors did I finally turn in for the night. I did not like the idea of someone poking around my things in the slightest. I would need to accelerate my plans for a new, more secure residence. Just another thing to worry about.
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The trip to Salem did not take long. I’d actually already visited the city once since I’d found myself in this world. In my world, Salem contained a magically-protected and hidden monument to all the innocent wizards and witches killed by Muggles before the Statute had been signed. It had been one of my first stops while I had been confirming for myself the absence of certain landmarks that existed in my world. 

I had been unsurprised to not find the monument in question, but I also hadn’t found any other signs of wizarding habitation. Thus, it was a slight shock to learn that Kent apparently lived there. His home was likely hidden behind some very impressive wards if I couldn’t see a single sign of their presence with a magic sight spell active.

I made it to Salem just after eleven in the morning. I apparated onto an out-of-the-way streetcorner, hidden from view by both a disillusionment and muggle-repelling charm. It took another thirty minute to find the address that Kent had given me, with me needing to resort to asking a handful of passersby for directions before I finally narrowed in on the correct location 

When I got there, I found absolutely no signs of Kent or his home. The address led me to nothing but an empty, grassy lot some ways away from the closest other building. 

Out of curiosity, I recast my magic-sight spell and looked around. Nothing. I could see the ambient magic flowing slowly through the lot, without a single break or spark that might indicate there was something there. Very, very impressive. It took a great deal of effort and some incredibly powerful magics to hide a location so thoroughly I certainly wouldn’t be able to manage such a feat, not without a few decades of research or access to spellbooks I’d never had the opportunity to study.

Since it was still well before noon, I decided to wander around the lot, seeing if I could spot something. No ward or charm was perfect. A properly motivated muggle could walk right through a repelling ward, unbreakable charms could fail if the magic put into them was disrupted, and even the Fidelius, one of the most powerful protective spells ever created, could be defeated by a sufficiently prepared attacker.

I had barely made it a handful of steps when suddenly the world was illuminated by a nearly blinding pillar of light right in front of my eyes. I staggered backwards, my left hand flying up to futilely shield my face and my right clenching tightly around the handle of my wand. 

Even with my eyes squeezed shut and my hand covering them, I could still see it. It took me several seconds to realize what exactly I was looking at. A pillar of magic so bright and powerful that it physically hurt to look at. On my third attempt I finally managed the counter-charm to my magic-sight spell and my shoulders sagged in relief as the blinding white light vanished. 

I straightened, blinking spots out of my eyes, and stared up at the building that was suddenly present where moments ago there had been nothing but air and grass. It was a tower, its sides perfectly flat and square and it stretched up high into the sky like a giant obelisk. It wasn’t as high as the astronomy tower at Hogwarts, but it was still quite massive, easily more than fifteen stories and perhaps taller. Such things were hard to judge from my current angle. 

It was also positively brimming with powerful magic. Even without being able to see it––and there was no way I was going to be recasting that particular spell right now––I could feel the magic in the air now, like a prickle on my skin and an electric buzz in my gut. 

My awe at the spells that must have gone into this place only increased. To not only perfectly hide such a structure, but also the magic around it until it was completely unnoticeable was a monumental feat. Perhaps Kent knew the details of its construction? Such knowledge would be of great aid when I finally acquired a new home for myself on this Plane.

A loudly cleared throat pulled me out of my reverie and I hastily turned to where Kent Nelson was leaning out through a large open door in the base of the tower. “A little early, but there’s no reason to keep you waiting around in the sun and the heat. Come on in, Hydrys, I’m just finishing up my lunch.”

“My apologies. I wasn’t certain how long it would take to find your home and thought it better to be early than late. I inclined my head and headed inside. Kent held the door for me until I was fully past the threshold, then closed it behind me, the door vanishing into the stonework without a trace. The tower’s entrance hall was rather bare. The walls and floor were both made from the same smooth, slightly golden-yellow stone, and the room was illuminated by torches along the walls burning with smokeless golden flames. 

I looked around with interest. The air was alive with magic and I could feel the wards, ancient and incredibly potent, humming around me. Now this was the home of a powerful wizard. The wards here were the match of any I’d ever seen, matching or perhaps even exceeding those that protected Hogwarts. 

“Could I offer you something to drink?” Kent asked as he walked slowly past me, his cane clicking softly against the ground with every step. He stopped in the center of the room and rapped his cane sharply against the floor, the sound echoing off the walls and floor.

The ground in front of Kent smoothed out and then a large stone cube rose smoothly from the floor in front of us. The face facing us rippled and then two metal doors slid smoothly open. “Some water would be lovely, thank you,” I answered as I followed him into what was clearly some form of magical elevator. The doors slid shut behind us and we both turned to face them.

There were no buttons on the inside, and I didn’t feel the elevator move at all, but when the doors slid back open a moment later, we were elsewhere. Outside the elevator was a vast space filled with floating stairs and platforms. Either we were underground or this was an incredible level of spatial expansion, far beyond what most wizarding homes used. Perhaps even both.

It slightly reminded me of Hogwarts. Some of the main stairwells, particularly when the staircases were feeling particularly troublesome, looked just like this. That impression only rose as Kent led me up one flight of stairs, then down another. Then he made a sharp right turn and stepped through an invisible door pretending to be the edge of the platform. 

Through the door was a perfectly ordinary looking kitchen. There was a plate with a half-eaten omelet sitting on the kitchen island and a window in the same wall as the door we’d just entered through that looked out on the grounds outside the tower. 

Kent waved his cane and a glass rose from the drying rack, filled with water, and then floated over to me. I plucked it out of the air and took a sip while Kent sat down and dug into his food. “I hope you didn’t have any problems getting here?” he asked between bites. 

“Not particularly. It took some time to track down the spot, but some of the muggles were kind enough to point me in the right direction.”

Kent finished chewing the food in his mouth, then waved his fork through the air. “I meant to ask yesterday, but muggle. That’s what your people called non-wizards, hmm?”

I hummed softly. “Essentially? Different groups had different names they used. I believe the Americans called them No-Majs, and the term specifically refers to those with no magic born to families without magic. A magicless child in a magical family would be referred to as a squib.”

“Does that happen often?” he asked curiously.

“Not particularly. Once, or perhaps twice, in a generation in particularly large families, but typically less. It's hard to say for certain however, as bearing a squib child carries with it some level of stigma, so it is possible that the true number is actually higher than that. The likelihood is also known to increase significantly after a woman’s third child as well, so few families ever attempted for more than that.”

“Squibs,” Kent enunciated slowly, “Not a particularly pleasant word, that. And what exactly happens with these squibs?”

I shrugged my shoulders. “It depends. In my family, they are typically sent away to an estate in Spain to study potioneering. Not all potions are brewable by squibs, but many are and it is one of the few forms of magic even they are able to perform. Other families…well, there are always rumors, but not much I can say for certain. Some end up living amongst the muggles, others are hidden away.”

Kent did not respond for several long minutes, continuing to slowly eat his eggs. I sipped at my water, content to allow him to finish his food at his own pace. I was the one who’d arrive early, and this was preferable to waiting outside. 

When he finally did say something, it was not a direction of inquiry that I was particularly happy to hear. “So, you know, I’ve been looking into planeswalkers.” He set his fork down and half-turned in his chair to look at me. “And I haven’t found much, but there is one thing I’d like to ask you about. My books tell me that, for their spark to ignite a planeswalker must go through something very intense. A moment of great emotion or revelation.”

“I didn’t know that, though it does make sense. Strong emotions can have interesting effects on certain forms of magic.”

“It is indeed a common phenomenon, though not one present in my own preferred Order magics. Order magic is all about control and precision, and strong emotions can get in the way of proper casting. In any case however, I’m curious. What exactly was enough to push a young man like you so far over the edge?”

I considered lying, but I wouldn’t put it past the wards here to be strong enough to tell the truth from lies. At the same time, the full truth would probably get me into trouble that I wasn’t currently in a good spot to get out of. In a world with so many fewer wizards than muggles, the magical community had an even harsher stance on crimes against the magicless, and a former superhero like Kent Nelson would be even more strongly opposed.

Fortunately, I’d already prepared what I was going to say in just such a scenario. “It's not something I would like to go too far into. Suffice to say, there was an incident and then a horrible miscarage of justice.” Seriously, even two weeks later I was still fuming at the Wizengamot’s ruling. Life in Azkaban for what was barely even a crime! I deserved at most a moderate fine, maybe two- or three-thousand galleons.

At Kent’s raised eyebrow, I continued. “I can’t be certain, but I believe I was betrayed by my Lord uncle and cousin. The heir to our family has always been jealous of my talent and achievements and convinced his father to go along with things to get me out of the way. The internal politics of Noble Houses can be very messy and cutthroat––I’m lucky he did not simply dose me with something during a family dinner.”

Nothing I said was a lie, but it did leave out any information that might anger the man in front of me. Hopefully he would be willing to let things lie now that I’d told him that much.

Kent stared at me silently, then nodded. “In that case, I apologize for prying. It is a tragedy when one can not trust their family to stand behind them through thick and thin.”

“I completely agree. Family is––should be,” I corrected myself, “everything. The fact that our Patriarch and his heir were willing to betray our bond of blood to strengthen their own positions is a travesty that I will not soon forget.”

Kent finished his food in silence, then levitated his plate into the sink and stood up with a soft goan of exertion. “Well then, I do believe you came here for a reason, young man, so we best get on that. First however, is there any specific category of Order magic that you would like to focus on initially? I don’t have that much time to teach you, so it would probably be best to pick one option at first.”
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Though there were a number of areas I could benefit from Kent’s teachings, ultimately there was a reason that I’d come here to learn from the older wizard. Perhaps in the future I could try to convince him to teach me some of his combat magic or warding secrets, but for now there was one spell that I wanted from him more than anything else. 

“If possible, I’d like to start with whatever other detection spells you’re able to teach me. I’m very interested in working up to that Aether detection spell you spoke of yesterday.”

“Fair enough. Can’t say I didn’t expect as much. Let’s see what we can do.”

From the kitchen we returned to the room of floating staircases, the door vanishing into golden sparks behind us. We walked down two flights, then walked in a full circle beneath the stairs we just descended and walked back up one flight. This time, instead of a second flight of steps, there was a closed door on the other side of the landing that emerged onto a…sunny field filled with wildflowers that blew in the slight breeze. 

I looked around and realized that the door had once again vanished behind me as soon as I’d taken a step through it. We were still in the tower, I could feel the wards looming over me, and yet it certainly felt like we’d gone outside. I briefly reconsidered my stance on not asking him about warding––this was…very impressive. The sunlight felt completely natural, as did the breeze and the fresh air. I also couldn’t see an edge to the field, just an endless sea of rolling green and colorful flowers. 

Kent took a deep breath and let it out slowly, tilting his head backwards to allow the warm sunlight to illuminate his aged features. The bright sunlight made his wrinkles and the lines around his eyes stand out in sharp contrast, but he stood with the vitality of a much younger man. He made a gesture with his cane, and a pair of tables shaped from the earth beneath us rose from the ground.

I looked at the two chairs with distaste. “Would you mind if I made us something a bit more comfortable?”

Kent, who was in the process of sitting down, paused. “Be my guest.”

With a jab and a twist, the two earthen chairs shifted into green armchairs much like the ones in the Slytherin common room. Kent gave the armrest of his new chair a pat, then sat down and leaned back into the cushions.

“Oh, that is much better. Such transmutation is not the strong suit of Order magic. It would have taken me far more effort to do such a thing than it took you to do so.”

“Well, it's not really transmutation. The chair is still the chair you created, it just looks and feels different for the moment. Transfiguration, not alchemy.”

Kent curiously poked the chair with his cane, then nodded slowly. “Fascinating. Even still, such magic is far from my own speciality. In any case, I do not have all that much time today, there are some things that require my attention later this evening, so let's begin.”

I quickly took a seat in the chair across from Kent as he gathered his thoughts together.

“When it comes to Order magic, there are often many ways to accomplish a single task. However, in almost every case the most effective method is one that does not unduly affect the natural world. It is much easier to shape an element that is already present than to create one, such as how I made the chairs from earth that was already beneath our feet. This is because, at its most fundamental level, Order magic is about maintaining balance in the world.

“That is why often when I battle other practitioners, you will see the sharp contrast between our spells. They attack me with fire, raise shields from the earth, and direct the winds to batter me. Meanwhile I use shields and beams of Order energy, prisons crafted from light and Order, and the like. I can do otherwise, but it is typically far more energy intensive to manipulate the world than it is to harness raw Order.

“Now, how do we apply this same idea to detection spells? Well, there are a number of methods, but one is typically superior to the others. Order is excellent at both maintaining and detecting abnormalities, so we look for places where the natural balance has been disrupted. Places where the grass is bent from footsteps that do not belong, where magic has changed the world, or when a substance like Aether, one that typically does not exist in this world, can be found.”

I nodded slowly, doing my best to follow along with his explanation. That was an interesting way of going about things, looking not for the thing itself but rather seeing what is different compared to how things would be otherwise.

“Now then, that’s the basic theory at least. Before we can go any further let’s get started with the most fundamental skill you’ll need. Detecting and controlling Order-aligned magical energy.”

The lesson continued for about three hours. Kent was very knowledgeable about his primary field of magic and was also an excellent teacher, greatly cutting down the time that it would have taken me to figure things out on my own. 

My transfigured armchairs ended up coming in handy towards the end of the lesson, where Kent showed me how to cast a spell that could determine if an object was in its natural shape. The earth around us was natural, a chair that Kent created was slightly less natural, and my transfigured chair blazed in my new sense as something that did not fully belong. Even after I’d canceled the transfiguration, I could still faintly tell that something had been done to it in the past. 

Knowing that an object has previously been transfigured wasn’t a skill I thought I’d be needing in the near future, but it was still a fascinating bit of magic. I’d never heard of a wand spell to check for the same, so either it was something no one had ever tried to do in my world, or perhaps it was even impossible with our form of magic. 

Kent showed me out of the tower and instructed me to come back at noon in two days time for another lesson, and that he would have something for me to do next time as payment. I thanked him for his time and apparated away, heading back to my temporary home in Gotham. Hopefully soon I’d have somewhere better to go home too. 
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I didn’t stay at my apartment for long. Someone had made an attempt to break in last night while I was absent and, even though I was pretty sure they hadn’t succeeded, the attempt had spooked me considerably. 

This wasn’t the work of some mundane burglar or opportunistic thief. With the number of muggle-repelling wards I’d put up around the room, only a very strong-willed and determined muggle or someone with magic or other powers that counted as close enough for the wards could have made the attempt. That either meant they had noticed the wards and gotten curious, or they knew exactly who was living in this otherwise unimportant apartment and were trying to target me. 

Either way, I no longer trusted that anything I did, said, or kept in the apartment would remain private, nor could I sleep easily without my wand within easy reach. I’d already been tentatively looking into finding a different place to live, but that search had just moved significantly up in my list of priorities. 

I swiftly changed out of my robe and into some of the muggle clothing that Zatanna and I had selected together. Even after more than a week I still felt very awkward wearing it, but Zatanna had a good point that it was important for me to get used to unfamiliar fashion or else I would likely stand out not just here but in any Plane that I traveled to in the future. 

Instead of my robe and button down shirt, I wore a white ‘t-shirt’, a tight-fitting short-sleeved garment with a round neckline. My pants were replaced by blue jeans, the most common casual pants that everyone in this time period seemed to wear most of the time. They were surprisingly comfortable and convenient, with deep pockets and made from sturdy cotton fabric. It was apparently somehow fashionable to wear them even if they had holes in the fabric, but I refused to stoop to such a level despite the saleswoman’s insistence that I would look good in them.

I even switched out my leather shoes for something more muggle. Apparently leather was considered too formal for everyday wear so instead I was wearing unreasonably costly ‘sneakers’. They were impressively comfortable, particularly since they didn’t have any cushioning or self-adjusting charms, and became even more pleasant to wear once I’d added a few simple enchantments. 

Lastly, I tucked a simple chain necklace with three charms hanging from it under my shirt where they wouldn’t be too visible. One charm was enchanted with a powerful muggle repelling charm, the second a shield charm, and the third a bubble-head charm. With my wand stored in a pocket instead of a sleeve, I couldn’t grab at it quite as quickly, so the charms were an extra bit of insurance that Zatanna had suggested when I’d used that as a protest against buying muggle clothing with short sleeves.

As soon as I was changed, I apparated to Shadowcrest and went looking for Zatanna. She wasn’t exactly hard to find; she was in the library as usual, pouring over a gigantic tome filled with complex diagrams. Zatanna looked up as I entered, and smiled broadly at me when she saw who it was.

“Hydrys!” she exclaimed cheerfully, “I wasn’t sure you were going to be coming today! How did everything go with Uncle Kent? He wasn’t too hard on you, was he?  Oh, did you get to look around the Tower? It's amazing, isn’t it?”

I smiled back and let Zatanna talk, her exuberance making it all but impossible to get a word in until she was done. Wandering over to the table where she was sitting, I peered over her shoulder at the diagram she was studying. I didn’t recognize most of the runes and sigils, but a few were familiar and I knew enough about magic to get the gist of what I was looking at. “Some kind of…banishment ritual?” I asked.

Zatanna marked her page with her finger and flipped the book shut to show me the front. I didn’t know the exact language it was written in, some variation of vulgar latin probably, but as a planeswalker that was no obstacle to me. It was titled ‘Investigations of the Furfur Demon Cult - 671’ with the author listed as one Ziora Zatara, almost certainly one of Zatanna’s distant ancestors. 

“I think it’s supposed to be a mass-banishment that targets only a specific type of demon, but Ziora didn’t copy it down very well, or maybe they just drew it wrong? I dunno. This is one of the only demon books dad has out in the parts of the library I’m allowed into so I’m not really sure one way or another.”

Zatanna pulled her finger out of the book and pushed it away. “Let’s get out of here?” she asked hopefully. “Dad probably won’t be back till after ten so we have plenty of time. The league always holds evening meetings on Sundays.”

“I’m ready when you are,” I told her, offering her a hand.

She took my hand and I pulled her to her feet. Zatanna took the opportunity to spin around, wrapping my arm around her shoulders and tucking herself in under my armpit, my right hand still gripped firmly in her own. 

Zatanna was pretty tall for a young woman, and when she wore heels we were about the same height. Today however, she was just wearing some sandals, along with what I now knew was called a white tank top and a plaid red skirt that didn’t quite reach her knees. 

She leaned back against my shoulder and smiled up at me mischievously. “Okay, I’m ready, let’s go. Actually, wait,” She paused for a moment, then pointed her hand at the book she’d left on the table. “Evlehser,” she ordered firmly, causing the book to shoot up into the air and fly off into the library. “Okay, now I’m ready. Where are we––”

I didn’t wait for her to finish. This wasn’t the ideal way to hold someone while side-along apparating them, but it was good enough and I’d gotten a lot of experience apparating, both on my own and with someone else, since I’d arrived in this world. I used the hand Zatanna was holding to press her snugly against my side, then twisted on my heel and vanished from the room with a slightly softer crack than I could have managed just apparating myself two weeks earlier. 

A moment later, we were standing in a nearly-empty street two city blocks over from my apartment. Zatanna sagged against me for a moment––side along apparition was not particularly pleasant even after quite a few trips to get used to it––then righted herself and brushed a strand of her shiny black hair behind her ear. “Going,” she finished several seconds later. She looked around, immediately recognizing the street––this wasn’t the first time I’d used it as a convenient apparition point. “Oooh, are we getting pizza? I could go for some pizza right now. That place around the corner is sooooo gooooood.”

I considered her words and realized that I was indeed rather hungry. I hadn’t eaten since breakfast and it was nearly four o’clock. “That wasn’t the plan, but I’d be happy too if that’s what you want to eat.” I wasn’t sure I particularly liked the dish, it was messy, greasy, and overwhelmingly muggle, but Zatanna could cheerfully eat it for every meal of every day. 

“Then what are we waiting for?” Zatanna slipped out from under my arm, switched to holding my right hand with her left, and began to drag me down the street towards the restaurant she’d fallen in love with the very first time we’d stopped there to get dinner on my second night at my apartment. 

“I thought you wanted to know how my lesson went?” hurrying after her to avoid getting pulled off my feet. That wasn’t a joke, she absolutely would do so if I didn’t hurry––despite my longer legs Zatanna could walk very quickly when food, clothing, or interesting magic was on the line. 

“I do, I do, but I also want pizza! You can tell me while we’re waiting!” 

“Fair enough!” I laughed, “You’re the boss, Zee.” 

Cho’s Cheesy Goodness was pretty busy when we got there, but not so much that we couldn’t find a table and order almost right away. We got a large margherita pizza for the two of us, plus a milkshake for Zatanna, iced tea for me, and a free basket of garlic knots and mozzarella sticks because of the punch card that Zatanna had been swiftly filling up every time we came here to eat. 

Both appetizers proved far more delicious than I had expected, though my hands got unpleasantly dirty when Zatanna stopped me from eating with utensils like I would have liked too. She was very firm on the idea that only crazy old people ate pizza and appetizers with a knife and fork, and my protests that I had been born ‘almost a century ago’ fell on deaf ears. 

At least I now had the ability to clean my hands without having to touch my wand with greasy fingers. A whisper of  ‘emirg yawa’ vanished the grime and left Zatanna pouting until I repeated it on her hands as well. I knew as well as she did that she was perfectly capable of doing so herself, but she preferred to make me do that sort of thing. I think it was the same sort of idea as making me carry our bags while we were shopping even though I’d charmed them all weightless the moment we’d left the store. In any case, Zatanna’s bright smile and sparkling eyes after I cleaned her hands was more than enough to repay the minor exertion of magical energy. 

By the time we left the restaurant forty-five minutes later, I had told Zatanna all about my first lesson with Kent, and our subsequent plans to meet again on the 20th. She’d also made me promise to ask him if she could join us for future lessons, something I was more than happy to agree to. Kent clearly had a soft spot for Zatanna, so maybe she’d be able to convince him to show us some of his really good stuff. 

I’d also filled her in on my plans for the rest of the day. Namely, searching for abandoned properties that I could take over and transform into a home and base of operations on this plane. She was initially reluctant, saying that I should go through official, legal channels to find something, but it didn’t take long to convince her that my idea was better. 

Having interacted with her a great deal in recent days, I’d found that while Zatanna made an effort to pretend to be a perfectly ordinary and law-abiding member of society, that was ultimately just a thin and very flexible veneer.  She didn’t really care all that much about laws and rules. She did care about people and being a hero, but her morals were a lot more flexible than those of a bullheaded Gryffindor. While she would absolutely stop me if I tried to actually hurt a muggle, she was perfectly happy to commit ‘small crimes’ that didn’t hurt anyone.

On one of our first days out in the muggle world, I’d been on my absolute best behavior doing my best to be kind and courteous towards all the muggles and so on. Then Zatanna cheerfully shattered my preconceived notions of her by flagrantly using magic to steal an outfit she’d liked the look of but that was more expensive and outrageous than her father would be willing to pay for. 

I was pretty sure none of the muggles had noticed, but Zatanna’s cheery wink as she slipped the garment into the bag I was holding told me that she very clearly knew that I had. She’d later explained that she’d never do so at a small, local shop where the theft would potentially seriously hurt the owner, but that it was just ‘harmless fun’ if she did so at a big ‘chain store’ like Stacy’s. 

My reasoning was very simple. For one, I only had a very thin identity in this world, and the muggles seemed to need an excessive number of papers, forms, and documents to do anything important at all. Giovanni had given me an ID card with my name and a fabricated birthday on it and told me to use it if I needed to, but I doubted that would be enough to actually purchase property. It had barely been enough to access the bank account I’d been given, and the lawyer I’d spoken to about using magic to earn money had pretty firmly told me that he’d likely need to set everything up under his own name. 

Secondly, even if I could get past the first issue, and could afford the purchasing price, that would just leave a big paper trail pointing to the location of my new home. Zatanna was just as concerned as I was by the idea that someone was poking around my apartment, and if they’d found it the first time, a trail of muggle documents would lead them right back to me in a jiffy. 

Finally, it wasn’t like taking over an abandoned property would hurt anyone. Gotham was a city both growing and decaying at the same time. While the city center was relatively active and wealthy, there were tons of abandoned houses, stores, warehouses, and even entire amusement parks scattered throughout the city outskirts and suburbs. Many had been taken over at one time or another by supervillains, ordinary criminal groups, and all sorts of other bad guys. Getting rid of one was basically doing the city a service, since it would take away a place where otherwise someone dangerous might hole up. 

By the end of our meal, Zatanna was fully on board and eager to help. Her only concern was that we might run into one of those aforementioned ‘bad guys’, but I was pretty sure that in her eyes, that was a plus and not a downside. She’d spent her whole life wanting to be a hero like her father, but he had completely kept her away from that side of the family business. If we ran into some goons, or even a real supervillain, it would be an opportunity for her to prove herself. I wasn’t too worried myself––as long as we remained cautious and within range of my muggle repelling charm, I doubted we would be in any particular danger.

We left the restaurant hand in hand in good spirits. For the sake of caution––Gotham was not a particularly safe city at the best of times––we switched sides, with Zatanna holding my left hand in her right. Zatanna didn’t need her hands to cast her magic and, while I could wield my wand in either hand, I was far more confident holding it in my right.

Over the next two-and-a-half hours, we wandered through the city, occasionally apparating around to visit different locations Zatanna or I thought might be appropriate. We found a few places that might be appropriate and I marked their locations for later review, but nothing stuck out to either of us yet.

The sun was just starting to set when we decided to check out a warehouse that seemed like it might be a suitable location. It was large, well located, dilapidated but not yet wholly fallen into disrepair, and clearly hadn’t seen any use in years if not decades. It was also on the side of the city closest to Slaughter Swamp, and the dark magic suffusing the area was noticeably thicker and richer than in some other parts of the city. 

Unfortunately, it seemed we were not the only ones who thought this place seemed like a good spot, and we had been incorrect about how long it had been since someone had been here. The first sign that this place was not like the others we’d checked was when the shield charm on my necklace triggered and something skittered off the transparent barrier. We had just entered the building a minute earlier, having unlocked the chain sealing the back door with a simple alohomora, and were looking around the small office we’d found ourselves in the, the room illuminated by the last remnants of the day’s dim sunlight streaming through a dirty window. 

My eyes widened and I jerked Zatanna towards me, pulling her against my side and fully within the bounds of my shield charm. I spun around and caught a glimpse of something disappearing into the darkness of a doorway.

“Hydrys? Did you––”

I shook my head rapidly, holding a finger up to my lips. “There’s someone here,” I whispered softly. Zatanna’s eyes widened, and then her expression went from surprise to utter focus in an instant. She took a step closer to me and let go of my hand, giving me an easier range of motion.

“So not just stupid, horny teenagers,” a voice echoed from all around us, “I underestimated a bunch of kids once, but it won’t happen again.”

A tiny glint was the only warning I got that something was hurtling at me from a completely different direction than before, but this time I was ready for it. I slashed my wand and the large metal hook crashed against a hastily cast shield charm with a resounding clang, then vanished back into the shadows with a clatter of metal on metal as it was pulled back by the chain the hook was attached too. 

That had been a very hard impact, more like a bludger than a casual throw. Getting hit by that would have really hurt, not to mention the wicked point on the tip of the hook. 

Someone was attacking me. Someone was attacking both me and Zatanna with deadly force. As a wizard, an impact like that would have hurt but probably just left me winded. For a muggle, that much force would have caved in their chest like a rotten pumpkin. My eyes narrowed and the smile on my lips vanished. 

Had I been alone, my first response would have probably been a blasting curse, or maybe even fiendfyre if I was feeling sufficiently threatened. However, Zatanna was standing right beside me and she couldn’t just apparate away on her own, and her magic took longer to cast than a silent shield from my wand. 

Trusting my shield charm to protect me for a few moments, I raised my wand up towards the sky, the tip flying through a series of complex loops and flicks and finishing with a smooth inward curl, and reached inward, drawing on a single mote of White mana from Shadowcrest. The mana appeared within me and I pushed it into my wand even as I forcefully intoned, “Protego horribilis!” 

It was not a spell I was particularly proficient in. I’d only learned it a few weeks before my sham trial, and it had taken me far too many attempts to get it to work the first time around, and even after that I wasn’t always able to cast it successfully. I was nowhere close to the level of mastery the book I’d found it in described, the spell potentially able to scale up until it could protect an entire building from concentrated spellfire.

Fortunately, I didn’t need nearly that much power, and the mana my Planeswalker abilities gave me access to made for a hell of a crutch. White mana, I’d found, could greatly empower all sorts of protective spells and enchantments, and this spell was no different. 

I felt the shield snap into place around us, a perfect sphere vanishing into the ground beneath our feet big enough for both Zatanna and I to stand comfortably and little more. It was nearly invisible, with only a pale shimmer of white light dancing across its surface for a moment and illuminating the room before it disappeared. I focused on the shield, then exhaled explosively and lowered my wand. The shield did not so much as waver as I locked it into place, freeing up my wand for further spells. 

Zatanna was not idle as I cast my spell. “Etanimulli eht moor!” she chanted, and pale, sourceless white light illuminated the room, dispelling the deep shadows in the corners and revealing the high ceiling far above our heads.

I looked around, but there was no sight of our assailant. Still, not being able to see their opponent had never been an issue for a competent wizard. I drew a familiar keyhole in the air with the tip of my wand, having cast this spell several times today already. “Homenum Revelio!”

A wave of perception exploded from the tip of my wand, rapidly expanding to fill the room and then spread out throughout the warehouse and beyond. I felt four soft pings in rapid succession, the two of us of course, but also two more shapes just outside the area that Zatanna had illuminated. One was standing just through the doorway to my left. The other was up near the ceiling, hidden in the rafters. 

I made a snap judgment. The man through the doorway was likely the one with the hook on a chain. Nothing he’d done so far indicated the ability to blast through a powerful defensive spell like the one I’d just cast. The other man, the one hidden in the ceiling, had not done anything yet, which left his abilities a complete mystery.

I shifted my wand two inches to the side and flicked my wand to the right, diagonally down, and then to the right again. A small cloud of orange light erupted from the tip of my wand and then the patch of ceiling I was aiming at was consumed by a sudden explosion that echoed loudly off the walls and turned the wooden beam I’d hit into so many splinters. 

A shadow darted across the ceiling and I followed my first curse up with three more in rapid succession, each one obliterating a not-insignificant portion of ceiling and showering the room with splinters. 

Unfortunately, my target was just too fast. The time between casting and detonation was barely long enough to erect a silent protego, but it was apparently enough time for the man to react and avoid the ensuing explosion. 

“There’s someone up there,” I told Zatanna in a hushed voice at her silent look of alarm. “I didn’t get them, they’re still there. Plus another one through that door.”

Our attackers were not content to just take my spellfire and not respond. The man with the hook tested my new shield with several sharp, probling attacks. When none of them did much of anything, he vanished into the depths of the warehouse, only the lingering mark of my revealing charm letting me keep track of where he was going. 

The man above us fired some sort of white spray down at the shield, and it exploded on contact, covering a large portion of the barrier with opaque white goo that obscured my vision of the ceiling. I tried to fire another blasting curse at the man, but it impacted the white goo and went off, splattering it absolutely everywhere and shielding the man from harm. 

I bit my lip in frustration, running through the many spells I’d learned over the years looking for something more effective. The first idea that came to mind was fiendfyre, but I discarded that idea immediately. I had yet to practice with the cursed flames since I’d come to this world, and so far all the spells I’d attempted had been easier and more powerful than I remembered. I already wasn’t great at controlling the dangerous spell, and losing control with Zatanna so close to me was not a possibility I was willing to consider.

Before I could cast another spell, Zatanna beat me to the punch. “Dnib eht nam gnidih no eht gniliec!” she cast. Unlike many of my own spells, logomancy rarely cared about obstacles. Ropes sprang from thin air and rushed towards the shadow hiding in the raftors. He tried to dodge like he had before, but more and more coils appeared around him as he leapt out of the way. Eventually, a rope snagged his ankle and it was over, hundreds of feet of woven ropes cocooning him up like a caterpillar. 

He fell limply from the ceiling, and only my quick reactions saved him from smashing into the warehouse floor. I caught him in mid air and levitated him to the ground, then immediately hit him with a bright red stunner that knocked him out cold. 

Seeing what had happened to his companion, the other man decided to cut and run, and in the darkness of the warehouse I was not willing to pursue him. He ran up a wall, dove through a broken window, and then vanished from the range of my revealing spell.

“He’s gone,” I told Zatanna, slowly lowering my wand. I took a slow, deep breath, trying to calm my racing heartbeat. 

Zatanna looked shaken. She walked over to the unconscious, thoroughly bound man and looked at his purple mask with a black spider emblazoned on it. “This is…Black Spider, I think,” she said haltingly, “so the other guy must have been Hook. I saw them on the news last week, they got captured after killing this CEO lady, but broke out of prison the next day. They’re assassins that work for the League of Shadows.”

I didn’t know who the League of Shadows were, but the way Zatanna said the name told me they were bad news. I thanked my lucky stars that I’d worn my shield charm today, or else things could have ended very differently. I was pretty sure we were done looking through abandoned buildings for today. Zatanna looked like she could use a hot cuppa and something sugary to eat. First though, we needed to figure out what to do with the captured assassin. 
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“We should probably…call someone?” Zatanna asked slowly. 

“Yeah.” I took a deep breath. “Yeah.” I walked up beside Zatanna and fired another point-blank stunner into the assassin’s cocooned form, then a third just to be safe. “That should keep him out for a good bit.”

We both turned to look at each other simultaneously and our eyes met. “Kent?” I asked. If he’d already broken out of prison once this month, there was no reason to suspect he wouldn’t just do so again if we dropped him off with the police, the local muggle version of Aurors. The only other options were Zatanna’s dad––which would mean revealing to him that his daughter and I were wandering the city together––and Kent, who’d also previously been a superhero and had a much better opinion of me than Giovanni did. 

She nodded shakily. “Yeah. Uncle Kent will know what to do.”

“Can you…”

She nodded again, and then dug her cellphone, the same sort of muggle device that I’d first seen Magnolia use at Big Belly Burgers, out of her pocket and began dialing a number. The devices seemed rather useful, but I’d as of yet not chosen to acquire one for myself. Perhaps I may need to change that in the near future. They seemed both incredibly useful for interpersonal communication and could be used to access the muggles’ internet, a vast repository of information.

While Zatanna focused on calling her honorary uncle, I turned my eyes back towards the man we’d captured. My first instinct was to hit him with a memory charm, but I managed to stop myself before I could do so. There was no real point since the other man, Hook, had gotten away. Plus, it would just reveal that I could cast a memory charm, even if I wasn’t particularly great at it, which was something I’d avoided revealing to anyone on this Plane so far. 

From what I’d seen so far, wizards here had never gotten anywhere close to the level of prowess my kin had reached when it came to memory-related magics. Near as I could tell, Order magic was rather poorly suited to the mind arts. It could do compulsions and illusions, but there was no equivalent of the everpresent obliviate spell that had become increasingly crucial in my world to maintain the Statute. 

Since one of our two assailants had gotten away, it wasn’t like I could really hide what had happened. If I modified this man’s memories and then his story was ever compared with what Hook had seen, it would immediately give away another of my magical secrets.  

Zatanna’s phone rang softly, fell silent, then rang again. On the third ring, the sound cut out half-way through, replaced by a familiar, if slightly distorted voice. “Zatanna, my dear! How lovely to hear from you. You sure know how to pick them, that boy is––”

Zatanna loudly shushed Kent. “Uncle!” she whispered into the device, “he’s standing right next to me!” She poked around on the device and the sound instantly turned barely audible, forcing her to raise the cell phone up to her ear. Even then, I could still make out Kent’s muffled laughter. Zatanna waited for several seconds as she listened to whatever he was saying, then cut him off before he could keep talking. 

“Listen, Uncle, uh, me and Hydrys could use some help. We ran into these guys, and we think they’re League of Sha––No, no, we’re fine, we’re fine! We have one of them tied up and unconscious, the other one got away. We just––Yes, I said we’re fine. They didn’t touch either of us. Hydrys––Yes, I know Uncle. I don’t think he’s faking it.” 

She waited for several seconds, then rattled off the name of the closest street corner we’d passed before checking out this building. A few seconds later, she pulled the phone away from her ear and ended the call. “He’s on his way. We should get this guy to the corner.” She sounded much more confident now. Doing something productive had helped reassure her that everything was okay.

I flicked my wand and levitated the rope cocoon up into the air, then floated him out through the open door we’d come in through. Zatanna followed after me, her hand finding mine and squeezing it tightly as though I might disappear. I squeezed back gently and Zatanna shifted slightly until we were walkin nearly shoulder to shoulder instead of just side-by-side.

We’d only just barely reached the intersection when a golden circle appeared in mid air at the center of the road and Kent floated down through it, his cane and eyes blazing with golden light. He spun around in a full circle, sweeping the empty street with whatever detection spells he was using, then turned towards us and floated over to where we were standing a few steps away from the bound assassin. 

Kent landed on the ground and went from powerful wizard to doting Uncle in an instant. Despite her repeated protests that she was fine, he checked Zatanna over a half-dozen times for any injuries, then hugged her tightly and planted a small kiss on her forehead. “I’m glad you’re alright. When you said they were League of Shadows, I was already half-way to the top of the tower before you said you were fine. The league mostly employs trained humans and a handful of metas, but even an ordinary human can be very, very dangerous if they get close or catch you by surprise.”

“You don’t have to tell me twice,” Zatanna said, laughing shakily. “I mean, I’ve met Batman.” She paused, then abruptly turned fully around, scanning the street behind us before letting out a sigh of relief. “You know, I really thought he was going to be standing right behind us.”

Kent reached up and ruffled her hair. “Not this time, it seems, but that does sound like him. I’ve only had the pleasure of working with him a few times, but he does love his dramatic entrances. Now then,” he took a step back and leaned heavily on his cane, “I heard the basics from Zatanna, but please if you could, tell me what happened exactly?”

Zatanna and I exchanged meaningful glances again, and then she nodded curtly. She knew Kent better than I did, so it was better that she told our side of the story. 

Over the next ten minutes, Zatanna told Kent about what had happened, with me only needing to briefly interrupt to clarify some things about the spells I’d cast. She didn’t mention anything about why we were looking at abandoned buildings, nor the fact that this warehouse wasn’t the first one we’d checked, but I was pretty sure Kent was sharp enough to pick up on context clues.

She also did an absolutely fantastic job painting our meeting as a mostly one-of chance for her to help me get accustomed to the muggle world of this time period, and not something at all significant that happened frequently. I wasn’t sure Kent actually believed her on that front, but he did, after much heartfelt begging, promise not to tell her father that she’d snuck out of Shadowcrest to go to Gotham. 

At the end of her story, Kent shook my hand firmly and told me that we would ‘talk more during our next lesson’. When he asked if we needed help getting home, I told him that I would make sure Zatanna got back to Shadowcrest safely, and mentioned that there was a cafe that Zatanna really liked in downtown that I was going to take her too before we went back. Zatanna seemed to like the sound of that idea, and Kent, after staring me in the eyes for an uncomfortably long time, slowly nodded and silently turned away. 

A few moments later, he was gone, flying through another golden portal with the restrained assassin floating after him surrounded by a shield of golden energy. Zatanna took another step closer to me, her back pressed against my side. She was shaking slightly, really both of us were. Now that the adrenaline had worn off, the reality of what had transpired was starting to sink in. If I had been a tiny bit slower with my charmwork, if I hadn’t been wearing that necklace, if one of the assassins had been a bit more prepared for what we could do…

I wrapped an arm loosely around her shoulders and she leaned back into my touch. “Let’s go get us something to drink, and maybe some of those muffins you were eyeing last time,” I whispered. “I think I could use some time to sit down and catch my breath.”

“Yeah, no more abandoned buildings tonight.”

“Definitely not.” 

“Tomorrow?”

“Of course.”

And then we vanished from the street, leaving nothing behind but the fading sound of air rushing to fill the place where we’d just been standing.
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I was really expecting more consequences from what happened last night, but it seemed that those would likely have to wait for another day. Probably tomorrow in fact, judging from the fact that I was scheduled to meet with Kent again then and he was the one we’d handed Black Spider off to. The fact that the original man that had attacked us, Hook, had escaped was very irritating, but there was nothing I could really do about it right now. If I ever came across him again in the future, he would not be walking away so easily. Until then, I would just have to live with what had happened. 

After Kent had left, I apparated Zatanna and I downtown to the cafe where we’d first met. Thankfully it was still open––the majority of businesses seemed to close annoyingly early, with only a selection of eateries and ‘convenience stores’ ever open past the early hours of the evening. 

Despite the strong face she’d shown her uncle, it was clear to me that Zatanna was shaken by the attack. Her being the one to take down Black Spider had helped, but she was clearly cursing herself for freezing up in those first few moments.

We purchased two large mugs of tea and a pair of pastries, then I let Zatanna drag me into one of the booths near the back of the cafe. They were clearly designed to seat four, but there was plenty of room at other tables and I did not resist as Zatanna pulled me down onto the cushioned seat beside her, leaving the two seats across from us empty. 

We ate in companionable silence, both of us lost in our own fights. Despite the unpleasantly muggy heat outside, the hot tea helped me center myself and the sugary sweets were a welcome comfort. 

I had fought terribly. The only good thing I’d done the entire time was erect a proper shield, but everything else was an utter disaster. Just flinging around combat spells at a distant, fast-moving target was a recipe for failure. I wasn’t facing a fellow wizard on an empty dueling stage! This wasn't a class where I had to limit myself to allowed spells and strategies permitted under form-five regulations. 

Now that the fight was over, my mind was packed with dozens of super strategies I could have employed. I could have transfigured parts of the ceiling where he was hiding into noxious gas, conjured birds to harass him, used spells with a bigger area of effect like Incendio, or even just pelted him with a cloud of flying knives. 

And the other man! There had been tons of material to work with in the warehouse and I was a dab hand with inanimate to animate transfiguration. I doubted he would have nearly as much success running away from a pack of wolves or a few cheetahs. Or maybe a swarm of hornets––I racked my brain for the incantation of the spell I’d seen while working on one of Dumbledore’s homework assignments. Crabris? Craboris maybe? 

The exact spell didn’t matter nearly as much when it came to transfiguration compared to charms. The key was visualization and experience. A spell to turn coat hangers to chinese hornets wasn’t particularly handy, but it could be easily twisted to turn anything into giant wasps with anger issues.

Eventually, it started getting late. We left before the cafe could close with us still inside, my muggle-repelling amulet ensuring that none of the staff members would notice our presence. I dropped Zatanna off at Shadowcrest, then headed home. Though I was rather tired, I didn’t go to bed until very, very late that night, absorbed in finishing a few minor projects that I was no longer willing to put off.

I woke up the next day to pounding rain. Dark clouds filled the sky and barely any light filtered into my room through the curtains I’d forgotten to close the night before. I ate a paltry breakfast of tea and buttered toast, grabbed a few things, and apparated over to Shadowcrest.

Today, Zatanna wasn’t in the library. She also wasn’t in the kitchen, the reading room, nor her favorite spot on the porch. That left either her room––which I couldn’t enter for fear of triggering the detection ward Giovanni had put on the doorway––or the training room where she’d shown me the basics of logomancy.

Thankfully she was in the training room like I’d expected. She was floating in the air on one side of the room, an expression of razor-sharp focus on her face and a blue shield floating between her and the makeshift targets she’d set up on the other side of the room. I watched with interest as she smoothly dodged from side to side, then lit one of the targets on fire without losing focus on the other two spells she was using. 

I stepped inside, prepared to wait while she finished up her practice, but she noticed me immediately as I came inside. Zatanna’s shield winked out and she dropped from the air, her knees bending and her skirt flaring out as she landed safely on the ground. Then she rushed over to meet me, calling out my name happily as she approached.

She stopped awkwardly when she got close to me, and I decided to catch her hand and gently kiss her fingers like I had the very first time we’d met. “Good morning, Zatanna. You’re looking as radiant as ever. I hope you had a restful night?”

“Yeah. Yeah, it was fine,” she told me slightly breathlessly. She looked slightly flustered, though I wasn't certain if that was a product of my greeting or fatigue from her training. 

Reaching into the pocket of my jeans, I dug out a small jewelry box that I’d…sort of purchased several days earlier, and handed it to Zatanna. “After yesterday, I…wanted you to have this. It would make me feel more comfortable if you wore it when we went out into the city.”

She hesitantly accepted the box and opened it, revealing a charm bracelet with two small charms dangling from the chain. One was a magician’s hat and the other a capital Z, both cast from pure silver and polished to a fine shine.

She stared at the jewelry for a long moment and I quickly began to explain before she could take things the wrong way. “They’re charmed a lot like the ones I’m wearing. The hat is a shield and the z is a bubble-head charm to help with dust, gas, and bad smells.” 

There was also a third charm, a small rabbit, but I’d eventually decided to leave that one at home. It was imbued with a tracking charm that I’d cast, but I wasn’t sure that Zatanna would be okay with wearing something like that and wanted to make sure she’d keep the bracelet on as much as possible. 

Instead, after casting a few charms on the entire thing I’d removed a single link from the center of the chain and added it to my own necklace. It wasn’t a perfect solution, but there was a ritual I could use to locate the rest of the bracelet using the piece I’d removed. Plus that way there wouldn’t actually be any tracking magic on the bracelet itself that could be removed by a paranoid kidnapper, father, or uncle. 

“Oh. Um, thanks Hydrys. That’s…really thoughtful of you.” She took the bracelet out of the box and I helped her clasp it around her wrist. It fit perfectly of course, owing to the sizing charms I’d used during our shopping trips earlier in the week. 

Zatanna stared at the two charms for a moment longer, then surprised me by throwing her arms around my chest and hugging me tightly. It was a brief hug, lasting barely more than a handful of seconds, but I found my cheeks heating up and had to surreptitiously reinforce my occlumency barriers as I awkwardly hugged her back.

After handing over the bracelet, I helped Zatanna clean up the room, and then the conversation shifted to what we’d been doing the night before. Before our eventual encounter with the two assassins, Zatanna and I had checked out a number of potentially promising locations to convert into my future home and base of operations. I’d been planning to look through at least a few more options, but after what had happened yesterday, we both decided that maybe it would be better to settle on one of the ones we’d already concluded looked pretty good.

There were three such locations. An old pub, a dilapidated two-story house, and a big abandoned warehouse near the docks. We discarded the warehouse as a choice almost immediately. It was not a bad location and I was definitely going to keep it in mind in case I needed somewhere like that in the future, but it just wasn’t very…homey. 

We spent a few minutes debating the other two, and ultimately decided that the pub was probably the better option. It had nice, thick walls, good soundproofing, a big basement, and lots of small rooms that could be easily expanded to fit my needs on the second floor. 

The house had a slightly better location––it was very close to Slaughter Swamp and thus the nexus of dark magic beneath the fetid waters––but it wasn’t like Gotham was really lacking in ambient dark magic either. The concentration around the building wasn’t quite as high, but the proximity to Old Gotham still left it high enough that the Ministry back home probably would have gotten involved and tried to clean it up. 

Turning the abandoned building into a proper wizard’s home was going to take some time. Even with magic, renovating a space like that wasn’t exactly instantaneous, and putting up enough wards and other defenses that I could finally sleep comfortably at night wasn’t going to take lots of time and work.

I was still trying to decide quite how far I wanted to go with the place. I didn’t think I could actually make it truly impenetrable even if I went all out, but I could definitely make anyone who tried to break in really, really regret it. The Ministry of Magic with all its rules and regulations didn’t exist here. There were no laws against what sort of wards I could put up, nor did I need expensive permits and hired inspectors to make sure no ‘shady’ magic got included in the defenses. 

A certain level of protection was a given of course. The building would be unplottable, invisible to muggles, and as impenetrable to every form of spying and unwanted entry that I could manage no matter what other protections I decided to include. However, I could absolutely go beyond that. There was a full moon coming up in a week, and I was pretty sure I could find a few dozen cows, goats, or sheep that no one would miss. Plus, there were all those corpses just lying around in Slaughter Swamp…

Well, I’d need to give it some thought. For now, I apparated the two of us into my future home’s worn and filthy entryway, our entrance kicking up huge clouds of dust that swirled around the outside of our dual bubble-head charms. Before anything else, we needed to set up some basic notice-me-nots and muggle-repellers, then start cleaning up. There was no way I could put up any wards, much less something powerful enough to keep out a determined intruder, in a place like this.
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The initial charms work didn’t take long, but then again it was more meant to repel nosy onlookers and muffle any noise we made while we focused on more important work. The street the abandoned pub was on was almost as empty and dilapidated as the building itself, with only the rare car or hurried straggler passing therows of boarded-up storefronts and filthy brick walls. Only the distant rumble of engines and honking of horns, reminding listeners of the busy thoroughfare just two blocks over, showed that this was not some abandoned settlement in the middle of nowhere.

With that out of the way, Zatanna and I began looking around the pub in earnest. Though we’d done a cursory walkthrough of the building the day before, there was a big difference between shuffling around making sure the foundation was intact and the floor wasn’t about to cave in, compared to actually looking at everything and deciding what work needed to be done. 

Though I’d mentally been referring to the place as a pub, that was perhaps not the most accurate description of the building’s past applications. Much of the first floor had clearly fulfilled such a purpose–some of the furniture, dishes, and decorations were still present and painted the picture of a cheery place to go to share a pint with friends in the evening––but that was far from the only thing that had gone on in this building. 

Shamefully, it was not I who realized this first. After looking around the former dining area, kitchen, stockroom, and bar, Zatanna and I had descended together into the building’s expansive basement. Well, the first basement, it actually had a second, smaller one that I had managed not to notice during my first visit due to the difficulty in accessing it.

Instead of using a simple lumos spell shining from the tip of my wand like I had yesterday, I summoned a half-dozen balls of pale white light and sent them flying around the room to illuminate everything all at once. There were more tables and chairs, another bar, several sectioned off areas, and a number of platforms with thin metal columns connecting them to the ceiling. Those had worried me somewhat yesterday, but a spell had told me they were not critical to the building's integrity and could be easily removed. 

Zatanna took one look around and her face flushed a bright red. It took several minutes for me to convince her to open up about what had her so flustered, at which point she finally decided to educate me on a number of entertainment options that muggles had come up with over the decades. She did a lot of mumbling and her blush did not go down for quite some time, but it was enough to get the point across.

This place had clearly once had entertainment outside of just food, drink, and music. The idea of a club with female entertainers was not fully foreign to me. There were always scandalous rumors about which lords and whose sons had been seen frequenting parts of Knockturn Alley that I had been told to avoid for reasons other than just safety, and I’d heard stories of what went on at some of the upscale gentlewizard clubs my father and uncles were all members of. 

However, the idea of such a public venue with so many people, and some of the utterly degenerate ideas that even a well-raised young woman like Zatanna knew about…well, it was certainly something. I guessed that if the regular clothes of the time were as revealing as the ones I now saw every day, you had to go a lot further to separate a man from his coin than you did in my day.

Once she had regained her composure, Zatanna and I walked around the rest of the property. I looked at everything with new eyes, certain architectural decisions that had previously seemed rather dubious now looking far more logical. The purpose of the small, thick-walled and windowless rooms on the second floor now seemed clear. The rather strange distribution of staircases also made a lot more sense once I realized why someone walking from the basement to the second floor would not want to be seen on the first. 

Zatanna’s theory was further confirmed by the small dressing room we found at the back of the basement, complete with a few discarded garments hidden in out-of-the-way corners. I had never seen a garment consisting of so little fabric before, but I was glad that Zatanna was otherwise occupied when I found it as the thought of the beautiful witch beside me in it and nothing else left me distracted for a distressingly long time. 

After about an hour of poking around, Zatanna and I met up in what had once been a small office attached to the kitchen. She was, particularly after what we’d found in the basement, not fully convinced about my choice of future residence, but I was quite pleased with it. The construction was solid, the sub-basement hidden beneath a trap door in the basement’s small kitchen would make a perfect ward-hub, and the two-dozen small rooms on the second floor were almost perfectly set up for undetectable expansion charms to turn them into proper rooms. 

Though I could see where she was coming from, I personally had no issue living in what was essentially a former brothel. Certainly I was going to sanitize and purify everything very thoroughly, but it wasn’t like basically any home I chose had once housed muggles breeding with one another. 

“Would it help if I told you I’m going to tear out basically everything in the basement?” I asked. I had a lot of ideas for that space, and a good bit of it would maybe even end up covered in water to boot. Though maybe I could preserve some of that area that had once been reserved for high-paying guests. The idea of Zatanna twirling around in some of that ‘clothing’ wouldn’t get out of my head no matter how much I reinforced my occlumency barriers. 

“A little,” she admitted.

“And you can burn all the sheets and those broken bed frames we found on the second floor as well. It's not like I plan to reopen this place for business. I doubt this place will ever see more than a handful of outside visitors. The foundation is firm, the construction is sound, and ultimately nothing here will have any resemblance to what once was in a handful of weeks. What does it matter what manner of people once patronized this place?”

This place was going to be a fortress, I could already picture it in my mind’s eye. I wasn’t an expert warder by any means, but between my Planeswalker mana, the amount of dark magic saturating this entire city, and a willingness to use techniques and spells that would have had me rightfully thrown into Azkaban back home, I was pretty sure I could manage something pretty impressive. 

Anyone who tried to invade my home would sorely regret it for the handful of moments they could. There was a fascinating ward I’d always been itching to try that transfigured individual drops of blood into pure lithium, and I could probably fit an entire army worth of inferi into a sectioned-off portion of the basement.

“I guess you’re right,” Zatanna admitted finally. “So, uh, what do we do now?”

I looked around at the junk on the floor, the broken furniture, the mountains of dust covering every surface and the peeling wallpaper. I really, really wished I had a house elf right about now, but even without one at least household charms would make this go a lot faster than if I was doing things the muggle way.

I sighed heavily. “Unfortunately, this disaster isn’t going to clean up itself.”

Zatanna ran a finger along the wall and looked at the giant clump of dust she’d collected in the span of just a few inches. “Oh. Ugh, this is going to be so much worse than cleaning my room.”

“It will be worth it in the end, and at least the company is good.”

Zatanna looked down at the bracelet on her wrist. “That’s something.”

“Well, we’ve still got an hour or two before lunch. Let’s see how big a dent we can make in all of this.”
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I arrived at the Tower just before noon and found Kent already waiting for me at the door. Unlike last time, I had no problem seeing the tower, though I wasn’t sure if that was because the protections on it that had hid it previously only worked on a person once like the Fidelius charm or if I’d just been included on a list of authorized visitors. 

Kent was mostly silent as he led me into the tower. Only when we were walking through the room of floating staircases did he finally decide to speak up. “You’ve been spending a lot of time with my niece,” he said rhetorically. 

“For a certain definition of that word,” I agreed easily.

“Certainly more time than her father knows, I suspect,” Kent said, a hint of amusement in his voice. Then his words turned hard, with just a tiny edge of menace bleeding into them. “And what, exactly, are your intentions towards her?”

That was quite a question to ask. Particularly while walking beside me in his stronghold, within some sort of expanded room that I had no idea how to exit, and holding his primary focus loosely in his dominant hand. 

I mentally felt for the part of myself that seemed to house my Planeswalker abilities. I still hadn’t actually figured out how to planeswalk, but if things turned nasty, that was my best shot at getting out of this. I had planeswalked straight through the wards on one of the most heavily guarded places in all of Europe; theoretically I’d be able to do the same thing here. 

At the same time, I quickly tried to come up with a good answer to Kent’s question. The problem was, not only did I not know what answer Kent wanted to hear, I really didn’t know myself either. At first, Zatanna had just been a convenient source of information and a valuable connection to the local power structures and the movers and shakers of this world. 

Since then however, I’d grown to quite like the young witch. She was sharp and witty, kind and clever, and the best company I’d had in years. Her enthusiasm for all things magic matched my own, and, as my experiences yesterday had shown, there was no denying the physical attraction I felt either. 

Eventually, I settled for the simplest option. The truth. Sometimes lying worked, but in this case I had a feeling it would just cause more problems down the line. Whatever else I knew about the man, I was pretty sure that he wanted Zatanna to be happy, as long as that happiness did not come at the cost of her well being. 

I shrugged, doing my best to hide the tension in my muscles and the way my fingers were curled to catch my wand. “I don’t really know. She’s…an amazing witch. She’s been of great aid in getting me adjusted to this time and, well, if she wants something more than that, I don’t think I’d be opposed, but if you fear for her virtue, I assure you there is nothing of the sort going on between us. I was raised to be a proper gentleman and would never take advantage of a brilliant, wonderful witch like her.”

Kent listened quietly at first, but towards the end let out a short bark of laughter. “Oh I wouldn’t be so sure about that!” he exclaimed, “I’d almost forgot you were a good British boy, but they make girls different these days than back when I was your age. Giovanni may have tried to raise his daughter as Catholic as his parents raised him, but I don’t think it took very well with her. I’ve seen how she looks at you, young man, and I have no doubts she would not be very interested in waiting if the chance presents itself. Why else would two youths your age be poking around an abandoned warehouse?”

I frowned, only vaguely understanding what Kent was getting at, but not liking his tone one bit. “I know that you and Zatanna are close, but that gives you no right to slander her good character. Nor mine, in fact. I appreciate what you have done for me, but to imply that I would take advantage of a young woman in such a way is deeply offensive.”

Kent shook his head ruefully. “My apologies, I meant no such thing. It’s important to remember that not just the things have changed, but so have the people. The youth these days are a lot more open minded than they once were. When Zatanna told me where you ran into the two assassins, well, my mind went to what I thought was the obvious conclusion.”

I could see where he was coming from, and it was an important lesson. This plane was, at least on the surface, relatively similar to my own, but the people were very different nonetheless. I’d need to keep that in mind once I figured out how to planeswalk intentionally. “I will keep that in mind.”

“Good. I liked how quickly you jumped to Zatanna’s defense. It speaks well of your character that you would be willing to stand up to me for her sake. I will reserve my judgment for the time, I think, but I don’t believe that Giovanni needs to hear anything from me tonight.”

“I…appreciate your discretion on this matter.” I paused for a moment, wetting my dry lips with the tip of my tongue. “I don’t think he likes me very much.”

Kent sucked in a breath through his teeth. “Not particularly, no. But it's nothing personal. He’s always been very protective of his daughter, but even more so in recent years since his wife passed. Sindella’s death hit Giovanni very hard, and he’s never been quite the same man since. He shelters her too much. Spending time with you has been good for her, I think.”

That was probably the closest thing to approval I was going to get right now. I didn’t think Kent was exactly thrilled with our closeness, but he wasn’t going to do anything about it right now so that was what mattered. My fingers relaxed and the tension in my muscles eased.

Of course, that was when we finally stepped through a doorway and emerged into a massive, open field of packed earth. The door closed behind us and Kent took a step to the side, then turned to face me. “Now then, if you plan to spend time with my niece, I have no doubt that the two of you will be getting into all sorts of mischief. I’d much rather the two of you be able to walk out of that mischief safe and sound as much as possible.

“I know what my niece is capable of, but you…Well, I learned a little from Black Spider, but there is a difference between hearing about things, and seeing them for oneself.” Kent’s entire body was enveloped in a golden glow and he floated up into the air and away from me. He pointed his glowing cane down towards me. “Defend yourself, Hydrys. Show me what you’ve got.”

And that was about all the warning I got before the cane was surrounded by a glowing ankh and a ray of gleaming golden light descended down towards me like an arrow of celestial judgment.

I threw myself backwards, not fully trusting my shield charm against the might of an actual wizard, and scrambled for my wand. The first ray impacted the dirt and cut a narrow hole deeper than my wand was long into the ground. The second impacted a hastily cast protego and shattered the poorly formed shield like a hammer smashing a porcelain bowl. 

I rolled to my feet and my fingers slid into the correct spots on my wand’s handle. The smooth, well polished wood sang at my touch and I squinted up at Kent, his outline blending in with the sun at his back. 

There were three more golden rays flying towards me already. I was pretty sure a proper protego would block at least two, but possibly not three, and the second and third ray were very close together. I stabbed my wand straight towards the three rays, then twirled it through a tight circle. “Aspidano!” I called out, not familiar enough with the Greek shield charm to cast it silently like I would have preferred. 

A dull, brown disk about the size of a manhole cover appeared between me and Kent, and the three rays crashed into it one after another with a sound like raindrops splashing against a rooftop. The moment the third ray hit the shield, I jabbed my wand again and sent it flying towards Kent, who promptly shattered it with an ankh-shaped projectile the size of his palm. 

I hadn’t really expected that to do much, but it did buy me precious time. A flowing sweep of my wand transformed the earth beside me into a trio of golden eagles, their beaks and talons gleaming like metal, who swooped out of the ground and flew up towards Kent from three different directions. 

My sweep turned into a slash and I used a normal protego to block a larger beam of golden light, then fired back with a trio of silent spells, a stunner, a disarming charm, and a knockback jinx. 

My spells were blocked with nearly contemptuous ease, and my three transfigured birds were dispersed into clouds of dirt by a translucent wave of gold that erupted from Kent’s free hand. 

“Good!” he called out, “Fast on your feet and fast to fight back!” Then he swept his ankh-encased cane like a sword and a wide beam of rapidly expanding golden light followed the trajectory of his cut.

This attack felt stronger than the last, and I wasn’t sure a simple protego would be enough. And, since he’d already seen the spell, I wouldn’t be surprised if the wide beam would try to envelop me if I used the Greek variant again. 

Fortunately, this time I actually remembered that this wasn’t a heavily-regulated duel. I took one look at the spell and promptly twisted on one foot, vanishing with a sharp crack and reappearing almost directly beneath and slightly behind the flying wizard. My wand rose and a bonfire poured forth, filling the air between us with roaring flames. 

I wasn’t surprised when a mere fire-making charm wasn’t nearly enough to break through the golden shield Kent had summoned to block my earlier spells, but it served as an excellent distraction, making both a lot of noise and light, and shielding me from view.

I apparated a second time, reappearing on Kent’s left, and cast immediately. “Expulso!” 

A tiny bead of blue light, nearly invisible in the warm sunlight, flew from the tip of my wand and slammed into Kent’s shield. On contact, it erupted like a bomb, sending visible cracks through the golden barrier but otherwise leaving Kent unharmed. 

Kent turned so quickly he would have given a seeker whiplash. A golden ankh as big as I was flew towards me and I apparated away, only for it to change direction and continue after me. I apparated a fourth time, barely managing it before three golden rays like the ones he’d used at the start of the fight skewered me, but this time I’d bought myself a lot more distance and thus more time.

As I had two days earlier, I raised my wand towards the sky and drew on Shadowcrest. “Protego horribilis!”

The dome formed just in time, and the golden ankh shattered against it like glass thrown against a brick wall. A moment later, three rays and a beam as thick as my waist splashed futility against one of the most powerful all-purpose shielding charms known to wizardkind, reinforced by the most potent magical energy I knew of. 

Kent, far off in the distance, tilted his head to the side, then pointed his cane up towards the sky. My eyes widened as a column of gold fell from the sky and crashed down into the shield. Sparks of golden light rained down around me and my ears were filled with the scratch of metal on glass as the attack broke against my defenses, but the strain of maintaining the shield nearly brought me to my knees. 

Oh, so he wanted to play it like this? I had a feeling this was supposed to be an object lesson, but I wanted to show him that I wasn’t helpless. I had so far shied away from any of my overly-dangerous magics, but if this was how far Kent wanted to escalate, then I was willing to match him. I certainly wasn’t going to be bringing out fiendfyre or the unforgivables, just as I was sure Kent had more tricks up his sleeve that were simply too lethal to use in training, but I could afford to step it up a notch. 

I drew a single mote of Black mana from Slaughter Swamp and poured it into my wand. I’d come a long way since my first attempt at using mana to empower my spells, having practiced doing so relentlessly in the past two weeks, though most of my focus had been on using the Black mana from my first land and not the mana of any color from Shadowcrest. 

Purple flames pooled like water at the tip of my wand, and then I slashed it sharply to the side. “Fioleto Ill!” 

The blazing streak of purple fire crossed the not-inconsiderable distance between us in an instant and cut straight through Kent’s shield like it wasn’t even there. A fraction of a second later, it hit Kent’s hastily raised ankh-cane and the two spells detonated violently on contact, sending Kent spinning through the air and cutting off the spell still pounding away at my shield from above. 

Kent caught himself before he hit the ground, but didn’t move to restart our fight. Instead he lowered his cane and floated gently towards me with his hands folded behind his back.

I warily lowered my wand as well and jogged to meet him, keeping my nearly-depleted shield around me as I went out of an abundance of caution.

“That was wonderfully done!” Kent called out as we drew close to one another. “You are a masterful wizard for your age, and a credit to whomever trained you. I doubt many of the students your age down in Atlantis could match you, even without those spells you used at the end.”

I preened at the praise. “Thank you, but it was clear you were holding back! If you’d started with that beam thing right from the start, I would have been in trouble.”

Kent shrugged. “Perhaps, perhaps not. But it is gratifying to see that Zatanna will be well defended if anything does occur. Your manner of teleportation is fascinating and I’m not quite certain how I would defend against it. A hurdle I could cross given time, but an invaluable edge in a first encounter.”

I finally let my shield drop and fully lowered my wand. “Zatanna can take care of herself pretty well, but I completely understand.” Then I changed the subject. “So, do you think we could get back to our lessons now? I’d really like to learn that aether seeing spell.”

“Of course, of course! Just give me a moment to catch my breath and let’s return to a more comfortable room. All this dust in the air is terrible on my old lungs.”

I was, of course, happy too. However, something he’d said had also piqued my interest. “So it sounds like you’re familiar with the Conservatory of Sorcery then?”

“I am indeed. I’ve even gone down to teach a handful of lessons, but the cold water doesn’t really agree with me these days.”

“...do you think I could get an introduction?”

Kent laughed. “You know, you really do sound just like Zatanna sometimes. Yes, yes, I’ll look into it, though I’m afraid it may take some time to get everything arranged. Relations between the surface world and Atlantis have not been in the best place in the past decades, even with their High King helping to found the Justice League.”
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In…one…two…three…Hold…one…two…three…Out…one…two…three…Hold…one…two…three…In…one…two…three…

My mind was a dark void, lit only by a gently flickering candle flame burning at the very center of my consciousness. Beyond that tiny sphere of light, dark shadows danced along endless, uniform bookshelves, just barely hidden through the gloom. 

Hold…one…two…three…

The candle flickered in time with my heartbeat and I gently fed it with the mantra to which I matched my breathing. My thoughts and memories were there, they were just hidden. Cast in shadows. Out of sight and out of mind, like my tutor had always said.

Out…one…two…three…

Blacks did not tend to be good at the mind arts. Though not all of us were equally affected, the Black madness dwelt within all our hearts and minds, making certain disciplines difficult, if not impossible to learn. However, protecting our secrets had always been a core foundation of our family’s strength, and occlumency was simply too valuable a skill to ignore. And so, over decades, centuries, and even milenia, we had developed our own secret methods that used the madness instead of trying to suppress it. 

Hold…one…two…three…

Typically, the first step of learning occlumency is to clear your mind. That is the foundation upon which all other skills are built. There are a multitude of methods to do so, but only one ever truly worked for my family. One can not simply ignore one’s enemies, just as they can not ignore oneself. You must burn out the rot, the scum, and make sure the fire catches all the way down to the roots. If one is not in control, he needs only to burn out all that distracts and clouds his vision to see the truth. 

In…one…two…three…

Even with my eyes closed and my focus turned inward, I could feel my wand gripped loosely in both my hands. The ember of phoenix fire within it danced in time with the flame in my mind, sending waves of phantom heat up my fingers and loosening tight muscles I hadn’t quite realized I had. 

Hold…one…two…three…

I’d met a phoenix once. Professor Dumbledore, my transfiguration teacher at Hogwarts, was truly blessed to have such a wondrous magical creature as a familiar. Unfortunately, ever since the bird had decided it didn’t much like me during my sixth year, I’d had a lot more trouble getting tips on refining my transfiguration than I had before. For five years I’d been his favorite Slytherin, but then one stupid bird jumped away from me and suddenly he was poking his nose into my business where it didn’t belong. My wand certainly had never had any problems with what sort of magic I cast with it––must have been a less judgemental bird. 

Out…one…two…three…

I fed that thought into flame as well. Now was not the time for past anger, nor for reflecting on what could have been. My heart beat was slow and steady, my breathing perfectly even, and my mind as clear as could be. 

Hold…one…two…three…

Typically, this would be when I began to rebuild my occlumency shields. A clear mind was all well and good, but that just meant a legilimens would need to exert a tiny modicum of effort to peer through the darkness and find the memories and thoughts lurking just out of sight. Sure you’d notice the intrusion right away, but if someone was already in your head it was usually too later. Neither would it help with fighting off compulsions and other mind-affecting magics like the imperius curse or veritaserum. For that you needed proper barriers, and other more active defenses. 

In…one…two…three…

But that was not what I was doing today. Instead, I shifted my mental focus down and out, an exercise that had taken me more than a dozen attempts over the course of two weeks to manage the first time. It was easier now, but still required perfect mental clarity and utter focus. 

Hold…one…two…three…

The darkness and the flame vanished, though I could still feel it burning at the back of my mind. What I found instead was a shimmering, prismatic spark of light that simultaneously shone with all the colors of the rainbow and none at all. Well, not just a spark. My Spark. The fragment of eternity that had saved my life, carried me away from my world, and given me new powers that I was only barely starting to understand. 

Out…one…two…three…

It was quite possibly the most beautiful, majestic, and breathtaking thing I’d ever seen in my life. The first time I’d managed to gaze upon it, my physical body’s breath had literally hitched and it had disrupted my concentration badly enough to throw me from my mind. Now, after several attempts, I’d managed to maintain my even breathing and razor-sharp focus even though part of me was screaming to just lose myself in gazing upon the glory that now dwelt within my soul.

Hold…one…two…three…

Though how it worked was still an utter mystery to me––and I feared it would remain as such for decades to come––I was slowly starting to figure out and map what my Spark could do. I’d found where it stored the blueprints for the creatures and artifact I could summon, as well as the connections I’d formed to the Lands of this Plane. I’d also found room for several other forms of blueprints, though without actually ‘learning’ such a blueprint I doubted I’d be able to figure out what they would be for.

In…one…two…three…

Though I’d as of yet failed to actually figure out how to travel between planes intentionally, I had learned some interesting tidbits. For instance: each time I bound myself to a land on a single plane, it would become exponentially more difficult to bind the next. Binding Slaughter Swamp had taken a single moment of connection. Binding Shadowcrest had taken days and a powerful emotional connection to the places through Zatanna’s experiences growing up there. And now, though I’d spent a lot of time in several other very magically and emotionally significant locations, it would take much, much more than that to acquire a third connection without traveling to another plane.

Hold…one…two…three…

I’d also learned a bit more about the actual processes behind forming connections, both of the land and blueprint variety. I was almost certain that, with some tinkering, I’d be able to gain a few new blueprints in the near future. Certainly one of Zatanna––I wasn’t exactly sure how that would work, but if the worst did come to pass it would be…reassuring to have insurance. 

Out…one…two…three… 

My next exhale came out more like a gasp than a breath and I hurriedly refocused on not focusing on anything––a rather difficult mental exercise to say the least. I would also have to try doing so with a few more simple items and perhaps a few magical creatures as well. Being able to summon four post-owls at will sounded very useful, and, while this place had fewer interesting magical creatures than my own home plane, I was sure I’d be able to find something to experiment with. 

Hold…one…two…three…

Now, after taking a few basic precautions, it was time to try something I’d noticed a few hours earlier during my morning meditation. I mentally moved through my Spark, drifting past the indistinct shadow of Solomon Grundy and an Inferius, past the bonds connecting me to this Plane, past the shadow of my Yew wand, and finally––

It happened so quickly I barely had a moment to react. Existence tore open around me, jerking me straight out of my meditation and making me slip off the thick cushion I was kneeling on. Instead of slamming painfully into the hardwood floor, I slipped out of reality and into nothingness, an endless expanse of energy and oblivion that seemed to continue on for an eternity and yet faded into blinding mist after just a handful of steps. 

I flailed blindly, then managed to compose myself. I could feel this place eating away at me. Life did not belong here. Matter did not belong here. Only the blazing fire in my chest sending tendrils of life-giving heat through my limbs and extending a bare few millimeters past my skin saved me from being instantly obliterated by the vast currents of energy I couldn’t truly sense but could hear the echoes of spiraling about me. 

I knew what this place was. Just moments ago I had been slowly picking my way through the barest fragment of this place that had bound itself to my very being. I’d done it, if mostly by accident. I had entered the space that dwelt between universes. I was…planeswalking.

My heart caught in my throat as I suddenly realized that I was utterly lost. I couldn’t see or feel anything around me. This space felt completely empty, but something clouded my vision, turning what should be an endless sightline into a stifling fog. The heat in my chest beat back the inexorable encroachment of oblivion, but moment by moment I could feel its strength drain away. 

I tried to turn around to where I had just been, but there was nothing but more fog in front of me. No sign of the world I’d just left and the house I’d been kneeling in just seconds ago. I could just barely feel…something. A sense like the ringing of a colossal bell, the smell of a home-cooked meal, and the becoming heat of a bonfire. But it was so, so very far away, and I was just a tiny Spark lost in an eternity of nowhere. 

Panic tried to take hold of my heart and weigh down my limbs, but I fed its clawing grasps into the flame, sputtering and flaring but still burning within my mind. I felt for my Spark. It had gotten me here, and by all that was holy it absolutely must hold the path out as well, or else there was no way multiple Planeswalkers had managed to visit Zatanna’s world over the milenia. 

My mind brushed against it and I found two intertwined theaters leading out into the fog. Slaughter Swamp and Shadowcrest, two faint bonds of meaning and mana guiding me home. I grasped them tightly and tugged, dragging myself through the aether and back into reality. 

My knees slammed painfully into soft, muddy earth, and my nose was instantly filled with the fetid smell of rotting plant matter and bloated corpses. I looked around and nearly sobbed with relief as I recognized my surroundings. I never thought I’d be so glad to see a bunch of dirt, scraggly trees, and stinking water. 

Just to confirm that I hadn’t somehow managed to find a different, identical-looking swamp, I pointed my wand––protected from the chaotic energies by means of swiftly clasping it between my palms and wrists––and murmured a command. A trio of inferi––one produced from pure mana and two created from corpses––rose silently from the shallow water.

I sagged backwards onto the ground, completely uncaring of how the muck began to instantly soak into my shirt and get all over my precisely styled hair. Thank Merlin, Morganna, and all my Black ancestors. That had been both the most terrifying and exhilarating thing I’d ever done. 

I could still feel my Spark, the connection clearer and brighter than it had ever been. It felt…slightly drained. Protecting me in the nothingness between worlds had taken a lot of energy, as had tearing my way in and out through the Planer boundary. It would recover, but I gauged that it would be a handful of hours before I would be able to safely try that again. 

I directed my inferi to hide back in the shallow waters, and just in time too. A golden ankh––Kent really seemed to like that shape for some reason––appeared in mid air less than twenty feet away from me and Kent flew through it like a comet, his cane clutched tightly in his boney fingers and his body glowing like a miniature sun. 

I sighed and waved weakly at my teacher. “I’m alright. Nothing to worry about.” 

Kent instantly relaxed and floated down towards the ground. “Ah, Hydrys! Just the man I was hoping to run into, if you catch my drift.”

I laughed. “Better the Planeswalker you know, huh?”

“Exactly. So I take it you’ve figured out how to Planeswalk then?”

“Probably?” I guessed. “It's going to take some practice, and I have absolutely no idea how to navigate to anywhere that isn’t here, but its progress!”

“Well, even if you haven’t quite got the hang of it yet, I’m sure you will in due time.” He paused, considering things for a moment. “Tomorrow, how about you bring Zatanna along to our lesson and I’ll find us a cake. I don’t spend nearly enough time with my niece as it is, and I would never turn down a reason to celebrate.”

I flashed him a thumbs up; a muggle gesture, but a very useful one and talking sounded like hard work right now.

“Excellent. Well, I’ll leave you to get cleaned up then. Till tomorrow, young man.”

“Till tomorrow,” I echoed back, sitting up to watch him fly away.

Kent paused in mid air and turned around. “Oh, and you’ll be happy to learn that I passed along those forms to Queen Mera this morning. It will probably take a few weeks for everything to go through, but I expect you’ll be able to visit the Conservatory by mid-to-late August.”

That was indeed good news! In the grand scheme of things, a month wasn’t that long, and it wasn’t like I didn’t have plenty of other things to fill my time with. Tomorrow night was going to be a full moon, and so I’d finally be able to get started on really working on my new home’s wards. 

I’d already applied a few of the basic ones, and Zatanna and I had done a lot of cleaning, tidying, and made lots of repairs, but all the major wards required a proper foundation, and tomorrow night was going to be the perfect time to form it. I’d already found the granite boulder I’d need, and a nearby farm from which I could stealthily source seven goats.

Kent vanished back through his ankh and I slowly, laboriously climbed to my feet. This place needed a bit of a makeover before I tried doing that again, I decided. Some cushions, a lot less muck, and definitely a few more wards. And maybe an extra dozen inferi, just in case. I doubted I’d feel nearly as exhausted if I hadn’t spent so long trying to get back, but it was very possible that in the future I’d be very happy to have some extra bodies to throw at an enemy I was running away from. 

And anyway, it wasn’t like this place didn’t have an abundance of corpses––more than enough to stock both my home and the swamp with undead minions. But I could do that later. Once I’d had a nice hot shower, and gotten myself a change of clothes. Also perhaps a nap was in order. A long nap. I had a long night ahead of me tomorrow, so it was best to catch up on sleep ahead of time.
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The morning of the twenty-sixth was dark and gloomy, but the spells I’d learned in astronomy assured me that the clouds would mostly clear up by nightfall. A clear sky was not necessarily a requirement––the moon was full, whether or not its light shone down upon the earth––but it was a good omen and would bring extra stability to the magics I prepared to cast. 

I rose with the sun and nearly immediately left my borrowed apartment. There was a lot to do, and I dearly hoped that this would be the last night I needed to spend behind such shabby protections. No one had tested my wards since that night––not that I’d caught at least––but if anything that only left me further on edge. 

Just in case, I enchanted a ring with a poison-detection charm and hung it on the necklace I’d taken to wearing around the clock. It had taken a few hours of work, but if nothing else it was a good proof of concept for potential business ventures on this plane. I also put up fresh wards around my bed each night and avoided leaving anything valuable or interesting in the apartment. 

My first task of the morning was acquiring sacrifices. In theory, I could have probably hunted down some wild animals or even just bought some cattle, but there was a power in action. Power that rituals were uniquely suited in harnessing. 

A willing wizarding sacrifice would have been best, but that was at best a pipedream. I also had no unwilling wizards to sacrifice, and that sort of thing had a bad habit of backfiring even when it worked the way you wanted it to. Wizarding blood had a mind of its own and could horribly warp a ritual if drawn by force. There was a reason that none of our properties were warded that way anymore, not after the disastrous fate of Castle Black during the ninth century. Who would have thought that sacrificing forty-nine wizards captured in battle would backfire so spectacularly?

Muggle sacrifices, willing or unwilling, were also out of the question. I doubted it would be hard to find a few muggles no one would miss, but even the tiniest chance of drawing the ire of some of the members of the Justice League ensured it wasn’t something I even considered, and they had a very strong regard for the value of human lives.

Having finally actually fought Kent, and knowing that he was both weaker than he once had been as Doctor Fate and weaker than many of the current members of the League, I had absolutely no desire to come into conflict with them over anything serious. I now had a relatively foolproof method of getting away if worse came to worst, but if that happened I doubted I would ever be able to return to this Plane, or at least not for many, many decades to come.

That only left animal sacrifices, and those were so much weaker than the sacrifice of even the meagerest muggle. I needed to squeeze every bit of meaning I could out of the blood. An animal could not be a willing sacrifice, but there were ways of improving the sacrifice’s quality. In particular, large animals were better, as were animals with meaning intertwined with their lives. I didn’t have time to hand-raise a few cows from birth, nor was I keen on hunting down some small family’s pet. 

That didn’t leave me with many options. First of all, the choice of animal was important. Large, but not too large, and with a powerful association with dark magic. Goats were the obvious answer. Secondly, they would need to be stolen. It wasn’t human, but stolen blood and livelihood would help to bridge the gap. 

That was why, after briefly stopping in my in-progress pub-turned-home, I took a portkey to Wisconsin, where I’d already scouted out an appropriate farm. In short order, seven goats were stunned and portkeyed to the pub’s basement. I made sure that no one saw me, then used one final portkey to get back to Gotham. The entire process took less than half an hour, not counting the time it had taken to find an appropriate farm sufficiently far away from Gotham to avoid arousing suspicion.

The rest of the morning was spent working on my knife. Unfortunately my silver athame––goblin forged and passed down to me from my several-time great Aunt Hesper––had been taken by the Ministry––and I did not have a comparably ancient ritual blade lying around in this plane. 

Instead, I’d purchased some garish silverware and jewelry from a number of pawn shops (and boy did Gotham have a lot of pawn shops), extracted the pure silver from the inferior metals around it using a thirteenth-century smelting spell, and then fashioned it into a makeshift blade with an equally makeshift yew handle taken from a badly damaged chisel. 

It was…not a very good knife. I didn’t know any of the spells or runes that went into forging a proper ritual dagger, nor did I know how to forge a knife. But, I’d gotten it sharp enough to slice through skin and meat and charmed it unbreakable. Hopefully that would be good enough. I was settling for a lot of good enoughs, hopefully things would work out. 

At eleven-forty-five, I set my work aside, changed into my robes, and apparated to Shadowcrest to get Zatanna. She was already waiting for me, dressed in tight-fitting black leather pants, a white shirt that left just a tiny bit of her belly exposed, and a loose-fitting denim jacket that was open at the front. She beamed at me as I walked up the steps to meet her by the door, her smile lighting up the gloomy morning, and it took more focus than it should have to keep my pace steady and kiss only her hand when she offered it to me. 

“You look positively radiant,” I told her, recognizing the pants as something she’d purchased while we were out. Well, not purchased actually. They were one of the things she’d just silently stolen, the pants alone costing more than I’d spent on food the entire time I’d been in this world. 

Zatanna squinted up at me, “Hmm. Elyts riah.” I felt phantom fingers run through my hair, then vanish a moment later. “There. You clean up pretty well yourself, Hydrys.” 

I made a show of rolling my eyes, then wrapped an arm around Zatanna’s waist and immediately apparated. She stumbled as we reappeared in the Massachusetts summer heat, the sun beating down on us from a clear blue sky, and caught herself on my chest, then pouted at me adorably. “Hey!” 

I ignored her joking complaint and headed inside. As he’d promised, Kent had a cake waiting for us. We spent about an hour sitting around the table in his kitchen drinking tea, enjoying the delightful six-layered chocolate cake Kent had purchased from a local bakery, and exchanging stories. 

Then, Zatanna joined me for my lesson on Order magic. Her grasp of it was slightly better than my own, but Kent had never taught her any of the spells I was currently learning so we both got plenty out of it. That lasted well into the afternoon, after which Zatanna and I got an early dinner of ‘chinese food’ (I had my doubts about that claim) and headed back to the pub together.

I had thought long and hard about including Zatanna in the warding process. There were some parts that I was definitely going to leave her out of. As much as I trusted her friendship and good intentions, I solemnly believed that certain elements of my wards should remain a secret from everyone, just as I doubted any member of the Zatara family would ever reveal the intricacies of Shadowcrest’s defenses to an outsider. 

The real question was how much I was actually willing to show off. Not only for reasons of secrecy, but also because I didn’t want to accidentally scare her off by showing her something she wasn’t willing to be associated with. I definitely wouldn’t have included her if there was actual human sacrifice involved, for instance, and, despite her own experiences with her mummy librarian, I was going to avoid showing off the inferi I planned to eventually incorporate into the building’s defenses. 

Eventually, I’d decided that the pros outweigh the cons. Zatanna was an incredibly naturally powerful witch. Her presence and participation during certain steps, even if she herself didn’t know the magic I was casting, would simply be too valuable to ignore. I did my best to prepare her ahead of time, mentioning how everything I was doing was considered perfectly normal (among certain wizards at least) back home and that it was just the way we did things. 

Ultimately though, I’d just have to wait and see. Zatanna was rather open minded, but with some people you could never truly know before that conviction was tested. I personally didn’t see what was wrong with a bit of sacrifice and blood magic, but the ritual I was about to use was worth fifteen to seventeen years in Azkaban so clearly some people thought it was a problem. 

Around seven, I apparated Zatanna home. We’d discussed things ahead of time and, while she needed to spend the evening at home, she’d promised that she’d be able to slip away once her father was asleep and use the portkey I’d prepared for her to get back to the pub. 

I apparated back, reentered the building through the back door, and descended to the sub-basement to finish preparing. Unlike the floors above it, the second basement was a single, modestly-sized room. It was square and about twenty-five feet on a side, with the only access point a trap door with a ladder leading down in the back right corner. 

From my reckoning, the space had started off life as a cistern, meant to collect and store rainwater for the building above. Since then, it had been used as both a cellar and, very likely, a storage space for illicit goods. 

Now, it would be the hub for my home’s wards. I’d removed all the leftover rickety shelves and other furniture, cleared out the grime and water that had accumulated over two decades of disuse, and scoured every inch of the space with cleaning charms, fire, and then more cleaning charms. Then I’d leveled out the slightly crooked floor, squared off all four corners, and covered everything in several layers of fresh white paint.

At the center of the room lay the unfinished wardstone. It was a huge chunk of solid granite that I’d retrieved from a quarry in North Carolina and carved into a tall cylinder. It was six feet wide, nine feet tall, and weighed somewhere in the range of forty tons. The stone was mostly white, but speckled with black, gray, and gold bits from the mix of mica, quartz, and feldspar that made up the granite.

Without magic, there was absolutely no way I could have possibly gotten it into the room. It never would have fit through the trapdoor, nor any of the staircases. With magic, it had been as easy as could be. I’d carved a block straight out of the mountain, shrunk it down, charmed it feather-light, and then simply apparated home with it. Then it had just been a few hours of work to cut off all the extra bits and polish the stone to a nice mirror shine. 

Eventually, every inch of the giant stone would be covered in runework, but before that it needed to be consecrated to turn it from just a big hunk of polished rock into a proper wardstone. For now, the only runes in the room were on the floor. A huge circle was laid out on the ground, extending fully around the stone and just touching the wall at the center of each face. Inside the larger circle, there were nine small circles, seven for the goats and one each for Zatanna and I. The rest of the space was covered in meticulously prepared runes––mostly elder futhark but with a spattering of Egyptian hieroglyphs and even plain old latin. 

Instead of paint or blood, I’d used the scraps removed from around the wardstone to draw the runes and circles. The bits of stone had been ground down into uniform bits about the size of a grain of salt and then I’d used a few charms to ensure that every line I put down was perfectly uniform in height and width.

It took another three hours to finish putting the circle in order, then another two to move the re-stunned goats into place and check over every single line, rune, and grain. In several places, an errant foot or hoof had brushed the top of a symbol and each time I found one, I carefully vacuumed up the displaced stone and redrew the damaged section. 

I had just finished changing into the clothing I would be wearing for the ritual when my wards alerted me that Zatanna had returned. Several minutes later, she hurried down into the basement wearing a rosy blush, an undyed linen robe, and nothing else, just like I was.

I looked up from double checking my notes, intending to greet her, but was instead struck momentarily speechless. Zatanna’s robe…didn’t fit her very well, so to speak. Or perhaps it fit her too well, depending on how you looked at things. It certainly wasn’t particularly long, nor did it do a good job hiding other very interesting portions of her anatomy. 

I made a slightly choked noise, then tore my eyes away from Zatanna’s chest. “Sorry,” I apologize quickly, “you startled me. Hey Zatanna, thank you for coming. Did you manage to sneak out okay?”

Zatanna self consciously pulled the front of her robe more tightly around herself. “Hey Hydrys. Yeah, I think I made it out alright. Dad was really worn out tonight and he’s always a pretty deep sleeper. Pretty sure none of his wards noticed anything either.” She paused, once again trying to adjust her robe. “I uh, remember this not being…quite so…tight! It's been a while since I’ve worn it.” 

“I…can see that,” I did my best to say diplomatically. The sleeves were noticeably too short, and it was pretty tight around her hips and shoulders as well. I was rather confident this robe had been purchased for a much younger Zatanna. Perhaps when she was twelve or thirteen, and not a grown and well developed woman of seventeen. “It should be fine. You won’t need to do much other than stand still and channel your magic.”

I stared, transfixed, as Zatanna continued to struggle, then very deliberately picked up the silver knife and turned around. “I’m going to go back down, I’m just about ready to start. Come down when you’re done. Please be careful, I just double checked the runes and I don’t want to have to go over everything again.”

“Okay Hydrys, I’ll be careful. Just give me a second.” I heard a rustle of cloth that I was pretty sure indicated that Zatanna had just untied the belt holding her robe shut and very quickly descended into the ward room before my treacherous eyes could do something rash. 

Slipping my wand into the pocket of my own newly-purchased robe, I walked around the perimeter of the circle, making sure that everything was just right. I repositioned one of the goats, squinted, then turned another one slightly so its tail wasn’t quite so close to the edge of the stone circle. 

When Zatanna finally came down, I was thankfully on the opposite side of the wardstone from her, removing any possible urge to peak as she clambered down the ladder. As much as Kent was probably right about the attitude of Zatanna and other modern women, I was not some Gryfinder scoundrel controlled only by his baser urges. 

“Here, right?” she asked, stepping carefully into the empty circle furthest from the stone.

“Yeah, that’s the place. Make sure not to move around too much and keep your eyes on the stone. When I start chanting, just start slowly pouring your magic into the circle around you like we practiced.”

“Okay,” Zatanna said confidently. “I can do that.”

“I’m certain you can. I wouldn’t have invited you to help me if I was worried you’d mess something up.”

I exhaled and stepped into my own circle. In my left hand, I held my wand. In my right, the silver ritual dagger shone. A wave of my wand extinguished the balls of magical light illuminating the room, plunging the room into total darkness.

Taking a deep breath, I began the ritual. “Oh, blessed ancestors, wizards and witches of the House of Black, grace me with your wisdom.” Around the circle, a third of the candles I’d set up flared to life. “Oh, blessed land of power and mystery, grace me with your strength.” Another third of the candles ignited, and I felt the dark magic that filled the air and earth shiver in response. “Oh, blessed Magic, light of my soul and fire of my blood, look kindly upon my works this bright night!” The last of the candles caught fire, each candle flame flickering in time with my heartbeat and the trickle of magic pouring from the tip of my wand.

Then I began to chant, the mix of latin, old English, and the secret tongue of the celtic druids, rolling smoothly off my tongue. I stepped slowly out of my circle, placing my feet from memory to avoid touching any of the runes in the dim, flicking light. I could feel my magic joining with Zatanna's and beginning to circle around the stone, slowly drawing in the rich dark magic that permeated this city. 

I moved with slow, measured steps until I reached the first goat. Crouching down, I continued to chant as I moved my silver blade into position, then on the last word of the chant, cut deep into its neck, spilling hot blood all over my hands and onto the floor. The circle around it flared with a deep, ruddy glow, a trickle of light extending along the floor and filling the nearby runes with power.

Without missing a beat, I started the chant again from the start and stood up, blood dripping unnaturally off the blade of my knife and leaving not a drop to stain the polished silver. I continued slowly onward to the next goat, once again timing things perfectly so that I sacrificed it at just the right moment. 

It took me more than fifteen minutes to make my way fully around the circle. As I passed Zatanna, I wondered momentarily what I looked like to her. My hands, robes, and feet were all splattered with cooling blood, the flickering candles and the increasingly bright red glow of the runes casting strange shadows and just barely illuminating the dark room.

Then I pushed the thought from my mind. She was still in the circle where I’d told her to stand, still pouring magic into the ritual. That was as good a sign as any that everything was alright. 

Eventually, I returned to the circle where I’d begun and stepped into it. My chanting stopped, my throat raw and dry from the continuous speaking and fatigue filling my muscles and slowing my thoughts from the amount of magic I’d so far expelled. I took a deep breath and slipped my wand back into a pocket on my robes, then extended my arms out on either side of me. 

The room was filled with magic, rich and dark and so potent I could feel it like heavy fog on my skin and coating my lungs with every breath. Despite my exhaustion, I felt almost giddy from the magical overload, each mouthful of magic-charged air as heady as an entire bottle of firewhisky. Between my magic, Zatanna’s magic, the power of my seven sacrifices, and the enormous amount of energy my ritual was drawing from the earth, sea, and sky, there was a titanic amount of energy squeezed into the confines of my ritual circle. 

“I am Hydrys Sirius Black. Seventeenth of my name. Scion of the Noble and Most Ancient House of Black. Head Boy of Slytherin. Planeswalker. In my name, in the name of my forefathers, and by the power of my blood and magic, I claim this place. May it shelter me and mine in peace and in war, in good times and bad times, through light and darkness, day and night.”

Two motes of mana, one black and one white appeared inside me. Then, before a single drop of it could disappear, I sharply drew the silver knife across my left palm, flicking the tip of the blade to splatter my blood onto the wardstone. The mana I’d drawn went with it, sinking into the stone and illuminating the entire hunk of carved granite with silvery moonlight. 

The rest of the magic in the room followed a heartbeat later, flooding through me in its haste to pour into the wardstone. The light illuminating it went from pale to blinding, and then with a flash of searing light, it was over. The candles flickered out, the stone runes dimmed, and we were once more plunged into darkness.

I collapsed onto my knees and began to laugh hysterically. 

“Did it work?” asked Zatanna. Deep inside me, I could feel a new blueprint slotting into place.

“Yeah,” I barely managed to say between peels of giddy laughter, “yeah, it worked!”
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Of course that wasn’t it. Even though I was giddy, exhausted, and the long, barely-sealed cut in my palm was stinging painfully, there was still more work to be done. This was not nearly the only spell that benefited from a full moon after all, and the lingering magic slowly dissipating back into the earth was plenty to work with. 

Zatanna, her clean robes in stark contrast to my blood-splattered ones, watched with keen interest from behind me as I carefully moved my wand across the surface of the wardstone. She had been full of questions after I’d finished the ritual, but I had asked her to give me some time to make sure everything worked before I answered anything. 

Fortunately, I was pretty sure it had. The formerly smooth top of the cylinder now bore the Black family crest and motto, carved into the stone with such fine detail that even the color looked right if you looked at it from just the right angle. Surrounding that was a complex web of interlocking druidic runes that I could only scarcely understand with my meager grasp of the tongue. They looked sort of like just random lines and curves cut into the stone, but in actuality they represented a powerful bit of ancient blood magic created by one of my distant ancestors––Orion Hydrys Black the Ninth. 

In life, he’d been one of the greatest wardsmiths of his age. In death, he’d used his own willing sacrifice to bind his magnum opus to our bloodline. From that day forth, any Black could call upon the secrets of their blood to protect them and theirs. The wards I’d prepared were not nearly as strong as they could have been, but given a few centuries to absorb ambient mana––or a stream of potent sacrifices and donations of energy––they would someday rival the very best wards wizardkind could achieve, shielding this place from all manner of detection magics, physical intrusions, and much more. 

Sadly, while the magic I’d cast represented a powerful array of protections, they were not all powerful. There were plenty of other wards that I’d be placing over this place, some of which I wanted to get done as soon as possible. That was why, despite it being well after midnight, I was still standing here smoothly running my wand along the wardstone. 

Wherever my wand touched, it left a shallow groove on the pulsing stone that rapidly filled with silvery-purple energy pouring from within the rock. I was going to need to ask her to leave soon, both so she could get some sleep tonight and to avoid showing her the majority of the magic I was going to cast tonight, but there was no harm in her knowing that my house was unplottable. 

As my wand moved across the stone, I could feel the magic I was casting sink into the rock and then ripple out across the entire house. In the prelude to the ritual, I had walked every single room, hallway, and staircase of the house, pouring just a trace of my magic into the brick, stone, concrete, wood, and shingles that made up the building. It had taken hours, particularly while I’d been working on the foundation of the building and the bedrock beneath it, but now that work was paid off, with the wardstone instinctively ‘knowing’ the boundary between what was and wasn’t part of my home. 

My breathing was harsh and jagged as I pulled my wand away from the stone and finished the spell. “Obscuro tellus!” I declared firmly, my voice showing no trace of the bone-deep weariness waying down my limbs. The drain was immense, to the point that I stumbled and collapsed forward, barely catching myself before my head slammed into the wardstone. 

My wand burned beneath my fingers and there was a sharp pain in my chest, but I knew that it was done. For as long as the magic lasted, this place could not appear on any map, nor could directions be used to find it. Only someone who’d been here before, or was led by someone who knew the way, could find it now. It was a very powerful, very useful spell, but holy hells was it exhausting to cast. 

Zatanna’s hand landed on my arm. “Hydrys?” she asked worriedly, “are you okay?” I turned and she gasped as she looked at my face. “Oh god, you’re so pale!”

I did my best to smile, but it hurt to move the muscles. “I’m fine,” I breathed, “just…just need to catch my breath…and I can…keep going.”

“Keep going?” she asked, aghast, “You look like you belong in a hospital, not on your feet casting spells!”

“Ull muun…tooooo valyyyyyable,” I slurred, a huge yawn interrupting my words. I tried to pull myself out of her grip, but didn’t have the strength to manage it. 

Zatanna let out a frustrated sigh. “Men,” she mumbled uncharitably. 

I yawned again and blinked blearily up at Zatanna. When had she gotten so tall? I was neary eye-level with the hem of her undersized robe, giving me an up close and personal view of her creamy white thighs and just a tantalizing hint of more.

I shook myself. Wait no, I could feel the wardstone against my back, the rock warm and soft like an enormous, plush thigh. Much better than the cold ground beneath my butt, separated from bare skin by nothing but some bloody fabric. “I’m fine. I just need to rest my eyes for a few minutes. I still want to caaaaast––” my words were once again interrupted by a yawn wide enough that it made my jaw ache, “a few more wards. Just one or two, maybe threeeeeeeee––”

Zatanna crouched down beside me and I was too out of it to control myself. My eyes slid smoothly away from her face and down to her barely-concealed chest. The robe was too small to close all the way and, though she had it pulled as tightly as she could around her, it still showed off a deep v of tantalizing cleavage extending down almost to her belly-button. 

Zatanna had very nice breasts. They were big and perky, and I could just barely see the edge of one pink areola peeking out from under the linen. Though I hadn’t noticed before, the cold air of the basement seemed to have hardened her nipples, and they poked through the thin cloth like mountain peaks hidden beneath a thin layer of white, fabricy snow. 


I shook myself again and forcibly dragged my eyes up to Zatanna’s face. Even in a compromised mental capacity I had been raised properly and could control myself. 

Thankfully it seemed like Zatanna hadn’t noticed anything, because she was smiling and not slapping me. Her cheeks were slightly red, but that wasn’t anything new. “And how many of those spells need to be performed on a full moon, and can’t wait till August?” she asked.

I considered the question, my mind working slowly through her words in ones and twos. How many. Need. Full moon. Wait. August. 

I blinked languidly. “Probably…none of them,” I admitted, “but I donnn wanna wait.”

Zatanna rubbed her face with her hands, then sighed again. Then she gently turned my head to the side and kissed me on the cheek, her hand and lips sending sparks tingling through my tired muscles. “We’re going to go on a date tomorrow. Well, today, I mean. You’re going to dress up and get me from Shadowcrest at noon. And, if everything goes well and you don’t yawn or nod off…Well, you’ll have to wait and see, won’t you?” 

I stared blankly after her as she pulled away and stood up, my stinging left hand rising to touch my cheek where Zatanna’s lips had just touched me. Zatanna grinned back and threw her hair over her shoulder, thrusting her chest out in the process and nearly making the knotted belt around her waist come loose. “Can you repeat that back to me, Hydrys?” she asked teasingly.

Tired and transfixed as I was, it took me a moment to respond. “Yeah. Yeah, I can do that. Shadowcrest at noon. Dress up. I can do that.”

“Good. Then I’ll see you soon. Sleep well Hydrys.”

My eyes followed her as she walked away from me, her hips swaying with every step. Then she paused at the ladder, glanced back at me, shrugged, and began to climb. Only the angle of where I was sitting leaned up against the wardstone preserved any semblance of her modesty and she clearly knew it, her body swaying back and forth far more than necessary as she moved up and out of sight. 

I took a deep, shuddering breath and let my head fall back against the wardstone. I… Zatanna was probably right. Any mistakes I made while working with the wardstone would be somewhere between difficult and utterly impossible to fix. Most of the spells I wanted to apply would be perfectly fine if I cast them some other night, and the rest could easily wait a month. The building was unplottable and protected well enough that I could sleep easily tonight. Or well, I could have if not for Zatanna’s sudden offer. 

I tried to stand up, thought better of it, and closed my eyes. I’d just…rest down here for a few minutes. Just a few minutes. Then I could go upstairs, scourgify myself a few times, and find somewhere…to…sleep…

I woke up some time later with a horrible crick in my neck, my legs sticky with dried blood, and very, very cold feet. I jerked awake and frantically looked around, momentarily not recognizing where I was. I snatched my wand up off the floor where it had rolled and promptly slammed the side of my head into the wardstone that had served as my pillow and backrest throughout the night. 

The next few moments were a blur, but everything quickly came back to me. The ritual, my positively shameful conduct, Zatanna’s questions, the feeling of Zatanna’s lips against my bare skin…

The date! Oh Merlin, what time was it? It took me three attempts to cast the Tempus spell, a piece of magic I’d used daily for six years, each attempt growing increasingly sloppy and frantic. There was a deep ache in my gut and a slow pounding in my skull as I stared at the numbers floating above my wand through half-closed eyes.

One minute past eleven, I eventually deciphered, and some of the panic I was feeling faded. Okay, I hadn’t missed it. Then I looked down at myself. At my blood-soaked linen robe. At the measly sealed cut on my hand. I could scarcely imagine how I must have looked––it was a miracle that Zatanna hadn’t been turned to stone when our eyes met. 

I scrambled to my feet and hastily tore off my badly stained robe, leaving it discarded on the floor behind me as I rushed out of the room. I was half-way up the ladder when I realized that this was a waste of time and let go of the rungs I was holding onto. My body twisted in mid air and I vanished before I could hit the ground, reappearing an instant later in the tiny bathroom of my borrowed apartment with a thunderous crack. I hadn’t apparated so loudly since I’d first learned how to, but thankfully I hadn’t splinched myself. That would have been very, very embarrassing. 

The next forty-five minutes were a total blur. I took a too-short but wonderful hot shower, washing away all the goat blood my first cleaning charm didn’t manage to take care of. A healing charm and then a minor glamour were the best I could do for my hand––ritual wounds like that needed to heal naturally, though the ritual itself had sealed the cut after it had concluded. I really wish I had some pepper-up potion, but three mugs of steaming hot tea would have to suffice for getting me up running. 

Somehow, despite the odds, at eleven-fifty-six I laced up my leather shoes, checked myself in the mirror, and apparated to Shadowcrest. I felt a lot more composed and awake than I had when I’d woken up, but I definitely wasn’t back to one-hundred percent. I was still exhausted and my magic felt like a badly overworked muscle. Just the fact that I’d needed to take an actual shower and scrub my body with a soapy sponge despite the small amount of time I had to work with spoke volumes. Apparating kind of hurt, and my scourgifies just weren’t strong enough to scour the blood off my skin. 

I made it up to the entrance right before noon, just in time to watch Zatanna step out of the front door of Shadowcrest in a stunning red off the shoulders dress. The velvety fabric hugged her curves, then swept outward and reached down to her feet, hiding the high heels I knew she was wearing. A small, matching purse was clutched in one of her hands and she was wearing a small, shy smile that stood in sharp contrast to the confident figure she cut. 

I had been planning to immediately apologize for my conduct the night before, but all words fled my mouth at the sight of her. She stopped on the top step and twirled around a little, making the skirt of her dress flare out. It wasn’t a dress robe––even though it was one of the most conservative outfits I’d ever seen her wear, it was still rather more revealing than what was common in the wizarding world––but it looked close enough that I wouldn’t be shocked if such a thing became the fashion back home in a few decades.

I silently extended a hand out towards Zatanna and leaned forward to kiss her hand when she offered it to me as had become the norm between us. “I hope you slept well, Hydrys?” she asked.

I shook my head, “Terribly, but just the mere sight of you cleanses all discomforts from my mind.”

She laughed, then looked at me suspiciously. “You didn’t stay up late casting more spells, did you?”

“Of course not, how could I possibly disappoint a lady in such a manner? No, I fear I fell asleep too quickly. Stone and concrete do not a good bed make.”

“Oh no, that’s terrible!” she laughed, undermining her own words. “I should have dragged you upstairs before I left.” 

“I fear that would not have improved things much.”

Zatanna stared at me in exasperation. “You never did end up preparing a bedroom, did you.”

“I…did not,” I agreed.

Zatanna looked up at the sky and mouthed something, her shoulders shaking with mirth. “Never change, Hydrys.”

“I will endeavor not to?”

“Good enough. Now, am I remembering correctly that you still have one of those spare pens from when we went to Europe to check up on all those locations?”

I frowned. I…Yes, yes I did. I’d made extra portkeys just in case I needed to go back again, and had never bothered getting rid of them. “I do.”

“Perfect, then let’s get going!” She waved her purse through the air. “We have a dinner reservation in thirty minutes and an opera right after, and I don’t want to miss either.” 

“We do?” I asked. “Dinner?” It was a minute after noon, what dinner?

“Yes, yes, in Paris. I kept meaning to tell you but it was never the right time!” She nervously brushed a strand of hair away from her face. “You don’t have any other plans, right?”

Then it was my turn to stare at her. “No. No, I…don’t have any other plans. Um, Paris. Yeah, I can do Paris.” I was very glad I had those portkeys lying around, because I was in no shape to prepare new ones right about now. “Wait, how did you set this all up? You can’t teleport yet, can you?”

“No, no, but I have a phone and the internet. It wasn’t that hard.” It felt like she was playing down what she’d done, but I really didn’t know enough––even after several weeks of trying to adjust to modern muggles––to know one way or another. Still, I would expect no less from someone like her.

“Fair enough. Paris it is.”

The next few hours were, to put it simply, kind of amazing. We ate at a muggle restaurant with too many letters and not enough actual sounds in the name. I wasn’t really expecting much from muggles, particularly French muggles, but Merlin's beard was I wrong. The food was amazing. Not the best I’d ever had, but so much more than I would have ever expected from chefs without the aid of magic. 

There were eleven courses, each completely unique and wonderful and served beautifully arranged on gorgeous dinnerware. The staff were well mannered and courteous, the atmosphere lovely, and the company, of course, unmatched. Even the wine was excellent, the lack of magic in the alcohol barely noticeable. I was also pretty sure that Zatanna was very new to wine, and perhaps alcohol in general if I remembered the colonies’ strict stance on drinking correctly. She didn’t particularly like most of it, though she did drink all of the port served with dessert, and steal most of mine as well. I mentally filed that preference away, perhaps it might come in handy in the future.

After dinner, we hurried over to an enormous theater teeming with well dressed men and women. Zatanna drew more than a few eyes, my muggle-repelling wards disabled so we could get inside, but we were soon ushered to our seats and sat back to enjoy the show. Our seats were a tad far from the stage, but the acoustics of the room made that mostly a moot point. 

The performance was beautiful, the dancers incredibly talented and synchronized, and once again I was shocked that all of this was done without the help of any magic. It seemed impossible, and yet the proof lay before my eyes as my magic-sight spell and one of the Order magic detection spells both told me that what I saw was naught but pure muggle work. 

It was quite late when we finally made it back to Gotham. Zatanna and I stood together just outside of the wards surrounding Shadowcrest. She was hanging off my arm, her cheeks rosy and the setting sun casting the sky in a riot of pinks and purples. 

“That was wonderful,” I told her honestly. “I had a splendid time. Thank you for setting it all up.”

“Yeah,” she agreed breathlessly, “I didn’t know people could really sing like that in real life. I thought it was just stuff people did with software, you know?”

I did not know, but nodded anyway. “It was certainly beautiful, but allow me to say, not nearly as beautiful as you. It was nice to listen to for a night, but I could listen to your voice till the stars die and even then the warmth of your smile could sustain the land all on its own.”

Zatanna snorted with laughter. “Oh, shut up Hydrys.”

I thought back to what Kent had told me just a few days ago after Zatanna and I had run into those assassins. Then I mentally shrugged. Nothing ventured, nothing gained. “Make me,” I dared her.

Zatanna looked around, as though worried someone was going to jump out from behind a tree at any moment. “Okay, you asked for it,” she told me with feigned sternness. And then she shut me up. With her lips.

It wasn’t a long kiss, nor a deep kiss, but I suddenly understood why I’d kept catching couples snogging in broom closets during my patrols as a prefect and later head boy. This was worth a dozen detentions and a thousand house points. 

Her lips were soft and warm against mine, and the smell of her subtle perfume filled my nose and left me feeling slightly lightheaded. Lighting trickled down my spine and I felt a new blueprint appear within my Spark. 

Zatanna broke the kiss after several long seconds that felt both like an eternity and no time at all. There was a wild, breathless look in her eyes, and her face was the same shade as a ripe tomato. 

“Normally, I would ask your father for permission to court you, but in this day and age I feel as though your permission matters to me far more than his would.”

Zatanna let out a very unladylike snort. “He’d kick you out of the house in a heartbeat. You know, he keeps warning me to stay away from you.”

“Well, I’m glad that you do not take such warnings to heart.” I paused and took a deep breath. I extended a hand out towards her palm up. “Then, do I have your permission, oh beautiful witch that has stolen my heart?” 

She put her hand in mine and smiled. “I’d say that’s a safe bet.”

I leaned down and kissed the back of her hand properly, my lips lingering for several moments longer than was truly proper. “Then I look forward to our next meeting.”

“Kent probably won’t mind if I come tomorrow, right?”

I considered how much the old wizard loved his niece, even if I’d learned yesterday that they weren’t actually related. “I very much doubt it.”

“Then I’ll be ready at ten-till.” Zatanna took a step away from me and half-turned towards Shadowcrest. “Oh and Hydrys?”

“Yes Zatanna?”

“Maybe you should consider getting a proper bedroom set up. With a nice big bed, pillows, clean sheets…” she winked and stepped through the ward line, instantly vanishing from my sight. 

I stared after her, not quite fully processing what she’d just implied. She had just said that, right? My mind wasn’t playing tricks on me? 

I brushed my thumb against my lips and closed my eyes, my occlumency allowing me to perfectly remember the feeling and taste of her lips on mine. Then, for the second time in less than twelve hours, I apparated right into the bathroom of my borrowed apartment. I needed another shower. But this time, a cold one. 
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“I don’t like this,” Zatanna said rather unnecessarily. That had been obvious for the better part of half an hour. She jabbed the screen of her cellphone, huffed, then shoved it into the pocket of her jeans. “Do you have anything?”

I lowered my wand and shook my head. “No, nothing. If I hadn’t known that it was supposed to be here, I’d think this was just an ordinary field.”

Zatanna and I both silently stared at the field where, just two days ago, we’d both seen the Tower of Fate standing plain as day. Now, it was gone, just as it had been a little over a week ago when I’d come here for my very first lesson. 

“And you’re sure that it can’t just move?” I asked cautiously.

Zatanna shook her head. “I mean like, it can move, but not like this. When Kent brought it over to Salem it took him two weeks, and he was still Doctor Fate back then. I’m not really sure he can move it without Nabu’s help.”

I nodded slowly. She’d certainly know better than I did––apparently Shadowcrest, her family’s manor, could teleport around freely with barely any notice––since the wards I was used to really didn’t take kindly to getting moved around. 

“Then I think we may have a problem,” I said slowly.

“Yeah…You are supposed to have a lesson today, right?” she checked.

I raised an eyebrow. “Zatanna, you were sitting right next to me.”

She sheepishly brushed a strand of hair behind her ear. “Well, maybe he decided to cancel it for some reason. He might be busy with like, hero work, or something.”

“I mean, maybe. You said there wasn’t anything about him on the news?” 

“Nothing.”

“And he isn’t answering your calls?”

“Nope.”

“Something you said he’s never failed to do before?”

“Even once in the middle of the night.”

“...and neither of us can get into the Tower for some reason?”

Zatanna huffed again, but I could see that she was just trying to hide her concern. “Yeah, yeah, I get it. You don’t need to convince me.”

We both turned to look back at where the tower wasn’t. I had to marvel at just how perfect the spellwork protecting it was. My best guess was that it was some form of folded space, like the opposite of expanding a room. The area around the tower was folded in on itself so tightly that it may as well not exist, only visible and tangible when you were allowed to see it. 

The first time I’d seen it, I’d compared the woodwork to what I knew of the fidelius charm, but in hindsight that was only partially correct. The knowledge of the tower’s existence wasn’t hidden, the tower itself was. I had been pulled in by their visual similarities, but ultimately the two spells were very different workings. 

I was rather curious what would happen to the tower if I did something very stupid to the land around it. I wasn’t going to do that––Kent would certainly be upset if I accidently reduced Salem to cursed ashes––but it was an interesting thought experiment into how different wards reacted to damage.

“So….I guess we should look around before we do anything rash, right? I mean, it would be very awkward if we started telling people he’s missing and he just forgot his phone on the way to lunch and lost track of time.”

“That’s…probably a good idea,” Zatanna said haltingly. “But what if…” she trailed off, but I understood what she was saying. 

Kent was a rather old man, after all. An old man that lived alone in a house that could literally vanish from existence apparently. He wasn’t nearly as old as I’d originally thought, but apparently wizards around here just weren’t blessed with the same sort of health and longevity that those of my plane were. Sure they could usually expect a few decades longer than a muggle, but, with a handful of notable exceptions, not much more than that. 

As such, even though Kent was only a few years into his second century, he was already considered to be very, very old. His body was starting to slow down, he tired quickly, and neither his magic nor his reflexes were what they once had been. That was not to say that he was on his deathbed or anything, but even wizards back home knew that the truly elderly should be watched carefully to make sure help could arrive quickly in case something should happen.

I considered the vast quantity of stairs with no banisters within the tower, and the multitude of precarious environments it could open doors into. If Kent had missed a step or slipped on some wet rock…He could be lying unconscious with a serious injury right now. An ignoble fate for a wizard of his caliber, but not an unheard of one. Though she was better known for her musical compositions, Musidora Barkwith was also rather famous for dying after tripping over her own wand and cracking her head open on the side of her prized exploding tuba, leaving her magnum opus ‘Wizarding Suite’ unfinished.

“It’s…let's hope we’re just overreacting. I mean, it's probably nothing? You’d have heard if something happened to him. Kent’s not the sort of person to go down without a fight. Let’s just have a quick look around and see if we can spot something. It’s already been at least thirty minutes, a few more probably won’t hurt.”

I really hoped that we could figure this out ourselves. The only person I knew other than Zatanna who might be able to help us find Kent was Giovanni, and, in my books, the less time I spent around him the better. He clearly didn’t like me, and every time we interacted it increased the likelihood that he noticed that something was going on between me and his daughter.

“You’re probably right. Um, give me a sec?”

“Of course. I need a minute too, you’ve got time.”

I applied a magic sight spell, then slowly, carefully, meticulously began to mold the golden energy of Order magic into some of the detection spells that Kent had taught me. It was hard work, reminding me of those early days at Hogwarts when I struggled with even the most elementary of charms and transfigurations. Still, it was utterly exhilarating to cast spells that no wizard in the history of my House had ever used before.

Speed would come with time. Kent had already told me that my skill with Order magic was progressing at an astounding pace, and, sometime in the not-so-distant future, I’d be capable of casting a few of the higher-difficulty Order spells that I had my eyes on. Aether sight, of course, but also whatever spell allowed Kent to fly around so freely without the aid of a broom, a carpet, or even a wand. Very few wizards back home had ever mastered the art of flying unaided and I was very interested in joining that illustrious group. 

Before that could happen though, I needed to find Kent and make sure he was all right. Then maybe Zatanna could guilt trip him into giving us more frequent lessons, particularly if he’d missed today for some particularly silly reason. Kent’s lessons were exhausting, but I was more than willing to sit through an entire day of mind-numbing classes for the chance to learn what he was teaching. Thankfully, he was actually pretty good at teaching. He was certainly a better lecturer than Binns!

I blinked rapidly as the last of the spells snapped into place and turned to look at Zatanna. To my eyes, she glowed with several differently colored auras, and I could hear the logomancy whispering around her face. “Ready?” I asked, trying to get used to the sudden riot of colors dying the entire world and the ethereal strands of music winding with the wind.

“Yeah, I think this should do the trick. Should we split up to cover more ground?” 

I shook my head and quickly regretted it, the different colors from the three different spells on my eyes blurring together at the sudden motion. “Better not. If something did happen to Kent, I’d rather you didn’t run into it on your own. Plus, I don’t really have a great way to contact anyone if I do manage to find him and he’s in trouble.”

Zatanna clicked her tongue. “We really do need to get you a cell phone. I have no idea how you manage to live without one.”

“Cell phones weren’t even a pipe dream when I was your age,” I told her teasingly. 

She slapped my arm. “You’re barely a year older than––Hydrys!” she exclaimed, suddenly realizing what I was saying. 

I winked and dodged away from another swipe, catching her hand as it passed my shoulder and pulling her towards me. She stumbled, then rolled her eyes and relaxed into my side. 

“Let’s go?”

“Yeah. Definitely.”

We spent nearly half an hour scouring the area around the Tower with our spells, but found no sign of Kent. I did think I saw a hint of something red with one of my spells, a momentary flash of color that vanished as quickly as it appeared, but by the time we got close enough to investigate, it was gone and I honestly wasn’t sure what it might have been. That was the downside of using multiple spells that all displayed their information as color––it’s hard to know which one is actually trying to tell you something. 

By one o’clock, Zatanna was looking rather glum and the two of us sat down together on a rickety bench. I dismissed my spells, my straining eyes glad to no longer be assaulted by so much information, and Zatanna did the same with a mumble incantation that I couldn’t quite catch. 

“I guess we should probably call your dad?” I suggested, my voice tinged with distaste.

To my surprise, Zatanna shook her head. “No, no, I think…I don’t really know how much he could help. I think maybe there’s a better option.”

“Oh?” I asked curiously. I definitely liked the sound of an option that did not involve contacting Giovanni.

“Yeah. I don’t know them particularly well, but I know that Uncle Kent is still close to some of his old friends from the Justice Society. Maybe one of them knows what’s going on? Or, even better, one of them might have a spare key or something. Dad and Kent are close, but Uncle Kent was always more like a mentor to him than a peer, I think. They’re close, but not like…in a different way, I mean?”

That did sound like a promising lead. “I understand. And you know how to contact some of them?” 

“Um…maybe? I think…I…” She dug out her phone and began to rapidly fiddle with it, her finger moving from the bottom of the screen to the top in long sweeping strokes. Eventually she let out a pleased, “Ah ha!”

“Did you find what you were looking for?” I asked.

She flashed the screen at me faster than I could actually look at it. “Yup, here we are. Uncle Kent took me to this one kid’s birthday party in Central City a few years ago that his friend Jay was hosting. It wasn’t great, but I have a picture and an address now. Even if he doesn’t know anything, he definitely has a way to reach some of their other old teammates!”

I caught her hand and held the phone steady. I didn’t recognize the address, but I had visited Central City once already and could apparate us there. However, I wasn’t sure that really was the best way to go about things. 
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My original plan was pretty simple. Apparate to Central City, get directions, apparate in the correct general direction, get directions, and repeat until we get there. Zatanna, with her far greater experience with muggle society, managed to both add and remove several steps from that process, but overall improved the efficiency of our plan.

After apparating to Central City together, it took Zatanna approximately five minutes to track down a massive, slightly ragged tome called a ‘phone book’. A simple spell later, she used Jay’s address to track down his phone number and promptly called him. The conversation went something like this, though I could only really hear half of what was going on.. 

“Hey, this is Zatanna…Yeah, I’m his sort-of niece…Yup, yup…I was hoping a friend and I could come by and talk to Jay about Uncle Kent…Yeah, um, a little urgent I guess…Great, do you think you could give him a call…Perfect. Then…Yes, that would be lovely, thank you…Yes, yes, thank you, I’ll see you soon.”

Zatanna hung up and glanced up to where I was standing beside her awkwardly, her thumbs moving swiftly along the screen of her phone without her needing to look. “I hope you like lemon bars,” she told me, “Jay’s out golfing, but his wife told me she’d give him a call and he should be home in just a couple of minutes.”

“Convenient. Uh, what exactly is a lemon bar?”

“Think like, a slightly soggy shortbread cookie with lemon goop and some powdered sugar on top.”

Well, I liked shortbread, and I liked lemon (especially since they didn’t cost two galleons a fruit around here), and while the combination seemed odd, I was certainly willing to give it a go. “A curious combination. The variety of sweets available in this time is truly something else.”

Zatanna rolled her eyes, then looked down at her phone. “Okay, we need to go…two and a quarter miles north and three and a third east. That should be in the middle of a park, it looks like this.” She showed me a picture. “Good enough?”

“Good enough,” I confirmed. I wrapped an arm around Zatanna’s shoulders and focused on the three D’s. A twist later and we vanished from the convenience store, leaving the phone book we’d borrowed behind on the counter. 

From the park, it was a scant few minutes walk to the Garrick’s modest three-story suburban home. It probably would have been rather pleasant––the weather was lovely, Zatanna and I were holding hands, our fingers intertwined, and the area was clean and well taken care of. Unfortunately, I could practically feel Zatanna’s nerves and worries radiating off her in waves, and I too was rather concerned for my new teacher. Not only was there still a lot I wanted to learn from him, but he was my path to visiting the Atlantean Conservatory of Magic and I also had grown to somewhat care about the kindly old wizard. 

I made a mental note to prioritize trying to get a blueprint of the man when I finally found him. That way, even if something did happen, I’d still have a teacher for Order magic and a path to learning that aether-sight spell we were working up towards. It would probably be a while till I was able to summon him––I had no doubt that he’d cost at least five mana, probably more––but it was a good form of insurance for the future.

We made it there at the same time as Jay did. Zatanna had just knocked on the front door when I noticed a blur moving towards us down the street and swiftly drew my wand. Before I could react, the blur was right on top of us and resolved into the shape of a stout, elderly but well-preserved man with brown hair, blue eyes, and a hint of a frown on his face. 

The man looked down at my wand, then up at Zatanna and I, clearly not seeing me as much of a threat. “I take it you’re the reason I suddenly had to rush home?” he asked surlily. 

Zatanna turned away from the door. “Uncle Kent’s missing.”

Jay’s frown deepened, highlighting the faint wrinkles around his mouth and eyes, but this time it was clear that it was not directed at the two of us. “Well, fair enough. That’s certainly more important than crushing my buddies at nine-hole.”

At that moment, the door opened and Jay blurred forward to embrace his equally elderly wife, then moved to stand beside her. “You’d best come in,” he said curtly.

His wife nudged his shoulder with hers and he shook his head. “Sorry, sorry, where are my manners?” He stuck out his hand, “Jay Garrick, Kent and I go way back. You’re Zatanna, I think? Giovanni’s daughter. And that means you’re probably that new kid he’s been teaching, Hydras?”

I took his hand and shook it firmly. He had a strong grip, but with different calluses than you usually felt from someone who spent a lot of time using their wand. “Hydrys. A pleasure to meet you, sir. I hadn’t realize that Kent had mentioned me to anyone.”

“Sorry, my memory isn’t what it used to be. And we try to meet up on occasion, once a month or so. Went and got some drinks this past weekend and your name came up.”

“We meaning…” I trailed off and looked around, realizing that we were still standing in the doorway. 

Jay also followed my eyes and nodded. “Probably what you’re thinking, yeah. Me, Alan, Kent, Diana sometimes if she can make it. Wesley’s not doing so well these days, but he used to come. Tornado sometimes makes it, but it’s always a coin flip with him. You’re right though. Not the best place to talk about it.” He stepped away from the door and gestured behind him. “Come on in. Shoes off, please, we just had the floors redone a few months back.”

Zatanna and I followed Jay into the living room and the three of us sat down around the coffee table, Zatanna and I on the couch and Jay on a leather recliner. After some initial pleasantries, his wife ​​Joan brought us all some water and the aforementioned ‘lemon bars’, and we dived into the reason we were here.

I let Zatanna do most of the talking, explaining how we’d gone to take a lesson with Kent, his absence, our search, and then our decision to track him down. He listened quietly, the index and middle fingers on his left hand blurring as he lightly tapped them against the arm of his chair. Judging from the marks all up and down the armrest, it was a common tic.

At the end of it, he sighed heavily. “Kent does sometimes have a habit of vanishing, but he’s usually pretty good about warning people if he’s got a commitment. Sure he sometimes misses our meetups, but never without a reason, and he didn’t say anything about having plans over dinner.” He hummed softly, his fingers picking up speed until the sound of them tapping against the leather sounded more like a constant drone than individual impacts. Then he sighed again. “You’re probably right that it’s best to check up on him, but I don’t know how much I can help you. I know Kent’s got a big-ol gold key that can let you in past the Tower’s defenses, but I’m not really sure who's got a hold of it these days. Might be Allen, might be Diana, might even be…” he trailed off, eyes staring blankly out into the middle distance. 

“Jay?” Zatanna asked, her voice heavy with concern.

Jay stood up and ran out of the room so fast that it created a breeze. Zatanna and I exchanged bemused looks, and then before either of us could say anything Jay was back.

He picked up his half-eaten lemon bar, took a bite, then set it back down on his plate. “Tornado’s probably still got it. There was a bit of a mess back in ninety-six, something about a sleep demon or whatever, and Tornado ended up needing to take care of some stuff with Kent. Bet you he still has it lying around somewhere, ‘specially since he’s part of the new League and all and they probably want to have a way to get to the helmet if something happens.”

“That’s Red Tornado, right?” Zatanna asked. Probably for my benefit––I was only very vaguely familiar with most of the Justice League.

“Yeah, him. Shiny red android, big yellow arrow on his head. Did you know they made some kind of kids cartoon based on it? The arrow I mean. Good stuff, made for kids but it really holds up. Shame it never caught on.”

I wasn’t completely sure what that meant, but I was pretty sure it wasn’t important. “So do you know how to contact Red Tornado?” I asked hopefully. 

“Uh…I can try? I know he’s got something new going on, something about watching over some of the kids so they don’t get in too much trouble? Not too clear on it. Don’t tell Joan but I was like, six drinks in by the time Tornado finally made it over to Alan’s place.” He scratched his head. “I…think, maybe, that he’s down in…Happy Harbor now? Alan might know more, or you could probably ask Diana. She’d definitely know how to find him and I’ve definitely got her number written down somewhere.”
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While we waited for Jay to go find Diana’s phone number, Zatanna and I hurriedly did our best to come up with a story. Since Wonder Woman and Red Tornado were both part of the Justice League, it was all but inevitable that the two of us looking for Kent would get back to Zatanna’s dad. 

Neither of us were particularly looking forward to that, but Kent’s safety was more important. With any luck, we’d be able to play things off as a one time occurrence, though Zatanna seemed pretty certain that she was going to be grounded for the rest of her life. I think we were both going to be rather upset if it turned out that the man had just decided to take a nap or something.

“So I went to take my lesson with Kent, your dad already knows those are going on, and I couldn’t find the Tower. Then I came over to Shadowcrest looking for him, but found you instead and you tried to call Kent for me. When that didn’t work, you decided to call Jay because your dad is busy and you didn’t want to bother him.”

“Yup, I got it.” Zatanna confirmed. “That’s probably about as good as we’ll get. Dad might be upset about me not calling him right away, but I think he’ll at least understand that I didn’t want to bother him since he’s been so busy.” She sighed heavily. “I’m definitely still going to get grounded for the rest of the summer.”

I shook my head, “It is still so strange to me that seventeen is not the age of majority here. Eighteen is such an awkward number and what difference really does one more year make?”

Zatanna snorted. “I bet he’d ground me even if I was eighteen already. Dad’s…always been really protective of me, but…ever since mom died he’s been even more intense about it. He means well, but…” she trailed off and I squeezed her shoulder supportingly. 

“He makes things hard sometimes, even if he doesn’t mean to,” she said softly. “You know, I once tried to invite a girl from school over to hang out with me and he had Batman run a background check on her family? And then, even when it came back clean, he still said no anyway! And like, I’m never allowed to stay after for clubs or anything, he’s completely against me visiting anyone, and even over the summer it's impossible for me to go hang out with anyone!”

I wasn’t really sure what to say to that. Zatanna and I had simply grown up in two worlds that were too different for me to really understand her experiences, but I did understand the gist of it. “Well,” I tried, “there are certainly benefits to living in this world and not my own. Back home, even once you are considered an adult, parents and other elder family members retain a large amount of legal and social influence over your life.”

Zatanna sighed and leaned her head against my shoulder. “Maybe. I’d bet anything that he’s only going to get more pushy when I turn eighteen. I want to be a hero and join the Justice League, but I doubt he’ll ever be willing to let that happen. Some of the other heroes have sidekicks; Robin, Kid Flash, Speedy…But whenever I bring it up dad tells me I’m too young and too inexperienced. I’ve seen Robin––if he’s a day over fifteen I’d eat my hat––and how am I supposed to learn if he refuses to teach me anything!”

Zatanna sighed again and all the energy she’d built up over the course of her speech drained out of her in an instant, leaving her looking tired and worried. “I hope Uncle Kent is okay,” she whispered softly. “He told me ages ago that if dad was still being stubborn when I turned eighteen, he’d try to talk to him, or even take me under his wing himself.”

“He’s a good man.” I leaned my head against Zatanna’s and rubbed her back. “We’ll find him.”

“Yeah. I hope so.”

We sat in silence for several minutes. Upstairs, I could hear the faint sound of Jay moving around at super-speed, plus an occasional curse or clatter of falling objects. It seemed as though the man was not the most organized person, but he did seem confident that he had Diana’s contact information somewhere.

Eventually, I turned to Zatanna. “I want you to know that, even if…this doesn’t work out. Things between us, I mean. I hope they do, but… Anyway, you’re always welcome at the pub. I don’t know where life is going to take us, either of us, but even if I’m not there, my hearth is open to you. Whether you need somewhere to get away or just safety and a place to rest your head.”

Zatanna studied my face for several seconds, then looked away. “Thanks Hydrys. That means a lot.” Then a sly smile appeared on her face. “So does that mean you’ve finally got a bedroom set up?”

I considered the somewhat lumpy transfigured mattress and sheets I’d slept under last night. “Uh…let’s go with somewhat?”

Zatanna laughed, and some of the tension I could feel in her shoulders eased, so I would count that as a win. Soon after, Jay finally came flying down the stairs, carrying a slightly faded posted note and a cordless phone. 


“Here we are, I knew I had it somewhere!” he exclaimed. He dropped both objects on the coffee table and retook his seat, leaving two new bite marks in his lemon bar and nearly draining his glass of water. He picked the phone up and leaned over to squint at the note. “So that's…two, zero, two. Eight, one, two. One…drat, is that a nine or a four?”

Zatanna looked down at the note. “Nine, then four I think?”

“Right, right. Nineteen-forty-one. Knew it was something like that.”

He lifted the phone to his ear and pushed the big green button below all the numbers. After several rings, the person on the other side answered the phone and Zatanna and I both leaned in trying to listen.

“...Hey Diana, it's Jay. You’re not too busy right now, are ya?” There was a long pause. “Goody, so nothing important then…Yeah, we missed you this weekend! It was a real downer seeing how old everyone’s getting without your youthful good looks to cheer us up…No, no it’s not about that…No, not that either, why would…Look, I’ve got these two kids here with me…No, Diana why would you––don’t answer that question…” 

Jay loudly cleared his throat and sighed. “Anyway, I’ve got Giovanni’s kid and Kent’s newest student…Yeah, Hydrys, didn’t realize he’d mentioned him to you. Anyways, the kid tried to go over to the Tower for a lesson and it was gone, and Kent isn’t answering his phone. I’m pretty sure Tornado’s got the key, but I can’t say I know how to get a hold of him…It's probably nothing, but I’m with the kids on this one that it's best to be sure, you know? Do you think you could…Oh, perfect. Even better, really…Yup, yup, see you soon.”

He pulled the phone away from his ear and ended the call, then turned to the two of us. “Diana said she’ll be by in a few minutes and can take the two of you to meet Tornado. I’d come along, but I think I’m starting to get too old for all this running around and excitement. You’ll come by and let me know how it all goes, okay? And feel free to give me a call if there’s trouble. I’m not as young as I used to be, but I’m still plenty fast.”

Zatanna only seemed to hear the first half of what Kent had said. “You mean Wonder Woman is coming here? In just a couple of minutes?”

“She sure is. Shouldn’t be too long, the Justice League has some fancy-shmancy tech they use to get around now, not like it was in my day.”

Zatanna looked down at her clothing, hastily brushing away a few invisible crumbs and straightening her shirt. She turned to me. “Do I look alright? Is my hair––”

I brushed a strand back behind her ear, “You look perfect as always.”

Zatanna glared at me, then smiled and thanked me when I conjured a floating mirror in front of her. She wasted several seconds manually moving her hair around with her fingers, then slapped herself on the forehead and cast the same spell she’d used on my hair two days earlier. I personally didn’t see much of a difference, but it made Zatanna happy so I guess it didn’t really matter. 

Jay just laughed. 

A few minutes later and half-way through a story about how Kent once accidentally flew into a mountain, there was a firm knock on the door. Jay went to get it and the two exchanged soft greetings I couldn’t quite make out. Then I heard footsteps approaching and Zatanna and I both rose to greet them.

Diana Prince––that was her name apparently and, while it wasn’t as big a secret as some identities, I was firmly told to not share that name around––was a tall, fair-skinned woman with long black hair, blue eyes, and broad shoulders. She was very beautiful and had a sort of ageless air around her, her body giving off the air of a perfectly crafted sculpture more than that of a flesh-and-blood woman. 

She cut a striking figure, dressed in a form-fitting blue suit that helped refine the air of authority that hung around her into a keen blade. She just looked important and in control, much the way that Aunt Bella––five-time European dueling champion and three-time world runner-up––sometimes did. She was clearly used to being the most dangerous person in nearly any room she entered and she knew it. 

I extended a hand out towards her. “It's a pleasure to meet you. Thank you for taking the time out of your day to assist us.”

She took my hand and our eyes met. I nearly pulled my hand away when I felt the rivers of raw power flowing her body, the sheer magnitude making my skin prickle, but controlled myself and held her gaze. She stared into my eyes for longer than was probably fully appropriate, then shook my hand once. 

“Of course. I appreciate you bringing this matter to my attention. I’m glad that Kent has found such a caring and attentive student” Her voice was smooth and strong, her English tinted with just a hint of an accent I couldn’t recognize.

She turned to greet Zatanna and the two women shook hands as well. “The family resemblance is striking. I look forward to seeing great things from you, Zatanna.”

Zatanna seemed very pleased by the older heroine’s words.

From there, things moved quickly. We wished Jay farwell and then Diana led the two of us to a small alcove hidden in plain sight near the park I’d just apparated to less than half an hour earlier. Some manner of apparatus scanned the three of us, and then we were transported from the park to what looked like a poorly lit but clearly well used cave. 

“I’m afraid I must leave you here,” Diana warned us. “Red Tornado is aware of your arrival and should be down shortly. Please do not go anywhere or touch anything.”

And then she stepped back into the apparatus and vanished with a soft call of ‘Recognizing zero-three’. 

Zatanna and I looked at each other and shrugged. I’d been hoping to have some time to ask the woman some questions, and Zatanna clearly had been as well, but if she was busy then she was busy and there was nothing we could really do about it. 

I drew my wand and was just about to conjure the two of us some chairs––the room was completely bereft of those, when we both heard voices coming towards us down a hallway.
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I fingered my wand, staring silently at the doorway from which I could hear the voices. There were two of them, a man and a woman, and neither of them sounded like an eighty-year-old metal aerokinetic. I couldn't quite make out what they were saying, their voices were heavily distorted by echoes, but it was clear that they were getting closer.

Zatanna took a step closer to me. “If Wonder Woman brought us here, it's probably not anywhere dangerous, right?” she asked quietly.

My eyes didn’t leave the doorway. “That seems unlikely.” And if they were, well, I couldn’t feel anything like an anti-apparition charm so it would be easy enough to get away. 

A moment later, two people walked into the room, arguing quietly and not really paying much attention to where they were going. Well, only one of them was walking. The other was floating a few inches above the ground, one of her knees bent and the other foot pointed towards the smooth stone floor. 

They cut an interesting pair. The first was a tall, dark-skinned young man with short, pale hair and odd looking flaps on either side of his neck. He was wearing a bright-red skin-tight shirt with no sleeves and matching blue pants, a pair of metal handles protruding over his shoulders from something on his back. He also had black tattoos extending down his arms and vanishing beneath his clothing. 

The other was, if anything, even more eye-catching. Not only was she flying, leaving her at eye-level with the taller young man beside her, but she also had bright green skin and red hair, a rather striking and unusual combination. She was wearing a variant of an outfit Zatanna had tried on while we’d been out shopping together; a short sleeved red jacket over a white shirt with a matching skirt.

“I will make sure––oh!” The green-skinned girl stopped in mid air and turned to look at Zatanna and I. “Are you here to join the team?” she asked curiously.

The dark-skinned boy stopped a step later and turned towards us as well. His muscles tensed and one of his hands rose slightly, reaching for the weapon strapped to his back. “I hadn’t heard anything to suggest we would be gaining additional members.”

I felt a light brush against my mind and my eyes snapped towards the source of the attack. She wasn’t looking directly at me, and our eyes weren’t locked together, but there was no doubt in my mind that she was the source of the attack. 

My grip on my wand tightened. “Don’t do that,” I said sharply.

“Do what?” the young man asked. Then he shook himself. “No, identify yourself. How did you find this place and what are you doing here?”

I wasn’t paying him much attention. The light brush became insistent, and then tapped against the outermost layer of my occlumency shields. A moment later, the shield shattered and I flinched in a mix of pain and surprise. 

Before the mental probe could push any deeper, I took hold of the candle flame merrily flickering at the center of my mind and blew on it. In an instant, the candle flame transformed into a blazing pillar that I lashed towards the attack pushing deeper into the outer reaches of my mind. It wasn’t a particularly effective mental attack, but it was a very obvious and aggressive way of telling someone to back off. After all, very few people used fire as a purely defensive barrier within their mind. It was mostly intended to tell an attacker that you knew they were there and wanted them out.

The flying girl cried out and clutched at her head, her mental probe retreating in an instant. The boy went from guarded to aggressive in an instant, drawing the metal handles on his back and conjuring two watery swords using them as hilts and making his black tattoos light up a shining blue color. 

“Hydrys?” Zatanna hissed at me.

“Stay out of my mind!” I called out loudly. “And don’t start things you can’t finish. She’ll be fine, I barely touched her.”

The boy glanced over at his companion, who was still clutching at her head.“She better be! Who are you?”

Zatanna took a step forward, her hands raised in front of her. “Calm down, calm down, this is all a misunderstanding. You’re Aqualad, right? I’m Zatanna Zatara, your mentor and my dad work together in the Justice League.”

Zatanna half-turned towards me, keeping her palms facing the duo. “Hydrys, what happened?”

“She tried to invade my mind. Back home, that sort of thing carries a five-year prison sentence. I don’t know why she reacted like that, I barely touched her mental probe. She should be completely fine.”

The dark-skinned boy, Aqualad apparently, lowered his two swords a few inches, leaving them still at the ready but not pointed directly at us. “I am certain Miss Martian did not mean it as an attack. Her species uses telepathy as its primary form of communication. Now, what are you doing here?”

Zatanna shrugged. “Waiting for Red Tornado, I guess? Wonder Woman dropped us off here and said he’d be here soon, but you guys beat him to the punch. So wait, does that mean she’s like, the Martian Manhunter’s student or something?” 

“Indeed.” Aqualad turned to Miss Martian, who had returned to her previous floating and was now rubbing her head instead of just holding it. “Miss Martian, are you alright.”

“Ye-yeah! Hello Megan, I had not realized that there would be other telepaths here on Earth with different cultures. I’m sorry, I’m just so used to being able to reach out to everyone around me. I didn't mean to offend.”

I stared at her suspiciously. That had been a very powerful probe for something that she did to everyone. If not for my shields, it would have easily penetrated into my surface thoughts. I paused, realizing another implication of what she’d just said. “Zatanna,” I hissed, “do you know a spell to shield your mind? She’s probably reading your surface thoughts right now.” Zatanna knew a number of things that I would prefer didn’t get out that could easily be picked up by a powerful, subtle legilimens like this innocent-looking girl. 

Zatanna’s eyes widened in realization. “Dnim dleihs!” she mumbled, and Miss Martian––or was her name Megan––flinched again.

Aqualad clearly didn’t miss the exchange. “If you are indeed who you say you are, your actions do not seem like those of a friend.”

“Oh, because friends invade each other’s minds on a whim? That’s not the sort of magic you just throw around for the fun of it. Legilimency can cripple and kill as easily as any curse.”

Before Aqualad could respond, a hatch in the ceiling opened and all four of us looked up to see what was presumably Red Tornado floating down from a room high above us. He drifted slowly to the ground and landed with a soft click of metal on stone. 

“Greetings. I understand you are Hydrys and Zatanna, yes?”

“That’s us!” Zatanna told him.

Before he could respond, Aqualad took a step forward. “You are expecting these people, sir?”

Red Tornado turned to look at the boy, his neck making a sort of soft hissing noise. “Yes. They are associates of an old friend.”

“They hurt Me––Miss Martian.”

“I witnessed the encounter. Miss Martian, if you do not require medical care, I believe the issue has been resolved.”

“I’m fine,” she nodded a little bit too quickly to look natural, “he just startled me, that’s all. Really Aqualad, I’m alright.”

“Good,” Red Tornado said shortly, then turned back to Zatanna and I. “I understand you are looking for Kent Nelson. I indeed have the key. I would accompany you to the Tower. I would like to ascertain Kent Nelson’s well-being for myself.”

Zatanna shrugged. “We’d be happy to have you with us, Red Tornado. Uh, Hydrys, do you think you can bring an extra person along?”

I looked at Red Tornado. He was about the same size as I was, but was probably somewhat heavier. It would be a bit tricky, and I’d never apparated with two passengers before. Maybe…

“No need. There is a Zeta Tube not far from the Tower. It should not take long to arrive at our destination. Come.”

Red Tornado took two steps towards the apparatus that had brought Zatanna and I here, then stopped when Aqualad called out to him. “Wait, Red Tornado. Kent Nelson, wasn’t he Earth’s sorcerer supreme?”

“Indeed. He has carried that title for many years.”

“Did something happen to him?”

This time it was Zatanna’s turn to answer Aqualad’s question. “We’re not sure. Hydrys was supposed to have a lesson with him a few hours ago, but he wasn’t there and the Tower of Fate was gone.”

“Could we come along? It would be an honor to meet such an esteemed hero.”

“I am not responsible for assigning such missions. Furthermore, your team is still recovering from your previous engagement.”

“We’re plenty recovered,” Megan jumped in, “and it’s not like this is a mission for the team. We’re just coming with you to see an old friend.”

Red Tornado considered the question for several seconds. “Very well. Let us depart.”

Well, apparently there were five of us now. 
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We made for a rather odd group as we walked from the nearby Zeta tube to the field where the Tower of Fate was hidden. Red Tornado was walking at the front of the group, his limbs making soft whining sounds as he walked. Behind him followed Megan and Aqualad. The green-skinned mind reader had done something that resulted in her clothing shifting into a costume reminiscent of a number of superheroes I’d seen pictures of online. Her skirt had turned blue, her jacket had extended out into a cape, and instead of sneakers she now wore ankle-high boots and long gloves. 

At the back of the group walked Zatanna and I, both dressed in muggle clothing. Well, we mostly walked at the back at least. Aqualad didn’t seem to like having us behind him and so the four of us were kind in an awkward, shifting clump trailing after Red Tornado.

We spent the first part of the trip in silence. I spent the time studying Aqualad and Miss Martian, trying to get a feeling for the duo. Despite our rather heated introductions to one another, the two were both potentially useful people to know. They were closely connected to active members of the Justice League and had some level of personal power as well. 

Of the two, Aqualad was by far the one with whom I wished to leave a good impression. I was very interested in visiting Atlantis, and, despite Kent’s assistance in that direction, I had no doubts that someone with the ear of the King could greatly delay or fully prevent me getting permission to visit. Kent clearly had some amount of influence and renown, but even a steller repudiation had its limits.  

I had far more mixed feelings about Miss Martian. The green skinned girl had tried to invade my mind and had likely managed to get at least something from Zatanna before I reminded her to get her defenses up. That was some very powerful and very dangerous magic and I got the feeling that she considered doing so to be perfectly natural. There was no telling what or how much she’d seen, nor how much control she had over the people around her. 

I was not one to forget such an attack, no matter how she tried to excuse her actions. She could use her abilities on witless muggles and her own kind as much as she’d like, but touching the minds of Zatanna and I was not something I could tolerate. If she tried to do it again, I’d make sure she regretted it with far more than just the light tap I’d given her in the cave. I was not much of a legilimens, but I’d already found that using mana to power spells could go a long way towards compensating for a lack of skill. And if that didn’t work, well, there was a reason that most books on occlumency also advised the reader to study proper offensive magic as well. 

Still, to her credit, I had not felt another attack against my shields since I’d warned her away. I was pretty sure that had more to do with my counterattack than any actual reticence to peer into my mind, but fear and pain were both valuable teachers at times. 

Still, despite all that, I was still rather interested in speaking with the girl. For one, I had a feeling that making amends with her would go a long way towards integrating myself with Aqualad. He’d only responded when she’d flinched away from my aggressive defenses, and I hadn’t failed to notice the way he made sure to keep himself between Zatanna and I and Megan. It would be pointless to try and speak with him without first speaking with Megan.

Furthermore, she was apparently an alien. A real life creature from another planet. The mere idea of such a thing was both shocking and wondrous. Was there life on the other planets in my home plane? Wizards had never seen any signs of such a thing, but if it had happened here, then perhaps there were Martians back home as well. 

While I was certain many magizoologist would be thrilled to learn about how such creatures lived, I was far more interested in their magic. Her version of legilimency did not require eye contact and had felt very different from the attacks of my teachers. It was still recognizable as a mental attack, but it clearly functioned on a slightly different axis than I was accustomed to. That was how she’d simply brushed my outer shields aside with seemingly no effort––they simply were not designed to defend from an attacker at that ‘angle’. 

Furthermore, she was both flying and had demonstrated nonverbal telekinesis. Both were very useful skills that I would love to learn to replicate. I could scarcely imagine the sorts of magical skills I could learn from a people that dwelt beyond the bounds of Earth. 

After her attack on my person, I had absolutely no compunctions against plundering her secrets. With any luck, she would prove vulnerable to the Black charm. Otherwise, perhaps I might have to find an opportunity to make use of the other sort of Black charms. The sort you had to practice on muggles the first few times just in case to avoid causing any permanent damage to the mind of another wizard.

“So Miss Martian,” I began, combing my hair back with my fingers, “I’m afraid we started off on the wrong foot. I apologize for any harm I may have inadvertently caused you––I fear I was trained to react harshly to mental intrusions and did not respond in time to withdraw certain automatic protections.”

I made sure to keep my outer thoughts smooth and even, and filled my voice with as much genuine-sounding emotion as I could. There was a certain art to lying to a legilimens or under the effect of certain mind-altering charms. Even if she wasn’t actively attacking my mind, it was possible that she was watching it from outside my defenses and I wanted to avoid giving any sign that I was being anything but utterly truthful in my remorse. 

She turned in mid air, continuing to fly after Red Tornado, but now at an angle. She looked slightly flustered as she responded. “Oh, it’s alright! I was not injured, just a little startled. I did not expect to encounter another telepath on Earth other than my uncle, and I have never felt fire like that in my mind.” 

“You mean the Martian Manhunter, yes? I hadn’t realized he had any relatives here. Does that mean you’re also from Mars?” 

She nodded excitedly. “Yes, and it is because I have not been here long. I only arrived on earth a few weeks ago. It is very different from back home, but I like it here. Everyone has been very friendly!” Her smile faded slightly and she looked down at the ground. “I am sorry, I didn't mean to surprise you. I was so excited to feel a mind that could see me back that I did not consider what I was doing. It is sad that you must do such things to your own mind.”

She was pretty clearly just as not-sorry for what had happened as I was. She wasn’t upset that what she’d done had made me react, but just that she’d been caught doing it. Still, I could work with what she was saying. 

“Oh?” I asked curiously. “So people on Mars don’t shield their minds like I’m doing?”

“No, no, definitely not. We are all connected. Families especially. And definitely not with fire.” She shuddered slightly and I made a mental note to look into that. Did Martians perhaps have some form of aversion to fire?

“Fascinating,” I said honestly. “That is very impressive. Back home, the mind arts are not a common field of study and it took me many years to reach my current level of mind-magic, but it sounds like everyone on Mars is able to use such spells to an impressive extent.”

“Oh, no! Hello Megan, no, that is not it at all. I did not realize you were a sorcerer! Only the sorcerer-priests study magic. What I do is just something Martians do, like how humans can run and swim and talk. We can use telekinesis to fly, shapeshift, and communicate telepathically!” 

My hopes fell like a rock down a well. “Oh. So your…telepathy. Every Martian can do that?”

“Yes!” 

The majority of my interest in the green skinned girl vanished in an instant. She wasn’t a witch, just a particularly versatile magical creature. Well, probably a being, since it sounded like some martians could be proper wizards. The natural abilities of a metamorphmagus, a wampus cat, and some form of wandless magic that could allow them to fly. It was a potent combination of abilities. 

Unfortunately, just like the magic of veela, goblins, and other beings, it was probably completely useless to me. As a Planeswalker I could theoretically learn any sort of magic, but this was something she’d been born with, not something I could learn. Perhaps I may be able to imitate some of what she was doing, but that was an entirely different story. How very irritating. 

I did my best not to let my disappointment show in my face, voice, or thoughts. “Fascinating. I can scarcely imagine a culture where such gifts are so common. And you said you were a shapeshifter as well?”

Miss Martian silently grew a second set of arms under her first and I raised an eyebrow. “Very impressive. My family once possessed a similar ability, but unfortunately it has not appeared for several generations. Metamorphmagi, we call them. Wizards and witches who can freely change their form without a need for spells or potions.”

“Oh? That is very sad. I could not imagine being unable to shapeshift. It would have been wonderful to meet a human who could do so.”

Well, there was still the tangential benefit of raising Aqualad’s perception of me. He was paying keen attention to our conversation and had relaxed slightly over the past minutes as we were talking. “I mean, I’m not a metamorphmagus, but I’m a dab hand at transfiguration. I don’t think I can pull off that arm trick on a whim, but maybe…”

I drew my wand and focused. I didn’t want to go particularly far, but you really had to know what you were doing when it came to human transfiguration. I spun my wand in a tight circle, then tapped myself on the arm. Between one moment and the next, my skin turned green, my hair turned red, and a smattering of freckles appeared on my face.

I spread my arms out on either side of me and turned to Miss Martian. “How do I look? I do believe we could pass as siblings now, though I’m afraid the flying trick would take a few more spells to manage.”

Miss Martian grinned and clapped her hands together excitedly. “Hello Megan, of course a real sorcerer can shapeshift, even a non-martian one!”

Zatanna snatched my wrist and turned my hand over, staring with interest at my green skin. “This isn’t an illusion or anything,” she said in surprise.

“Of course not, that would be too easy. Human transfiguration is hard, but very doable with practice. Where do you think the stories of witches turning people into newts come from?” Actually, that was one of those things I was becoming less sure about. Transfiguration didn’t seem nearly as common here as it was back home, and yet there were just as many stories of wizards and witches turning people into animals.

I let Zatanna and Miss Martian stare at me for several seconds, then tapped my wrist again and transformed back into my usual coloration. 

“Awe,” Miss Martian said sadly.

I smiled tightly. “Perhaps we can speak more on the topic another time.” Or hopefully we wouldn’t. I didn’t much like the idea of spending a lot of time around a mind reader whose abilities I didn’t fully understand. “For now, well, we’re here.”

“Indeed,” Red Tornado said flatly. He reached into a hidden compartment and withdrew a large, ornate golden key. Then he took a step forward, inserted it into thin air, and turned the key. There was an echoing hum of potent magic that washed over my skin and prickled at my ears, and suddenly the tower reappeared in all its majesty.
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After a few moments of hushed discussion, we all entered the tower together. Between Red Tornado, Zatanna, and I, we’d spent a fair amount of time in the Tower and would hopefully be able to navigate around to some extent. A tiny part of me was tempted to suggest we split up––there were probably a lot of interesting things I could…stumble over that Kent would not approve of me seeing. However, if something had happened to Kent, I didn’t want someone finding him on their own and potentially being unable to help him. 

Megan had also suggested that perhaps she and Aqualad should stay outside and watch the door, but that idea had been shot down immediately by Red Tornado. This was not an official mission for them and thus he was responsible for their well being, something he could not do if they were separated. 

I was the last person to enter the Tower, appearing in the same featureless entry room as the first time I’d come to meet Kent here. I turned around to close the door behind me, but the heavy wooden door had once again vanished into the surrounding stonework without a trace. 

Red Tornado took several confident steps forward and a moment later, a translucent apparition that looked just like Kent but formed from golden Order magic appeared in front of him.  

“Greetings, Red Tornado, Zatanna, Hydrys, and guests,” it said, its voice flat and slightly resonant. “Welcome to the Tower of Fate. I am afraid that Kent is not home right now. Please state your purpose and intent and the Tower will pass it along once Kent returns.”

Red Tornado made an odd sound, somewhere between a hum and a mechanical buzz. “Intriguing. I was not greeted in such a way the last time I came here.”

“This projection is a new addition to the Tower’s defense. I am afraid that Kent is not home right now. Please state your purpose and intent and the Tower will pass it along once Kent returns.”

“I think it's an extension of the Tower’s wards,” I said after a moment. A very, very impressive extension to an already incredibly powerful warding scheme. It took an enormous amount of skill, magic, and time to add such a feature to a ward scheme, particularly one that could actively interact with people like this one was. Well, that or the willing sacrifice of a few powerful wizards. I really hoped Kent hadn’t accidentally killed himself trying to improve the Tower’s defenses. That would be very unfortunate.

“Indeed. I am afraid that Kent is not home right now. Please state your purpose and intent and the Tower will pass it along once Kent returns.”

Probably not. It wouldn’t be stuck repeating things in that case. Much more likely, this was just a construct with several predetermined behaviors with a low-level intelligence behind it. I wouldn’t be surprised if the Tower did have some level of intelligence, the same way that Hogwarts did. 

“We are looking for Kent. Do you have any ideas where he might be or when he may return?” I asked the spirit.

“Kent Nelson left the tower. Yesterday. I am unaware of his intentions. Would you like to leave a message for when Kent returns?” There was a slight pause in its voice as it told us when Kent had left, but I wasn’t sure if that was important. 

Red Tornado turned back towards us. “It appears as though Kent is not here. He likely found something of interest and lost track of time. We should depart.”

Red Tornado might be right, but I wasn’t ready to leave it at that. “Perhaps Kent left some information on where he was going?” I was glad to hear that Kent hadn’t tripped and fallen down one of the many flights of stairs within the tower, but I did want to know what was so interesting that he would just disappear without any warning. 

“Student Hydrys Black. You are permitted entry into portions of the Tower that you may explore at your leisure. 

“Yes!” Agreed the Miss Martian excitedly. “We should look for clues!” 

“Guests are permitted entry into public sections of the Tower if accompanied by a recognized individual. Unaccompanied guests will be removed from the premises.” 

Red Tornado considered things for several seconds, then nodded. “Very well.” He turned around to face the Tower spirit again. “Tower, we would like to proceed inside. Please alert us if Kent returns.”

The spirit nodded, and then vanished in a flicker of golden light. To my surprise, the wall directly behind it slid open in a way that vaguely reminded me of the entrance to Diagon Alley, revealing a brightly lit and well furnished sitting room, complete with a fire merily crackling in the hearth and a large portrait of a woman over the mantle. I hadn’t realized it could do that. All the times I’d been here before, I’d taken a sort of magic elevator up to the room full of staircases. 

I shrugged and followed after Red Tornado as he led the way into the room. “Did you know this was here?” I asked Zatanna.

“Uh, yeah, I think so, though I usually came in through the other side.” She gestured to the wall with the fireplace and painting. “That one opens up too. I used to do my homework here sometimes and Kent would read in that armchair over there.” 

“That was always Kent’s favorite seat. Back during the time of the Justice Society, we would sometimes hold meetings here,” Red Tornado explained. 

Miss Martian darted around the room, looking at all the small tables and carefully avoiding the fireplace and candles burning in ornate candelabras. “I don’t see anything!” she reported, sounding slightly disappointed.

“Maybe we should check out the kitchen? Or perhaps the library?” I suggested. “Zatanna, do you know how to get to the place with all the staircases from here?”

“Uh, well that wall is supposed to open up, but Uncle Kent would always just wave at it. I don’t really know how to make it work.” Zatanna mimed waving a cane in the general direction of the wall, then squinted at the wall. “Nepo!” She commanded firmly. The small metal grate over the fireplace sprang open, but that was it.

“Tower, can you open the wall for us?” I asked the empty air.

“Certainly,” said Kent’s slightly warped voice from directly behind us. The wall slid smoothly open, even as Aqualad jumped and turned around with one hand raised in front of himself as though to ward off an attack.

Red Tornado took a step back. “I am afraid I do not know how to navigate the Hall of Halls.”

Miss Martian stopped just outside the new doorway, staring with wonder into the vast open room. Aqualad, once he’d realized that there was no threat, joined her a moment later. 

It was indeed a wondrous sight. The room looked like it stretched on endlessly in all directions, though I was pretty sure that was an illusion of warped space. Countless staircases and landings crisscrossed the vast emptiness, floating in the air without any visible supports. 

Zatanna confidently walked past both of them. “Let’s go, I think I remember how to get to the kitchen from here?”

I followed after her, and Red Tornado and the two younger heroes fell into step behind us. Zatanna led us up a flight of stairs, around a landing, down a flight of stairs, down a walkway, and then down one more flight until we finally reached…a bathroom. A very large, very fancy bathroom with marble floors, ornate silver faucets, and a gigantic walk-in shower with a dozen shower heads spaced evenly around the circular room and a sort of mesh hammock hanging at the center.

“Uh…” Zatanna said slowly.

“This does not appear to be the kitchen,” Red Tornado said flatly. I was pretty sure it wasn’t intended to be rude, but it certainly didn’t come off as particularly polite.

We turned around and had only just stepped back out into the central portion of the tower when suddenly the ghostly Kent-shaped spirit reappeared. “Kent has reentered the Tower,” it told us flatly before vanishing a moment later. 

We all exchanged looks. “Well, that was easy!” Megan said cheerfully. “I am glad that your friend has returned, Red Tornado.” 

“Yes. It seems we were mistaken.”

I sighed. What a waste of several hours. I hoped Kent had a damn good reason for missing our lesson and making Zatanna worry. This was going to be so annoying when everything got back to Giovanni.

Zatanna looked rather relieved, and just a little annoyed. She elbowed me gently in the side. “Well, maybe he has time for a lesson before I’m stuck at Shadowcrest for the rest of the summer.”

Of course that was when we all heard the agonized screams coming from somewhere in the distance. Kent’s agonized screams. My wand was in my hand a fraction of a second later, and Red Tornado was suddenly surrounded by a column of tightly-controlled winds. 

Laughter echoed in the distance, badly distorted but I could almost feel the vindictive malice in it. Kent screamed again and the laughter intensified. It seemed that Kent had returned with guests. Unwelcome guests.

“Uncle Kent!” Zatanna cried out, the words slipping from her mouth a moment before she clapped her hand over it. “We have to help him!” she exclaimed a moment later, her voice much quieter. 

“Yes. Wait here while I investigate,” Red Tornado declared, then lifted off the ground and vanished from sight. 
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Well, I certainly wasn’t going to be doing that. Judging from the mulish look on Zatanna’s face, she wasn’t any happier about Red Tornado’s order. I twirled my wand, thinking quickly. “Tower,” I called out softly, “what’s happening to Kent?”

The tower spirit flicked into existence on the platform beside me, and I noticed that its body was strangely blurrier than it had been a few minutes earlier. The edges of ‘Kent’s’ suit were hazy instead of sharp and his features were not as well defined. “Master Kent is sparring with his Friends,” it reported. Unlike the previous times I’d heard it, however, there was a lot more emotion its words than there had been before, and it sounded angry. 

“Can you do something to help him?” Zatanna asked hurriedly.

The spirit clutched its cane with both hands, its back ramrod straight and a slight frown on its face. “The Tower is not permitted to interfere with Friends of Kent Nelson,” it said flatly. 

“But they’re hurting him!” she exclaimed.

“The Tower is not permitted to interfere with Friends of Kent Nelson,” it repeated. 

I raised a hand before Zatanna could say anything else. Clearly whatever people had entered with Kent had somehow tricked the wards into seeing them as friendly entities. Very unfortunate, otherwise this would have been much easier. 

There was no use asking the Tower to attack the intruders––it clearly wanted too but couldn’t. Instead I asked, “What friends did Kent bring to the Tower, Tower?”

The spirit smiled tightly, its body flickering again. “Master Kent arrived with Friend Unidentified Humanoid, Friend Unidentified Humanoid, and Friend Unidentified Feline. The first appears to be a mundane human. The latter two reek of Chaos.” It spat the last few words like a curse, then vanished into sparks of golden light that dispersed out into the air. 

Well, names and abilities would have been helpful, but that was still a lot of useful information. “Three of them, tw––five of us, six if Kent isn’t too beat up. I like those odds,” I declared. “Zatanna, stay behind me and keep a shield ready to cast. You two…” I eyed the Atlantean and the Martian. “You’re free to stay here and wait, but I’m not sure how well the Tower will respond to two unaccompanied guests right about now.”

“Red Tornado said––” Aqualad began, but I cut him off before he could finish his thought.

“I am not subordinate to your Red Tornado. He has no right to command Zatanna or I.” Then I turned away, unwilling to waste any more time. I flicked through a series of wand movements, then tapped Zatanna on top of the head. She shivered slightly and vanished from view, the spell making her blend into the background until only a faint shimmer remained. In the monotone yellow hall, combined with the heavy ambient mana, she was all but undetectable. Only the hand on my hand told me that she was still standing next to me. 

I quickly repeated the spell on myself, then turned to go. Before I could, however, Miss Martian called out, “Can you do me too?” 

I weighed the idea over, then shrugged. It wasn’t like disillusionment was an overly costly spell in terms of magic or focus, and ever since I’d become a Planeswalker such spells had become even easier to maintain. “Sure. Aqualad?”

“Yes please. Thank you Hydrys.”

With all four of us disillusioned, we quickly hurried in the direction of the noise. Miss Martian flew through the air beside us while Zatanna and Aqualad followed me up the nearest flight of stairs. 

I could hear sounds of combat in the distance. Loud crackles, the howl of wind, and words lost to echoes and swallowed by noise. My footsteps felt unreasonably loud as I rushed up the stairs, two more sets of running feet sounding just behind me. Emerging onto a platform perpendicular to where we’d been standing a minute before, I still couldn’t see anything, but it felt like we were getting closer. I led the way across the platform and around its side onto another staircase. A few steps later, and I could finally get a glimpse of what was going on between the floating paths.

Kent was kneeling on the ground, his suit rumpled and a strange-looking black collar wrapped around his neck. Beside him stood a pale skinned boy with pitch-black hair styled into horns on either side of his head. He looked like a prepubescent boy, but the cruel smirk on his face and the magic pouring off him in waves meant that I could never mistake him for a real child. 

He was wearing an angular black suit with flared sleeves. There was a cat perched on his shoulders, its fur a bright ginger with black stripes that made it look a bit like a tiger, along with two more markings above its bright red eyes. 

A bright red bubble enveloped Kent, the boy, and his cat, and inside the bubble I could see that he was laughing uproariously. Just outside the bubble was another man, older and taller with long black hair pulled back into a slick ponytail and a goatee framing his mouth. He wore an open-fronted white shirt that showed off his hairy chest, long black pants, and a belt with a gaudy golden belt buckle emblazoned with a symbol I couldn’t quite make out from this distance. 

We suddenly caught a glimpse of Red Tornado as he flew wildly through the air past the platform that Kent and the two men were standing on. The tall man pointed something at Red Tornado, a wand, and a net of pale lightning shot from its tip towards the hero. Red Tornado turned sharply and twisted around a staircase and out of sight. The net tried to follow him, but instead crashed into the staircase and dispersed in a flash of golden light. 

The man cursed loudly and waved his wand through the air, blasting a torrent of crackling lightning into the air––presumably towards Red Tornado. A massive whirlwind crashed into the platform a moment later, a swirl of dust and a loud howl the only sign that anything was happening. The wizard was shaken slightly, but remained on the platform, though his lightning spell petered out. The red bubble didn’t so much as flicker. 

Zatanna suddenly gasped, the sound cutting off as I heard her slap a hand over her mouth. 

“Zatanna?” I asked worriedly.

“Hydrys, that’s Klarion!” she hissed in my ear. 

“Who?” I asked quietly, most of my attention on the fight. The name didn’t ring any bells, but then again I didn’t know very much about the various dangerous individuals in this world. The name meant just as little to me as Grindelwald’s did to Zatanna. 

“Klarion the Witch Boy. He’s a freaking Lord of Chaos!”

Ah. Now that did mean something to me. Something very bad. 

My mouth suddenly felt very dry. I’d done quite a bit of reading about the various magical dangers in this Plane, and the Lords of Chaos were pretty damn high up on that list. They were, one and all, incredibly powerful spellcasters and actively malevolent towards basically everyone, including each other. 

I took a deep, fortifying breath. “And the other one?” I asked, already dreading her answer. 

Zatanna was silent for a moment except for a soft rustle of cloth, “Um, I’m…not sure. He doesn’t look like any of the magical villains dad’s told me about. Maybe he’s like…Klarion’s student or something?”

Well, at least it wasn’t the ‘blot out the sun’ guy, and he probably wasn’t nearly as powerful as his companion, but I was suddenly a lot more leery about our chances, even with a numbers advantage. 

“His name is Abra Kadabra,” the martian girl suddenly said from less than a foot away from me. “He’s the one that kidnapped Mr. Kent.”

Abra…Kadabra. I didn’t dare so much as mouth the words. That was…certainly a choice. My mental threat assessment of the man rose several notches. I wasn’t sure how knowledge of that incantation had appeared in this Plane––I had seen nothing about the Killing Curse in any of the books I’d read here––but only someone very foolish or very dangerous would dare call themselves that name. 

Megan continued, “I can’t get much from him, but he’s really mad, and I can’t seem to reach Mr. Kent or the boy at all. That shield is blocking me out!” She sounded both frustrated and somewhat scared, and I couldn’t really blame her. Things had gone from maybe bad to good to much worse very quickly. 

Well…nothing to it then. Red Tornado was clearly not accomplishing anything, and even through the red-tint of the shield around him, Kent didn’t look very good. I reached inside myself and felt for the Spark gleaming within my soul. If things started going poorly, that was my ticket out of here. I still wasn’t particularly good at planeswalking, but I was confident I could at least pull myself to Shadowcrest or Slaughter Swamp, or possibly some random place in the multiverse where I could hopefully recuperate. 

Leaving Zatanna and Kent here would be…very unfortunate, but my survival had to come first. Some tentative experiments had told me that trying to take a passenger into the space between worlds was a capital-b Bad Idea, and, while I could apparate within the confines of the Tower, I couldn’t apparate in or out.

I took a deep breath and released it. “Aqualad, Miss Martian, I don’t know enough about what you can do to really come up with a plan. Just…try to distract them or something. Our first priority is getting Kent away from Klarion. If we can manage that, he might be able to adjust the Tower’s wards and then we’ll be in a much better spot. Zatanna…” I squeezed my eyes shut. I wanted to tell her to run or hide, but there was no way she’d listen to that. Instead, “Be careful.”

I could almost imagine the fierce smile on her face. “Right back at you,” she whispered in my ear. 

I nodded, even though none of them could see me. “Right. Let’s do this.” I raised my wand, incantations rising to the tip of my tongue. I could feel my connections to Shadowcrest and Slaughter Swamp, ready to provide me with mana at a moment’s notice. I had one good shot before they knew I was here. I had to make it count.
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The tip of my wand wavered between Abra Kedabra and Klarion. Klarion was almost certainly the bigger threat, but he was behind a shield and that red dome looked rather impressive. Abra Kedabra was likely the weaker of the two, but he was mostly exposed and rather preoccupied with Red Tornado. 

I could…maybe…I shook my head. No, I could leave Abra Kedabra to the others. At least for now. Getting Klarion away from Kent was the priority and I doubted that anyone else had the strength to tangle with Klarion. I wasn’t sure that I had the strength to tangle with Klarion, but I had to give it a shot. 

This wasn’t going to be a friendly spar or a formal duel. If I wanted a chance to win, I needed to go all out and I could deal with the consequences of that later. I didn’t even think I could kill Klarion if I wanted to. He was a literal force of nature in the body of a child. Even if I managed to destroy his current vessel, the Chaos Lord himself would be fine. 

Abra Kadabra…Well, I would try to be slightly gentler with him. If nothing else, he could serve as a valuable source of information, or perhaps an unwitting ally. But if it was him or me, or even him or Zatanna or Kent, it was never going to be him. 

“Don’t get between me and Klarion,” I warned hurriedly. “Focus on Abra Kedabra and try to grab Kent if I can get him away from Klarion.” 

Deep breath in, deep breath out, deep breath in and…I twisted on my heel and vanished from the platform with a soft crack. A moment later, I reappeared on a platform several hundred feet away, one positioned almost directly behind where Abra Kedabra and Klarion were standing. I stumbled slightly––the platform was at a slightly different angle than the one I’d been standing on before––but managed to keep my footing. 

Klarion had his back to me, his hair and suit tinted red by the barrier. His cat was wrapped around his neck like a scarf, its tail held up vertically beside one of his ‘horns’. I had timed my apparition with another one of Abra’s lightning spells, and the crackle of electricity hid the sound of my apparition. 

 I raised my wand and drew on Slaughter Swamp. I only had one shot at this before Klarion and Abra Kedabra knew that they were dealing with more than one attacker. I had to make it count. 

That shield spell around Klarion and Kent was powerful. Even through the ambient mana that filled the Tower, I could feel the power of the spell. Kent’s golden barrier had been more powerful than most shield charms I’d ever run into, and this was the magic of a Chaos Lord, not a mere mortal wizard. 

I knew a lot of spells. Several of them were good at punching through shields or even ignoring them entirely in some cases. However, most of those were relatively limited. Just busting open the shield wouldn’t be enough. There was no reason to expect that I’d have time to follow up a shield-breaker with a second spell. 

There was only one spell I knew that could both punch clean through any and every magical shield known to wizardkind and do enough damage to maybe deal with the being standing behind it. Well. It was a good thing I’d already been sentenced to life in Azkaban, huh?

Klarion had hurt my teacher. Klarion had made Zatanna scared and upset. Klarion had gotten in the way of my lessons. Klarion had to go. My mind was focused and my heart was steady. I could almost see the page of ‘Magick Moste Evile’ open in front of me. You have to mean it. Emphasis on the vah and the second dah. 

“Avada Kedavra,” I whispered purposefully. Though this was only my second time ever casting the spell, the words rolled off my tongue like my own name. The cat hissed loudly and Klarion began to turn around, but it was too late. 

I was almost blinded by the flash of green light that roared from the tip of my wand, the air screaming as something vast and invisible tore through the space between Klarion and I. The shield around him burst like a soap bubble, red light boiled away by a nearly invisible flare of green, and then it was on him.

I had aimed for the center of Klarion’s back, and his half-turn resulted in the spell impacting his side instead. I could still remember Sirius collapsing like a puppet with its strings cut, the memory as clear as day in my mind even as the rest of the trial felt more like a blurry, half-remembered dream. 

Unfortunately, that was not what happened here. Instead, the spell erupted against Klarion’s side in an explosion of green flames and crackling strands of blinding lightning. The cat yowled loudly and jumped away as Klarion was thrown bodily across the platform, his entire body flickered like an illusion as red cracks spread out along his body and face from the point of impact. 

I sagged as a momentary wash of exhaustion threatened to overwhelm me, but it wasn’t nearly as bad as it had been the first time I cast the spell. Furthermore, I felt almost giddy. Channeling so much magic all at once left my skin feeling electrified and my wand was singing of life, death, and battle. 

I blinked rapidly, clearing the spots out of my eyes. Squinting, I could see Klarion lying motionless on the edge of the platform he’d been standing on, while the cat was crouched behind Kent’s slumped body. 

Abra Kadabra was looking around wildly, but it seemed as though Red Tornado and the others had him thoroughly occupied, so I ignored him for the moment. A smile stretched across my lips. Well, maybe I wasn’t so unprepared for the dangers of this world. Klarion was powerful, but death came for all things in the end. 

I prepared to summon Kent to me when suddenly Klarion’s entire body dissolved into black shards. They blew around in an invisible wind and then came together, reforming moments later back in Klarion, wholly unharmed and staring right. At. Me.

“That actually hurt!” he exclaimed, his voice whiny and high pitched but blazing with malice that had nothing childlike about it. He reached backwards and red light began to gather around his hands. Then he thrust both arms forward and a howling, bestial mouth formed from eye-searing flames flew towards me. 

I didn’t need to know much about Chaos magic to know that I wanted nothing to do with whatever that spell was. With no time to raise a shield stronger than a protego and no experience with how powerful that spell might be, I twisted on my heel and apparated away, reappearing a scant several meters away from Klarion––too close for comfort but far enough to dodge or shield––on the same platform as him and Kent. 

I stumbled again––all these stupid staircases and platforms were at different angles and, even though the magic on them made it impossible to fall no matter what part you were standing on, it made apparating very annoying. “Accio suit!” I barked, and Kent went skidding towards me across the platform. Summoning people was considered to be pretty risky, but I was pretty sure that any friction-burns I caused would be less serious than what Klarion and Abra Kedabra would do to him. 

I just needed to grab him and apparate––my eyes widened as I realized that the flaming mouth had turned around in mid air and was once again flying directly at me. “Aspidano!” I cast as quickly as I could, and the dull brown shield appeared directly in the path of the attack. The two spells collided and Klarient’s won, utterly obliterating the Greek shield spell but expending most of its energy to do so. 

Having cast a second spell, my accio had ceased working, but it had imparted enough momentum onto Kent that he slid almost the whole way towards me before slowing to a stop. I dove under a bolt of red light that Klarion threw at me and rolled across the ground, my shoulder screaming at me in protest. The dimly burning remains of the flaming mouth crashed into the platform where I had just been moments before, leaving ugly red scorch marks on the enchanted stonework like blood leaking from the golden stone.

Kent looked terrible. There were burn marks on his suit and his face was twisted into a forced smile that hid just how much pain he was in. He tried to whisper something to me, but no sound came out, the gem set into his collar flashing brightly. 

I rose into a crouch and cast protego as quickly as I could manage in front of me. It deflected a single red bolt, leaving visible red cracks on the otherwise invisible shield. The next bolt shattered it utterly, but by then I had managed to pull Kent partially upright. I looked between him, the collar, and Klarion, who was winding up for another throw. I had time for a spell, maybe two. I really hoped this worked.

“Evanesco,” I mumbled, tapping the collar. I was almost surprised when the spell did work and the collar vanished, gem and all, into non-being. A moment later I fell backwards, pulling Kent down on top of me and out of the way of Klarion’s next throw. 

Kent’s smile turned fierce. “Tower, my cane!” he called out weakly, his voice hoarse. 

“No! No, no, no, no, no!” Klarion chanted, each word punctuated with a thrown lance of chaotic scarlet flames. 

Kent’s cane appeared directly between the two of us and Klarion’s projectiles. Both him and it flared with the golden glow of Order and an ankh formed around the cane, blocking all six projectiles. Kent slid off me and I quickly scrambled to my feet, then helped him up. “I guess I missed our lesson then?” he asked with a small chuckle, one of his hands clutched over his chest. 

I used the minor reprieve to look around. Abra Kedabra was on the far end of the platform from Kent and I, slowly behind hounded by Miss Martian, who had returned to visibility at some point, and Red Tornado. Zatanna had cast a shield around her and it was doing a good job blocking the lightning nets Abra Kedabra kept throwing at the martian. She and Aqualad were nowhere to be found, and Abra Kedabra was constantly having to twist around to keep an eye on both flying heroes. 

“Something like that. You can make it up to me later.” That wasn’t what was important right now. “Can you adjust the wards?” I asked hurriedly. “Aspidano!” The shield lasted for barely a few seconds, but long enough to absorb the torrent of red flames that Klarion had just breathed at us like a dragon.

Kent shook his head. “Not until they’re out of the Tower.” That seemed like a major weakness, or possibly an intentional design choice to reinforce some other aspect of the wards. Still, it was very annoying right about now.

This time it was Kent’s turn to block Klarion’s next attack, a pair of giant red claws that he cleaved off at the wrist using a pair of spinning ankhs. “Can you beat him?” I asked softly, dreading the answer.

Kent sighed heavily. “Not without Nabu. And perhaps not with him as well. I am…less than I once was, and injured besides.”

Well that wasn’t good. “Brace yourself then.” I grabbed his arm and twisted, aiming for the platform where I’d been standing observing the fight. 

Instead, I crashed into a crackling wall and was thrown from the tight embrace of apparition into open air a few steps from where I’d started. I barely managed to avoid dropping my wand, horribly disoriented and in pain from the impact. Only Kent’s quick thinking saved the two of us from falling at an angle onto a floating flight of stairs. He surrounded both of us in a bubble of golden light and floated us back onto the platform. 

Klarion cackled. “No running! That’s no fun!” Then he blasted us with more chaos magic, his spell squealing like a dying animal as it flew. Kent’s bubble absorbed the attack, but cracks of red now permeated the shimmering gold and I was confident that it wouldn’t last much longer.

I shook myself, trying to force the disorientation away. “Nabu. Can someone else host Nabu? You, me, and Doctor Fate…” I trailed off as Kent frowned.

“Maybe. Anyone can host Doctor Fate, but he needs someone magically powerful to battle Klarion.”

The idea came to me in an instant. “We have an Atlantian with us.”

“That could work, but Nabu…it's been a long time since I’ve worn the helmet.”

I was only vaguely listening to him past the third word. I looked around, feeling for the telltale sensation of my own active spell. There and…there! One was crouching in the distance, but another was almost on top of Abra Kedabra.”

Then Kent’s shield shattered and there was no more time for talking. We both furiously defended against Klarion’s onslaught, each of his spells powerful enough to shatter our shields in one or two hits leaving us with little time to counterattack. 

For nearly two entire minutes––an eternity in a duel––we exchanged spells. Between spells Kent explained how Nabu was housed inside a helmet that needed to be worn so the Lord of Order could inhibit the wearer’s body. He also explained that it had been many years since he’d worn the helmet, and that Nabu was likely to be resentful once he did gain a host.

From what he said, it was fully up to Nabu to release his host. There was no way to fight him off like a compulsion or make your body remove the helmet. It sounded awful and I certainly wasn’t going to be putting it on, but there was no need for the Atlantean boy to know any of that. 

Then suddenly, I saw an opening. Not in Klarion, whose insanely fast casting and powerful spells made him all but impossible to meaningfully attack, but rather in Abra Kedabra, who had been slowly getting pushed backwards towards the Chaos Lord and thus also closer to me. 

I’d noticed throughout the fight that Abra Kedabra seemed limited to a mere handful of spells, none of which included a traditional shield spell. In fact, there was something strange about his magic in general that I couldn’t quite put a name to, but I could worry about that later.

Kent and I needed more room to work and more time to prepare. I doubted any of the others, even Zatanna for all her natural talent as a witch, could really help much against Klarion, but if they could distract him long enough for us to find a host for Nabu…

I had to be sure. I had to make it count. I jabbed my wand forward as Kent’s latest ankh shield vanished into golden sparks, pouring a single mote of blue mana drawn from Shadowcrest into the spell. “Imperio!” What was one more unforgivable?

The faint blue streak of magic soared through the air and straight past Klarion, who laughed mockingly. “Oopsie whoopsie, you missedy wisty!”

I grinned back at him as the spell slammed directly into Abra Kedabra’s broad back. “Did I?”

Abra Kedabra didn’t even manage to put up a fight. He spun around and blasted Klarion in the back from barely a handful of steps away, a vast torrent of lightning pouring from his black wand into the child-shaped Chaos Lord. 

Klarion screamed and erupted with red light, sending the imperiod wizard flying. Abra Kedabra landed heavily on the ground but my spell washed away the pain and the shock and he swiftly clambered to his feet, his wand pointed at the Chaos Lord. 

“I can’t control him for long!” I whispered, trying to make myself sound utterly exhausted. It wasn’t hard. I was already really worn out, and casting a second mana-empowered unforgivable so soon after the first left my legs feeling like jelly and my arms filled with lead weights. “The helmet.”

“The helmet?” he asked in confusion. Kent stared at me for several moments, then his eyes widened in realization and he turned his eyes towards Abra Kedabra. “The helmet!” After all, why bother losing one ally to gain another when you can instead use a foe?

Kent gestured with his cane and a golden elevator appeared right beside Abra Kedabra. The wizard leapt into the elevator and it closed behind him before Klarion could attack him again. I left him with one final command before he vanished and I refocused on the fight. Find the Helmet of Fate and put it on. 

The next minute was a haze of magic and violence. Aqualad tried to ambush the Chaos Lord from behind with his water swords and accomplished nothing. He got blasted off the walkway and Miss Martian was barely able to catch him with her telekinesis before he fell onto another platform far below us. 

Miss Martian and Zatanna were mostly locked down fighting Klarion’s cat, who’d grown to be as large as a carriage and proved to be a nimble and crafty foe. The cat could also fly, and Miss Martian struggled to stay ahead of it as she peppered its body with telekinetic blows. 

Red Tornado was much more useful than I would have expected. He couldn’t actually hurt the Chaos Lord, but he was too fast and nimble for Klarion to hit and was doing an excellent job of annoying him with blasts of wind that threatened to blow him off the platform or batter him against the floor. 

Kent and I continued to exchange spells with Klarion, mostly defending but occasionally weaving in an attack of our own. Kent was quickly slowing down, each shield and attack coming slower and slower, leaving me to pick up the slack. Nothing I did seemed to actually injure the immortal being, but it did distract him and stop him from fighting back at times, so I took what I could get.

And then, finally Doctor Fate arrived. A golden ankh appeared in mid air above the platform and an imposing man in blue-and-gold armor floated out of it. Klarion screamed in frustration. “No! Stupid useless poser! Get out of here old fart! Order went out of style in the 20th century!”

“Witch boy,” the floating hero said, his voice layered and resonant. “You are beaten.”

“Stupid spoilsport!” Klarion’s face twisted and his entire body was suddenly surrounded by a torrent of red. A blinding beam of chaotic magic shot up towards Fate, more powerful than any spell he’d cast against us throughout the fight so far. 

A single golden ankh absorbed the entire attack, then shot down at Klarion like the blade of a guillotine.

Klarion vanished into a dark portal and reappeared on a nearby platform. “Bully! Killjoy! Geezer!” he shouted at Nabu. The cat, still swollen to a massive size, landed on the ground behind him and shrank down until he could pick it up. Klarion scooped it up into his arms and scowled hatefully at the Lord of Order. 

Before he could say anything, a massive ray of golden light blasted from Fate’s chest towards where Klarion was standing. The boy cursed loudly and vanished into another portal.

Beside me, Kent sagged. “He’s gone,” he whispered. “Tower. Remove all entries added to the friend log today.” 

“We…did it?” I asked haltingly.

Doctor Fate in Abra Kadabra’s body landed in front of me. “Indeed. Chaos has been driven off and Order has won the day as it always must.” 

“Oh thank Merlin,” I mumbled. I was utterly exhausted, my head was pounding, and my wand felt like a hot iron in my hands. 

“And I thank you, young wizard. Fate appreciates your gifted host. His talent for the mystic arts is limited, but Fate will make do.”

I nodded weakly. “Glad I could help.” I wasn’t thinking very clearly and everything felt like it was spinning. 

Suddenly Zatanna was there, holding my shoulder and keeping me steady. “Oh god Hydrys, are you alright?” she asked, and her voice rang hollowly inside my head. 

“He is merely tired,” Fate answered for me. “Come, young mage. Rest easily, for you are welcome in my Tower.”

I don’t really remember what happened next. Only stairs, hallways, Zatanna’s hand on my shoulder, and finally collapsing onto a wonderfully soft bed with cool, blue sheets and golden upholstery. Well, that and two new presences nestled deep within my Spark.”
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I wasn’t really sure what I’d been expecting in the wake of the battle. I’d fought a Chaos Lord, an ancient malevolent entity with enough magical power to make the strongest wizards I’d ever met green with envy. I’d used two unforgivables and a number of other dark spells in full view of several members of the local law enforcement. 

I’d certainly assumed that there would be consequences for my actions. Perhaps not to the same extent as if I’d done what I’d done in front of a squad of Aurors, but consequences regardless. When Nabu had landed in front of me in the body of Abra Kedabra, I had been both relieved that the battle was over, and dreading what came next.

Instead, well. It seemed I hadn’t been thinking of things from quite the right angle. After all, what had people seen me do? They’d seen me risk myself to save my teacher, a respected hero with deep ties to the most powerful heroic organization in the world. They’d seen me fight valiantly to defend him from Klarion’s assault, and then collapse from exhaustion when everything was over. They’d seen me turn the course of the battle by subduing Abra Kedabra and bringing Doctor Fate to assist us. 

They hadn’t seen me frantically trying to stay alive in a situation that had rapidly spiraled way out of control. They hadn’t seen me cast two different curses that each bore with them a life sentence in the worst prison in Europe. They hadn’t seen me consign another wizard to potentially a life sentence as a flesh puppet wielded by a higher power. 

Merlin and Morgana I still wasn’t used to seeing this place as an entirely different world. There were just too many similarities, even for all the many changes wrought by time and history. There were no unforgivables here. Wizards didn’t have any sort of unified government, and with so many divergent casting styles, banning specific spells wouldn’t really work particularly well anyway. 

Sure Kent had quietly asked me if I knew what I was doing with some of the magic I was casting, but that was it! I’d cast the Killing Curse and the Imperius Curse within ten meters of one of this Plane’s highest wizarding authorities and the only thing I’d gotten was a warning to take care of myself! 

Certainly I wasn’t completely in the clear. Killing people, even muggles, was still something the locals frowned upon, and I had a feeling that if I started throwing around the other two unforgivables willy-nilly I would also eventually run into issues, but the locals only cared about the effect of my spells, not what spells I cast in the first place. I’d get into just as much trouble for killing someone with a severing charm as I would if I had used the blackest of arts. It was a strange system, but I liked it.

I’d ended up sleeping for nearly four hours after the fight, and woke up with a headache and protesting muscles. I would have slept longer, but I was woken up by Giovanni, who’d finally learned about what had happened and came rushing to the Tower of Fate to see his daughter, who had elected to stay at the tower with Kent and I. 

He was, to put it mildly, rather angry with both Zatanna and I, but mostly me. I could understand some of his anger––I was honestly pretty angry with myself too. Zatanna was a talented witch, but she didn’t even have the meager level of dueling training that I did. She was completely unprepared to face down someone like Klarion. 

Merlin, I was in no way prepared to face someone like Klarion. If Kent hadn’t been there, and if I hadn’t weakened him from the start with my mana-empowered Killing Curse, I wouldn’t have lasted a fraction as long as I had. Even after the mild but certainly noticeable boost to my spellcasting that I’d received when I became a Planeswalker, I just didn’t have the power or precision to keep up with Klarion’s ridiculously fast casting speed and overwhelming strength. Even as I had tired throughout our exchange, Klarion had just gotten stronger and stronger as the damage I managed to inflict was slowly washed away. 

There was a lot of shouting involved. Mostly from Giovanni, but Zatanna wasn’t too happy with some of what her dad had to say. Things did not particularly improve when I eventually hobbled out of my borrowed bedroom in my rumpled clothes with my eyes half-shut against the light of the Tower’s everburning torches. 

Fortunately, Kent eventually arrived and managed to diffuse the situation before Giovanni, Zatanna, or I did something that all of us would regret. For all that Giovanni did not particularly like me, he did look up to Kent greatly and saving the life of his mentor bought me a lot of slack. Sure most of that was immediately cut away by the mere idea that I was spending time with his daughter, but I do think that I somehow managed to end the day with a slightly better relationship with the wizard then when I started it. 

As Zatanna had predicted, she was immediately grounded for the rest of the summer. Judging from the way she was rolling her eyes behind her father’s back, I had a feeling she wasn’t going to be following that particular command. 

As much as I had wanted to go back to bed after that particular encounter, my day had been far from over. Thankfully, what came next was something that I had a lot more practice with than getting yelled at by my secret lady friend’s father. Something I had spent my entire life training for. Mingling. Making valuable connections with people of power and means.

Well, sort of at least. 

Kent was still at the Tower of course, as was Doctor Fate, Red Tornado, and the two young heroes we’d come with initially. However, they’d been joined by a number of others, most coming to check on Kent or to speak with the newly embodied Doctor Fate. Most notably, Wonder Woman, Aquaman, and Batman, some of the core members of the Justice League. 

Despite not being in my best form, I did my best to make the most of the situation. Firstly I checked in with the others who’d been with me when I’d rescued Kent, more to maintain appearances rather than out of any particular desire to speak to them, and thanked Wonder Woman again for her aid during our search. 

Then, I got Aqualad to introduce me to his king, whose name was Orin. We didn’t speak for long––he was a busy man––but I had enough time to mention my interest in visiting the Conservatory of Sorcery and he promised to expedite the application Kent had submitted for me. 

After that I managed to have an incredibly fruitful meeting with Nabu while the Justice League members were discussing something with Kent. He was very thankful for my aid in providing him with a new body and then decided that ‘such service to Order deserved a suitable reward’. 

I would have been more than happy with just the nigh-unlimited access to the Tower’s library that he offered me, but then he also did something I didn’t realize was possible. Pressing our hands together, he did something with his magic and I felt a new blueprint form within my Spark. Not for a summon or artifact, but for a spell!

I thanked him, he said something about ‘promoting Order’ and promptly flew away. Slightly rude, but I certainly wasn’t going to say anything. 

Before I could get caught up in exploring my new spell, I had a rather strange encounter with the last member of the Justice League present––Batman. He was rather curt and very serious, and I honestly wasn’t sure what to make of him. Our conversation mostly boiled down to a request for me to not start anything in Gotham city, his territory, and then some veiled words about heroism. 

Finally, once he was free from other obligations, I had a chance to speak to Kent without Giovanni yelling over him. The elderly wizard looked ten years older than he had two days earlier, but at the same time it seemed as though a great weight had been lifted from his shoulders. He happily promised to continue and potentially even expand our lessons, then, very correctly, said that we should probably both go get some rest. 

Compared to the excitement of the previous few days, the following weeks were wonderfully free of major issues. I’d had more than my fill of danger and excitement and happily threw myself back into my true passion––magic. Well, that and spending time with my gorgeous, brilliant girlfriend whenever she could sneak out of Shadowcrest. It took her three days to figure out a way to bypass the extra set of wards her father had set up, and another two to put it into motion. After that, the portkeys I’d enchanted for her out of two different decks of cards made it nearly trivial for her to travel from Shadowcrest to the Pub and back.

It was a rather wonderful and very productive time. When I was on my own, I focused on practicing my magic, developing my skills as a Planeswalker, and transforming both my new home and the island at the center of Slaughter Swamp into veritable fortresses. I practiced casting some of the more powerful combat spells I knew until I could swiftly cast them both with and without the use of mana. 

Now that I wasn’t quite as worried about casting dark magic, and had an entire house warded against scrying and other detection spells, I was free to finally try my hand at fiendfyre once more. The cursed flames were as difficult to control as ever, but I successfully both cast and extinguished them several times in a carefully prepared area. Then, emboldened by my success, tested the efficacy of augmenting the flames with first Black and then Red mana. 

That was…certainly an experience. Black mana made the flames even hungrier than they naturally were. In moments, they consumed the wards I’d set up, every drop of magic and fuel making them blaze higher and higher. I stifled them barely five seconds after the last syllable of the incantation fell from my lips, but in that time they’d managed to melt through six inches of cement and consumed every drop of ambient magic within reach.

Red mana on the other hand, simply made them fiercer and harder to control. I was very glad for the additional mana that the Tower now provided to me because I wasn’t sure that I could have ended the spell with just my own focus and control. I very pointedly decided to, as before, keep fiendfyre as a final option unless I was absolutely certain I could control it. The cursed fire was simply too dangerous to wield lightly. 

Of course that was not the only magic I experimented with. Protego Horribilis was practiced till I could cast it every time without needing mana as a crutch. I also finally attempted another version of the protego spell that I had read about but never successfully cast, Protego Diabolica. The spell was ridiculously complicated and draining, but I got it down after about six hours. I certainly hadn’t mastered the spell, but I could cast it––more than ninety-nine percent of wizards back home could manage, that was for certain. 

My attempts at refining my planeswalking were less successful, but were still proceeding nicely. It still took an immense amount of focus and effort to tear my way out of reality, but now the fog that filled the space that dwelt between universes was not nearly so opaque. I could see the shadows of distant worlds and was confident that, when the time came, I’d be able to find my way to one of them successfully. I could also now successfully reemerge using any of my three bound lands, though I intentionally avoided revealing that I could bypass essentially any ward Giovanni might set up around Shadowcrest by simply leaving the Plane and returning within his manor. 

Finally, my warding and trap-laying was proceeding wonderfully. I spent an afternoon unearthing ninety-seven corpses soaked in dark magic from the depths of Slaughter Swamp, then turned each and every one into an Inferius. Twenty remained lurking in the murky waters of the swamp, while the other seventy-seven, plus the three I’d created previously, I brought back to the Pub and stored away in a spatially-extended, locked, and warded closed in the basement. 

Every day I descended down into the ward room and spent at least an hour carving new spells into the wardstone. It was exhausting, mind-numbing work, but day by day, week by week, I felt more and more comfortable sleeping soundly with the knowledge that even a Chaos Lord like Klarion would struggle to assail me within my territory. 

I also took more lessons with Kent. Three times a week I came to the Tower of Fate and spent several hours studying Order magic. We primarily focused on the detection spells I wanted to learn, but after our experience fighting side by side he had plenty of advice and suggestions for how to improve my combat skills that I happily absorbed as well. We dueled several times and each time, I could feel my skills and instincts sharpening. 

While I loved every moment I spent practicing and learning magic, I also treasured the time I spent together with Zatanna. And of course the time spent doing both was the best of both worlds. 

Zatanna sometimes joined me for Kent’s lessons. Other days, she’d bring some books from Shadowcrest with her to the Pub and we’d pour over them together. Yet others she’d drag me to various muggle attractions and restaurants. Most of our time however we spent working on furnishing and remodeling the Pub into a true living space. We browsed through stores filled with furniture of all shapes and sizes, picked paint for the walls, and tested out all sorts of designs and layouts. Most of our work occurred on the second floor, where I’d used undetectable expansion charms to turn the tiny little rooms into far larger and more opulent chambers. 

It was…wonderful. As were the days when we got sidetracked and instead spent hours unproductively kissing and cuddling. Things did not yet progress further than that, but I could clearly see the desire and passion shining in Zatanna’s eyes. It was simply that a suitable opportunity had yet to arise. 

Of course not everything was fun and games. There was some annoyance that also needed to be taken care of. I met several more times with my muggle lawyer turned business partner and provided him with a number of enchanted talismans and other examples of the work I could do. I corresponded with Megan, the overly-friendly martian girl who had tried to intrude upon my mind, and even met with her and some of her junior-hero friends for an afternoon. Overall however, it was a good time. One I felt I would look back upon fondly in the future. 
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Zatanna was already at the Tower when I arrived, curled up on one of the armchairs in the sitting room with a thick, leather bound tome balanced on her knees and a tall glass of iced tea on the table beside her. Officially, the Tower was the only place she was allowed to go outside of Shadowcrest, and that had taken a huge amount of effort on both Zatanna’s and Kent’s part to convince Giovanni to allow it. Theoretically she was under strict orders not to be here whenever I came by for lessons, but neither I nor our teacher seemed keen on enforcing that particular rule of Giovanni’s. 

She looked up when I came in, the wall behind me sliding shut with the soft grinding of stone on stone. She smiled and scooched over slightly, allowing me to settle down beside her. I put a hand on her leg and leaned over, peeking at the page she was reading. “Good book?” I asked curiously.

She tilted the book so I could see more clearly. “Uh, kinda? It's a bit dense and too wordy, but the author had some clever ideas about how to utilize spell resonances. Pretty sure the book would have been half as long if he wasn’t constantly trying to show how smart he is.”

I hummed thoughtfully, my eyes scanning quickly across the page. It was written in some local variation of vulgar latin and I probably would have had a lot more trouble reading it if I wasn't a Planeswalker. Speaking and reading any language wasn’t the most exciting ability I’d ever heard of, but boy was it useful. 

“Thus the countenance of the spirit must be aligned with the angle of the setting sun and the light of the brightest star at the moment of true nightfall as written within the book of God,” I read aloud. I shuddered . “Ugh. I see what you mean.”

Zatanna sighed and rubbed her eyes, then shut the book with a resounding thud. “The whole thing is like that. I like reading, but this idiot makes it a real slog.” She sat up and carefully set the book down on a different table than the one holding her glass, then leaned back against me. 

I snaked my arm down past her back and loosely wrapped it around her waist, pulling her gently against my side. Zatanna craned her neck to look up at me, an impish smile on her face. I rolled my eyes, then leaned down and lightly pecked her on the lips, 

Zatanna’s smile widened and she relaxed back against me, her head leaning against my shoulder. “Have I ever told you that you’re very comfortable, Hydrys?” she asked me dreamily.

I laughed and kissed the top of her head. “Let me think. Well, there was yesterday back at the Pub, and of course Saturday during that movie you dragged me too, and let’s not forget––”

Zatanna butted her head against my chest. “That was rhetorical,” she mumbled, her voice muffled by my shirt.

We sat together in silence for several minutes, Zatanna quietly humming a tune into my chest while I mentally reviewed some calculations I’d been working on earlier in the morning. I’d always had a good memory, but with my occlumency I could easily remember the papers I’d been writing on with nearly perfect clarity. I would still double check things by hand later of course, but it was a good way to make sure I hadn’t made any stupid errors in my arithmetic. 

Eventually, the wall beside us slid open and Kent floated into the room. He was holding his cane loosely in one hand, had a small package tucked under his arm, and was hovering a few inches above the ground, his body and cane shining with a pale golden glow. Ever since we’d saved him from Klarion and Abra Kadabra, he’d been mostly relying on his flight to get around. Though they’d only had him for a single day, Kent had been injured quite badly and his body was still slowly healing from the abuse it had endured. 

He landed just past the doorway and took two slow steps towards us. “Ah, hello there Hydrys. You’re a little earlier than I was expecting, but I think you’ll be rather pleased with what I have for you today.” He tapped his cane against the ground and the package under his arm slipped out of his grip and bobbed through the air until it landed beside me on the arm of the chair Zatanna and I were sitting in.

Zatanna leaned in to take a look but I snatched it and tucked it behind me and out of her sight, “No peeking,” I warned. I had a feeling I knew exactly what was in the package, and, if I was right, I wanted it to be a surprise.

Zatanna pouted but I managed to harden my heart against her tearful gaze and instead looked up at Kent. “And you managed to figure everything out with…” I trailed off, tilting my head meaningfully down towards Zatanna. 

Kent’s smile widened and he nodded a fraction of an inch. “Take as much time as you need. I’ll just be over in the next room when you’re ready.” 

“Thank you sir.”


“Of course!” And then he lifted back up into the air and floated out of sight into the small dining room connected directly to this room. 

“Hydrys?” Zatanna asked curiously.

I covered her eyes with my hand. “Patience, my dear. Isn’t that one of those things that ‘school’ you go to is supposed to teach you?”

Zatanna tried to bite my hand but I quickly pulled it out of her reach. “So is chastity,” she shot back. 

I raised an eyebrow and she winked, then lunged forward and licked my hand instead, her tongue giving her just enough extra reach that I didn’t quite manage to pull it back in time. 

“Zatanna,” I said flatly.

“Hydrys?” she replied innocently.

I sighed. “I was raised to be a proper gentleman, you know.”

“And I’m supposedly Catholic.” She paused, tilting her head to the side. “Though, despite being a literal witch, I’m pretty sure I’m still one of the least sinful girls in my class.” She winked again. “At least for now.” 

I chuckled and patted her on the side. The first time Zatanna had made a joke like that, barely a handful of days into knowing one another, I hadn’t really understood what she was implying. Since then however, she’d dragged me to enough muggle films and I’d immersed myself sufficiently in the culture to understand the stereotypes about Catholic school girls. 

“Minx.”

“Old codger!”

Oh that was a new one from her. “Hilarious. Now, close your eyes so I can take a look, and no peeking.” I paused for a moment. “Or spying with magic.” 

Zatanna looked far too innocent as she hid her face in my shirt again. I tapped my wand against the side of her face and mumbled, “Finite Incantatem.”

“Hey!” Zatanna exclaimed. “You don’t know that I was going to peek!” 

“I do now. And I know you.”

She huffed, but it was more out of amusement than anger. “Fine. You win.”

I tapped the side of her head a second time, conjuring a soft silk blindfold over her eyes and sticking it in place with a charm. 

Zatanna pulled away from my side and pouted up at me. Well, in my general direction at least, she wasn’t quite facing the right way. I kissed her on the forehead and then turned away, finally reaching for the package that Kent had given me. 

It wasn’t a very large package, nor was it particularly heavy. It was about the size of a spellbook or perhaps a purse. Out of an abundance of caution I checked the box for traps and, while there was something magical inside, it did not feel hostile in the slightest. 

A tap of my wand opened the package and from it I removed a pair of thick letters and two thin metallic tablets about the size of the ‘debit card’ I’d received from the bank. I opened the letter with my name on it first and scanned the first page. As I’d expected, it was my application to visit Atlantis. Well, ‘Poseidonis’ technically. Atlantis was the name of the kingdom, while I’d applied to visit the Conservatory of Sorcery, which was housed in the capital city of Poseidonis.

It had been accepted, and the letter included a number of expectations for how I should behave while there and a sizable amount of other important information. The little tablet was my permit and I was supposed to keep it with me at all times while within the city. It included my name, a small picture of my face, my reason for visiting, and who had approved my visit, along with a number of other minor details. I had a feeling that seeing King Orin’s name and official seal on a card like this wasn’t exactly very common and might buy me just a bit of extra slack if I ever did something unfortunate. 

Setting my permit and letter aside, I pulled out the matching pair left in the box and found Zatanna’s smiling face peering back at me from the little token. Her’s had been approved by one ‘Queen Mera’ and I was amused to see that it had actually been approved several days before mine, even though I’d only mentioned the idea to Kent a full week after he’d submitted my paperwork. Kent truly had some friends in high places, and I wasn’t just referring to Doctor Fate’s occasional habit of floating ominous above the Tower. 

I had thought long and hard about something special I could do for Zatanna. If we had been back home, it would have been easy. I knew plenty of places in both Britain and on the continent where I could bring a wonderful young woman like Zatanna. France had some absolutely beautiful beaches and parks that had been warded to prevent muggle incursion, there was this wonderful wizarding restaurant in Italy that I just knew that Zatanna would have loved, and my family owned many gorgeous properties around the world. 

However, here, I was all but lost. Zatanna knew muggle things so much better than I did and was more than happy to drag me to whatever muggle attractions she wished to visit. Furthermore, centuries of muggle expansion without wizards to stop them, along with several major global conflicts, had completely obliterated a number of natural wonders that still existed in my home Plane, if they had ever existed in the first place. 

Eventually, I’d realized that I was going about things the wrong way. Zatanna loved learning magic almost as much as I did. Thus, if I wanted to do something truly special, that had to be a factor I needed to take into account. From there, the idea was simple enough to reach. After all, hadn’t she already expressed her interest in Atlantean magic several times before but mentioned never having an opportunity to study it?

Of course, there were a number of issues with that idea. Firstly, I needed to actually get permission for her to go to Atlantis. Then she needed a way to survive in the frigid depths of the sea. Finally, and most difficult of all, I needed to convince Giovanni that it was a good idea and that I was in no way involved with it. 

Thus, I’d decided to approach Kent, though I didn’t exactly coach it as a romantic gesture, even if he clearly saw through me in this instance. He’d thought it was a splendid idea and had readily agreed to help me put in an application in her name and also took it upon himself to talk Giovanni around. From what he’d said off hand when I’d met with him yesterday, that had likely been easier than I would have expected, mostly since Kent pitched it as a way to get Zatanna as far away from Gotham, and thus me, as possible. Giovanni had still been thinking it over yesterday, but it seemed as though he’d finally come around. 

With that out of the way, making sure that both Zatanna and I would be alright during our visit fell to me. Apparently there were portions of the city that were intentionally kept water-free to allow for visitors and certain forms of magic and manufacturing, but I did not want to be so limited, nor to rely on the magic of others to keep me safe below the waves. 

To that end, I’d spent quite a bit of time enchanting four silver rings with a number of spells that would allow Zatanna and I to survive under water for an extended period of time. Each ring was identical and contained the full suite of spells, but I didn’t want to have a single point of failure between either of us and the crushing depths of the ocean. 

It had been a surprisingly interesting challenge. The key spell on each ring was a modified bubble-head charm that covered the entire body in a thin layer of air with a slightly larger bubble around the head. However, that was not nearly enough. For one, it would leave our voices terribly distorted and would make touching things and moving around quite difficult. 

To solve those issues, I’d tested and layered a number of other charms that would allow us to swim around as though the bubble didn’t exist, ensured that our voices moved clearly from the air to the water, and kept us warm and dry despite the depth and temperature. The rings also included an emergency portkey that was designed to trigger if anything attempted to disrupt the other spells on the ring. That way if something did happen, Zatanna or I would be safely deposited in the Pub and not stranded drowning in the depths. 

I pulled two of the rings out of my pocket, placed them on top of her card and letter, and then turned back to Zatanna. “You can look now,” I told her, amused by the way her hands were hovering just inches away from the silk covering her eyes.

She tore it away and then blinked at the stack of objects I was trying to hand her. “Uh…”

I sighed, flipped the card over, and then showed her mine as well. She looked between the card held loosely between my fingers and her own face on the other permit. Then she looked up at me with wide eyes. “We’re going to Atlantis tomorrow. Kent says your dad already agreed to everything, though obviously he doesn’t know that I’m also going to be there.”

Zatanna stared at me for several seconds longer, then practically squealed in joy and wrapped me in a brief but crushing hug. Then she snatched the letter out of my hands and tore it open, her eyes shooting back and forth as she swiftly scanned the top few pages. 

 

I waited patiently, and was rewarded when Zatanna eventually set everything aside and hugged me again, slightly more gently this time. “Oh I’m so excited!” she exclaimed, “This is going to be amazing!”

“I’m rather looking forward to it myself.”

Her grip slackened, though she didn’t make any move to pull away. “But Hydrys, how am I going to––”

I preempted her question by showing her one of the rings she’d dropped in her excitement. “All taken care of. These aren’t perfect, but they should be good enough for a few weeks underwater.”

Zatanna carefully plucked the ring from my hand and mumbled a spell under her breath, then squinted at the ring. “Have I ever told you how amazing you are, Hydrys?” she asked.

“I could do with a reminder from time to time.”

“Well, I wouldn’t want you to get a big head…But you are pretty amazing.” And then she kissed me. It wasn’t like our very first kiss outside Shadowcrest, nor the chaste peck we’d shared when I’d arrived. Zatanna’s lips parted and our tongues danced clumsily together. Zatanna’s hands moved across my back and she held me tightly against her, even as I had to restrain the urge for my own hands to move down past her bare, slender waist.

When she finally pulled back, we were both breathless and flustered. Zatanna picked up the ring that had fallen into the hollow between our bodies and slipped it into the pocket of her shorts. “Maybe for next time,” she took a deep breath, “you can try to figure out a way to bypass the breathing issue entirely, not just provide a steady source of fresh air.” Our eyes met and she languidly licked her lips. “Or maybe we could work on it together. I’m sure we can find a good use for something like that. Together.”

I carefully picked Zatanna, who had at some point ended up stradling my legs, up by the waist and set her down beside me. “That does sound like a fascinating project.” My mind was already racing with ideas, far too few of which actually involved the spells I’d need to use. 

“I bet the Atlantians know a bunch about how to let people survive under water.”

“Probably.” We sat in silence for several seconds, and then I gave Zatanna a one-armed hug. “I’m so glad I met you,” I said honestly. 

“Awe, you do care!” 

I sighed heavily. “Why do I even try,” I mumbled. “Let’s go talk to Kent so we can figure out the details. I’m sure he has more important things to be doing than waiting for us.”

Zatanna shifted until her head was once more nestled against my shoulder. “He can wait a few more minutes.”

“Perhaps, but do you want to be the one hearing pointed questions about what we were up to for the entire trip?”

Zatanna laughed. “Maybe not. Let’s go talk to Uncle Kent!” She had a huge smile on her face as she leapt out of the armchair, and I was pretty sure my face matched hers as I hurried after her. 

We were both still smiling when we stepped through the Zeta Tube with Kent the following morning and emerged into a world painted in shades of blue. Poseidonis, the capital city of the Kingdom of Atlantis. There was a small group of people waiting for us, and Kent cheerfully waved at them as they swam towards us. I didn’t recognize any of them for obvious reasons––I knew exactly two Atlantians and both of them had their own responsibilities on the surface––but Kent clearly did. I made sure I looked presentable, double checked that both of my rings were in place, and glanced over at Zatanna. She smiled at me and then we both turned to face our welcoming committee. I was very excited for the coming days. 
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When I’d first spoken with Kent about visiting Atlantis’s Conservatory of Sorcery, I hadn’t really known what to expect. My only real experience with magical schooling was one-on-one tutoring and of course the nearly seven years I’d spent studying at Hogwarts. 

Back home, most of the major wizarding schools all had a generally similar style. All eleven of the internationally-recognized institutions had a six-to-eight year curriculum and housed their students on location throughout the school year. Students started their studies at the age of eleven and finished after taking their OWLs and NEWTs, or in some cases, ICW recognized equivalents. 

I knew there were some other, smaller and less prestigious schools, both in England and around the world that did things differently. There were a few small ‘day’ schools in England that only taught a few subjects and typically didn’t have teachers able to instruct students after they took their OWLs. I’d only ever heard bad things about the quality of the education they offered, with only the most brilliant of students able to scrape by with an Exceeds Expectations on one or two exams. 

There were also a few specialized schools that had a moderately better reputation. Some were aimed at students that had yet to begin or already completed a formal education at a proper school. Others taught obscure subjects such as Euro-Glyph’s well-known language programs. 

Typically however, education before Hogwarts was taken care of either by the family directly or in small groups organized by several families with children of similar ages. If you wanted to continue studying after Hogwarts, you either had to find a Master of the subjects you were interested in to study under, or simply pursue your interests yourself until you could be formally recognized as a Master in your own right. 

I had been rather surprised to learn that muggle schools worked quite differently here. For one, most students did not live at the schools they attended, instead commuting five days a week for classes. There certainly were boarding schools like Hogwarts, but the muggles had developed an entire system of schools where they educated the vast hordes of muggle children. First they had schools they went to as little children. Then they had ‘middle schools’ for students between the ages of about ten and fourteen. After that there was yet another school, a ‘high school’ where students studied for four more years. And then, if they wanted too, there were even more schools after that, though they were called ‘colleges’ and ‘universities’ where muggles went to study specialized fields. 

It was a lot, but the system was genuinely admirable. Even without magic, the muggles sought to better themselves through diligent study and that was something I could respect. Muggle children were required to attend thirteen entire years of schooling, and many continued on for another four or more! I could scarcely imagine how much progress wizards could have made if we all spent twice as long purposefully studying magic as we did. 

Sure it wasn’t really safe to practice wand magic before the age of ten or eleven, but if every student entered Hogwarts with five years of magical theory already behind them…Well, it was an interesting idea. Though it would cause further issues with all the mudbloods and even the more competent muggle born students. 

In any case, I had been rather curious how the Atlanteans did things. Was their schooling more similar to the local muggles, or reminiscent of what I was used to? Furthermore, I wasn’t sure how much I’d be able to benefit from visiting the Conservatory for a relatively short period of time. Even a month of Hogwarts-style lessons wouldn’t teach me all that much, though the chance to peruse their library (or whatever equivalent repository of knowledge they used in their underwater constructions) was very tempting.

Kent, it turned out, was easily able to answer my questions. After all, he’d actually taught at the Conservatory on and off several times over the years. Atlantis’s schooling system was somewhere between what the muggles did and what I was used to. From the ages of eight to fourteen, all students studied at the same schools, learning math, literacy, history, and the basics of many disciplines. After that, students had a choice of what they could do. Some came to the Conservatory of Sorcery or the lesser schools of magic that the other city-states ran. Others apprenticed under craftsmen, studied science, joined Atlantis’s military and law enforcement, or any number of other potential pursuits. 

The Conservatory itself was somewhere between a muggle university and Hogwarts. It had a three-year general curriculum that most students followed, but also hosted a plethora of specialized, high-level classes and lectures that students could either sign up for or simply attend at will in some cases. That was what Kent had been doing. During his time at the Conservatory he had taught several three-month seminars on Order magic and also led a number of open lectures on combating Chaos and specific aspects of his speciality that did not require a series of classes to learn. 

After speaking with Kent and briefly corresponding with some of his former colleagues, we had eventually arranged a two-week visit to the Conservatory. Zatanna and I would both be provided accommodations within the school and I’d be able to attend classes, lectures, and peruse the library as though I was a student. I would also have a chance to meet one on one with some of the students and teachers for more personalized instruction.

There were five people in the group that had come to meet us. At the front of the group was a striking woman with crimson hair pulled back into a voluminous ponytail. She was slender and had sharp, aristocratic features. Her green halter top left her entire midriff exposed and the matching green cloth fastened around her waist left nearly her entire right leg bare. She also wore a golden headpiece that framed her face and a matching choker.

Behind her were two younger Atlanians. One was a young woman wearing a bright yellow form-hugging shirt that also left her midriff bare with aquamarine highlights, a shorter version of the other woman’s lower garment, and a choker that matched the highlights of her shirt. She also had red hair, though of a slightly different shade, and it was much shorter and messier. The other was a muscular young man wearing an outfit reminiscent of Aqualad’s, though his was black and blue instead of red, and he wore his black hair in a short ponytail, leaving the rest to hang down around his face. 

Finally there were two men who were clearly guards of some sort. They floated silently behind the trio in armor painted in shades of blue and green. Both carried odd-looking bidents and one had the lower body of a shark, while the second looked fully human except for the exposed gills rippling slowly on his neck. 

“Kent!” the woman at the front of the group exclaimed as she approached. She spoke with a slight accent and sounded genuinely happy to see my teacher. “I heard what happened! How are you feeling?”

Kent floated forward to meet the group, his body surrounded by golden light as he moved smoothly through the water without needing to move his arms or legs. After a moment, Zatanna and I both clumsily followed after him and I cursed myself for forgetting about something so basic. I could feel the thin layer of air around me shielding me from the water and letting me breath despite what must have been hundreds or thousands of meters of water directly above me. I could also swim around as though it wasn’t there at all, but that didn’t actually help me because I wasn’t exactly an expert swimmer. 

I kicked my legs experimentally and it sort of worked, but it was painfully slow and would probably wear me out. Paddling with my arms also somewhat worked, but was horribly unsightly and had many of the same issues. Well, it seemed like I knew the first issue I’d need to work out.

Kent and the woman stopped and hugged briefly. “I’m alright, though I’m really starting to feel my years catching up to me. It's wonderful to see you again Mera, you’re looking as radiant as ever!”

“I’m glad. When my husband told me what had happened, I feared the worst.”

Kent laughed. “Things certainly could have ended poorly. Abra Kadabra caught me by surprise and my magic just isn’t what it once was.” He half turned towards me and gestured with his free hand. “If not for my newest student, I’m afraid I may not be here today. I wish I could take full credit for his abilities, but alas he came to me already rather proficient in the mystic arts. I’m certain his former teachers are very proud to have such a talented and valorous student.” 

Mera turned towards me, and I suddenly realized that her oddly-shaped headpiece looked quite a bit like a crown. And she was quite friendly with Kent as well. Hadn’t Zatanna’s permit been approved by one Queen Mera? 

She smiled at me warmly. “And you must be Mr. Black then. I believe I saw your application come to my desk, though I fear that my dear husband took care of things before I had a chance to review it.” Well, that confirmed things then. Quite a welcoming party indeed. “I must thank you for what you’ve done. Kent is a dear friend and the world would have grown just that much darker without him. I hope you enjoy your time at my Conservatory.”

I did my best to bow respectfully, somewhat hindered both by the water and not really knowing how to correctly greet foreign royalty. “Thank you, your majesty. I greatly appreciate the opportunity to visit your kingdom.”

Mera laughed musically. “Ah, no need for the formalities. And please, I am here not as the Queen, but as the Headmistress of the Conservatory. Call me Headmistress Nereus if you must, or even just Headmistress Mera. Too many formalities just get in the way of a proper educational environment.”

I straightened, finding myself about two inches higher and further back than I had been before. It was good to see a proper witch in a position of high political influence. Back home, the heads of the primary wizarding schools were all wizards and witches of the highest caliber. Hopefully that was the case here as well and she hadn’t just gotten the position by marrying into the royal family. “Of course, Headmistress. I look forward to studying at the Conservatory. I have heard only great things about the institution.”

She turned towards Zatanna. “And that means you are Miss Zatara. I’m afraid that I’ve never had the opportunity to meet your father myself, but I have heard good things from my husband. Kent speaks highly of your skills. It has been many centuries since a member of your family studied within our halls and I look forward to seeing your achievements.”

Mira smoothly moved back a few steps. “Now I’ve met your students Kent, let me introduce mine. This is Tula,” the red-haired girl inclined her head, “and Garth, two of my best students. Though they’ve only been at the Conservatory for a few short years, they’ve already begun to outperform students many years their senior. I believe you are acquainted with a friend of theirs, my husband’s protégé Kaldur'ahm,” she paused and wrinkled her nose slightly, “though I believe he typically goes by Aqualad on the surface.”

Ah, that made more sense. I mentally filed the name away. “We’ve met, yes. He fought well against Klarion and Abra Kadabra.” I hadn’t actually seen much of any fighting from him, but it was probably true since he’d survived the experience without any significant injuries.

“I’m glad to hear he is putting his talents to good use, then. It was a shame to have him leave the Conservatory so soon after he began his education, but Orin tells me he’s shaping up to be an excellent hero. It's always good to get a second opinion.” She shook her head ruefully, her long ponytail trailing through the water behind her. “In any case, I’ve asked them to assist you in getting settled. I’m afraid that duty calls far too often when my husband is away for me to stray far from my desk. Perhaps we can meet again another time.”

“That would be wonderful, headmistress,” I agreed politely, Zatanna echoing my words a moment later.

“Excellent. Well then, Kent. It’s good to see you again. You should visit more often. We never did settle our argument about feedback counter resonance.”

“Perhaps I will! I’ve freed up a lot of time now that Nabu has found himself a new host. I’ll be in touch.”


The two exchanged nods and then Mera turned around and swam away, her two guards falling in behind her. Kent gently set a hand on Zatanna and I’s shoulders. “You two have fun.” He shivered dramatically, “it's far too cold and wet down here for me, but I see you won’t be having too many problems with that, hmm? Your magic is so very convenient, Hydrys.” He paused, humming softly to himself. “Well, don’t do anything I wouldn’t, eh? Zatanna, no babies or your father will have my head!”

Zatanna spun around, but Kent was already gone, disappearing through a golden ankh that had formed directly behind him. Her cheeks were blazing red and she looked rather flustered, a few strands of her hair having broken free of the bubble around her and were now floating gently in the clear blue water. 

She mumbled something rather uncharitable about Kent, then shook herself and turned back towards where Tula and Garth were floating silently. Seeing that we were done saying our goodbyes––not that Kent really gave us a chance to do so––the pair swam over to us.

Garth stopped a bit in front of Tula and extended a hand towards us. “Greetings. As the Headmistress said, my name is Garth––”

“And I’m Tula!” 

“––and we’ve been given the responsibility of helping you two get settled and showing you around.”

I took his hand and shook it. “We appreciate it. I’m Hydrys Black and this is Zatanna Zatara. Thanks for taking the time to help us out.”

Tula smiled at me. “It is our pleasure to assist our teacher’s guests.”

I shrugged. “Still, I’m sure you both have things you’d rather be doing right now.”

Garth chuckled, “Perhaps, but this gets both of us out of having to do most of our homework for the next two weeks, so it's more than worth the time and effort!” 

Zatanna and I both laughed. Remembering some of the papers I’d had to write for my professors at Hogwarts, I could completely understand where Garth was coming from. I would have much rather spent a bit of time helping some exchange students from Castelobruxo or Koldovstoretz than writing twenty inches on the use of sloth brains in making fertilizer. 

“So what would you guys like to do first? The Conservatory is about a ten––” he paused and looked Zatanna and I up and down, “––twenty minute swim away, but we can probably take a scenic route and give you a tour around the city along the way. We don’t have surface worlders here often, but I’m told that the city is like nothing they’d ever seen before.”

It was a tempting offer, particularly since Zatanna was here with me, but one look at the small, waterproof and spatially-expanded bags that I’d prepared for the two of us, plus my current difficulties in getting around, answered the question for me. 

Zatanna and I exchanged glances and she shook her head. “I think we should probably get our things settled before we start exploring. Could we get a rain check on that tour?” she asked.

Garth blinked and looked at Tula, who shrugged. “Oh, I mean like, save it for later. Sorry!” Zatanna quickly corrected herself.

“Ah, I see. Yes, that sounds perfectly alright. Perhaps another day then?” Garth asked. 

“Absolutely,” I confirmed. 

“In that case, we should get going. The headmistress has prepared a pair of rooms for you in the senior student dormitories not far from our own. There is an enchantment on the door to keep water out so you will be able to rest comfortably.”

“That is very kind of her.”

Tula smiled. “Our Queen is very wise and foresightful, and you are not the first guests from the surface that have visited our school. While they may be able to survive underwater, I’m told that most prefer to sleep in open air.”

Garth slowly started to swim away and Zatanna and I did our best to follow after the far more mobile Atlantean. Tula stayed with Zatanna and I and did her best to give us some tips, which did help, but not by much. 

Along the way, Tula told us more about what we would be doing over the next two weeks. Most of it had been in the packets we’d been sent or had been told to us by Kent, but getting some specifics was nice. 

Either Tula or Garth would be with us for the first two days, and then for a few hours in the mornings for the rest of our time. They’d prepared schedules of all the different classes that were going on right now, along with any one-off lectures and demonstrations planned for the following weeks, and we were free to attend any of them as long as we warned the instructors of some classes ahead of time. 

We soon emerged from the building within which the Zeta Tube had been built and out onto the street. Though we were apparently taking the easiest route to the Conservatory, I still found myself constantly looking around at all the sights and sounds around me. There were hundreds of people swimming through the streets around us, and many others moving higher above the city simply swimming over buildings instead of around them. 

The variety of people was truly incredible. Many looked much like humans, though their odd clothing still made them stand out in my mind. Others were just slightly off, like the men with gills on their necks or the woman with a fin emerging from the middle of her back. And then there were the really strange ones. Men and women who resembled merfolk back home with their fish tails, others who instead had human arms and legs but the heads of fish or even something that looked like an octopus. 

Then there were the buildings. Most resembled something I would have expected to see in Greece, except built from pale to dark blue stone that at times blended in with the water around it. Many of the buildings were strewn with bright lights, shining out through windows or even just covering the outside like decorations. Many had no conventional doors at all, instead having large windows on upper floors through which people could swim in and out.

We received a number of interested looks, but no one tried to approach us. Several people did call out to Tula or Garth, but our guides waved them away. Several minutes into the trip, Tula took pity on the two of us and offered to carry our bags, which we both gratefully accepted. She seemed slightly surprised by how light they were, but didn’t say anything. Even with both of her arms occupied and the two of us now able to move freely, she still had no trouble swimming circles around us. 

Once Tula had answered my questions about the coming weeks as much as she could, I mostly fell silent and allowed the two girls to carry the conversation. Zatanna was filled with questions and it was wonderful to hear her be so passionate as she asked about everything and anything we saw. Tula and Garth did their best to answer her questions, and Garth joked that it was a good thing we’d decided to head to the Conservatory because our tour would have had us swimming around until after dinnertime. 

We eventually made it to the Conservatory, a gigantic complex of buildings surrounded by some very impressive wards. I’d noticed a bit of magic along the way, but this was the first time that I really got the impression that the Atlanteans were a culture with a high mastery of magic. Instead of going to the central building like I’d half expected, Garth led the way to a small cluster of spire-like buildings near the edge of the campus. 

Along the way, he pointed out different features, like the cafeteria where students ate, the various dorms, buildings where classes took place, and, most interestingly, the huge dome near the back of the campus that housed the Conservatory’s main library.

Nearly half an hour after we’d left the Zeta Tube, Zatanna and I finally got to our rooms. The two were opposite each other at the end of a long hallway, while Garth’s room was two doors down and Tula’s was at the other end of the floor. I could feel the potent wards over the building and even each individual room. As promised, when Garth showed me how to open my door with the token I’d been sent, there was a sharp line at the middle of the doorway where the water ended and air began. 

I carefully swam down until my feet were touching the ground, then strep through the threshold. I was absolutely exhausted from the swim, muscles I hadn’t realized I had burning with exertion. Zatanna tossed her things into her room, then followed me into mine a moment later. She looked just as worn out as I felt and promptly claimed the odd-looking desk chair, collapsing into it with a soft groan. 

I waved to our guides, who were awkwardly floating outside the door. “You guys can come in if you’d like.” 

“Thank you.” Garth, then Tula copied my earlier actions and stepped into the room. Tula tripped over his own feet immediately. She tried to brace herself on Garth’s shoulders, and both Atlanteans collapsed into a heap. 

“Gah!” Tula exclaimed, waving her arms wildly. “It's so weird! I don’t know how you guys deal with it all the time.”

I took a seat on the edge of my bed, running my hand slowly along the smooth, cool sheets made from some form of fabric I’d never seen before. “I guess we’re just used to it. The same way you can swim for an entire half hour and still look completely fine.”

“My arms feel like limp noodles,” Zatanna complained. “I haven’t needed to swim this much since gym class freshman year.”

The two Atlanteans slowly climbed to their feet using the floor and doorway for support, clearly unused to not being able to push off against the medium around them. “It is strange to think about our many differences and similarities,” Tula said after a moment. “We look so similar and our lives are so very different, and yet I was just thinking the same thing about running. We have a mandatory class for it in our preparatory schools and then almost never have to practice the skill for the rest of our lives.”

She made a motion with her arms, then shook her head and took a cautious step away from the door. “I can’t believe Kaldur'ahm and our King willingly chooses to spend their days like this,” she mumbled. 

“It works for us.”

“I guess it does. To each their own. The world is a big place filled with all sorts of possibilities.”

I nodded slowly. “It really is.”

Garth paced in place, moving his weight from foot to foot experimentally, then looked over at Zatanna and I. “It's lunch time right now, and for another hour at the cafeteria. How about you rest for a time, then we can get some food and afterwards, Tula and I can get you started on some basic lessons and get a sense for where you are so we can figure out a plan for the coming days?”

“Sounds like a plan to me. Do you think you can show me how to get to the library after that?” 

“Of course, though I fear many of the texts are written in Old Atlantean and may not be overly useful to you.”

I waved his concerns away, then instantly regretted moving my abused shoulder. “That’s fine, shouldn’t be an issue. I can speak it.”

“Truly?” he asked, and it took me a moment to realize that he’d suddenly switched away from English.”

I smiled and focused on answering in the same language as him. “Of course. I speak a lot of languages.”

Garth laughed. “Ha! And so many say that the old tongue is outdated and useless. And yet you speak it better than any of them!” 

Tula groaned loudly and Garth’s laughter intensified. “Tula, you have no reason to be worse at our own tongue than a surface dweller!” he exclaimed. 

I decided not to mention that, as a Planeswalker, I could understand any language I’d come across so far. It was far funnier that way. 
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Lunch was an interesting experience. The Conservatory’s cafeteria was a sight to see, with floating ‘tables’ arranged not just on the floor of the cavernous hall, but also in several layers high above the ground. There also weren’t any chairs, with clusters of Atlanteans simply floating beside their chosen tables. 

The food itself was just as interesting. There were no beverages to choose from for reasons that seemed obvious in hindsight, but surprised me in the moment. It was all seafood, but of a type and variety that was rather impressive. There was fish and shellfish of course, but also sea slugs, salad-like dishes made from kelp and seaweed, sea cucumbers, and bowls of red and yellow fish eggs. There was also something that looked sort of like bread, but it was a very pale white and had no crust. 

It was also mostly either raw, boiled, or salted, something else that should have been obvious but just never occurred to me. After all, it would be bizarre for them to have fried or roasted food in the depths of the ocean. 

I looked suspiciously down at the serving platter––at least that looked about the same––of bright blue and red snails. I lifted one up with the tongs floating beside the platter, then drew my wand and cast a diagnostic spell on the morsel. It was…rather poisonous. Not deadly, but I doubted I would enjoy the next few days after eating it. 

I very deliberately set it back down and quickly got Zatanna’s attention. “Zee, maybe pass on anything you don’t recognize for now,” I whispered, “or at least let me check if it's safe for us to eat first.” I squinted at the weird, spiky log in her bowl, each of the stone containers enchanted to keep food from spilling out of it, then pointed my wand at it and cast the spell again. Huh, “That one…should be fine I guess.”

“That’s probably a good idea. I’ve been avoiding anything that's too brightly colored, but double checking is probably a safe bet. We have plenty of time to eventually try everything we want.”

I nodded in agreement and then went back to examining the food. Eventually, I filled my bowl with ‘salad’, a few pieces of a vaguely-familiar looking white fish filet, the ‘bread’, and then some of the roe––I had fond memories of eating something that looked very similar when I’d visited some distant relatives in Eastern Europe. I also made a mental note to portkey back to Gotham and get some normal food and drinks to keep in my room. 

Once Zatanna and I had both confirmed that everything we’d selected was actually edible, we joined Tula, Garth, and a few of their friends at one of the small tables floating near the very top of the hall. Garth cheerfully made introductions and I had the interesting experience of shaking hands with a shy-looking squid person with three fingers on each hand named Topo, a dark-skinned girl with silvery-white hair, a dusting of scales on her cheeks and limbs, and jagged shark-like teeth named Fisna’pann, and a red-eyed, green-skinned boy with webbed ears, claws, and feet named La'gaan.

I can’t say that I particularly enjoyed lunch, but it was interesting. La’gaan was very curious about the surface world and asked a constant stream of questions that Zatanna and I took turns answering so one of us could eat. Perhaps because of the current venue, he seemed particularly baffled by some of the foods that Zatanna listed as her favorites. His fervent declaration that someday he would taste a carbonara nearly made me choke as I tried to stop myself from laughing. The others also had questions, and they were more than happy to answer our own in exchange. 

Fisna’pann it turned out was from Shayeris, the same city-state as Aqualad, and didn’t have a great grasp of english. Apparently the language had only been made a mandatory part of school curriculums in the past few decades in an effort to allow Atlantis and the surface world to interact with greater ease, and the school she’d attended had not had a particularly well-run language program. She was thrilled when I proved able to speak the specific dialect of Atlantean used in her home city, something none of the others at the table could replicate. 

Finally Topo mostly stayed silent, but that seemed to have more to do with preference than any sort of dislike or other issue. He asked a few questions about Zatanna and I’s magic that I was more than happy to answer, and added his own few cents when we asked about what sort of magic the Atlanteans were studying at the Conservatory. Apparently he specialized in a form of artistic animation magic, which sounded rather reminiscent of the wizarding painters back home, though he primarily worked with mosaics––a very common medium in Atlantean culture––instead of something like oil paints that just couldn’t survive being submerged. 

Eventually we were kicked out of the hall by a pair of irate servants. We had been the last people left in the entire chamber and the staff needed to clean up and begin setting up for the evening meal. We said our farewells and then Garth and Tula escorted us back to our rooms. 

We all piled into my small suite and Zatanna and I both gratefully retook our seats, worn out even from the comparably short swim from our rooms to the cafeteria and back. There had to be a better way to get around then just swimming, and I knew exactly what I was going to be working on later today.

 I conjured a pair of goblets, filled them with water, and passed one over to Zatanna, who gratefully accepted the offered drink and immediately drained it dry. I refilled it for her, then took a long drink myself and sighed in relief. I was very thirsty and being constantly surrounded by water that you were completely unable to drink was rather annoying. 

Tula stared at us for several seconds, then finally asked in a tone of utter confusion, “What are you doing?”

“Drinking?” Zatanna said, sounding slightly confused herself.

Garth looked fascinated. “Incredible. So that is how surface worlders take in their needed water? I had always wondered, what with all the air.”

I shook my head ruefully as Zatanna questioned the two Atlanteans. Apparently they absorbed some amount of water through their skin and could easily consume salt water as needed during meals or just while swimming around. Now this was what I had expected to see when I’d discovered I was in a whole new world, not just a slightly altered future version of my own home plane. As much as some Atlanteans did look like normal wizards and witches I might have seen in Diagon Alley back home, they were clearly quite physiologically different from Zatanna and I. 

A few minutes later, we all gathered around the desk and Tula and Garth began their slightly amateurish but clearly practiced presentation about the basics of Atlantean magic. The conservatory had a genuinely impressive array of classes and curriculums that students could choose to pursue. The majority of what was taught were different forms of elemental magic. 

Hydromancy was of course the most common, but far from the only option. There were classes on geomancy, aeromancy, luxomancy, ferromancy, and even pyromancy––though they mostly worked with heat rather than outright flames––and basically any other sort of elemental magic I could think of. 

However, there was a lot of other magic available as well. Enchanting, art magic like what Topo specialized in, healing, and so much more. There were courses available on how to create the special tattoos that most magic-focused Atlanteans used to focus their powers, an entire curriculum designed to train future soldiers and guards, and even some on the theoretical underpinnings of how magic itself function. 

It was rather a lot, though I did notice a few interesting gaps. The Conservatory didn’t seem to have any equivalents to herbology, potions, or transfiguration, and apparently the secrets that the ancient Atlanteans had used to transform their people such that they could survive beneath the waves rather than on land had been all but lost in the past millennia. 

After the initial presentation, Tula and Garth demonstrated a few basic spells, and then did their best to coach us through performing them ourselves. After more than an hour and two-dozen separate analysis and detection spells, I finally figured out what exactly Tula was doing when she made the bubble of brightly glowing water weave in and out around her fingers. I extended my right hand out, palm down and my wand securely stored in the wrist holder hidden in my sleeves. I just had too––

Something clicked and the bowl of water I’d conjured to practice with lit up, both visibly and to my magic-sight spell. I slowly curled my fingers into a claw and the water responded, a tendril rising up towards me like a snake. I flicked my hand forward and it shot away, the tendril splattering against the wall and the light dying as my control broke. 

Tula, who was lying on her back on my desk with her head dangling down and her feet tapping rhythmically against the wall, started clapping. “You did it!” she exclaimed. “Garth, look! Hydrys got it!” She turned to me. “Do it again, do it again! Before you lose it!”

Zatanna and Garth both crowded around me and I once again extended my hand out above the bowl. I focused, shifting my magic in just the right way and then, just as before, the water lit up and a mental muscle I’d never realized I had flexed for the second time. 

“Very impressive,” Garth told me, clapping me on the shoulder. “It took me far longer to first connect with my magic.”

Well, that wasn’t really a surprise. I was already a fully-trained wizard and also probably twice as old as Garth had been at the time. Still, I appreciated the encouragement. 

After my initial success, I was told to ‘mess around to really get the hang of it’ and then Tula joined Garth in assisting Zatanna. Two hours later she finally succeeded as well, and, not long after, our tutors had to go to attend to other duties temporarily. They said they’d be back around dinner to take us to the cafeteria, and Garth promised to show me the way to the library after we ate.

Zatanna looked absolutely exhausted, and I was pretty tired as well. However, there was one project that I was absolutely not willing to put off any longer. If I had to bear the indignity of floundering around with all the grace and speed of an armless toddler one more time I was going to tear my own hair out. 

Also my arms and legs were still incredibly sore despite having spent hours just sitting in a chair. I’d never known that swimming was such hard work! I considered myself to be rather fit––I wasn’t exactly a star athlete, but dueling required a certain level of physical ability––and yet just the short swim from our temporary accommodations to get food had left me tired and winded. 

My first idea was transfiguration. I’d heard of a fascinating herb grown in the Mediterranean called ‘Gillyweed’ that, when eaten, granted the consumer temporary gills and webbed fingers and toes like those of La’gaan to aid in swimming. I was pretty confident I could at least manage the second part, though I simply didn’t know enough about how breathing with gills worked to risk transfiguring some for myself. 

However, that didn’t really solve the problem of my exhausted arms and legs. I’d just be making myself swim faster, not reducing the strain on my body. Also I didn’t really like the idea in general, altering my body in such a way seemed…inadvisable, particularly without another wizard or witch present to revert the transfiguration if I made a mistake. Nor would I want to risk casting the same sort of magic on Zatanna.

My eventual solution was…well, not ideal, but at least functional. It was…Okay, it was basically just an underwater broomstick. Even though many people were starting to say that it was an outdated practice now that Cleansweep and Comet were both mass-producing them, I, like basically every other wizard and witch at Hogwarts, had charmed myself a few brooms over the years.

 It wasn’t really something I ever focused on, but it had been an enjoyable way to practice my charm-work and had ended up being what boosted my charms OWL from an E to an O. The examiner had been very impressed by my ‘Blacksweep 5’, though he did caution me about maybe coming up with a different name. 

“Hey Zee,” I called out.

Zatanna, who was lying on my bed slowly browsing through the catalog of classes and lectures that were scheduled for the coming weeks, glanced over at me. “Huh?”

I picked up the transfigured stick I’d been working on for the last hour and brandished it in the. “I want to test something out. Want to come?”

“Where are you going?”

“Just the hallway I think? Should be enough room.”

She looked dubiously at the four foot long rod with four fins like the fletching of an arrowhead on one end. “You’re not going to break anything, right?”

“I mean…I shouldn’t?”

Zatanna laughed and rolled off the bed, leaving the pages of the catalog scattered across my bed. 

My first test could have gone better. I swam up into the center of the hallway, then climbed onto the makeshift broom. The cushioning charm seemed to be working well enough, so I leaned forward a fraction of an inch…

…and promptly lost the broom entirely as it whizzed between my legs and shot off through the water like a ballista bolt, leaving me behind entirely. After several meters, the charms I’d cast registered that there was no rider and the broom slowed to a stop,

Zatanna was laughing so hard she nearly fell backwards through the doorway to my room. I joined her after a moment. “I uh…definitely missed a spell or two,” I said slowly.

“I can see that!” Zatanna managed between peels of laughter. “Is that supposed to be like, a flying broomstick or something?”

“Something like that.” I sighed heavily. “It's so much easier when I don’t have to adjust all the spells to work under water. I really thought that would work.”

Zatanna stared at me silently. “Wait, so it's like, actually a flying broomstick?”

I nodded slowly, thinking back to the many conversations we’d had about my homeworld over the past weeks. Had…quidditch just never come up? It definitely hadn’t. “Yeah. Yeah. They’re not like an everyday thing, but they’re pretty common back home.”

“Broomsticks? Like actual broomsticks?”

“Well, you’d never use a good flying broom for sweeping of course, but yeah. We’ve been using them for centuries.”

“Weird.”

It was a little bit weird, I could admit. “But convenient.” I sighed again. “Well, I’d better get back to work. I want a prototype done by dinner, or better yet, two. One for each of us.”

“Yes please!” Zatanna exclaimed emphatically. “You’re the best Hydrys!”
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Tula and Garth returned to find me haltingly inching down the hallway on the third iteration of my underwater broomstick. They stopped, staring at me, and I waved cheerfully. It worked! Sort of. Mostly.

I leaned forward slightly more and the broom whizzed forward, the charms holding me in place on top of the broom pulling me along with it. I tried to stop next to the two Atlanteans, who had both swam to the edges of the hallway as I approached, but overestimated the efficacy of my braking charm and instead slowed to a half several feet behind them.

Once it was clear that I was no longer moving, Garth swam over to me and curiously stared at the broom. “A novel creation. How do you not slip from such a small, slender seat?”

“Magic.”

“I see.”

I climbed off the broomstick and manually turned it to face back down the hallway from where I’d come, then climbed back on. The thing could theoretically turn on its own, but only very slightly and it would need a lot more space than I had here to make a full circle and turn around. 

Leaning forward, I did my best to go for a happy medium––somewhere between the crawl from before and the hard-to-stop rush I’d just achieved. I sort of managed it, and Tula and Garth actually looked like they were swimming as they moved along beside me, rather than just drifting easily through the water.

We retrieved Zatanna, who had at first been fascinated by my enchanting but had eventually fallen asleep on my bed, and then headed back to the cafeteria. After some fumbling around, Zatanna ended up hanging from my shoulders as I ‘flew’ between Garth and Tula. Neither the cushioning nor steering charms were designed to respond correctly with a flier and a passenger, something I didn’t really know exactly how to correct. I’d probably just end up making a second one for her eventually, but for now she seemed to be enjoying her time as a living cape.

Dinner was basically the same as lunch. There was a slightly different selection of seafood and a rather unassuming fish dish ended up registering as insanely toxic to my spells so I made sure that Zatanna and I both steered clear of it. We were once again joined by some of our guides’ friends. The red-eyed La’gaan was still just as inquisitive and had come prepared with a fresh list of questions. Fisna’pann was also there, but she spent most of the meal staring at densely-written text carved into a thin stone-like tablet. I took a peek at it and realized that she was probably reviewing for a test. 

Topo was absent, and from Garth’s joking words it seemed like the squid-like boy often got so caught up in his work that he forgot to take a break for meals. La’gaan said he’d double check on him later tonight and that was that. Instead, we were joined by a new face, a young woman who looked slightly older than our guides and had the same combination of pale skin and red hair as Tula and the queen. 

Her name was Luya and she laughed when Zatanna asked if she and Tula were related. Apparently while the combination wasn’t particularly common in Poseidonis, it, like the complexion that Fisna’pann shared with Kaldur'ahm, was far more typical in one of Atlantis’ other city states. In this case that meant Xebel, the same city where Queen Mera had been born. 

The two had only met this year, when Tula moved up into some of the same advanced classes that Luya was in, and had become fast friends. Luya was a relative newcomer in Poseidonis, having come to the city when she’d outgrown the limited curriculums of Xebel’s Institute of Hydromancy. Tula on the other hand had been born and raised here after her parents decided to immigrate for better job opportunities. 

After dinner, Tula, Fisna, and Luya all headed off together while Garth led me and Zatanna towards the library. The building it was housed in was a colossal dome, the entire surface of which was covered in intricate mosaics that shimmered under the light of the glowing orbs embedded at regular intervals into the structure. 

Along the way, he explained a bit about the library itself. The building was actually a full sphere, with more than half of the structure hidden beneath the seabed. The entrance to the building was at the very top of the dome, and the three of us swam down past a pair of guards, then had to show our permits––or in Garth’s case, his student card––to a receptionist who studied each one intently, then allowed us to pass. Two half-circle doors the size of a ballroom floor slid open and Garth led us inside. 

The library had sixteen levels, connected by a vertical shaft that ran from the bottom of the building to the top. Each floor was filled with rows and rows of shelves, along with tables and small nooks where students were reading, studying, or working on assignments, and was dedicated to one or more magical disciplines or other fields of study. 

The top twelve floors were open to all students, while the next four were restricted to varying levels. The first just required you to be a senior student, the next needed a note from any instructor, the third required a pass from the Headmistress or another senior staff member, and the last contained old and valuable texts that could not be accessed directly by students at all.

Instead of books, most of the shelves were filled with thin clay tablets, often arranged in box-sets of ten or more tablets like I’d seen at some muggle stores I’d visited with Zatanna. Others were filled with scroll racks housing rolled-up sheets of some sort of very long, durable sea plant that had been cut into the shape of a scroll and written on. 

There were some books, but they were few and far between. Most were either put together out of the same plant as the scrolls, or were clearly surface books that had been spelled to preserve them from the water around them. 

Garth gave us a brief tour of the building, showing us where the various sections were and pointing out the librarians who could help us find something if we needed it. Our passes allowed us access to the top thirteen floors, and he mentioned that Headmistress Mera would probably be fine with allowing us to move deeper if we showed a decent grasp of Atlantean magic.

I was fine with that. As much as I wanted to look at the really good stuff they had in their equivalent of the Hogwarts restricted section, I also knew that it was important to learn to walk before you started to run. I looked around, seeing the endless rows of tablets hiding who-knows what sort of magical secrets! Yes, there was plenty to keep me occupied for all the free time I had in the coming weeks and many years after if I ever returned.

With a final warning to not stay up too long, Garth swam away. He and Tula would meet Zatanna and I in the morning for breakfast and more tutoring, but until then our time was our own.

Zatanna and I looked at each other, looked at the table we were floating beside, and both grinned. I flipped the stone disk at the center of the table over, marking it as reserved instead of available, and then we both swam off in different directions. A library of new magic of comparable size to that of Hogwarts? Even if ninety percent of it was rubbish I was still unbelievably excited to jump––dive––right in. 
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We spent nearly four hours in the library, but eventually exhaustion started to creep up on both of us. Poseidonis was a few hours ahead of Gotham, leaving the library all but empty when we finally returned all our scrolls and tablets to their places and began to make our way back to our rooms. 

Though my body was tired (and very thankful that it didn’t need to drag me all the way through the water), my mind was racing with new ideas and concepts. Atlantean magic worked on a completely different axis then Order magic or wand magic. There were similarities and parallels, but it was still an entirely unique way of manipulating magic. 

We made it back to the dormitory without any trouble and I wished Zatanna a good night as we each went to our own rooms. I had just begun to unpack my nightclothes from my bag when I heard a soft knock on my door.

I frowned and drew my wand, then went to the door. I pulled the door open with my left hand, a shield spell on the tip of my tongue and found…Zatanna, clutching her bag in both hands.

I lowered my wand. “Is everything okay?” I asked, concerned. “Did something happen?”

Zatanna smiled shyly, “No, no, I’m alright. Can I come in?”

I shrugged and stepped out of the doorway. “Of course, Zee. You’re always welcome.”

She slipped into the room and I shut the door behind her, returning my wand to its holster. Zatanna set her bag down on the table beside mine, then reached inside and tugged out a similarly sized but unenchanted bag. “I’m going to use the bathroom,” she told me firmly, then disappeared into the adjoined room, the lock clicking shut behind her.

Was her’s not working right? The bathroom here was a little weird, but I hadn’t had any issues with it. I shrugged mentally and went back to my bag. It took a bit of digging around––I wasn’t too good at the charm that let you just will an object inside an expanded bag to your hand––but eventually I found my nightclothes. 

I hadn’t been able to find anything quite as comfortable as my enchanted sleepwear from back home––guaranteed to keep you warm, cool, and comfortable all night long––but the loose-fitting silk shirt and pants in a lovely shade of Slytherin green that I’d bought and enchanted myself were better than any of the garish alternatives I’d found at muggle stores. 

I grabbed the shirt, then paused and looked at the bathroom door. I couldn’t hear Zatanna moving around at all, so I probably had a minute or two before she came out. I silently conjured a doorstop, just in case, then swiftly changed into my nightclothes and vanished the doorstop again. 

I made it just in time. I heard the lock click open and looked up from my bag to see Zatanna step out of the bathroom wearing––

My train of thought crashed like a quidditch player flying just a little bit too close to a Whomping Willow. My jaw dropped and the question I was about to ask fell out of my mind entirety.

Zatanna stepped fully into the room, did a little spin, then posed, one foot extended forward and her hands on her hips. I stared at her wide-eyed, hungrily drinking in her appearance even as my brain tried to tell me that I should look away.

I wasn’t exactly sure what to call what she was wearing. It was…sort of a dress? But not like any sort of dress I’d ever seen her wear before. It was tiny, black, and sheer enough that I could clearly see her underwear through the fabric. A strap around her neck connected to two black cups that barely covered her bare breasts, her nipples visibly poking through the sheer mesh and leaving most of her upper chest and the valley between her breasts exposed. 

A black ribbon was tied snuggly beneath her breasts, securing the rest of the dress to her body. It was made from the same sort of black mesh and extended down a scant few inches past her thighs, leaving the rest of her long, slender legs completely exposed. 

The only other thing she was wearing was a black ‘thong’, a type of underwear I’d seen on several mannequins at the stores Zatanna had dragged me through but never imagined that actual people would wear. A thin strap around Zatanna’s hips held a tiny triangle of fabric in place, preserving the barest trace of her modesty. 

“So, how do I look?” Zatanna asked after a moment, breaking me out of my reverie. I forcefully tore my eyes away from her body and our eyes met, amusement dancing in Zatanna’s eyes even as her cheeks were colored red by a rosy blush. 

I swallowed heavily. “Stunning,” I managed after a moment. My mind raced as I tried to formulate words into a sentence. This was horribly improper, and there was no way I could allow her to walk through a public hallway dressed like…that! Many of the Atlanteans might wear clothing that even some surface muggles would find obscene, but this was another step past even that!

“I’m glad you think so, it took a long time to pick out something I liked.” Zatanna walked past me, my eyes following her of their own accord as she turned her back to me, her hips twisting from side to side with every step and making the fabric that already barely hid her rear ride up slightly. 

She threw back one side of the sheets covering my bed and sat down. “I’ll be sleeping here tonight,” she told me in a voice that brooked no arguments. “Actually sleeping, I mean. The beds are plenty big enough for two and…” her voice turned husky and seductive in a way that sent shivers down my spine, “I wouldn’t want to get cold at night.”

My first thought was that I could enchant something to make sure that would never happen. My second thought was that Zatanna was in my bed and that I’d literally heard that exact line used in one of the films Zatanna had taken me too. My third thought was that it would be horrible for both our reputations if it became known that I’d shared a bed with an unmarried and unbetrothed girl, even if nothing actually happened. 

The second thought swiftly clobbered the other two to death with a broadsword. This wasn’t my world. This was normal here. The biggest consequences I could face were from Giovanni, and he’d probably try to tear out my spine if he knew that Zatanna and I had already kissed several times. How much worse could this really be?”

I pushed proper etiquette aside and focused instead on mother’s other lessons. How to sway hearts and minds with honeyed words. It hadn’t exactly been my forte, but it was something a Black had to know. “Well, we can’t have that,” I answered after a moment. “A beautiful young lady such as yourself should never have reason to fear the cold when I’m around.”

Zatanna laughed. “Do you say that sort of thing to every girl you meet?”

I walked over to her side, my stride and poise projecting confidence I wasn’t really feeling deep down. “Only to you, my love,” I answered softly. Leaning over, I slipped a hand behind her head, my thumb by her ear and my fingers brushing the nape of her neck, and then I pulled her into a searing, passionate kiss that left my knees weak and my lips tingling.

After several long, blissful seconds, I broke the kiss and pulled away, leaving Zatanna staring up at me with passion and lust shining in her eyes. “Only you,” I repeated again, my fingers brushing lightly against her cheek as I moved my hand away.

Zatanna swung her legs onto the bed and moved over, wiggling under the sheets until there was enough space for me to join her. I climbed into bed after her and a wave of my wand dimmed the lights till nothing was left but a pale blue glow coming from a bowl of water on the desk––the remnant of a hydromancy training technique involving infusing large quantities of magic into water that Tula had told me about.

It took us several minutes to get settled. Initially I did my best to avoid touching Zatanna, a challenging proposition with her in the middle of the not-that-large bed instead of on the other end, but that was clearly the opposite of what she wanted. Eventually she huffed, literally grabbed one of my hands, and pulled it under her bunched-up dress to rest lightly on the bare skin of her belly. 

We ended up spooned together, with Zatanna’s back against my chest and her nearly bare butt pressing dangerously against the crotch of my silk pants. My left arm was wrapped around her waist while my right, mostly pinned in place by her weight, had found itself cupping one of Zatanna’s firm, perky breasts, my fingers automatically toying with the little nub between them before I even realized what exactly I was touching. 

It was a very intimate position, not helped by the small sounds Zatanna kept making. My face was pressed into her soft, shiny hair and I could feel her heartbeat and hear her soft, gentle breathing. 

“Good night, Hydrys,” Zatanna whispered sleepily. 

“Good night, Zee,” I whispered back.

Zatanna shifted slightly and promptly fell asleep, her breathing and heartbeat evening out. I sighed softly and closed my eyes. I was glad that my body was as worn out by the day as it was, because there was no way I would have fallen asleep half as fast otherwise. 

The next two days were just as tiring and busy as the first had been, but oh so worth it. In the mornings Zatanna and I got breakfast, then had three hours of tutoring with Tula and Garth where we learned the basics of Hydromancy and some of the theory that underpinned all Atlantean-style magic. 

After lunch, Zatanna and I went off to our very first class at the Conservatory. We floated at the back of the classroom as an elderly-looking woman with shiny, eel-like skin and features lectured a bunch of fourteen to sixteen year old Atlanteans on Hydromancy. Her words were clear and concise, and her explanations made several of the concepts I’d been unsure about seem obvious in hindsight. 

After the first hour, we were each given a clear glass sphere filled with water and the instructor walked us all through an exercise involving charging all the water within the sphere and then creating precise currents and disturbances that caused the glass surrounding it to move while keeping the rest of the water within perfectly still. 

It was much harder than I would have expected it to be. Controlling all the water as a single mass was easy, but moving part of it while leaving the rest calm was hard, as was applying just the right amount of force at just the right angles. 


It took about half an hour to get the basics down, at which point the instructor, who introduced herself as Professor Unla, gave me a few more things to try before moving on to help the student beside us who was having trouble charging the water inside the sphere rather than just the water he was touching. 

After a few quiet tips from me, Zatanna got it down just a few minutes after I did, and joined me in working on the more advanced exercise. Though we had much less experience with hydromancy specifically than the students we were learning with, we both had years more experience practicing magic in general. Thus for us it was more a matter of adapting skills we already possessed to work with hydromancy rather than learning everything from scratch. 

By the end of the three hour class, I was certain that I’d be coming back for the rest of Professor Unla’s Hydromancy classes over the next two weeks. She was very good at her job and I felt my skills progressing by leaps and bounds under her tutelage. 

After that, Zatanna dragged me to another class that was happening almost immediately after. She was incredibly taken with the idea of tattoos that helped channel magic and insisted that we absolutely had to look into them. Most of her time at the library the day before had been spent reading about it and she’d completely exhausted Tula’s admittedly limited knowledge of the field trying to ask clarifying questions about what she’d learned.

I was initially reluctant, but I couldn’t really resist Zatanna’s pleading and eventually agreed to join her. The class did prove to be rather interesting, though Zatanna spent a fair portion of it sketching something that I think was supposed to be a tattoo in one of the notebooks I’d charmed to be waterproof. 

Today’s lesson was about the preparation of magically-charged ink that was used to create the black tattoos that I’d seen on many Atlantean wizards. It was a complex, intricate process that involved harvesting ink from a specially bred type of cephalopod that was fed an exacting diet of magically-charged crustaceans, mixing it with the blood of the person being tattooed, and charging it with magic in a very specific way. 

I also learned that the reason that only some of the wizards I’d seen had visible tattoos was that, once you became sufficiently proficient with its use and fully attuned all the magic in the ink to yourself, the tattoo became fully invisible except for when in use. For some reason, Zatanna seemed terribly disappointed by this fact, though it did significantly raise my own interest in the subject.

The instructor for the class was another witch, though Professor Mo’no looked about a century younger than Professor Unla had. She was a tall, slender, and very pale woman with inky black hair and almost unnaturally big eyes. She also had a lot more than just the typical eel-like arm tattoos I’d seen on Aqualad and so many others, something she was happy to show off when Zatanna approached her after class. 

She clapped her hands together, releasing a pulse of mana into the water and causing tattoos all up and down her body to light up. There were of course the usual lines on her arms, but also two more sets winding around around the original markings, scale-like patterns on her neck and cheeks, a double helix descending from her back all the way down her legs, and an incredibly intricate design on her belly that vanished under the top of her skirt and extended around to join the cluster of tattoos on her back.

She then apologized, saying that she had a few others that she couldn’t show us due to where they were placed, but Zatanna seemed happy with the demonstration regardless. We ended up staying nearly forty-five extra minutes before the teacher finally excused herself and I could drag Zatanna away to eat dinner.

Our evening once again went about the same way. We ate, we spent hours reading at the library, and by the time we made it back to our rooms we were both exhausted enough to head right to bed. Zatanna joined me once again and wore the very same black…nightgown, but this time the underwear beneath it was red and lacy instead of a plain black. 

The next day was much like the previous one had been. We ate, we learned from our guides, we ate, we went to classes, we ate, we spent hours at the library, and finally we collapsed into bed together. 

Today’s classes were another lecture on Hydromancy, this one delivered by a muscular, shark-headed wizard with beady eyes and long, clawed fingers. He introduced himself as Batu Sha'ark––a name that I felt was a little bit too on the nose––and instead of a class, it was a one-off lecture. Batu was an officer in the Atlantean military and had a number of fascinating insights on using hydromancy in combat. 

He also showed us all a special technique for creating incredibly strong barriers made from nothing but water that could nullify many forms of magic instead of merely physically blocking it. I only managed to make a palm-sized barrier out of the greenish glowing water the technique called for instead of the towering barricade Batu could call up, but now that I knew the theory it was just a matter of practice and experience. 

After that we headed to another class taught by Professor Unla, this one focused on the Atlantean healing arts. Atlantean magic was not particularly good at healing from what I understood. Wizards back home could put a person back together after basically anything that didn’t instantly kill them, assuming there wasn’t any dark magic involved of course. Atlantean healing was far more limited, but it was still better than the tiny handful of healing spells I actually knew so I shouldn’t complain.

Like a lot of their magic, their healing spells used water as a medium to draw out damage and infection and mend injuries. The key weakness as far as I could tell was when it came to internal wounds. The specially infused water lost potency at an exponential rate the further it was from the actual damage, so while a cut could be fixed easily, and a deep wound was similarly not a problem, injuries like broken bones, damage to organs, and other problems that couldn’t be directly touched were far more difficult to treat. 

Today’s class was focused on diagnosing and treating injuries in small fish. Many Atlanteans had just as much fish in them as they did mammal, making it a key practice aid. 

After the initial lecture, every student was given a slightly injured fish inside a sealed container, and then Unla came over to Zatanna and I, along with two other students she waved to join us, and quietly helped us through the initial steps that most of the students around us had done in prior lectures. It took me a few tries to get the right balance of energies, at which point I was given a fish of my own to work on. Neither Zatanna nor the two Atlanteans figured it out while she was with us, but she told them to keep working at it. Healing, even at a very basic level, was very hard and everyone learned at their own pace.

I left the lesson satisfied. Zatanna left it fuming and frustrated. Despite her best efforts, she’d been unable to make the magic work the way she wanted it to, and it was clearly getting to her. I hugged her, kissed her, and promised to help her work on it. A story about how long it had taken me to get the hang of the Episkey spell did a lot to cheer her up and she was smiling and laughing by the time we made it to dinner. 

The promise to make her her own water broom so she could be more independent with her choice of classes also helped. It was an easy promise to make because the rushed charms on my own were starting to fray around the edges. It was about time for version four and I had so many ideas for improvement I could make. 
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Our fourth day in Poseidonis started off a little differently. The night before, Zatanna and I had cut our time at the library slightly short and she had helped me transfigure and charm two new brooms for us to use in getting around. I’d come up with a lot of potential improvements over the last few days, and I was greatly looking forward to seeing how they would perform. 

The brooms were honestly incredibly helpful. They didn’t really help with swimming around inside of buildings since they just weren’t maneuverable enough to use safely, but the amount of time and effort we’d saved getting between the library, cafeteria, dorms, and academic buildings was immense even after just two days.  

Today was both Saturday up on the surface and the last day of the week using the Atlantean calendar. That meant there were no classes or lectures and, tragically, the library was closed to students and visitors alike. 

At dinner the night before, we’d discussed plans with Garth and Tula and eventually decided to go on a small tour of the city like Garth had offered on our first day. Zatanna and I had done basically nothing but study magic for three entire days and needed some time to absorb the lessons. 

Tula had asked if any of the others wanted to come along with us, but all the other Atlanteans had other work or responsibilities they needed to focus on today. Fisna had joked that, unlike Tula, she hadn’t been given a free pass to not do any homework, which was honestly a fair point. Garth’s pointed question about if she was still working on the project that had been assigned nearly two months ago and that both he and Tula had finished before Mera assigned them to Zatanna and I was also an excellent point.

Instead of waking up early for breakfast and tutoring, today Zatanna and I took the opportunity to sleep in a little. Garth had promised to come get us around eleven, and breakfast and lunch were combined today into a single meal served from eight in the morning till two in the afternoon, giving us plenty of time to eat before we left. Typically breakfast was only available from seven till nine, meaning we had to be up awake no later than a little past eight if we wanted to eat before our tutoring.

I woke up just after nine, Zatanna still fast asleep in my arms. As usual, she’d moved around during the night, and was now snoring softly into my shoulder. Our legs were tangled together, one of mine clamped firmly between Zatanna’s thighs, and she had one arm draped over me while the other was trapped somewhere beneath her body. 

We were both dressed much as we had been on the first night, though on Zatanna’s request I had eventually ditched the shirt from my sleeping clothes, leaving my chest and arms bare beneath our blankets. She’d told me she didn’t really like the feeling of the fabric, but that hadn’t felt particularly truthful. I was pretty sure she just wanted an excuse, but I eventually acquiesced regardless. It wasn’t like I needed its charms for warmth with Zatanna beside me, after all.

Zatanna had, once again, switched what she was wearing under her night clothes as well. The first night she’d worn a black thong, and I had thought that it was an incredibly revealing garment. The second night she’d worn what I was pretty sure was also a thong, though it was red and lacy. It had theoretically contained more fabric, but drew the eye far more readily than a more subdued color would. 

I’d thought that sure that would be as far as it would go, but then last night she’d come out of the bathroom wearing a garment whose name I didn’t even know. It looked much like a thong from the front, though with slightly thinner straps around the hips, but then she’d lain down on her stomach while I put the finishing touches on the broom I was making for her and I’d realized the difference. 

A single thin line of black fabric rose up between her legs and vanished between the plump cheeks of Zatanna’s rear, covering essentially nothing at all before connecting to the equally slender black line around her waist. The thong had looked like it wasn’t hiding anything, but this garment really didn’t even try to pretend. 

Well, I certainly wasn’t going to protest. Any reluctance I had been feeling before had vanished after three wonderful nights holding a beautiful, powerful, and intelligent witch like Zatanna in my arms while I slept. There was something magical about going to sleep and waking up with her warmth pressed up against me. 

I considered getting up, but I didn’t want to wake Zatanna. With the way she was holding onto me, there was no way I’d be able to extricate myself from her grasp without waking her. I’d found that she wasn’t nearly as accustomed as I was to sleepless nights and early mornings, and she could use a little more time to sleep. Instead, I leaned down and brushed my lips against her forehead, then pulled back and just admired the beauty held within my grasp. 

Zatanna and I had kicked our sheets loose during the night, leaving both of us uncovered, but that wasn’t a major problem given the pleasantly warm air of the room. We’d gotten a little bit cold the first night, but Tula had pointed out a dial that controlled the wards on the room and shown us how to adjust the temperature. 

Zatanna’s gown had ridden up as it always did during the night, leaving her rear and most of her back completely uncovered. Her long black hair was scattered around her head in a messy crown that did nothing to detract from her beauty. One of my arms was trapped under her head, while the other had shifted during the night from her belly to her back and then down until it now rested lightly on one of her naked cheeks. 

Zatanna mumbled something into my shoulder and shifted slightly. Her face moved up from my shoulder to my chest, her slightly cold nose rubbing just above my nipple. The rest of her body followed suit and she rolled partially onto her side, her legs still curled around one of mine and her barely clothed breasts pressing against my chest. 

I smiled softly and pulled her towards me, only to find her arm wedged between our bodies and her elbow digging into my belly. Shifting, I tried to see if I could maybe move her arm out of the way so that we could both be more comfortable. I froze and my face flushed red when I noticed where exactly her arm was and the way her hand vanished beneath the fabric covering her most intimate parts.

I shifted back and did my best to pretend I hadn’t seen anything, content to just hold her in my arms as she slept. When Zatanna finally woke nearly half an hour later, I wished her a good morning, kissed her, and said nothing.

It took us some time, and several heated kisses, before we finally went and got breakfast. It took longer than it should have because Zatanna was still getting used to ‘flying’ on her new broom, but the delight in her eyes as she zoomed through the water was well worth the delay. Furthermore, it was better for her to practice here and now, with relatively open water and few people around, then in the city.

We ate alone, not seeing any of the other students that Tula and Garth had introduced us to. We got some curious looks––the air bubbles around us and our unusual clothing made us stand out––but no one approached us. I was slowly starting to get used to Atlantean food, but I didn’t think I would be missing it when we returned to the surface. 

After breakfast, Zatanna and I returned to the dorms and, by silent agreement, each headed to our own rooms. As much as we both enjoyed spending time together, a little bit of space was nice at times. We had about an hour till Garth was supposed to take us for a tour, so I used the opportunity to head back to the surface for a bit. I’d already prepared a portkey that would take me from anywhere to my bedroom in Atlantis and tested that it worked despite the wards around the Conservatory. 

My biggest worry originally in traveling back and forth from Atlantis was that portkeys couldn’t take someone to an underwater location––a safety feature that had been designed into the spell centuries ago and I just didn’t know how to remove. However, I had a room that was supposed to stay water free, so that wasn’t going to be a problem.

Instead of wasting time making another portkey or using up one of the ones on my enchanted rings, I simply Planeswalked away, tearing out of the Plane and then reentering it a moment later in Slaughter Swamp. From there, it was just a short hop down to Gotham, where I loaded up on some of the muggle foods and beverages that I had come to enjoy, or which I knew Zatanna liked. 

A few minutes later, I was back in my room as though I had never left. The portkey worked like a charm and the entire trip had taken barely more than half an hour. I set a can of the overly sugary fizzy soda that Zatanna liked by her bag, then spent the rest of the time till Garth knocked on my door trying to apply some of the hydromancy theory I’d learned to a water-making charm. I didn’t accomplish anything, but I did feel as though there were some potential commonalities that deserved further exploration.

The tour ended up being rather delightful. Poseidonis was a beautiful city unlike any other that I’d ever seen before. We saw the royal palace, the Science Center, and all sorts of other gorgeous buildings. Zatanna’s favorite was a park built around a stunning coral reef. Thousands of beautiful and exotic fish swam around within a barrier that was permeable to people, but not for the fish themselves, each one more colorful than the last. 

Along the way, Tula and Garth recounted all sorts of anecdotes about living in the city. They pointed out their favorite shops and restaurants, told stories from their childhoods, and even gave us some short history lessons about the various statues and monuments we occasionally passed. 

According to Tula, Poseidonis was the richest of the city-states that made up the kingdom of Atlantis, and it showed. The city was clean and peaceful, the people friendly, and a clear amount of money and work had gone into public projects like infrastructure and keeping everything in pristine shape. There was no sign of the sort of urban decay that plagued Gotham, no slums or dangerous districts that we were told to avoid. I didn’t know much about how the city or nation was run, but I could appreciate what they’d done with their capital. 

The four of us ate lunch at a Nanauvian restaurant. I didn’t really see much difference between the food from the southernmost city of the kingdom and what I had been eating at the Conservatory, but I could admit that the quality seemed higher than what was generally served to students. The fish was delicious, the salad seasoned with something very tangy and sweet, and the enormous crab we were served was by far the best thing I’d eaten here so far. 

After we ate, we continued the tour for another two hours, and then took a long, ambling route back to the Conservatory. Even though we hadn’t had to do very much actual swimming, Zatanna and I were both rather tired physically from the long day. Just moving through the water was exhausting, working tons of muscles that I’d never really thought about before. I was constantly at least a little sore, and Zatanna wasn’t much better either. 

By the time we got back, we were starting to get hungry again, so we headed straight back to the cafeteria for dinner. We were joined by a haggard-looking Fisna––her project was not going well––and ate in relative silence interspersed with Fisna asking Tula questions about the assignment. It was some kind of hydromancy-related enchanting that sounded both fascinating and not particularly useful to me since it only worked underwater. Still, it was interesting to hear the two young women discuss their shared classwork.

With the library closed, Zatanna and I headed back to my room after dinner. We were both tired and sweaty and took turns showering in the slightly cramped bathroom. I went first and just changed right into my sleeping pants, not really seeing a reason not too. Then I spent half an hour reviewing notes while Zatanna got washed up as well.

When the bathroom door opened, I set the notes on my bedside table and looked up. For the second time in three days, I was struck speechless. I had been expecting something like I’d seen the past few days, the same sheer nightgown with something tiny worn underneath it. 

Instead, there was a white towel wrapped around Zatanna’s chest. It just barely covered her nipples and extended a scant inch down her pale thighs. She smiled coyly at me, her fingers toying with the folded-over corner holding the whole thing up. “Hydrys?” she asked softly.

“Yes Zatanna?”

She walked over to where I was sitting on the edge of the bed and straddled my legs. Her warm breath tickled my face and I was suddenly deeply aware that the only barrier between Zatanna and I was her towel and my thin silk pants. She set her arms down on my shoulders and I instinctively reached around to hold her hips, my hands sinking into the soft white fabric and feeling the warmth of the bare flesh beneath it. 

“I’m really thankful that you set this up for me. I know that it was Uncle Kent that convinced Dad and that a lot of this has to do with him more than anything you did, but this has been a dream of mine for a long time. Uncle Kent could have organized things at any time, but he didn’t until you pushed him to do so, and I don’t think he ever would have otherwise.”

Zatanna took a deep breath and continued. “You’ve been so good to me. This summer…I was so bored cooped up in Shadowcrest all the time, but then you came along and you’ve been everything I always dreamed of. It's so amazing having someone I can share all the magic in my life with and you’re always so kind and accommodating and just…just…so amazing.”

Zatanna took another deep breath, closed her eyes, and then pulled the towel covering her away, leaving her kneeling on me as naked as the day she was born. “I want you to know just how much this has all meant to me,” she told me firmly. “I love you, Hydrys, and…I want to be with you while you’re still here. I know you’re probably going to leave someday.” 

I opened my mouth to say something, but she pressed a finger against my lips, “Shhhh. I know you’re probably going to leave someday,” she repeated, “Maybe soon even. I talked to Nabu, you know, and he told me that Planeswalkers never like to be tied down for long. A month, a year, maybe longer, but then they’re gone. But these last few weeks have been some of the best times in my life and I want to make the rest of the time we share as special as I can.”

“Zatanna,” I tried, but she silenced me with a passionate kiss that left me too flustered to continue. 

“Maybe you’ll come back. I hope you’ll come back. But the world is a dangerous place. You can never know what’s going to happen. You just have to make the most of the time you do have. I love you, Hydrys.”

Our eyes met and Zatanna smiled. Things were moving so quickly, but what else was I supposed to say? “I love you too, Zatanna. You’re the kindest, smartest, and most talented witch I’ve ever known and I’m so lucky to have you.”
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Zatanna leaned forward and her weight pushed me down onto the bed. The impact momentarily knocked the air from my lungs and I barely had a chance to suck in a deep breath before she was on me. Our lips mashed together as she all but lunged towards my face and our noses bumped painfully as we clumsily kissed. I twisted my head in the same direction as Zatanna, then the other way, and then our tongues were dancing together. My eyes were closed but I could feel Zatanna, her lips on mine, our chests pressed together, and her warm weight on top of me. It was sloppy and messy and just all together the best thing ever.

Zatanna wove her hands through my hair as she kissed me and my own roamed up and down her body, exploring every inch of her in a way I’d never felt it proper to do before. I squeezed and massaged her lucious rear with both hands and Zatanna moaned eagerly into my mouth, egging me onward. 

I was feeling slightly breathless by the time Zatanna finally broke our kiss, fiery heat filling my body and making my heart pound in my chest. Zatanna sat up, her knees on either side of my waist and her breathing coming in heaving gasps that made her chest bounce with every breath. Her face was flushed bright red and, from the heat I could feel in my cheeks, I had no doubts that my own complexion currently mirrored hers. 

“Oh god, Hydrys I need you,” Zatanna gasped out, but I barely heard her. My hands were still buried in the plump cheeks of her ass and I used them like handholds to pull her slightly up my body towards me. Zatanna yelped and used my shoulder to steady herself, but I was far from done. 

One hand stayed on Zatanna’s bum while the other moved up to her back and I pulled Zatanna back down on top of me, finally doing something I’d been trying to avoid fantasizing about since the first night we’d spent together in the same bed. 

My lips closed around one of Zatanna’s nipples and I ran my tongue in a slow circle around out, then brushed it over the firm little nub of flesh. Zatanna’s sharp intake of breath and soft moans were all the motivation I needed to continue and I slowly expanded my search, lavishing every inch of her wonderful perky breasts with soft licks and gentle kisses.

Zatanna’s weight shifted and I took the opportunity to move the hand on her back down and around to cradle Zatanna’s so far unattended breast. I rubbed and squeezed the soft yet firm flesh, so different from her pillowy rear and yet equally wonderful. Catching the nipple between my fingers, I rolled it gently even as my lips returned to the other one and received another loud moan of pleasure from Zatanna in return. 

“Oh fuck, Hydrys! Oh god!” Zatanna’s face was buried in the bed sheets above me but I could hear her as clear as day, her voice loud and filled with pleasure and raw, hungry desire. 

Zatanna’s hips bucked and her legs slid further apart, pressing her bare crotch against my belly. I could feel the moisture collecting in her core and it urged me onward just as much as her moans and breathless panting did. Even with my vision covered almost entirely by her chest and shoulders, I could read her body and reactions like a book, feeling the tension in her muscles and the shifting of her voice and breathing as my tongue and fingers moved around.

The undersides of her breasts were very sensitive and she seemed to love it when I gently tugged on her nipples or just barely brushed my teeth against them. Her ass was also very sensitive, and the hand holding her down against me was hard at work squeezing, groping, and kneading the flesh as though it was the clay we sometimes worked with in Herbology. I was careful not to be too rough, but to an extent her reactions just got better and better as my confidence grew. 

Zatanna let out a hitched gasp and her hips began to move, grinding her womanhood up and down my belly in short strokes that left a trail of hot moisture in their wake. I pulled my hand away from Zatanna’s breast and she let out a desperate moan, “Hydryyyyssss,” she almost hissed, oh god, Hydrysssss!”

I didn’t leave her hanging for long. I switched hands, my left going to her butt while I tucked my right under her body to the breast I was worshiping with my mouth. A tiny wiggle later and my tongue was tracing a wide circle around the edge of her areola while my hand got to work on the soft, slick flesh beneath it.

I moved slowly but surely, each circle getting fractionally smaller and smaller until Zatanna was literally begging for it. “Hydrys, please, please I’m so close! Hydrys!” Finally I flicked my tongue up and down her nipple, then latched on and sucked hard while my other hand squeezed and rolled her other nipple between my thumb and forefinger. 

Zatanna’s entire body shuddered and she cried out wordlessly, more of her weight falling on me as the arm braced on the sheets above me was suddenly unable to hold her up. I continued to suck and lick and squeeze and knead, emboldened by her clear enjoyment. It was a tad uncomfortable to have so much of her body weight directly on top of my face, but that was completely outweighed by what exactly was pressing down on me and the delightful sounds pouring from between Zatanna’s lips. 

“Holy shit, Hydrys, that was amazing,” she whispered shakily. “I…I didn’t know that…could feel so good…” Slowly Zatanna’s shaking died down and she pushed herself up with both arms. I followed her up, my mouth still latched onto her breast, then fell back to stare into Zatanna’s shining eyes, though my hands continued moving despite our change in position. 

My mouth had left a few red marks on her pale breasts and I gently traced between them with my finger, my touch making Zatanna’s breath hitch as she tried to say something. “You’re so beautiful,” I told Zatanna softly, and she laughed, once more making her breasts bounce hypnotically. 

Though I didn’t have much to compare them to, I personally thought Zatanna’s breasts were perfect. Not too big, not too small, and the way they made Zatanna sing when I played with them was as rewarding as finally managing a difficult spell after days of study. 

I continued, emphasizing each point with a rough squeeze of a breast and a cheek. “Your eyes gleam like the purest sapphires, your smile brightens the darkest of days, your hair shines like the night sky…” Zatanna’s smile widened and I grinned back, “your breasts are just perfect, your bum––”

Zatanna cut me off before I could continue, her lips once more crashing down against mine and I let the rest of the complements I’d been preparing fade to the back of my mind. The kiss was just as fiery and passionate as before, but this time we managed to avoid trying to break each other’s noses. 

Zatanna once again pulled away far too soon. “I’d like to think you’re pretty fine yourself, but let me take a look at the entire specimen before I make a final judgment.” She nearly broke down into laughter twice during the sentence and I very reluctantly let her go as she crawled down my body and off the bed. 

I propped myself up on my elbows as Zatanna shakily stood in front of me and hooked her fingers beneath the waistband of my sleeping pants. There was a very obvious tent in the fabric, and I could see her eyes glued to it as she tried to work the knot holding my pants in place. After a moment, I could see she was starting to get frustrated, her trembling fingers and the bare fragment of her attention actually focused on the task at hand turning the simple two-loop knot into a gordian challenge. Then she finally seemed to remember that she was a witch. “Eitnu!” she hissed, and the two pieces of string flew apart in an instant, nearly tearing the enchanted fabric around them.

Zatanna took a deep breath, then sharply tugged my pants down. After a moment I remembered to raise my butt up off the sheets and Zatanna’s blush deepened as she much more carefully pulled them down around my ankles, then off and tossed them onto the desk chair. 

My cock sprang free, standing proudly erect and throbbing in anticipation. Zatanna stared at it wide-eyed for several seconds and I felt slightly self-conscious for a moment. I’d never given my manhood much thought until just now, but what if it was in some way deficient compared to Zatanna’s expectations? 

I’d spent my OWL and NEWT years, which many of my classmates wasted enjoying one another’s company, studying magic and actually preparing for my exams. Even if I hadn’t, getting this far with a witch who wasn’t my betrothed would be a massive mark against me, a sign that I could not properly compose myself as a wizard of good standing. Only muggle borns and first-generation halfbloods, or some particularly stupid witches and wizards with no regard for their families, had the ‘opportunity’ to engage in anything beyond kissing and heated petting. 

Of course I knew the mechanics of it all. I’d had the misfortune of having my dearest mother catch me while I was reading ‘Da Booke of Places Moste Darke and Trecherus’, which was not about what I thought it would be about at all. She’d boxed my ears, then sat me down for a very long and very awkward conversation about all the ways a sly mudblood witch could try to take advantage of a proper wizard of good breeding.

However, that was all purely theoretical knowledge. Enthusiasm and effort had helped me succeed so far, but something inside me throbbed painfully at the idea of disappointing Zatanna, particularly after the fervent speech she’d delivered earlier. 

My fears were allayed as Zatanna slowly reached out and touched the side of my shaft with the tips of her fingers. It twitched in response and Zatanna’s lips parted slightly and she wrapped her hand gently around my cock. I’d held hands with Zatanna plenty of times and knew how soft and slender her fingers were, but they felt much different when they were holding my manhood and not my fingers. “It's warm,” she said, her voice tinged with a hint of wonder and trepidation. She leaned forward and a gentle breath of warm air blew across the throbbing head of my cock.

Zatanna slowly, hesitantly pumped her hand up and down and my breathing hitched. Zatanna’s eyes snapped up to mine and her parted lips transitioned into a toothy, confident grin. Zatanna gave my cock one more slow, languid pump, her fingers moving all the way down and then back up my length, then clambered back onto the bed and straddled my legs. 

Zatanna slowly shuffled forward up my body, giving me plenty of time to drink in her body, searing the sight of her nude form into my mind. Her hips rocked from side to side and her widely-spread knees spread the outer lips of her womanhood, revealing the pink center shining with a thin sheen of moisture. 

She stopped with her butt resting lightly on my thighs, my shaft pressed vertically along her crotch and up her belly. The skin above her slit was pale and smooth, and the silky touch of her skin against mine made me realize that she’d removed every strand of hair below her neck. The book had said something about a thick patch of hair showing that a witch was a proper woman, but something about this seemed far sexier than what I had been picturing.

Zatanna took another deep breath and peeked down at my cock. One of her hands lightly pressed my shaft against her, while the other went to the tip of my cock, palm flat as she measured its length against her belly.

She closed her eyes, opened them, then rose up until the tip of my cock was just brushing against her rosy center. I silently watched with bated breath as she shifted back and forth a little at a time, rubbing my cock up and down between her outer lips, moisture from her core wetting the head of my cock and trickling slowly down my shaft. 

She paused again and I could see her knees shaking slightly. I reached up and set my hands on her hips, steadying her. “Is this really what you want, Zee?” I asked softly. I was…well, I had mixed feelings about this. On one hand, it went against everything I had been taught. Not only were we not married nor betrothed, but we were actively hiding our relationship from her father and my own family was not in the picture at all. 

On the other hand, this was not my world. My family was so far away that distance could no longer measure it, back in a world I’d left behind. This was a whole different place with different traditions and moralities. And, very importantly, my gorgeous, sexy girlfriend was kneeling over my cock after several minutes spent screaming into the bed sheets as I pleasured her with my mouth and hands. 

I couldn’t fully suppress the temptation to just pull her downward onto my shaft, but I was sufficiently in control of my faculties to resist actually acting on it. I cared about my relationship with Zatanna far more than I did a few minutes of pleasure. 

Zatanna’s expression went from hesitant to firm as bedrock. “Yes. Yes it is. I love you, Hydrys. There’s no one else I’d rather have my first time with.”

And then Zatanna slowly lowered herself onto my cock. Her lower lips spread around my throbbing cockhead and it slowly vanished into her hot, wet depths. Zatanna’s face screwed up into a slightly pained expression and she froze for several seconds, then continued. Inch by ponderous inch she sank down until about half my shaft was buried inside her.

“Merlin and Morgana,” I swore, throwing my head back with a soft gasp of pleasure. Zatanna’s insides squeezed down around me like a vice and waves of hot pleasure like nothing I’d ever experienced before raced down my spine and flooded my body. Kissing Zatanna had been amazing, and this was better, so much better. 

I looked up at Zatanna past my nose and watched through lidded eyes as she threw her own head back, her hair falling in a curtain around her. “Fuck! Hydrys,” she moaned, “oh god, you’re so big! You feel so goooooood inside me.” She rolled her hips and sank down another inch. “Oh fuck, fuck!”

I collapsed fully back onto the bed and held onto Zatanna’s hips for dear life. She moved agonizingly slowly further and further down my cock, and moans slipped from my lips as her pussy did its best to crush my shaft. 

“Dear Merlin, Zee, you’re amazing!” I groaned, “Fuck!

Finally, Zee’s hips met mine and the final millimeters of my cock vanished inside her. I could feel her deepest depths pressing against the tip of my cock, Zatanna’s pussy fitting me perfectly like a sheath of hot, tight flesh. 

My hands moved around to hold Zatanna’s bum as she leaned heavily on my chest, my fingers digging into her cheeks and pulling her down onto me. Zatanna moaned and rolled her hips, our voices mingling as we filled the air with the sounds of our pleasure. 

Zatanna shifted her weight and began to pull up slightly and I pushed her butt up, helping her rise a few inches off my cock. Then she slammed back down and once more cried out, my name rolling from her lips and echoing around the room. “Fuck Hydrys! Oh Fuck! Hydrys!”

The next few minutes were a blissful blur of slapping flesh, cries of enjoyment, and sensation I’d never realized I’d been missing out on in my life. Zatanna bounced on top of me, the glorious friction from her rolling hips and each stroke up and down my length sending waves of heat and pleasure through my body. 

With a loud gasp, Zatanna slumped forward and her entire body shuddered again as she came. “Hydrysssssssss” she moaned, and her pussy clenched down even tighter around me, squeezing my cock until I felt like I was going to burst. I had already been on the brink of cumming, my body held back only by my desire to give Zatanna the best experience I could. This however threatened to push me over the edge.

“I’m…close…” I warned, “I’m going to cum!” My voice was shaky, but Zatanna heard me all the same.

“Cum for me, Hydrys!” she exclaimed, “Fuck me! Fill me up!” Her hands roamed across my chest and she continued to roll her hips even as her insides clenched and unclenched around me, her body doing its utmost to push me over the edge. 

Squeezing her rear, I thrust my hips up and pulled her down. My cock swelled, stretching her to the limit and Zatanna cried out in pleasure again, nearly collapsing down onto my chest. Spurt after spurt of hot cum blasted from my cock, flooding Zatanna’s core and slowly starting to leak down my cock. 

Zatanna held herself up for as long as she could. As my cock began to grow soft inside her, she finally collapsed down onto my chest and we held each other tightly, our eyes locked together and our bodies intertwined. 

“That was…incredible,” I told her softly.

Zatanna smiled weakly and I raised my head to kiss her tenderly on the lips. It was a short, gentle kiss, nothing like the ones we’d shared earlier in the evening, but it was…very nice. 

“Yeah. Yeah, that was amazing.”

“Everything you imagined it would be?”

“And more,” she confirmed easily. 

I squinted past Zatanna and focused on the lights shining down on us. Slowly a thin strand of glowing water rose from the bowl on the desk and drifted silently through the air until it reached the switch that controlled the lights. I clicked my teeth together and the water slapped the switch, plunging us into near total darkness.

Zatanna sighed in contentment. “You’re the best.”

“Love you too, dear.”
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Zatanna and I swam into the hall to find Mera already waiting for us. The queen was floating near the ground and was focused on a small platform in front of her piled high with two-dozen or so thin tablets covered in writing. 

We paused by the door and a guard––one of Mera’s probably––closed the door behind us and retook his position beside it, his hands folded on his odd-looking bident. Mera looked up at us and smiled. “Just a moment,” she called out softly, turning back to her work. She nodded silently, then used a tiny droplet of hydromantically controlled water to etch her name at the bottom of the document, the invisible tattoos on her cheeks and arms momentarily lighting up as she did so.

Tapping her desk with a finger, it sprang to life. The tablets on it floated up several inches and it rapidly transformed, pieces pulling apart and then coming back together as a box around what had previously been on the floating platform. Another tap and the box flew off towards the waiting guard, who caught it and tucked it under his arm. 

Mera sighed and turned back to where we’d been waiting silently. “My apologies, I’m afraid that the affairs of state never have the decency to wait for a better time. Each night I think I’ve taken care of everything that needs my attention, and each morning I wake to another full day’s work waiting for me at my bedside.” 

She shook her head. “Look at me, complaining to my guests. My apologies. I had meant to meet with you earlier in the week, but I’m afraid that my time is often more limited than I would prefer.”

Zatanna waved her off. “It's no big deal! Thank you for making time for us today, it sounds like you’re really swamped with work. I can’t imagine that being the Queen and the Headmistress of the Conservatory leaves you with a lot of free time.”

That did sound like a rather overloaded workload. It would be like if Headmaster Dippet was also the Chief Warlock of the Wizengamot. Or well, she was the Queen of the entire Kingdom, not just one city state, so it was probably more analogous to the role of the Supreme Mugwump. That was a lot of responsibilities for just one set of shoulders, even if her husband was the High King and she was just helping him with his duties like she’d implied before. 

Mera laughed ruefully. “It certainly does not. Still, it is important to be a good hostess. I hope that Tula and Garth have generally made up for my absence?”

Zatanna nodded enthusiastically. “They’ve been great!”

“Indeed,” I confirmed. “Their aid and expertise have been invaluable.”

Mera smiled. “I’m glad. They have been exemplary students so far in the time I’ve known them and it's good for them to broaden their horizons. I understand you’ve both attended a number of classes and are certainly more diligent with your time in the library than most of my students. How are you finding everything? It's so rare to hear an outsider’s opinion about my Conservatory.”

Zatanna and I looked at each other and by unspoken agreement it was my turn to speak. After all, unlike her I had actual experience studying at a different school of magic––something she was extremely jealous of despite not being the right sort of witch to study there.

“It’s been an excellent experience so far, Headmistress. Thank you for allowing Zatanna and I to study here. The instructors and staff have been extremely helpful and accommodating, the accommodations themselves are excellent, and the opportunity to study Atlantean style magic under the eye of experts has been invaluable. You have a very skilled cadre of teachers and I think we’ve both learned so much more than we ever could have from just the handful of texts available on the surface.”

Mera looked very pleased. “I’m glad to hear it. With how few mages live on the surface, I am not surprised that few of our arts have disseminated above the waves. There have always been the rare few who wished to venture into the air above, but it is only in the past few decades that our two peoples have truly begun to make an effort to reconnect after so many millenia apart. Even still, many have doubts and fears about the world you come from. It is good for them to see you both here, studying peacefully among us.”

“And we’re definitely glad to be here too,” Zatanna added. “This has been such a great opportunity. I wish there were schools like this in America. I’m really not looking forward to going back to fu–freaking Cathedral High after seeing what school could be like.”

“Yes, it is certainly a crying shame that our kin above the waves have all but forgotten the gifts of magic. There are of course standouts like Kent, or your own family Zatanna, but by and large few remain who truly study the mystic arts. I was appalled to learn from Kent how limited the options are when it comes to studying such things; if you can not find a master or are born into the wrong family, it is all but impossible to learn anything at all.”

“Indeed,” I shook my head sadly, “it really is a tragedy. I was really glad to learn that the Conservatory existed, and about the other schools of magic you have in the other city-states.”

“Ah yes, Kent mentioned that you had studied at a school of magic yourself. ‘Hogwarts’ I believe was its name?”

“Yes, Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry. One of the oldest and most respected institutions in my world. I spent about six-and-a-half years there before I came here.”

“Fascinating! I would love to hear your thoughts on how the two compare?”

We spoke for about ten minutes as I shared my thoughts on the differences between how Hogwarts did things and how they were done here. I mentioned how the two started at different ages, the way Hogwarts’ curriculum was more rigidly structured compared to how they did things here, and a number of other differences. I also spoke briefly about why some of the differences existed, such as the OWL and NEWT exams, international teaching guidelines, the houses, and how accidental magic could grow to be hazardous if you didn’t learn to control it past the age of eleven.

Mera seemed to find it all endlessly fascinating, asking a number of probing questions that I was happy to answer. It was…nice to talk about Hogwarts. Sure Kent and Zatanna had both had their questions, but Kent had mostly wanted facts and Zatanna stories and anecdotes. With them I’d also had to carefully avoid mentioning the exact circumstances of how I’d gotten here. No matter how close we got, I didn’t think Zatanna or the elderly wizard would look kindly on my actions just before my Spark ignited.

Meanwhile Mera was more interested in my own thoughts about the teaching and how her own school could potentially be improved. She didn’t care about specifics, but rather about lesson structures, curriculums, testing, and some of the classes and electives that Hogwarts offered that her school did not. Mentions of Herbology and Care of Magical Creatures in particular left her humming thoughtfully. As far as I understood, such things were considered the domain of the Science Center and a few other lesser academic institutions, though it seemed like perhaps the Conservatory would soon have a few such experts on staff as well.

Eventually, Mera had to cut herself off. “As much as I’m enjoying this, I’m afraid we’re getting somewhat short on time and I was hoping to assess your progress for myself and perhaps provide some advice. Perhaps we can continue this conversation at another time, Hydrys?” 

“Of course, I’d be happy too.” Even if I hadn’t been enjoying the conversation myself, a close personal connection to the Queen of an entire major nation was nothing to scoff at. Perhaps in the future, when I was done working on the Pub (and I really did need to come up with a better name for my new home) it might be a good idea to look into some property here in the city. 

I’d been theorizing about some enchantments that would allow someone inside a building to swim through air as though it was water, and that would be a perfect fit for the swim in and out design of buildings here. A barrier over the ‘windows’ to stop water from getting in but not people, plus that enchantment, and I would fit right in and still be able to use Portkeys and other wards, spells, and enchantments that being constantly surrounded by seawater might interfere with. 

Still, that was something to consider later. For now, I had a Queen to impress and a highly skilled witch to learn from. 

Under Mera’s guidance, we went through a number of increasingly complex hydromantic exercises. I could control up to about a hundred gallons of water at a time right now, though past eighty or so I was mostly reduced to just moving it around in vague blobs. Below that, I could form complex shapes, make the water move very quickly, and control several independent bubbles at the same time. 

I’d also learned a handful of specific spells as opposed to the more typical free-form hydromancy that most of the classes had focused on. There was the shield the Batu Sha'ark had taught us, a spell that fired volleys of drill-like water projectiles designed to punch through shields and physical obstacles, a crude propulsion spell that was slow but very useful for getting around in places where my broom couldn’t fit, and the most basic hydromantic healing spell that was mostly good for small cuts and scrapes but could also deal with more serious injuries given enough time and magic. 

Zatanna had also made a lot of progress, but she’d very much begun to lag behind me, something I ascribed to my planeswalker status. Just as my own wand magic had become easier to learn and refine, I had a feeling I would have been struggling with Atlantean magic just as much as she was without my Spark’s assistance. Her fine control was worse, she couldn’t empower as much water, and though we knew all the same spells, her proficiency with them was visibly lower than my own. 

Mera complemented us both regardless, praising us for learning what typically took a new mage months in a single week. Then she spent a few minutes demonstrating each of the skills we’d shown her herself, keeping up a running commentary of what we could improve on even as she casually manipulated what must have been tens-of-thousands of gallons of brightly shining water. 

It was a humbling display. The training hall we’d met in was as big as a modest home and she was moving around a solid third of the water in the entire room while leaving the rest of it completely undisturbed. This clearly was not her limit either given her relaxed posture, she looked like she was barely even paying attention!

Sure there were wizards who I was certain could crush the Queen in a duel, but I wasn’t sure if there were any in my old world who could match her for sheer elemental might. That was enough magically-charged water to shatter wards, crush buildings, and likely smother fiendfyre. 

…I would need to check the efficacy of fighting fiendfyre with hydromancy. It would be very convenient to have someone I could reach who could put out an out-of-control blaze without simply depriving the cursed fire of fuel. If so, hopefully I’d be able to pick up a blueprint of her in the future as well. Just like Kent she’d make for an invaluable teacher and combatant. 

After she was done, we ran through it all again, this time putting into practice some of the tips she’d given us. They were very effective, and she actively called out adjustments for us to make as we went. Some of what she said would take time to implement, but she was a true treasure trove of tips, suggestions, and ways to improve. 

Unfortunately, that was all the time she had for us. She apologized, wished us an educational rest of the week, and mentioned hopefully meeting with us again before we left the city. I hoped she’d be able to find the time. That had been an incredibly good lesson, pushing me forward by potentially weeks of progress in a single hour-and-a-half long session. No wonder Garth and Tula were so good compared to many of their peers if they were learning from her directly. 

Unfortunately, I really wasn’t counting on it. She seemed very busy. Still, it wasn’t like the teachers here were bad or anything. She was just better and there was a big difference between a one-on-two lesson and a class with thirty or more students. 
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Our tenth day at the Conservatory began like any other. I woke up with Zatanna held tightly in my arms, our bare bodies intertwined beneath the sheets. I could feel Zatanna’s delicate fingers wrapped around my morning wood, my cock sandwiched between our bodies. I opened my eyes, blearily blinking the last traces of sleep away, and found Zatanna’s impish smile a scant few inches away from my face. 

“Good morning, my love,” I whispered softly, squeezing her bum with one hand as I did.

“And to you, handsome,” Zatanna whispered back, her hand beginning to stroke slowly up and down my shaft as much as our positions would allow.

We both leaned in at the same time, experience ensuring we didn’t bump noses again like we had our first night waking up like this, and kissed briefly.

“You know,” Zatanna whispered huskily as she pulled away, “Garth and Tula aren’t coming this morning.”

“Ah right,” I remembered, “they’ve got that lesson with the Queen before lunch today.”

“Exactly! And you know what that means?”

I did, in fact, know exactly what Zatanna meant. She’d proven herself to be rather insatiable in the last few days, constantly eager to try out new things or revisit ones we’d already tried together. There hadn’t been a night this week where we hadn’t both gone to sleep satisfied and exhausted, not to mention some mornings, occasional sessions before lunch, and whenever there was a sufficiently long break between classes.

I hadn’t even known some of the things she’d introduced me to were done between men and women, but I could not deny that her knowledge of such things was far…deeper than mine. There were different positions of course, but also acts that I never would have come up with on my own. We had both pleasured each other with our mouths, including a particularly memorable night when we did so simultaneously. Zatanna had also used her hands, the valley of her breasts, the gap between her plush thighs, and the space between her plump rear cheeks to stimulate my shaft, each one a unique and wonderful experience. 

Of course I ensured that she never ended the session unfulfilled either. Zatanna’s breasts proved to be incredibly sensitive when she was aroused, and I found it deeply satisfying to watch her face screw up in pleasure as I played with them both on their own and while we engaged in intercourse. She also constantly encouraged me to go further, harder, and rougher, something that she seemed to enjoy immensely and I found stimulating as well, though I always feared going too far. 

I pretended to think things over, then snapped my fingers and lightly slapped her butt. “Ah, I know! It means we can get an early start at the library today!”

Zatanna very slowly raised one eyebrow and stared at me unimpressed. I met her gaze squarely, my face a mask of perfect innocence. After a moment, the hand on her rear slowly began to squeeze and Zatana’s composure broke. 

She snorted in laughter and looked away. “Hydrys!” she whined pitifully

“Yes love?” I asked, keeping my joke going. “Oh you’d like me to let go so we can get dressed and get going! Plenty more scrolls to read and tablets to copy!” A few days into our visit, I’d realized that none of the tablets in the library were protected against copying charms like all books back home were.

A few hours of tinkering and soon I could conjure a copy of a tablet in a spatially expanded pocket of my pants with a single surreptitious tap of my wand. They wouldn’t last forever, or even until the end of the year, but that didn’t matter because as soon as we were back on the surface, I planned to compile them into actual books. As much as thin tablets were useful to the Atlanteans, I far preferred reading from parchment, or even cheap paper. 

I was being at least moderately circumspect, only copying choice bits and never too blatantly––that’s why the copies appeared already inside my pocket and not on the table beside the original––but I still expected to have a hefty collection of books by the end of it all. A fine beginning for the as-of-yet empty library at my as-of-yet unnamed new home.

Zatanna growled, “Hydrys,” she began sweetly, “neither of us is going to get out of this bed until you’ve put a hot, fresh load of cum in my cunt and another one in my belly.” She licked her lips slowly, “And you’d best get started before I add another one to the list.”

“If you’re hungry and don’t want to head to the cafeteria, we’ve got plenty of foo––” Zatanna’s hand around my shaft tightened noticeably, though not to an uncomfortable degree, and I decided that the joke had gone on long enough. “––ucking to do, so we’d best get started!” I finished quickly. 

Zatanna grinned. “That’s the spirit!” she exclaimed cheerfully, and then she slipped out from my arms and dove under the covers. A moment later I felt her tongue brush against the underside of my shaft and gasped softly in anticipation. Zatanna bucked, throwing the sheets off and revealing both of our bodies in all their glory. 

I grinned down at my beautiful, beaming girlfriend and then thread my fingers through her hair. “Are you waiting for a signed invitation? Breakfast is ready, come and get it!” My cock twitched, the tip slapping against Zatanna’s nose and leaving a droplet of precum on her cheek. Zatanna gathered it up with a finger, licked it clean, then dove right in.

Needless to say, it took us some time to get out of bed that morning.

We finally left my––our, really––room around eleven. Breakfast was long over, but lunch would be served pretty soon and honestly the pair of chocolate twists I’d purchased a bakery on the surface and brought down under a preservation charm that kept them as fresh as though they’d just come out of the oven made for a much more satisfying breakfast than the seafood we’d have eaten in the cafeteria. 

The food here wasn’t bad, but it was different and sometimes familiar is what you wanted to start the day. I knew there were other surface cultures that ate seafood for breakfast, but it just didn’t feel like the sort of meal I wanted to start my day with. Fish eggs, flash-boiled squid, and sea urchin gonads in a seaweed wrap just wasn’t a breakfast food, no matter how much Garth insisted it was. Like, it tasted good. But it just wasn’t breakfast. 

Plus it meant we could actually have tea with our food, something that was all but impossible if we’d gone to the cafeteria to eat. I’d taken the time to do my research (with a lot of help from Zatanna), portkey all the way to China, and buy several kilograms of high quality tea leaves several weeks back and I’d really been missing it in the mornings. 

Today we’d decided to leave our brooms behind. As much as they’d proven themselves to be a valuable tool, Professor Unla had rightfully pointed out that they were also a crutch that was interfering with our training. Instead of relying on an outside aid, we should be using our hydromancy to get around like many of the more human-looking Atlanteans did. Almost all Atlanteans had at least some affinity for magic, even if they never trained it properly, and even as children they learned to instinctively augment their swimming with low-level hydromancy.

It was definitely slow going at first, but by now both Zatanna and I had gotten the general gist of it. We were both still far slower than someone like Tula, who had been doing this for years and could literally swim rings around both of us, but moving around the Conservatory’s campus no longer physically exhausted us in minutes.

We were on our way to the library––we only had about an hour and a half but that was still enough time to make it worth the trip––when we caught sight of Garth and Tula training under the watchful eyes of the Queen. They were in one of the open-water training grounds, the roof of an academic building warded to stop spells from flying off into the distance or damaging the stonework. 

Tula zoomed through the water, a veritable storm of bright blue bolts flying from her hands as she twirled around a powerful spell from Garth. Garth expertly wove between them, deflecting the few he couldn’t dodge with rapidly conjured shields, then hurled a trident-shaped projectile at Tula that cut through the water like a torpedo. 

Tula waited for the very last moment, then dodged under it, her back momentarily parallel to the ground. She flipped smoothly through the water and fired back with a pair of watery ropes that wove through the water like living creatures. 

Garth aborted the spell he was about to cast and crouched down as the spells flew towards him. A half-dome shield absorbed both impacts, then erupted into a volley of thin spikes that flew out for several feet, then all turned sharply and homed in on Tula.

Mera looked up and waved at the two of us. We waved back and she gestured for us to join her. That hadn’t been the plan––this was supposed to be a private lesson for two of her best students––but I certainly wasn’t going to turn her down. I was still reviewing everything she’d said during our session three days earlier and finding new insights in her words. 

Neither of our usual guides acknowledged us as we swam down to stand beside Mera, safely nestled behind the wards around the roof. I kept a hand on my wand just in case, but I doubted I had anything to fear with her beside me. Even if the wards failed, she was a better witch than Tula and Garth combined and I was confident that nothing the two could throw at her would seriously trouble her even if they worked together. 

We exchanged greetings and Mera nodded towards the still-fighting duo. “What do you think?” she asked softly.

I considered the fight. “They’re pretty good,” I said after a moment. “Very fast and mobile. Tula probably could do with shielding more, Garth is really exploiting how much she prefers to dodge instead of block or deflect, but she’s just plain faster than most of what he can throw at her. Garth…” I paused again, studying the young wizard’s fighting. “I think he’s overly reliant on familiarity,” I said finally. “He knows how hard Tula hits and how fast her spells move and he’s exploiting it, but I don’t know how well he would fare against an opponent he hasn’t practiced against a thousand times. His casting is good, but he’s just…very predictable?”

Zatanna hummed softly. “You know what, I think I see it. Dodge, blast, jump, shield,” she rattled off, and almost like clockwork Garth repeated the same sequence that he’d already used three times in the last few minutes.

“Excellent eye,” Mera praised, “I completely agree. Doing what works is not wrong, but clinging to forms instead of adapting them to your own needs is a recipe for defeat.”

We watched the fight go on for another few minutes and then, once again, Garth repeated the exact same sequence of moves that Zatanna had listed off before. This time however, Mera spoke up before the fight could continue. 

“Your technique is excellent, but your choices remain predictable,” she chided. “After just a handful of minutes, Zatanna could read you like a tablet. A true enemy could exploit such behavior in ways that Tula does not. Combat sorcery is not like classwork. It demands…” she paused, searching for a word, “improvisation. And Tula––”

Mera cut off as she looked in the direction of her other student but paused half way. My eyes followed her own gaze and I was surprised to recognize Aqualad swimming towards us. Then again, maybe I shouldn’t be. He did live here, and he’d been a student at the Conservatory before becoming Aqualad. I’d heard that particular story dozens of times by now, particularly since Topo had decided to make an art piece about it and wouldn’t shut up about the project at meals. 

 “Kaldur'ahm!” Mera exclaimed joyfully, and both Tula and Garth spun around towards their old friend. “Oh it's so good to see you!” 

“Kaldur!” Tula exclaimed a moment later, clearly excited to see him.

Garth and Tula both swam out of his way as he approached the Queen and saluted her the way I’d seen some guards do in the past. He apologized for disrupting the lesson, but she waved him off. They were just about done anyway and she had a class to teach soon to more than just her immediate students. 

The two exchanged a few words, and then she swam off, leaving the five of us standing together. Kaldur finally seemed to register Zatanna and I’s presence and he jolted slightly. “Hydrys, Zatanna, what a surprise to see you here,” he said leadingly. 

Tula answered before I had a chance to. “They’re here as temporary students,” she told him, “Garth and I have been showing them around.” Then she swam forward and hugged her friend. “It is so good to see you, Kaldur! You look well.”

“Yes,” Garth added, “It seems that life on the surface agrees with you.”

Zatanna and I exchanged looks and I quickly spoke up, “Good running into you, Aqualad, but I’m afraid that Zatanna and I need to run. We’ll leave you to catch up with your friends.”

“Thank you. It is good to see you as well. Miss Martian still hopes that you will join us for a proper mission someday.”

“Maybe,” Zatanna said noncommittally. “But I’m technically still grounded for the first one, so maybe not for a while.” Zatanna tilted her head to the side. “Does it still count as being grounded if I’m under water? Eh, whatever. Bye!”

And then we both quickly swam away, leaving the trio alone on the roof. I could almost see the tension between them––it felt like they had a lot to talk about. 

The rest of the day progressed normally enough. We spent some time at the library, ate lunch together, and then I headed to a healing class while Zatanna went to learn more about magical tattoos. After that we met up for a one-hour lecture on underwater pyromancy––a branch of magic reserved almost exclusively for cooking and focused on manipulating pure heat rather than fire––after which Zatanna dragged me back to our room for ‘a quick snack’. 

We barely made it to our last class of the day, a rather interesting lesson on the spells that Atlanteans used to control and communicate telepathically with fish. It was a…odd set of skills, to be sure, and one that I wasn’t sure would be particularly useful most of the time, but the spells themselves were fascinating in their intricacy and relative simplicity. I was pretty sure that I could use the same methodology to eventually develop spells that worked on other animals like birds or maybe even snakes, and that could prove very useful indeed. 

We ate dinner with Garth and Topo, who was excitedly telling anyone who would listen about how much Aqualad liked his art, then split off to head to the library. Zatanna and I swam hand in hand, propelled forward by our gentle kicking and the very water around us. Zatanna was excitedly telling me about the class she’d had without me, a huge smile on her face that felt like it lit up the water with its brightness.

For the second time today, our plans were suddenly stymied. This time however, it wasn’t by Queen Mera and her students, but by explosions. Dozens and dozens of explosions all across the city. Even behind the Conservatory’s wards I could hear the sound of buildings collapsing and the screams of injured Atlanteans. 

My wand was in my hand a moment later. Zatanna and I looked at each other, her smile replaced by a focused frown. “That didn’t sound good,” she said softly. 

“It certainly did not,” I replied. The real question however was what we should do now.

            

    
        Chapter 47

    
    
    
    
                Young Justice: Poseidonis 

August 27th, 2010

A loud scream tore through the water, the voice filled with pain and anguish. It came from just outside the Conservatory’s wards where I could see a four-story building––a store catering to students––slowly toppling onto the street below. 

Zatanna squeezed my hand. “We need to go help!” she exclaimed, “People are in trouble!”

My first instinct was to do the exact opposite. A big, prosperous city like Poseidonis didn’t just explode randomly, particularly since it sounded like the explosions had come from at least two different directions. This was no tragic accident, but likely some sort of attack or terrorist action. 

If that was the case, then it was entirely possible a follow up attack could happen at any moment. I was pretty sure that none of the explosions had occurred within the Conservatory itself and I doubted that attackers would find the school an easy nut to crack, so staying here, maybe hunkering down in our dorms or an out-of-the-way building, was probably the safest option. 

Unfortunately there was absolutely no way Zatanna would ever do that. Nor would she accept taking a portkey to the surface and coming back in a few hours or days once everything was dealt with. That was the actual safest option, but it came with a few downsides of its own, namely making the two of us look insanely guilty. I had no idea what was going on out there, but if the perpetrators weren’t obvious at first glance then I wouldn’t be surprised if suspicion quickly fell on the two foreigners who had temporarily disappeared at the time of the attack.

My mind raced. That was a worrying prospect. There were very few outsiders in all of Poseidonis, and Zatanna and I had both been seen publicly all over the city. Our clothing and our air bubbles made us stand out and I really didn’t want an angry populace calling for our heads.

We needed to do something. We needed to be seen doing something. Plus, that would only improve our reputation with the Queen and others, as well as my own with Zatanna. 

I nodded sharply. “Keep your eyes peeled. Let’s move.” I wished I had our brooms with me, but they were unfortunately back in our room and a detour would take too long right now. 

We were not the first to reach the site of the explosion. A half-dozen guards in blue armor were swarming around the damaged buildings, clearing away rubble and hurriedly helping civilians trapped inside. The explosion seemed to have gone off at the center of a small cluster of buildings, the store, two three-story residential buildings built side by side, and a warehouse. There was also a fifth building, a domed temple-like structure perched on top of the two apartment buildings.

The explosion had completely destroyed the bottom floor of the store, causing it to collapse and seriously damaging the buildings beside it. One of the residential buildings was rapidly being evacuated, one of the outer walls badly damaged and looking like it could give way at any moment. If that happened, the building above it would also be in grave danger. 

I waved my wand and swiftly levitated a precariously perched hunk of debris away from the guard desperately keeping it from falling onto the already half-obstructed doorway below. I vanished a shattered chunk of column, allowing the man trapped beneath it to swim away, then turned to the guard that I’d just freed. 

“What happened?” I asked the guard.

“I don’t know!” he replied, “I was just––”

My shield snapped into place just in time to block a streak of orange light that vanished against my spell. Zatanna’s triggered a moment later, three more streaks vanishing as they crashed against the charmed barrier. The guard wasn’t so lucky and lightning crackled around his body as two bolts impacted against his side in as many seconds. He thrashed once, then slumped and began to float away. 

I whirled around, searching the dark water for the source of the attack. Below me I could see more of the guards going down, as well as a number of civilians, as a volley of those same beams scythed through them.

There! More streaks of orange shot towards us and the handful of guards that had avoided the initial barrage went down hard. More than a dozen shots were directed at Zatanna and I as well, but our protego shields barely seemed to feel the impact. 

I could just barely make out the source in the distance. A small group of men were floating behind cover, their dark suits blending into the water except for small red marks on their armor and helmets. The only reason I could see them at all from this distance was the bright flares of light as shots flew from their weapons.

I scowled. The nerve of some people! Attacking men just trying to assist non-combatants. Attacking me. Attacking Zatanna! 

I’d found over the past week-and-a-half that many of my usual spells did not work underwater the way I’d want them too. Most spells were designed to fly through air and ‘go off’ when they hit something, but in many cases water was a sufficiently ‘solid’ object that the spell just fizzled out after a few inches.

Irritatingly enough, that included the majority of my favorite combat magic. Fortunately, being underwater did mean that some other spells were made far more useful. For instance, the water-heating charm. A classic third-year spell mostly used for making tea. It was a wonderfully simple and versatile spell, able to heat water across a range of temperatures and volumes. It could be used to brew a single teacup of delicate green tea or an entire samovar of black tea. 

It could also, with some minor adjustment, do a lot more than that. Some of the lessons I’d attended here at the Conservatory had given me some unorthodox ideas for how to use my magic. “Të cha!” I barked, brandishing my wand in a way I rarely did when using the spell for its intended purpose and pouring magic into the spell. 

Just over a thousand gallons of water around men went from just above freezing––it really was impressive how well the Atlanteans had adapted to living in the ocean’s depths––to boiling in an instant. Liquid water turned instantly into steam, great gouts of it billowed and bubbled through the cold water around it rapidly cooling back into liquid, but the damage had been done. The spell might not work on living flesh, but being submerged in scalding steam was plenty dangerous as it was.

“Zatanna, check on the guards and keep your eyes peeled!” I ordered, “I got this.”

The water around me lit up and I shot towards the reeling group of burnt men. It wasn’t a sustainable way of swimming with hydromancy, but for a short burst it was faster than just boosting myself forward a little. 

The attackers were well organized and disciplined. Their armor had mostly protected them from the heat and the least affected men on the outskirts of my spell were already pointing their weapons––dull black guns with red markings––at me once more. Another one had a hand pressed against the side of his helmet and I could just barely hear him shouting, “Epsilon squad requesting reinforcements!”

None of it would be enough to save them. I waved my wand above my head in a wide, zig-zagging circle. The moment I was close enough for my spell to work, I slashed my wand down and across, black mana from Slaughter Swamp flowing into my spell. 

Crimson lightning poured from my wand like a crackling river of death. It completely ignored the water around it and, when my target tried to dodge out of the way using some sort of jet shooting from his armored back, followed him through the water. 

My spell crashed into the first man and he froze in place, twitching as sparks of lighting seemed to pool around his entire body. A moment later, a fresh torrent of lightning shot out from his body towards his closest ally, who didn’t even have a chance to scream before it was on him. The cursed lightning chained from one man to another, leaving each one a twitching, silent body floating aimlessly through the water.

I stopped myself before I could get too close. The cursed chain lightning was relatively short-range, but there was no reason to risk things unnecessarily and I didn’t want to dispel it just yet. I’d choose the spell I had specifically since I’d heard the man requesting reinforcements. If those reinforcements got just a little bit too close then the lightning still lurking around the disabled attackers would fry them too. 

I dispassionately scanned the group. They looked almost military with their matching uniforms and weapons. I didn’t recognize the armor, but that wasn’t much of a surprise. Hopefully someone else would. Until then, I was pretty sure none of these men would be doing much of anything in the near future.

I turned around and swam back to where Zatanna and two uninjured guards were tending to some of the other Atlaneans who hadn’t been so lucky. “I took care of the attackers, but they called for reinforcements,” I called out as I approached.

One of the guards straightened and turned to look at me. “Thank you. Your assistance was greatly appreciated, hero. We will be better prepared if they attempt to attack us again.”

I waved away the niceties. “The men were wearing black and red armor and carrying matching weapons. Do you know anything about that?”

She nodded. “That sounds like Black Manta’s men, but they’ve never done anything nearly this bold before. To attack the capital like this…” she shook her head slowly. “So much needless pain and bloodshed. That terrorist has a lot to answer for.”

Why would Black Manta do something like this? It was going to cause a lot of damage and hurt a lot of people, but that couldn’t be it, right? 
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There had to be some reason for this attack, right? I suddenly regretted disabling all of the attacking men. I should have left one to interrogate. The Imperius curse was one of the spells that I’d found was fully blocked by water, but that didn’t matter if I just got close enough to jab my target with my wand. 

I wracked my brain, trying to figure out what Black Manta might be after, but I just didn’t know enough about Poseidonis to say one way or another. The royal family seemed like an obvious choice, but both the King and Queen could defend themselves and the palace was probably teeming with guards. If I’d been able to take out the entire group with two spells, Mera could probably swat a force five times as big out of the water, and Aquaman was a powerful, experienced combatant as well.

If that was the goal of the attack, would getting involved be at all helpful? The Conservatory was a fair distance away from the palace and getting there would take a not inconsiderable amount of time even with our brooms. And when we did get there, Zatanna and I would be two more unknowns in the middle of an active battlefield whose layout we didn’t know. We’d be lucky to avoid getting attacked by the guards, much less accomplish anything.

What else? The Conservatory maybe? It was probably less well defended than the palace and the students, teachers, and texts within represented an enormous amount of future potential for the Kingdom. Destroying or even just damaging the Conservatory would cause potentially irreparable harm to Atlantis’s magical traditions. 

We were also right here. The students, teachers, and guards around the Conservatory had been seeing us every day for over a week and we’d had time to get the lay of the land. Even if the Conservatory wasn’t the target, it getting damaged in the midst of the attack was unacceptable. 

“He and his men will answer for what they’ve done,” I told the guard firmly. “Right now however, we need to focus on protecting civilians and the Conservatory. One of the men called for reinforcements before I could disable him. Have everyone keep their eyes peeled and get people away from here. I’ll take care of them when they show up, but I can’t protect everyone if I’m busy fighting.”

“Right!” She saluted me, raising one arm in front of her face the way I’d seen Aqualad and some of the other guards do in the past. Then she swam away, already calling out to some of the other guards and the people crowding the water outside the damaged buildings.

The other guard tending to his downed friend straightened, heaving the disabled guard after him. He saluted as well, then swam away, leaving me alone with Zatanna for the moment.

“I think we should stick around here for now,” I told her. “There are a lot of vulnerable people here and I don’t want to leave them alone. I’m going to go keep an eye out for those reinforcements. Can you make sure the other guards get the message and help get people away from here?”

She clearly didn’t like the idea very much, but she also knew that someone needed to do it. Too many of the other guardsmen had been disabled during the initial barrage, leaving few to corral the panicked Atlanteans and rescue the people trapped inside. “Okay, but be careful, Hydrys.”

“I will be,” I reassured her. “Take care of yourself first. You can’t save anyone if you go down yourself.”

“I know, I know,” she waved me away, but I could tell that she appreciated the concern in my voice.

We both went our separate ways. Zatanna swam down towards where a guard was struggling to free a child and two guards that had been helping him when Black Manta’s men had appeared. I swam up, away from all the buildings, rubble, and kicked-up sand that was obscuring my vision of the surroundings. 

I stopped a few meters above the roof of the tallest damaged building and took a deep breath, making sure that my occlumency shields were working properly. Then I carefully drew the outline of a keyhole in the air, pouring a single mote of blue mana from Shadowcrest into my wand. “Homenum Revelio!” I declared firmly, pouring as much energy into the spell as I could manage without destabilizing it entirely. 

An almost visible ripple of magic rushed from the tip of my wand and expanded out in all directions. Almost instantly pings began to appear within my mind and only my well-structured mind allowed me to sort through all the information in a reasonable amount of time. That was me, the guards, civilians, Zatanna, a handful of people still trapped inside the buildings that we’d missed, and finally, in the distance, a cluster of twelve people moving rapidly towards us between the buildings. 

“There are still people trapped inside!” I called out loudly to the closest guard. He turned to look up at me and I pointed towards the collapsed store. “Second floor, three of them. All close together. A bathroom maybe?”

“I’ll get them out!” he told me seriously. “Thank you, sir!”

I nodded back sharply. “Good. There’s one more inside the apartment, somewhere in the basement I think? Less urgent, but keep an eye out for them.”

“I’ll pass it along.”

“Good man. I’ve got trash to take out.”

 I tapped my wand against the side of my head and my senses expanded in all directions as the supersensory charm snapped into place. Dark water turned clear as day and I could hear the scrape of rock on rock inside the store, the splash of Atlanteans swimming around, and the soft hum of whatever magic or technology that Black Manta’s men were using to get around.

The water around me lit up and I shot away, moving to intercept the men moving swiftly towards the group I’d taken care of earlier. It was sort of a waste of the trap I’d set earlier, but I didn’t want to risk not having one to interrogate if they all got flash fried. 

I stopped above a flat-roofed building and peaked down. The men were swimming close to the ground and moving between the buildings, making them all but impossible to spot from ground level. Their black armor blended in with the dark waters and the contraptions on their backs pushing them through the water were so quiet that I could have easily dismissed it as background noise. They’d clearly come prepared and knew what they were doing. 

Unfortunately for them, I knew they were coming and my revealing and supersensory charms made their attempts at stealth laughable. I twirled my wand around my body and vanished from view, my disillusionment charm leaving me as little more than a dark blue blur in the dark ocean. 

I swam slowly after them. Without active hydromancy, which would have immediately given me away with its glow, I was slower than them, but I could go over the buildings and natural terrain that they were going around so I managed to stay ahead of them regardless. I held my wand loosely in my hand as I swam, twirling it in slow circles as I searched for the perfect opportunity. 

Eventually, they reached a narrow alley and bunched up, swimming two-by-two towards their target. My frown turned into a predatory smile and I brandished my wand, finally casting the spell I’d been focusing on for the past thirty seconds. 

One of the problems with using transfiguration in combat was that transfiguring air tended to be very difficult. Difficult to the point that conjuration––creating temporary matter from nothing but magic––tended to be more efficient. Thus, you typically needed rubble or some other material to work with if you wanted to be effective.

Underwater, there was no such issue. Water was actually rather easy to transfigure, though the closer what you were making was to water the easier it became. Transforming water into another liquid like wine or pumpkin juice was easy. Even some more exotic fluids weren’t too hard. There was a spell to turn water into quicksilver, honey, and even custard.

As funny as it would be to trap the terrorists in honey, right about now I was thinking of a slightly different liquid. A very dense, very dangerous liquid to be submerged in. It wasn’t so much an exact spell as a general transfiguration. I visualized the desired effect, focused my magic, and cast the classic liquid-to-liquid transfiguration. 

My wand sang and just over two-thousand gallons of saltwater turned into concrete, encasing the ten men at the back of the group and the legs of the first two in liquid stone. A casual swipe of my wand instantly dried out the cement––it wouldn’t be as strong as if I’d allowed it to dry normally, but it would do the trick for now––trapping all twelve men in place. 

To their credit, the two men who weren’t fully trapped tried to react. They twisted around, their weapons raised in the air as they searched for their attacker. I swam down towards them, trusting my shield and charms to protect and hide me from view. 

Once I was close enough, red light flashed from my wand and one of the men slumped, unconscious. The other man responded instantly, shooting a flurry of orange beams towards me, but he didn’t have a good angle and the few shots that did get close to me splashed off my protego with no effect. These men may have been ready for Atlantean guards, but they weren’t ready for a wizard of my caliber. 

I stopped barely a foot away from him and jabbed my wand into his back. “Imperio!” I hissed. The man stiffened and I felt his mind give way, completely unprepared for the blissful dominance of my curse. 

I had the man wait patiently as I went through and stunned the ten other men one by one. No use risking them breaking free somehow. Then I finally dropped my disillusionment charm and approached the man. “Now then, what do we have here,” I asked rhetorically. “Why are you here? What is the plan? How many other men are there? Tell me everything,” I ordered. 

And so he did. He told me about his squad, about the other teams throughout the city, and, most importantly, about the final group using the chaos as a distraction to steal something valuable from the science center. That certainly sounded rather interesting, now, didn’t it?

A few minutes later, I left twelve stunned in my wake and headed back towards the ongoing evacuation and recovery efforts. It seemed that I’d been wrong. Neither the Palace, nor the Conservatory had been the targets. Though what a terrorist wanted with a giant block of ice I honestly had no idea.
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I really wasn’t sure what this whole giant ice cube thing was about, but if Black Manta had decided to stage an attack on an entire city to get it, then it was probably important, valuable, or dangerous. Whichever was the case, it was probably best he didn’t succeed in obtaining it. The man was a terrorist with a strong dislike for Atlantis, a Kingdom I currently had a vested interest in supporting. How else was I supposed to learn their magic?

Unfortunately the grunt I’d interrogated knew basically nothing useful. Black Manta ran a tight ship and made sure to compartmentalize important information. I’d actually gotten lucky with the man I’d chosen to interrogate. He only knew about the target of the attack because he’d overheard something from a higher-ranked grunt who was organizing transportation for the object in question. 

I returned to the cluster of damaged buildings to find that most of the civilians had been herded into cover, the killed and wounded moved somewhere out of the way, and the handful of remaining guards vigilantly watching the waters with their bidents and other weapons held close at hand. 

I waved as I approached and the guard––the same one who I’d spoken with earlier––saluted me. “The reinforcements are all taken care of,” I told her as I approached, and she sighed in relief, bubbles rising up from her mouth. 

“That’s good to hear. Thank you, sir.”

I smiled at her tightly. “Good work getting people to safety. I don’t sense anyone else inside.” My revealing spell had mostly faded by now, but some awareness of the people I’d initially detected remained on the edge of my mind. Blue mana was very good at augmenting that sort of magic, I’d found. Too good, even, in some cases. My one and only time trying to use a supersensory charm with a mote of blue mana in it had left me with a raging headache that neither occlumency nor muggle medicine could abate. 

She nodded sharply. “Just doing our jobs. It’s good to know we didn’t miss anyone. Thank you for the confirmation.”

“I’m just glad I was here in time to help.”

She clapped a hand against her chest. “We certainly appreciate it. My men and I won’t forget what you’ve done for us today.” 

Something clicked inside me and I felt a new blueprint lock into place, but I didn’t have time to consider it right now, nor the implications of how I’d gotten it. “Right. Well, the attack isn’t over yet. The men I incapacitated are that way, about two-hundred yards between two buildings. They’re encased in stone and unconscious, but otherwise unhurt. You’ll probably want someone to move them to prison or whatever later. I interrogated one of them and it looks like their goal is the Science Center. Some kind of big hunk of ice they’re researching? I’m going to go see if I can help over there.”

“Understood. Do what you need to do, sir. I’ll pass the information along to my superiors.”

“Good. Then I’ll be off. Farewell.”

And then I swam off towards where I could feel Zatanna. She was next to one of the damaged buildings, using her logomancy to repair a damaged column that looked like it might give way at any moment.

“Zee,” I called out as I approached, not wanting to startle her right now.

She turned around. “Hydrys! Did you get them?”

“All taken care of, and I found their real target. They’re trying to steal some kind of ice block from the Science Center. I’m going to go try and help.”

“I’m coming with you,” she told me immediately, but this time I was much less willing to budge.

I shook my head. “They need you here, Zee. There’s like a half-dozen guards left and ten times that many people to protect. What will happen if more of Black Manta’s men show up and neither of us is around? They’ll get massacred.” It was mostly an excuse to keep her from coming with me. Zee was a powerful witch, but her magic was slower than mine and she still needed a lot more practice before I was willing to see her risk her life in a fight. 

Zatanna cared about people. A lot more than I did, certainly. As long as I pitched things as helping people and not leaving her behind because I wanted to coddle her, she’d maybe understand.

Zatanna squeezed her eyes shut and I pounced. “Please, Zee. I’d feel a lot better leaving if I knew someone was here to take care of these people. They need a hero right now, and you’re the best option they have.”

“I don’t want you to go off alone,” Zatanna said softly. “What if you get hurt?”

“I’ll be fine,” I promised. “Whatever happens, I’m pretty sure I can at least get away. My shield is really good against those weapons they’re using, and I can always apparate or portkey away if I get in over my head.”

Zatanna swam forward and hugged me tightly. “If you get hurt, I’ll never forgive you, or myself.”

“Then I better not get hurt. Sounds easy enough.”

“Fine. Go, I’ll stay here.” She turned away and I just barely heard her final words, barely more than a whisper amplified by the charms on her rings. “I guess that’s something I should start getting used to.”

I pursed my lips. That…was not ideal. Then I sighed. “I’ll be back soon, Zee. I still owe you a round from this morning and there’s no way some stupid criminals will keep me from paying you back.”

Zatanna laughed and I smiled. Hopefully that was one issue at least moderately averted. Now on to saving the giant ice cube. I twisted and vanished, reappearing a moment later inside my dorm room. A flick of my wand summoned my broom and then I was off, racing out of the dorm and towards the distant dome of the Science Center.

I’d never been inside the building, but we’d passed it during the tour that Garth and Tula had given Zatanna and I. It was in the same general part of the city as the Conservatory, but on the far end of the district. Swimming manually, it would have taken me twenty minutes to get there. With hydromancy, I could probably cut that down to four or five minutes, but I’d arrive rather exhausted and in no shape to fight. With my seventh-generation underwater broom? I made the trip in three, zooming through the water like a torpedo.

I arrived to find a black submarine floating over the top of the science center, a large hole melted into the great glass dome that separated the top section of the building from the surrounding waters. There were dozens of Atlantean bodies floating through the water around the building, but I saw no other signs of Manta’s men. 

There was something hanging down from the bottom of the manta-ray shaped vehicle, a cable leading down through the hole and into the Science Center. How big was this ice cube anyway? Were they planning to haul it away like a carriage hanging from the claws of a dragon?

I swam towards the dome, intent on assessing the situation at hand before getting involved, when suddenly the inside of the dome was illuminated by orange light. My eyes widened and I slashed my wand through the air on instinct alone. “Protego horribilis!” 

The spherical shield, barely big enough to fit me and my broom, snapped into place in the nick of time. A powerful shockwave slammed into the shield, sending it and me careening through the water wildly. The remaining glass covering the half-melted dome shattered, sending spinning chunks of razor-sharp debris flying in all directions. 

The stabilizing charms on my broom steadied us before we could fly too far, and I watched as a black-armored figure wearing an oversized helmet shot up from the dome and swam rapidly towards the submarine. 

Had they already retrieved the ice block and stored it away inside the sub? Had something gone wrong? What was that explosion? 

A concealed door on the submarine opened and the man vanished through it. That helmet wasn’t like what the other men had been wearing, marking whoever that was as someone special. Perhaps even Black Manta himself. Letting him and whoever, or whatever, else was in that submarine get away seemed like a bad idea. 

Single-handedly capturing the architect of this attack…now that sounded like the sort of thing that got a wizard unrestricted access to the really good stuff at the bottom of the Conservatory library. 

I smiled. That certainly sounded like a fabulous idea to me.

Unfortunately, I didn’t really know too much magic that would help me out right now. A volley of bombardment spells or exploding charms would probably disable the ship, but neither spell worked underwater. It was too big to transfigure and I doubted any barricade I could conjure or create would be large enough to stop it either.

There was however one spell that would probably do the trick. One spell I’d been working on a lot in the past two months. One spell that was actually easier to work with underwater. 

Perhaps it wasn’t the best idea. Perhaps it wasn’t the safest idea. Perhaps it would be better to try and come up with another plan. But it was a plan and it certainly seemed like a good way to cement my standing as a powerful wizard and valuable ally.

I took a deep breath. When the Atlanteans thought of pyromancy, they thought of spells that controlled heat. After all, fire could not burn in the depths of the sea, right? Well. Most fires couldn’t.

When I thought of pyromancy, I thought of just one spell. I extended the tip of my wand out through the dome of my shield. Protego horribilis was very useful because it was selectively permeable to magic. With focus, it could let your spells through, but stop the spells of others. Very, very useful in a duel or battle.

Sometimes though, it was better to avoid accidentally damaging your best protective spell. “Pestis Incendium,” I declared gleefully. It was so rare that a good opportunity to use a spell like this arose. 

A scarlet droplet bloomed from the tip of my wand, then another, and another. I swiftly withdrew my wand and narrowed my eyes, my mind utterly focused on the nascent flames. Between one moment and the next, three drops became six, then twelve, then twenty four, and then they were no longer droplets at all but tiny sparks of flame rapidly swelling as they burned the water and magic around them for sustenance. 

I fed more magic into the spell, both accelerating its growth and binding it more closely to me at the same time. That was one of the things you really had to be careful about with fiendfyre. You had to balance how much it fed and how much control you had over it. If it slipped for even an instant, you could be dead and reduced to nothing but more fuel before you had a chance to flee or regain control. 

The cursed flames writhed and grew. In a handful of seconds, they went from a few drops to a roaring firestorm, the bodies and faces of magical creatures lurking in the depths of the fire. I pointed my wand at the submarine and gave the flames a single command, the only one they truly understood. 

“Burn,” I whispered softly, and the fiendfyre jumped to obey. 

Before my spark ignited, I never would have dared to use fiendfyre like this. Even now, I was slightly leary of the spell and I certainly would never fuel it with mana if I had a choice. It was simply too dangerous to everyone to use on a whim. 

However, since I’d become a planeswalker, my control over my own magic had grown by leaps and bounds. Plus, while fiendfyre could burn water, it was far worse at doing so than burning most other things. Even if my control slipped, the flames wouldn’t go fully out of control and would eventually be smothered by the cold, dark waters. 

Furthermore, Mera was here somewhere––a witch who I was fully confident could extinguish any blaze I could create even if I was unable to manage the feat myself. I’d tested it already and hydromancy absolutely could be used to extinguish the flames, though I’d only experimented with a tiny amount of the cursed fire, nothing like the storm I was using now.

The fiendfyre raced through the water, leaving clouds of steam and an empty vacuum of burnt nothingness in its wake as it consumed everything in its path. Water rushed in to replace what had been burned away, but my shield and ring protected me from the sudden currents and pressure. 

It swelled as it moved, transforming from a loose cloud of white-hot flames into a roaring dragon soaring through the ocean. Then it reached the submarine and fell upon it with a vengeance. It wrapped around the submarine and began to burn it from the outside in, stripping away the armored plating and everything else it touched. 

Through it all, I kept my mind firm and my control utter. I burnt away the surface of the submarine and nothing more, leaving the people and cargo inside undamaged. As soon as I was sure that the vehicle wouldn’t be going anywhere, I forced my fiendfyre back, crushing its every effort to break free and creating a cage around the remains of the submarine. 

Several of Black Manta’s men poured out from the submarine and tried to escape from the cage, but their attempts were utterly futile. Their weapons had no effect on the flames and the gaps between the bars were too small to swim through. The one man who tried anyway was consumed in an instant, reducing his body to ashes and then not even that. The fiendfyre’s nascent will crashed against mine, the flames hungry for more, more, more, but I would not give in. I would not be bested by my own magic. 

Eventually, Aqualad and Garth arrived, both dressed in the same armor as Black Manta’s men but without the helmets. Soon after, a large force of Atlantean guards arrived, these ones clearly better armed and armored then the usual men I’d seen so far. I created an opening in the fiendfyre cage for them, and they swiftly entered the submarine and began carrying out prisoners. 

Last to emerge was Black Manta himself, the man I’d seen with the weird helmet earlier. He was bound hand and foot by cords of silvery water and flanked by four soldiers. 

Aqualad swam over to me. “It is done. You may release your spell now.”

I nodded, not trusting myself to speak. My mind ached from the strain of controlling fiendfyre for so long, but I would not be denied. Bar by bar, flame by flame, the fiendfyre flickered and died. The last flames were the hardest to dispel, the ones most fed on life and magic to extinguish without a fight. 

I raised my hand, the one without a wand in it, and squeezed it shut. The water around the remaining flames mimicked my action, hydromantically enhanced water snuffing out the final embers. 

I released a huge breath of air and sagged. Maybe fiendfyre hadn’t been the ideal tool here. That had been…a lot longer than I’d been expecting to need to control the flames. I was…very tired. Very, very tired. 

Well. At least I knew I could do it now? That had been…how long? Minutes. Many minutes? I wasn’t really sure. But it had been a lot longer than any of my previous experiments with the cursed flames, that was for certain. 

Eighteen years old and more proficient with fiendfyre than any wizard five times my age should be. Damn I was good. 

Damn I needed a nap. Like, right now.
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Despite what had happened, the next few days were surprisingly normal. In the wake of Black Manta’s capture, I offered to assist with further cleanup and hunting down the remaining groups of Black Manta’s men still lurkinging throughout the city, but was politely turned down by the heavily armed and armored group of elite soldiers. I was told that someone would come speak to me about what had happened soon and then Aqualad escorted both Garth and I back to the Conservatory. 

Along the way, Aqualad and Garth took turns filling me in on what had happened. Apparently Tula and Aqualad had both been at a dinner with the royal family when the attack had started, which explained why Tula hadn’t been at dinner earlier. Towards the end of the meal, Aquaman had been called away to deal with an emergency on the surface, which was why the kingdom’s greatest defender had been absent during the attack.

Black Manta’s attack had begun soon after. I was unsurprised to hear that a force had decided to attack the royal palace, nor that Queen Mera had essentially single-handedly defeated the entire small army that had laid siege to her home. However, apparently the Queen was pregnant, so when Aqualad discovered that the men were after something at the Science Center, the Queen’s brother-in-law had refused to allow her to risk herself and her child by going after the terrorist personally.

Before Aqualad could leave, Garth––who had beelined from dinner to the royal palace––arrived and ended up joining him. Apparently Tula had been injured protecting her fellow apprentice but Mera had immediately begun to tend to the young woman's injuries and Garth claimed she’d make a full recovery. That was good to hear––I’d grown somewhat fond of both of my temporary guards and it would be a tragedy to lose such a promising young witch before she had a chance to continue her family line, particularly at the hands of muggle terrorists of all things.

In any case, Aqualad and Garth had reached the Science Center some time before me and had found the building crawling with Manta’s thugs. They’d infiltrated the building, disabled several of the men, and disguised themselves using their armor in a bid to reach Manta himself and stop his plan.

It sort of worked. They did reach Manta, but the man immediately identified Aqualad as not being one of his men and a fight had broken out. Garth and Aqualad managed to fight Manta to a standstill and damaged both the equipment needed to transport his target and the block of ice itself, at which point he’d decided that it was a lost cause and blown up the machine holding it. 

That was when I had arrived, just in time to witness the explosion first hand. Black Manta tried to flee, I burned his submarine, and that was about the end of things. Garth spent the rest of the trip back to the Conservatory pestering me with excited questions about the nature of fiendfyre and how it could burn water, and I did my best to answer what questions I could without revealing too much about the spell’s nature. 

Zatanna was still where I’d left her, guarding the group of injured civilians closest to the Conservatory. As soon as I returned she excused herself and swam over to me, swiftly checking me over for injuries and generally being relieved when she found none. At that point, the two of us left Aqualad and Garth behind and headed right for our room. The two looked like they could use some privacy and I really, really wanted to lie down. 

I didn’t really have the energy to do much when we finally made it to bed, but I still did my best to turn Zatanna into a thoroughly satisfied puddle of gorgeous witch. I wanted her to know just how much I appreciated her and valued her presence and I think she got the message somewhere around the fourth time she screamed my name as she climaxed. Or maybe the fifth. Or sixth. Or possibly the seventh. That might have been it. Needless to say, we both slept very deeply after that, our bodies intertwined beneath the sheets. 

The next day was Saturday, the Atlantean’s weekly day of rest, but this time unfortunately Zatanna and I were unable to spend the morning furthering our understanding of each other’s bodies as we had the week before. Sure we did a little of that, but before we could go too far we were interrupted by a knock on the door.

When I was finally presentable, I found a royal messenger waiting for me outside the door, summoning the two of us to meet with the Queen at our ‘earliest convenience’. I knew enough about how important people communicated to understand that ‘your earliest convenience’ meant right now, so Zatanna and I quickly got dressed and headed over to the Queen’s office at the Conservatory. 

We arrived to find nearly two-dozen people bustling in and out of the office and a pair of no-nonsense looking guards––a human-looking dark-skinned Atlantean with gills on his neck and an enormous sharkman with endless rows of gleaming white teeth––flanking the doorway with their weapons held at the ready. 

We joined the queue and about fifteen minutes later were finally allowed in to meet with the queen. Despite the early hour, Mera looked exhausted. She hid it well, but I could see the signs clear as day. I knew what a missed night of sleep combined with magical exhaustion looked like and she bore most of the signs I’d seen more than once in a mirror or on the faces of my classmates before an important exam.

She looked up as we swam into the room and her expression brightened slightly. “Ah, Hydrys, Zatanna, just who I was hoping to see. Thank you for coming.”

I bowed my head. “Fair morning, Headmistress. It seems as though you’ve had a long night.”

She smiled tightly. “And an even longer morning, unfortunately. Things are finally starting to settle down, thankfully, particularly now that my husband has finally returned. You’d think that with how concerned Orm was about my health last night he’d be happy to take some of this,” she gestured to the piles of ‘paperwork’ scattered across her desk, “off my hands, but alas.”

“Heavy is the head that wears the crown,” I quoted softly.

“Indeed. Something I oft wish my husband took to heart, but alas.”

“I’m sure he’s doing his best,” Zatanna tried diplomatically. “I know from my dad how hard all the members of the Justice League work.”

Mera sighed. “He certainly works hard, that is not in question. I just wish at times that he put his crown ahead of his other responsibilities. Atlantis needs its High King, and yet––” she cut herself off and shook her head. “Now is not the time for that.” She closed her eyes, sighed heavily, then straightened slightly, some of the exhaustion in her features washed away by years of training.

“Hydrys Black, Zatanna Zatara,” she addressed us each in turn, “On behalf of myself, my husband, High King Orin of Atlantis, and all the peoples of this city, I would like to formally thank you for your efforts last night. I have spoken at length with members of the Poseidonis Guard, the Royal Army, and my husband’s protégé Kaldur'ahm, and they have all praised your heroism, hard work, and quick thinking. Without your efforts, many more lives would have been lost and the architect of this horrific attack would have escaped to further plot against our fair Kingdom.”

She folded both of her hands over her belly and bowed her head briefly, then straightened. Her words and gratitude both sounded completely sincere, even with all the training I’d gone through to help me learn when someone was trying to deceive me. I was honestly somewhat surprised by the show of respect, though from what I knew of Atlantean culture it was greatly lessened by the fact that I was speaking to the Queen and not the High King and his court, but I appreciated it nonetheless. Assuming the news of what I’d done was allowed to spread, it seemed as though my actions had paid off in terms of reputation if nothing else.

“Thank you, your majesty,” I replied after a moment, bowing to the same depth as she had. I wasn’t completely certain that was right, but it lined up with what I knew from my own lessons and I was pretty sure any minor mistakes I made would be excused for lack of knowledge. “You and your people have been very kind and welcoming to us these past days. How could I do otherwise in good conscience?”

Mera smiled. “Your words reflect well on you, Hydrys. And yet, how could we not reward such heroism? Atlantis is generous to those who aid us in our hour of need and merciless to those who cross us. I have seen your voracious appetite for knowledge since you’ve arrived in my Conservatory. What more does your heart and mind desire that we can provide?”

Her words were formal, but there was a hint of real warmth in her voice. She really did believe that we, I, deserved something for my efforts. I’d need to be careful to avoid asking for too much, but I had a feeling that I could get some really good things from her, particularly if they didn’t require too much money or effort on her part. 

Still, there was a way these things were done. We didn’t have much of an audience right now, just Zatanna, the Queen’s guards, and two scribes working near the back of the room, but appearances had to be kept. “Heroism is its own reward. Every life saved from Black Manta’s heartless acts is a priceless treasure.”

“I could not agree more. Unfortunately, I fear Atlantis can not offer you anything worth as much as the lives you’ve preserved, but I am certain there is something you desire that we possess.”

Mera tilted her head to the side and I got the message. She was tired and just wanted to get this figured out so she could go take care of the million and one other things on her plate right now. “Well, if you insist––”

“We do. It would shame us to not reward such valiant efforts”

“Then I can probably think of a few things…”

We didn’t speak for much longer after that. I floated a few ideas and Mera told me that she’d look into it and that we should meet again once things had settled down. After that, she dismissed the two of us and we were quickly replaced by a group of three self-important looking Atlanteans that Mera seemed thoroughly annoyed to see. 

‘Once things had settled down’ ended up being two days later, the second to last day Zatanna and I had at the Conservatory. I met with the Queen in her office at the Conservatory once again and we spent about an hour hammering out details. The first thing I asked for was future access to the Conservatory, something that she was more than happy to give me. My temporary pass was replaced by a proper student identification and I would be forever welcome to visit the library or attend classes here. 

Other requests were slightly more complicated, but something she was still willing to agree to. One-on-one lessons with her were on the table, but they would have to wait for some time. Access to the restricted parts of the Conservatory library was also possible, but only to the first two restricted floors, which was plenty enough in my eyes. My request for a path to acquiring property in the city was answered by a firm ‘probably’ and a request to give her some time to get things settled. She was happy to find me something, but it would have to wait until crucial infrastructure was rebuilt. 

Some of the other ideas I floated similarly would take time to arrange. For instance, I asked for the opportunity to examine some of the kingdom’s magical artifacts so that I could potentially gain their blueprints. That would however require all sorts of authorizations and considerations that she just couldn’t give me right away but would consider and look into for me. 

Finally we came to what was probably my biggest request. I wanted Mera to take on another student, at least on a temporary basis. Zatanna. Mera tentatively agreed, but told me she’d need to figure things out with Giovanni directly, something that would also take time. Still, she did agree, so I considered that a win, even if it would take time for her to arrange everything. 

I thanked her profusely and left things there, not wanting to push too far past the limits of her generosity. I’d gotten what I really wanted and more, everything else was just icing on the cake. With a teacher as talented and powerful as Mera, I was certain that Zatanna’s skills would progress by leaps and bounds, and I was confident Mera wouldn’t coddle her the way her father and Kent insisted on doing. Zatanna would finally learn the skills she needed to protect herself, something that took a great weight off my back. If I wasn’t here to protect her, I wanted to make sure Zatanna would be okay. 

When I told Zatanna about what I’d asked the Queen for, she hugged me tightly enough to make my back creak, then physically dragged me to our bed and thanked me. Thoroughly. With her tongue. And breasts. And several other parts of her anatomy as well. She was confident she’d be able to make her father see things her way and was very excited to learn from the experienced witch,

The rest of our time at the Conservatory passed with little fanfare. Zatanna’s school had already started and she’d missed the first few days of classes, but was unable to buy any more time from her father. We wished our new friends goodbye, promised to visit, and then on the evening of the thirty-first, we met up with Kent and he escorted us back to the surface. 

Well, he escorted Zatanna at least. I took a portkey back home because I knew Giovanni was waiting for his daughter at the Zeta Tube and I really didn’t want to run into him right now. I didn’t think he’d be able to immediately realize what the two of us had been up to for the past two weeks, but I also didn’t want to risk getting murdered by an enraged father. I would miss Zatanna’s nightly company, but I’m certain she’d be happy to make it up to me whenever we did have the time to meet up. 

And that was that. It was lonely going to bed alone. It had only been two weeks, but I’d grown used to having a warm body beside me as I drifted off to sleep. Well, hopefully we'll be able to figure out a way to return to our prior sleeping arrangements soon. Something to think about.
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As much as I disagreed with what Zatanna had told me many nights ago, there was some truth to her words. I had been feeling increasingly restless for the past few weeks. My soul…itched, for lack of a better word. My Spark wanted to be used, as much as a non-sapient chunk of otherworldly magic intertwined with my soul could want anything. 

It wanted more. I wanted more. This plane, the people I’d found here…it was a good place. Somewhere I could see myself living. Starting a family. Continuing the legacy of the Noble and Most Ancient House of Black. But at the same time, it was so very limited.

It was only one world out of a countless infinity that I knew was out there. How could I possibly be content with that? I’d learned so much in just two short months. Magics that completely upended my understanding of wizardry and opened new paths of study I could have scarcely imagined just months ago. 

And this was just one world. One plane in what my instincts told me was a nigh infinite multiverse. Each with their own secrets to discover and treasures to unearth. I could spend a lifetime exploring, a thousand life times even, and never uncover every mystery. 

I wanted more. More magic. More knowledge. More secrets. More power. There were dangers in this world that I was in no way prepared to face. Who knew what kind of threats lurked just out of sight beyond the borders of this reality? How could I possibly put down roots in good conscience if I could not protect myself and my family to the best of my abilities?

For years I’d strived to be more than just another Black. My family had included some of the greatest wizards and witches in history, and I wanted to someday count among their number. To do something that would put my name down in history for all time, that future Blacks could look back on in awe and wonder.

I wanted to be the best, and now I finally had the opportunity to do so. No Black before me had ventured past the boundaries of our world and explored the vast wonders beyond it. No Black before me had studied Order magic and Atlantean hydromancy and Logomancy. There was so much more to discover. So much power and knowledge that I just had to reach out and take. I wouldn’t just be another Black, I’d be the Hydrys Black. My name known by more wizards and witches than the rest of my family even knew existed. 

Ultimately it had never been a question of if, but rather when. And now seemed as good a time as any. The summer holidays were over and Zatanna would be stuck in school for the majority of each day, leaving little time for us to spend together. It would take some time to arrange for the requests I’d made of Queen Mera and Kent had finally decided that my proficiency with the local magic was high enough to share his aether-detection spell with me. I was still rather bad at it, but that was something that would come with time and practice. 

I wouldn’t be gone for too long. A week, perhaps. It had taken about that long to gather my bearings when I’d first arrived in this plane and I wanted to give myself some leeway. I’d only ever visited two Planes––my home plane and this one––so I didn’t really know what to expect. If wherever I ended up seemed awful and hostile, I’d leave earlier. If something interesting was going on, I could stay a little longer. 

Of course I wasn’t just going to up and leave. I’d arrived in this plane with nothing but my wand and the clothes on my back, but that was certainly not going to be the case next time. I unfortunately didn’t have access to a full set of wizarding travel equipment––I was missing too many ingredients to brew some of the potions I would really like to have on hand and enchanting a proper wizarding tent was simply beyond my abilities for the moment––but there were plenty of preparations that I could make. 

Furthermore, there were duties here that I needed to take care of before I left. I met with my muggle lawyer and dropped off a number of enchanted trinkets for him to sell, ensured the wards on my home were in good repair, and made sure to warn Kent and Zatanna that I would be away for a time before we parted ways in Poseidonis.

I spent the first day of September making preparations. Food and beverages were acquired and stowed away in an expanded bag. I purchased and enchanted a number of more rugged outfits, as well as some clothing suited for particularly cold or otherwise inhospitable environments. I also bought a small tent and layered a few protective and space-expanding charms on it. It wouldn’t be nearly as comfortable or safe as a proper wizarding tent created by a master enchanter, but it was better than nothing.  

After some consideration, I also acquired a small amount of gold and silver coinage. It was a large expense, but I was completely certain that my paper and ‘electronic’ money would not be accepted in another world while the value of precious metals seemed relatively universal from what I’d experienced so far. Two different worlds wasn’t many, but if nothing else they probably would be useful to have at some point in the future, even if it was not during this first venture into the unknown.

Towards the end of the day, I spoke with Zatanna using her muggle telephone. She’d gotten into a lot of trouble with her father for going out and helping during the attack on Atlantis, but at least he didn’t seem to know that the two of us had spent the entire two weeks together. As far as he was aware, I’d been down in the city for completely unrelated reasons and our paths had only briefly crossed. 

I had been hoping to see her again in person before my trip, but unfortunately that seemed unlikely. Her father had both brought her to school and collected her from it at the end of the day and had been home ever since, giving her no chance to slip away. 

We spoke briefly about how much she was already hating her first day of classes and how she hoped that Mera would be able to figure things out with her dad soon. She was pretty sure that she wouldn’t be able to get out of going to muggle school, but then at least she’d have magic lessons to look forward to in the evenings. 

Eventually Zatanna had to go––her father was calling her for dinner––and we exchanged heartfelt farewells. I promised I would see her soon and try to bring her back a souvenir, and she told me to stay safe. 

I went to bed on the first feeling as prepared as I could be and woke up bright and early the next day. I ate, bathed, made sure that all the things I’d prepared the previous day were stowed away in my enchanted bag, and then took a seat in one of the warded rooms on the second floor of my home. 

Breathing slowly, I sank into myself, moving deeper and deeper until I finally reached my Spark. I paused, staring at the breathtakingly beautiful ember interwoven with the very fabric of my being. This was it. It was time to be a real Planeswalker. 

Existence tore at my command and I stepped out of the world and into the place between. It was clearer now than it had been. Clearer even then the last time I’d used my planeswalking to travel from the Conservatory to the surface. The mist was still there, but it was no longer as dark or blinding. 

The endless expanse of energy and nothingness expanded out in all directions, hazy shadows moving through the endless world of mist. I could feel the three tethers binding me to the world I’d just left, but for the first time I turned my back on them and strode deeper into unreality. Zatanna’s homeworld vanished quickly behind me and I could feel this place beginning to eat at me, but I moved confidently onward into the unknown. I had time, and I could feel them, the countless Planes drifting through the nothingness around me. 

My eyes locked onto a distant shadow and I shrugged mentally. That one seemed as good an option as any. I moved towards it, distance that wasn’t really distance falling away footstep by footstep. Not that I was truly walking, it simply felt as though I was. I was confident that even if I entered this place as nothing but a limbless torso I’d still be able to move through it as easily as I did now with all my limbs in place. 

The shadow resolved itself into a Plane and I stared at it curiously. I couldn’t really see anything about it, but it felt unique. It looked different from Zatanna’s world, at least. The same colors painted in just a slightly different style and pattern. If I ever saw this plane again from the outside, I’d recognize it. Perhaps I’d even be able to describe it to another, though I imagined the description would be useless to any but a fellow Planeswalker. 

I touched it and unreality opened before me. One more step and nothing became something. My feet landed firmly on solid ground and I looked around, my eyes drinking in the vistas of a new world. 
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Unlike my first time Planeswalking, I didn’t tumble into reality. My practice traveling to Slaughter Swamp had finally taught me to step out of nonexistence, not roll. It was a good thing too, because I was standing on cracked and weathered stone, not soft mud, and there was a half-collapsed column a few feet in front of me, not a comparably soft tree. 

I was standing in the remains of what looked like a temple, or maybe a bank. Little remained of the building and what did was overgrown, the wilderness slowly reclaiming what had once belonged to it. There were broken and weatherbeaten columns extending from the ground, some covered almost completely in moss, roots, and vines, while others still extended from the earth like milky white spires.

The ground beneath me had once been a beautifully polished sheet of white stone, marble perhaps, and I could see the remains of what looked like geometric patterns or maybe even mosaics outlined with darker stone. Now, roots rose through the stone, leaving it cracked, buckled, and partially buried under the soil. 

If this place had once had a roof, no trace of it remained. The sky was clear and bright, a tiny scattering of white clouds dotting the vast blue expanse. The building had been on a small hill, or perhaps this was an upper level and everything below it had been buried long ago by the encroaching forest, giving me a clear view in all directions. 

Red-leafed trees extended out as far as the eye could see, eventually fading into a hazy red line that met the pale blue of the horizon. It was a breathtaking vista like nothing I’d ever seen before. In autumn, most trees back home in England turned orange, not this bright and vibrant red. It almost looked like a painting more than real life, the colors almost too vivid to be believable. 

I took a deep breath and sighed softly in contentment. The air was cool and crisp, so much unlike the muggy summer of Gotham City. If nothing else, this was a much more pleasant place to Planeswalk than Slaughter Swamp had been. There were no swarms of insects, no smell of rot, no withered trees and slimy water. 

Instead, the air was filled with the scent of plantlife and the perfume of nature. I could hear the distant calls of birds and the rustle of wind through the trees provided a peaceful backdrop. I was not much of a wilderness person by nature––I certainly hadn’t continued with Herbology after my OWLs, nor had I selected Care of Magical Creatures as one of my electives––but even I could appreciate the beauty and tranquility of nature from time to time. Particularly after spending my time in the depths of the ocean––a beautiful environment to be sure, but not one I was fully comfortable in––and in smelly, noisy, smokey muggle cities. 

I let myself enjoy the view for several moments, then twirled my wand. A shield silently snapped into place around me, I disillusioned myself, and then cast a neat bit of Order stealth magic that blended my presence with the natural world. It wouldn’t hide me from someone who knew what they were looking for, but it would make me ‘fit in’ with the background, which combined beautifully with the disillusionment charm. 

I would have preferred to already have all three spells cast before I planeswalked, but unfortunately I’d found that the place in between rapidly stripped away unanchored spells like those. Enchanted items were mostly fine––at least on the time scales that I could survive being exposed to the endless nothingness––but glamours, shields, and other charms vanished almost as soon as I entered. 

With that taken care of, I rattled off a number of detection charms. My human revealing charm came back empty, magic-sight didn’t find anything out of the ordinary, and the only thing my Order magic detection spell highlighted was the remains of the building that I was standing on. 

I relaxed slightly after that. I wasn’t necessarily safe, but I hadn’t found any nearby threats so it seemed as though I hadn’t Planeswalked into the middle of a battlefield or something. That had been one of Zatanna’s concerns, but at least for the time it seemed unfounded. 

With nothing immediately pressuring me to move, I decided to look around a little. Slaughter Swamp had proven to be a rather interesting place, magically speaking, and it was entirely possible this place would prove just as rewarding. Maybe I’d find some sort of…red bowtruckle? It would be an interesting novelty if nothing else.

First however, there was something very important I needed to do. For the first time ever, I drew on not one, not, two, but three motes of mana all at the same time. Despite the lands themselves being a literal world away, the mana came to me immediately. Black from Slaughter Swamp. Colorless from Shadowcrest, and White from the Tower of Fate. Instead of pushing the mana into my wand, I drew it through my Spark and then out into the world. 

Zatanna stumbled as she appeared beside me, oddly dressed in the stage-magician outfit I’d only ever seen her wear a handful of times in the past. I caught her arm before she could fall and she steadied herself against my side, then slowly straightened and turned to face me.

Despite my spells, I knew that she could see me. She was…part of me, in a way that I couldn’t quite put into words. On a fundamental level she was an extension of myself that could only exist here for as long as I was around to maintain her presence. Even if I could not see her thoughts and she could not see mine, I knew where I was standing and so she did too.

“Hello, dear,” I greeted her softly. I knew it wasn’t really her. I could feel it in my soul. This was just a shell that looked and acted like my Zatanna, but that was it. She wasn’t really a person. She could gain new memories and see things she’d never seen before, but she wouldn’t change or grow. Her body and soul were both artificial constructs formed from some combination of magic, mana, and just a tiny wisp of aether to bind it all together. 

Still, there was something comforting about having her by my side. She blinked rapidly, then smiled. “Hello Hydrys.” She looked around, peering curiously at the columns and the trees. “So this is it…a whole new world.”

“It sure is,” I confirmed. 

Zatanna slowly turned a full three-hundred-and-sixty degrees. “It's very…red. Is it fall? I don’t think trees are supposed to be that color.”

I shrugged. “No idea. I just got here myself.”

Zatanna tilted her head to the side. “And the very first thing you did is summon me?” She folded both of her hands over her heart. ”I’m touched.”

On impulse, I leaned down and captured Zatanna’s lips with mine. She eagerly reciprocated, her lips parting to allow my tongue access to her mouth and she stepped into me, pressing herself against my chest and wrapping her arms around me. 

Physically, it felt much the same. There was the same heat, the same taste, and the same touch. Zatanna even responded like I would have expected, showing that same eagerness and hunger that I’d come to know and love over the past weeks. 

However, in my heart and mind I knew this wasn’t Zatanna. I was kissing…a statue. A warm, thinking, feeling statue, but a statue nonetheless. I broke the kiss and stepped away, Zatanna letting me go without any struggle.

“Don’t worry, I understand,” she said softly. 

I smiled tightly, but said nothing. She knew just as much as I did that she was not the real Zatanna. Even if someday I found a way to share her experience with the Zatanna waiting for me back in her own world, it wouldn’t be the same. I was pretty sure it was possible. I could feel the place in Zatanna’s blueprint where memories formed by the copy would go when I dispelled her and it felt inevitable that there was some magic that would move those memories out of the blueprint and into reality. But I neither knew how long it would take to find or develop such a spell, nor if I would want to use it when I did. 

I sighed heavily and Zatanna gently set a hand on my arm. “It’s alright. I’ll be there when you go back. It's only going to be a week at most. But first, let’s make the most of that time here and now.”

She…it…she was right. I was sorely tempted to just leave now, but that would be a colossal waste. Who knew what sort of magic, secrets, or creatures I could find here? If I left now, there was little chance I’d ever find my way back. Not before I formed a connection with the land of this new Plane. Furthermore, my Spark felt strained and I wasn’t sure how safely I’d be able to make the return trip right now even if I wanted to. In a number of hours, perhaps a day, it would be back at full strength and I’d be able to easily leave, but for now I was… not stuck, but greatly motivated to stay. 

“Yeah. Yeah. Let’s look around and see what we can find.” And anyway, Zatanna had her own things going on. I’d made this trip for a reason, not so I could spend it moping. How pathetic was I, considering turning around because I got a little bit lonely! I was Hydrys Sirius Black, an adult wizard, not some homesick firsty on my first night away from home.

I took a deep breath and looked around. What did I want to do first?
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I looked around again, taking in the ruins of the building around me. Well, this seemed to be as good a place as any. From what I could see, this place had once been quite a sight, but now it was little more than a forgotten ruin all but lost to nature. It looked like it must have been decades, perhaps centuries, since anyone had been here. 

If my planeswalking had deposited me here, right at the top of this ruin, perhaps there was something more to this place than what I could see now. The first time I’d planeswalked, I’d found myself in Slaughter Swamp, a place of powerful dark magic and death. There I’d forged my first land bond and gained my first creature blueprint for a local horror by the name of Solomon Grundy. 

Since then, I’d gained a few more locations that I could Planeswalk to, and both were places of powerful magic as well. Of the four, this one looked the most ordinary, but I knew well how not everything was truly as it appeared to be. I hadn’t seen anything yet and it was entirely possible that this was just some random ruin, but I wasn’t willing to discount it just yet. 

“I’m going to poke around up here,” I told Zatanna, “can you take a look around the hill, see if you can find anything?

“Okay,” she agreed easily, “I’ll call out if I see anything.”

“Perfect. Just don’t go too far,” I warned.

“Yup. I’m a copy, not cuckoo,” she snarked, walking away.

I watched her go––dressed as she was, it was quite a sight to see––then shook myself and got to work as well. I started by casting a supersensory charm on myself, then began to scour my surroundings. Idle flicks of my wand cleared away thick beds of moss, grass growing in the cracks between chunks of stone, and vines creeping on the columns and what was left of the walls. I checked around the broken columns, searched the ground for anything that may have been left here when this place was abandoned, and curiously examined what remained of the floor.

As I’d thought, the center of the floor had once held an elaborate black and white mosaic. Most of it had been hidden under dirt, grass, and moss, while other sections were badly damaged by cracks, roots, and erosion, but none of that was a real obstacle to a wizard of my caliber. Repairing this entire building was beyond what I was willing to do right now––it would take days to clean everything up, repair what was at least somewhat intact, and conjure or transfigure material to fill in the gaps––but fixing up some ancient artwork was well within my means. 

Soon there was a clear, clean spot near the center of the floor, a stark contrast to the rest of the ruin. The circle of stone shone as though it had been freshly polished and, outside of a long, deep crack in the stone that I hadn’t been quite able to repair, the mosaic that had once been barely recognizable was now clearly visible. 

I walked slowly around it, examining it from every angle. It depicted two nearly featureless figures, a white man with black chips for eyes and a black woman with white chips for eyes. Between them was a crown, the most highly detailed portion of the entire mosaic. It included what must have been hundreds of tiny chips of stone, defining every line and curve in a beautiful array of black and white. The two figures were shown facing away from the crown towards the edges of the mosaic, and beneath the crown were two serpents wound tightly together like on the staff of Aesculapius. 

There was no magic in the image, no runes or enchantments, but it was a beautifully done work of art. It was a shame there was such a deep line cut through the center of it, dividing the two figures and nearly decapitating the two serpents. I probably could repair that part as well, but it would take a lot of magic and focus to fix compared to what I’d used for the rest of the mosaic. 

Before I could do anything else, I heard a shout from somewhere down the hill. “Hey, Hydrys!” Zatanna called. “Come check this out!” I gave the mosaic one final glance, then turned away and hurried towards where I’d heard Zatanna calling from. 

It didn’t take long to reach her. She was perhaps a dozen meters down the hill, about half way between the top where the ruins were and the forest. There were a handful of small trees growing on the hill, but they looked young and slender compared to the ancient trees that surrounded us. I doubted I’d be able to see more than a few meters through the forest itself, but here I could pretty clearly see all the way down to the base.

A few steps down from the floor I’d been standing on, the green grass and moss beneath my feet turned into a thin blanket of crimson leaves that crunched beneath my feet. With every step down the hill, the layer of leaves thickened until it was nearly up past the tops of my shoes and I was glad I’d decided to wear pants today despite the warm weather back in Gotham.

I found Zatanna standing next to one of the larger trees growing on the hill and it took me a moment to see what she was looking at. There was a vertical crack in the ground surrounded by roots and half hidden by the shadows cast by the tree’s leaves. A branch covered the top half of the opening and the thick layer of leaves nearly hid the rest of it from view, but with my supersensory charm I could tell that this was the entrance to some sort of cave, or maybe a tunnel.

Zatanna pointed to the crack. “First interesting thing I’ve found. I nearly missed it, but my foot got caught on a root and I almost went in face first.”

“Good find, but you should be careful. I used up all my mana summoning you and it feels like it's going to be a little while before it all comes back. I’d rather not have to resummon you because you tripped over a root and broke your neck.”

“Better me than you,” she told me softly.

“Fair point.”

I silently peered into the crack and then back up the hill, judging angles and distances. The crack seemed to lead deeper into the earth, but took a turn just a few feet back. Still, it could very well lead under the ruin. Though, well, most of the hill was generally under the ruin, but the two could feasibly still be connected.

I twirled my wand, clearing away the leaves around the hole and the branch covering it. The crack was bigger than it had appeared at first glance, large enough for two people to walk side by side with room to spare. 

Well, I had wanted to take a look at the ruin and the area around it, and this certainly qualified. Still, it was best to be cautious. I waved Zatanna forward, “After you, my dear.”

Zatanna gave me a deadpan look, then rolled her eyes. “Thgil,” she muttered, conjuring a glowing orb of light floating over her shoulder. Then she tentatively took a step into the crack and I followed after her, descending down into the earth

I kept a firm grip on my wand as I walked after Zatanna. A few steps in, the tunnel turned sharply up and slightly to the right. Zatanna glanced back at me and I waved for her to keep going as I studied our surroundings. The walls and floor were made of hard-packed dirt and bits of rock, but it looked structurally stable. There were marks on the floor and walls, small gouges and bits where dirt had come loose and fallen to the ground.

It was warmer here. The air outside hadn’t been cold, but it hadn’t been particularly hot either, even in the sun. Here it was distinctly too warm to be fully comfortable, and I was glad for the spells in my clothing that kept me cool and comfortable regardless of the weather. 

Zatanna stopped and I paused as well, “Hydrys?” she whispered, and pointed at something I couldn’t see past her.

I took another step forward and peered over her shoulder. There was another mark in the floor, but this one was much bigger and deeper. The hard-packed dirt had been cleaved by something sharp and heavy, leaving a two-inch gouge in the otherwise mostly smooth ground. 

“Huh,” I mumbled, fingering my wand cautiously. Something had been here, but I did not know what. “Be on your guard,” I whispered softly, “but let's keep going.”

“Okay,” Zatanna agreed, trusting my decision. She continued forward and I once again followed after her, keeping my wand raised and at the ready, a number of spells on the tip of my tongue in case I needed them. 

The tunnel continued to curve slightly and we soon left the light shining through the opening far behind us. The only light was the one shining from Zatanna’s spell, casting deep shadows on the walls. The tunnel had changed direction again after several meters. Now it was moving downward deeper into the ground once again instead of up into the hill. 

From time to time, we passed pieces of pale white stone just like we’d seen in the ruins above us. Some of them showed faint tool marks and we even passed what was clearly an entire column buried beneath the earth, now making up part of the wall of this tunnel instead of holding something up. It was carved with geometric patterns and a motif of interlocking crowns.

Perhaps I was right that the structure above us had once been the upper floor of a larger building? Or maybe it had once had a large, elaborately decorated basement that had been buried by earth and debris over the years. It was hard to say one way or another and that was a lot of potential earth to move if I wanted to uncover it all. Not to mention the risk of everything collapsing if I removed the wrong clump of dirt. 

We walked for several minutes and I slowly felt a sense of apprehension growing in the back of my mind. Only the knowledge that I could easily grab Zatanna and apparate out of here kept me walking deeper into the bowels of the earth. This tunnel had clearly been made by something or someone. Maybe a human, but it was proportioned oddly in that case. It was too high––nearly twice my height in places––and not wide enough to make that height overly useful. 

And then, the tunnel turned again and Zatanna and I emerged suddenly into a cave. Zatanna took a step forward and her light flew up, illuminating more of the room. It wasn’t a very large cave, but still much bigger than the tunnel we’d just exited. The ceiling was about fifteen feet high and the cave was vaguely circular and about twenty feet in diameter. There were also several other openings along the walls besides the one we’d just entered through, behind which I could see only darkness

Much more interestingly however was that this cave was clearly connected to the ruins where I’d arrived. The ground here was not packed earth, but white stone. Dirty, damaged, and partially buried in places, but clearly the same sort of construction as I’d seen above. There was also another column partially extending out of the ground and then disappearing into the ceiling near one of the walls, and one of the other openings looked like it had once been an archway of some sort and not just another hole in the dirt.

I didn’t immediately follow Zatanna into the cave. Instead, I double checked that all my spells were in place, then recast my earlier human revealing spell. It showed only me and Zatanna, but that didn’t mean that there weren’t non-human entities around. Ones I didn’t have spells to detect.

This place felt…strangely cold, despite the warm, damp air. On a whim, I activated the bubble-head charm on my necklace, then cast the same spell on Zatanna. Better safe than sorry and this place did not leave me feeling comfortable in the least. 

I finally took a step forward and Zatanna moved over to stand beside me, the click of her heel on the stone floor echoing softly off the walls. “I wonder what this place used to be?” she asked softly.

I shrugged. “A temple maybe? Or a bank. I found an interesting looking mosaic up where I summoned you, but the floor down here looks undecorated. It's hard to––”

I stopped mid sentence, my magically heightened senses picking something up. Zatanna opened her mouth and I swiftly shushed her, pressing a finger against her lips before she could say anything. 

Something rustled in the distance. There was a loud scraping noise, and then another rustle. My wand rose and I peered into the darkness. Zatanna’s right hand found my left and I grasped it firmly, ready to shield both of us or apparate away at a moment’s notice. 

For several long seconds there was nothing, and I almost believed that I’d imagined it all. And then a huge black head wearing a pale white mask decorated with red lines pushed through the archway. It had bright orange eyes and a row of sharp, shining teeth right below the mask. A moment later, two large paws with three white claws each appeared, followed by a titanic body with folded, feathery wings on its back. 

I stared at the monster. The monster stared back at me. And then it roared and a blast of searing flames erupted from its mouth, flying directly towards the two of us. The cave went from warm and dark to blisteringly hot and bright in an instant, but my wand was already moving.
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I twirled my wand through the air above our heads and barked a word. The flames washed over the two of us and all we felt was a faint tickle of heat brushing our bare skin as my flame-freezing charm turned flames nearly as hot as a dragon’s breath into little more than a summer breeze and the blistering heat of the air faded away. . 

Even before the flames had fully cleared, I was casting again. None of my lands had readied yet after I drew on them to create a copy of Zatanna, but I was confident I didn’t need the aid of mana to rely on here. This thing didn’t seem anywhere close to as dangerous as a nundu, so, I’d give two wizards good odds against a mere creature. And if things did start going poorly, I could apparate away at any moment. 

Flames parted around my flipendo and the spell smashed into the creature’s masked face. It reeled back, more surprised than hurt, and unfurled its wings. They were huge and black as the night, each enormous, spikey feather as long as my arm and jagged like a bread knife. Despite the size of the cave, it could not fully spread its wings, and instead just used them to stabilize its fall as it moved fully into the room.

The creature was massive, but it looked more feline than reptilian like I had been expecting. It was no dragon, though it looked to be about the same size as the young Common Welsh Green that I’d seen pictures of in the Daily Prophet. Perhaps three yards tall at the shoulders, two wide, and five long without the tail I could see behind its black body. It was long, the same shade of white as the creature’s mask, and relatively slender with a snake head on the end. Perhaps it was some manner of chimera than? 

Before its front paws could land on the ground, Zatanna extended a hand out towards it. “Dnib,” she called out, and ropes sprang into existence around the creature’s limbs. It lurched as one of its wings was pulled violently out of alignment and nearly fell on its side. 

“Good idea!” I complimented, my wand movements changing mid spell. I’d been planning to blast it with a confringo, but having a fully intact specimen would be far more interesting than a headless one. “Incarcerous!” 

Thick woven ropes sprang from the tip of my wand and began to loop around the creature’s body and wings. It struggled wildly, bucking and biting and even breathing fire in all directions, but a second flame-freezing spell onto our conjured ropes, followed by an Imperturbable charm to stop it from tearing them apart with its razor-sharp teeth and claws, rendered those efforts mostly futile. 

Perhaps if it hadn’t reflexively spread its wings, it would have been fine. No amount of rope would have stopped it from simply pouncing towards us, but as soon as Zatanna had bound its wings and legs together and stopped it from refolding them, the fight was all but over. It then falling over onto one wing had just sealed the deal. 

Even still, it continued to strain and struggle. I cast the Incarcerous spell two more times, cocooning the creature and binding its mouth shut, finally reducing its rope-straining thrashing to tiny twitches of movement. 

I relaxed slightly once it was fully secured, though I didn’t fully drop my guard, nor lower my wand. Our fight, for as short and one-sided as it had been, had been rather loud and very bright, and if there was one creature like this down here, there could be more. 

Zatanna took another step into the room and cast another light spell, creating a trio of glowing orbs that floated up around the roof, fully illuminating the cave. “I’ve never seen an animal like this one,” she told me, curiosity evident in her voice. “What is it?”

I shrugged. “Not a clue, but hopefully I’ll find out soon. First though…” I twirled my wand above my head in several wide, slow circles. With each revolution, the earth around the other entrances to the cave shifted and flowed as though it was made of water, stone doors rising smoothly from the ground. 

On the final revolution, I brought my wand down and drew the outline of a P in the air. “Colloportus,” I declared, focusing on the half-dozen oddly shaped doors I’d just transfigured. They each gleamed briefly as the locking spell took hold. “That’s better. They won’t stand up to a charge from something as big as this thing,” I gestured to the chimera-like monster, “but they’ll hold back anything smaller and will warn us if something’s coming.”

“Good thinking,” Zatanna praised, “Your magic is so convenient sometimes, I’m jealous.”

“And Logomancy isn’t?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.

Zatanna laughed. “I never said that. But you can do both!”

“Not half as well as you can.”

She waved me off. “That’s just a matter of practice.”

Maybe. Zatanna’s grasp of Logomancy was rather impressive and she was more held back by a lack of practical experience and small natural reserves of magic. Both of those could and would be inevitably fixed with age and experience. Meanwhile, it would take me a lot of time and effort to get nearly as proficient with her family’s form of spellcasting as she was. 

I changed the subject. “Well, let’s take a look at this beastie. Boy, it's a big one.”

I cast a shield charm around myself, then took several cautious steps towards the restrained creature. It tried to snap at me, but the angle was all wrong and its mouth was bound shut, so it mostly just looked like another small jolt. 

Hmm. “Stupify,” I tried, pointing my wand at a bare patch of black feathers. Red light flew from my wand and splashed against it. The creature’s body stilled for a moment and I thought my spell had worked, but then it began to thrash around again with renewed vigor. 

I recast the spell three more times, but it didn’t seem to have much of an effect on the creature. I didn’t want to get close to it if it could still move and potentially attack me, so eventually I instead added some more ropes, cocooning the creature until only a few tiny patches of black skin and feathers were visible. 

Only once I was absolutely certain that it wasn’t going anywhere did I finally approach the creature, Zatanna trailing behind me. I stopped just within arms reach and extended my wand to poke it. When it didn’t respond, I cast a spell intended to check for topical poisons and dangerous potions which came up clean, so it was probably safe to touch. 

I took another step forward and laid my hand on its side. The flesh beneath my fingers was smooth and oddly cool to the touch. It barely felt like a natural material, more armor than the fur or feathers I’d expect from an animal.

Was this some wizard’s pet, perhaps? Some form of guard animal or breeding experiment? It would explain the markings on the mask and the combination of different features. It was said that the first chimeras had been created by Greek wizards thousands of years ago and, though most such experiments were illegal today, it was not uncommon for some wizards to flaunt those particular laws. 

If that was the case, I was glad we’d subdued it and not killed it. That could have been awkward if we eventually came across its master. When I was done, I’d leave the creature here––the ropes Zatanna and I had made would all vanish eventually once we were long gone.

First however, there was something I wanted to do. I was pretty sure this was going to work, but I hadn’t yet had a chance to test the theory I’d come up with some weeks ago. This seemed like the perfect occasion.

“Keep an eye on the doors,” I ordered, “and shake me if you notice something.”

I waited for Zatanna to nod, then turned back to the chimera. I pressed one hand against its side and dug my wand past two layers of rope to press into another patch of flesh, Closing my eyes, I breathed slowly and deeply, my consciousness sinking inward until I reached my Spark. 

A thin trickle of magic flowed from my wand and into the creature, giving me a vague sense of its shape. Then I very carefully shifted the source of that trickle, moving down and in and…

My Spark flared momentarily and a new blueprint appeared within me. I opened my eyes and took a step backwards, blinking rapidly. “It's a Sphinx,” I told Zatanna, though it didn’t look like any sort of Sphinx I’d ever heard of. “A…Grimm Sphinx.”

“Neat. Though it seemed more interested in barbeque than riddles.”

“I don’t think it's that kind of sphinx.” 

“Probably not. ‘Rawr, fireball!’ isn’t a very good riddle.”
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I didn’t particularly want to kill the sphinx. If it was some mage’s experiment, that would be very rude, and it wasn’t like it was too dangerous to leave alive either. It was smart for an animal, like a post owl or a kneazle, but unfortunately I was pretty sure that if it did get free, it would try to attack Zatanna and I instead of running away. 

Since I wasn’t sure how long our ropes would last without our presence, we needed to do something else to keep it contained while we explored deeper into the caves and tunnels. After a few minutes of discussion and planning, we opted for one of the simplest options. I transfigured a hole large enough to fit the creature into water, then levitated it in and canceled my transfiguration, leaving the Sphinx buried except for the head so that it could breathe. I wasn’t actually sure it needed to breathe, but better safe than sorry.

The splashing and displaced water resulted in some weirdly placed mounds of dirt, but we could deal with that when we came back this way later. The earth around the sphinx wasn’t too solid and I was pretty sure that even if we ended up just apparating away, it would eventually be able to dig itself out. As far as I could tell from the Blueprint, the creature didn’t need to eat or drink, so it wouldn’t just die if we left it for a while.

Once that was taken care of, Zatanna and I began to discuss what we wanted to do next. There were seven tunnels leading into the cave; the one we’d come from and six we had yet to explore. One was barely big enough to crawl through, so we decided to discount it for now. Another of those tunnels was where the sphinx had come from, and we definitely wanted to explore that way. 

We decided to start with the entrance the sphinx had used. I unlocked and opened the door I’d transfigured, then closed it behind us and I put a Caterwauling charm on it to warn us if someone––or something––came at us from that direction. 

That ended up being mostly a waste of time. The ‘tunnel’ was more just a hallway between two rooms. We walked for perhaps ten seconds and emerged into what was clearly the sphinx’s lair. It was a large room with a depression at the center surrounded by claw marks where the sphinx probably spent most of its time sleeping. Some bones––very possibly human from the look of them––were scattered around the room, most of them cracked and broken in multiple places.

There were some other things scattered among the remains as well. Scraps of torn cloth, bits of blackened wood, and, most interestingly, the remnants of some sort of metal weapon, or perhaps a tool. It was badly rusted and torn to pieces, but that was no barrier to a trained wizard. By hand, it would have been all but impossible to piece it all together. With magic though?

“Reparo,” I enunciated clearly, moving my wand through the motions I had rarely bothered with since I’d first managed the spell without them during my third year. Casting a spell nonverbally or without the wand motions was typically only a tiny fraction weaker than using them, but I wanted to ensure I properly fixed whatever it was I was casting on and the object was clearly missing a lot of bits and pieces. 

Bits of metal rose into the air and Zatanna oooo’d as my spell figuratively turned back the clock, transforming junk fit only for the trash or recycling into what it had once been. Rust vanished, metal unbent, and new bits and pieces appeared from thin air before melting into one another and smoothing out into a single piece. 

After nearly thirty seconds, we were left with an interesting pair of items. Outwardly, they looked like just a sword and round shield, something I’d seen many times on the suits of armor all around Hogwarts and hanging in various castles and estates. However, I’d just watched them assemble out of gears, wires, and small interlocking metal plates that told me there was more to the weapons than met the eye.

Zatanna picked them up and waved the sword around for a few seconds, before setting it down to fiddle with something on the shield’s handle.  She nearly dropped it when the shield came alive, metal plates whirring and twisting as it transformed into a…staff? No, not a staff, a glaive. Zatanna picked up the sword and it slotted neatly into the end of the shield, transforming the two pieces into a single larger weapon. 

I came over to join her and we spent a few more minutes fiddling with the curious weapons. It seemed the shield could also transform into a sheath, as well as a larger rectangular shield. Meanwhile the sword’s blade seemed to be a single piece of metal, but the hilt could go from one handed to two handed and there were several different handguards it could shift into as well. 

There were also several slots on both the shield and in the hilt where it looked like you could insert something, though I really wasn’t sure what thumb-sized object you’d want to slip into the hilt or handle of the shield. Perhaps some sort of small, interchangeable ward stone? Or maybe some other magical or mundane item I’d never encountered outside of this plane. 

It was a curious creation, but ultimately not particularly interesting. The materials were purely mundane as far as I could tell, though constructed to an impressive level of precision that spoke well of whatever people lived on this Plane. Hopefully their enchanting was just as refined as their metallurgy and artifice. 

I stored the weapons away in my expanded bag, then Zatanna and I headed back to the cave where we’d left the sphinx. I left a mark on the door, relocked it, and then we headed off through the one on its left. 

Immediately, this tunnel seemed far more interesting. It was much more narrow than before, too narrow for the sphinx to fit through, and led deeper into the earth. We descended cautiously, Zatanna taking the lead with her ball of light and me following a few steps behind her with my wand raised and a shield maintained constantly around me.

After about five minutes, the tunnel turned and emerged into a completely different structure. In front of us was a shattered wall made from the same white stone as everything else, the wall looking like it had been blasted inward by some great force. There was a small drop and Zatanna carefully slipped through the opening and hopped down about two feet onto a smooth, relatively well-preserved stone floor. 

She summoned two more balls of light, illuminating a small but highly decorated room. The chamber was perhaps ten feet wide, ten feet long, and eight feet high, the stone walls covered with patterns of black and gold. There was a sealed door in the center of the wall on our left and a dozen suits of gold-trimmed armor stood at regular intervals around the perimeter of the room, their weapons looking more decorational than functional. At each corner of the room was a pedestal, each one holding a different item that looked like it had been cast from solid gold. A crown, a sword, a staff, and a fancy-looking lamp.

At the center of the room was a raised platform on which lay a long rectangular box that I instantly recognized as a coffin. It was made of pure black stone and was unadorned except for a two-handed sword made from white stone placed on top of the lid. 

I may have never been to Egypt, but I was British enough to recognize a tomb when I saw one. Zatanna’s footsteps echoed loudly as she stepped fully into the room, her head swiveling from side to side as she took everything in. 

“Whoa,” she whispered softly, the stone walls magnifying her voice. “Hydrys, is this…”

“Probably.” So it had probably been a temple, then. Not too many reasons to bury someone under a bank. Or build a bank to honor the place where someone had been buried. 

I dropped down into the room, making sure to keep my wand raised the entire time. “Keep your eyes peeled. For some reason, people love putting booby traps in rooms like this.”

“Should we really be here?” Zatanna asked cautiously. 

I shrugged. “I don’t see why not. Doesn’t look like anyone else has been down here in a long, long time. With how overgrown it is outside, I doubt anyone even remembers who is buried here. Some king or prince, probably, or maybe a high priest. Or maybe they have their own word for whatever he was.”

“Or she,” Zatanna corrected.

“Or she,” I agreed easily. 

I decided to ignore the coffin for now, instead moving towards the nearest pedestal. A few quick spells told me that it was just a big hunk of rock with no spells or mechanical triggers on it that I could detect. I carefully picked up the staff, finding it to be incredibly heavy. I could barely even lift it. Was this thing actually made from solid gold? That was a lot of gold. 

The staff was quite neat-looking, with spots on the top and bottom that looked like housing for some kind of gemstones. It was utterly impractical as a weapon or walking stick, but perhaps it was some sort of mark of office or served a ceremonial function? This might also just be a replica of a far more practical wooden staff, or perhaps even a proper focus. It had been many years since my people had used staves to cast spells, but the practice had been popular for millennia before wands eventually became the preferred focus. 

Zatanna cried out and I spun around, dropping the staff back down onto the pedestal with a thunderous clatter. The point of a sword skittered off my shield spell and I found myself face to face with the suit of armor that had been standing nearest to the pedestal, its blade extended towards me. 

My eyes widened as I saw Zatanna scrambling away from two other suits of armor that were advancing towards her with their blades drawn, while the others were slowly closing in around us from their spots around the room.

My frown turned into a scowl when I saw the bloody gash on Zatanna’s arm and the blood on one of the suit’s blades.She’d avoided getting skewered, but hadn’t escaped the surprise attack unscathed. She might not be the real Zatanna, but she was still my Zatanna. 

I ignored the suit hacking at my shield charm and raised my wand. “Bombarda!” I barked, and the one that had hurt Zatanna was blasted backwards, its chestplate shattering under the force of my spell and sending it sprawling. 

Zatanna immediately used the time I’d bought her. She pressed her back against a wall and cried out, “Dleihs!” causing a dome of solid light to spring up around her. 

Unfortunately, my spell seemed to signal for the rest of our foes to stop taking their time. All eleven of the remaining suits charged towards us, seven at me and four at Zatanna. They moved very quickly, crossing the space between us in a matter of moments and soon I was quickly surrounded, my shield charm taking a beating from powerful, hammer-like swings of the armor’s swords. 

I smiled fiercely and brandished my wand. Ideally I’d once again like to preserve one of these armors for study, but this was just the perfect opportunity to use a spell I’d never cast outside of practice before. “Protego Diabolica!” 

Black flames poured from the tip of my wand, rapidly filling the bounds of my shield charm and then flooding through it. They tickled my skin and parted around the gentle sweeps of my wand, but wherever they touched the armors they left horrible, molten rends that glowed and crackled.  

One of the armors tried to lunge at me again, but a wave of flames rose in front of me and caught the strike before it could land. The blade was thrown aside covered in glowing black and blue cracks and the armor was utterly consumed until nothing but shimmering ash remained.

I took a step forward and the flames followed me, slowly moving to surround me in a circle of black fire. Three more of the animated suits of armor tried their luck attacking me and three more were destroyed in moments as the flames pounced on them and consumed both the metal and whatever magic was animating it.

Two more steps and I was finally close enough to Zatanna to include her in the circle. I knew it was possible to maintain a massive area protected by the spell, but I was simply not proficient enough with it to surround more than a few feet of space. 

The flames parted effortlessly around her, my will informing the spell that she was allowed to pass, pushing back or destroying the foes that had been battering her shield with their blades. Zatanna quickly moved over to stand beside me, her eyes shining as the flames of my spell cast flickering shadows across her skin. 

The few armors that remained began to back away, but there simply was not enough room in this crypt for them to escape. I flicked my wand and a fiery snake lunged from my shield and wrapped around one of them, the magical fire burning the construct from the outside in. A second flick and this time a unicorn charged forth, trampling another suit beneath its flaming hooves and goring it with its horn. 

Then there was only one left, standing in the far corner of the room with its sword raised in front of it. “Zatanna,” I said softly, most of my focus consumed by keeping control of the spell. 

It wasn’t nearly as unruly or chaotic as fiendfyre, but it was clear that the shield variant had been greatly influenced by the peak of pyromantic magic my people had achieved. There was little risk of the spell escaping my grasp and spiraling out of control like there was with fiendfyre––it wouldn’t be a particularly good shield if it had a good chance of burning the caster to a crisp––but it could easily destabilize and go out if I got distracted.

Zatanna got the message. ““Dnib!” she called out for the second time today, and once again ropes sprang into existence around her target. The armor managed to cut one rope out of the air, but the others quickly closed in around it, binding its arms and legs together and then pulling it into what was essentially a hogtie. The armor dropped its sword, sending it clattering across the floor, and then collapsed onto the ground as well.

I lowered my wand and allowed the flames around us to gutter out. Just as I’d hoped, the fire had left everything fully intact, only burning what it perceived as an enemy and leaving the rest of the crypt untouched. The room looked almost exactly like it had minutes before, except without the suits of armor around the walls. 

“Good work,” I told Zatanna. Then I looked down at the single remaining suit that was struggling against the ropes binding its arms and legs. “Now then, let’s see what makes this thing tick. This trip is getting better and better!”
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It turns out that what I had initially thought was some sort of enchanted suit of armor was nothing of the sort. Instead it was a magical creature with the curious ability to ‘possess’ a physical object. The creature was called a ‘Geist of Grimm’ and I unfortunately ended up incinerating it, though thankfully only after I’d already gained a Blueprint from it. I hadn’t meant to do so, but the Geist’s true form reminded me a tad too much of a dementor, so when the creature had slipped out of the tightly bound suit of armor, I had reflexively killed it. 

With that taken care of and Zatanna busy healing the wound one of the geists had left in her arm, I returned to examining the rest of the items in the tomb. The sword, staff, crown, and lantern all went into a pocket of my expanded bag, along with the pedestals they’d been standing on and the single remaining suit of armor. 

None of it seemed magical, but the items both looked very valuable and rather aesthetically pleasing. I’d been meaning to decorate my new home and what better than treasures gathered in a distant world to adorn the home of a Planeswalker? I could even enchant the armor, then stick a geist in it (or just animate it manually) and it would serve as an extra line of defense for my home in case someone ever penetrated the wards.

After that, I’d decided to examine the room itself. There were some really beautiful murals on the walls, most of them featuring a crowned man done in solid white, often carrying one or more of what was clearly the same sword, lamp, or staff that I’d just tucked away in my bag. 

Sometimes he was standing in front of a giant building, other times he was fighting hordes of black monsters, and yet other times he seemed to be holding court or at some other important event. He was often pictured with four other figures, young women from the shape and size, who were also depicted in white. Had the king had four wives? Or perhaps four daughters? Or the number could have some other significance. 

I assumed these murals depicted important scenes from the life of whoever had been buried here. I honestly didn’t care much, but, just in case any of this was important in the future, I made sure to commit the scenes to memory so I could look at them more closely with my occlumency if a reason arose. 

There didn’t seem to be anything else to look at, so eventually I found myself standing beside the coffin, Zatanna a step behind me. I started by examining the stone sword lying on top of the coffin, which proved to be…just a big hunk of stone, apparently. It didn’t seem enchanted or anything, and was completely solid all the way through near as I could tell. Weird. It weighed probably fifty pounds and was completely dull, but I shoved it in my bag regardless. Feather-light charms combined with expansion charms were such an amazing combination. 

I took a deep breath, oddly worried for some reason, and flicked my wand. I’d scanned the box with a half-dozen detection spells, but none of them had come up with anything out of the ordinary, though that still didn’t fully settle my nerves. The stone lid lifted slowly up into the air, polished stone gliding almost soundlessly across polished stone. No trap triggered, no enchantments activated, nothing. 

I carefully levitated the lid to the side, then lowered it to the ground. Despite its great weight and size, it landed nearly soundlessly on the floor, my levitation charm controlling its descent from start to finish. 

Inside the coffin lay a desiccated body, barely more than a skeleton. Its arms were crossed over its chest and a short, ornate staff was clutched between its boney fingers. A silver circlet sat lopsidedly on the corpse’s head and the remnants of a fine robe hung in tatters on its body.

I squinted curiously at the corpse. I hadn’t noticed it before, but now that the lid was out of the way, I could detect just the slightest glimmer of magic in the staff and sunk into the core of the bones. It was faint, barely a remnant of a shadow, but my senses and spells were keen enough to pick it up.

“Huh,” I said softly, “He was a wizard.” I paused, “Or maybe he just had some enchanted clothing or something. I can feel some magic in the body.”

“I guess that at least means that there are wizards around here somewhere?” Zatanna said softly.

“Probably. Or at least there used to be.”

I bowed my head slightly and closed my eyes. “May you have found peace on the other side,” I whispered.

“Amen,” Zatanna added, bowing her head as well.

I opened my eyes and raised my head, then used another levitation charm to tug the staff free of the corpse’s hands, followed by the circlet. This man clearly didn’t have any more use for his mortal possessions and I was interested in examining the staff. There was no active magic on it now, but perhaps I’d be able to learn something about whatever traces remained.

After a moment’s thought, I ultimately decided to just reseal the casket and leave the body behind. I didn’t really have a use for such a decayed skeleton at the moment and I could always come back for it if necessary. I still hadn’t gotten all the corpses out of Slaughter Swamp, and there were plenty of muggle graveyards I could raid if I needed more materials to work with for whatever reason. Plus I didn’t want it bouncing around inside my bag and I wasn’t sure how far I was willing to trust the spellwork on my bag. I was a talented amateur, not a master enchanter.

With this room fully searched and looted, Zatanna and I continued onward. I used a simple unlocking charm to open the door leading into this chamber, but unfortunately it seemed as though the hallway beyond it had become filled with dirt in the many, many years since the door had been sealed. We could potentially clear the way with our magic, but there were still several other already-excavated paths we wanted to explore and it was more than possible that the rest of this level hadn’t survived half as well as the burial chamber itself. 

We backtracked to the room with the buried sphinx and once more chose the next door on the left to explore. Along the way, we bounced ideas back and forth about what the nature of the connection between the geist and the sphinx might be. They were both called ‘Something of Grimm’, and looked slightly similar with their black bodies and white masks. 

My leading theory was that they were both the creations of some long-ago wizard. Something about their appearances and abilities just felt artificial. Zatanna on the other hand raised the idea that all the people and animals on this plane looked like that. After all, all of the carvings and murals we’d seen so far depicted people only in stark black and white. Perhaps these were perfectly ordinary magical creatures and we’d be the odd ones out with our cream and tan skin tones instead of the bone white and pitch black everyone else would have.

Both options seemed perfectly plausible, so we eventually decided that we would just have to wait and see. So far this plane was already rather different from the two that I’d visited so far, so perhaps the differences extended to the people as well. That discussion eventually took us down a rabbit hole of imagining all sorts of exotic magical races that might exist throughout the multiverse. Blue-skinned amazons with horns, man-sized dragons that walked on two legs, four-armed lizard people with too-many eyes, and much more besides. Zatanna had a powerful imagination, coming up with ideas I never would have considered on my own.

Unfortunately, our exploration didn’t go nearly as well as our conversation. The next tunnel we tried led nowhere, but it took us nearly twenty minutes of walking to reach the dead end. I apparated us back to the cave and we tried again, only to once more walk pointlessly for fifteen minutes before finally reaching the point where the path forward was simply too short and narrow to keep going.

I once more apparated us back and, after a brief stop to eat some of the food packed away in my bag, we headed down the last of the tunnels we were interested in exploring. Unlike the others, this one led upward instead of deeper into the earth. I was initially hopeful that it would lead us to some as-of-yet unseen portion of the ruins, but soon realized that the angle and direction were all wrong for that to be the case. 

After some time, light and a fresh breeze began to appear, followed soon after by individual red leaves that crunched under our feet and gave a pretty clear hint of where this particular tunnel would emerge. Still, we continued walking, hoping that maybe there would be something worth finding, but alas. 

The entrance we eventually reached was also nestled in the roots of a tree, this one considerably larger and older-looking than the first. There was a narrow slit in the earth with a deep drop that led down into the tunnel itself and I ended up levitating Zatanna up and out, then doing the same to myself. It was a bit unpleasant to get hauled into the air by my clothing, but unfortunately I was not yet proficient with Logomancy or Order magic to fly unaided and a broom would be too big. 

Zatanna and I were stretching and enjoying the sunlight trickling through the canopy, tentatively discussing what we wanted to do next, when suddenly Zatanna gasped and pointed up towards the sky. 


I followed her hand and my eyes widened when I saw the large, clearly-artificial metal vehicle flying through the air above us. Well, if that wasn’t a sign of humans––or perhaps some other sapient race like the Atlanteans––I didn’t know what was. It flew quickly over us and off into the distance, but it was clearly slowly descending towards the canopy. Perhaps the people onboard were planning to land somewhere not too far away? 

Zatanna and I exchanged looks. We’d discussed going looking for the Plane’s native peoples, but hadn’t expected for them to all but come to us. What were we going to do?
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My original plan was to head back to the tomb. I had a gut feeling that such an old, historic place would be sufficiently meaningful to connect with as a land, and one of my highest priorities on this plane was forging a new bond so that I could return here in the future after I left. 

If that didn’t work out, this forest also seemed like a potential option, though something about it didn’t feel as compatible as the ruins had. If I understood what I’d learned from studying my Spark and the motes of mana I drew from Shadowcrest, connecting to this forest would probably give me access to green mana, the color I felt least connected to of the five. That wasn’t necessarily bad––flexibility was a wizard’s best friend––but both black and white, the colors that I believed seemed most associated with the ruins, would be more immediately useful. 

Now however, a new option had appeared, one that came with a very short time to make a decision. If we didn’t follow after the vehicle immediately, there was little chance we’d be able to find it again in the future due to the thick canopy of red leaves that covered the entire area like a Gryffindor quilt. 

As much as I wanted to bond to a new land, that was not something that fundamentally could not wait. The forest was enormous and I didn’t see too much difference between one spot and another. I could even just apparate back to the ruins at any time if the vehicle eluded our efforts to track it or the people on board proved to be hostile or useless.

This, however, was something that wasn’t going to wait for me. “We’re going after it,” I told Zatanna, already reaching to dig around inside my bag.”

“Well, duh,” was her answer, and I raised an eyebrow at her. “What?”

I sighed heavily and drew the broom I’d enchanted yesterday out of my bag. It was not a particularly fancy broom, nothing like what a quidditch star would fly on, but the materials were of good quality and I’d used a single mote of Blue mana to really tie everything together into a cohesive enchantment scheme.

“Ooooo I’m finally going to get to ride your broomstick!” Zatanna exclaimed, “I thought that was going to be something reserved for the real me.”

I sighed again. “Quietly,” I added. “And stealthily.” A tap of my wand on her head disillusioned the copy, leaving both of us all but invisible. “We don’t know that they’re necessarily friendly, so I’d rather make introductions on our terms, not theirs.”

I mounted my broom and Zatanna quickly climbed on behind me, wrapping both her arms around my waist. She shifted slightly and I felt her lean forward against me, her chin on my shoulder. “Your broom is so big and hard between my legs,” she whispered, her hot breath tickling my ear.”

“Zatanna,” I said warningly, but she continued on regardless.

“Oh, am I being a bad girl?” she asked breathlessly, “Are you going to…punish me?”

I couldn’t quite fully suppress my physical reaction to her words, particularly combined with the way she was leaning against my back, but now really wasn’t the time. I’d discovered over the past two weeks that my dear Zatanna was an insatiable minx, and it seemed her copy was the same.

“Behave,” I ordered firmly. It wasn’t a tone I would typically take with Zatanna, but this was not my Zatanna, but just a construct created from my magic that simply looked and acted like my beloved. My voice softened. “But maybe if you’re good…” I trailed off, but it was enough. Zatanna immediately sat up, finally allowing me to lift off the ground and slowly hover up past the treetops. 

If things went well, then perhaps both of us would deserve some time to relax. I would admit that I had missed Zatanna’s company the past two nights, and a copy offered opportunities to try things that I had not necessarily been willing to attempt with the real Zatanna. 

My dearest witch had a scarily large number of ideas for how a couple could enjoy their time together and, while we’d attempted many of them, I’d drawn the line at anything that could potentially cause any real pain or damage. No matter how much some of those ideas appealed to me and how many times Zatanna begged me to ‘just give it a try’, I simply couldn’t bring myself to hurt her in such an intimate way. 

However, if it wasn’t the real Zee but a copy…Well, perhaps I could build up the needed confidence to blow Zatanna’s expectations out of the water the next time we met, and if things went wrong I could always dispel and resummon the copy. It was just…practical. Yes, practical.

I shook my head. Such thoughts could wait. Right now, the vehicle was quickly moving away and I would prefer not to lose its trail after having just decided to follow it. 

The flying metal vehicle was fast, faster than my broom, but it was also large and rather visible against the vivid red background. I wasn’t a great flier, and Zatanna’s added size and weight would usually make the broom handle awkwardly, but I’d specifically designed it with the idea of a passenger and even I could manage a relatively straight line.


We sped through the air, the tree tops whizzing past beneath. I made sure to stay just above the canopy, my magic rendering both of us little more than a hazy blur that blended in with the leaves beneath us and the sky behind us. 

After several minutes of flying, our target was little more than a black speck in the distance, but my supersensory charm ensured I never lost sight of it. Still, I breathed a sigh of relief when I saw it slowing down and then begin to descend, the odd rods on its sides rotating to point downward. If it had decided to keep flying for ten-or-so more minutes there was a real chance I would have no longer been able to follow it. The thing was fast, rather small, and quiet, making it difficult to track.

No longer needing to struggle to keep up, I slowed down slightly and moved even closer to the canopy, Zatanna and I’s feet occasionally brushing the scarlet leaves. Where before we had looked like a slight blur, now we were all but invisible, our disillusionment charms no longer needing to work as hard to compensate for the rapidly changing backdrop. 

It took another few minutes but eventually we stopped about a hundred meters from the small clearing where the flying vehicle had landed and descended back down to the forest floor. Before landing, I cast silencing charms on both of us, ensuring that we wouldn’t make any noise as we crunched through the ankle-deep layer of bright red leaves that covered the forest floor and that our breathing and movements wouldn’t give us away to someone with keen senses.

Then I cast another revealing charm, and this time it came back positive. There were fifteen people within range of the spell, Zatanna and I, of course, plus thirteen other human or human-like beings who were clustered together not far from their landing sight. That was good––it meant that the vehicle actually was a vehicle and not some sort of strange creature or unmanned drone. 


I communicated my findings to Zatanna as we finally landed, stowing my broom in my bag. Now it was just a question of how exactly to approach these people, or if I should do so at all.
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Ultimately it wasn’t really much of a question at all. I was no Gryffindor to just run in with no plan or information like a loon. Nor was I a Ravenclaw, content to watch and wait and never bother to actually accomplish anything. I was a Slytherin, and Slytherins carefully chose their moments, then struck at the optimal time to achieve maximum results with minimum costs.

Step one was gathering information. I needed to know who these people were, why they were here, how long they planned to stay, any potential weak points and vulnerabilities, and so on. Were they criminals here for a secret deal or to retrieve some catch of illegal goods? Explorers searching for ancient secrets? Travelers taking a short break from a long voyage? Or perhaps something else entirely. Each required a different approach.

It was also important to assess how dangerous these people were. I was confident in my magical prowess, and having an expendable version of Zatanna with me was a large advantage as well, but two-on-thirteen were not good odds against even moderately competent opponents. And if they were wizards it was entirely possible they had some form of magic capable of stopping me from just apparating away or some method of tracking me down afterwards. 

What came next would depend on what I found. If I decided it was too dangerous to approach, I may try to place a tracking charm on the vehicle or one of its passengers and see if they would lead me to somewhere interesting. If that wasn’t an option, perhaps I could try to keep following them on my broom. If I left Zatanna behind I was pretty sure I’d be able to keep pace with the craft without too much difficulty and I could always apparate back to retrieve her once they arrived at their destination.

I may also just end up heading back to that ruin I’d originally Planeswalked into. There was no guarantee that I could bond with it, but it seemed likely and I really did want to bond to a new land as soon as possible. If these were criminals, or perhaps jumpy travelers in the midst of a great voyage, it was unlikely that following them would be too productive and I could simply attempt to seek out civilization myself over the next day or two. 

On the other hand, if they seemed like a good group to make contact with, my plans for the coming week could change drastically. I still knew almost nothing about this plane, so it was hard to make any concrete plans. Hopefully they would have interesting magic I could learn, and perhaps a few more novel magical creatures to acquire blueprints of. 

And if they didn’t? I could always default back to bonding the tomb, then head home and try again on a different plane. It would still be some time till I felt fully comfortable Planeswalking again, but I was certain that Zatanna and I could find some way to entertain ourselves for that duration.

Zatanna and I moved cautiously towards the cluster of people. Neither of us were stealth experts by any means, but magic had a way of handling many such problems. We moved soundlessly across the leaves, our bodies blending perfectly into the background and Order magic ensuring even our barely-their outlines seemed to fade into the surrounding trees like we belonged here. It would take very, very keen senses or powerful magic to detect our presence. Even with my sixth-sense for her existence and my supersensory charm I could barely tell that Zatanna was following along behind me, and I knew exactly what I was looking for. 

We stopped about twenty meters from where I’d felt the group and I peered at them through the trees, my head tilted towards them to help me hear what they were saying. My view was partially obstructed by trees, but I could make out a tall, shapely, middle-aged woman wearing glasses, a white blouse, and a black skirt facing a group of armor-clad young men and women that all looked to be about my age. 

They were an eclectic group, divided evenly between young men and women. A few had relatively similar features and armor, while others wore completely different styles that set them apart from their fellows.All were armed or had weapons close at hand and those varied wildly as well. There were swords and shields, spears, odd-looking maces, and one of them––a short, pale skinned and dark-haired girl in a dress and waist cincher––had an enormous crimson scythe slung across her back. 

It seemed as though Zatanna had been wrong. The people around here weren’t monochrome in coloration. There were certainly a few people amongst the group with very pale or dark skin and hair, but there was also a freckled redhead who could have easily passed for a Weasley or Prewett and another girl with bright yellow hair.

I could see no particular uniform or cohesive design choices among the group. Several of the young men wore similar-looking armor, but not all of them. A few of the girls wore similarly-cut skirts, but others had armored bustiers or completely differently styled dresses. That likely meant these weren’t any kind of soldiers or law enforcement officers, though perhaps there was some other commonality between them that I just couldn’t make out from this angle.

I put the thought temporarily out of my mind. The woman was speaking, her voice loud and clear like that of a trained and experienced orator. “––however, this forest is full of the Creatures of Grimm, so be sure to stay by your teammates. We’ll rendezvous back here at four o’clock. Have fun!” 

The group began to break apart. Five of the boys––the ones all wearing comparable armor––went one way, while the other seven youths went another way. The older woman meanwhile stayed where she was, what looked like a riding crop held loosely between her hands. 

I frowned in annoyance. Splitting up was going to make them harder to surveil and I wished I’d heard the rest of the woman’s speech. Still, there was plenty of time yet to learn more, and Zatanna was around so she could keep an eye on one group while I watched the other. Or perhaps it would be better to keep an eye on the woman? It was hard to judge.

Then there was that name. Creatures of Grimm. So it seemed as though the geists and sphinx I’d run into were not a one-off occurrence and such creatures were endemic to this area. Were there more types of Grimm than the ones I’d run into? Were such creatures common in other places as well, or only in this specific forest. 

The comment also raised a number of other questions. That sphinx I had run into was a large, powerful creature, and yet these youths seemed perfectly at ease with the idea that such a monster may be lurking nearby. Was their relaxed attitude brought by certainty that they’d be perfectly fine fighting such a creature alongside their ‘teammates’, or by ignorance of the threats they faced? It was hard to say one way or another, but I would make sure not to underestimate them if things did turn hostile.

Zatanna and I spent the next half hour watching the two groups and listening to their conversations. The woman––whose name I learned was ‘Goodwitch’, a rather bold choice––ended up disappearing inside the vehicle the group had arrived in which was sitting in a small clearing less than a minute’s walk from where she’d been speaking with the youths. I ended up casting a tracking charm on the big metal machine and then leaving her be since it was hard to surveil someone inside a small metal box without being found out and I doubted she would be talking to anyone since she was along inside the craft. 

I learned a lot in that time, most of it pieced together from context clues and off handed remarks. These youths were students at a nearby school for ‘Hunters’ called Beacon and they were in this forest on a field trip to collect some sort of valuable sap from the surrounding trees for one of their Professors. I made a mental note to gather some of the sap for myself as well––it seemed easy enough to harvest.

The woman with them was another professor at their school, one who taught some sort of combat-related class. Students at the school were split into teams of four––which made the five-seven split seem particularly strange––and the twelve that had come on this particular field trip were all first years, though I didn’t know if that meant one year out of two, four, seven, or perhaps even longer. 

I was starting to consider how to introduce myself to the group, ideas flying through my head, when a perfect opportunity arose. It seemed there was some division amongst the two groups. Cardin, the leader of the five boys, had some kind of grudge against Pyrrha, the red-headed girl with the spear and armored bustier and mini-skirt. It seemed as though he’d lost to her in some kind of duel or spar? I wasn’t fully clear on the details. 

In any case, he’d come up with a plan to get back at the girl which had ended up going wrong when the fifth boy, a member of her team, decided he wasn’t willing to go along with things and the two got into a physical altercation. No weapons were drawn, but the boy threw a jar of sap at Cardin’s chest and then they began to fight and argue. Cardin was doing quite a number on the boy––Jaune––and seemed to be threatening him with some sort of blackmail, the details of which eluded me unfortunately. 

And then their brawl was suddenly interrupted by what I assumed was another Grimm. It certainly looked like the other two I’d seen. It was a massive bear-like creature, its face covered by a bone-white mask with red lines around the eyes. Dangerous-looking spikes of the same material grew from its back and its arms and legs were protected by the occasional craggy armored plate. Its claws were massive, each one the size of a butcher’s knife and looking more like spikes strapped to its fingers and toes compared to what I’d expect from a bear. 

The creature roared as it rushed into the clearing, its jaw open to reveal a mouth filled with sharp teeth and gums the color of dried blood. It huffed and briefly reared up onto its hind legs, then came down with a crash, its beady red eyes glued to the sticky sap covering Cardin’s chest. 

For all that their professor had told them to stick with their teammates, Cardin’s didn’t seem keen on following that advice. They took one look at the creature and fled, one of them shouting “That’s a big Ursa!” as he vanished into the underbrush.Ursa. I rolled the name in my mouth. Ursa of Grimm. That certainly seemed like a fine addition to my growing collection of blueprints. 

A moment later, only Jaune and Cardin remained in the clearing, Jaune laid out on the ground and Cardin standing directly in front of the creature. Saving these students seemed like a good way to buy myself some favor from the locals. First though, I wanted to see what the students could do. Hopefully they didn’t die before I could save them. It would be even better if some of the other students arrived before I had to step in––it was always best to be seen by as many people as possible when doing something heroic.

The ursa swiped its paw through the air, an almost lazy motion that still sent Cardin flying ass over teakettle across the clearing. My eyes widened and I raised my wand––that blow could have easily shattered the arm and ribs of a muggle––but then I noticed the flashes of color just above his armor when the Ursa hit him and each time he bounced against the ground.

Though he’d been sent flying and was now lying prone, he didn’t actually look hurt. Some sort of magic shield or enchantment had protected his body from the blow. I lowered my wand slightly and leaned forward with interest. So they weren’t just muggles with mundane weapons. Even if they weren’t wizards and witches themselves, it was clear there was more going on than what I was seeing.

Jaune stared up at the Ursa in terror, his arms held in front of his face as though to ward off a blow, but it seemed content to ignore him for the moment, turning to where Cardin lay prone and loping towards him across the carpet of leaves. For something so large, the Ursa moved with impressive speed, covering the distance between it and its target with just a few swift steps. 

Cardin, for all that he looked rather terrified and clearly had the air knocked from his lungs, was not beaten yet. He drew his weapon, a rather odd-looking flanged mace with a seemingly hollow head, and brandished it at the ursa, but the creature simply knocked his weapon aside, slapping it out of his hand and sending it spinning through the air away from him.

I raised my wand again, mentally judging the distance, angle, and force of the creature’s blows. I was pretty sure an Aspidano shield would be able to hold up to one or two blows, I’d just need to position the relatively small shield correctly. 

Cardin scrambled to his feet and began to run. The ursa seemed amused by his attempts to flee, chasing after him at what was clearly not its top speed. When Cardin had made some distance, it leapt after him, landing just behind him instead of crushing him under its bulk and then sending him flying with another swipe of its paw. 

Cardin pushed himself off the ground and tried to crawl away, but the Ursa was right behind him in an instant, giving him no room to breath or stand up. So far I was rather unimpressed by both of their performances. The Ursa was playing with its food and Cardin was doing nothing but running for his life. 

In the distance, I noticed three of the girls from before appear on the other side of the clearing. The pale-skinned, white-haired one drew her sword––some sort of elaborate-looking rapier––but the red-head, probably Pyrrha, stopped her and the scythe girl with a raised hand and a quiet word. Oh, what was this? Was someone trying to blamelessly rid themselves of a rival? Very interesting.

The creature reared up and raised a paw, its bone-white claws flashing. Well, at least I had an audience, even if it seemed as though saving this boy’s life may not please his classmates as much as I would have liked. It took an impressive amount of dislike to have four of your fellow students just stand around with their weapons drawn as you were torn apart by a giant black-and-white bear. 

Unfortunately, it seemed as though only three of Cardin’s classmates were willing to let him die, and not the ones I would have expected either. Jaune, who had at some point climbed to his feet and drawn his sword and shield, dashed forward and interposed himself between the Ursa and the boy’d he’d been getting slapped around by less than five minutes earlier. 

He caught the ursa’s blow on his shield, a flash of gold showing signs of the same magical shield that had protected Cardin from the beast’s first few strikes, then slashed at it with his sword. The ursa reeled back, then slashed at the boy once with each paw. He rolled out of the way of the first blow, jumped over the second, and promptly got sent flying by a third hit that got him clean in the chest. 

Breathing heavily, he sprang to his feet and charged at the Grimm, only to get sent flying again, this time in the other direction. The ursa gave Cardin a parting look and turned to lope towards its new target, who had scrambled to his feet and was staring determinedly at the approaching Grimm. 

Then the two charged at each other. Jaune raised his shield to block the ursa’s swing, but even from a distance I could see the angle was all wrong and I remembered Cardin’s magical barrier had flickered out after less punishment than Jaune had just endured. Plus, that sword looked sharp and I didn’t want to risk killing the creature before I could get a blueprint. 

Well, this seemed as good a time as any. I let the disillusionment charm around me drop and slashed my wand. “Flipendo Tria!” I poured magic into the spell, pushing it far beyond the schoolyard jinx that was its base version. 

A whirlwind emerged from my wand, tearing through the air between the ursa and me. A tree between us was torn partially out of the ground in the spell’s wake and it slammed into the ursa’s shoulder side like a battering ram, sending it flying the same way it had launched Jaune and Cardin.

Jaune stopped mid swing, surprise written all over his face. The three girls began to look around and black-haired one with the scythe called out, “Professor Goodwitch!”

Before they could attribute my work to someone else, I charged out of the trees and towards the ursa, Zatanna following closely behind me. “Stand back!” I called out in the language I’d heard the students using, “Are you hurt?”

Jaune blinked at me blankly and I decided to ignore him for the time. I waved my wand again and ropes flew from my wand, wrapping around the ursa’s arms and legs and binding it to the ancient trees around it. It struggled mightily, roaring and clawing at the trees, but a weaker flipendo to the side of the head seemed to disorient it and gave me enough time to wrap its limbs in layers and layers of rope. 

The trio of girls began to move towards the bound ursa, their weapons raised, but I managed to beat them to the creature and did my best to casually brush a hand across one of the armored plates on its hind leg. “Is everyone okay?” I called out loudly, scrambling to mentally reach for my Spark and pouring a thin trickle of magic into the bone-like armor. 

The redhead was the first to reach me. She stared dispassionately at the grimm and, even as the Blueprint appeared within my Spark, stabbed her spear through its neck. I mentally gave a sigh of relief––just in time––then watched curiously as the creature’s body slowly began to dissolve into black mist. 

I smiled charmingly. “Thanks for finishing it off. I didn’t think it was going to be so tough.”

She gave me a complex look. It was not a particularly happy look. She was clearly upset that I hadn’t given the ursa enough time to finish off that Cardin boy, or perhaps it was something else? 

Regardless, my smile didn’t waver as the other girls approached the dissolving Grimm. I turned to face all three of them, Zatanna a step behind me. “Hey, I’m Hydrys, and this is Zatanna. I heard the fighting and it looks like we got here in the nick of time. It's a pleasure to meet you all.”
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After some consideration, I’d decided that a measure of honesty was probably the best approach. Not too much of it, but enough to keep things reasonably believable without delving too deeply into any one aspect of my story. Ultimately it came down to a lack of information––I needed a story that wouldn’t seem outlandish and yet account for the lack of knowledge I had about this Plane. 

I certainly wasn’t going to say anything about Planeswalking, nor about how Zatanna wasn’t really a person, but I also wanted to leave my story internally consistent if such information did eventually become known. Lies by omission tended to sound better in my experience than outright falsehoods, and I still didn’t know what sort of magic or natural abilities these people may possess.

Thus, Zatanna and I were travelers from an ambiguously distant land. Treasure hunters, perhaps, or some manner of researchers. Probably the latter assuming this ‘Beacon’ wasn’t too far away. My own country's history told me everything I needed to know about how local peoples felt about foreigners coming in and taking their cultural treasures. 

There had been something like two-hundred honor duels between representatives of magical Britain and Egypt over the past eighty-odd years, and that wasn’t even mentioning the low-level conflict between the Ministry and India’s fragmented magical government that had been simmering since before the Statute of Secrecy was officially passed.

In any case, we’d seen the bullhead, heard the fighting, and hurried over to help. I’d try to avoid mentioning too many further details, but I was not necessarily averse to sharing some of my own capabilities if it proved necessary. I was not an overly violent person by nature, but I knew that some people––perhaps the sort that went to a school that offered combat classes––only understood force.

The next few minutes were somewhat awkward. Jaune helped Cardin to his feet and the two exchanged a few words, then moved over to join the five of us. The short, raven-haired girl was named Ruby Rose and she enthusiastically introduced her companions and, oddly enough, her weapon. She seemed far more interested in gushing about her transforming scythe, which she called ‘Crescent Rose’, than introducing her classmates, giving me a full thirty-second rundown on its many capabilities while the other two girls were just introduced as ‘my teammate Weiss and my friend Pyrrha’. 

It was rather funny actually, though I wasn’t sure if this was just how the girl was or if it was supposed to be some sort of intimidation tactic. Zatanna had explained the concept of a shovel talk to me some time ago. Was this some manner of local equivalent? Weiss, the white-haired one, seemed rather exasperated, while Pyrrha was just amused, smiling even as she continued to stare at me with a measure of hostility shining in her eyes. 

Once she finally ran out of words, she eagerly asked me about my own weapons. I wasn’t too keen on showing her my wand, nor did I think she’d find it particularly interesting, but I did mention having recently found some interesting weapons that maybe she’d like to take a look at. It seemed as though transforming, multi-purpose weapons were something of a thing around here, making the odd sword-and-shield I’d repaired less of a novelty, so I happily dug the two pieces out of my bag and passed them over to her.

It took her a matter of moments to ascertain what she was holding and how to use it, and then she began to spout off technical jargon about antiquated mechashift techniques, metal compositions, and the like that I could barely parse. I was pretty sure the gist was that my recently acquired equipment was horribly outdated––something about a Great War era––but in excellent condition, which I basically knew already. 

Several times I tried to steer the conversation, though really it was mostly just Ruby talking and the rest of us smiling politely, towards other topics, but her enthusiasm could not be curbed by mere words. She seemed like a…strongly opinionated young woman and probably would have fit right in with all the other Ravenclaws obsessing over the smallest minutia of their favorite subjects. 

Fortunately more people arrived before Ruby could start disassembling the shield-component of the transforming weapons, and a soft cough from the Goodwitch lady cut her off and had her spring up to attention. She looked around, blushed furiously, squeaked out something that might have been an apology, and took a step back to stand with Weiss and what I assumed were her two other teammates, the yellow-haired girl and another dark-haired girl with an odd-looking bow in her hair. 

A moment later she realized she was still holding my weapons and shot forward, a shower of red rose petals falling behind her as she moved with inhuman speed to shove the glaive into my free hand. I nearly cursed her as she just appeared in front of me, moving so quickly that it almost seemed like she was apparating. A moment later she was back with her team, only the glaive in my hand and the petals drifting down towards the matching red carpet of leaves to show she’d been there at all.

I instantly bumped my threat assessment of the entire group up two stages. That had been terrifyingly fast. Standing so close to me, she could have shoved the blade of her scythe through my chest faster than I could cast a shield charm, leaving only the shield charm on my enchanted necklace to protect me. If that scythe was half as dangerous as the girl thought it was, it was more than possible my enchanted charm wouldn’t have held up all too well either.

Jaune and Cardin hadn’t been all that impressive, but perhaps they were just on the lower end of competence? They certainly didn’t seem particularly competent compared to some of the people around me. It was a common adage that the more powerful a wizard grew, the more eccentric they became. It was why the Wizengamot wore plum robes and Headmaster Dippet had covered nearly two-thirds of Hogwarts’ grounds with his favorite ling plants.

Perhaps the two boys’ practical looking armor was actually a mark against them compared to some of the more flamboyant outfits of their peers? Typically I would think that a sword and metal armor would be practical for a potentially dangerous field trip, but the combat teacher was wearing a movement-restricting skirt, had a boob window––a truly astounding muggle invitation––in her blouse, and was carrying a riding crop instead of an actual weapon. 

I scanned the students around me, taking note of the pristine white dress Weiss was wearing, Ruby’s corset, and Pyrrha’s Gryfindor red and gold attire with its completely exposed shoulders and thighs. My eyes lingered on the cheerful-looking girl in the pink skirt. She didn’t look dangerous, but there was darkness lurking behind that carefree smile. 

Then it was the Professor’s turn. “And what exactly is going on here?” she asked, her riding crop held loosely at her side. There was a note of menace in her voice and I could feel…something radiating off her, a sort of pressure that made my skin prickle and the hair on the back of my neck stand on end. This woman was dangerous. She didn’t look like much, but everything about the way she held herself spoke of utter confidence. 

A number of the students exchanged glances and I gave them a moment. Optimally, this seemed like the time for someone else to introduce me, though I would do so myself if no one spoke up. 

Finally Weiss decided to break the silence. She took a half step forward and the professor’s gaze turned towards her, fixing the white haired girl with a piercing stare. “There was an ursa major, Professor Goodwitch. A particularly large specimen. It attacked Cardin and broke his aura, but Jaune managed to hold it off until Ruby, Pyrrha, and I arrived on the scene around the same time as these two appeared. One of them used their semblance to knock the ursa away and restrain it. Then Pyrrha killed it.” 

For all that I’d been there the entire time, Weiss’s words were rather interesting. First of all, she knew exactly what the creature was called; not just an ursa, but an ursa major. I wasn’t sure what the distinction was, if it even existed, but it was something to keep in mind. Then there were the terms she’d used. Aura and Semblance. From what I’d seen, Aura was probably whatever shield had protected Cardin from the first few hits of the ursa. I was less sure about the other word. Perhaps a local term for some sort of magic? 

Professor Goodwitch stared at Weiss for several seconds, then nodded slowly and turned to Jaune. “Excellent work, Jaune. Though Cardin is not one of your teammates, as Huntsmen we have a responsibility to help one another against the Creatures of Grimm. Alone we fall, together we stand strong.”

Jaune looked rather flustered by the praise and her words gave me a lot more clues about this plane, but I didn’t have much time to think about things before she turned towards Zatanna and I. “And I must thank you as well, strangers, for assisting my students. Might I know your names?”

I inclined my head briefly. “Of course. I’m glad I was able to assist. Grimm are a danger to us all. My name is Hydrys Black, and this is Zatanna Zatara. It's a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Professor Goodwitch.” I noticed her eyes narrow minutely when I introduced myself, but it was barely more than a twitch, her face swiftly returning to the smooth, imperious mask from before.

“Certainly. And what brings you to Forever Fall?” She was clearly at least a little suspicious, but I couldn’t blame her. We were random strangers, encountered what was clearly a fair distance from civilization in what was apparently a monster-infested forest. It would be strange for her not to be suspicious.

I smiled disarmingly. “Zatanna and I are explorers and researchers from a distant land, though I fear we’ve become somewhat lost. We saw your vehicle fly over us and decided to follow it hoping it would lead us back towards civilization, and I’m glad we did. It seems we made it here in the nick of time.”

She frowned, my explanation clearly not making her happy. “Quite.” She paused, looking the two of us up and down. “Where exactly did you say you come from?”

I shrugged, doing my best to stay casual. I’d always been annoyed by the many lessons that pulled me away from studying magic, but I was really starting to see the value in what my family had driven into my head over the years. “I couldn’t say. We have traveled quite a distance, but I fear you are the first people we’ve encountered since we left our home.”

“Mistral, Atlas, Vale, or Vacou?” one of the students asked, cutting in before Professor Goodwitch could say anything.

I shrugged again. “I fear those names mean nothing to me.”

“Some tiny village in the middle of nowhere, then,” Weiss said snidely, “It’s a wonder how they manage to survive like that, but they just keep cropping up no matter how many times the Grimm destroys them.”

“Weiss, be nice!” Ruby chided. She turned towards me. “We’re on the continent of Sanus, a few hours from the Kingdom of Vale. It's, uh,” she spun around and pointed. “That way!” 

Weiss sniffed and muttered, “As though a country bumpkin like him would know what a continent is,” under her breath, quietly enough that I wouldn’t have heard her without my supersensory charm. 

I smiled at Ruby. “Thank you, that’s good to know.”

Professor Goodwitch seemed to be having an internal debate with herself. Finally she came to a decision. “Well, it would be remiss of me to not offer you a ride back to civilization. Vale often takes in new citizens from outlying settlements. We’ll be heading back to Beacon shortly, but there is a daily bullhead that takes students from the Academy to the city. I’m certain we can arrange for you to catch a ride.”

I inclined my head again. “That would be greatly appreciated, Ms. Goodwitch. Thank you.”

“Yeah, thanks!” Zatanna added. “I wasn’t looking forward to hiking the whole way! I’ve never flown in a bullhead before. What is it like?”

“With seventeen people? Cramped, unfortunately,” the yellow-haired girl grouched. “And it's going to be even more cramped now.”
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                RWBY: In Flight

Day One

As Yang Xiao Long, the name of the yellow-haired girl, had said, the flight from Forever Fall to Beacon Academy was rather cramped. The bullhead was a relatively small, practical vehicle with a minimum amount of care for the comfort of its passengers. The main passenger area had two rows of folding-down plastic seats along the inner walls, six on each side, a narrow walkway that led to the cockpit, and room for cargo beneath the floor and in opening compartments above the seating area.

With only twelve seats available, squeezing all fifteen of us into the vehicle ended up being something of a challenge. Professor Goodwitch ended up inviting Weiss––who apparently had some experience with piloting––to sit with her in the cockpit, but that still left thirteen people and twelve seats.

Fortunately Zatanna cheerfully provided a solution before any sort of conflict could break out by claiming a seat on my lap. Thus I ended up in the middle of the left row, sitting in what had once been Weiss’s seat with Zatanna’s wiggling butt pressed against my crotch and the white-haired girl’s teammates sandwiching me on either side. 

It was a rather tight fit. The seats were about as small as they reasonably could be while still allowing a person to sit there and all three of the girls around me were…generously gifted in the rear department. Yang sat on my right while the fourth member of the team––Blake, the black-haired girl with the bow in her hair––was on my left. 

Zatanna seemed to be rather delighted by her position, taking every opportunity to shift and adjust her seating, rubbing her butt up and down my rather obvious erection and leaning back against my chest to rest her head on my shoulder. I wasn’t sure whether to be glad she was there because her presence hid the tent in my pants or frustrated by her teasing which had resulted in that tent in the first place. 

The flight was about three hours long and Zatanna quickly struck up a conversation with Yang and Ruby, who was sitting on Yang’s right. The two girls were apparently sisters, with Yang two years older than Ruby, but the younger girl had been given special permission to join Beacon early and was actually the leader of the four-person team. 

Yang tried to drag Blake into the conversation, but the other girl had immediately pulled out a book once the bullhead had taken off and was clearly engrossed in her reading. The book had a plain black cover with no title or author printed on it and Blake kept the book angled towards the wall on her left, but with my supersensory charm still active I was able to catch a glimpse of what she was reading.

I quickly regretted doing so when I realized that Blake’s book was some sort of rather raunchy romance. I only read about two pages before I tore my eyes away, but the scene Blake had been reading involved the protagonist tied up and dangling upside down from a tree branch while servicing her master with her mouth as some form of ‘ninja training’. 

Normally I would have ignored it, but with Zatanna slowly grinding her butt against my lap, my mind instantly pictured my beautiful girlfriend in just that scenario, something that did nothing to cool the passion slowly stirring in my loins. I could almost see it; Zatanna, her dark hair hanging down until it almost brushed the floor, her breasts bouncing as she struggled against the ropes holding her arms behind her back and her eyes clouded with lust…

My hand on Zatanna’s belly pressed her down against me, momentarily stopping her wiggling as I focused on my occlumency. Not the time, Hydrys. Not the time. I was in a tiny metal box hurtling through the sky surrounded by potentially hostile teenagers with dangerous weapons and some form of enchanted armor or magical shields. 

Despite some minor discomforts however, the flight proved to be rather informative. I mostly stayed silent, listening in to the handful of conversations going on around me and only occasionally adding my two knut to Zatanna’s chatter with the two sisters. Still, even without really needing to ask any specific questions, I managed to learn a lot about both Beacon and this world in general.

Beacon was a school that trained Huntsmen, some manner of magically-empowered warriors that fought against Grimm, a category of dangerous and numerous magical creatures that posed a constant threat to all the people of this world. Huntsmen used Aura and Semblances to empower themselves and fight Grimm that were able to easily kill any mundane person. 

Most people on this Plane lived in one of four major Kingdoms that were protected from the Grimm by walls, armies, and the ceaseless effort of Huntsmen, though smaller settlements did exist in geographically favorable locations. Grimm were apparently in some way attracted to people and Huntsmen in particular and poorly defended villages, towns, and homesteads didn’t tend to last long.

I also found out about several other types of Grimm that I absolutely wanted to collect Blueprints from before I left. Nevermore were giant Grimm birds, smaller than the Sphinx had been but larger than any non-magical avian. Then there were Beowolves, King Taijitu, Death Stalkers, and many other creatures that none of the students mentioned by name but I would probably be able to find more information about them somewhere. 

Even with the odd restriction that limited me to four of any non-legendary summon, if I managed to gain templates for all the different Creatures of Grimm, I could potentially assemble an enormous army of dangerous magical creatures with enough time. They weren’t dragons, nundus, or lethifolds, but even a skilled and powerful wizard could be overwhelmed by an army of lesser magical creatures and the idea of dropping four sphinxes and a handful of other massive Grimm on an unsuspecting opponent was…deeply appealing. Plus it sounded like these were just the most common species, and there were many more out there that were rarely seen by those who lived to tell the tale.

As the trip progressed, I considered what I wanted to do next. Goodwitch had offered to send me to Vale with the next flight between the city and the Academy, but I was starting to think that maybe I should try to hang around Beacon for a few days. It sounded like most students and teachers lived on the premises like they did at Hogwarts, meaning that it was more than likely that there were a few free bedrooms somewhere. Perhaps I’d be able to swing a few nights at the Academy to rest? Hopefully stepping in to help Jaune and Cardin had earned me at least that much goodwill.

Overheard conversations about schoolwork suggested that the Academy, for all that it specialized in combat training, did have a library. Vale probably did as well, but it was anyone’s guess if I’d be able to both find and access such an important building in any reasonable amount of time. 

Furthermore, the Academy’s library would almost certainly include information on all the topics I was interested in learning about, while a more general library would probably have far more limited resources. Knowing about different types of Grimm and where they could be found was almost certainly important for a Huntsman, and I also wanted to learn more about Aura and Semblances. They sounded like some kind of magic, but the specifics eluded me. It was simply too common knowledge for any of the students to discuss amongst themselves and I didn’t want to ask questions that would further showcase my ignorance. 

It was something of a relief when we finally made it to Beacon. My legs had gone numb an hour into the trip and it was uncomfortably warm in the cramped metal box. The bullhead shook and lurched as we came in for a landing and I grit my teeth and counted my breaths, my wand clutched tightly in my hand and a shield spell on the tip of my tongue. Jaune looked rather queasy, though Pyrrha’s whispered reassurances seemed to help him settle his nerves. 

Professor Goodwitch and Weiss led the way as everyone collected their things and filed out of the bullhead. I emerged to find us standing on a landing field, a half-dozen other bullheads arrayed around us on the dark gray tarmac. In the distance I could see the very top of a tall tower, but everything else was hidden behind a wall of tall, normal-colored trees that surrounded the field.

Once everyone had disembarked, the Professor turned to address her students. “Excellent work today, everyone. I’d say this was overall a rather successful trip. I’m sure Professor Peach will be pleased with all the sap we’ve collected today. Please have your reports on today’s field trip ready for me no later than the end of this week.” 

There was a series of groans and I bit my lip to keep from laughing. The Plane and school changed, but students were the same no matter where I went. No one wanted to be saddled with more written homework. “I know it's boring work, but Huntsmen and civilians alike live and die by the information Huntsmen bring back after hunts and it's important to start building good habits as students. We may have only encountered a single ursa during the trip, but knowing where Grimm aren’t can be just as important as knowing where they are.”

She paused, fixing each student in term with a penetrating stare. Then she nodded sharply, seeming to like what she was seeing. “Very good. Class dismissed. Mr. Black, Ms. Zatara, please stay behind.” Most of the students didn’t need to hear anything else and quickly dispersed, hurrying away towards the road leading into the trees. 

Professor Goodwitch waited for them to leave, then walked over to where Zatanna and I had been standing off to one side. “I’m afraid we just missed the last flight to Vale and the next one won’t be till tomorrow morning.”

“That’s alright, Professor. We’re in no rush. You’ve already saved us a lot of wandering around.”

She smiled tightly. “Indeed. Forever Fall is close enough to Vale that frequent hunts are sent to purge the local Grimm population, but it is still a dangerous region. You seem like you can take care of yourselves, but even the greatest Huntsmen can be overwhelmed if they are not careful.”

“Quantity has a quality all its own,” I quoted. 

She hummed thoughtfully. “Well said. I’ll have to remember that one. In any case, I believe there may be some rooms where you can stay for the night, and the cafeteria should have more than enough food for two extra people. First however, we should go speak with Headmaster Ozpin. I’m sure he’ll want to thank you personally for assisting some of our students.”

“Of course, we’d be honored to.” I wasn’t sure if being the Headmaster of a Huntsmen school was as lofty a title as if this had been a school of wizardry, but it did sound comparable. Beacon was apparently the only school for training Huntsmen in all of Vale, making it sort of like the Auror academy, but even more important since it sounded like Vale needed a lot more Huntsmen than Britain needed Aurors. This Ozpin was probably a very busy and influential man, and the opportunity to meet him was not something I was going to pass up. 

Professor Goodwitch nodded, then led us towards where the other students had disappeared. At Zatanna’s prompting, she began to tell us a bit about Beacon and its history training Huntsmen. She seemed very proud of the Academy and her position here. I also asked about potentially visiting the library to learn a bit more about Vale and its surroundings and she complimented my studiousness and told me that such a thing could probably be arranged.

After a short trek through a copse of trees, we finally got our first sight of Beacon, and it was certainly an impressive building. The great castle of white stone was surrounded by expansive, well-cared-for gardens and plazas. Fountains burbled, flags waved in the breeze, and the pale stone shone in the light of the slowly setting sun. 

It reminded me somewhat of Hogwarts, though the two castles were built in completely different architectural styles. Hogwarts was awe inspiring, but built from dull gray stone with practical walls and towers. This place was sleek and shiny, with swooping curves and pointed, decorative towers. I was slightly biased towards my alma mater, but I could admit that Beacon had a beautiful campus. It may not be a school of wizardry, but it was still a wondrous sight. 

We followed the Professor down a cobblestone path and into the main building. There weren’t many students around, but I did see one girl with rabbit ears sticking out of her head and another boy with curly horns emerging just above his hairline and wrapping around his head like a helmet. No one seemed to give either of them a second glance, leaving me to wonder what was going on with the two of them and why no one else seemed the least bit surprised to see them.

Zatanna and I got a few glances, but Professor Goodwitch’s presence warded off any questions or concerns. Our guide received a number of greetings, polite nods, and people quickly moved out of her way. She seemed like a highly-respected teacher, more a head-of-house than someone teaching an unpopular elective. That did make sense since she was the combat teacher at a school where combat was probably an integral part of the curriculum. 

After several twists and turns, we arrived at an elevator and the Professor turned to look at us. “Headmaster Ozpin’s office is on the top floor. He may be busy when we arrive, so I’ll go in and see if he’s available while you wait in––”

The elevator dinged and slid open, revealing a middle-aged man with tousled silver hair and dark spectacles perched on his nose. He was wearing a black suit jacket over a green shirt and dark green vest that matched his long pants. In one hand he held a cane with an elaborate silver handle reminiscent of a sword hilt, while the other was white-knuckled around a half-empty mug of something dark and steaming. 

There was a slightly manic look on his face as he stepped forward. “Glynda. Glynda! I didn’t realize you were back, but you’re just the person I wanted to see. I need you to get the Group together. I think the Brothers, they’re––” he paused as he noticed Zatanna and I and tilted his head to the side, light flashing off the lenses of his glasses. I felt a shift in the air, like the pressure that came just before a storm. “You…don’t look like one of theirs,” he said slowly, his eyes boring into Zatanna. He licked his lips and planted his cane. “But you feel like one. Who are you!” he demanded sharply. 

My wand was in my hand in a flash and Zatanna took a step back, standing beside me close enough that I could easily shield both of us with a single spell. Glynda looked somewhere between confused, worried, and shocked. Still, she answered the man’s question before either of us could muster a response. “These are the two people I mentioned in my report, Headmaster. Mr. Hydrys Black and Ms. Zatanna Zatara. They’re travelers that we ran into in Forever Fall.”

“Travelers, you say…” the man said slowly, “Travelers from where, exactly did you say?”

I suddenly had a strong suspicion what it was this man, the Headmaster apparently, had noticed. I smiled tightly. “From a very distant land. We…walked quite a distance to get here.”

“Did you, now,” he asked rhetorically. “Curious. There are few places on Remnant I would describe in such a fashion.”

Professor Goodwitch looked between me, Zatanna, and the headmaster. “Ozpin?” she asked, her riding crop held loosely at her side.

The man jolted, seemingly suddenly realizing that she was there. “Ah, yes. My apologies, Glynda. Don’t worry about what I said before.” His eyes flicked over to Zatanna and I. “Perhaps we should continue this conversation in my office.”

I bit my lower lip and did something I maybe should have done earlier. I focused intently and a thin film of gold appeared over my eyes, barely visible except for where it caught the light. There was a shimmer of Color deep inside of the man in front of me. Black and White with just a hint of others. Nothing like what I saw when I looked at myself with the spell, but far more than I’d seen in anyone or anything else before.

I swallowed heavily and glanced over towards Zatanna. Professor Goodwitch looked much as she had before, but as I had both feared and suspected, there was a similar shimmer permeating Zatanna’s entire body, different from Ozpin but clearly related in some way. I glanced around briefly and my eyes caught another glimmer, a point of light somewhere far below the ground. 

“That…sounds like a good idea,” I said slowly, my grip on my wand tightening. Well, this certainly wasn’t what I had been expecting. I felt for my connections to my lands and was pleased to see that they had all recharged since I’d used them to summon Zatanna. I really hoped I wasn’t going to need them, but I felt much better having them available. 
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This Headmaster Ozpin clearly knew something. I was pretty sure he wasn’t a Planeswalker himself. When I looked at myself with the Aether Detection spell, I looked like a lamp shining from within and draped with sparks all along my skin that slowly faded the longer it had been since I’d visited the space between worlds. I couldn’t be completely certain, but I was pretty sure that what I was seeing was my Spark, or at least the echo of its presence within me. 

Ozpin had nothing like that. Instead, he looked more like Zatanna, except where Zatanna was formed from Mana and Aether, Ozpin looked like he had a similar mix buried inside him. Once more, I was just hypothesizing wildly, but I suspected that the man in front of me had some form of spell put on him by a Planeswalker. I really needed to go see what it looked like when I cast a spell empowered by Mana, particularly the odd Blueprint I’d gained after creating the wardstone with Zatanna. I had a feeling I’d find something very similar to what I was looking at now, but I simply couldn’t say for certain.

I was sorely tempted to leave. There were no anti-apparition wards over Beacon so I could just apparate away, back to Forever Fall and that fascinating ruin. If I wanted to be really safe, I could just Planeswalk here and now. I couldn’t be completely certain, but I doubted that Ozpin or Glynda could track me if I just left the Plane entirely, nor could they follow me even if they wanted to. 

However, that would be foolish. If I fled the world every time I ran into the first sign of danger, I’d never get anywhere. That wasn’t to say that I’d be reckless or stupid, but sometimes you had to take risks to get ahead. That was the Slytherin way. We did not charge in headless of the risks, but nor did we hem and haw until long after the opportunity had passed.

The magic of this plane sounded both interesting and useful, the Grimm represented a vast number of potentially valuable Blueprints, and who knew what other treasures I could find if I looked in the right places? This was the very first time I’d seen magic done with Colored Mana that I hadn’t cast myself and potentially studying the work of another Planeswalker sounded like it could advance my understanding of my abilities by leaps and bounds. If I Planeswalked away now, without having bonded a land here, it was unlikely that I’d ever find my way back. 

There was a chance that whatever other Planeswalker that Ozpin was familiar with could do something of the sort, but from his aborted words to his colleague, I had a feeling that the two parties were not on particularly good terms at the moment. Or at least Ozpin didn’t have an easy way to contact them and hadn’t heard anything about them recently. As far as I could tell, he’d noticed that Zatanna was a product of my magic and had thought she was someone else’s summon. It had taken him several moments to connect the dots and realize that I was the Planeswalker that had made her. 

And so I smiled and followed Ozpin into the elevator, Zatanna a comforting presence at my side and my wand buzzing against my fingertips. Professor Goodwitch joined us after a moment, moving to stand with her headmaster, all four of us silently studying each other as the doors closed behind us and the elevator began to move.

No one spoke as the elevator slowly trundled up the tower, not stopping until we reached the highest floor of Beacon’s highest tower. We filed out one by one into a small antechamber and then Ozpin once more led the way into his actual office. 

The room was rather large and circular, with a round window in the back wall that I quickly realized also served as the face of the large clock on the school’s tallest tower. The whole chamber was done in gray-green tones and there were intricate clockwork mechanisms everywhere. 

Ozpin walked around his desk, a quarter-moon with the two points of the crescent facing the window, and took a seat, Glynda quickly taking up a place slightly behind him and off to one side with her hands folded behind her back. 

I exchanged glances with Zatanna and she nodded slightly. A flick of my wand summoned one of the half-dozen chairs arrayed around the outside edge of the room and I languidly took a seat facing the Headmaster, Zatanna mirroring Glynda’s position behind me. Had the real Zatanna been with me, I probably would have summoned a chair for her as well, but this felt…appropriate. 

Ozpin leaned forward. He was doing a good job hiding it, but I could tell that he was flustered. His mask of composure was excellent, but it was a mask nonetheless. There was a tightness in the corners of his eyes, a certain stiffness to his posture that told of iron willed control holding back what would have appeared as shock in a lesser man. This was a man that was used to holding all the cards and it was clear that my presence had him unsettled. 

Glynda could see it too. Her back was ramrod straight and her muscles just slightly tensed, ready to spring into motion at a moment’s notice. She had even less of an idea of what was going on than the rest of us and I was pretty sure that only my presence and her respect for her boss was keeping her from asking a whole bevy of questions. She kept shooting Ozpin tiny glances, her pupils flicking between the two of us and her riding crop swishing back and forth behind her back, the sound barely audible even with my magic.

“You are…like them,” he began. It wasn’t a question.

I raised an eyebrow. “You’ll have to elaborate.”

Ozpin took a deep breath and pushed his spectacles up his nose with a single finger before fixing me with a firm stare. “Like them. Like the Brothers.”

I tilted my head a fraction of an inch, just barely enough to be noticeable. “I don’t have any brothers, but I do have some cousins. I’ve been told that I look a lot like Regulus did at my age,” I said glibly. That wasn’t true––Regulus and I looked as different as cousins could––but even months removed, the wounds of Arcturus’ betrayal were still too raw to bring him up. 

Ozpin’s lips pulled into a tight line. He turned to his right, “Glynda, I hate to trouble you so, but could you perchance fetch our guests and I something to drink?”

She frowned, “Ozpin…” she began softly, her voice trailing off as their eyes met. Ozpin held her gaze for several long seconds before she looked away. “Of course, sir.” She didn’t sound pleased by the order––it was a rather blatant excuse to send her away––but she clearly trusted him a great deal. Still, it was clear this was a conversation that she did not consider to be over. 

“Thank you, Glynda. Hot cocoa for me, please and…”

“Tea, if you have it. Otherwise, whatever he’s having.”

“Very well.” She swept out of the room, the door slamming open in front of her and then crashing shut behind her. Ozpin watched her go with an inscrutable look in his eyes, then turned back towards me.

He took another deep breath, leaned forward, his elbows resting on the desk in front of him, and began to speak, his voice soft and almost wistful. “Once upon a time, there were two brothers. They were powerful, powerful beyond measure, and with their magic they created this world. They filled it with life and wonder and then, with their powers combined they gave birth to the first seeds of humanity. In that time, we called them Gods, though that was not a title they gave themselves. They said their power was not that of divinity, but something else. Something more.”

He paused for several long moments, gathering his thoughts. I didn’t interrupt him, no matter how outlandish his words sounded. “Time passed. Centuries. Millennia. And then she came. She had been blessed, or perhaps cursed, by the gods, by both brothers. She united all the peoples of the world behind her and she chose to make war upon our makers.” 

He smiled ruefully. “Of course she did not succeed. Instead, the God of Darkness chose to wipe the slate clean, using their own magic against them to wipe away all that had been built, leaving only her standing amidst the rubble. They told her how disappointed they were by their failed experiment. And then they left, leaving behind a broken world.”

“That is quite a story,” I said softly, “but,” I gestured around us, “the world seems perfectly near as I can see it.”

“That it does. That it does. And it took…oh so long to bring us even this far. A mere shadow of what once was.”

“You say it as though you were there.”

His eyes narrowed slightly. “And in a sense I was. Before and after. Time, and time, and time again.”

Well, that certainly didn’t sound ominous at all. I shifted my grip on my wand, ready to cast a defensive spell at a moment’s notice. The implications of Ozpin’s words were not lost on me. “And this concerns me, how?” I asked curiously.

Ozpin sighed. “You’re like them, I can feel it. Or, well,” he amended, “your companion is like their creations were. Like their magic was. It has been years beyond count since I have seen its like outside of myself and…another.”

“The woman?” I asked.

“The woman,” he confirmed.

My mind spun as I considered what he had told me. It was an…interesting, if rather unbelievable story. And an inspiring one. To create a whole world…how much mana must it take to achieve a feat like that?

Well, in for a knut, in for a galleon. “Well, I can’t say that I myself have created any worlds recently, but I do suspect you may be right. I may very well be like your Brothers in a way. It sounds like we both came to this Plane from a great distance, though it sounds like our goals were quite different. I assure you I have no plans for world domination or destruction.”

Half way through my speech, Ozpin sat up, his back straight as a board. “Planeswalker,” he whispered softly.

I nodded once. “In the flesh.”

“Then…do you know of them? Have you seen them? Can you find them?”

I shrugged. “I don’t think so. It sounds like this all happened a long, long time ago, and I’m afraid I’ve only been doing this for a considerably shorter time. But…perhaps I could. In time. It doesn’t like that is something you seem to be lacking.”

Ozpin leaned back, clearly lost in thought as he gazed off into the middle distance. “Then why are you here,” he asked after several long moments of silence. “I thought at first that you must be a messenger, but that does not seem to be the case. I…We must all seem so small in the grand scheme of things. Everything I have ever known or seen…they called it a little experiment. They said that they’d get it right eventually.”

“It's about what I told Glynda. I’m a traveler from a very distant land, just looking around for interesting things to find and new magic to learn. I’ve already found some interesting creatures and I’d love to know how you could feel the magic in Zatanna here.”

Ozpin’s eyes lit up slightly. “And…for such knowledge…would you be willing to assist with some…minor tasks?”

I smiled. Now he was speaking my language. “If they are within my means and the payment is worth it…” I trailed off, but I could see the excitement that had quickly replaced the worry behind his mask. 

Ozpin leaned forward once again, his spectacles slipping down slightly. “If it is knowledge and magic you seek, then you’ve come to the right place. There is no one else on this Remnant more knowledgeable of such things as I.”

“Then I’m certain we can come to an arrangement,” I told him with a practiced smile. 

“Indeed.”

And suddenly things were starting to look up!
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“Ah Hydrys, excellent. You are right on time.”

I stepped out of the elevator and inclined my head. “It would be rude to be late given how helpful you’ve been these past few days.” And he really had been. Ozpin was both a wellspring of knowledge and a skilled teacher. His position also lent him an impressive amount of influence and resources that he had readily directed towards helping me. The last few days had been very productive. 

Now however, it was time to earn some of what I’d been given. I wasn’t completely clear on what exactly the Headmaster wanted from me, but I’d promised to do my best to assist him, though I had warned him that my abilities in certain areas were likely far more limited than those of the Brother Planeswalkers.

“Still, I appreciate it. I’ve seen just how hard you’ve been working these past few days––if you are willing to put even a modicum of that effort into assisting me, the price will have been more than worth it.”

I shrugged. “I’ll do my best. I can’t guarantee that I’ll be able to help you, but I am willing to try.”

He smiled. “That is all I ask. In any case, the most crucial task is one I believe you will have no trouble with. The others…we shall have to wait and see.” 

As though to punctuate his words, the other elevator that led to Ozpin’s high office dinged and slid open, revealing a much plainer metal box than the elaborately decorated public lift. Ozpin stepped inside and extended an arm out to stop the doors from closing behind him, gesturing for me to join him.


I followed him into the elevator, far more relaxed than I would have been several days ago. At this point, I was pretty sure that Ozpin didn’t wish me any harm. I represented too valuable a resource for him to risk me just deciding to leave. 

I’d learned a lot in the past few days. New magic and how to use my newly-unlocked aura of course, but also about Remenant’s past and present. It wasn’t a particularly pretty picture. I hadn’t realized it at first, but the people on this plane were not in a good position at all. Grimm outnumbered Huntsman by a truly ludicrous margin, and, as far as I could tell, only apathy had saved mankind from extinction centuries ago. The Grimm simply didn’t bother wiping them out, even though they almost certainly could if they chose too.

With all factors remaining constant, there was no feasible way that Ozpin could ever actually win. There were simply too many Grimm and too few people capable of fighting back. Furthermore, Grimm did not die of old age and simply grew more and more powerful year by year. Huntsman could and did die. Bright flames snuffed out one by one while the darkness grew and grew without end. 

I however represented a confounding variable, an opportunity to upend the current order and change the grim future facing him. I wasn’t currently strong enough to really make a difference, but I was pretty sure that Ozpin was hoping that, if he could build up enough good will now, I would come back in the future when I was that powerful.

There was more to it than that, I was pretty sure, but I wasn’t sure what else Ozpin wanted from me. He’d been slightly hazy on the details during our initial negotiations, something I’d allowed because of how relatively generous he was being. Well, I was pretty sure I was about to find out what it was, so there was no point agonizing over it. If the cost was too high, I could always just leave. I’d gotten most of what I wanted already, after all. That and more, even.

I flexed my hand and pale green light flecked with silver shimmered faintly over my skin. Even after several days, I still wasn’t used to the sensation of Aura wrapped around me like a comforting blanket. Aura was so much more than I had initially suspected. It was not just some shield enchantment or fancy spell, but rather a part of me that I had never known could exist. 

As far as I could tell, Aura was literally the light of the soul made manifest. Damaging did not damage my soul directly, thankfully, but as my proficiency with it slowly grew, it began to infuse my every action in a way that was incredible to feel and impossible to describe. I felt like I was…more. More than I had been. 

It reminded me, oddly enough, of a line from a muggle film that Zatanna had taken me to see. ‘Luminous beings are we, not this crude matter.’ I’d always known on an intellectual level that my soul was the core of my being, the seat of the essence that made me, well, me, but now I could literally feel that distinction. I was a soul with a body and a mind. Not just meat and bone, but something that was so much more. 

“Your progress controlling your Aura is commendable,” Ozpin said softly, breaking the silence that had filled the elevator. “It takes most of our students weeks or even months to reach the level you have achieved after just a few short days.”

I shrugged. “I have excellent teachers, and it is not so different from some of the magic I’ve learned. A new muscle, yes, but not wholly an unfamiliar one.” And it was true. Magic too, like aura, was something that came from the soul. That was how my Spark was able to allow me to use any form of magic, near as I could tell, and not just the single type that I as a wizard was naturally born with. The exercises I’d learned to train my Hydromancy and Order magic were not fully applicable to Aura, but they were a step in the right direction.

“Even so. Have you had any luck identifying your semblance?”

I frowned and shook my head. “Not yet.” And it was really starting to eat at me. When I had first learned what a Semblance was––a unique ability born from a person’s soul and personalized to them––I was incredibly interested. Then I’d learned that there was no catch-all method by which someone’s semblance could be found and identified, and that many people never discovered theirs. Even some veteran huntsmen went their entire careers without once stumbling on whatever unique ability they had the chance to possess.

“It will come with time. Forcing the issue will not help. It never does.”

I hummed noncommittally. Ozpin was almost certainly right, but that didn’t mean I had to like it. 

The elevator finally slid to a stop and opened, revealing a long, brightly lit hallway lined with doors. The walls, ceiling, and floor were all a blank, shiny white and it was completely silent except for the hum of the lights. 

Ozpin led me half-way down the hallway, then opened a door and stepped inside. The room beyond was small and reminded me slightly of the hospital wing back at Hogwarts. There was a row of beds with white sheets, cabinets on the walls, and, near the center of the room, a metal and glass pod with a young, brown skinned woman resting within it with her eyes closed. Horrible scars covered one side of her face and her face was twisted into a rictus of pain. 

Ozpin stared silently at the woman, an inscrutable expression on his face. Then he turned to me. “This is Amber.” He paused. “Do you remember the story of the seasonal maidens that I told you during our second meeting?” I nodded. “Well, this is one of them. My Fall Maiden. Or well, what is left of her.”

“Oh?”

Ozpin’s lips narrowed into a thin line. “She was attacked on the road and taken by surprise. The attacker used some method to tear the power I invested in my Maidens from her, but was interrupted before they could take it all by one of my agents. Still, Amber was left seriously injured and…” he sighed heavily. “I am not sure what I can do to help her. I was hoping that you might be able to do something for her.”

I nodded slowly. “I’m…not sure what I can do, but I’ll certainly give it a go. This might take a while, and I’ll need to examine her before I try anything.”

“I would expect nothing less.” Ozpin closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “There is another thing, however, that I would ask you to assist me with first. It is a…delicate matter. One that I would ask you to keep secret from all on this world, even your companion.”

Ozpin led me out of the room and further down the hallway until we reached the second to last door. This one was sealed with more than just a lock and key. I could feel the magic radiating off the door, and Ozpin took several seconds to temporarily lift the protections on the room before leading the way inside. 

It was a small office. There was a desk, a few chairs, some bookshelves, and a cabinet. On one wall hung a portrait of two people, a man and a woman, sitting in the grass beside a small cottage. Ozpin shut the door behind us, then took a seat, gesturing for me to do the same.

He dived right in without any preamble. “When the Brothers left us, they did not depart together. The Dark brother left immediately, but our God of Light remained for a time. Before he left, he gifted me four treasures. Relics, he called them. On their own, each is powerful, but together…He claimed that, if all four are brought together, the Brothers will return and judge us again. Once and for all. I do not believe such a judgment would end well for Remnant.”

I immediately understood the idea. “Ah, I see.”

Ozpin smiled. “I do not believe the relics should ever be united, but certain others do not agree with me. I have protected the four relics for countless years, but each day I fear that those who seek to use them draw closer and closer to their goals. I would ask that, when you leave this plane, you remove that temptation. Permanently.”

It sounded like a good deal to me. I liked the sound of powerful relics crafted directly by these ancient planeswalkers. “Sounds like a sound plan to me. I’d be happy to assist you.”

Ozpin smiled. “Good. Very good.” And then he opened the cupboard behind his desk and withdrew a very familiar looking lamp. I’d seen it's like just a few days ago, except that one had been cast from solid gold. “This is the Relic of Knowledge. Once every hundred years, it is capable of answering any three questions. I can not say how reliable it will be beyond the bounds of Remnant, but I wish to never see it again. I’m afraid you’ll have to learn how to use it for yourself.”

Fair enough. 

And then he handed it to me. Just like that. I nodded firmly. “I’ll make sure you won’t. No one on here ever will.” I slipped the lamp into my expanded bag and Ozpin looked like an immense weight had been lifted from his shoulders.

“Thank you, Hydrys. This means more to me than you could possibly know.”

“I’m always happy to help.” Especially when ‘helping’ meant being given powerful magic items. If only it was always so easy.
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My meeting with the Headmaster continued for several more minutes as the man gave me a brief explanation of how the relic worked. Apparently it had one use left right now and the other two wouldn’t be ready for an entire century, but I didn’t begrudge Ozpin whatever information he’d used the Relic to acquire. Parting with such a treasure, even if it was for a good cause, could not have been easy. As it was, it was kind of him to leave me with even that single question.

Even if he hadn’t, I would have happily taken it. The item’s power was incredible, but not only was it more than likely that I’d be able to create copies of it for later use, but I also was equally interested in how it worked and had been created, something I could now study at my leisure in the future.

In the end, Ozpin handed me a thin notebook with instructions on how to use the Relic, then asked me to avoid messing with it until I was safely gone from this Plane. It was easy enough to agree to that. There were plenty of other things to occupy my time here and I was certain that Zatanna would be happy to help me examine such an impressive work of artifice.

With that taken care of, the two of us returned to where Amber was being kept stable by some manner of sophisticated-looking enchanted medical machinery. It took about an hour to conclude that I just didn’t know enough to be helpful for the moment. Physically, Amber was completely fine. All my diagnostic charms showed that she was in near-perfect health outside of some nutritional issues and her scars. 

Magically though? The closest thing I could compare her condition to was a case I’d read in one of my family’s grimoires written during the early 14th century. One of my distant ancestors had tried to broker a deal with the reclusive but fiendishly brilliant dark wizard Ekrizdis, best known in the modern day for constructing Azkaban and quite possibly the creator of the first Dementors.

Unfortunately, nothing good had come of it and the witch who had gone to meet with the man barely escaped with her life, only to expire months later as a shell of a person. Her brother, Pollux Regulus Black, had written in horrifying detail about how her condition had deteriorated, her soul slowly falling apart and tearing free from her body piece by agonizing piece. Despite his best efforts, and nearly twenty-thousand galleons spent on hiring specialists and purchasing exotic potions and artifacts in an effort to stem the spiritual bleeding, he ultimately failed to save his sister.

As far as I could tell, Amber’s condition wasn’t quite as bad as poor Irma Callidora Black had been, but it was a near thing. People didn’t tend to survive with souls as tattered as hers––it was why even just a brush with a dementor could be fatal––but a combination of her remaining aura and what was left of the golden web of magic that made up her powers as a Maiden had managed to patch over the holes and stopped the rest of her spirit from dissipating. 

I didn’t know how to help Amber. But I did know of a person who very well might be able to do so. A powerful wizard with nearly ten times more experience than I myself possessed. Conveniently I even had a Blueprint of the man, meaning I could simply bring him here directly instead of playing interplaner post owl. 

…unfortunately, I was currently two mana short of actually being able to summon Kent Nelson. Conveniently however, I was currently on a brand new plane with countless potential lands to bind. Thus, it was finally time to stop putting off what was possibly the most important thing that I should have done upon arriving on Remnant. I needed to go bind some more lands. At least one of which needed to produce White mana. 

Ozpin was not particularly pleased by that idea. Understandable really. He’s just handed me a priceless treasure and now here I was telling him that I needed to go waltzing off into the wilderness. However, in the end, he’d had no choice but to go along with the idea, though he did insist that I bring a guard with me to make sure that I stayed safe. 

I agreed, of course. There was no real reason not to and, after learning about some of the rarer and more dangerous Grimm out there, I was more than happy to have a bodyguard who could stand between me and them as I apparated away. I was confident that I could kill or subdue a beowolf or even a pack of them, but a flying, building-sized Grimm that could shoot bolts of lightning powerful enough to instantly burn through a trained huntsman's aura was slightly more iffy. 

My plan was simple. If I wanted to summon Kent, I needed to bind two different lands. Experience and instincts told me that binding the first land would be easy enough, but the second would require actual familiarity and a significant time investment. Thus, while I was confident that Beacon itself would qualify, it was better to first connect to a more isolated location where I didn’t plan to spend much time and only then move on to connecting to the Academy where I planned to spend most of my remaining time on this Plane. 

My first thought was that buried ruin that I’d initially arrived in, but since I wasn’t sure what sort of mana Beacon would produce, I wanted to maximize the likelihood that my first land would produce the White mana I needed to summon Kent. There was a small chance that the ruin would qualify, but it felt more Black than White to my senses, so it wasn’t a safe bet. 

Over the past few months I’d spent a lot of time contemplating the colors of Magic. I couldn’t say that I had a full understanding of them, or even a marginally thorough one, but I knew some things. White was the color of order. Of healing and protection, laws and justice. It felt like honor and community. Thus, I wanted a place with a long history that exemplified those qualities. 

On its own, that wasn’t a very hard set of requirements. I was pretty sure that something like a hospital or a courthouse would qualify. More difficulty, I also wanted somewhere isolated. Somewhere I could planeswalk without any witnesses and set up powerful wards to protect my access point to this Plane in case my relationship with Ozpin turned sour.  

It took some discussion, but eventually Ozpin helped me identify just such a place. An ancient memorial some distance outside of Vale that had been constructed to honor a particularly valiant team of Hunters that had spent their entire lives valiantly fighting to protect man from the Creatures of Grimm. One of them had been famed throughout the Kingdom for their powerful healing semblance, while two others had devoted their final years to codifying protections for the families of Huntsmen who perished in the line of duty. 

 

And so, with a few hours of daylight remaining and no reason to dilly dally, I found myself boarding a bullhead with Zatanna and the Huntsman that Ozpin had selected to guard me. Well, Huntress. Ozpin had introduced the tall, dark-haired woman as Raven, and told me that she was a trusted ally and a very powerful combatant. 

The woman herself had stayed mostly silent so far, answering most questions with one-word answers or nods. She wore a blank white mask with no visible eye slits over her face that completely hid her features from view, thigh-high black boots, a black and red shirt with a v-neckline and some armored plates, and a short black skirt. A bulky scabbard hung at her side and she unconsciously kept the hilt within easy reach at all times. 

I was pretty sure she was another one of Ozpin’s maidens, though I wasn’t sure which one. I’d still had my magic-sight spell active when I’d gone to meet with Ozpin for the second time, and she was the only person on this Plane outside of Zatanna, Ozpin, and Amber who lit up under its effect. Aura was magic, I was certain of it, but it was magic of too different a kind to be visible to the spell. 

The trip ended up being rather underwhelming, all things considered. It was about an hour-long flight, most of which I spent pouring over a Grimm bestiary. Zatanna joined me at first, then decided to start pestering Raven about the different creatures we were reading about. It took some prodding, but she did eventually provide a few bits and pieces not present in the book. Mostly tips on how to best kill some of the more troublesome Grimm.

We landed a short distance from the ruins and Raven proved her worth by absolutely shredding through the dozen or so ursa and beowolves we encountered between the bullhead and our destination. I would have been upset about the missed Blueprints, but I’d already gained one during a short excursion into the forest that surrounded Beacon and my efforts to create duplicate Blueprints from an ursa with slightly different spikes had gone nowhere. 

She was a whirlwind of death, her blade a red streak as she cleaved through the Creatures of Grimm like a farmer harvesting wheat. She moved like lightning, dashing from one enemy to the next without stopping, each strike a killing blow. The entire time her aura didn’t so much as shimmer, not a single one of the creatures able to touch her before they died. 

The memorial had once been at the center of a small town, but now it was all that remained. Grass and small shrubs grew where there had once been cobblestones and I could see the remnants of foundations and streets of hard-packed dirt through the trees. The statue of the four hunters that had once stood upon the tall stone plinth was long gone as well; all that was left of it was a broken limb half buried in the foliage.

I walked slowly around the plinth, studying the faded words carved into the stone. They told the story of the men and women honored here, meant to immortalize their names and deeds in something more permanent than memory. The stone was worn in places, words and letters obscured by dirt or smoothed out by rain and wind. Some of it was left completely illegible, while other parts were mostly untouched. 

I ran a finger across a smooth, featureless face. Any detail the carving had once held was long gone, leaving only a placid expression and pupiless eyes. It was a woman’s face, I thought. Any inscription that had once appeared beneath it was long gone, but it was probably meant to be one of the heroic Huntresses. That made her either Quartz Rose or Emiliya Wondergreen. Or perhaps it was someone else. A family member, or even the sculptor who’d created the original statue?

I turned to Raven, who had just dispatched another beowolf with a precise flick of her sword. “I’m going to need some time.”

“Understood.” She nodded sharply and then lept, landing easily on top of the plinth. The trees around the monument were still rather young and sparse compared to the ancient trees of the greater forest. From her high vantage point, Raven had an excellent view of our surroundings and would be able to intercept any Grimm that found us. 

Despite her presence, I still didn’t feel entirely safe lowering my guard entirely. Sitting down with my back against the monument, I took a moment to cast a White mana reinforced protego horribilis around myself, then closed my eyes, laid the tip of my wand against the ground, and focused on the world around me.

It took about half an hour of searching and fiddling with my Spark, but eventually I felt the connection form. The bond was slightly different from what I was used to. This place was meaningful, but not unique in the same way that Shadowcrest, the Tower of Fate, and Slaughter Swamp were unique. 

It was a Huntsmen's Memorial, not the Huntsmen's Memorial. Still, I was pretty sure I’d be able to draw mana from it just as well. It also had some secondary effect that I would need to explore in the future, some method that allowed it to permanently strengthen people like the Huntsmen it honored using mana. Ozpin would probably be pleased if I augmented some of his subordinates, and perhaps this could even do something to help Amber?

It even produced White mana like I’d hoped it would! I was very pleased with the trip. Zatanna complained that it had been boring, but I was pretty sure she was just trying to fill the silence. 

Before we left, I made sure to thoroughly memorize the surroundings so that I could apparate back here in the future. I could always just planeswalk, but that would just unduly stress my Spark and I wanted it to be in optimal shape at all times so that I could flee safely if something happened.

            

    
        Chapter 64

    
    
    
    
                RWBY: Beacon

Day Four

The energy that the people of Remnant called Aura was a fascinating thing. In its most crude, basic form, it could be used to form a sort of shroud over the user's body in order to protect them from harm. Some amount of force and sensation could still bleed through the barrier, but as long as it remained in place it was almost impossible to seriously injure the user. 

On its own, that ability was not all that impressive. It took some amount of focus to maintain the shroud and a few good hits would rapidly deplete a person’s aura, ‘shattering’ it in a burst of brilliant color and leaving them as vulnerable as a normal muggle. According to Glynda, who had unlocked my Aura for me, I had an unusually large reserve of the energy––something I attributed to my Spark and magical ancestry––but even then a simple protego shield could endure more punishment than the ‘light of my soul’. 

Fortunately, that was not nearly the extent of what Aura could do. With some practice, that shroud could become reflexive, a defense that remained in place even when fully disarmed or unconscious. It could also be greatly improved, turning the initial loose haze of aura into purposeful plates that shrugged off blows that would have instantly shattered a basic shroud of aura. The basic shield could be further evolved into an even more focused defense, creating small but incredibly powerful barriers that consumed a fraction of the aura needed to protect the entire body. 

Then there were the many other benefits and skills you could learn with practice. Aura gave its users a sixth-sense for when you were being watched, something that could apparently be honed into a precise danger sense keen enough to detect hidden threats like poison or an assassin lost in a crowd. Raven claimed to know of a Huntress who could even feel when people were plotting against her a continent away. 

Furthermore, if you did manage to get hurt despite your Aura, just having it unlocked could improve healing by an order of magnitude, something that could be improved even further with training. There were huntsmen who could reattach limbs by pressing the severed stumps together and some could regrow organs and missing digits fast enough for it to be relevant in the midst of a running battle. 

Though I had yet to meet the woman in question, Professor Peach––the local herbology teacher––was apparently skilled enough to regrow her heart after a particularly dangerous alpha Grimm impaled her through the chest with its tusks. The Grimm had thrown her away, thinking her dead, and she’d regenerated the majority of her chest cavity, killed it, completed the rest of her mission, and only then returned to the nearest settlement for a medical check up. 

And that was only on the defensive side. Huntsmen reinforced their bodies with aura, allowing them to achieve inhuman feats of athleticism. Most huntsmen were already as fit as even the most athletic quidditch player––something about how aura-based healing compounded the effects of exercise––but I’d seen Raven jump ten feet straight up without a running start and Professor Port could pick up and carry an entire bullhead on his shoulders, something that was completely impossible for a wizard without the aid of spells or potions.

Beyond that, aura could be infused into fists and weapons, producing shockwaves, launching blades of cutting energy, and amplifying blows. Glynda’s crop was made from wood and fine leather, but she could shatter boulders and block blades with it even without the help of her semblance. 

Then of course you had to consider semblances. Anyone with their aura unlocked could eventually discover their semblance, a unique and often powerful ability that could turn even the most unimpressive huntsmen into a serious threat. These too could be improved with training and often were the defining feature of a huntsmen’s kit.

According to the books I’d consulted and the people I’d spoken to, a semblance could be literally anything. I had my doubts about that claim, but there certainly was a vast range of possibilities. Glynda’s was telekinesis, and her control with it was both precise and devastating. Raven––who had continued hovering around me ever since we’d returned from our trip into the wilderness––could create portals at will, something that I’d only ever seen Kent do with magic. I’d also seen students who could fly, create ethereal copies of themselves, teleport short distances, control aura-infused paper, and many other interesting and exotic abilities. 

I’d really had to reassess the danger level of the people around me in the past few days. Sure, none of them were as versatile as a proper wizard, but that did not make them weak. I was confident that my magic could put down even the strongest or the students and trained huntsmen I’d encountered, but if someone was able to take me by surprise…I was far less confident in my ability to win that fight. 

I doubted that I would ever reach the level of mastery that some of the professors showed with aura––I simply had too many much more valuable, versatile, and interesting skills to learn and practice––but I couldn’t deny that gaining at least a passable level of skill was a must. Most of what aura could do could be copied or surpassed by spells, but an instinctive, constantly-active defense could be lifesaving at some point in the future. There had already been several instances where the shield charm on my necklace had saved my life, and not having to depend on an enchanted object that could be lost or stolen was certainly a motivating proposition.

The rest of it…Well, I’d learn what I could, and I’d improve over time with use, but none of it was really that big a priority. Physical strength, speed, and reflexives were nice, but only so far as they helped me cast faster. The other offensive aura skills felt mostly useless to me, and many of the advanced techniques would simply take too long to master to be that worth pursuing. 

Discovering my semblance would be nice, but I wasn’t sure how useful it would end up being. Many of the abilities I’d seen could be mimicked with magic, while others were mostly pointless or required an immense amount of time and training to use effectively. Finding your semblance was also a very inconsistent proposition––there were huntsmen who’d gone their entire careers and retired without ever discovering what it was. I’d had no luck so far, but perhaps that would change in the future.

Fortunately, I currently happened to be living at one of the world’s leading institutions in training Huntsmen to use their abilities. The leading institution, even, according to the moderately biased teaching staff. There were very few places better suited to helping me learn to use aura.

Unfortunately, they had a very…hands on approach to such training. I frantically raised an arm the way I’d been shown and my current training partner’s spear slammed into my forearm like a battering ram. Green and silver flashed at the point of impact and I slid backwards, barely keeping my footing.

“That was much better!” Glynda called out, “your aura should feel smooth like a sheet of glass, not grainy like sand.”

“Yeah,” Pyrrha added, her spear held loosely at her side. “You’re already doing a lot better than last time.” I wasn’t sure if it was intended as a compliment or a shot at my frankly abysmal performance compared to what she was capable of. It certainly felt like the latter with how casually she was slapping me around the training hall.

I nodded and Glynda continued. “Let’s try one more time and then we’ll call it. Your aura is starting to get dangerously low.”

I nodded in understanding and Pyrrha and I both took our places at the center of the mostly empty training room. It was just me, Glynda, Pyrrha, and Zatanna, who was reading a book in the corner. Well, sort of. I was absolutely certain that Raven was watching us through a tiny portal somewhere in the room, but she wasn’t physically present so it didn’t count.

I raised my arms in front of me and focused on my aura, feeling how it sluggishly flowed around my body like a cocoon of water. With a thought, those currents froze in place, forming a thin, hard sheet. “Ready,” I said softly.

Pyrrha casually raised her spear and pointed it at me. She looked completely at ease, her muscles loose and her clothing pristine. “Ready.”

“Then begin!” Glynda called out.

Pyrrha moved first, slowly approaching me with her spear pointed at my chest. She could have crossed the distance between us in a single bound––I’d seen her do just that during one of the combat classes I’d sat in on––but instead she gave me time to prepare. There would be no point otherwise, of course she was better at this than I was, I’d only had my aura unlocked a few days ago and she’d been using it actively in combat for years. 

I knocked a slow, telegraphed thrust away with my wrist, carefully forming the surface of the aura that made contact with the spear's shaft to maximize strength and minimize energy waste the way Glynda had shown me. Pyrrha let me parry the thrust, giving way when I knew she could easily have pushed past the amount of force I’d used to push her weapon away. 

The next attack was a sweep towards my chest, this one just a little bit faster than the last. Aura flowed through my legs and I took a half-step backwards, allowing the tip of the spear to fly past me. Then came another thrust that I sidestepped, another slash I blocked with my forearm, and finally a thrust that came too quickly for me to respond and send me flying backwards, the breath knocked from my lungs.

I collapsed onto the ground several meters away from where I’d started and took a deep, shuddering breath. My chest hurt and there were bruises all over my body, but that was the worst of the damage. My aura felt wispy and fragmented, but not shattered. 

I slowly stood up, marveling at the fact that I hadn’t broken anything. I really, really should have, but instead I’d be fine after a few hours of rest. I rubbed my chest and winced in pain. Ugh. And there was sweat all over my face too. This sucked so much but I could feel the incremental improvements with every lesson. A little pain and discomfort now was much better than a lot of pain and a broken spine during a life or death battle.

“Excellent work, both of you. Pyrrha, wonderful control. Hydrys, you’re really starting to get the hang of things. I do believe we’re just about done for the day, Hydrys’ aura is all but depleted.”

I looked up at the display that showed Pyrrha and I’s aura levels. My bar was almost completely red, with only a tiny green sliver showing my remaining aura reserves. Pyrrha’s on the other hand was the opposite, only a tiny sliver or red showing that she’d used up any aura at all.

I smiled tightly. “Thank you, Pyrrha, thank you Professor. I appreciate your time.”

“Don’t worry, Hydrys,” Pyrrha told me, “I’m learning a lot too.” It was an obvious lie, but she sounded genuine enough. “I’m going to get going. I have some team training coming up this afternoon.”

“Of course, Miss Nikos. I appreciate your assistance and your dedication to your studies is commendable. I’ll see you in class tomorrow.”

The red-headed girl nodded and hurried out of the training room.

Glynda turned to me. “From what I’ve heard from the Headmaster, you’ve more than earned it. I’ve never seen Ozpin look so optimistic about the future before.”

I smiled charmingly, or at least as charmingly as I could with my sweat-slicked hair stuck to my face and my limbs feeling like they were filled with lead. “I’m glad I’ve been able to help. Your work here is so important and I’m proud to be a part of it.”

Glynda, Zatanna, and I left the room together, the teacher insisting on walking me back to the room I’d been assigned. Along the way she continued to give me feedback on what she’d seen during our lesson. As far as I knew, Glynda primarily fought with her semblance, but I was still learning basic enough aura skills that any huntsman worth their salt could help me improve and she had more than a decade of experience training students my age.

As we neared my room, I turned to her and asked, “Did Ozpin tell you anything about the experiment I was hoping to conduct?”

She paused slightly between steps, “Ah, yes. We have spoken on the topic. There are a number of candidates he’s been considering, but I don’t believe he’s come to any final decision yet.”

I nodded slowly. “Are you interested?”

“Me?” she asked, sounding surprised.

“Why not? You fit all the qualifications and I’d prefer someone I’m familiar with than a total stranger.”

She was quiet for several seconds. “I…would have to consider it. Discuss the topic with the Headmaster, you understand.”

“Of course. Just don’t wait too long. I don’t think I’ll be able to do it more than a couple of times and there’s not much time left.” We stopped outside my room and I used the ‘scroll’, a sort of cellphone with an illusionary screen instead of a glass one, I’d been given to unlock the door. “Thank you again, Glynda. Think about it.”

“Of course. Have a nice rest of your day, Hydrys.”

I had only just entered my room and started taking off my sweaty training clothes, the enchantments on them not quite able to keep up with how much I’d been perspiring, when Raven appeared through a swirling red portal. I stared at her silently and finished taking off my shirt. “Yes?” I asked, surprised and slightly annoyed by the intrusion. I really, really wanted to take a hot shower right about now.

“I don’t know about Glynda, but I am certainly interested,” Raven said flatly.

“You’ve spoken to Ozpin, then?” I asked.

“I have.”

“And you know my conditions?”

“Immaterial. What you do elsewhere does not concern me. My strength does.” 

Fair enough. Well, Raven had been one of the people I’d had in mind when I’d spoken to the Headmaster about my idea last night, so I was glad I didn’t need to convince her of anything.

“Okay,” I agreed easily. “Sit down and get comfortable, this might take a bit.”

This time it was her turn to be surprised. “Now?” 

“No time like the present.”

Raven took a seat on one of the unused beds in the room I shared with Zatanna. We’d ended up in one of the rooms typically reserved for visiting Huntsmen teams and Huntsmen almost always worked in groups of four. We’d pushed two of the beds together to sleep in and shoved the other two against the back wall to free up some space. 

I sat down beside her and frowned. “Actually, this will be easier if you lie down.” I imagined that Raven was scowling behind her mask, but she compiled nonetheless.

I put one hand on her belly and poked the tip of my wand into her shoulder between two armored segments. Then I began to slowly run a stream of mana into her body as my mind sank down towards my Spark.

Unlike with the Grimm, I immediately felt some resistance fighting back against my magic. “Control your aura,” I ordered. Some of the resistance withdrew, but not all of it. Still, it was enough.

Slowly but surely, my magic flowed down my wand, through Raven’s body, up my arm, and into my spark. It took much, much longer than it had with the Grimm, nearly ten minutes, but eventually I felt the Blueprint snap into place. Raven Branwen, huh. Wasn’t that the same name as one of Ozpin’s other trusted subordinates? I wondered if they were related.

She was a very attractive woman under that mask. And she also cost just as much mana as Kent and Solomon Grundy, meaning she might be even stronger than I’d initially suspected. Like I’d thought, she was indeed one of Ozpin’s Maidens. A very good addition to my repertoire. It was unfortunate that she cost a Color of mana I didn’t currently have access to, but that would be fixed with time. 

With that taken care of, I moved on to the part Raven was actually interested in. I reached out to my newest land, feeling for the secondary ability I’d spent the trip back from the memorial contemplating. Mana flowed from my other lands into me, then from me down my bond with the Huntsmen’s Memorial, and than back through me and into Raven. 

The muscles beneath my hand tensed and I felt the bed shake as one of Raven’s legs rose up and slammed down onto the mattress like an anvil. She took a deep, shaky breath. “Is it done?”

I opened my eyes and cast the aether-sight spell. There was a sparkle of Mana permeating Raven’s entire body. Barely anything compared to how Zatanna and even Ozpin looked under the spell, but more than the nothing I would have seen before.

“I think so. Do you feel different.”

Raven was silent for several seconds. “I…think so. Yes.” She fell silent again. Then, “I need to go.” A portal opened up beneath her and she fell through it, the red disk snapping shut a moment later. That was fine though. I’d gotten everything I needed from the woman. Now though, my sweat was starting to dry and I felt sticky and gross. I really, really needed that shower.

About an hour later, clean, dry, and wearing a fresh set of clothing, I found myself walking down one of Beacon’s many white-walled halls, Zatanna at my side. I had my hand outstretched, running my fingers along the cool, smooth stone.

Zatanna was speaking softly, complaining really, but I was mostly tuning her out. It was something I’d heard a half-dozen times already. “It sucks that we’re here together in another school but I can’t learn the same stuff that you can,” she grouched, “I know I’m a copy and it doesn’t matter because the original wouldn’t get anything out of it anyway, but aura seems so cool! I could be like uncle Kent and Superman at the same time! All these books are interesting and stuff, but it's not the same.”

I hummed noncommittally. I understood where she was coming from, but at this point Zatanna was just complaining for the sake of complaining. Professor Goodwitch, Ozpin, and I had all tried to unlock her aura, but nothing had come of it. I wasn’t sure if it was because she was a copy or if the aura was just non-compatible with people from that Plane, but in any case, Zatanna had been greatly disappointed by that outcome. 

I could empathize with how she was feeling. Just imagining being at the Conservatory or Hogwarts without the ability to use magic sounded like pure torture, but I couldn’t really help her and the complaints were starting to get a little grating. If this was the real Zatanna, I probably would have been more patient, but as it was the only courtesy I extended was not snapping at her to shut up so I could focus. 

We rounded a corner and Zatanna fell silent, perking up slightly as she saw a familiar group of girls. “Oh! Hi girls!” she called out to the quartet.

Ruby whirled around. “Zatanna!” She shot towards us and nearly knocked Zatanna off her feet with a hug. “ Oh, hi Hydrys! I didn’t see you guys in class today or yesterday!”

Zatanna hugged the slightly younger girl back briefly. “We were a bit busy. What are you guys doing here?”

Ruby’s smile turned into a pout and she visibly deflated. “We’re doing homework,” she whined. “I already did it, but Weiss insisted that it wasn’t good enough so now we’re going to the library.”

Weiss, Blake, and Yang walked over at a slightly slower pace and the six of us exchanged greetings. After spending the entire trip from Forever Fall to Beacon talking to them, Zatanna had become fast friends with several of the members of team RWBY. We’d also sat in on a few of the classes they were taking and often ate at the same table during mealtimes. 

I didn’t have any particularly strong feelings about the group one way or another, but they made Zatanna happy so I didn’t mind spending time with them when it was convenient. If nothing else, the eye candy was nice and they weren’t nearly as annoying as some of the other students I’d met so far.

“It's important to do your homework right, not just finish it,” Zatanna chided. “I know it can be boring, but you guys are learning important stuff. How are you going to be a good Huntress someday if you don’t learn the things a Huntress needs to know?

“But it's so boooring!” Ruby whined. 

Zatanna laughed softly. “Here, me and Hydrys are also heading to the library. I can sit with you and keep you company while you work.”

We made it to the library a few minutes later and settled down around one of the many circular tables scattered throughout the room. It was a bit of a tight squeeze––the tables were clearly designed to seat four––but we grabbed two extra chairs and made it work. Weiss immediately set to browbeating Ruby and Yang into redoing whatever assignment they’d been assigned. Yang had apparently not even started it, while Ruby had only theoretically completed her work. 

Blake had apparently already finished and submitted the assignment in question and took the seat between me and Yang, pulling out a thick book and quickly becoming absorbed by the pages. I left Zatanna to help Ruby and headed off into the stacks to find some of the reference books I was interested in.

Beacon’s library was smaller than I would have liked, but bigger than I had feared. Part of it was that there was a lot of information available on the student’s scrolls, so many basic books had been excluded from the collection. There was also a lot less bookwork involved in studying to become a Huntsmen compared to learning magic.

I grabbed two books on aura training, a Grimm bestiary I had yet to peruse, and an interesting-looking account of a huntsmen team that had fought in the war between kingdoms nearly a century ago. Returning to my seat, I was quickly engrossed in my reading. 

Some time later, I looked up when I noticed that Blake was leaning over beside me, peering at what I was reading.“Why are you reading about Teryxes?” she asked softly, “Those are only really found around Atlas.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Aren’t huntsmen supposed to be able to operate anywhere on Remnant? I’d think it's even more important to learn about Grimm you aren’t likely to face during your schooling so you aren’t surprised when you come across one as a fully trained huntress.”

“I guess. But you’re not a huntsman.” 

“Maybe not, but it's important to know what kind of dangers are out there.” And what kind of fascinating Grimm I would like to eventually add to my growing collection of Blueprints. 

Blake was silent for several seconds. “Teryxes are mostly dangerous to airships. They’re big and strong, but they’re not very nimble or smart. Their bodies are pretty durable, but if you damage their wings while they’re flying, they can die by just plowing into the ground.”

I filed the information away. It wasn’t too far off from what was written in the book, but it sounded like a first-hand lesson, which was interesting. “I’ll keep that in mind in case I ever run into one,” I told her, “thanks Blake.”

She fell silent again, but didn’t look away from my book. “Is there something you want?” I asked slowly.

Blake jabbed the book at the bottom of my stack. “This one is garbage. You shouldn’t read it.”

I pulled the book out. It wasn’t a very large tome, about two-hundred pages long with a plain brown cover and the title and author’s name embossed on the spine. “Why, what’s wrong with it?”

Blake wrinkled her nose. “The author wants you to think she’s a big hero, but she and her team were awful. They committed all sorts of terrible crimes against the faunus during the war and played them off afterward. She and her husband were two of Menagerie’s most wanted until they died a few decades ago.”

“Huh, I didn’t know that. Thanks Blake.”

She nodded jerkily and went back to her own book. I shrugged, pushed the book aside, and went back to my reading. 
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I ended up spending another hour in the library quietly reading before deciding that Ruby’s increasingly dramatic complaints were getting to be a bit much. The girl could be serious––I’d seen her absolutely tear through three of her classmates during Glynda’s combat class with deadly focus shining in her silver eyes––but only in certain situations. Doing academic work she didn’t really want to be doing was not one of them.

Zatanna stayed behind and I did not begrudge her the opportunity to spend time with her new friends. It was good to have her around amidst a sea of unfamiliar faces, but I could do without her company for a time. I gathered my books, wished the others farewell, and headed towards the front desk to check out the books I’d selected minus the one that Blake had mentioned as being factually inaccurate. 

I didn’t immediately head back to my room. It was still early in the evening and the usually busy halls and stairways were nearly empty of students. I let my feet carry me where they would, taking turns mostly at random and admiring the way the slowly setting sun painted the school’s white walkways and outbuildings in shades of red and orange through the many windows I passed.

Though I didn’t really know the school particularly well, I wasn’t too worried about getting lost. Beacon was somewhat labyrinthine, but not nearly on the same scale as Hogwarts and, without any anti-apparition wards around the academy, I could always return to my room from wherever I ended up wandering. 

After a few minutes, I heard a second set of footsteps approaching me from behind and turned to find Blake hurrying towards me, a pair of books tucked under her arm. I looked at her curiously and she waved. “Hydrys, wait up!” she called out, and I stopped, leaning against a windowsill as I waited for her to catch up.

She stopped beside me and leaned forward, her breathing smooth and even despite having clearly been chasing after me for at least some distance. “Good evening, Blake,” I greeted her. “Did I forget something at the library?”

“Oh…uh, no?” she said, seeming slightly surprised by the question. “Did you?”

“Nothing I was intending to bring with me, I don’t think.” I tilted my head to the side slightly, and shifted such that I could have my wand in my hand at a moment’s notice. “Is there something I can help you with?”

She blinked at me blankly, then straightened and shoved the books she was holding out towards me. “Here.”

I silently took the proffered books and turned them over in my hands. The top book was titled ‘Troubles of the Post-War Era’ and the second was ‘Those Who Hunted More than Grimm: the Real Monsters of Vacuo’. Neither was particularly thick compared to some of the spellbooks I was used too, but that seemed to be a general trend here on Remnant. 

“These are better,” she told me firmly. “I couldn’t find a copy of ‘Counting the Dead’, but I think there’s a bookseller in Vale that has some in stock. I can give you his address.”

Ah, I suddenly realized what this was about. “These are meant to replace the book I set aside, then?” I asked curiously.

She nodded emphatically. “They’re much less biased. I read them both in school back…before coming to Beacon.”

I nodded and tucked them under my arm. “Thank you, Blake. I appreciate the gesture. I’ll give them a look if I have some time.”

“You should. Not enough humans know about what really happened during and especially after the Great War.” 

I suddenly had a feeling that the books I’d been given may well be just as biased as the one I’d left behind, perhaps even more so. Just in a different direction. I probably wouldn’t be reading either of them, though maybe I’d flip through a few pages between more academically rigorous reading. 

I smiled charmingly. “I completely understand. All too often, history is simply written by the winners to highlight their achievements.” Wizards were unfortunately quite guilty of that offense, often to our own detriment. I’d read a number of first-person accounts dating back to the last few goblin-wars written by Blacks, and they differed significantly from what was in my history of magic textbooks. Far too many wizarding lives were lost during each rebellion as we willfully blinded ourselves to the dangers posed by our non-human foes. 

“Exactly!” Blake exclaimed, “We––I mean Faunus won the Rights Revolution, but what did that really change? Almost nothing. Sure they can live in any of the Kingdoms now as equal citizens, but what use is equality on paper when the people they live with don’t believe in that equality? Nothing! The names and words change, but the quality of life has mostly stayed the same or even gotten worse!”

Ah right, Faunus. I’d heard about them. Near-human beings with various animal features that lived among the people of Remnant. I’d seen a few of them around the academy and they didn’t really seem significantly different from the other students. 

I couldn’t say that I particularly empathized with what Blake was saying, but she certainly seemed passionate about it all. I chose my next words carefully, mindful of how I’d seen some of the more fervent muggle-lovers back home react. I didn’t think the situation was necessarily a good parallel, faunus here seemed to be just as capable of using the local form of magic as anyone else, but Blake was certainly speaking of it as though it was. “It truly is a tragedy,” I agreed. “We should be working together against the Grimm, not fighting each other.”

“I know, right? But some people just can’t put aside their differences!”

I guess perhaps the situation was more similar to the historic conflicts between wizards and other magic-capable near-humans? Britain only really had hags, whose magic was far cruder and weaker than that of wizards, but I knew that French wizards had a long and bloody history with the local Veela flocks. A Veela could use a wand just as readily as any other witch but, like goblins and many other beasts and beings, they had long been banned from possessing them. 

However, unlike a goblin or a house elf, veela often had little trouble getting their hands on wands through official channels. When their natural abilities were well controlled, a veela could easily pass for a blonde witch and simply purchase a well-matched wand from a master craftsman. 

This had led to many violent conflicts between wizards and veela with comparable levels of skill and training, and ultimately veela had finally been given the right to carry wands in the country after the french revolution. 

Even now though, there remained a lot of bad blood and stigma between the two groups, and very few ICW signatories allowed Veela to carry wands. Britain certainly didn’t, though the law was rarely enforced. France had managed to push through international bans on the purchase, possession, and sale of live veela, but that law was similarly laxly enforced. Probably the work of the Malfoys––they’d always been very proud of their merchandise, though utterly denied any accusations of interbreeding. 

“I completely agree.” It was rather funny to see two groups of barely-wizards discriminating against one another. I straightened. “Thank you for the books. Feel free to pass along any other recommendations to Zatanna or I and I’ll try to take a look. I’m afraid my time here at Beacon is nearing its end, but I’m sure we’ll run into each other a few more times yet.”

I started to turn away, but Blake raised a hand to stop me. “Where are you going?”

I smiled politely. “Just looking around for now. Beacon has a beautiful campus and I’m afraid I’ve not had the opportunity to explore it much.”

“Oh, I can show you some of my favorite spots that I’ve found!” Blake offered.

I considered refusing the offer, but memories of how I’d ended up bonding with Shadowcrest stopped me. I had planned to just wander around and see if I could get a feel for the building and its grounds that way, but perhaps Blake’s presence could expedite that process? There was a certain amount of meaning involved in binding a land, both internal and external, and Blake clearly had a stronger degree of attachment to this place than I did.

“That sounds lovely.” I offered her my arm and she hesitantly took it. “Lead on.”


I wasn’t sure if Blake’s presence actually helped at all, but a few hours later I finally felt the connection snap into place. We were sitting together in a small courtyard and Blake was telling me about a book she’d been reading. I had a nagging suspicion that this was the same book, or at least series, as she’d been engrossed in during our bullhead flight, but she was doing a good job of editing out the lurid details I’d seen so it was hard to say for certain.

Our conversation had drifted a lot during the impromptu tour she’d given me. She spoke at length about faunus rights and discrimination and I mostly nodded along and made the appropriate sounds at times to show that I was listening. Then she’d moved on to talking about her team, then some notes about her life and studies, and finally onto some of her favorite books.

I waited until Blake reached a pause in her story and stood up. “Well Blake, this has been a wonderful way to spend an evening,” I finally, finally had five lands! Enough to summon Kent or Raven, though unfortunately the Colors did not line up with most of the Grimm whose Blueprints I’d gathered so far. “Unfortunately I’m afraid that duty calls. I have some things I promised to assist the headmaster with that I need to get to tonight.”

“Oh, okay.” Blake looked rather disappointed. “But there are still a few spots I wanted to show you.”

“Perhaps another night,” I told her noncommittally. Her company had been pleasant enough and she was an attractive young woman, but I was not overly invested in many of the things she seemed to be rather passionate about. “Have a nice rest of your evening, Blake.” I turned and walked away, then cast a silencing charm around myself and apparated, reappearing in the room where Ozpin was keeping Amber. 

It was high time to see if I could actually help the Maiden. I didn’t want Ozpin to think that I was ungrateful for his aid by seemingly avoiding the things he’d asked me to assist him with. Though I was pretty sure I wouldn’t be able to help her directly, I finally had the resources to summon someone who very well might be able to do so.

I drew upon all my lands. Two White mana from the Tower of Fate and the Huntsmen’s Monument. One Black from Slaughter Swamp. And finally two colorless from Shadowcrest and Beacon. I channeled the mana through my spark, then out into the world. There was a faint shimmer, a pulse of energy, and then Kent Nelson appeared, steadying himself with his cane as he looked around the room.

“Good evening, Kent,” I greeted the man. 

“And to you, Hydrys,” he said, smiling at me. “So this is what Planeswalker magic feels like. Very interesting.”

“Oh? You can feel something?”

He nodded slowly, “Yes, I do believe I can. I am…not quite whole, I think.”

“Do you still have your magic?” I asked, slightly worried. Zatanna hadn’t mentioned any difficulties, but she also had a far less developed skill set than Kent did. Her capabilities didn’t really exceed my own in any real way, while Kent’s certainly did.

“I believe so. But I am missing something. I’ve grown to know myself quite well after years watching and waiting in the Helmet while Nabu worked, and I don’t feel quite right.”

“Will it slow you down?”

“It shouldn’t.”

“Than let's table that discussion for now.”

“Of course, of course.” He turned away from me, peering past me towards the pod where Amber lay unconscious. “I take it this is why you called for me?”

“That’s correct. I’m hoping you’ll be able to do something for her.” 

“Hmm, perhaps. I can’t say that I’m an expert healer––Order magic is unfortunately ill-suited to dealing with maladies of the flesh.”

“What about soul damage?”

“Somewhat better suited.”

“Then that’s perfect. Aura should be able to deal with anything that’s physically wrong with her.” I paused, seeing the confusion on Kent’s face. “Uh, it's a type of local magic. Self-enhancement mostly, but also healing and some other stuff. It comes from the soul.” The confusion faded slightly so I continued. “Near as I can tell, someone tried to tear her soul out of her body, and at least partially succeeded. Plus she has this magic…blessing of sorts attached to her that was also badly damaged.”

“I understand. I will need some time, and likely an example of this aura to work with.”

“Done and done. I’ll make sure that Ozpin, that’s the person in charge around here, will get you anything you need. I’ll go talk to him now.”

“Very good. Farewell, Hydrys.”

“Thanks for the help, Kent.”

As much as having Zatanna’s copy around was weird, the innate sense of loyalty and obedience towards me that summons received was rather handy. I was confident that the real Kent wouldn’t have been so ready to jump at my request. I was pretty sure it wasn’t an absolute thing, especially not with legendary summons, but as long as I avoided pushing them too far past what they were willing to do, my summons seemed content to obey my orders. 

I left the basement with a skip in my step and a smile on my face. Now that I’d bound Beacon, I was even happier to have gotten a Blueprint of Raven. Hopefully Ozpin would find some other huntsmen or huntresses interested in having me augment them with the Monument, because I’d feel much safer back on Zatanna’s world with a duo or trio of experienced Huntsmen as bodyguards. Raven was a good start, but if I could get Glynda too and perhaps even a few of the more-skilled students…

The protection would be welcome and the eye-candy was just the cherry on top. I was really starting to miss having the real Zatanna around. It was getting late, but I’d promised to enchant a few things for Ozpin and should probably finish taking care of that tonight. A few portkeys, some shield-charms, and a couple other minor enchantments wouldn’t take too long, but it was best to take care of that so I could spend the rest of my time here focusing on what I really wanted to be doing. 
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Glynda lay on the same bed that Raven had occupied a little less than two days earlier. Instead of just the bare mattress, there was a plain white sheet under her like you might find in the hospital wing. There were three of us in the room like there had been last time, but instead of Zatanna, the third person was Ozpin, his hands folded together on top of his cane as he silently watched the proceedings. 

“Are you ready?” I asked.

Glynda nodded, her lips pursed and her muscles tensed.

I jabbed her belly with my wand and her aura flared. It was like poking a brick wall. If I hadn’t started learning how to reinforce my wand with my aura, I might have even scuffed the wood. “Relax,” I ordered. “Control your aura and yourself. I can’t work if you’re going to fight me the whole way.”

Glynda did not relax. If anything, her back stiffened and her grip on her riding crop tightened until her already pale knuckles turned white. 

I turned towards Ozpin and shrugged helplessly. The man rose slowly to his feet and walked over to where I was sitting beside the huntress, his cane tapping against the ground with every step. 

“Glynda, my dear, there is nothing to be worried about. I’ve already seen Hydrys work and the enhancement is quite harmless. I’d take it myself, but I’m afraid that what he is offering does not seem to be compatible with my own wizardry.” 

My lips curled into a small frown. And hadn’t that been an annoying thing to discover. I could neither create a Blueprint, nor enhance the ancient wizard. The Brothers’ magic inside him  resisted my magic and my spark with frightening intensity and neither of us felt comfortable trying to push through that resistance. 

Ozpin continued. “I will be right here the entire time and make sure that nothing goes wrong. It is important for all of us who fight for the light to seize whatever advantages we can.”

Glynda sighed. “Yes, Ozpin. I understand.”

It took another few minutes for her to properly relax, but eventually I felt her aura withdraw somewhat so I could begin. From there, the process took a little under a quarter of an hour. First, Glynda’s Blueprint appeared within my Spark. It was another five-mana Blueprint that used a color I did not have any lands for, but thankfully that wasn’t going to be an issue now that I’d bonded with Beacon. Then I used four lands to empower the huntress, leaving me with just Shadowcrest to draw on.

I withdrew my wand and hand and stepped away. Glynda sat up slowly, flexing her fingers. “That was a thoroughly odd experience,” she announced. “But I do feel somewhat different now.”

“Raven reported a roughly ten-percent improvement to her physical strength when not using her aura to empower her body.”

Glynda balled her hand into a fist. “I think it feels like more than that. It's hard to say for sure.”

Ozpin laughed. “That’s what testing is for, Glynda. We don’t make our students do it for nothing, after all.”

Glynda grumbled something under her breath as Ozpin turned to me. “I’ve arranged things for later this afternoon. Will you be available around two?”

I felt for my land bonds, trying to get a general sense for how long it would take them to refresh. It was hard, but my senses––and prior experience––told me it would be about two or three hours. Since it was currently some time before noon, that was more than enough time. I nodded. “That should be good.”

“Excellent, excellent. Will either of your companions be joining us?”

“I think Zatanna told me she was going to be spending some more time with team RWBY this afternoon, but Kent will probably come for at least the first part. Observing an aura activation might help him with his work.”

“Very good. Let me know if he needs anything else. Amber’s health is one of my top priorities.”

“Will do. Till this afternoon, then, Ozpin.”

He nodded sharply. “Till this afternoon, Hydrys.” He helped Glynda to her feet and the two left without any further fanfare.

The next few hours passed quickly and busily. I checked in with Kent and spent about half an hour conversing with the elderly Order wizard. Amber’s hospital room had been completely transformed in the thirty-six hours since I’d summoned him. The beds and much of the equipment had been pushed up against the walls or removed entirely and Amber’s pod now stood at the center of a large, complex runic circle whose purpose and methodologies I could only roughly parse. 

Kent was in an excellent mood. He looked carefree and joyful in a way I’d never seen the original look and was rushing around the room adjusting parts of the circle and casting complex analysis spells. According to him, everything was progressing smoothly and he had high hopes of successfully healing the Maiden or at least significantly improving the condition of her soul.

Eventually I passed along the time that Ozpin had given me, wished him farewell, and continued on my way. At some point in the future I would need to see if my summoned version of the man was willing to teach me any skills that the original was holding back, but that could wait for another time. 

Next I headed up to Ozpin’s office. The man was absent, but I left a list of materials that Kent was asking for on his desk. Either he’d see them the next time he came up, or I’d pass along the details when we met up later in the afternoon. 

I also returned a pair of thin, hand-written books that I’d borrowed. Near as I could tell, they’d originally been prepared as guides for some of his earliest Maidens and contained instructions on how to practice and develop their magical abilities. They were both (formerly) one-of-a-kind books and Ozpin had asked me to return them when I was finished with them, something I was happy to do. After all, I had brand new copies in my bag that I could peruse at my leisure. 

Nothing in the books was particularly revolutionary, but it was interesting stuff nonetheless. The local magic seemed to come in one of two varieties––simple and direct or fiendishly complicated and versatile––with nothing really in between to bridge the gap. 

The two books, as well as some of the other materials I’d borrowed from Ozpin and duplicated, mostly covered the former. The local magic was well suited towards combat, favoring elemental manipulations and powerful projections of force and magic that could be cast rapidly to devastating effect. 

I wasn’t very good at it yet, but I’d picked up the basics quickly enough. Speed and power would come with practice. I could even levitate now without the need for my wand. It wasn’t flight yet, but it was one step closer than I’d been before.

The latter was something I’d been learning from Ozpin directly. Annoyingly enough, it wasn’t anything he’d ever bothered writing down. The magic he’d imbued into his Maidens was too crude to duplicate such delicate, intricate magics and they were the only other wizards on Remnant outside of his mysterious adversary. 

Still, despite that setback, it was still some fascinating stuff. Pocket dimensions, powerful blessings, wards, precise scrying, and more were all possible if you had the skill, knowledge, and patience to accomplish it. I didn’t––not yet, and likely not for some time––but Ozpin had promised to write up a few short guides for me that I could bring along with me when I left Remnant behind.

I was particularly interested in how Ozpin had created his Maidens. Ozpin had given muggles––well, muggle-like humans––access to magic. Real, versatile magic, not just the aura that was available to all the living creatures of this Plane. It was both heresy and one of the most incredible magical achievements I’d ever heard of. So far Ozpin’s explanations of how he’d done it had been vague and often went over my head, but someday I was certain I’d be able to duplicate the feat. 

After that brief stop, I headed down to the cafeteria where I met up with Zatanna and the members of teams RWBY and JNPR for lunch. I ate quickly and left soon after, not seeing much reason in hanging around. Zatanna had made fast friends with members of both teams and seemed to be enjoying herself, but I had more important things to be doing today.

My next destination was the library. I returned the books I’d borrowed the day before, collected about a dozen new tomes that looked promising or had been recommended to me, and headed back to my room to read and duplicate my new acquisitions. My bag was rapidly starting to fill up with books, something that pleased me to no end. The library of my home would someday rival and surpass the greatest repositories of knowledge known to wizard-kind. Books, scrolls, and tablets gathered from countless planes collected under my roof; the mere thought of it made me giddy.

Soon however, it was time to go. I reluctantly closed the latest text that had caught my interest––a treatise on aura-plating written by a long-dead soldier––and headed to the room that Ozpin had selected for us. 

I was not the first to arrive, but neither was I the last. Ozpin was already there, as was an uncomfortable-looking teenage boy with orange hair wearing a crisp white shirt and pants. He was fiddling with his collar and constantly looking around the room, his foot tapping out a frantic rhythm against the floor. 

Kent arrived scarcely a minute after I did. A glowing ankh appeared by the door and he stepped out of it, nearly making the boy fall as he stumbled backwards in surprise. Ozpin’s cane shot up and tapped the boy’s back, stopping him before he could crack his skull open on the hardwood floor.

Glynda was the last to arrive, bringing with her the other volunteer that Ozpin had selected. To my surprise, that volunteer turned out to be Blake, who looked equally surprised to see me sitting beside Ozpin quietly discussing the finer points of his method of spatial manipulation. 

“Hydrys? What are you doing here?” Blake asked. She turned to Glynda, “I thought I was supposed to meet with some kind of special consultant.” 

“Indeed, that would be him,” Glynda confirmed. 

Ozpin smiled. “I thought you might be more comfortable working with someone familiar, and a first-year student will give us an excellent baseline to work from.”

I shrugged. “I’m fine with it. As long as you’re happy to use up one of your three slots.” After Raven had confirmed that the process worked, I’d agreed to enhance four more huntsmen of Ozpin’s choice. I simply didn’t have enough time or mana for more than that. Collecting more Blueprints would have been nice, but four skilled huntsmen and huntresses was already a good number. One of those had been Glynda. Ozpin had intended for himself to be another, but that didn’t work out.

“I am.” He pitched his voice so it would carry across the room. “Miss Belladonna has so far proven herself to be a skilled and trustworthy student. I have high hopes of working with her more closely in the future.”

Blake didn’t audibly react to the Headmaster’s words, but I could see that she’d heard them nonetheless. Her back straightened slightly and a new note of confidence entered her stride. 

“Fair enough. Well, I think this is everyone. Let’s get started?”

“Indeed. I would like to get back to work as soon as possible,” Kent added.

“Of course. Then let's begin with Mr. Magin here so he and you can both be on your way.”

Ozpin directed the boy to stand near the center of the room and Kent and I both swiftly cast a number of perception and analysis spells on ourselves. Once we were both ready, Ozpin set a hand on the boy’s head and took a deep breath. 

The man’s aura flared, green light flowing around him and slowly expanding from his body. His voice was firm and dripped with emotion and power. “For it is in determination that we achieve success. Through this, we become a paragon of light and humanity to rise above her. Infinite in death and unbound by time, I release your soul, and by my power, condemn thee.”

I watched with keen interest as Ozpin’s aura reached out towards and flowed into the boy. It filled his body, thin tendrils brushing against the barely visible wisps that made up the core of his very being. 

Then there was a shift and what had just moments before been a silvery wisp became a shining furnace. Ozpin’s aura vanished in an instant, pushed out of the boy’s body as sunset-orange aura flared to life and rushed like floodwaters from his soul to fill the space that Ozpin’s aura had opened up. 

Kent hummed thoughtfully. “Fascinating.”

I nodded in agreement. “That’s not quite how Glynda did it to me. She wasn’t as thorough. Ozpin’s method is better, I think. I bet the boy will have an easier time picking up the basics than most people.”

Kent clicked his tongue. “As interesting as this was, I’m afraid it wasn’t quite as helpful as I’d hoped. I must return to my work.”

And just like that, he was gone through another ankh. I didn’t even have a chance to say goodbye. When Kent got invested in a project, he really knew how to focus on it to the exclusion of everything else.

I took a few more minutes to examine the boy’s newly awakened aura, and then he was sent on his way and it was time for the second part of today’s demonstrations. For that however, we needed to relocate. This training room was considered state of the art, but I was interested in seeing how huntsmen operated and for that we needed slightly less controlled conditions.

Thus, the four of us left Beacon and headed down into the vast forest that surrounded the plateau on which the Academy had been built. Along the way, Glynda explained to Blake what would be happening while Ozpin and I continued our conversation from before.

The plan was simple. We were going to find some Grimm. If they were a species I’d yet to obtain a blueprint for, we would subdue it and I’d take care of that. Otherwise, Blake would be given the opportunity to show off her huntress skills in front of her combat teacher and Headmaster.

After Blake had fought a few Grimm, we’d pause, I would collect a Blueprint, empower her using the Memorial, and then we’d find some more Grimm for her to fight to see how much she’d improved. 

The Emerald forest was home to plenty of Grimm, so finding them shouldn’t be an issue. However, the more dangerous Grimm were frequently culled by upperclassmen and professors, so with Glynda and Ozpin there none of us would ever be in any real danger.

Everything went off without a hitch. The first Grimm we encountered was a Boarbatusk, a boar-like Grimm that was common in the forest. I’d already obtained such a blueprint, so we let Blake kill it and moved on. Two Nevermore, a Beowolf, and another Boarbatusk were likewise taken care of in short order.

Watching Blake fight was an interesting experience. Her weapon was an odd mix of a sword, gun, and scythe on a chain. It seemed like an impractical combination, but she made it work, fluidly changing between forms and attacking the Grimm from angles that they clearly did not expect.

What stood out to me however was her semblance. Blake could create fragile copies of herself that emerged from her body and propelled her in various directions, granting her an impressive level of mobility beyond that of an ordinary huntress of her strength and speed. The copies could also take or land at least one hit and she dispatched both Nevermores with precise strikes from the copies’ weapons. 

It was a very interesting ability, one that Blake clearly had years of experience utilizing. She and her copies moved together seamlessly and her trick of creating them mid-air to change directions was very clever. It wasn’t flight, but she’d manage to launch herself quite high up into the air when necessary without the typical loss of control that occurred when a combatant’s limbs all left the ground.

Eventually, we found a small clearing and Glynda used her semblance to create a small raised table for Blake to lie down on. Like Glynda, it took her several minutes to get comfortable enough to lower her aura and relax, something that was no doubt helped by the way her teacher simply swatted a pair of Ursa that wandered too close to us. She flicked her riding crop and the two Grimm burst into smoke in an instant. Boy was I happy to have a Blueprint of her and Raven.

This time, the process took significantly less time than it had with Raven and Glynda. Collecting Blake’s Blueprint took a mere handful of minutes, and augmenting her was another one or two on top of that. 

After that, we gave her a few minutes to adjust while I studied the Blueprint I’d collected. I’d known that the bow in her hair seemed off. She was a Faunus, not a human. No wonder she’d been so invested in her people’s rights. It was a surprisingly effective disguise, though perhaps I simply had no reason to wonder why she might be concealing her identity. It was hard to say one way or another. 

The next half hour passed quickly. We once again did not encounter any new Grimm, not that I’d really expected that we would. Blake was clearly faster and stronger than she’d been before, and not by an insignificant margin. It was taking her some time to adjust to that increase of strength, but she was clearly enjoying its effects. 

It was towards the end of our excursion that something interesting happened. The goal of watching Blake butcher Grimm had been for me to see how huntsmen of a more comparable skill-level to me used their aura in combat. It was certainly educational, but I’d grown rather distracted by watching Blake’s semblance instead. Something about it seemed very interesting and resonated with me. It was not an ability I could replicate with wand magic, nor any of the other disciplines I’d learned. Perhaps it was possible to do something similar with Order magic? I would have to speak with Kent on the matter.

And then, as I continued to watch her fight with a particularly large Ursa, it happened. Something clicked and my Spark pulsed as a new Blueprint slotted into place. My eyes widened even as Blake dispatched the Ursa with a sweep of her sword. 

I’d just gotten a Blueprint from Blake’s semblance. Something I hadn’t even realized was possible. This…this had possibilities.
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The first time Ozpin had brought me down to visit Amber, I’d thought the room seemed far too large for just one patient. There had been a lot of empty space, a lot of unused furniture, and Amber’s pod had looked out of place and isolated. 

Now, I somewhat wished the room was bigger. It felt a lot more cramped with a giant ritual circle taking up most of the floorspace, even after most of the furniture had been moved out of the room, and there were a lot more people now than just Ozpin and I. 

There were seven of us in the room now, not counting Amber herself who was fast asleep inside her pod. She looked far more peaceful than she had a few days ago, her scarred face lacking some of the tension that had been present previously. Ozpin had seemed nearly overwhelmed with joy when he’d first seen her after Kent’s first attempt at soul-surgery––her soul was still ragged, but no longer were bits and pieces at risk of breaking off and it was clear that much of the pain that had troubled her had abated. 

“So, let’s go over everything one more time,” Qrow said. “Just so we’re all on the same page.” The man leaned back against the wall, his weapon propped up beside him within easy reach. He’d chosen the furthest corner of the room to settle in, positioning himself as far as possible from Amber’s pod and the rest of us. 

“It's not that complicated,” Raven said sharply. She was standing on my left, actually present in the room for once instead of just watching over me through a portal, and had a hand on the hilt of her sword. 

“What would––” Qrow began, but fell silent when Ozpin cleared his throat. 

“Perhaps not,” Ozpin cut in before the two could start arguing again. I wasn’t sure how exactly the two were related, but they didn’t seem to be on particularly good terms. “But it would still be best to make sure. Take the time to check your weapons, dust, and other preparations. Once we begin, there will not be time for such things.” He turned to Kent, who was standing near the center of the circle beside Amber’s pod. His voice went from sharp to respectful. “Mr. Nelson, if you would begin?”

Kent looked up. “Ah, yes. Well. As you should all be aware, Miss Amber here is missing a not-insignificant piece of her soul, aura, and mantle that transformed her into the Fall Maiden. She’s currently stable, but I fear that, without drastic action, she may never recover fully.”

“Amber’s soul is missing too much of its core structure to recover fully on its own, and my efforts have so far been limited to damage control, not true healing. However, as far as I can tell, the two sections of her soul and the magic imbued into it are still connected. It is a faint thing, and I can feel the bond slowly degrading, but as long as we are able to reunite Amber with that rest of her being, I expect she will eventually make a near-full recovery.”

He paused, gesturing towards the floor around him. “That’s where this comes in. This circle is meant to amplify the link between the portion of the Fall Maiden’s powers within Amber, and those that were stolen from her. It won’t last long, but it should point us towards the person who currently possesses the other half of the mantle.”

Kent fell silent and Ozpin smoothly continued where he’d left off. “Hydrys here is capable of creating objects that allow their holder to teleport to a preselected location. He shall use the connection formed by Mr. Nelson to create such an object and then we shall all use it to ambush Amber’s ambushers in turn. Qrow, you’re the only one who's actually seen these people.”

Qrow straightened slightly, though his shoulders remained slouched. “Yeah. I saw three of them, though there could have been a fourth lurking somewhere. The one we’re after is a pale chick. She was wearing a red dress and had a bow on her back, so she’s probably a ranged specialist. She’s got some kind of tiny Grimm in her palm that she used to suck out Amber’s aura. I saw her use some of her new Maiden powers almost immediately, and she’s probably gotten better since than.”

“Other two, I didn’t see much. Dark-skinned girl with green-blue hair and a gray-haired boy. Both early twenties, both had aura. I’d put them on a third-, maybe fourth-year level, but I can’t say how tired they were after subduing Amber so it's hard to say for sure. One of them, or maybe their fourth member, is some kind of illusionist. They vanished way too smoothly for it to have been anything else.” He coughed into his fist, “That’s about all I got.”

“Thank you, Qrow. Now then, our priority is the false Maiden. Optimally, we would like to subdue her and bring her back here for interrogation and aura-extraction. Thumbelina,” he turned to the pink-haired Professor who I’d met earlier this morning in order to empower her with the Memorial, “that is your priority. Ensure she is subdued and unable to end her own life if it comes down to that.”

The woman nodded. There were several flowering vines wrapped around her arms and draped over her shoulders, and they were slowly wriggling around like snakes. The florakenetic was both Beacon’s primary medical doctor and the Professor for the local version of Herbology. She’d apparently been the one who had initially stabilized Amber and was a very powerful huntress in her own right, even if she’d been out of the field for nearly two decades. 

Though she did not look a day over thirty, she was actually nearly ninety-years old and her mastery of aura-based healing was a wonder to behold. She could patch up fatal wounds in moments and was nigh unkillable as long as she had aura to burn. 

He turned back to address all of us. “However, if she seems primed to escape, kill her. She is almost certainly in league with our Adversary and is extremely dangerous. The mantle should snap back to Amber on her death, and we can not risk her escaping.”

“If she tries to run, she will not escape my blades.” Even behind her blank mask, I could tell that Raven was smiling viciously. 

Ozpin smiled. “Thank you, Raven.”

Glynda, the last member of the group that Ozpin had brought together, spoke up before he could continue. “And the other two? Or three?”

Ozpin's smile vanished. “They too are in league with our Adversary. It is regrettable, but we shall all do what we must. Capture is preferable, but we do not need them alive. Do not allow them to escape.”

Glynda nodded slowly. “Understood.”

“Any questions?” Ozpin asked, looking each of us in the eyes one at a time. I met his gaze squarely. I was perhaps the least invested person in this whole operation, and yet its success rested squarely on my shoulders. 

I had seriously considered sitting the whole thing out––I could create the portkey and then stay behind––but ultimately a combination of interest and greed had convinced me to join the group fully. I wanted to see how Huntsman fought when things were serious. I wanted to study this woman who had literally stolen magic from its rightful owner. I wanted to make sure that Amber recovered so that I could acquire the Blueprint of another powerful huntress. 

“Good. Then let’s begin. Mr. Nelson?”

Kent nodded sharply. He made a gesture and golden light surrounded him and his cane, lifting him off the ground to hover above Amber’s pod, his head almost touching the ceiling. His cane hovered into place behind him and a golden ankh appeared around it, growing until it was as tall as Kent himself.

The circle on the floor lit up, magic flowing from Kent, through the pod, and then down into the ritual. He made several hand gestures, each one slow and deliberate, and the circle pulsed once, twice, and then a third time. 

There was a flare of power, Order magic pouring off Kent in waves. Then the ankh behind him rushed forward and through him, shrinking as it flew until it was barely as large as my palm. I extended my left hand towards it and brushed my finger across the golden light. Instantly, I felt the connection, a tether reaching out into the distance.

I focused on the tether, my occlumency helping me interpret what it was telling me into more than just a direction. Thankfully, it didn’t seem as though our target was moving around much, nor was she all that far away. A few hours flight, if that. Raven had floated the idea that the trio could have escaped into the Grimm lands––the continent overrun with old and powerful Grimm that could pose a serious threat to even the most powerful huntsmen––but it seemed that was not the case.

Without removing my left hand from the floating ankh, I crouched down and tapped the rope lying on the floor in front of me with my wand. “Portus,” I declared firmly, focusing on a spot a short distance away from the end of the tether and pouring magic into the spell.

I waited for several seconds, then pulled my hand away from the ankh and instead used that hand to lift the rope into the air. “Thirty seconds,” I called out, “everyone grab on. She’s not moving, somewhere about two, three, hours Northish of here.”

Six hands quickly joined mine, each of us standing at least a foot apart like I’d instructed them to. Portkeys could be disorientating at the best of times and it was entirely possible that we’d appear some distance above the ground, in a building, or in some other perilous location. It was best to have room to move without slamming into each other.

I counted down mentally, then verbally for the last few seconds. Most of my attention however went into double checking the protective spells I’d cast ahead of time and making sure that my aura was prepared to protect me from any hits that got through my magic. My wand was in my hand and I was ready to cast on a moment’s notice, all five of my land bonds charged and ready.

“One,” I said, and then there was a wrenching sensation behind my navel and all seven of us vanished from the room. 

We reappeared in a small forest glade, a bullhead sitting at the center of the clearing. There were no people visible, but signs of human activity––bits of garbage, footprints, the remnants of a fire pit––were scattered all around it. The huntsmen around me stumbled as we hit the ground, but quickly steadied themselves. The trip was smoother than I’d been expecting. Aura seemed to have dulled the worst of the twisting and wrenching that usually accompanied portkey travel. 

Peach was the first to react. She dropped the rope and took a step back, then slammed both of her hands into the ground, her fingers sinking several inches into the topsoil. Several of the trees around us groaned and suddenly began moving as though they’d been transformed into whomping willows. They leaned inward, their branches snaking out to wrap around the bullhead’s engines. More branches began to move, extending out between the trees to form a crude net around the clearing. There would be no escape for our targets.

The rest of us were not much slower than she was. Kent floated into the air, a golden bubble snapping into place around him and his cane held firmly at his side. The huntsmen all drew their weapons and scattered throughout the clearing, their muscles tensed and ready to move. 

Ozpin stared dispassionately at the bullhead. “Glynda, if you would.”

The woman in question nodded sharply and swung her riding crop. There was a groaning, tearing sound, and a moment later the bullhead’s hatch was torn clean off its hinges, the metal crumpling under the force of Glynda’s semblance. Glynda flicked her crop and the hunk of twisted metal was sent hurtling away, revealing the craft’s dark interior.

What came next happened almost too fast for me to see. Raven, who was standing several paces to me left, suddenly shot forward, the crystalline red blade of her sword cutting through the air with a sharp hiss. There were three staccato impacts, each so close to one another that it almost sounded like one sound, and then a trio bisected arrows tumbled to the ground behind her. 

“She’s inside!” Qrow called out quite unnecessarily. He and Raven both charged towards the dark opening, Glynda following behind them at a slightly more sedated pace. Kent pointed his cane and a bright golden light surged from its tip, yet another ankh flying after the trio of huntsmen radiating a piercing glow. 

I stared down at the arrows, then back up at the bullhead. I trusted my shields, but that had been…faster than I had expected. I raised my wand into the air and swiftly erected a white-mana empowered protego horribilis around myself. Safety first. 
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Going inside that bullhead sounded exactly like the stupid nonsense that got lesser wizards killed. There were somewhere between three and six people that were faster, stronger, and more experienced than I was at fighting in close range inside the damaged flying machine, and the confined interior of a bullhead was not the kind of space where wizards thrived. 

In any case, I was confident that my six allies could take on one barely trained witch and her friends, but, like cornered rats, I had no doubt that they would try to flee the scene. That could not be allowed. Peach’s efforts were a good start, but that seemed like just the avenue where I could best assist with the operation. 

Plus, if the false maiden and her allies tried to flee, that would give me a chance to safely see how some of my less physical spells performed against aura. Spells I wasn’t willing to risk casting on allies and sparring partners. 

“I’m going to circle around, make sure they can’t get away.”

Ozpin nodded. He had his cane––he called it The Long Memory––pointed towards the bullhead and there was a glowing green gear spinning in the air in front of him. I wasn’t quite sure what he was doing, but the amount of magic pouring off of him made my skin tingle. 

Unfortunately, the faint glow of my shield meant that stealth was not really an option, but that just made my next spell an even clearer choice. If there really was an illusionist amongst the group, it was important to be vigilant. I was confident that Kent would be able to piece whatever shroud they were using––Order magic was very good at seeing through all sorts of illusions and deceptions––but I was less confident that the other huntsmen would realize something was wrong.

Before anything else, I needed to make sure that our enemies were not already trying to flee. I twirled my wand, drawing the outline of an upside down keyhole in the air, then raised my wand towards the sky. “Homenum Revelio.” I considered overcharging the spell with Blue mana, but ultimately decided against it. Shadowcrest was too valuable a resource to waste so early into a potentially drawn-out fight and it wasn’t like the clearing was particularly large. 

A moment later, I felt the spell wash over ten people. Exactly as expected. I could hear sounds of violence emerging from inside the bullhead where five people were rapidly moving around each other while a sixth hung back inside the cockpit and Kent was floating in the doorway. 

I moved quickly––well, quickly for me, not compared to the huntsmen––circling around the clearing with my wand raised in front of me, a portion of my attention focused on maintaining the revealing charm I’d cast. The shield around me, a sphere of translucent golden-white that gleamed as the sun shone through it, was a comforting presence. Huntsmen were fast, but it took more than just speed to punch through a spell like this one. 

My lips pulled into a tight frown as I remembered Raven dashing forward to cut those arrows out of the air. Perhaps I had somewhat undervalued some of aura’s more mundane benefits. I wouldn’t always have space and the element of surprise on my side, and physical projectiles tended to move a lot faster than spells. I could dodge a spell, or swat it out of the air with my wand. I absolutely could not have moved fast enough to block or dodge those arrows on my own. If instead of simple arrows they’d been enchanted with a shield-piercing charm or something similar…

Something to consider for the future. The dangers of my home plane were well known to wizards. On other planes however, there were untold threats that could come out of nowhere with no reason or warning. I was suddenly reminded of a story I’d heard as a child. 

‘That very night, another wizard crept upon the oldest brother as he lay, wine-sodden, upon his bed. The thief took the wand and, for good measure, slit the oldest brother’s throat.’

It wasn’t an exact parallel, but it was a good lesson nonetheless. My planeswalker abilities couldn’t help me if I didn’t use them or didn’t protect myself on an axis I did not expect danger to come from.

A thought momentarily flashed through my mind. I had four mana left, but Slaughter Swamp could provide a fifth under certain circumstances. Such as if I decided to summon Solomon Grundy, a legendary tough and strong warrior. Perhaps a new body guard would be appropriate while my other companions were occupied?

It was a tempting prospect, but I quickly discarded the idea. Without having ever summoned the zombie before, I didn’t know its temperament or how useful it would actually be. It simply wasn’t worth using up all of my mana for, though I would need to remember to try summoning him at some point now that I had the mana to do so.

I had only just moved half-way around the clearing when there was a tortured screech of tearing metal and a person was sent bodily hurtling through the side of the bullhead in a high arc, leaving a gaping rent in the side of the craft. My eyes widened and I automatically tracked the gray-haired boy’s body as it arced through the air.

I raised my wand but before I could fire off a spell, the side of the bullhead was torn apart by a hail of knife-like stone blades that cut through the metal like paper. They weren’t aimed at me, but several impacted against my shield like bludgers and shattered into tiny shards. What was left of the bullhead’s side was promptly destroyed as well as Qrow and a green-haired girl flew through it, both slamming into the ground and leaving deep furrows through the soft earth. 

My eyes flicked between the girl on the ground, the guy soaring wildly through the air, and the bullhead. One of those was a much surer target than the other. I pointed my wand at the girl, who was already struggling to get to her feet, and cast. “Imperio,” I whispered harshly. 

The spell connected and I instantly felt resistance. Much more than I would have expected, but less than I had feared. I focused my will, my eyes narrowing as I smothered the girl’s mind and will with my own. I could feel something unusual pushing back against my control––her aura, probably––but it was weak and uncontrolled. Perhaps aura could protect the mind, but it, just like physical shielding, required training to work properly?

Meanwhile, Glynda emerged from the ruined bullhead, several dozen shards of torn metal and plastic orbiting around her. She waved her crop and several of the larger pieces flew after the boy, wrapping around his limbs like chains and pushing him higher up into the air. 

“Damn you!” a woman shouted, her voice distorted. “Damn you all! How? How! Just die!” There was an eruption of flames and Raven was suddenly behind me as what was left of the bullhead was consumed by a boiling ball of fire. Gold light flared within the flames and Kent flew up into the air to hover above the bullhead. 

Most of my attention remained focused on my target, but I didn’t fail to miss how the last person inside the bullhead tried to escape in the other direction. “She’s running!” I called out. “I got the green one!”

Raven and Qrow were after her a moment later, but by the time they made it to the fleeing woman, it was already over. Ozpin intercepted her in a blur of green. He moved like lightning, his body almost seeming to stutter as he closed the gap between him and her, dozens of spectral green gears clicking and turning in the air around him. The two exchanged a half-dozen blows that I could only perceive by the impacts of their weapons against each other, and then Ozpin’s final strike caught her directly in the chest and her aura shattered in a hail of crystalline orange light. 

She staggered backwards and raised her arm. One of her sleeves turned white and a blast of magical wind erupted from her body, but it was too little, too late. Ozpin slapped her arm aside, jabbed her in the chest with his cane, and the magic she was calling on died before it could do more than lift some leaves up into the air.  

My control of the girl slipped for a moment. “Cinder!” she cried out, her voice panicked. 


I clenched my teeth and her resistance died. Her weapons were swiftly thrown aside and she lay down with her face pressed into the dirt and her arms on her head. At the same time, Peach appeared behind the woman––Cinder, apparently––and two of the vines on her arms lunged forward like striking snakes. They grew rapidly, wrapping around Cinder’s arms, chest, and neck.  Cinder struggled mightily, but it was no use. Several flowers bloomed around her face and she collapsed like a puppet with its strings cut. 

Glynda floated down to the earth. The last of the trio was floating behind her, wrapped up in sheets of torn metal like an ugly present, only his head visible past the layers of gift wrapping. Kent gestured and two small ankhs flew from his fingers. One impacted against each of the subdued enemies and they both slumped into unconsciousness as well.

He smiled cheerfully. “Well, that was easy enough. I’ve always been a fan of…alternative medicine, shall we say. Particularly when it works.”

Qrow snorted loudly. “Medicine?” he asked.

“Well, call it a special kind of surgery, perhaps. Aggressive healing? This is all to fix Amber, is it not? Thus, medicine.”

Peach, who was tending to Cinder, shrugged. “Reasonable enough. Not too dissimilar from some of the field healing I’ve done. Sometimes, you need to beat the infection out.”

“And you ask why all the students go into Vale for their checkups…” Glynda mumbled. 
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I had originally planned to leave Remnant the day after our operation. I probably could have left the same day, but we hadn’t been certain how long things would take and Kent would need time to prepare the ritual to heal Amber once we had acquired the thief.

Unfortunately that had proven to be a slightly over-optimistic goal. More specifically, our newly captured foes had proven to be far more interesting than I had initially suspected. Proper interrogation took time and there were a number of things that I and Ozpin both wanted to know. There were also a number of other things I still wanted to do before leaving and those too took time.

Thus it was only now, on the evening of the second day since we had captured the trio I now knew as Cinder, Mercury, and Emerald, that I was finally ready to head…back. I had considered staying a little longer, perhaps for an extra day or two, but, well, I missed Zatanna. I missed sleeping in my own bed under the comforting weight of my own wards. I missed just curling up with a book and a cup of tea with nothing urgent pressing on me. Two weeks at the Conservatory and then more than a week here almost immediately after had given me little to no time to rest, recuperate, and internalize all the lessons I’d learned. 

Plus, I was worried about Zatanna, and I didn’t want her to worry about me. This was the longest we’d been apart since we’d met and she’d been all alone surrounded by muggles most days since I’d left. Just thinking about it made me want to shudder in disgust. At least they were mostly female muggles, so no one was likely to get any ideas above their station. The mere thought of a filthy muggle pawing at her like an animal made me grind my teeth together. At least the people here had some sort of magic, even if they mostly just used it to hit things harder, faster, and more accurately. 

At least I hadn’t wasted the extra days I’d spent here beyond those that I had initially planned. In fact, they had been extremely productive and profitable. I had gained five new Blueprints that varied from useful to potentially priceless. Ozpin had provided me with two new texts on his magic that he’d written and another ancient tome from a cache he’d hidden centuries ago.

I’d also collected a sizable quantity of other interesting objects, novelties, and reading materials, such as several mechashift weapons, a chest full of Dust––an odd, potentially magical material that the locals used to make their weapons and power their technology––cuttings from some of Professor Peach’s exotic flora, a dozen more books on aura, several others on discovering and training your semblance, and a small collection of history and fiction just to round things out. 

It had gotten to the point that I’d had to start stuffing things into the expanded pockets I’d added to some of my clothing. I was no master enchanter and my expanded bag could only hold so much before things started to get mixed up. The terrariums in particular were really taking up a lot of space, but they were sorely needed to prevent pollen and dangerous spores from spreading onto my other possessions. 

I had already wished farewell to most of the people I’d cared to speak with, as had Zatanna and Kent. I had considered leaving one or both of them here, but had ultimately decided to avoid doing so for now. I had only a very loose understanding of what would happen to them without my presence, and how their blueprints would be affected by them existing on a different plane from me.

My intuition––and the fact that I could feel that I could only currently create three Inferi from pure mana––told me that I would be unable to summon either of them while versions of them existed here on Remnant. Or well, I would not be able to summon them freely at least. I could feel a sort of connection to that one Inferius I’d left in Slaughter Swamp, one that I was confident I could cut off even when on an entirely separate plane. It would take time and effort, but if I really needed a fourth Inferi and didn’t have any magical corpses on hand, I could dispel that one remotely and free up that ‘slot’ within the Blueprint. 

At some point in the future, I would need to test things out. However, I wasn’t willing to risk either of these two Blueprints on something like that. Perhaps I’d try it with Mercury or some other less useful Legendary summon. See how long he lasted on a different plane, if there were any issues with dispelling him from a distance, and so on. 

Now however was not the time for that. I took a deep breath and smiled at Ozpin. There were six of us in his office, myself, Kent, Zatanna, Ozpin, Glynda, and Raven. “I do believe it's about time for me to head out. It's been a pleasure. I will return, but it may be some time until I am able to do so.” Or maybe I wouldn’t. There were still a number of points of interest on this Plane––Grimm and huntsman whose Blueprints I wanted to collect, magic I wanted to learn, and information about the Brother––but there were also countless other Planes filled with secrets, treasures, and knowledge of their own out there for me to claim. 

Ozpin and I shook hands. “You’ve done us a great service, Hydrys, one we will not forget. No matter where life takes you, you will always have a place here among us.”

I smiled. If he’d said that a few days ago, I would have considered it a flattering lie. Sure I’d strengthen several huntsmen and enchanted a few baubles, but in exchange I’d received priceless knowledge and treasure. Now though? After everything we’d uncovered during Cinder, Emerald, and Mercury’s interrogations? I had absolutely earned every book, Blueprint, and minute of training that I’d received. 

The trio hadn’t just been thieves, but prospective terrorists on a scale that was genuinely impressive. They had been in the process of hatching a plan to destroy all of Vale, one that, judging by the ashen looks on the faces of Ozpin and his huntsmen, had had a fair chance of succeeding. 

Furthermore, Cinder––under the effects of my Imperius curse––had been an absolute font of information on Salem, Ozpin’s immortal adversary, and her current operations. Apparently one of Ozpin’s inner circle had been compromised by the woman, something that had left the man silently seething as he ran damage control. 

Honestly, a lot of the questions and answers had flown over my head; I just didn’t know enough about the local history, infrastructure, and politics to understand many of the details. What I had found considerably more interesting was how Cinder had managed to steal half of Amber’s magic right out of her body. 

It was a Grimm. A tiny, impossibly dangerous Grimm living like a parasite inside her arm. We’d extracted the thing from her body prior to Kent’s ritual, along with the glove-like layer of Grimm-white flesh lurking beneath Cinder’s skin, and I had managed to snag a Blueprint of it before Ozpin killed the disgusting thing. 

The creature was both terrifying and fascinating in equal measures. Near as I could tell, it ate souls. Not quite like a Dementor did, but close enough to validate my initial thoughts when I’d examined Amber’s condition. On its own, the creature was fragile, slow, and easily killable by even a child. On a subdued or unsuspecting target however, it became a nightmare, slowly flaying the soul of its target using a web of tar-like black threads and either consuming it whole or feeding it into a nearby ally. 

That was probably the most valuable Blueprint that I’d acquired over the past two days, but the others were pretty nice as well. Cinder, Emerald, and Mercury were all skilled and vicious combatants. It was up in the air how obedient they’d be as summons, but unlike many of my current Blueprints the trio was much less likely to balk at any unscrupulous orders I may give them. 

Finally there was Amber. I’d collected her Blueprint and empowered her body earlier this afternoon, once she’d regained her soul and aura and was well on the way to a full recovery. I wasn’t sure if her injured state would have an effect on the copy of her I could produce, but I didn’t think it would. With both her and Raven, I had access to two of Ozpin’s four Maidens. It didn’t fully make up for not being able to create a duplicate of the man himself, but it was a start. 

“Thank you, Ozpin. It was my pleasure. I’m glad I was able to help.”

Next it was Glynda’s turn. We shook hands as well and she smiled. “It was a pleasure to work with such a receptive student this week. If only all my first-years would be so hardworking. You saved a lot of lives, Hydrys. I wasn’t sure what to think when we first met, but now I know that it was a blessing.”

I turned to Raven. She nodded jerkily, her face hidden by her mask. “Safe travels, Hydrys.”

“And to you, Raven.” 

I turned back to Ozpin. “I hope you managed to get everything you needed out of the trio. I’m not sure your magic is quite as well suited for interrogations as mine is.”

He smiled sharply, showing two rows of pearly white teeth. “I’m sure we’ll be able to manage. It's a shame that Miss Cinder expired so quickly, but I think we learned what we needed. If not…no one will miss either of our remaining prisoners.”

“Just make sure neither of them can get away. I’d rather Salem not learn any more about me than what that Lionheart guy has already told her. It would make coming back a lot more dangerous.”

Raven drew her sword an inch out of its sheath and a tiny portal appeared in the air showing first Emerald, then Mercury, their limp bodies hanging from the ceilings of their cells by thick chains. “They won’t.”

“That’s good enough for me.” Raven’s semblance was truly impressive. Hopefully I’d be able to get something from studying her copy’s version of it.


The room was quiet for several seconds. “You have it, yes?” Ozpin asked.

“I do.”

Ozpin settled down into his chair and spun around to look through the glass clock face behind him. He whispered something, his voice too quiet to hear even if I’d been standing directly beside him. Then he sighed heavily. “Safe travels, Hydrys.”

I closed my eyes and focused. Zatanna vanished first, her body dissolving into tiny motes of light that rushed into my body. Her Blueprint shifted slightly as new knowledge appeared within it. I wasn’t sure if I could access it directly, but I knew that the next time I summoned her she’d remembered what had happened here.

Kent vanished a moment later with another rush of sparkling lights and a tiny shift within my Spark. I reached for Slaughter Swamp and took a step forward into nothingness, leaving Remnant behind. The last thing I heard was a whisper from Ozpin and Glynda’s choked laughter. “At least he didn’t decide to wreck the moon on his way out…”
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I stepped smoothly out onto textured, dry stone and felt the familiar tingle of wards wash over me. I took a deep breath and wrinkled my nose in distaste as the damp, putrid scent of stagnant water and decay assaulted my lungs. It was almost dark, with only a tiny sliver of the sun still illuminating the horizon and painting the dark clouds with streaks of crimson. 

I briefly cast my gaze around, not seeing anything out of place. I could feel the inferi lying undisturbed just beneath the surface and could detect no tampering to the simple ward scheme I’d erected over the portion of the Swamp where my planeswalking always deposited me. 

At some point, I’d really need to figure out a way to Planeswalk into my house, or perhaps simply erect a more permanent, powerful ward scheme over this spot. And an air-purifying ward. Currently my only real points of arrival in this plane were here, the Tower of Fate, and Shadowcrest, and I didn’t particularly like that two of those three locations were covered in powerful wards that I had no control over. 

For now however, this would do. I twisted on my heel, not even bothering to step away from where I’d arrived, and vanished with a sharp crack. A moment later I reappeared a few miles away in a welcomingly familiar bedroom. The bedsheets were a bright emerald green, the walls painted a soft blue like light shining through deep water, and there was a thick, soft aquamarine––Zatanna’s favorite color––carpet covering most of the floor except for the small, slightly-raised circular platform I was standing on. 

I sighed heavily, my shoulders slumping. I dropped my bag against the wall, kicked off my shoes, and stepped down onto the carpet, my feet sinking nearly a full inch into the wonderfully soft surface. The handful of steps between the apparition platform and bed felt like a thousand mile but vanished in an instant as I finally collapsed face down onto the sheets. 

I groaned into the mattress, tense muscles loosening in a way they hadn’t in over a week. The wards thrummed and my magic sang back, a few sparks bursting from the tip of my wand. Though I hadn’t truly lived here for long, this place already was starting to feel like home. Somewhere I could let down my guard and know I was safe. So long as the wards stood and Black blood flowed through my veins, this place would protect me with all its might. 

I lay there for several minutes, just relaxing and letting the silence and the comforting cool pressure of dark magic roll over me in gentle waves. It had only been a month and a half, but already the wardstone beneath me had drawn in a colossal amount of magic from the surrounding area. The property, which had once felt as cold and lifeless as a tomb, now felt like a real home. The magical saturation was nothing compared to Hogwarts, the Conservatory, or even just some of our older manors, but it was more than just any old patch of city.

Eventually I sighed, rolled onto my back, and sat up. I was tired––the last few days had been busy, hectic, and had left little time for sleep––but it wasn’t really all that late and there were still a few things I wanted to do before I could rest.

First things first, I quickly changed out of the clothing I’d been wearing and into something a bit more comfortable. The house robe I’d enchanted wasn’t as nice as what I’d once had, but it was much more comfortable than the relatively rugged clothing I’d worn to fit in around Beacon. 

Then I spent several minutes searching my desk, drawers, and eventually several other rooms until I finally found my cell phone. Summoning it would have been easier, but the little silver and black box was fragile and I didn’t want to risk accidentally shattering it against a wall. 

It took another two minutes to realize that thing wasn’t broken, merely out of batteries, at which point I was once again left running around searching for the bulky black battery that Zatanna had bought for me when she’d realized my home didn’t have electricity. 

Nearly fifteen minutes after I’d stood up I finally plugged my phone into the battery and set it down on my table to charge. That would take some time, but that was okay. Letting Zatanna and, to a lesser extent, Kent know that I was back was important, but not the only thing I wanted to take care of right now. 

I glanced at my bag, then left it where it lay for the time being. That was one of the things I needed to take care of, but nothing in there would be harmed by waiting a few extra hours. It was probably best to take the plants out and put them somewhere with natural light soon, and I was itching to finally examine the Relic that Ozpin had given me, but there was something else I wanted to do first. Business before pleasure and all that. 

After a moment of consideration, I headed down the hall to one of the first rooms I’d enchanted on the second floor of my home. The once tiny, featureless box had been expanded immensely, straining the limits of my skills with spatial magic to transform a room barely fit to house a house-elf into a modestly sized training room. It was considerably smaller than the ones they had at Beacon––something I’d probably need to correct if I planned to continue my studies of aura––but it was big enough to suit my current purposes.

I took a deep breath and drew on my lands. Red mana from Beacon and Black mana from Slaughter Swamp formed an outline and I filled it with three more motes. A moment later, a person I’d been speaking with less than half an hour ago appeared in front of me. 

Raven stumbled slightly––all the creatures I’d summoned seemed to do that, a moment of disorientation as they went from nothing but energy into a living, breathing being––but swiftly regained her footing and turned to stare at me. 

I regarded her with interest as well. For the first time since we’d met, Raven wasn’t wearing a blank white mask. I’d already had a sense of what she looked like from the Blueprint, but there was a difference between a mental image and the real deal. She was quite pretty, beautiful even. She also bore a striking resemblance to Yang, though I wasn’t sure if that was because they were related or just because their huntsmen lifestyles shaped their bodies in similar ways.

Raven broke the silence first. “I am…” she paused, her hand dropping to rest on the hilt of her sword. “I can not feel them. Any of them. Where am I? What…what am I?” She blinked rapidly, looking around in confusion. Then suddenly her eyes cleared. “Ah. I understand. You have brought me to a new world, as Ozpin had claimed.”

I watched the process with interest. Raven’s reaction to being summoned was slightly different than any of the one’s I’d seen before. 

Raven suddenly stiffened. “The relic?” she asked, her voice filled with urgency.

“Safely gone from Remnant. Salem will never get them all.”

Raven instantly relaxed. “Then he was right. It was all worth it. I had worried when he reached out to me. I did not believe Ozpin at first, but it seems I was wrong to doubt him.” Raven dropped down to one knee, her head bowed, one hand on her blade and the other on her knee. “You have saved my tribe, my family, and my world. How can I serve?”

I wasn’t fully sure I knew what was going through her head, but she felt honest. Had she been someone else, I doubted I would have taken her at her word, but as one of my summons, she was linked to me in a very literal way. She would not exist without me. I was pretty sure I could trust her honesty “Are all of your abilities intact?” I asked.

Raven considered the question. “I feel diminished, but not to any significant extent,” she answered after several long moments.

“You still have your aura?”

Raven extended a hand and a shield of visible aura appeared in front of her fingers. Then she briefly drew several inches of her sword and a trio of small portals appeared from thin air. Finally, her eyes lit up with flames and lightning sparked around her. 

She nodded sharply. “All seems to be in order.”

Excellent. “In that case, I have a job for you. A long-term assignment. This,” I gestured around, “is my home. I’ll prepare a guest room for you. What I want you to do is monitor me whenever I’m outside of the building and step in if I’m ever in danger. I’m also going to introduce you to another person––the real Zatanna––and I’d like you to do the same for them. You’re free to spend the rest of your time as you’d like.”

Raven nodded again. “Understood. I have extensive experience with such things. None shall harm you for as long as I stand.”

I extended a hand and helped Raven to her feet. “Then let me show you around. I’m waiting for my uh, local scroll to charge. This world is pretty different from Remnant, I’m honestly still getting used to it myself, but I’ll do my best to fill you in.”

By the time I got back to my room having dropped Raven off in the half-furnished guest room I’d started preparing weeks ago but never finished, my phone was on and blinking with several-dozen missed messages. Most of them were from Zatanna and I briefly swiped through the most recent few. A question asking if I had returned yet. A comment about how much she missed me. A picture of her standing in front of a mirror naked except for two fingers extended in a V shape that covered her breasts and genitals. Another question about when I was coming back, this time with several more question marks than before.

I stared at the picture for several seconds, the grainy screen of my cheap phone leaving the image somewhat blurry, but the sly smile on her lips and the sparkle in her eyes was impossible to miss. I ignored the rest of the messages and roughly jabbed the ‘call’ button at the top of the screen.

The phone rang once. Twice. Three times. I tapped the screen several times with my finger, nearly ending the call by mistake when the screen changed. There was a soft crackle and suddenly Zatanna’s voice came from the little box. “Hydrys!” she exclaimed. “You’re back!”

“I’m back,” I confirmed, and I heard a distant-sounding squeal of excitement.

“Oh my god I’ve missed you so much! Some crazy stuff happened while you were gone, I can’t wait to tell you all about it! Mera got kidnapped! She’s okay now, but it was a whole thing and I had my first real lessons with her today and it was absolutely amazing! How was your trip? Did you find anything cool? Did you learn any new magic? Dad’s in Europe doing hero stuff, I’ll be there in five minutes!”

She spoke so quickly that I couldn’t even get a word in edgewise. I tried to say something, but the call ended before I could, leaving me staring quizzically at the little box on the table. It sounded as though Zatanna had missed me even more than I’d missed her. 

Zatanna had said five minutes, but I barely had time to make it down to the still in-progress first floor when the girl charged in through the back door, her eyes bright and her flip-flops slapping against the hardwood floor. She was dressed casually in a gray halter-neck crop top that left her shoulders and belly bare and tiny jean shorts that barely went down to the top of her thighs. I’d never seen her wear them before and they had the top button left undone, the pale blue flap of cloth flapping with every step. 

Our eyes met and Zatanna’s smile instantly lit up the whole room. She changed direction slightly but didn’t slow down in the slightest. I opened my arms wide and, in a moment of brilliance, focused on my aura the way that Glynda had taught me. 

Zatanna crashed into me like a blasting charm and I rocked back on my heels but managed to otherwise keep my footing. Her arms wrapped around my chest and she tilted her head to look up at me. I hugged her back with one arm and held her head with the other. Then I leaned down and our lips met. It was as though fire had been poured into my veins, my entire body heating up as our tongues tangled together. 

It felt so right. Zatanna’s body was like a bonfire against mine, leaving me warm and tingling. It was nothing like kissing her copy. This Zatanna was real. Not some lifeless copy made from magic, but the real article. 

We broke apart, Zatanna lightly nipping my lower lip as I pulled away. We were both breathing heavily and Zatanna had a slightly dopey smile on her face, her lips parted and her cheeks flushed red. 

“You did finish furnishing your bedroom, right?” she asked between deep breaths.

“Yeah,” I agreed.

It took us three tries to make it all the way up the stairs. By the time we finally burst through the doorway to my room, Zatanna’s top was looped around her neck like a scarf and her tiny shorts were unzipped and barely hanging on, revealing the tiny black garment already soaked in her arousal that she was wearing beneath them. I was little better. My robe was gone, left hanging somewhere over a railing, and my erection was leaving a prominent tent in the thin fabric of my silk pants. 

Zatanna didn’t spare my room a second glance, beelining directly towards the bed and dragging me behind her by the wrist. She pushed me down onto the mattress and then all but leapt after me, her top flying one way as she swiftly shimmied out of her shorts and kicked them off somewhere into a corner. 

We kissed again, Zatanna’s nearly naked body lying on top of mine and her bare breasts squeezed against my equally bare chest. My hands roamed up and down her body, caressing the familiar curves, stroking the arch of her back, and massaging the plump cushion of her ass. Zatanna moaned into my mouth and I used her momentary distraction to roll us over, leaving her lying beneath me as I hungrily explored her mouth with my tongue. 

Zatanna finally managed to hook two fingers under the waistband of my pants and pushed them down, allowing my rock hard shaft to sprint free and slap against her bare thigh. I kicked them away and then it was her turn, her hands running up and down my back, stroking my shoulders, and pulling her even tighter against me.

I came up for air and Zatanna stared up at me with her big, shining eyes. “Tell me honestly,” she breathed, “did you miss me while you were gone?”

“Every day.” I kissed my way down her body, starting with her lips and moving down her neck towards her chest. Occasionally a kiss turned into a light nibble, my teeth just barely brushing her skin and each time she gasped and moaned. 

“Did you meet any other pretty girls?” she asked.

It felt like a trap, but I didn’t want to lie. Not now, not like this. I thought of some of the students I’d met, of Team RWBY and sparring with Pyrrha. I thought of Glynda and Peach and Raven. “A few. I got a couple of Blueprints––I can introduce you––but none like you.” My lips moved up one breast and then around her areola before I finally flicked her nipple with my tongue and took the hard, sensitive nub in my mouth. 

“And, ahhhhhh,” she moaned as I sucked hard on her nipple, my hands hard at work mauling her sensitive butt. “Did you,” she gasped sharply, “did you fuck any of them? Like you fucked me?”

I stopped and pulled away from her breast, shifting until I could look directly into her eyes. “Of course not. I wouldn’t do that to you.”

We stared into each other’s eyes for several seconds and then Zatanna smiled. “I knew you wouldn’t. You must be so pent up. A whole week and a half surrounded by pretty girls without me there to distract you.”

I could control myself, but I understood what Zatanna wanted. I growled softly and my grip on her butt tightened until I was worried it was actually going to hurt her, but Zatanna’s breathless moans convinced me that I was doing the right thing. “It sounds like someone’s just begging for a pounding.”

Zatanna arched her back, thrusting her chest up towards my face. “Oh please, fuck me Hydrys! I’ve missed you so much!”

I leaned down and captured her lips for a moment. “Gladly.” I ultimately hadn’t ended up trying anything interesting out with Zatanna’s copy, but that wasn't an issue. The real deal was right here in front of me and, looking down at her, I could barely remember why I’d been reluctant to do those things in the first place. 

I hoped Giovanni was going to be in Europe for a good long while yet, because Zatanna wasn’t going anywhere tonight.
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As much as both of us would have wished to spend the night together, there was only so long that Giovanni would be away and Zatanna didn’t fancy explaining why she wasn’t in her room when he came to wake her up for breakfast There was only so much she could flout the restrictions he put on her before he actually noticed and did something about it. 

We spent nearly an hour passionately making up for lost time, cuddled for another half-hour, and then Zatanna reluctantly crawled out of bed and began searching for her discarded clothing. Her shorts and shirt were a little rumpled but otherwise fine, but I ended up needing to hit the torn and badly stained remains of her undergarments with a reparo and several cleaning charms to transform the bundle of wet black threads into something that was theoretically considered clothing. 

I looked Zatanna up and down as she bounced and wiggled, trying to pull her shorts up all the way and putting on quite a show in the process. I’d already cleaned both of us up, but there were still marks on her neck, the tops of her breasts, and her belly, all of which many of her clothes left visible. I’d left a few others on her body in less obvious places––and she on mine in turn––and something inside me was loath to remove such obvious signs of our coupling, but the practical side of me won out. 

I flicked my wand several times, each time mumbling the incantation. “Episkey, Episkey, Episkey.” With each cast, a patch of Zatanna’s skin cleared, red and purple marks vanishing back into soft, lightly-tanned skin. 

Zatanna looked down at herself and smiled. “Thank’s Hydrys.” I climbed off the bed and we embraced one last time. I kissed her forehead, walked her to the doorway, and then watched sadly as a portkey whisked her away back to Shadowcrest. 

Then I turned around and headed back inside. It was getting late and I’d had a long day, but there were still a few more things I wanted to take care of today before I turned in for the night. Plus, I was pretty sure my lands would be fully recharged soon and I wanted to summon another one of the huntresses whom I’d collected Blueprints of before I fell asleep. That way my lands would be available again in the morning and I’d have an extra bodyguard and assistant on hand. 

Probably, definitely, Glynda. I definitely wasn’t summoning any of the three whose last interaction with me had been so blatantly hostile, I didn’t have the right colors for Amber and Peach, and Blake was much weaker and cost far less mana so she could wait till later. That just left Glynda. 

Before that however, I spent some time dumping out the accumulated mountain of things that had ended up inside my expanded bag. Books, terrariums filled with plants, dust, weapons, what I suspected were gold copies of the four relics, and finally the relic itself––an ornate blue-and-gold lamp that almost glowed with power. 

I reluctantly set it aside for now, taking the precaution of hiding it from view inside of a warded chest under my bed. I was really interested in examining and experimenting with it, but only after I’d read the instructions that Ozpin had given me and when I had both time and a clear head. 

Summoning Glynda ended up going off without a hitch. I didn’t really have anything specific for her to do yet, but she didn’t seem to mind sharing a room with Raven and I was looking forward to dedicating some more time to honing my aura now that I wasn’t on any kind of time limit. 

The next day was thankfully a Saturday, which meant that Zatanna didn’t have to go to school. Zatanna and I hadn’t spoken much last night––not unless you counted moans and cries of pleasure––but she’d told me that she now had lessons with Queen Mera on Friday after school and then typically on Saturdays as well. 

Typically, that would have delayed our reunion, but in a way I’d gotten lucky. There had been another attack on the city earlier in the week––this time by a supervillain by the name of Ocean Master––and the Queen had spent some time as his prisoner before Aqualad and a number of others assisted in her escape. 

Thus, while Mera was okay, she unfortunately didn’t have time to teach. The city was still reeling from the damage that Black Manta had inflicted, and a second event so soon after, particularly one supported by internal dissidents, had left things in a precarious state that required her full attention. 

However, this was something that Mera had told Zatanna directly. Not through her father. She was still technically grounded, but Giovanni had agreed to allow her to attend her lessons, though he often insisted on taking her to and from the zeta tube nearest to Shadowcrest. Thus, when Zatanna stepped through the Poseidonis zeta tube, I was there to meet her. I waved to the guard who had escorted me from the Conservatory to the station, wrapped an arm around Zatanna’s shoulders, and a portkey promptly whisked us away right back to the Pub. 

The next few hours were rather wonderful. We ate breakfast together in what passed for my dining room right now, Zatanna wiggling in my lap as we sipped on tea and ate fresh pastries from the bakery where we’d first met. Then we headed down to the basement where I’d transformed what had once been a small kitchen into the start of my new library. The room was one of the most well protected places in the entire building, second only to the ward hub itself which lay in the sub-basement directly beneath it. 

Someday it would be a library I could be proud of. I could already see the high shelves lined with books, well-lit reading nooks in the corners, a few tables for proper studying tucked away amongst the stacks, and perhaps some powerful magical creature bound to serve as a guardian and librarian. 

Right now however, it was little more than an expanded room with two nearly-empty shelves, ugly gray paint on the walls, an oversized table piled high with the spoils of my trip in the middle, and a single green armchair looking rather out of place in the corner. 

There I finally began to regale Zatanna with stories from my trip. I had yet to figure out a method to transfer memories between Zatanna’s copy and her real self, but at the very least I could tell her about what I’d seen and done. 

We worked as we talked, sorting, cataloging, and shelving the precariously stacked books I’d brought back. Zatanna flipped through a few of them and I pointed out pictures of the Grimm I’d run into in a bestiary, promising to show her real versions as soon as I was able. 

When she finally uncovered some of the fake relics, Zatanna boggled at the solid gold staff and sword, then pretended to be a princess and posed with the crown on her head. It didn’t really fit her very well and was very heavy and uncomfortable so she didn’t keep it on for very long, but something about Zatanna dressed like a princess, my princess, deeply appealed to me. I’d have to keep an eye out for some more appropriate attire and headgear. 

Eventually I mentioned the huntresses I’d met and copied, and Zatanna quickly demanded to meet them. I acquiesced easily enough and soon after I introduced her to Raven, Glynda, and then Blake, who I summoned when Glynda made an offhand remark about how Zatanna had befriended the members of team RWBY.

Overall, it went quite well. There was some minor awkwardness where the trio of huntresses were familiar with Zatanna via her copy while Zatanna knew little more than their names from the scant few times I’d mentioned them, but we got over that hump quickly enough and by the end of it, Zatanna looked well on her way to befriending Blake for a second time. I thankfully had a few pictures that Zatanna had taken using my scroll which helped fill in some of the gaps. 

When it was finally just us again, Zatanna pushed me up against a wall and kissed me again. “I can’t believe you spent more than a week surrounded by hotties like Raven and Glynda, plus those RWBY girls, and didn’t even try to get with any of them.”

I was almost offended. Had the words come from anyone else, I would have been, but this was Zatanna. Still, it did somewhat hurt. I had better self control than that. I hadn’t even slept with Zatanna’s duplicate, not knowing how the original witch would feel about such things since I couldn’t yet transfer memories between the two. 

“I wouldn’t do something like that to you,” I said, my voice slightly sharper than I intended. “And to imply otherwise…”

Zatanna silenced me with another kiss. “These copies, they’re like. Sort of real? But you can like, kind of control them? Right?”

“Something to that end, yes. They are…near as I can tell, predisposed to listen to me. I have not tested the limits of such things as of yet, but I plan to at some point.”

Zatanna barely looked like she was listening, her lips slightly open and a strange smile on her face. “The cat girl, that’s the one you said you saw reading smut on the plane?”

“Yes?”

“Perfect. I saw the way she was looking at you in some of those photos. I bet it will be a piece of cake to get her into bed.” Zatanna took a half step forward, pressing our bodies together and my back into the wall. “That naughty kitty looks like she wants your cream. She’s going to look so hot on her knees with your cock in her mouth.”

I was rather dumbfounded. “Zatanna––” I began, but she shushed me.

“Oh don’t start with the whole ‘infringing on my honor’ nonsense or whatever. It's not cheating if I don’t mind. You’re going to be gone sometimes and I’d rather you have plenty of people taking care of you than let some random whore sink her teeth into you.”

“That’s not––”

She continued, “You said it yourself. They're not really people, right? That’s why you didn’t sleep with the other me. Cause it wasn’t me, but just a blob of mana with my face on it. I’m not cheating on you if I use a vibrator to get off, and I don’t see why this is any different.”

Her argument was blatantly flawed, but I was too dumbfounded to point that out. I was so busy staring down at her in confusion that I missed the next few words out of her mouth.

“––and then Glynda! You said she fights with a riding crop. A riding crop! And she’s got a boob window! I bet she’s into all sorts of kinky stuff. It's always the quiet ones, right? We could do some naughty teacher roleplay and she’s an actual teacher to boot.”

Confronted with a side of my girlfriend I’d never seen before, I did the only thing I could think of. I changed the subject. “We should go get lunch,” I interrupted loudly, “I’m getting pretty hungry. How do you feel about uh, Mexican food? They don’t have anything like that on Remnant.”

Zatanna raised an eyebrow. “That does sound pretty good, but this conversation isn’t over.”

I disagreed. In fact, this conversation never should have started in the first place, but now I was struggling to get the image of Zatanna, Blake, and Goodwitch all lined up naked on my bed out of my head. I was suddenly reminded of something I’d thought of near the start of my time on Remnant. A copy offered certain opportunities that a real body that could be seriously injured did not. 

I sighed heavily. “If you say so…” I said noncommittal.

Zatanna stood up on her toes and kissed my nose. “I’m sure I’ll be able to talk you around.”
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Zatanna and I spent most of Saturday together, but unfortunately she eventually had to return home. We ate an early dinner together and then I made her a portkey down to her room in Poseidonis. Zatanna managed to bring up her little idea three times in five hours––one of which while bent over the bar on the first floor with my manhood buried deep inside her and her hair wrapped around my hand like reins. 

I couldn’t say that her idea wasn’t tempting––I had indeed acquired a number of physically attractive Blueprints––but something inside me rebelled at the idea. It went against much of what I had been taught about propriety and what was appropriate between a witch and wizard. I’d already significantly bent from the lessons my mother and tutors had imprinted on me––they would have been horrified to see me engaging in such activities with a woman who was neither my wife, nor my betrothed––and I wasn’t sure if I was ready to step fully off that path. 

Fortunately (since it gave me time to think) and unfortunately (since I had already spent a week separated from her and missed her presence greatly), that was the last I saw of Zatanna for the following days. We exchanged some messages and spoke several times via telephone, but such muggle conveniences were a sad replacement for face-to-face contact. Between her father, her schooling, the reams of pointless assignments her teachers assigned her, and a handful of other demands on her time, we simply were unable to find a time when we could meet up.

Zatanna was not the only one who was busy. I may not have a school to attend or homework assignments to complete, but if anything I was even busier than I had been back when I’d been studying at Hogwarts. There was always more to do and certain things kept getting pushed back by other obligations. 

On Sunday, I met with Kent and told him a bit about my trip to Remnant. Out of necessity, I eventually decided to share a bit about my planeswalker abilities that I’d never mentioned to the man before––my ability to create duplicates of those I met in my travels. 

Of course I didn’t tell him everything, I avoided explaining the exact mechanics, doing my best to imply that I required a close personal connection and shared experience like our fight against Klarion and fully omitting that I’d since found a way to manually create Blueprints. I also made sure not to say anything about how I was pretty sure the process made my summoned duplicates inclined to follow my commands––I had a feeling he wouldn’t approve.

Thankfully he took it well, and seemed pleased that he’d managed to save Amber. Though I was unable to share the memories stowed away within my spark, I passed along the notes that his duplicate had made while working on healing Amber and Kent looked rather delighted as he flipped through the pages written in his own handwriting. 

I think in part that he was reassured by the fact that, of the people I’d spent time with on this plane, I’d only acquired Blueprints of him and Zatanna, both of whom I was rather close with. That I’d only summoned him to save a life from a terrible fate also probably helped. I was absolutely going to abuse the ability for all it was worth, but he seemed confident that I would be responsible with it. 

After that, we moved on to the actual reason I had decided to tell him about that particular ability. Namely, that if I planned to have Blake, Raven, Glynda, and potentially more summons active in the future, I’d likely need some form of legal identification for them at some point. 

It took some discussion, but eventually he suggested an option that I was angry I hadn’t thought of myself. I happened to have a relatively friendly relationship with the head of state of a major world power, if one that only rarely interacted with the surface world. Kent seemed confident that Mera would be more than happy to assist me in obtaining identities for the three huntresses. Proper citizenship would take considerably longer, but I wasn’t too worried about that. 

I spent the rest of Sunday at home except for a brief jaunt to ULEA to acquire some furniture. Most of that time was spent turning the barely-furnished guest room on the second floor into something resembling a Beacon dorm room and otherwise preparing my home to be inhabited by more than just one person, but I also squeezed in a session with Glynda and Blake to practice my aura control, an hour of spellcasting training, and even some time to work on my home’s protections.

The next few days passed in much the same way. I took some time to meet with my lawyer, finally got the rest of the books I’d brought back with me in order with some help from Blake, took a brief jaunt down to Slaughter Swamp to add some more wards around my arrival point, and practiced the growing array of magical skills that were now available to me.

It was only on Friday however, an entire week after I returned from Remnant, that I finally had a chance to do something I’d been greatly looking forward to: examine the Relic of Knowledge that Ozpin had given to me. 

Part of the delay was that I was busy. A much bigger part of the delay was that I was somewhat leary about poking around with a powerful artifact that was apparently capable of summoning two far older, far more powerful planeswalkers from where ever it was they’d gone after leaving Remnant. 

I wasn’t certain that it would mean anything if something went wrong, but I’d still taken every precaution I reasonably could. I had expanded one of the closets in what had once been the basement’s kitchen and had covered the room in every protective ward, charm, and rune scheme I could reasonably cast. Combined with the blood wards covering the entire house, the room was as impenetrable as I could make it, and I planned to expand on those protections whenever I learned more ways to do so. 

In the future, the room would serve as a vault for interesting and powerful objects I found in my travels. Normal, every-day things like books, decorative replicas, and similar could go in the library or around the house, but the things that needed to stay safely out of sight would go in here. For now that just meant the Lamp, but I fully expected (and intended) to find more things to fill it.

The Relic was a curious thing. Even at a glance it was clearly magical, with pale blue smoke rising off the central orb held within the golden framework. It also had a number of other clearly magical properties, such as how it would float vertically above any surface you tried to set it on, changed sizes depending on where and how it was stowed, and that it was far more durable than its graceful filigree would suggest.

Looking further it quickly went from an interesting decorative curiosity into what was obviously an artifact of great power. For one, I could literally feel the way that currents of magic bent around it, making my fingers tingle slightly whenever they got too close to the blue orb at the center of the lamp. It also practically shone under the sight of several different magic-sight spells, including the one designed to detect aether. 

It was also both immensely durable and highly magic resistant. The handful of diagnostic spells I tried to cast on it just splashed off of it as though it was a Nundu, and I doubted that I would have any more luck using something more destructive. Perhaps the killing curse or fiendfyre would work, but that would risk destroying the one-of-a-kind artifact, something I wanted to avoid. 

After some consideration, I attempted to use the technique by which I had manually acquired blueprints from the grimm and huntsman I’d encountered. I had yet to test it on any other inanimate objects, something I should really attempt in the near future, but it was a moot point. Just like my spells, my magic simply couldn’t touch the Relic, flowing off it like rain falling onto glass.

I spent nearly four hours slowly poking, prodding, and otherwise studying the Relic to little success. I was left with several pages worth of notes and observations, but no real understanding of what it was I was looking at. Though the lantern did contain what I was nearly certain was mana––a mix of blue in the orb and colorless in the gold––I was pretty sure it wasn’t like my summons, an item created fully from a Blueprint. Instead, I believed it was more like when I cast a spell using mana to supercharge the effect, except applied to enchantment instead of charms and curses. 

Eventually I decided there was nothing to it. I had read the booklet that Ozpin had given me detailing how to use the lantern. The Relic apparently contained some sort of spirit by the name of Jinn––though I’d seen no signs of such a thing during my inspection––and I needed only to call out its name to summon it. Once summoned, it would, theoretically, be able to answer any one question for me. The Relic could hold up to three ‘charges’, but apparently two had been used recently before I’d been given the Relic. Likely Ozpin using it one last time before ridding himself of it forever.

I had some doubts about how omniscient it truly was. The magic of Planeswalkers was powerful, but that powerful? No doubt it was highly limited in some fashion. Perhaps it was only omniscient on Remnant, a plane apparently created by the Relic’s creators. Perhaps the construct within was simply a master diviner capable of acquiring the information it needed to answer questions posed to it. Or perhaps it was something else entirely. 

I drew my wand and picked the Lantern up from where it was floating over the table. It shrank slightly, shifting until it fit perfectly in my hand. I held it out, extended away from my body, and took a deep breath. Then, “Jinn,” I declared confidently, ready to cast a spell or apparate away at a moment’s notice. If something went wrong, I could bathe the Lantern with fiendfyre and be out of the room at a moment’s notice.

I jerked my hand back as the lantern tugged itself free of my grip and floated to the center of the room. It grew rapidly to its full size and the haze of blue smoke pouring off the central orb turned into a torrent that swiftly hid the lantern from view and rapidly expanded. It grew up and out, twisting and blowing in an invisible wind. Patches of color appeared within the smoke, bands of gold and strands of dark blue.

Slowly a figure coalesced with the smoke. She, for the construct was very clearly a she, was tall, more than twice my height and barely able to fit under the ceiling. She had dark blue hair, eyes, and lips, and was completely naked except for golden chains and adornments. There was a golden choker around her neck, golden hoop earrings hanging from her ears, a gold chain holding her hair out of her face, golden manacles with chains hanging from them around her wrists and ankles, and several more golden chains wrapped loosely around her waist.

Her form was humanoid, but not fully human. Even discounting her height and size, her ears were slightly pointed and she was too smooth, her body a uniform pale blue that made her look somewhat like an illusion. Looking straight at her gave the illusion that she possessed no genitalia, but even through the remaining smoke I could see the small bumps of her nipples and the outer petals of her womanhood.  

The smoke slowly began to clear and Jinn stretched broadly as though waking from a peaceful sleep, her chains rattling together with every movement. Then she relaxed, floating with her knees bent and her hands held out at her sides. She looked around the cramped confines of the room and then sort of lay down in mid air, her arm supporting her head as though she was stretched out across a couch or bed.  

“Why hello there,” she began, her voice soft and slightly resonant. “I see the old man really went and did it. What a way to turn the game on its head.”

I stared silently at Jinn, not lowering my wand. The air around me was perfectly still. Too still. Before, there had been a few motes of dust slowly drifting through the air but now they hung suspended in the air behind her as though held under a levitation charm.

Under the effect of the magic sight spells I’d never bothered to dispel, Jinn glowed just as brightly as the Lantern had. Her body was composed of nearly pure Blue mana, but it lacked the tiny flecks of aether than I had grown used to seeing in the bodies of Ozpin and my summons.

Seeing that I wasn’t going to say anything, she floated towards me slightly, a gentle smile on her face. “Well, it is what it is. I didn’t expect another of your kind to stumble across the experiment, but I guess it's been a very long time. The protections they put up must have faded.”

I still didn’t say anything, though I filed the tidbit away. There was some way of stopping, or possibly just deterring, other planeswalkers from traveling to a specific plane. I’d have to look into that. 

“So, what’s your question, young one? I’d love to go back to sleep, but it's not satisfying unless I can get a good and proper rest. I hate to be woken between naps.”

I finally moved, inclining my head briefly as I carefully chose my words. I wasn’t sure how sensitive Jinn was and wanted to avoid accidentally wasting the being’s abilities on a pointless comment. “Greetings, Jinn. My name is Hydrys. It's a pleasure to meet you, oh great Jinn.” 

She laughed, her melodious voice filling the room. “Ah, a polite one. How rare. Few of your kind bother with politeness. Easier to simply take, create, or command.” She shook herself, her chains rattling. “How quaint.” Her voice suddenly hardened. “But I will not be taken in by pretty words or flattery. It is fun to jest with the mortals, but not with you. You have questions. Many questions. Ask one, and I will answer. Others will have to wait.”

She didn’t seem interested in engaging in saying anything else, content to silently stare at me with half-lidded eyes. The notebook had mentioned that it was best to summon Jinn with a question already in mind, but I wasn’t certain what exactly I wanted to ask and it didn’t seem as though I’d be going anywhere until I did. Well, I guess I needed to pick something.
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Zatanna stared blankly towards the front of the classroom, her hands folded on top of her closed book. She was barely even trying to pretend to be paying attention, but even that was more than half of the girls in her class were doing. It was Friday afternoon, after all, and this was the last class of the day. Even though it was only the third week of class, everyone was already excited to go home for the weekend. 

Zatanna’s eyes flicked briefly to the old clock hanging over the door, then back down towards Mrs. Sullivan. The minute hand was still a ways away from the top of the hour, but if three weeks in AP English Literature had taught her anything, it was that the clock in room 435 was set several minutes behind. 

Once, English had been one of her favorite classes. It was an escape from all the boring math, pointless religion, awfully-taught science, and intentionally inaccurate history. Then she’d made the mistake of signing up for the advanced track. Honors English one and two hadn’t been too bad, but AP Lit and Lang were both something of a nightmare and it was way too late to switch out now. 

Zatanna was so done with all of this. Not just English, but highschool in general. Maybe if she was attending a normal school things would be going better, but Giovanni had taken one look at the small nursery next to the main office at Gotham North––where most of her old friends were now––overreacted, and promptly found her a place at Cathedral High, a well-regarded Catholic girl-only school in goddamn Metropolis! 

She could have just gone to Gotham Academy! At least she knew a couple of people there. She’d had the grades for it, and, even four years ago, Giovanni Zatara had both the money and connections to pull some strings for her if it became necessary. But no, that was too risky for his darling little girl. He wouldn’t want her sharing classes with, gasp, a boy!

One of the girls sitting on her left giggled. Virginia Johnson and Chastity Brown were unsubtly peeking at the magazine in Chastity’s lap, hidden from the teacher’s view by her desk and the rows of students between them. Both had their books––brand new and clearly unopened––sitting in front of them. Well, at least they were reading something, right? Even if she was confident that the elderly English teacher would be thoroughly horrified by the contents of her classmate’s brightly-colored reading materials.

Zatanna sighed softly. Why was she even here? She didn’t need this, any of this. What good was it going to do her? Dad kept saying that she needed to keep her grades up and all that garbage so she could get into a good college, but Zatanna had absolutely no intention of spending four more years studying rubbish when she could be out there saving people, performing, or just learning something that would actually help with her line of work: magic. 

She glanced at the board, saw that there was nothing new written up there, and promptly continued to tune out Mrs. Sullivan’s lecture. She was saying something about how the author’s faith shaped his writing and Zatanna really couldn’t have cared less. She’d already gotten all her points for class participation this week. 

She wished for what must have been the twentieth time today that her dad had agreed to let her transfer to the Conservatory full time. That would be so cool! She could be studying healing or hydromancy right now, or learning how to make magical tattoos! From the moment she saw those glowing blue lines covering Professor Mo’no’s body, she hadn’t been able to get certain pictures she’d seen online out of her head. 

A womb tattoo that glowed when she did magic? How cool was that! Especially if it was more than just a pretty picture and actually did something useful. She hadn’t mentioned her idea to him yet, but she was sure that Hydrys would think it was sexy as hell. Especially if she included elements from that fancy house crest of his in the design. Her dad would ground her for the rest of her life if he ever found out, but she could live with that. 

But no. He hadn’t even considered it, just denying her out of hand. It was too dangerous, it was too far away, it wouldn’t help her get a job or get into college. Blah blah blah. She went to school in Metropolis, the city where Superman got into at least one giant brawl every week. Far away? Dad teleported her to school almost every morning because it was a three hour drive otherwise, and when he couldn’t she instead took the zeta tube. The very same one she could use to get to Poseidonis just as quickly as she got to school now! And the last point? Studying magic at the Conservatory would be way more useful than anything she learned here. 

Sometimes, she was kind of jealous of Hydrys. No one was making him go to school. No one was making him do anything. He could study magic, travel, and do anything he wanted whenever he wanted. And when someone did make him go to school, he got to go to magic school, not this ‘muggle rubbish’ as he called it. 

Well, at least it was Friday now. Two days of freedom, one of which she was getting to spend going to a real school. Hopefully Mera would be a little bit less busy today, but if not, the queen had promised to arrange some other lessons for Zatanna. Honestly she would have been perfectly happy just going to classes like a normal student, but Mera was taking her promise to Hydrys seriously.

Zatanna’s smile widened slightly as she thought about Hydrys. Her boyfriend. Her hot, powerful, amazing boyfriend. He’d risked his life to help protect Poseidonis from Black Manta and then used his reward to help her! She, Zatanna Zatara, was the direct student of Queen Mera Nereus of Atlantis, quite possibly the strongest non-supervillain sorceress in the entire world! It was almost too much to believe. She wished she had someone she could brag to about it, but none of her classmates would understand the significance and everyone else already knew. 

She hoped Hydrys would be able to come visit. He’d promised he would, but he was probably busy with his own things. Well, if he did, she’d make sure to make it worth his time. Zatanna rubbed her thighs together, remembering the feeling of his strong hands wrapped around her wrists as he pinned her arms above her head and had his way with her. 

Hopefully she’d be able to convince him to go even harder tonight. She’d finally managed to get him to pull her hair and get a little rough with her this past weekend, but she craved more. She loved how kind and gentle he was most of the time, always seeing to her needs and taking care of her, but sometimes a girl just wanted to crack a bed frame or snap her choker. 

Maybe he’d even bring some of his new bodyguards along. It would take some long, hard work, but she was sure she’d be able to make him come around to her way of thinking sooner or later. Her dream of getting eaten out by a sexy cat girl while Hydrys fucked her ass and an even sexier teacher turned her breasts red with her riding crop would come true some day. She just had to be patient. 

Zatanna’s eyes closed. She could see it so clearly. Her sitting on the edge of the bed with Blake’s head between her thighs, a fluffy black ear held firmly in each hand. Beside her Hydrys would be turning the tables on their strict teacher, bending Glynda over his desk and spanking her with her own weapon as he fucked her. 

Or maybe it would be the other way around. Her on her back on Hydrys’ desk, Glynda running the tip of her riding crop between the cleft of her pussy lips. She’d have her face shoved between Blake’s muscular thighs as the girl whined and panted, her entire body shaking with each thrust of Hydrys’ cock.

It was hot any which way she turned it. Her on her knees, her on her back, her with one leg up in the air, Hydrys’ hands around her neck and her eyes rolled up in her head, her stretched out spread eagle on the bed, ropes digging into––

Mrs. Sullivan suddenly fell silent, the absence of the noise she’d been actively tuning out for the better part of an hour starting Zatanna out of her daze. Her panties felt damp against her lower lips and she had to squeeze her knees together to stop moving her thighs against each other. The old woman raised her wrist up to her face, peering down her nose at her wrist watch.

“Oh, look at the time! I guess we’ll have to finish today’s lesson on Monday.” 

The volume in the room instantly rose tenfold, chairs scraping across the floor and books dropping into backpacks. Mrs. Sullivan tutted loudly, raising her voice to be heard over the din.

“We’re not done yet!” she called out, and the room quieted slightly. “Much better. I know you’re all excited for the weekend, but don’t forget about your readings! Make sure to have chapters eleven through fifteen finished for our next class and your first paper––”

The school bell rang loudly, momentarily cutting Mrs. Sullivan off. She pursed her lips as people immediately started to grab their bags and rise from their seats. “Your first paper is due on Wednesday! I will not be accepting any submissions past the start of class, so make sure to have everything printed and ready! Have a wonderful––”

But Zatanna wasn’t listening anymore. The moment the bell had rung she’d grabbed her backpack, shoved her book and folder of schoolwork inside, and was heading for the door. She was sitting in the back row and there was a bit of a crush at the door as everyone tried to leave at the same time, but soon she was out the door and walking briskly down the bustling hallway.

There were hundreds of students packing the hallway, their voices rising as everyone struggled to talk over one another. Zatanna ignored them all, weaving between small groups of girls and the occasional teacher trying to control the noise and flow of traffic. A few people nodded to her or even called out her name, but she ignored them. 

Most days she liked to linger a little. Dad didn’t let her join any of the clubs she’d wanted to participate in as a freshman, but it was nice to delay going home to empty, silent Shadowcrest even by just a few minutes. Sure she couldn’t talk to any of the girls about anything important, but it was still fun to catch up on all the gossip. She wasn’t too caught up in all of it, but it was always funny to hear about how Chastity or some other girl had gotten caught blowing her boyfriend over the weekend or making out with another girl in the bathroom. 

Today however, there was no time for that. Any moment she wasted now was one less that she’d have at the Conservatory. Zatanna ducked into the first bathroom she saw and quickly dug out the charm bracelet that Hydrys had made for her out of her bag. She hated having to take it off, but any jewelry that wasn’t a simple cross or a stud earring was strictly forbidden at Cathedral High. 

She slipped it on and pinched the small cross charm that Hydrys had enchanted for her during their time at the conservatory. Instantly, the weak muggle-repelling charm on the bracelet turned on and Zatanna relaxed. This way none of the students and teachers wouldn’t get in her way. She wished she could just wear it all day, but that just risked her getting marked absent and the school calling her dad to complain. 

Zatanna stood up and looked down at her clothing. The white shirt, sweater, and pleated tartan skirt weren’t exactly her favorite look, but it would do. Once dad left she could roll everything up so she stopped looking like an old prude, and she still had some proper clothing in her room at the Conservatory to change into. 

She really hoped Hydrys would be there. Even though he wasn’t really all that far away, not compared to last week, she’d barely seen or heard from her boyfriend at all since Saturday. She missed him. She really missed him. She was terrified that one day she’d find out that he was just gone without a trace, leaving her with no way to reach him or know when, or if, he’d be back. 


Or what if something happened to him while he was on a different Plane? There was nothing she’d be able to do to help him. There was little enough she could do to help him here, but here at least they had friends, people they could count on to have their backs. In some distant, foreign land, he wouldn’t even have that. 

Hydrys promised he wouldn’t disappear like that, but the idea still scared her. Kent had said that other planeswalkers had visited earth long ago, but they hadn’t stuck around. What if earth was boring? Maybe other planes were so much better that Planeswalkers had no reason to visit shitty little dirtballs like this one. Or maybe other planes were just so dangerous that they never survived long enough to come back. 

Well, whatever the case may be, she’d at least savor the time they had together, and try to always give Hydrys a reason to come back. That was the least she could do. If Hydrys had enough good memories here, there would be no reason for him to settle down somewhere else. The books and other stuff he’d brought back were a good sign. Hydrys liked it here. He’d made a home here. A home where they could raise a family together. 

Dad was constantly on her back about college and school and telling her that Hydrys was bad news, but she was going to be eighteen in less than a year. If he didn’t change his tune soon, well…Hydrys had plenty of room in his house and a nice big bed she could wait to break in properly. She loved her dad, she really did, but he was just too much sometimes. She was going to be a hero and a powerful witch, whether he liked it or not. And hopefully, she’d be able to do all of it with Hydrys right there beside her. 
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I considered my options. Ozpin’s notes told me that Jinn could apparently answer any question as long as it did not pertain to the future, but I had my doubts. The idea of a truly omniscient artifact was simply too…much. There had to be some sort of limits. 

I had a few theories of what they may be. Perhaps Jinn possessed some powerful version of the gift of Sight, or a rare talent for divination. If Remnant truly was a creation of the Brothers, as was the Lamp, then perhaps she had been in some way imbued with all the knowledge of that Plane but nothing beyond. Or maybe she used a combination of scrying and other information gathering spells, combined with the Lamp’s ability to slow time around it, to simply think up reasonable-sounding answers.

Unfortunately, verifying any of those theories was difficult. I could use my question to do so, but that wouldn’t necessarily tell me anything if I asked the question directly. It was more than likely that Jinn was not permitted to share such information. I could also try to work out limits by asking questions that slowly narrowed down the limits of her abilities, but I didn’t exactly have extra questions to work with. 

Thus, at least for now, I would operate on the idea that Jinn could answer any question, though I would take her words with a grain of salt no matter what answers she gave me. I’d heard too many stories about cursed gifts and self-fulfilling prophecies to take this being purely at its word. 

However, that once more left me with the question of what exactly I should ask. I’d thought up a plethora of ideas over the past week, but they all generally fell into one of several categories. The most obvious choice was trying to use the question to solve a problem facing me right now. 

There were a few of those, some of which were likely more easily solved than others. The most obvious was the question of how to share memories between the copies in my Spark and the real creatures whose Blueprints I had taken. It was a slightly niche ability, but giving Zatanna the chance to experience what I saw on other planes was a heartwarming proposition. 

In that same vein, I could potentially do one better. Instead of bringing back memories to share with her, I could try to learn how to bring her with me. That was almost certainly going to be harder to do than just transfer memories, but it would also be far superior in the long term. Even knowing that the experience would eventually be given to the original, there was something hollow about spending time with Zatanna’s clone, a dull ache in my chest that made me long for my darling witch.

There was also the question of my own home. Without a link to the Plane where I’d been born and no true way of navigating the chaos between Planes, it was entirely possible that I would never be able to return, a prospect that felt deeply unsettling. I tried not to think about such things too much, but I missed my family. I missed my friends. I missed my teachers, Hogwarts, Diagon Alley, and all the little comforts of home. Dorea probably thought I was dead, as did my parents. Had they had a funeral for me? Had my name been blasted from the family tree for shaming our family name? Who was the new Lord Black? I had so many questions, and I had no idea if or when I’d ever find those answers. 

Alternatively, I could instead try to use the creature to learn knowledge which would be impossible to figure out for myself without exploring other Planes or meeting those who had. Jinn clearly had experience with Planeswalkers so she was uniquely suited to answering questions about them. 

The most obvious such question would be something like ‘What is everything you know about Planeswalkers’, but questions about the Brothers themselves and topics such as how they’d apparently stopped other Planeswalkers from visiting Remnant were also rather tempting.

Finally, there were the more…unconventional questions that might work. Things like asking about how the relics had been created with the idea of using that information to alter or duplicate them. Asking what knowledge she could give me that would be most helpful to me without actually asking the question that would give me that knowledge. Asking about how she acquired that knowledge with the idea of potentially learning to do the same.

Ultimately however, I knew exactly what I was going to ask. If it didn’t work, that would be upsetting, but not a disaster. If it did work, then the potential payoff was simply worth the opportunity cost.

First however, there was something that I needed to try. Jinn was floating in front of me, an inscrutable expression on her face as she stared at me with her faintly inhuman eyes. I took a rapid step forward and jabbed my wand towards her chest, magic thrumming down my arm and through my wand. 

Jinn tilted her head to the side and watched dispassionately as my wand simply pierced through her skin as though she was nothing more than an illusion. I reached out, trying to feel for something, but found nothing instead. It was like just waving my arm through air, not even the odd chill of a ghost.

I took another step forward and my hand simply passed through her, my wand and hand both fully submerged inside her body. Once again I tried to channel magic between my free hand and my wand, but there was nothing there to move through, just air. 

Jinn’s lips pulled into a small smile. “An amusing attempt,” she told me smugly, “but whatever you are trying to achieve, it won’t work. Call it a freebie. This is just a mirage. Little more than smoke and a trick of the light. My true self remains where it has been for years beyond count.”

I clicked my tongue. Annoying. “I see.” It would have been amazing to gain a Blueprint of this being, but it seemed that would be just too easy. Well, fair enough.

I took a step back, lowering my arms to hang by my sides. I bowed my head slightly. “My apologies. I had to try.”

She laughed again, but there was a hint of menace beneath the musical peals of her voice. “I would expect no less from your kind. Now ask. I tire of you.”

“Very well.” I took a deep breath, mentally going over my words again. Ozpin’s notes had mentioned that Jinn responded best to short, to the point questions. Longer, more complex requests tended to make her give away less information, not more, but phrasing was important regardless. “Jinn,” I asked, “How can I successfully loosen or remove the time restriction on how often you can answer questions?”

Jinn stared at me for a long moment. Her eyes narrowed and the wisps of smoke billowing around her lower body like a skirt boiled, tiny bits of blue smoke rising up from it like sparks. “Ah, I see. And now you show your true colors. How like one of your kind to reach for more and more even when all you could desire is shoved into your hands. Even my short years of rest are too much for you to bear.”

She rose to her full height, her feet inches from the floor and her hair brushing the ceiling. Blue mana rose from within the Lamp, flowing into her body and then vanishing into nothingness. “Listen well, Planeswalker,” and she spat the word like a vicious curse, “Deep within the Blind Eternities lies the myriad plane of Rabiah. One-thousand-and-one reflections drift together and infect all Planes they touch.”

Jinn spun, raising her arms out to the sides, and smoke billowed off her body in waves that swiftly filled the room. Light swirled through the smoke and the room around me changed. A moment later it was as though I stood in the space between worlds, the endless nothingness stretching out all around me. 

Before me hung exactly what Jinn had described. A cluster of planes grouped tightly together in an enormous mass drifting together through the nothingness. I rolled the words that Jinn had used over in my mouth. The Blind Eternities. It was good to have a name to put to the nothingness.

Jinn continued, and the scene changed. We hurtled towards and then into the planes, only to emerge high above an endless desert of golden sand. “Buried deep within the Sea of Sand lies the staff of great king Suleiman, lord of Djinn.”

There was a momentary image of a dark-haired, heavily-tanned man wearing golden armor over purple robes. In his hand he held a simple wooden staff with a golden snake wrapped around the top third. Then he was gone, and only the staff remained lying on the sand. Winds blew and it was swiftly buried, vanishing beneath a mountain-like sand dune.

Jinn reappeared, standing directly in front of me on the sand and looming over me like a giant. “Bring the staff before me, and my binding can be altered freely. My prison may have been crafted by the will of your kind, but my oath is one imposed upon me by my King. By his will, I would have no choice but to speak and speak until nothing remains of me but smoke and dust.”

The world around me swirled again and light turned to blue smoke, leaving Jinn floating back where she started. She smiled, showing two rows of pearly white teeth. “May your bones bake for all time beneath the scorching sun, Planeswalker. I wish you the worst of luck.”

And then her body dissolved into smoke and flowed back into the lamp. The blue orb at the center of the golden filigree dimmed and the lantern shrank down until it was barely larger than my hand. It dropped like a stone, stopping only a fraction of an inch above the ground and bobbed up and down like a piece of driftwood before finally coming to a halt. 

I pursed my lips. That could have gone better. I had a feeling that Jinn, if that was really her name, didn’t particularly like Planeswalkers. If, as I now suspected, the Brothers had in some way bound her within the lamp millenia ago rather than created her from nothing, I could understand her dislike, but it was still rather annoying. 

I shrugged. Well, it had been worth a shot. Hopefully I’d still be able to eventually learn something from studying the Relic itself, and perhaps a century from now Jinn would be feeling more agreeable. Or maybe I would even find this Rabiah. It seemed like a pretty unique plane, the sort of place that would stand out even from the outside. 

For now however, evening was approaching and I had promised Zatanna that I would try to visit her during her lessons in Poseidonis. I was looking forward to seeing her, and perhaps I’d even have a chance to check in with Queen Mera about some of the rewards we’d discussed previously. Plus I wanted to finally check out the Conservatory’s version of Hogwarts’ restricted section. 
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For being located more than a mile beneath the surface of the Atlantic ocean, the Conservatory of Sorcery boasted a rather impressive library. Sure most of the ‘books’ were collections of thin tablets rather than books of bound paper, but there actually were some real books mixed in, each one covered in a plethora of protective spells to ward off the cold, salty water around them. 

It was also a rather well organized library, or so I’d thought. The top twelve floors of the building were neatly divided by topic and organized in a way that typically made it rather easy to find what you were looking for. Zatanna and I had spent long hours swimming between floors and browsing the many rows of shelves. I’d even copied a few of the choice works for my own budding collection.

However, though we’d thoroughly explored the top three-quarters of the massive, spherical building, the bottom four floors had been barred from us during our time at the Conservatory. They, like the Restricted Section at Hogwarts, were reserved only for those with specific permissions. 

Permissions that I now possessed. After assisting in capturing Black Manta, I’d earned a lot of goodwill from the Queen and part of my reward had been the opportunity to access the thirteenth and fourteenth levels of the library. At the time I hadn’t really had the opportunity to make use of that new access, but now that I’d decided to briefly come visit the undersea kingdom, it seemed like the perfect time to take a look. 

By the time I finally made it to the Conservatory, Zatanna and the Queen were both gone. Mera had apparently taken Zatanna and a few of her other students with her on a short excursion into the open sea beyond the city’s boundary. I probably could have joined them––they weren’t intending to go far and catching up wouldn’t take too long––but ultimately I decided to let Zatanna enjoy her lesson in peace. 

My presence would have just served to distract her. Mera was an excellent teacher and I wanted Zatanna to get the full benefit of her tutelage. I was certainly interested in expanding my hydromantic abilities further myself, but unlike me, Zatanna was limited only to the magic of this Plane. My attempts to teach her wand magic had gone nowhere and Glynda told me that her attempt to unlock Zatanna’s aura felt like trying to do so to a rock. 

Thus, while I would have happily joined in on Mera’s lesson, it was better to allow the Queen to focus her efforts more fully on Zatanna. Plus, if I was there, Zatanna would no doubt spend some portion of the excursion paying attention to me and not whatever knowledge the Queen was trying to impart onto her students. The stronger and more flexible Zatanna became, the more comfortable I would feel leaving her alone as I further explored the multiverse. There would be plenty of time in the future to receive pointers from Mera, particularly if I was able to create a Blueprint of the woman. 

Certainly I was looking forward to seeing Zatanna, but there would be plenty of time for that later. There was a fresh bag of clothing lying on the bed in the waterless dorm room that had been provided to us at the Conservatory, which meant that Zatanna was likely planning to spend the night here instead of heading back to Shadowcrest. We could catch up over dinner and enjoy a proper night together again after far too long. 

Thus, instead of following after Zatanna, I instead headed towards the library. I swam down through the entrance at the top of the building, down past twelve floors of books and scrolls connected by a vertical shaft, and stopped at the round door at the bottom of the shaft where an elderly Atlantean man floated behind a round desk of sorts, his focus consumed by the scroll of treated seaweed in his hands. 

I cleared my throat to get his attention and passed him my student identification card. He spent several long seconds studying it, then tapped it against a smooth dome of green stone resting on the desk beside him. There was a soft hum and a pulse of green light flowed over both the card and dome. The man nodded, passed me back the card, and then gestured down to the new gap in the floor where the door had slid smoothly and soundlessly open.

I swam down and looked around. The thirteenth floor looked much like the twelve above it. Endless rows of shelves, small reading nooks and tables, and there were even a handful of students swimming around or talking in hushed voices. 

After a moment of thought, I decided to keep going and once more descended down to where another member of the library staff was guarding the entrance down to the fourteenth floor. The green-haired woman with a dusting of scales on her cheeks, hands, and neck accepted my card, scanned it, then waved me down. 

The next floor was a lot emptier than the one above it, and a good bit smaller as well. There was only one other person browsing the shelves that I could see, a shark-headed boy I thought I recognized from one of the lectures I’d attended here previously. Instead of a librarian, the door leading further down was watched over by an armored guard with an expression of focus on his face and a dangerous-looking bident held firmly in his hand. 

I grinned as I looked at the shelves loaded with tablets, scrolls, and the occasional ancient-looking book. Now this looked promising. 

Two hours later I was feeling somewhat less optimistic. Sure the table I’d claimed was covered in various reading materials I’d pulled aside, but annoyingly I’d come across an issue much like the one I’d experienced the first time I’d been allowed into Hogwarts restricted. I couldn’t find anything.

Okay, I was exaggerating. I’d found an interesting history book written in an odd-looking dialect of Old Atlantean that mentioned the Planeswalking Sphinx Azor by name. There was also a slightly tattered spellbook detailing what I was pretty sure was Chaos magic, an interesting treatise on something that seemed like the Atlantean equivalent of Occlumency, and even a book on Atlantean tattoo magic that I was certain Zatanna would be interested in.

The problem was that, unlike the top floors, all the books here seemed to just be shoved onto the shelves with no real rhyme or reason. There seemed to have been some attempt to organize things alphabetically, but since modern and old Atlantean did not use the same alphabet, that was doomed to fail from the start. Furthermore, some of the books were organized by title, others by the name of the author, and yet others were pretty clearly not at all where they were supposed to be. 

I briefly spoke with the other student I’d noticed among the shelves, and he’d told me that it had apparently been like this for years. There were no librarians dedicated to this floor of the library and, while some attempts had been made over the years to sort and catalog everything, none of them had gone far. 

The thirteenth floor was apparently slightly better––it saw a lot more traffic and thus had more resources put towards improving it––but not by much. Finding a specific book if you knew exactly what you were looking for wasn’t too hard, but if you just had a topic in mind, it could take ages to find what you needed. 

That kind of sucked. Especially since I didn’t know exactly what I wanted. Thus I was left blindly pulling interesting-looking books off the shelves, skimming a few pages, and then deciding whether or not they were worth examining in more detail. I silently resolved to never allow my own collection to fall into such disarray. 

That was how Zatanna eventually found me, floating beside a shelf holding a four-inch-thick pile of thin tablets and staring blankly at the complex diagram inscribed into the dark stone.

She swam up behind me and peaked over my shoulder. “What are you looking at?”

I glanced over towards her. She was wearing a tight blue and purple top much like the yellow and blue one that Tula often wore, paired with a matching sarong-style skirt that I’d seen many of the women and girls at the Conservatory wearing. I blinked. The clothing wasn’t quite sitting right. And it looked a lot like something our guide and tutor would have worn.  

I leaned over and kissed Zatanna lightly, the bubbles of air around our bodies briefly intersecting. “I like the new look. Did you raid Tula’s closet?” I asked curiously.

Zatanna blushed and looked away. “There was uh, a little accident. Luckily Tula had a change of clothes with her.”

Huh. I knew Zatanna was fully capable of fixing and cleaning her own clothing with magic unless they’d really gotten ruined. Zatanna looked rather embarrassed so I decided not to ask. “Well, you look great.” I kissed her again and turned to wrap an arm around her waist, my hand landing lightly on her rear and giving it a squeeze before I pulled away. “Did you have a good lesson.”

“Yeah! It was great!” Zatanna’s face fell slightly. “I’m sorry you missed it.”

I shrugged. “It's alright. You can tell me all about it later. It's my own fault for coming down so late.” I’d been rather distracted by the Lamp and time had gotten away from me. 

Zatanna’s smile returned. She put a hand on my arm, the other drifting down to her belly, and looked back at the tablet I was examining. “So, did you find something interesting?”

I looked at the tablet as well. “You know, I have no idea. I’ve looked through half this pile and I still can’t tell what in Merlin’s name this is supposed to be. I’m pretty sure it's a schematic for something, but the stupid thing doesn’t have a title or any non-technical notes that I’ve come across so far.”

“So it could be like, a fancy toilet, or something?”

“Maybe? Probably not a toilet. I think this bit…here,” I shuffled through the pile and grabbed one of the tablets that had been at the top of the stack, “is supposed to explode. Or maybe just catch fire? Or boil some water? Something to do with a lot of heat all at once, but I’m pretty sure these things were all out of order when I found them.”

Zatanna stared at me for several long moments. “Hydrys, how long have you been looking at this thing?”

“Uh…” I considered the question. “Like twenty minutes maybe?” My fingers were actually starting to get a little tired from stretching to hold the entire stack at once. They weren’t super heavy, but it wasn’t a very comfortable grip.

Zatanna carefully pulled the stack out of my hands and shoved it back onto the shelf. “You can come back and look at it later. Dinner is going to be over in half an hour and I’m starving.”

I looked between the hopeful smile on Zatanna’s face and the bookshelf beside me. My stomach growled softly.

“Let me just grab a few things and put the rest of my books back.” I could come back some other time. 
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When Zatanna and I finally made it to the cafeteria, there were only fifteen minutes left in the evening meal service and a number of the Conservatory’s serving staff members were already hard at work clearing away near-empty platters from the long buffet table. We quickly filled our plates and looked around the rather sparsely populated room for somewhere to sit. 

We didn’t have to look long. Towards the top of the room, Tula was eating with Topo and Fisna and she was excitedly waving for the two of us to join them. I briefly exchanged looks with Zatanna, who shrugged and then began swimming up towards the trio. 

I followed after her, enjoying the freedom of motion that swimming with the aid of hydromancy gave me. I would have probably preferred to eat together, just the two of us, but I was also fine with checking in on the acquaintances we’d made at the Conservatory during our two weeks as students. Tula was one of Mera’s personal students and a talented witch, and there was a strong possibility that at least one of the other two would someday be someone worth knowing.

Zatanna grinned as she approached the table. “Hey guys! It's great to see you!”

Tula smiled back just as enthusiastically. “You’re cutting it close! Garth was worried you’d decided to leave for the night today. You just missed him unfortunately. He still needs to catch up on some homework for Professor Unla.”

Fisna smiled widely, showing off her multiple rows of razor-sharp teeth. “He forgot no more free pass for him.”

Everyone laughed. Zatanna and Tula both laughed, while Topo just smiled. Apparently Garth had gotten used to not having to do any homework while he and Tula were helping me and Zatanna get acclimated to the Conservatory and now that was catching up to him.

I swam up beside Zatanna and set my food down. She reached out and caught my left arm, shaking me lightly. “This big lug was too busy looking at books to come eat. I had to drag him out of the library or he’d be there all night.”

I pretended to be offended. “Not all night!”

Zatanna raised an eyebrow and stared at me, and this time even Topo laughed. 

I sighed heavily and leaned into Zatanna’s touch. “Traitors, the lot of you.”

The table was silent for several long moments and I finally took the chance to dig in. Several of my favorites had been missing from the table, but the food was still good. For all that it had seemed odd and not overly appetizing at first, some of it had really grown on me and I hadn’t eaten any seafood since I’d left the Conservatory. I also was quite hungry––I hadn’t eaten since before getting started looking at the lamp––and the food really hit the spot.

Tula suddenly perked up. “Oh right. I was just in the middle of telling everyone about training today. Zatanna––”

Zatanna’s eyes widened and she hastily swallowed. “Teiuq!” she called out sharply, and Tula’s voice immediately died, her mouth moving but no sound coming out.

Tula closed her mouth, tried to say something, failed, then crossed her arms over her chest and huffed silently. 

Zatanna gave her a stink eye. “You promised you wouldn’t say anything.”

Tula shook her head. 

“Yes you did!”

Tula shrugged and tapped the side of her head, then made a vaguely Garth-shaped outline appear in the water next to her.

Zatanna tilted her head to the side, thinking. “Ah, fuck,” she swore, “you totally didn’t, did you. You were getting your bag.”

Tula nodded, a victorious grin on her lips.

I leaned forward, smiling slyly. “This wouldn’t happen to be about why Zatanna is wearing your clothes tonight and not her own, would it?”

Tula nodded rapidly. 

“Oh, I have to hear this then. Zatanna wouldn’t give me any details.” I flicked my wrist, my wand falling into my hands, and pointed it at Tula. Before I could cast however, Zatanna slapped frantically at my wand-arm, not really applying any force, but I lowered my wand anyway. “Oh? You want to tell the story instead?”

Zatanna looked around the table, then pulled herself over until her face was right next to my ear. “If you don’t unsilence her, I’m going to blow your mind tonight.”

I clicked my tongue loudly. “Tempting. Very tempting.”

Zatanna leaned back and gave me a look, then leaned back in. “I’ll tell you the whole story later.”

“Fair enough.” I reholstered my wand. “Sorry Tula, looks like its silent night for you.”

Tula rolled her eyes, then made a circle with her thumb and forefinger and poked the pointer finger of her other hand through the resulting circle several times. It took me a moment, and Fisna’s cackling laughter, to realize what she was miming. 

I wiggled my fingers. “You’ve already lost your talking privileges. Do you really want to lose your arm privileges too?”

Tula instantly became a picture of innocence and went back to her food with gusto. 

I ate another bite of fish, then turned to the other two people sitting with us at the table. “So, Zatanna mentioned that there was some more trouble after we left, but I haven’t heard any real details. Do you guys know anything about that?”

Both Topo and Fisna’s expressions darkened and I quickly backpedaled. “I’m sorry if I touched on something personal. I just don’t really know who else to ask. News from Atlantis takes a long time to reach the surface world.”

Fisna smiled tightly. “It not like that, least not for me. It complicated. Topo, though…” she trailed off, giving the boy a brief look.

I followed her gaze and found the squid boy staring down at his plate, pushing a piece of sea snail around with his finger. 

“Did something happen?” I asked, injecting a hint of worry into my voice. I’d heard that Mera had been kidnapped but ended up getting away alright, and that was honestly about it. 

Topo stayed silent and eventually Fisna spoke up again. “You know anything about Purists?”

I shook my head. “I don’t think so?”

“I guess you wouldn’t. Not really surface problem. They…” She trailed off, searching for a word, and Tula, who had finally dispelled the spell Zatanna cast on her, stepped in.

“They’re extremists. They think that Atlanteans with non-human features aren’t real Atlanteans, that they’re impure and don’t belong. Topo got caught up in it right before it all came to a head with Ocean Master kidnapping the Queen. The worst offenders are mostly in jail now, but there are still a lot of sympathizers out there and they’ve been blaming Manta’s attack on having ‘impure’ Atlanteans in the Poseidonis guard. It's been a rough couple of weeks.”

I frowned. “But you’re…all the descendants of the original Atlanteans, aren’t you? I’m a bit spotty on my Atlantean history, but it's not like anyone came here later, right?”

Tula shrugged. “I mean, yeah. We’re pretty sure that’s the case. If you go back far enough, basically everyone is at least somewhat related to each other.” She sighed heavily. “But people don’t need to be logical or right to do stupid stuff.”

I nodded slowly. There was a small movement in the pureblood community that hated all muggleborns and half-bloods, not just the ones that refused to find a place in our society. Certainly I would have never considered marrying a witch with muggle parents or grandparents, but after five or six generations of magical blood, such things became mostly irrelevant. It only took one exceptional generation to catapult an otherwise nameless house into nobility. 

I understood the need to keep important positions in the hands of those who understood the true value of their blood and magic, but it wasn’t like exceptions couldn’t be made for those talented or clever enough to earn them. These Purists sounded like the sort of moronic wizards that had driven Ancient houses like the Gaunts to near extinction with their inbreeding and refused to hire anyone with a muggle on their family tree.

I wrinkled my nose. “Idiots are the same no matter where you go. Who cares what a person looks like as long as they’ve got the talent and the will to succeed?” I turned to Topo. “Do not allow whatever those fools did to you to poison your mind. Your magic is more than anything they will ever accomplish.”

I’d seen some of Topo’s artwork and it was truly impressive what he could do with stone and magic. If he continued along his current path, I could certainly see myself someday commissioning him to decorate my future home here in Poseidonis.”

Topo wouldn’t meet my eyes. “Okay,” he whispered softly, the tentacles on his chin clumping up into a dense ball. 

Tula jumped in quickly. “See, even Hydrys agrees! There’s no shame in getting overwhelmed, you’re not a battlemage or anything. Plus I heard what happened. Everyone did! You saved King Sha'ark! That’s a big deal Topo, you’re a hero!”

Zatanna followed up immediately. “Yeah, you know the Queen mentioned you recently. They’re planning to set that mural of Kaldur you made up in the palace you know. How many students your age can say they’ve got work on display in the royal palace?”

Topo raised his head slightly, but he still looked like he was trying to curl in on himself and disappear. “Thanks guys,” he whispered

Before we could keep talking, a cafeteria staff member swam over to us and told us that the hall would be closing in less than five minutes. We all quickly got to work on clearing our plates. As we were leaving, Tula invited Zatanna and I to join the three of them, who were heading to Tula’s room for a study session. However, this time Zatanna quickly begged off, saying that we had other plans. 

Tula snorted and Fisna made a crude hand gesture, but they accepted the explanation. We said our goodbyes, I promised to try and come visit from time to time, and then Zatanna and I hurried back to her room. She’d promised me a mind blowing night, and I had every intention of collecting.
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When I had said goodbye to Zatanna last week on Saturday night, my first instinct was that it was time to go. Not back home, but away. Out into the greater multiverse. Not for long of course, just a quick jaunt to somewhere new and then back. Find some books, meet some interesting people, perhaps learn some new magic, and then head home. I wanted to be back next week to see Zatanna again, after all.

The allure of new knowledge, new secrets, and new treasures to uncover was almost hypnotic in its intensity. I’d visited just one plane so far, outside of this world where I was starting to build a new home for myself, and it had been a true treasure trove. Aura, huntsmen and grimm Blueprints, a new magic system, two additional lands, and even the potential for a unique power born from my very soul in the future. I’d learned and gained so much in just a single short trip. Even if my next journey was only half as profitable as the one to Remnant, I would consider it a smashing success.

I was half-packed and getting ready to send Zatanna a message about how long I expected to be gone for when I finally sat down and actually thought about what I was about to do. It was walking past my little training room to see Glynda and Raven sparring that made me pause. The two woman were a blur as they exchanged blows, the occasional sparks of color filling the air when someone sneaked in a hit that skittered off their partners aura. 

I watched them for several long moments. The way they moved. The way their weapons cut through the air. The way that magically reinforced stone chipped when Glynda struck it with her riding crop and the thin lines left on the walls and floor by Raven’s blade. 

For just a moment, I considered a different way that my first encounter with Glynda and her students could have gone. Two strangers emerging from the forest at a too convenient moment. Me, surrounded by a dozen armed huntsmen trainees with unlocked auras and the skills to use their weapons. If Glynda had decided that I was a threat…

Well, I hadn’t known anything about aura yet. How fast it let you move and how hard even a student could hit. Nor semblances, for that matter. How any one of them could have pulled out a trick I’d never known to expect and hadn’t prepared for. 

Things could have ended very poorly. 

I felt for my aura. It was slow to respond and hard to control, like trying to grab a handful of sand. I could manipulate it somewhat, but I was far, far from the ease with which my new summons were using it. 

I looked down at the bag in my hands, then back into the training room. I’d done some work with my aura since I’d returned from Remnant, but not that much. I’d also only scratched the surface of what I could do with Ozpin’s curious form of magic, barely had a chance to study the one Grimm whose Blueprint I could already manifest, and not even started experimenting with the magic I gained from watching Blake use her semblance.

 …perhaps it was better to put things off a little longer. I itched to travel, yearned for the secrets of another world, but at the same time, I was in control, not my urges. I had barely digested the gains of one trip, and here I was already preparing for the next. There was hunger for knowledge, and then there was reckless glory seeking. I was no Ravenclaw, but I certainly did fall into the first camp. The second…it was something I would rather avoid all together.

What harm would an extra week do? Perhaps a few weeks? None, really. The multiverse wasn’t going anywhere near as I could tell. But if a week of extra training ensured that if something happened, I’d be fast enough to get away? That was priceless.

And thus began one of the busiest and most exhausting weeks of my life. Glynda was absolutely thrilled when I approached her for help. She’d apparently been getting rather bored cooped up in my home, and even requesting that she help me get my muggle affairs in order and introducing her to my lawyer the previous week didn’t keep her nearly as busy as I would have expected. 

There was no denying that Glynda was a good teacher. She not only had a deep understanding of aura and how to apply it to combat, but also more than a decade of experience training young huntsmen and huntresses. She’d turned hundreds of talented beginners and barely trained idiots into elite, lethal fighters, and that experience showed. She often knew problems I would have before I came across them, knew just the right way of explaining concepts, and generally proved her worth as an instructor time and time again. 

However, she was also a ruthless taskmaster, a perfectionist, and happy to drive me exactly as far as I was willing and capable of going and not an inch less. Sure I could have stopped at any moment, but I didn’t want to. There was something thrilling about getting pushed to my limits and the results spoke for themselves. The short sessions we’d had back on Remnant had been helpful, but there was a big difference between focusing on a specific skill and briefly trying something out. 

Five days in a row I went to bed sore in places I didn’t know could be sore, bruised, and exhausted. Each morning I woke up rested and healed, my aura taking care of such minor issues in a single night of sleep and leaving me all the better for it. I could feel myself improving each day, and Glynda seemed genuinely impressed and slightly shocked by my rapid growth. I attributed that to my Spark. Aura was just another type of magic, after all, and I’d already discovered that becoming a planeswalker had given me an innate talent for all sorts of magic that I had lacked during my time at Hogwarts.

Of course, while our primary focus was training my aura, that was not the only thing we did. For one, I needed time to let my aura recharge between lessons. Furthermore, aura was far from the only tool in my arsenal and I would never truly fight like a huntsman. My abilities and needs were simply too different from those that existed on Remnant. 

Fortunately, Glynda was adaptable. She had never taught a proper wizard before, but she had seen thousands of Semblances throughout her life and knew how to teach students to properly utilize their unique skills in combat. My magic was much more flexible than even the most versatile of Semblances, but some amount of the knowledge carried over. 

By the end of the first day, I had realized that my little training room was far from sufficient for our needs. I needed more space to practice, preferably in a space I didn’t mind thoroughly damaging and somewhere random people would not get caught up in our training. Thankfully, Kent and Dr. Fate were happy to oblige me, and so Glynda, Raven, Blake, and I spent much of the next five days in several of the Tower’s myriad ‘natural’ landscapes. 

After some discussion with the experienced huntresses and some input from Kent, we ended up focusing on two distinct aspects of aura. First of all was speed. It was something I’d noticed several times now and thought little of at first, but having seen the blistering pace at which huntsmen and even some people on this world fought, I knew that I needed to be faster. No amount of magic would save me if I never had a chance to cast a spell before there was already a blade buried in my skull. 

I did not need to hit like a huntsman, but moving like one could only be a benefit. There was an old adage in dueling circles back home that the most important spell wasn’t the most powerful or esoteric, but rather the one that hit. Even a great wizard could be taken by surprise by an instantly cast stunner or disarming charm. 

Second, and the aspect of our training that I personally prioritized, was durability. While I hoped to primarily protect myself with charms and enchantments, aura was my last line of defense. As long as I wasn’t taken out before I could react, I could always either apparate or planeswalk away from danger. Thus, I needed to get aura to a state where I could keep a shield permanently active rather than requiring constant thought to maintain. 

Of course that was not all we practiced, but it made up a majority of what I worked on with Glynda. Self healing, sensory improvements, and all sorts of other aura skills were fascinating, but those could wait. My safety came first. It was why I’d prioritized mastering shield charms like protego horribilis before focusing on offensive spells. 

In my limited free time, I did not slack off either. I read through all the books of magic Ozpin gave me and slowly began to move beyond the basics he’d shown me and onto more advanced and fascinating magics. I also made sure to keep up with my practice of hydromancy, logomancy, and Order magic, not devoting much time to any of the three but ensuring that my current level of skill did not lapse. 

Furthermore, I continued to work on other projects as well. I summoned a pair of Geists and, after ascertaining that I could both directly control and give them long-term commands, I began to incorporate the Grimm into the defenses of my new home. There was already a small army of inferi hidden in expanded rooms throughout the building, but inferi were not subtle in the least.

Meanwhile, the geists came with the ability to hide in plain sight. Taking inspiration from the tomb where I’d first found them, I set up two ‘decorative’ sets of armor, one in the library and one in the entryway. Instead of relying on the durability of simple metal however, I enchanted each piece of metal with a number of powerful protective spells, than applied a number of powerful and insidious curses to their weapons. 

By the time I was done with them, I’d transformed two creatures that Blake could have dispatched with a single blow into genuinely dangerous foes. I had to swiftly dispel and resummon the young faunus when one of the geists nicked her with his sword and the Black-mana enhanced withering curse I’d imbued into the blade immediately went to work. 

Thankfully her newly recreated body was fully intact as I’d expected it would be, but I’d gotten worryingly close to finding out what happened to a legendary Blueprint if the summon in question died. I was pretty sure it would be nothing good, so I was glad to leave that experiment for a later date.

I also finally tested out the spell I’d gained by observing Blake’s semblance in action. Blake called her semblance Shadow, and it was both powerful and versatile, but also limited. She could summon fragile clones of herself that pushed her away as they appeared. She was rather good at utilizing her semblance, able to maneuver rapidly by creating clones to push her away in various directions, create clones to extend her reach or take a hit, and could apparently use dust to imbue the clones with elemental abilities of their own.

However, while her clones looked like her, they ultimately were just shadows, as the name implied. They did what Blake intended them to do when they were created, then vanished a moment later. They had no minds, no wills, and only ever existed for a few moments before vanishing as quickly as they’d appeared

My ‘copy’ was called ‘Something from Shadow’ and, in some ways, functioned much like Blake’s ability. It created short lived, fragile clones. In others however, it was incredibly different. For one, I could use it on more than just myself. Both my other summons and even the real Kent proved to be valid targets, though the clones always appeared within a few feet of me instead of next to the person I was copying. 

Furthermore, my copies weren’t just shadows. Instead, they were more like a limited version of my more permanent summons. I could still give them limited instructions as I created them, but they had a level of creativity that Blake’s shadows lacked. For instance, if I simply commanded a copy of myself to attack something, it wouldn’t just try to punch or stab the target. They could cast spells and even had enough time to apparate if need be. Similarly, my short lived copy of Blake actually spawned a half-dozen clones of its own in the handful of seconds before it vanished. 

It was a fascinating and versatile ability, easily worth the two mana it required to cast. It certainly wasn’t always optimal, but it was a very, very valuable tool to add to my arsenal. I was certain I’d be finding new uses for it for a long time yet, and I could already see plenty of times it could come in handy. 

By the time Friday rolled around, I was mentally and physically exhausted, but also absolutely thrilled by my progress. On Sunday, Blake and I had sparred five times and she’d had me on the back foot the entire time. She was fast enough to dance out of the way of spells with a visible component, able to close the distance between us in an instant, and her accursed clones could appear inside my shield charm. 

On Friday morning, I soundly defeated the girl seven times in a row without trouble. She was still slightly faster than I was, but only slightly, and even without a supersensory charm I could keep track of her rapid movements. 

We only trained for a few hours on Friday before I called it a day, not wanting to be completely dead on my feet when I met up with Zatanna in the evening. I headed back to the Pub––I really needed to think of a proper name for my home soon or else that one was going to stick––and spent a few hours curled up in an armchair with a pile of books and a pot of tea. 

By the time that Zatanna got out of school and headed down to Poseidonis, I was already in our room at the Conservatory waiting for her to arrive. I was excited to see her. I’d been too tired to exchange more than a few short messages with her each day and was greatly looking forward to seeing her again. I really hoped that Giovanni would relax his guard soon, because I was getting very, very tired of being separated from the girl I was courting for so much of each week. 

I heard the door click open and Zatanna stepped into the room, still dressed in her school uniform. I stood up, my arms open to catch her, but instead of rushing towards me, Zatanna paused when she saw me. 

She took a deep breath and took her backpack off, setting it down by the door. She licked her lips, looked down at herself, then looked up at me. “Hey Hydrys,” she said softly.

Something was wrong. “Hey Zee,” I answered, smiling warmly. “No hug? I’ve missed you.”

She bit her lip, then walked over to me and wrapped her arms around my chest, allowing me to pull her into a hug. Her body felt stiff and the way she was holding me was all wrong. Too loose. Too hesitant. I tried to lean down for a kiss but she buried her face in the crook of my neck, 

“Zatanna?” I asked softly. Aura rippled invisibly over my skin, ready to catch a blow I really hoped wouldn’t come. Had someone hurt her? Blackmailed her? Bewitched her?

I licked my suddenly dry lips. If someone had touched so much as a hair on Zatanna’s head, they would rue the day they considered crossing me. I would not take such an insult lightly. Perhaps she was not a Black by name, not yet, but no one touched my family and lived to regret it. We Blacks knew how to hold a grudge and never forgot an enemy. History was littered with the corpses of those who dared to act against us, and I was ready and willing to add as many bodies to that mountain as was needed to get the point across.

“What’s wrong? Talk to me, Zatanna.”

Zatanna mumbled something into my shirt but I couldn’t make out her words. 

“What was that?” I asked softly, “I’m sorry Zee, I couldn’t hear you.”

She pulled her face back, and there was a hint of red in her eyes. “Hydrys, do you love me?” she asked, her voice cracking.

My grip around her tightened. “Of course I do, Zatanna. You’re amazing.”

She laughed weakly. “That’s…that’s good. I uh, I…” She paused, gnawing on her lower lip and her hands bunching up the fabric of my shirt. “I think uh, you should sit down I guess?”

I was slightly confused, but complied. Still holding Zatanna in my arms, I shuffled awkwardly backwards and sat down on the edge of the bed. Zatanna fidgeted around and eventually sat down in my lap, her arms also still wrapped around my chest. It didn’t look particularly comfortable, but she seemed to draw comfort from the proximity.

“I’m sitting. What’s wrong, Zatanna?” I asked again. “Did someone do something? Did someone hurt you? Tell me who it was and I’ll––”

Zatanna laughed again, her voice slightly stronger this time, and pulled one arm back so she could lay a finger vertically against my lips. I fell silent, staring down at the witch in my lap with concern. 

“It's not that, no. Nothing happened. I’m fine. Totally fine. It's just… I’m just…” her finger dropped from my lips to lie flat against her stomach. 

I realized what she was about to say a moment before she finally said it. 

Zatanna squeezed her eyes tightly shut and took a deep, shaky breath. Then the words all came out in a jumble like a volley of spells finally punching through a powerful ward. “Hydrys, I’m pregnant.”
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Even though I’d realized what was coming a moment before Zatanna said it, I was still absolutely floored by her words. I mean, who wouldn’t be? It was quite an announcement to make. Zatanna. Pregnant. With my children. The next generation of the House of Black 

My grip around Zatanna’s waist tightened, drawing her body closer against mine and pulling a soft squawk of surprise from her lips. This was huge news. Good news. Great news, even. Like most wizarding families, we Blacks had long struggled with issues of fertility. Most generations, we made up for such things with potions and rituals, but such things were finicky and oft came with their own downsides. 

A child so soon into our relationship was a wonderful sign of things to come. Were we back home, the news would quickly be spread to the rest of our extended family and Zatanna would have spent the next eight or so months in the safety of one of our well-defended properties surrounded by all the care, affection, and medical support she could possibly need. Those couples still hoping for more children would redouble their efforts, hoping to ensure the next generation was able to grow up knowing the support that only family could provide. 

That Zatanna and I were not yet married would have been an issue, but not an insurmountable one. Fortunately Zatanna’s blood was pure enough for the standards of my family. Her mother had not been a witch of note, but she had been a witch, as had all four of her grandparents. We would have been swiftly married and dates would be subtly altered to assure all outsiders that there had been no breaches in propriety. 

But it was also a disaster in the making. Because we weren’t back in the Plane of my birth. I was the only Black here, and, while I had made a number of connections, I lacked the sort of influence my name commanded within wizarding Britain and even the wider world. Zatanna’s care and safety was my responsibility and mine alone, as would be raising our eventual progeny to understand the meaning of their name and respect the countless generations that came before them. 

The magnitude of it was frankly terrifying. I had felt secure slowly building my strength, securing my holdings, and establishing myself, but such sluggish action was no longer appropriate. Zatanna and our future children deserved no less than my utmost efforts. What I had now was appropriate for a single young wizard fresh from Hogwarts, but not for one with plans to build a family for himself. No Black would ever grow up in such relative poverty. 

I opened my eyes and looked down upon the witch held in my arms. Zatanna’s eyes were still squeezed tightly shut and she looked scared. Vulnerable. There was a certain tension in her shoulders, an air of fear and surprise like that of a spooked animal radiating of her. 

There were a lot of things I could have done and said then. I could have told her how much I loved her. I could have reassured her, calmed the fears lurking within her heart. I could, and perhaps I should, have asked her to marry me. 

I did none of those things. Instead, the first words out of my mouth were a curse as I suddenly remembered another key factor. “Merlin’s beard,” I swore, “your dad is going to murder me, Zee.”

Zatanna’s eyes opened and she peered up at me through her dark lashes. Some of the tension in her muscles faded as she stared up at me, our eyes meeting and my arms around her holding her in place like a vice. 

She let out a weak laugh. “He’s probably going to try. I…I haven’t told him yet. I wanted you to be the first person I told.”

She still sounded so hesitant. So vulnerable and afraid. My arms loosened slightly and I cupped her cheek with my right hand. She leaned into my touch and I tilted her head back, allowing me to lean down and capture her lips with my own. 

Our kiss started off light and gentle, a brush of lips on lips. Zatanna was hesitant at first, and then suddenly she was kissing me back with an almost desperate, feverish hunger. My hand slipped around to cradle her neck and the back of her head, and her own loose grip around me tightened until we were all but crushed together, our bodies squeezed together with only the thin barriers of our clothing to separate us. 

Zatanna finally pulled away, but her eyes never left mine. “You’re not mad?” she asked softly. 

I shook my head. “How could I be? It is a surprise, to be sure, but far from an unwelcome one.”

“Really? Even though…” she trailed off, seemingly unable to finish her thought. 

I kissed her forehead and pulled her against me, her chest smooshed against mine even as I made sure that I did not exert any undue force on her belly. “I’m going to be a father,” I whispered. It didn’t sound real. “How could I possibly be angry with you, my love?”

“Then you don’t want to, uh, end it?”

My smile froze. The hand still holding the back of Zatanna’s head tightened slightly, and the witch in my arms yelped as I pulled on the strands of hair tangled around my fingers. “No,” I said sharply, “Certainly not.” I paused and took a slow, steadying breath. “Not unless…unless there’s something wrong with…if you need…” my voice trembled slightly, my thoughts from earlier frozen in their tracks. 

Zatanna rapidly shook her head. “No, no, I don’t want to. I just thought that, maybe you would. I mean, we’re not married. We’ve barely known each other for a couple of months, and––”

This time it was my turn to shush her. Our lips met again and I lightly suckled on her bottom lip, making her melt against me.

“Perhaps it hasn’t been that long, but it has been some of the best days of my life. I’d be honored to raise a family with you, my love.” I paused momentarily, nervously wetting my lips with my tongue. “I do not know your family’s traditions. Nor do I have access to many of mine. But…” 

I paused again and took a deep breath. It was only right. I’d never expected it to happen like this. I’d always thought my parents or lord uncle would choose an appropriate match for me. I’d also never expected for things to go like this. That I’d be whisked away to a whole new world, my old home a distant memory I hoped to someday recapture.

I firmed my resolve. “Zatanna. Would you do me the honor of marrying me?”

Zatanna’s shoulders shook. There was a hint of moisture at the corners of her eyes, but there was a brilliant smile on her face as she stared back at me. “I still want to do things properly, but that’s not important right now. Of course I’d love to marry you, Hydrys.”

I’m not sure how long we sat that way, holding each other tightly and each lost in our own thoughts. My mind whirred a mile a minute, my occlumency struggling to keep up as countless thoughts streamed through my head. 

There was so much I needed to do. As I was now, I was not ready to truly start a family. I was too weak. I was too limited. I did not have access to far too many of the things I needed. 

Firstly there were the basics. My home needed to be finished, the wards strengthened until I could feel safe leaving my wife and children behind them with full confidence in their safety. I needed money and power, enough to ensure that none would dare to cross me or threaten that which was mine to get to me. And I needed stability, a life in which I could devote sufficient time to my children and ensure they had all they could possibly need or want as they grew up.

Beyond that, there was so much that I wanted to do as well. No Black should be raised without the care and support of our family. Ideally I would find a path back to my home plane so that I could retrieve certain books, artifacts, and, optimally, Blueprints of certain family members so that there would be those beyond me who could teach the children of our family history and traditions. 

I also needed more lands. Green was a priority. Having a trained healer on hand at all times would be a must. Another source of Black mana would be excellent as well, allowing me to bring forth the numerous creatures of grimm whose Blueprints I’d acquired on Remnant. Furthermore, more lands very directly correlated to more power. Mana amplified even the weakest, crudest spells to new heights, and turned already powerful magics into ones that belonged in legends and history books. 

More summons were also a must. Ideally, at least one powerful combatant with a wealth of experience caring for children and a skilled healer with experience treating expecting mothers and newborns. More than one would be even better. Perhaps my summons were not truly people, but they were reliable and it would be years before my children would be old enough to see the difference. 

So much to do. So little time. Particularly since I was loath to leave the side of my pregnant soon-to-be wife. I sighed softly. And none of that mattered if Giovanni murdered me before any of that happened. 

Zatanna echoed my sigh. “What the fuck am I going to tell dad?” she whispered.

I nodded slowly, thinking about everything I knew about the man, both first hand and from Zatanna. He was…not going to take this well. “That sure is the question, huh.”

“Maybe I could just, uh, not say anything?” she floated. “We could probably make like, an illusion to hide the visible signs, or something?”

I stared down at her. “I don’t think that’s going to work. And even if it did, it would only backfire on us later.”

She sighed heavily. “You’re probably right. But a girl can dream!”
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With a soft pop of displaced air, Zatanna and I appeared on the grassy field outside the Tower of Fate. Above us, the tower loomed like a dark giant, the afternoon sun casting a long shadow across the grass. 

Zatanna sagged against me, her face slightly pale. “I never thought I’d say this, but I like the other way better,” she mumbled, “this one is just kind of bleh.”

I wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “I’d love to say it gets more pleasant with practice, but I’d be lying. You just kind of get used to it after a while.” Apparating was never particularly pleasant. It felt like getting shoved through a too-small metal pipe, your entire body briefly compressed and stretched at the same time by an inviolable force. 

“And why couldn’t we take one of your portkeys?” she asked, a hint of a whine creeping into her voice. “They also suck, but at least it's just one big trip instead of a couple of little ones.”

I squeezed her shoulder and patiently repeated myself for the third time in the past ten minutes. “Portkeys are less tightly controlled and can have negative consequences on fragile life.” 

Zatanna sighed softly and rubbed her belly. “I’m not exactly carrying around a baby yet. It's barely more than a bundle of cells right now.”

I shrugged. “Perhaps I’m being too cautious, but I’m loath to risk any harm to our child. I didn’t exactly conduct the research myself, so I don’t know all the details.” Our child. Saying it still felt completely insane. Was I ready to be a father? Perhaps not, but I would do my best regardless.

Zatanna leaned into my touch. “No, no, you’re probably right. Better safe than sorry. And at least those islands were really pretty. We should go there again sometime. Have a picnic or something.” 

Unlike portkeys, where distance was simply a matter of the amount of magic used during the item's creation, apparating became significantly more difficult the further you were trying to travel. I was a powerful wizard and I’d grown quite proficient at apparating over the past few months, but I was still not keen on trying to apparate directly from Poseidonis to the eastern coast of the United States. Particularly not when I was bringing someone with me. 

Thankfully, having to apparate to or from Poseidonis was an issue I’d foreseen some time ago. Thus, I’d taken the time to visit and memorize isolated spots in Bermuda, the Azores, and even the western coast of Africa. It was still rather far to apparate, but much more manageable than going straight from the Conservatory to somewhere like Gotham. 

I kissed her forehead. “Whenever you want to go, just let me know. I’ve only really seen the parts of the islands where we apparated too. I’d love to explore them with you someday. Just you and me, alone with the sea and the sky.”

She sighed again, but this time it was more wistful than irritated. “That does sound lovely.” 

“Then we’ll make a date of it.” And if that went well, then perhaps I’d look into quietly charming one of the smaller islands unplottable Typically such a working took several wizards casting together, but with enough mana, perhaps a few sacrifices, and some concepts borrowed from the magic Ozpin had taught me…Well, the idea of an island that could only be found by those of Black blood was certainly an appealing one. And with nothing but ocean for miles in every direction, I could ward the entire place to high-heavens without any risk of destroying the neighborhood around me if I made a mistake or triggered something accidentally.

Zatanna leaned against me for several more seconds. Then she took a deep breath, straightened her back, brushed a strand of hair away from her face, and turned to face the Tower. She took a single step forward, then stopped and took another deep breath. She bit her lip nervously and looked back at me. 

I smiled and squeezed her shoulder again. “I’m right here. All the way.”

Her answering smile was tight and filled with worry. She was just as nervous as I was, perhaps more so even, and certainly worse at hiding it. 

“Just think of it as practice,” I suggested. “At least Kent probably won’t try to murder me when he finds out. I’m not getting anywhere close to your dad without casting every protective spell I know over myself.”

Zatanna laughed. “He probably wouldn’t try to kill you. Just…maim or seriously injure.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Are we thinking about the same person here?”

Zatanna shot me a faux glare. 

I laughed. “Okay, maybe you’re right. But I like my arms and legs where they are, and that doesn’t seem like a great way to start off my relationship with my future father-in-law. Now, let’s go. Stalling won’t make this any easier and we’re burning daylight.”

Zatanna’s glare vanished, leaving her looking almost terrified. “You’re right.” She turned and buried her face in my chest. “But I’m scared. What if he gets mad? I…”

I brushed her hair back gently. “If there’s anyone he’s going to be mad at, it's me. I don’t think Kent can be mad at you. He really cares about you and just wants what’s best for you.”

“You don’t know that. You’ve barely known him for a couple of months.”

I shrugged. “Maybe, but you’ve known him for a lot longer than I have. Tell me truthfully, has he ever been angry at you?”

“Um…”

“And I don’t mean angry about something you did. I mean like, actually angry at you. Not worried or scared or disappointed. Angry.”

“...not really, no. He sometimes got upset when I didn’t do my homework or stayed up past my bedtime, but never angry.”

“Then you have nothing to worry about.”

“...thanks Hydrys.”

I gently turned Zatanna around, leaving her facing the Tower’s open doors. “Now let's go face the fireworks.”

Despite how confident I’d acted in front of Zatanna, I actually hadn’t been sure how exactly Kent would react. On one hand, I was pretty sure he liked me and had even helped our budding relationship along. On the other hand, I’d gotten his favorite niece pregnant before she even finished school, and we were neither engaged, nor married. 

I hoped he wouldn’t take it too poorly. Particularly since I did plan to take responsibility for my actions and marry Zatanna, not run for the hills like some sort of scoundrel. Zatanna and I had spent a good amount of time discussing how we would break the news to her father, who would doubtlessly be rather upset with her and absolutely furious with me. After all, she’d gone behind his back dozens of times so we could spend time together despite his frequent orders to stay away from me. 

Ultimately, we hadn’t been able to come up with a particularly good plan to break the news to him. We considered waiting a little, perhaps announcing our engagement and only saying that Zatanna was pregnant some time after. We considered getting married as soon as possible––she’d checked and it was legal to do so at sixteen in Gotham––and only telling him once the deed was done. We also (briefly) considered just going to him directly and hoping for the best, but we’d both quickly decided that was a terrible idea. 

Instead, we’d decided to temporarily sidestep the issue by telling someone else first. Someone who had a better opinion of me than Giovanni Zatara did, and was close to both him and Zatanna. Namely, Kent Nelson, Giovanni’s mentor and Zatanna’s honorary uncle. With any luck, he’d be able to help us figure out how in Merlin’s name we were going to break the news to Zatanna’s father without things erupting into violence. 

In the end, Kent’s reaction was…better than I had feared it might be. The three of us were seated together in the Tower’s sitting room. Zatanna and I were side by side on the same loveseat where we’d sat when I gave her our passes to Poseidonis, while Kent was sitting across from us in a cozy armchair. It had taken some prodding and a long, roundabout conversation, but Zatanna had just told him the news, complete with my immediete proposal. 

He stared silently at us for several long moments, his hands wrapped tightly around his cane as he leaned in towards us. Then he sighed heavily. “Well, I can’t say I’m too surprised, but I was expecting it would take a little bit longer than this. You kids work fast. This is why it's important to use protection.”

“I did,” Zatanna said softly. “It didn’t work.”

Kent’s gaze turned towards me and I shrugged. “Most wizards are highly infertile, but I did take a potion for it. It must have worn off by now.”

Kent closed his eyes and rubbed his face with his hand. “Life finds a way.”

“Yeah…” Zatanna whispered softly.

He turned back to Zatanna. “You understand your father is going to be furious, yes?”

She nodded. “I know.”

“And since I’m hearing about this at all, I take it you’re not considering an abortion either.”

“No, we’re not,” Zatanna said softly.

“Absolutely not, never,” I said at the same time. 

Zatanna and I exchanged looks and then I turned back to Kent, my eyes boring into his. “This may be a surprise, but it is not an unwelcome one. We can revisit the question if the child proves unviable, but otherwise the option is completely off the table. I understand why muggles engage in such things, but it is not an option I am willing to entertain.”

Kent nodded slowly. “Well, I can’t say that Giovanni would be any happier about the idea either. At least you two will agree on one thing.” He sighed heavily, his heavy wrinkles standing out in the flickering light of the fireplace. “So you two intend to marry, than?”

“As soon as possible, yes. We don’t know if we want to do something special or just take care of the legal side for now and worry about a ceremony later, though.”

“Being parents is a lot of responsibility.”

“We know. Thankfully we have eight months to prepare. Zatanna will be finishing up with school by the time she’s due and I will have plenty of time to spend with her and our child.”

“And you think you can support yourselves?”

“Even if Giovanni kicks her out, my home is well protected and easily big enough for us and many more people besides. I will need to spend some time accumulating currency, but I am confident that we will be able to afford anything that our magic is unable to provide.”

Kent leaned back in his chair and brushed a hand through his gray hair. “Well, at least you’re in a better position than most parents your ages would be. I guess there is little more that I can ask. I can’t say I’m happy with what has happened, but you both could have chosen far more poorly.” He shook his head slowly. “How time flies. It feels like just yesterday you were a little girl bouncing on my knee, and now look at you. You’ve become a wonderful young woman, Zatanna. I wish you both the absolute best.”

“Then you’ll help us tell dad?” Zatanna asked hopefully. 

“I guess so, if only to ensure he does not do something we will all regret.”

“Dad isn’t that bad,” Zatanna defended half-heartedly.

Kent raised an eyebrow. “When it comes to you? Well, we’ll have to wait and see, but I wouldn’t count on it. We’ll have to be smart about this.”

See, even Kent was on my side, and he knew Giovanni far better than I did. Whatever plan we came up with, I absolutely wasn’t getting within a hundred meters of the man without plastering every protective ward and charm I knew over myself.
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By the time that Kent transported Zatanna back to Poseidonis so she could take the zeta tube home and meet up with her father, we had hammered out a basic plan of action. It wasn’t a perfect plan. Honestly, I wasn’t even sure it was a particularly good plan. But it was a plan nonetheless, and that was more than we’d had until now. 

No matter what we did, Giovanni wasn’t going to take things well. At the end of the day, Zatanna had gone behind his back repeatedly to spend time with me and then, to top it all off, I’d gotten her pregnant. Perhaps I did not know the man particularly well, but I didn’t need to be a seer to know that he was going to be angry. Furious, even. I certainly would be in his shoes. 

Thus, instead of how to stop him from being angry, the question instead became ways to mitigate his anger. How to best approach things, proper timing, atmosphere, and so on. Eventually, we decided that Kent would organize a small dinner at the Tower, to which he’d invite both the Zataras and myself. With any luck, a neutral meeting place such as the Tower would help ensure that no one did something regrettable.

Theoretically, Giovanni would see nothing wrong with the invitation. He often hosted Kent at his home for dinner, and Kent occasionally invited the Zataras over to his own home as well. My presence would probably come as an unwelcome surprise, but hopefully it would not stand out at first either. After all, I’d been learning magic from the elderly wizard for some time now and we’d become somewhat close after I’d helped free him from Klarion’s clutches. 

From there, well, we had a number of ideas for how things could go. After some discussion, we’d decided that it was probably best to mention Zatanna’s pregnancy first, and only then bring up that we’d been seeing each other for some time and planned to marry. With any luck, the second part of our announcement would be overshadowed by the first, which was probably better than letting his rage build up. 

How exactly we were going to present things, however, was still somewhat up in the air. We had some ideas, but it would really depend on how things were going at the time. Kent, Zatanna, and I all had our own ideas for how things could go, but the only thing we really decided was that the initial news would have to come from Zatanna’s mouth. The rest of it would be brought up at an opportune moment either by her once again, or possibly by me. 

The issue was that none of us were quite sure how Giovanni would react. He was certainly going to be angry, but that could manifest in a number of ways. Thankfully, unlike many people in his situation, he probably wouldn’t insist on terminating Zatanna’s pregnancy, which was good because that was completely out of the question. However, it was entirely possible he’d try to cut all contact between us, which was also unacceptable. There was also the slim possibility that he would get angry at Zatanna for her behavior and lash out against her, which had to be planned around no matter how upsetting the idea was for my soon-to-be wife. 

Things started off rather well. Not wanting to put things off too long, Kent invited Giovanni to come over on Tuesday night. Not having any shows that night, Giovanni happily accepted. 

Though dinner was planned for seven o’clock, I arrived at the tower just after five. On Zatanna’s recommendation, I was dressed nicely, but not as formally as I’d originally planned. I wore a dark blue blazer open over a white shirt, khaki pants, and a black belt to match my black leather shoes.

I was also wearing six different enchanted gold bangles hidden under the sleeves of my blazer, enchanted cufflinks, my charm necklace, and every single piece of clothing I was wearing had been painstakingly enchanted for durability and protection instead of comfort. I also spent nearly an entire hour casting additional spells on myself, not just wand magic but also some of the protective spells Kent and Ozpin had shown me. 

By the end of it, Kent was giving me odd looks and my skin was prickling from the amount of magic surrounding me. Over the course of the last three days, I’d invested more than twenty mana into enchantments I was now wearing, along with a considerable amount of blood and hard work. 

Perhaps it was a little bit overkill, but I was about to sit down with a very skilled and experienced wizard and tell him that I’d fucked a baby into his darling little girl. I wanted to be absolutely certain that a poorly thought-through ‘ied’ from the man didn’t end up with me in an early grave. And in any case, while some of what I was wearing wouldn’t last long––the suit and pants in particular would probably combust sometime in the coming days as the spells woven into the material began to clash against one another––the bangles would make a wonderful gift for Zatanna and the cufflinks would hopefully serve me well for years to come.

Giovanni arrived with Zatanna at ten till seven. I stayed in the dining room as Kent went down to greet him, but he looked to be in high spirits as he walked through the door several minutes later. I’d been following the news closely all day and there had been a report of him driving off Felix Faust with minimal damage and no casualties early this morning. There was a smile on his face as he laughed at something that Kent had said, and Kent was carrying an expensive-looking bottle of white wine. 

I stood up as he came in, stepping around the table and extending a hand out towards him. It took him a moment to notice my presence, and when he did a frown briefly flashed across his face before he wiped it away. 

After another moment, he shook my hand briefly. I inclined my head. “Mr. Zatara, it's a pleasure to see you again. I heard about your encounter this morning with Faust, excellently done.”


“And you, Mr. Black.” He smiled tightly, clearly lying through his teeth. “It is a shame I was unable to capture him, but Faust is a slippery foe. I was glad to have prevented him from causing any more harm than he already has at the very least.” He released my hand and turned to Kent, who’d entered the room at the same time as he had. “I hadn’t realized we would be having other guests. Is anyone else coming?”

Kent set the bottle in his hands down on the table, where it joined two others that he’d brought out earlier. “No, not tonight. Just the four of us.”

Zatanna, who was standing behind her father, smiled at me as Giovanni turned to address Kent. There was a certain tension in her posture, and her smile wavered after a moment as she bit her lower lip, nervously studying the back of her father’s suit jacket. 

I smiled back, doing my best to project as much confidence as I could, even if I wasn’t really feeling it. This was a hard moment for both of us, but there was a lot more pressure on my wonderful Zatanna than there was on me. Giovanni was a veritable stranger to me, and the only blood family she had left to her. Giovanni could cause a lot of problems for me, but his ultimate impact on my life was minimal. No matter what happened, she was the one who’d have to live with the results of this evening

We took our seats around the table, Giovanni swiftly moving to sit between Zatanna and I with Kent sitting across from him. Though the table was large enough to seat ten or so people, there were just four chairs, leaving all of us at least moderately physically separated from each other. 

Things were a tad awkward at first, but conversation slowly began to flow. We mostly spoke of magic––that was a relatively safe topic for all of us––with Kent and Giovanni carrying the conversation with the occasional comment from Zatanna and I. 

As dinner progressed, it was clear that Zatanna was feeling rather hesitant about what she was about to do. There were several moments where I felt like she was about to break the news, only to think better of it at the last moment and fall silent or change the subject. 

Finally, we were just about finished with the meal and preparing to clear the table for dessert when Kent proposed a toast. Both he and Giovanni had been drinking lightly so far, their wine glasses still half-full, but Giovanni agreed and they decided to open the bottle of wine he’d brought. 

New glasses were brought out and one by one he filled a glass for Kent, himself, me, and then he moved to pour a small quantity for Zatanna as well. Zatanna, who had been rather silent for the past ten minutes or so, finally spoke up. “Oh, thanks dad, but, uh, not for me tonight. I shouldn’t drink, I’m pregnant.”

Giovanni stopped pouring and raised the bottle. “Of course, no one is––” and then he froze as the rest of Zatanna’s words finally registered in his mind. The bottle slipped from between his suddenly limp fingers and only Kent’s quick casting stopped it from shattering against the floor. 

“What…did you say, Zatanna?” he asked slowly, his accent bleeding heavily into his words. He’d stood up to pour the wine and now he leaned forward over the table, his white shirt dangerously close to the remnants of his dinner.

Zatanna met his gaze squarely, then quickly looked away. “I shouldn’t drink because I’m pregnant.” Her voice was barely more than a whisper, but in the suddenly still and silent room, it may as well have been a shout.

“You’re…pregnant…” he took a slow, shaky breath. “Zatanna. Tell me that this is a joke.”

She shook her head. “It's not a joke. I’m really pregnant.”

Giovanni closed his eyes. There was a moment of silence and then he turned to face me, his eyes wide and his hand raised in the air. “You!” then he swore loudly in what I assumed was his native Italian. Even if I hadn’t been able to understand the specific meaning of his words, I think I would have known what he was trying to say. “How dare you! After what I did to help you, you force yourself upon my daughter?  You!” he swore again, his eyes blazing with fury.

Zatanna was on her feet in a moment. “It wasn’t like that! He didn’t force me to do anything!”

Giovanni whirled back towards her. “So it was him? It was?”

“Yes, but it was me who––”

She continued, but Giovanni was no longer listening. He was absolutely furious. “How. Dare. You. How dare you. How dare you!” He gestured sharply towards me, slashing his hand through the air. “Terger!” he barked.

Two different barriers instantly failed and something slammed into my occlumency like a battering ram. Sparks of aura erupted around my head and a sharp pain shot through my skull as my outer shields failed in an instant, but the second layer held. One of the bangles on my left arm went from cool to blazing with heat as the runes on it flared to life, reinforcing my stressed mental defenses. 

“Giovanni! What are you doing?” Kent called out, rising to his feet as well. 

I pushed my chair back and my wand fell into my waiting hand. Unfortunately, as fast as I was with aura augmenting my movements, the pain in my skull slowed me down enough that Giovanni got off another spell. 

“Tuo!” he cast viciously, and I was lifted off my feet and sent flying towards where the door had been at the start of the meal. I slammed into the hard stone of the Tower’s walls and another shield shattered, but my aura and protective enchantments were far better suited against blunt force than mental attacks. I raised my wand, a spell on the tip of my tongue. 
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And then, despite my instincts screaming danger, I bit my tongue and lowered it. The force with which Giovanni had attacked me had momentarily knocked me off balance, but now more than ever I needed to stick with what we’d discussed before. Attacking him now would just, in his mind at least, prove him right. Furthermore, while I doubted that our relationship would ever be an overly positive one, I also needed to focus on preserving my good will with Zatanna and Kent. 

“Mr. Zatara, pleas––”

Another spell slammed into me, most of the power behind it dispersed by my protective magics and the rest dying against my aura. It still felt like a kick in the gut and sparks of silver and green erupted around my entire body. My back crashed into stone behind me and enchanted masonry gave way first, spiderwebs of cracks spreading through the enchanted rock that made up the Tower’s inner walls. 

I had already known that Giovanni was a powerful and experienced wizard, but there was a real difference between knowing something on an intellectual level, and seeing it in practice. I had covered myself in every protective spell I could think of, powered by both my own magic and the incredibly potent strength of colored mana. I was wearing clothing and magical jewelry enchanted to protect me. I had my aura, an extra layer of defense sheathing my body in the light of my very soul.

And yet, even still some traces of Giovanni’s spells were punching through all of it. My head ached from the force of that first spell, though thankfully none of it had managed to penetrate into the core of my mind. The second had broken two different shields, split one of the bangles on my arm in half from the magical backlash, and then ate a significant chunk of my aura as well. It was lucky that the third was a more traditional attack, one that my remaining shields were better suited to deal with, and yet I’d still felt the strength of his magic. 

“Dad, stop!” Zatanna shouted, grabbing at her father’s arm. Kent was hurrying around the table, his cane held firmly in his hands and a severe look on his face. 

I raised my free hand in the air in front of me. “Sir, I swear I didn’t––”

“I’ve heard more than enough from you!” Giovanni shouted, reflexively dodging away from Zatanna’s clumsy attempts to restrain him. “Ecnelis! I don’t know what lies you’ve woven over my daughter’s eyes, but no more!”

My lips kept moving but no sounds came out. It wasn’t a spell directed at me––my magic would have dealt with that––but rather it seemed as though he’d surrounded me in some form of bubble from which no sound could emerge. An excellent trick.

I continued to speak, or at least pretend to do so, ‘begging’ for Giovanni to calm down. Before the man could cast anything else, I silently and without any wand movements surrounded myself in a fresh protego shield, reinforced by a single colorless mana instead of a white mana to ensure the barrier remained fully transparent instead of appearing with a white sheen. It wouldn’t be as strong as if I’d cast it properly, but it was still another layer of defense without me visibly seeming to cast anything. 

Fortunately, it seemed as though that was an unnecessary precaution. Kent appeared behind Giovanni and grabbed the younger wizard’s shoulder, yelling for him to control himself. Giovanni continued to shout and rage, but a flare of gold erupted as he attempted to cast his next spell, shattering the half-formed logomancy before Giovanni could finish his incantation.

I stood back, an expression of worried deference on my face even as I smiled internally, and watched as Kent and Zatanna shouted over Giovanni and each other as they bodily pushed him back into his chair. The man fought them initially, but eventually relented at Zatanna impassioned pleading. 

Only once he was back in his chair, his arms crossed over his chest mulishly and a glare burning into me, did I finally step away from the wall and slowly made my way back to the table. Somehow, probably because we were sitting side by side and not across the table from one another, the table remained fully undamaged by the commotion. I grabbed my glass and took a long drink of water, my wand still held in my hand beneath the tablecloth and my heart pounding in my chest. 

“Are you okay, Hydrys?” Zatanna asked worriedly. She leaned forward, her eyes boring into mine, then briefly glared at her dad. “Seriously dad, what the hell was that!”

I nodded jerkily. “I will be. Yeah,” I said haltingly, “Nothing serious.”

Kent, who was standing at the corner of the table between Giovanni and me and leaning heavily on his cane, spoke up. “I must say, Giovanni. I understand your anger, but your response was uncalled for.”

Giovanni bristled. “Uncalled for? This…this…” he briefly switched to Italian, calling me some sort of criminal, before continuing, “assaulted my daughter, my darling Zatanna. I should––”

“Dad!” Zatanna shouted, “Hydrys did no such thing. He was a total gentleman and everything that happened was completely my fault.”

Giovanni waved his hand dismissively. “You do not know what you are talking about, my dear. He is a sly trickster, but I know his ilk. You only think that it was all your idea, and now that he has used you he will vanish into the night like the villain he––”

Zatanna had finally had enough. “Shut up, shut up, shut up! It's not like that! Hydrys is amazing and wonderful and I don’t care what you think. We’re going to get married, we're going to raise our children together, and I wanted you to be part of that, but it's obvious that you’re too blind to see that Hydrys is the best thing that ever happened to me. Ever since mom died you’ve been stuck in your own little world, but newsflash, I’m not ten years old any more! I’m going to be an adult in less than a year, but you still treat me like I’m made of cotton candy!”

“I just want what’s best for you!” Giovanni all but roared, slamming a hand against the table in front of him, making the cutlery shake and glasses wobble. “I told you to stay away from that rotten boy for your own good, and see now what came from your foolish rebelion? You may not be as young as you once were, but you certainly still act like it! I won’t have it, I won’t! I forbid it!”

“Giovanni––” Kent began, but that just made the man whirl towards the elderly wizard. 

“And you, Kent! How could you encourage this foolishness! This boy is taking advantage of Zatanna’s youth and inexperience and you just stand back and allow it! I understand you owe him your gratitude, but this goes far beyond that!”

Giovanni’s tirade cut off as he clenched his hands into fists and took a deep breath. Then he stood up, his chair skidding back away from him and nearly toppling. “Zatanna, we’re leaving,” he declared, his tone brooking no arguments. “Kent, thank you for the dinner. It was delicious. I’m afraid I must cancel our dinner next week.”

Zatanna folded her arms over her chest like her father had done just minutes before and glared at Giovanni. “I’m not going anywhere.”

“Zatanna. Do not test me right now.”

“No.”

“No?”

“You heard me. I’m going to stay right here until you sit down and listen when I’m talking to you.”

Giovanni turned around slowly to look at his daughter. “Zatanna. We. Are. Leaving. I don’t want you to spend another minute in the company of that boy.”

“He has a name!”

“And I wish I’d never heard it!” he shot back. “Nothing good has come from him.”

“I think Uncle Kent and a whole bunch of Atlanteans would disagree, and so would I! Hydrys is amazing and I’m lucky to have found such a kind, loving man to spend the rest of my life with.”

Giovanni snorted dismissively. “That is certainly not going to happen on my watch. We are leaving and that is final. I will make sure you never see this boy again and hopefully by next summer we will be able to put all this foolishness behind us. I’m certain I will be able to find a… loving family for his…spawn and that will be the end of it!”

I watched silently as father and daughter argued back and forth. This…wasn’t going anywhere. Zatanna had been confident that she’d be able to talk her dad around, especially with Kent’s support, but I was really starting to doubt that assertion. 

I waited for the next brief break in the argument and stepped in. I doubted it would do anything, but I felt it was important to make an attempt, if only so that I could say I’d tried later.“Mr. Zatara, sir, please. I know you’re angry and just want what’s best for your daughter, but so do I. I’m not going to abandon Zatanna. She’s an amazing young woman and I’m fully prepared to take responsibility for what happened. The pregnancy was an accident, but we’re going to make the best of it and––”

Giovanni managed to listen silently for somewhat longer than I had expected, but eventually he cut me off with a disgusted snort. “Make the best of it? Hah! I’ve heard more than enough from you. I know your type. You do not want what is best for her, only what is best for you! Rats and leaches have flocked to our name for centuries, but we have always stood strong against the onslaught.” He turned back to Zatanna. “I am done with this, daughter. Let’s. Go.”

Zatanna squeezed her eyes shut, her fingers leaving wrinkles in the hem of the blue table cloth in front of her. She took a breath that was more a sob than anything else and then looked up at Giovanni, tears welling up at the corners of her eyes. One of her hands moved down to rest on her belly, slowly rubbing the pale white fabric separating her hand from the bare skin beneath it. 

“Then go,” she whispered. She swallowed heavily, and repeated herself in a louder voice. “Then go. Just go. I’m not going to get rid of my baby and I’m definitely not going to give my baby up to someone else. Hydrys has a house. He’ll take care of me until I’m done with school.” 

She took a deep breath, her voice dropping once more until it was only a tiny bit louder than it had been at the start. “I won’t drop out. Even if I want to. I’ll finish the year. I’ll graduate. Like you and mom wanted. And then we’re going to raise our family and be happy. And I want you to be a part of that.” She choked back another sob. “But not if it means giving up my baby. So just go. Please.”

Giovanni stared at his daughter. He opened his mouth, paused, and wet his lips with the tip of his tongue. He looked at me, loathing burning in his eyes. He looked at Kent, who looked impossibly tired but still met the younger wizard’s eyes squarely. He looked back at Zatanna.

Giovanni closed his eyes and sighed, his shoulders sagging. Zatanna’s expression turned hopeful for a brief moment, but then Giovanni turned around without opening his eyes. “Then so be it,” he whispered. “This is not over.” And then he walked out of the room, the stone wall opening up in front of him as the Tower understood his unspoken request for the door.

The three of us watched him retreating back in silence until the wall closed behind him. No spoke for several long seconds, the only sound in the room the rhythmic tap of Kent’s cane as he walked back to his chair and collapsed bonelessly into it. 

“That could have gone better,” I said softly. 

“He…left,” Zatanna whispered, clearly not hearing my words. “He just…left.”

I wanted to say that yes, she had in fact asked him to do so and he’d finally listened to something she was saying, but that was obviously not going to help anyone so I held my tongue. 

Zatanna’s shoulders shook. My eyes widened and I swiftly rose to my feet, rushing around the table just in time to catch Zatanna’s arm as she began to cry, sob, and then finally wail, tears flowing freely down her cheeks and dripping onto the school uniform she was still wearing. 

I wrapped my arms around her, holding her tightly even as she continued to cry big, ugly tears. Kent and I exchanged looks and he gestured towards Zatanna. I shrugged, then mouthed ‘tea’ towards the man. He nodded and swiftly left the room, leaving just the two of us in the big, empty dining room.

I closed my eyes and focused on rubbing slow circles on Zatanna’s back, my lips mumbling sweet nothings in her ears as her tears soaked into my shirt and blazer. So much to do. So little time. It seemed like Zatanna and I would be spending a lot more time together in the coming months than I’d initially suspected, which was a good thing but would make extraplanar exploration somewhat more difficult. Still, I’d make time for both. 

I needed to. 

Even with all my preparations, Giovanni had nearly broken my defenses with three measly spells. I was too weak. Knew too little. Giovanni was powerful, but there were both heroes and villains on this Plane who were far stronger than he was, not to mention all the indirect ways someone could come after me and mine. If I was to protect myself and my new family, I would need more. More mana. More magic. More money and power and secrets. 

For now though, there were more immediate problems to deal with. Zatanna could sleep in my room of course, but she’d need her own desk and a space where she could retreat to if she wanted privacy. Plus, she’d probably want electricity and internet, something I wasn’t really sure how to organize. Wards needed to be strengthened, protective charms and enchantments had to be woven into her clothing. I’d also need to figure out how she was going to get to and from school, arrange some time to go shopping for new clothing, and a million and one other tasks that I hadn’t been expecting to worry about for some time yet. 

The next few days…weeks…months were going to be busy. Very busy. But I was fine with that. These past months on this Plane had been productive, but unfocused. I had just been aimlessly cruising through life, improving but not driven as I once had been. Now I had a new goal. A new reason to push forward every single day beyond just my own life and survival.

Zatanna and our unborn child were worth every ounce of effort I could give them. My forefathers had bled, fought, and died to secure the future of the House of Black. I would make them proud to call me their descendant. Lord Hydrys Black had a good ring to it. My lips curled into a small smile. And so did Lady Zatanna Black. And also…dad.
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I stood at the center of what had once been the pub’s secondary dining room, my wand twirling through the air in smooth, gentle arcs like a conductor’s baton. Brushes, buckets, rollers, razor blades, rolls of wallpaper, and a plethora of other tools danced around me, animation charms transforming a task that would take multiple muggles an entire day into the work of an afternoon.

The room looked nothing like it had back when I’d first chosen this place in July. I had cleared out all the rubbish, stripped the room down to the foundation, fully separated it from the rest of the first floor, covered the bare walls, floor, and ceiling with runes, and then expanded it until it was more than four times as large as it once had been. 

Once that was finished and the magic had time to stabilize, I’d put in a new floor––gorgeous pale yew that matched my wand in color––and now I was putting up wallpaper. That had been a surprisingly difficult thing to find. It seemed as though wallpaper had somewhat fallen out of fashion in the past decades in favor of simply painting the walls and ceiling in a single color, but eventually I’d managed to track down a distributor and selected a lovely pattern for the room. 

As much as it would have been easier to simply paint the walls, that would interfere with the spells and wards I’d cast over the room. There were runes drawn all across the walls, floor, and ceiling that were necessary to stabilize the space-expansion charms and tie all the defenses, climate control spells, and other charms into the rest of the house. 

Covering those runes with paint would potentially damage them and make the magic go out of control––a worrying proposition when it came to expansion magic. Plus, it would make it nearly impossible to make tweaks or changes without simply replacing the entire setup. It was much safer and more practical to just put up wall paper over them without damaging any of the symbols. 

I hummed softly to myself as I directed another freshly-cut sheet of paper into place, laying it out perfectly adjacent to the sheet behind it. Tools floated forward, smoothing the sheet out and pressing it against the wall so that it lay flat. This was not the most efficient way of doing things, but there was something satisfying about it nonetheless. 

I had no doubts that a specialist would know some spell that would do all of this at once without needing to individually charm every tool and roll, but this worked well enough and it wasn’t like I’d ever expected that I would need to do this myself. In any case, the challenge of it all––directing and tweaking dozens of individual charms all at once––was rather satisfying and good practice for using such spells in combat or other more stressful circumstances. 

There was a soft knock on the door behind me and I mentally lowered the silencing magic surrounding the room. “Yes?” I called out, turning my head to look at the doorway even as I continued to direct the tools around me. The next roll of paper began to unfurl above me and a razor blade flashed through the air, neatly slicing the next sheet of perfectly to size.

One of the two doors slid open slightly, several inches of as-of-yet undecorated wood vanishing into the recess cut into the doorframe. Blake stuck her head through the gap and looked around curiously at the floating tools before focusing on me. “Huh, I thought Glynda said she was going to do this room.”

“She’s working downstairs and I want to get this done as soon as possible,” I said curtly. The magic was taking most of my focus, leaving only a fraction of my attention for the conversation. “Do you need something?”

She shook her head. “No, no. I just wanted to let you know that Zatanna will be home soon. Raven just left to get her. You said you wanted a heads up when she was done with school.”

Was it really four o’clock already? How time flew sometimes. I looked around the room. I was making good progress, but there was still a good twenty or thirty minutes of work left to do. Thankfully, I actually did know the right charm for this. I learned it for potions practice, but it worked perfectly well for things like this too. 

“Thanks Blake, I’ll be out in just a minute.” 

She nodded, “Okay, I’ll let them know you’re coming if they’re back before you’re done.” Then she looked around the room one more time, pulled her head back, and shut the door behind her. 

I turned back to my work and swiftly finished putting the curret sheet of wallpaper into place. Once that was done however, instead of cutting the next piece I twirled my wand in a tight, horizontal circle, then finished the wand motions with an upward flourish. “Prandium intermissio!” I cast. 

The many floating objects around me swiftly arranged themselves into neat rows, then froze in mid air. They’d stay like that for about an hour, or until I came back and undid the spell. It was a handy bit of magic, temporarily pausing but not dispelling many simple charms and ensuring that mundane materials didn’t dry out, get soggy, or otherwise become ruined. It didn’t work on anything with a lot of magic in it, but if you were just working with basic potion ingredients or equipment, it let you step away for a bit without ruining your hard work. 

I double checked that everything was in order, then stepped out of the room and into the entry hall. This was another one of the rooms that still needed a lot of work. The eventual plan was to separate it into several distinct spaces, but for now it was one big work in progress. Only a small patch by the door was in any way organized, with the rest of the walls bare and much of the floor already ripped away. 

I ignored the mess for now, instead heading down the stairs to the basement. That too was still a work in progress, but it was where we’d set up our current kitchen, dining area, and the mostly-furnished library. I made it down just in time to see Raven and Zatanna step out of one of Raven’s portals, the red gateway swiftly closing behind them. Glynda––who was sitting at our dinner table with a cup of tea in one hand and a folder full of documents in the other––briefly glanced up at them, raised her cup in greeting, then returned to her reading. 

I paused at the foot of the stairs, silently watching the three women. Zatanna sighed heavily and dropped her brand new backpack onto the floor, then collapsed bonelessly into a chair. “Ugggggh,” she groaned, her head thumping lightly against the table. “Why the fuck did I say I was going to keep doing this again?” she mumbled rhetorically to herself. 

Glynda and Raven exchanged looks and a second teacup floated silently out of the cabinet we’d set up, settling down safely out of the way of Zatanna’s head but still well within her reach. The cup was swiftly filled with tea from the pot beside Glynda, and then was joined by a small plate of fresh scones, a container of cream cheese, and a small pot of maple syrup. It was a slightly heretical combination, but it made Zatanna happy so I wouldn’t judge her poor taste too harshly.

A moment later, another cup of tea and plate of scones was laid out on the opposite side of the table, and Glynda, not even bothering to look up at me, inclined her head towards it meaningfully. 

I smiled and stepped fully into the room, heading towards where Zatanna was sitting. “It sounds like someone had a long day.”

Zatanna groaned again, not bothering to raise her head from the table as she answered. “It was terrible. I got yelled at for ‘losing’ my math homework, Mrs. Sullivan had us doing group work, and Chastity god-damn Brown wouldn’t stop asking me questions about the ‘sexy lady’ that picked me up from school yesterday!” 

I stopped behind her and leaned down to wrap my arms around her shoulders. Her body relaxed slightly at the contact, a long, soft sigh slipping from her lips. “That’s unfortunate. Well, it's already Thursday. One more day and then you’ll have the whole weekend to relax.”

Zatanna snorted “Relax? Yeah right.”

“You know,” I clicked my tongue loudly. “Fair. Very fair.” We had a lot to do this weekend, not to mention all the school work Zatanna needed to take care of. “Look on the bright side. Kent managed to go and get your school backpack and a few other things from Shadowcrest this morning. He wasn’t able to get into your room, but he still managed to find some of your things.”

Zatanna sighed again. She’d been doing a lot of that these last two days. “I guess that’s something. At least I won’t have to keep making excuses for why I don’t have my books and stuff. I guess I chose a good day to do my homework in the dining room.”

I tightened my grip, hugging her against my chest and pulling her up into a sitting position. “Sometimes, it's the little things that count.”

Zatanna turned her body to the side and awkwardly wrapped an arm around my waist. We stayed like that for nearly a full minute, just silently enjoying each other’s company. Eventually, I nodded towards the plates beside her. “Glynda made you some tea. You should enjoy it while it's hot.”

“Yeah. Yeah.” She slowly picked up the cup and brought it to her lips, taking a single sip before setting it back down. “Thank’s Glynda.” She sounded tired. It hurt to see her like this. I was doing my best to comfort her, keep her busy, and shower her with attention, but there was only so much I could manage. It was clear that the argument she’d had with her father was still weighing heavily on her. 

I’d tried to reach out to Giovanni yesterday, but all my efforts so far had been in vain. He completely ignored the messages I tried to pass along to him, and the charms on the letter I’d left outside Shadowcrest told me it had been incinerated without being opened. 

I silently took a seat across the table from Zatanna and began to carefully prepare my scone, slicing the pasty in half and filling it with a layer of jam and clotted cream. There was so much to do. So little time to do it. But spending time with Zatanna now was more important than that, at least for now. My work could wait a little while, Zatanna needed me now. Plus, it really was high time for afternoon tea. And Glynda, as it turned out, was an excellent baker.
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“Oh wow, it looks wonderful! Even better than how I imagined,” Zatanna said softly, looking around the mostly finished dining room. There was a small, wistful smile on her face. Not perfect by any means, but better than tears or a frown. “Though, it's a bit big for just the two of us.”

I stepped up behind her and lightly wrapped an arm around her waist, my palm resting lightly on the soft, warm skin of her exposed belly. “It won’t be just the two of us for long, though. Nor even just the three of us, I hope.”

Zatanna lay her hand on top of mine and leaned back against me, her long, nimble fingers intertwining with my own. We stood in silence for more than a minute, my thumb idly rubbing small circles just above her belly button. Zatanna’s eyes slowly panned across the room, taking in the freshly papered walls, the polished wooden floor, the floating orbs of pale light hovering by the ceiling, and the rather out-of-place small table and non-matching chairs sitting in the middle of the room.

“I think we’re going to need a different table, then,” she deadpanned. “That one doesn’t really fit the whole…” she waved her hand vaguely around the room, “vibe you have going on.”

I sighed heavily, poking her cheek with my free hand. “Shush. I’m waiting till I can find something that really speaks to me, you know? It's not exactly the sort of furniture you can just buy at any old store. Most people aren’t interested in tables quite this big.”


Zatanna looked around the room again. “You’re going to need a really big table.”

“Not that big. I still need to put in some cabinets, decorate a little, all that stuff. Plus the fireplace is going to need some free space around it and there should be enough room for people to walk around the room even if all the seats are occupied. I’m thinking…probably room for about forty people. Maybe fifty if we really squeeze the seats together.”

Zatanna turned her head to stare at me. “Hydrys, fifty people is a lot of people. Hell, forty people is already a lot of people.” 

“Uh, I guess? I mean the dining room table back home was bigger, and the house tables at Hogwarts sit up to two hundred. There’s a neat enchantment that makes the table shrink or grow to accommodate however many people you need to seat, but it works best if you apply it when the table is already at its maximum size.”

Zatanna hummed thoughtfully. “I guess that makes sense. Better than just the two of us eating at such a big table.”

“If it's just us, we can always eat downstairs or in the kitchen. This is just…future proofing, I guess. Better to have the space and not need it rather than need the space and not have it. And when we’re not using it for that, we can just shrink all the tables and chairs down and we’ve got plenty of room to dance or for the little ones to run around.”

In lieu of an answer, Zatanna turned around and hugged me, nuzzling her cheek against my shoulder, her hot breath tickling my neck. “Plenty of room for all sorts of fun things,” she whispered softly. Her hand trailed down to my pants and softly rubbed the bulge of my manhood through the fabric covering it. “You’re right. It's important to look ahead. Someday…this house is going to be full of people. Family. Our family. And you’ve been working so hard to make it possible while I’m stuck at school. That really means a lot.” 

Zatanna fell silent, her fingers continuing to caress my slowly harding shaft through my suddenly rather tight-fitting pants. Well, two could play at that game. Zatanna had changed out of her school uniform and into one of the half-dozen casual outfits we’d purchased for her on Wednesday. This one consisted of a floral-print crop top that left a sliver of her belly and her shoulders bare, and a matching skirt that extended only a scant few inches down her thigh.

I kept one hand on Zatanna’s back, but the other slipped down to lightly massage her butt through her skirt. She let out a hum of enjoyment and, feeling emboldened, I slowly trailed my hand down to the bare skin of her thighs and then followed the curve of her leg all the way back up. 

Zatanna squeaked softly as I dug my fingers into her plush derriere. She was wearing panties––I could feel the band around her hips, but they were of the sort that left her rear almost entirely bare and open to my assault. 

I paused, but after a moment Zatanna relaxed again and I renewed my gentle kneading, enjoying the small noises that slipped from between her lips and the faint twitching of her fingers and toes. 

Zatanna took a deep breath. “I know this probably isn’t what you were expecting or planning for, but I’m glad it was you and not someone else. You’re always so…composed and prepared. I don’t really know any other guys our age, but I doubt many of them would have taken things as well as you have. I still barely know what’s going on, but you’re so on top of everything. And I’m just…still staggering around trying to figure out what’s happening.”

“You’ll get there,” I told her confidently. “I’ll take care of things for as long as I need to. A lot has happened in the last couple of days. It's perfectly understandable that you need some time to wrap your head around it all.”

“I hope so.” She sniffed softly. “You’re going to be an amazing dad.”

I really hoped so. I really did. “And you a wonderful mother.”

She looked up at me, her eyes shining slightly. “Do you really think so?”

“I know so.” And if she wasn’t, well. That was what nannies were for. The multiverse was a big place. The biggest place, near as I could tell. There was undoubtedly an endless number of masterful nannies and caretakers out there, free for the taking. My children would be raised with the best love and affection I could find.

Zatanna’s fingers found the fly of my pants and began to toy with the zipper, slowly dragging it down. She slipped two fingers through the newly created gap and brushed them against my underwear, my shaft twitching slightly at the feather-light touch. “Well, I guess there’s at least one benefit for––” her voice caught in her throat and she swallowed heavily. “...you know,” she finished weakly. 

I did know. “He’ll come around.”

“You don’t know that. He’s…dad can be really stubborn, sometimes. Even when it hurts him.”

“Perhaps. But I would like my children to grow up knowing at least one of their grandparents, and he’s the only one we have available right now. We’ll work on him. Together.”

“Together,” Zatanna echoed. She undid the button that was the last thing holding my pants in place and wiggled out of my grasp to drop down onto her knees. A gentle tugging pulled them down past my hips and Zatanna smiled impishly up at me as her fingers danced around the waistband of my underclothes. That wasn’t quite what I had been planning when I’d brought Zatanna to the newly finished dining room, but if she was going to initiate, I certainly wasn’t going to complain.

At that moment, the door slid open and, for the second time this afternoon, Blake shoved her head into the room. “I have your din––” she trailed off, her eyes widening as she stared at Zatanna and I. Her pale cheeks flushed bright red and there was a soft thump as the paper bag she was holding slipped between her fingers and dropped onto the floor. 

“––ner,” she finished after a beat. Her eyes flicked between the two of us, but her attention was clearly focused on something other than my face. “I’mjustgonnagonowbye!” she blurted out, her words jumbling up into a single, breathless stream. Her head jerked back out of the room and the sliding doors rattled as she slammed them shut behind her. 

Zatanna leaned back, her butt propped up on her heels and a sly smile on her lips. “Just look at her. I told you she’d be easy. I saw some of the books she tried to hide in the library.” Zatanna winked. “The girl has good taste.”

I closed my eyes and rubbed my forehead. The concept still made me slightly uncomfortable, but if Zatanna was fine with it, it was fine, right? Especially if she actually wanted it, if it was something that would make her happy. I wasn’t necessarily opposed to the idea, just worried about the potential implications of it all. 

“Fine,” I said after a moment. “But it's your job to convince her. I’ll go along with whatever plan you come up with.”

Zatanna blinked. “Really?” She quickly shook her head. “Oh, this is going to be great!” She leapt to her feet and hugged me tightly, our lips meeting in a short but fiery kiss, a spark of the passion that had been absent the last two days shining in her eyes once more.

Her eyes turned to the bag of food that Blake had brought with her, then swiftly panned around the room again. “Let’s eat, and then we can go up to your room. You should bring some rugs down here or something. For next time.” 

“Our room,” I corrected gently, “but that sounds like a great idea to me.”

“Our room,” Zatnna agreed. And I was pretty sure she liked the sound of it. There was still tension in her shoulders and back, and her smile was not as wide and joyful as I was used to, but it was getting there. Step one of ‘cheer Zatanna up’ was a resounding success.

Dinner didn’t last long. Glynda had ordered food from a nearby restaurant and it was fine, but nothing special. Barely five minutes into the meal, I felt Zatanna’s bare foot start to trail up my leg until she could poke me in the crotch. I gave her a deadpan stare, caught her foot with my hand, and continued to speak as though nothing had happened. My thumb tickled the sole of her foot, making her fidget and wriggle until she finally freed herself from my grasp, only to try again a moment later with the other foot. 

By the time that foot reached its destination, we were both mostly done eating––tea had been lovely, but that had been hours ago and casting as much magic as I had made me work up an appetite––and I decided that I’d endured enough teasing.

Keeping a firm grip on her ankle with my left hand, I hid my right hand beneath the table and let my wand fall into my hands. Then I smiled at Zatanna. She must have seen something in my face because her eyes widened and she tried to pull her foot back, but it was far too late. 

I cast two spells in rapid succession. A feather-light charm on Zatanna and a cushioning charm on the floor, chairs, and table. Then I pushed my chair back and stood up, pulling the suddenly neigh-weightless Zatanna after me

Zatanna yelped. “Hydrys!” she cried out as she slid out of her chair and flew through the air under the table. I raised my arm up into the air, leaving Zatanna dangling by one foot, her hair pooling on the floor beneath her and her skirt falling down to reveal her translucent, slightly-damp white thong.

“What was that, dear?” I asked,

She playfully smacked at my legs. “Hydrys,” she whined, “put me down!” 

“Hmmmmm. You know, I don’t think I will.” I lightly ran the tip of my wand down the cleft of her womanhood, stopping just a fraction of an inch before I reached her most sensitive spot. Zatanna’s bare toes clenched tightly and she let out a wordless whimper. “Someone has been acting very naughty this evening. And an expecting mother, no less. What sort of an example are you setting…” I tutted softly like one of my elderly grandmothers and aunts when I made a mistake during etiquette training. 

I was worried that I was putting it on a bit too thick, but Zatanna gleefully pounced on it anyway. “Oh, I’ve been very, very naughty.” She fluttered her eyelashes, though the effect was slightly ruined by the angle. “I need to be punished by a big, strong wizard with his long, hard wand.”

I couldn’t quite suppress a snort of amusement and Zatanna giggled. “Well, what sort of strong, responsible wizard would I be if I didn’t know how to properly discipline a young, sexy temptress of a witch like you?” I lightly smacked my wand against her pussy, a thin layer of aura ensuring that I did not get anything on the polished length of wood. 

Zatanna wiggled and moaned. “Oh yes, I need to be disciplined. My mouth needs to be disciplined, my breasts need to be disciplined, my pussy needs to be disciplined, my ass needs to be disciplined, my––”

Whatever else she intended to list would remain a mystery however. I twirled Zatanna around, her hair and skirt fluttering through the air, then slung her over my shoulder like a bag of potatoes, two hands on her butt holding her firmly in place. I twisted on my heel, and vanished, reappearing a moment later in my room. While Zataanna was still slightly disoriented from the apparition, I tossed her bodily onto my bed and then followed after her, rapidly shedding clothing along the way. 

Zatanna wasn’t willing to wait for me. By the time I made it to my bed, her skirt was bunched up around her waist, her crop top was lying somewhere on the opposite side of the room, and she was rubbing her slit through her now completely transparent thong, her other hand mauling her left breast.

I lightly rapped her knuckles with my wand. “Naughty, naughty,” I sang, “you got me all worked up and now you won’t even take responsibility for your actions? I see I’ve got a lot of work in front of me to turn you into a proper, respectable young woman.”

Zatanna’s hand froze and, with a soft whine, she reluctantly pulled it away, leaving it hovering a few inches above her soaked womanhood. I shook my head and grabbed one wrist, then the other, and pulled them both up above her head, pinning them in place against the bed. Then I kissed her, my tongue hungrily exploring her mouth as she arched her back to press her bare breasts against my chest. 

“Oh god, fuck me Hydrys, I need you so badly right now,” Zatanna exclaimed the moment I broke our kiss.

I clicked my tongue and shook my head slowly. “Naughty, naughty, thinking only about yourself. You said it yourself, you’ve been a bad girl and you need to be punished.”

I waited for a moment and then, when Zatanna made no move to protest, maneuvered her until her mouth was just a scant few inches away from my fully erect shaft, her wrists still clasped firmly in my left hand. “If you do a good job, maybe you can earn a reward,” I said softly, “Good witches get nice, big, hard rewards.”

Zatanna needed no more prompting. She really was a good witch. A great witch, even. The very best. By the time we both finally fell asleep, Zatanna cradled against my chest and my spent shaft still buried inside her, there was a big, genuine smile on my future wife’s face. And that was worth every single deeply embarrassing moment that I’d spent doing ‘research’ on the internet while she’d been at school. 
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Compared to the splendor of Hogwarts or the slightly alien undersea beauty of the Conservatory of Sorcery, Cathedral High did not look like much. It was one big, blocky building on a street filled with such buildings, in a city packed with such buildings. There was no life to it, no soul. This entire city was like that, with the exception of a handful of more distinctive buildings. It was the worst sort of muggleness and just looking at it sent shivers down my spine.

A few steps led up from the street to a set of arched double doors painted a bright red, a sole splash of color on an otherwise uniform gray and beige building. If not for the large plaque bearing the school’s name and emblem––some sort of white cross with a big circle around it––over the doors I would have walked right past it without registering that this was my destination. 

I leaned against the brick wall not far from the doors, my muggle repelling charm ensuring that none of the security guards, passersby, nor anyone else hassled me while I waited. A glance at my wristwatch––a painfully muggle contraption compared to what I had received on my seventeenth birthday, though the saleswoman assured me it was the height of respectable fashion––told me that there were still several minutes left before Zatanna would be let out of class. I had expected it to take longer to find this place and, not wanting to be late, had left home somewhat earlier than I needed to. Now I was regretting that decision.

I took a deep breath and shifted position slightly. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see two bus drivers shouting at one another, their arms flailing wildly as they gesticulated. One of them, a portly, middle-aged man in an ill-fitting polo shirt was so red in the face it was a wonder he was still standing. What was left of his hair was matted with sweat and glued to his forehead, and droplets flew in all directions as he waved his cap around furiously.

A lot of people were staring at the two men, and everyone was giving them a wide berth. They were being rather loud, so much so that I’d erected a dome of silence around myself, in addition to the bubble-head charm that was making the smoggy, stinking air breathable and the charms that ensured I stayed cool and comfortable despite the bright sunlight and unpleasant heat. 

I folded my arms over my chest and closed my eyes. Three more minutes until the bell, then a handful more to get from her classroom on the fourth floor to the front door. I could feel Zatanna. Or rather, I could feel the link between me and the tracking charm I’d cast on one of the stud earrings she was wearing. She was barely a hundred feet away from me, and there was something very reassuring to know she was so close at hand. Sure Raven was keeping an eye on her, ready to come to the rescue if something happened or evacuate Zatanna back to our home at a moment’s notice, but it was nice to know that I too could be at her side in moments should there be an emergency that required my direct intervention.

I idly toyed with my wand, twirling it between my fingers as I practiced sheathing the delicate wood with my aura. It was easy, almost effortless. Unlike the crude metal weapons Glynda had me practice with, my wand accepted my aura easily, like it was an extension of my own body. The wood sang silently in my hand, leaving my fingers feeling warm and slightly tingly wherever I touched it. 

I was very happy to have learned the technique. Not only did it mitigate one of the biggest risks to a wizard––having their wand damaged or destroyed––but I’d also discovered that, with a bit of focus, I could strengthen my spells with a touch of aura, increasing their potency by a not insignificant amount. 

There was also something deeply satisfying about physically stabbing someone or something with my wand. It was brutish, but I had no doubts that the trick would come in handy at some point in the future. I was still a long way from Glynda’s ability to shatter boulders with a flick of her crop, but I doubted that many would expect that my blunt-looking wand could sheer through wooden planks like a hot knife through butter. 

I sighed, opened my eyes, and checked my watch again. Still a minute till school let out. Realistically, there was not much I could have accomplished back home in the mere handful of minutes I was wasting here, but it still left me feeling restless. Even behind the cover of my muggle-repelling charm, I wanted to avoid doing anything too eye-catching, so I settled for practicing my wand movements. It had been a while since I’d done any of the manual dexterity drills I’d spent years doing religiously as a child. 

I stretched my arms, then began to hum a familiar tune as I launched into the first sequence. Flick, roll, swish, jab. Flick, roll, swirl, jab. Flick, roll, twirl, jab. Flick, upward flick, wave, jab, wave, jab, roll. It took conscious control to keep my wand from spraying sparks, my magic craving to emerge into the world, but that too was good practice. Wands were natural magical conductors––or at least well-made and properly paired ones were––and magic flowed easily from a wizard’s hand into the wood, but sometimes it was important to be able to cut off that flow at a moment’s notice. 

I ran through a few more basic patterns, each gesture and movement flowing smoothly together with the ease of thousands of hours of practice, then moved onto something a little more complicated. The sharp slash of a protego flowed into the flick and flourish of flipendo, which itself became the neat circle of episkey and then the circle-and-slash of the unlocking charm. 

Another minute passed. I finished the drill and started over, this time augmenting my speed with just a hint of aura. Despite the added difficulty, each movement was perfect, my wand cutting through the air with a soft whistle. 

Finally the doors opened and students began to pour out. Dozens of girls in matching white shirts, sweaters, and pleated skirts rushed out onto the street. A few staff members made a cursory effort to direct the flow, but it was a futile endeavor. Some of the girls headed towards the yellow buses waiting for them, while others hurried off down the street, their voices little more than a jumble of noise as they loudly tried to speak over each other. 

I pursed my lips in annoyance, then sheathed my wand and let my muggle repelling charm drop. I was taking up too much of the sidewalk with it active and causing something of a traffic jam as girls and adults all tried to pass by me at the same time. 

Instantly, the free space around me all but vanished. I got a number of curious looks from the students, but no one paid me too much attention. I was dressed in muggle clothing––a forest green button down shirt with the top two buttons left undone, black pants, and white shoes––and the river of students clearly had much more interesting things to be thinking about than a random stranger standing against the wall.

I turned as I felt Zatanna approaching. She was instantly recognizable as she strode through the doors, her black hair pulled up into a ponytail and the weak muggle repelling charm on her bracelet creating a small bubble of empty space around her. By now, the stream of students had slowed down significantly, and Zatanna had little difficulty finding me when I raised a hand up towards her. 

Her eyes lit up and she hurried towards me, the remaining crowd parting around her. I straightened and stepped away from the wall, catching Zatanna as she threw herself into my arms. “Hydrys! I thought we were going to meet up at the Conservatory. Did something happen?”

I pecked her on the lips, my magic ensuring that her current conduct wouldn’t cause her any trouble with the school. “No, nothing like that. I just thought I’d come meet you today. I’ve only ever been to Metropolis once before, you know, and I wanted to see where my lovely fiancée went to school. It's, ah, very…” I struggled for a moment to choose the right word, then gave up. I wrinkled my nose. “Muggle.” 

Zatanna turned to peer up at the building. “It's nothing special. Nothing like the Conservatory.” She groaned softly. “Ugh, eight more months.”

I patted her consolingly on the arm. Eight months in this place sounded like a nightmare, one that Zatanna had already been living for multiple years. “You’ll get through it. You managed three years already, one more and you’re done for good.”

“Yeah, but before I didn’t know how much better it could be. It's so much worse now. Everything is so boring compared to what I could be learning.” She visibly brightened. “Speaking of which, let’s go! Are you apparating us or…”

“I was planning to take the zeta tube with you. I’m not sure where the one here in Metropolis is and that seems like a good thing to know.”

Zatanna tilted her head to the side. “On one hand, it would probably be faster to apparate. On the other hand, this way we don’t need to apparate.”

I laughed. “Well, as soon as you figure out your own teleportation spell, you won’t need me or Raven to carry you around.”

Zatanna blushed and rubbed her neck. Then she leaned in towards me, her warm breath tickling my ear. “But I like it when you carry me around,” she whispered softly. 

I raised an eyebrow and looked around the crowded sidewalk before turning back to Zatanna. “I’ll make a note of that for tonight, then,” I told her firmly. 

Zatanna licked her lips. “Okay.

“Good girl. Now, which way is the zeta tube station? I’d like to spend as little time in this city as I can manage.”

Zatanna pointed in the direction from which I’d come. “About uh, fifteen minutes that way?”

“Perfect. Lead on.”

We didn’t quite make it to the station. Metropolis was a loud city, the streets filled with the sound of honking cars, loud music, and the buzz of voices. Still, it was instantly apparent when something changed. Shouts turned to screams, voices went from angry to panicked, and behind it all, a new sound joined the cacophony. The grinding crunch of stone on stone.

I stopped in my tracks, tilting my head to the side. “Do you hear that?”

Zatanna, who had stopped a step ahead of me, nodded slowly and bit her lower lip. “Yeah…”

She swiftly dug her phone out of her backpack, but by the time she had it in her hand, the source of the disturbance was already clear. A giant, tentacle-like vine was rapidly growing out of the road some hundred feet in front of us, squirming and wriggling as it smashed aside cars and shattered the surrounding asphalt. A moment later, another vine tore free of the earth around it, then another, and another, and another until the dense cluster began to take up the entire intersection. 

Several cars slammed directly into the vines, metal crumpling against the unnaturally durable growth. Others tried to swerve around the vines but were rapidly overtaken and crushed under the weight of massive tendrils. The vines were not content to simply block traffic, however. Two massive tendrils slammed into a nearby building and began to rapidly wind around it like colossal constrictors. Other vines swept across the street, knocking traffic lights out of the air and sending hapless muggles flying. 

I stared at the vines for a long moment. What in the name of Morgana’s pristine buttocks was that? And why was it here, in the center of one of America’s biggest cities, and not in the depths of some forgotten jungle?

There was a piercing scream of pain and a young woman, barely older than Zatanna and I, flew through the air, her arms flailing wildly. There was a paper cup of coffee clutched in her hand, its content rapidly soaking her white blouse, and her black hair whipped around her like a storm cloud. The vine that had swatted her into the air proceeded to crush the car she’d just scrambled out of and began looking for a new target. 

Memories of testing broom prototypes burst into my mind. My wand snapped up into the air. “Arresto Momentum,” I barked, and the woman’s body slowed until she was drifting through the air like a feather. Instead of crashing against the building behind her, she bumped lightly against it and began to slowly float down towards the ground.

That could have been Zatanna. 

“Raven!” I barked, but the Huntress was already on top of things. A crimson portal appeared beside me, well within the range of the muggle repelling charm I’d recast the moment we’d gotten away from Zatanna’s school. I roughly shoved Zatanna towards the portal. “My robe,” I demanded sharply.

Zatanna’s eyes widened. “No, I can help!” 

I fixed her with a hard stare. “You could. But you won’t. Not with our child on the line.”

Zatanna made to protest, but I ignored her. Raven caught her shoulder and tugged her through the portal, then passed me a bundle consisting of a black robe, domino mask, and the enchanted bangles I’d been wearing at dinner a few nights ago. 

I swiftly donned the robe, mask, and pulled the bangles up to sit snugly around my upper arms. Ever since I’d first arrived in this world, I’d long been considering what I would do if the need to do magic publicly ever arose. Most of the well-regarded wizards of this plane were ‘superheroes’, men and women who used their mastery of magic to protect the hapless muggles from threats far beyond their understanding. Those who did not were often seen as villains, reviled by the public and hunted by powerful heroes. 

I certainly knew which group I would prefer to belong to. My actions in Poseidonis had been a good start in terms of building a reputation, but the underwater kingdom was too isolated for my actions to have become public knowledge. I certainly had no intention of seeking out trouble, but if trouble decided to seek me out and a good opportunity presented itself? It would be foolish not to start building myself up as a hero in the eyes of both the muggles and my peers. Especially now, with Giovanni no doubt dripping poison into the ears of his fellow League member.s 

“Hydrys!” Zatanna called out, and I turned to look at her as I affixed the mask to my face. “Stay safe,” she begged. 

“I will.” I turned to address Raven. “Pull me out if things get too dangerous. Send Glynda as soon as she’s ready.”

“Understood.”

“Good.” I turned back to Zatanna. “I’m sorry. I wish you could stay at my side, but I…I can’t risk you. Not now. Not like this.” Not when the only lives at risk were a bunch of muggles. Her life was worth more than this entire ugly city. I certainly wasn’t going to tell her as much––she simply wasn’t ready to hear it––but it was the truth. 

Zatanna squeezed her eyes shut and nodded jerkily. “I get it. I don’t like it. But I get it.”

And then the portal closed behind me and I let the muggle repelling ward around me drop once more. There was no point in any of this if I wasn’t seen doing it. The street around me was much emptier than it had been moments ago, but there were still plenty of stragglers to see me appear among them. 

I shook my arms, making sure I still had a full range of motion, and my robe flared around me. It was a simple thing, black on the outside and Slytherin green on the inside. On the back, it bore a simplified version of my family heraldry. Three black birds and a gauntleted fist on a shield. I’d decided to not include our motto or the various decorations around the crest. Such small details would be hard to make out from a distance and would only confuse the muggles.

I focused my magic and floated up into the air, wind blowing around me and making my robe billow dramatically. I still wasn’t all that good with the flight magic that Ozpin had taught me, but it looked suitably impressive and for some reason, being able to fly unaided seemed to be a staple ability amongst the heroes and villains of this world. 

I shook my head and focused my attention on the flailing vines. How was I going to do this?
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I was not a particularly heroic person by nature. Were this my world, I would have cheerfully apparated away with Zatanna in tow, content to leave troubles like this in the capable hands of the Aurors and obliviators. I wasn’t sure what idiot had decided to experiment with dangerous, volatile magical plants like this one in the middle of a populace city, but I was confident that the Ministry would be able to deal with this disturbance and properly punish the perpetrator for their gross breach of the Statute. 

Sticking around and trying to ‘help’ would likely just make more work for the Ministry workers and potentially lead to an annoying sequence of interrogations, bribes, and wasted influence as my family’s enemies no doubt tried to use my presence as a pretext to paint me as the perpetrator. Perhaps if this had happened in the middle of Diagon or Hogsmeade, then it would be appropriate to step in and assist, but certainly not in such a muggle space. 

However, this was not my world, and things worked differently here. For one, my family name did not command the respect and authority that I had grown used to growing up. Furthermore, here, issues of this nature were typically dealt with by highly-competent individuals rather than trained and organized government workers. 

Thus, this was not an issue, but simply an opportunity. An opportunity to establish a reputation, to get my name out there, and to show the world that I was not someone to be messed with lightly. I did not much care for all these screaming, fleeing muggles, but if I wanted to be able to live in peace and comfort, it was important to be seen as heroic by the powers that be. 

There was magic flowing through the vines, though less of it than I would have expected from the unnatural growth and strength they had displayed. Still, I could see nothing that would indicate any powerful, exotic effects that could give even a trained wizard trouble such as the lethal cry of a mandrake.

I squinted, tracking the flow of magic deep within the vines. There was something odd about it, the way it coiled within the central mass of the vines and flowed down into the earth. It looked vaguely out of place, a core of orange and sickly green hidden beneath the leafy green of nature magic. Was something controlling the vine perhaps? Or was it simply the result of an experiment gone wrong? It was hard to say. 

A panicked shout tore me from my momentary reverie and I refocused on the matter at hand. I could study what was left of this thing later––I’d yet to try and create a Blueprint of a plant, but even if that did not work this seemed like just the sort of specimen I’d like to keep a cutting of for future examination. If nothing else, Thumbelina Peach, when I finally had enough Green mana to summon her, would likely be able to put such a specimen to good use. 

My eyes landed on a middle-aged woman who was scrambling across the ground not far from me, her hands and bare legs bloody and scraped from crawling across the concrete. She had escaped from her car in the nick of time, scrambling out through the back door moments before a sweeping vine sent it bouncing across the road like a child’s toy, but now that same vine was rapidly closing in on her, its tip arched like a thumb to squish her like I would a pesky insect. 

Right. Focus. I had a task to do. I flicked my wand and wordlessly summoned her shirt and shorts, launching her up into the air and away from the vine as she flew towards me. It was likely a rather uncomfortable flight, but better an unpleasant murph than death. She narrowly avoided getting swatted out of the air and I used a levitation charm to set her down some distance behind me. 

I had two priorities. Firstly, I needed to be seen actively saving people. Hopefully at least one of the many muggles around us would record my actions so that they could be seen by others far from this place over the internet, but if not, word of mouth would be useful as well. Secondly, I needed to deal with this unusually aggressive plant, preferably before it caused too much damage and in a suitably dramatic way. 

Well, it was best to get started. I tapped my wand against my throat and mumbled an incantation. “Sonorus.” There was a light tickle in my throat, and I had to resist the urge to cough. “Everyone, get back!” I called out. “Stay behind me!” Though I spoke with my normal volume, my voice boomed like thunder, clearly audible to everyone for hundreds of meters in every direction. 

Then I took a deep breath and brandished my wand. These muggles were not my enemies. This plant was the enemy. Two motes of mana, White from the memorial for control and protection and Red from Shadowcrest for power and fury, flowed into me and than down my wand.“Protego Diabolica!” 

Black fire poured from the tip of my wand like water out of a hose. A small circle swiftly formed around me, then rapidly began to expand, flames licking the air as they burned in midair without fuel or support. 

Swiftly, the circle became a wall, stretching fully from one side of the wide city street to the other. I cursed silently when I realized that a number of muggles had stopped, fearfully avoiding the dark flames. “Do not fear,” I declared confidently, “my flames do not burn the innocent!”

One particularly brave young muggle stared at the rapidly growing wall, then rushed through it. To my relief, the spell parted around him like it was supposed to. A moment later, he stuck his head back through the flames and waved to the older man who he had been standing beside.

His courage––and survival–– seemed to inspire the other muggles, and they swiftly fled through the wall to safety. The vines tried to follow them, but that was a futile endeavor on its part. The flames of my spell turned a leafy vine as thick around as a barrel into ashes and dust on contact, the rest of the vines rearing back as tongues of fire leapt after them.

Keeping most of my focus directed on controlling my rather unconventional shield charm, I turned my head to look down at Glynda, who had just stepped out of one of Raven’s portals. She was dressed in her usual outfit, though she’d added a domino mask much like my own to the ensemble, and was carrying her riding crop at the ready. 

I honestly wasn’t sure what was up with the masks. Some heroes like Batman, The Flash, and Dr. Fate wore them, while others––Superman, Wonder Woman, Giovanni Zatara––did not. Similarly, some heroes chose to conceal their identities to various extents, though this did not necessarily line up with whether or not they wore a mask. Neither man wore a mask, but Giovanni’s secret identity was paper-thin, while Superman’s was not. Dr. Fate wore a face-concealing helmet, and yet it was common knowledge that Kent had been the one wearing that mantle, while no one seemed to know who Green Arrow and The Flash were despite their rather less-concealing facemasks. 

Ultimately, it seemed to be a matter of preference, though for some reason the sources I’d found on the internet claimed that every superhero should wear a mask. I ultimately decided that it would be easier to wear one and than take it off if necessary rather than to start without one and don it later. If nothing else, it was a very convenient place to anchor a number of detection and protective spells. This way, I had all the benefits of magic sight and Order-based analysis magic without having to wear glasses or recast the spells on myself each time I wanted to use them.

“Glynda,” I ordered, “excellent timing. Reinforce those buildings while I deal with the vines.”

She nodded sharply. “Understood, Hydrys,” she answered, pitching her voice so that my name would carry to the muggles behind us, “I’m on it.”

She rose smoothly into the air, the harness she always wore beneath her clothing allowing her to use her semblance for flight and other rapid movements. Than she shot forward, weaving smoothly between the lashing vines as she flew towards where the vines were slowly starting to engulf and crush a number of buildings. 

With that taken care of, I refocused on the vine itself. I drifted forward, the wall of fire around me advancing as I did, slowly growing from a wall to a half-circle, and then starting to surround the vine entirely. It was a challenge to control the spell at such a scale, but between the mana I’d fed into the spell and the small boost it had gained from my aura, I was pretty sure I’d be able to make it cover a large enough area to deal with this overgrown shrub. 

Of course it wasn’t going to be that easy. Apparently, in addition to its large size, rapid growth, and great strength, the plant did have another trick it could use. Red spores rapidly grew on some of the vines and then burst into clouds of dangerous-looking smoke. I was protected from the dark-green gas by a full-body bubble head charm, and my shield happily burned the smoke just as readily as it did everything else, but the thick clouds made it nearly impossible to see what was happening on the ground and threatened to expand over my barrier to reach the vulnerable muggles behind me.

Still, that was only a minor setback. I dropped down to the ground and redirected the wind magic I’d been using to levitate. Carefully controlled gusts forced the smoke down onto the ground, stopping it from billowing over top of my barrier and keeping it away from Glynda.

From there, it was simply a matter of time. My flames closed in, moving closer and closer to the center of the vines until they formed a full circle around it. The vines wrapped around buildings were burned away, leaving the structures heavily damaged but held up by Glynda’s semblance. 

The vine did not give up without a fight. Unable to grow outwards, it grew upwards, unleashing more clouds of smoke high in the air and trying to loop around my protections to strike at the roofs and upper floors of surrounding buildings. Ultimately however, its efforts were futile. The flames eventually formed a full dome that shrank and shrank until nothing but a handful of small samples that I’d collected remained, even the roots that extended deep into the ground burned away by my magic. Those I had Raven portal directly into a few of the extra unbreakable terrariums I’d made for the samples Peach had given me. I could examine those later. 

Even though the vine was gone, there was no time to rest. I moved to assist Glynda, using repair charms to stabilize ruined walls and levitating trapped muggles down from upper-story windows. I received a flurry of thanks that I mostly ignored, only making sure that the muggles in question knew exactly who they had been saved by. I noticed a few of the younger muggles recording me with their phones and smiled internally. Perfect.

I was in the process of evacuating a building too damaged to be easily repaired when a bright green form shot down from the sky and landed not far from me. I recognized the costume immediately. This was one of the Green Lanterns, a member of the Justice League. There were a few Green Lanterns––I wasn’t entirely clear on why––and this was the dark-skinned one. 

He walked confidently over to me and I turned away from the muggle I was assisting to face him. As soon as we were face to face, he launched into things without bothering with pleasantries. “Are you the one who dealt with the plant monster here?”

I smiled pleasantly and extended a hand out towards him. “Indeed. Hydrys Black. It's a pleasure to meet such an esteemed hero.”

He took it after a moment and we shook hands.“Hydrys Black,” he mumbled, “where have I heard that name before?” After a moment, comprehension shone in his eyes. “Oh, you’re that boy Zatara has been complaining about.”

My smile turned slightly strained. “That’s me. He doesn’t like me very much. I think he, uh, doesn’t approve of me courting his daughter. I hope that won’t be a problem?”

The man let out a short laugh. “He certainly wouldn’t. Don’t worry, Wonder Woman and Fate both vouched for you. He’s just making trouble.” His expression quickly turned serious. “But that’s not the point. Do you still have the energy to help?”

I clicked my tongue. “This was not an isolated occurrence, was it?” I asked, already knowing the answer. “I assumed it was just some runaway experiment.”

The man nodded severely. “It was not. There was an attack this morning, but Superman took care of that quickly enough. We thought that was it, however over the last twenty minutes or so, dozens of these things have started appearing all over the world. There’s at least four more here in Metropolis, plus many more in other major cities.” Huh. That was certainly a bold move by whomever was organizing this attack. “Most of us can fight them easily enough, but they’re hardy things. Hard to really put down permanently.”

The point he was making was simple enough. “I can manage…maybe two or three on my own.” More like five, but he didn’t need to know that. “More if I can get some help boxing it in.”

Some of the tension in the man’s shoulders eased. “Oh, that’s fantastic. Even just getting rid of a few of these will free up a lot of heroes. Let’s go, there’s no time to lose.” And then he enveloped both of us in a bubble of green light and we shot up into the sky. He didn’t even give me time to update Glynda, though hopefully I could count on Raven to keep her informed. Well, no matter. If I needed her, she was a mere two portals away, something Raven could manage in an instant.
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I’d heard a lot about Superman in the last few months. His name was utterly unavoidable whenever the topic of superheroes was brought up. He wasn’t the oldest active hero––that title went to either Wonder Woman or Dr. Fate, depending on whether or not you considered the Lord of Order himself or his host––but he was easily the most famous and recognizable, as well as often considered the most powerful.

Now, I personally had my doubts. Near as I could tell, he was some sort of magical creature, just like Miss Martian and her uncle. His natural abilities were powerful, but ultimately limited. How could he truly compare to the likes of Dr. Fate or Giovanni––the only two true wizards amongst the Justice League––or even someone like King Orin with his access to Atlantean magics? 

The man could fly, but so could the local wizards. The man was strong, fast, and durable, but once more, wizardry could bridge that gap. Both Wonder Woman and Captain Marvel were magic users, near as I could tell, and they were often considered of similar strength. The man could shoot beams of fire from his eyes and waves of cold from his breath, but both elements were well within the grasp of a skilled wizard.

With all that in mind, I had assumed that it was simply a matter of presentation. The hero certainly dressed in an ostentatious and yet deeply recognizable costume, and he spent a great deal of time in one of the most populous cities in the country, performing his heroics before the eyes of countless witnesses. His heroism was flashy and the man himself was photogenic, thus the public assumed he was far more than he actually was. 

Now, by no means did I think he was weak, far from it. And I certainly would love to build connections with him and the other non-wizards of the League. He had a colossal amount of name recognition and a reputation for both power and a willingness to use it in the pursuit of justice. Exactly the sort of public figure whose recognition would assist me in establishing my own name and positive reputation. Furthermore, if something did happen, he would no doubt make for an excellent meat shield, preferably one I could bring with me if I was able to obtain a Blueprint. 

However, well…seeing is believing. And I was starting to think that perhaps I’d underestimated the man. There were four heroes here in Metropolis. Green Lantern, Hawkman, Hawkwoman, and, of course, Superman himself. And compared to the Man of Steel himself, the other three may as well have been an afterthought. 

The two winged heroes flew around some of the more deeply rooted vines, but all they could truly do was cut back the most exposed tendrils and carry some of the muggles to safety. Green Lantern was somewhat more effective, his constructs of green light able to both damage and contain the plants and the smoke they produced, but he was only able to do so much. 

Superman however? There was fast, and then there was his flight. Most of the time he was visible as little more than a red and blue streak, moving faster than even Raven. There was strength, and then there was the insane level of force needed to bodily tear vines a thousand times his size out of the earth by the roots. His heat vision was a blazing scalpel, cutting away the worst of the vines encroaching on the city around them, and a blast of his freezing breath turned vast swaths of plantlife as brittle and lifeless as glass. 

He was less a man and more a nundu in the shape of one. He took blows from the vines without flinching, the greenery shattering against him like water splashing off a window. He was the sort of XXXXX creature that wizards simply accepted as a fact of life. Not a dragon or horned serpent––something dangerous but controllable––and more a lethifold, nundu, or wampus cat. Or perhaps the half-breeds employed by the Wizarding Bank of Constantinople were a more apt comparison––dangerous, but thinking creatures that even the most skilled of wizards walked lightly around. 

There were three more of the massive vine creatures, in addition to the one I’d incinerated. The first was dealt with swiftly. It had grown in the center of a city square, expanding outward rather than upward. The Green Lantern––Lantern Stewart, though I wasn’t sure if that was a first or last name––held me aloft high above the ground and protected from the vine’s grasping tendrils by a sturdy barrier of green light. 

And then I unleashed Fiendfyre into the world. I did not augment the flames with mana, but there was no need for such a thing. Unlike the spell I’d used previously, Fiendfyre needed no help in burning everything it touched until not even ashes remained. Rather, it was stopping it from burning things that was difficult, and mana––as much as it aided in controlling a spell––was simply too potent a fuel to imbue into the spell safely. 

Liquid fire dripped from my wand and erupted into a conflagration on contact with the roiling ball of plant matter. It took all my focus to rein in the flames, guiding them to burn the vines and only the vines. I held my wand in both hands, sweat beading on my forehead as dragons, basilisks, and phoenixes of living fire raged across the open square, consuming everything they touched. 

However, even as I strained to control the cursed flames, I noticed something curious through the magic sight spells woven into my mask. That same core of sickly green and orange lurked just beneath the surface of the vines, flaring at times as they tried to strike at me and the Lantern, releasing clouds of gas––Joker Venom––or fled from the flames. 

Even more interesting was something I observed as I slowly mopped up the last half of the plant. As soon as I had burned away the core of the plant, the rest of the unpleasant looking magic had withdrawn, and the vines had grown far more…wild. They still thrashed and grew, but they lacked direction. I had a feeling that this magic was the key to how the vines were being controlled, and perhaps also a means by which the attacks could be halted once and for all. After all, when dealing with a plague of devil’s snare or venomous tentacula, it was best to cut the problem out by the roots. 

As I finished burning away the last of this vine and, with a massive exertion of willpower, extinguishing the Fiendfyre, I turned to the Lantern and told him about what I’d seen. Someone was controlling these plants remotely via magic, and it would likely be far easier to deal with the remaining overgrown shrubs once the controller was dealt with. The plant had grown visibly less dangerous the moment I had burned away the magic controlling it, and the rudimentary intelligence of a plant was far easier to deal with than one backed by the intellect of a powerful wizard.

Lantern Stewert listened in grim silence, then sighed heavily. “That was the League’s conclusion as well. Zatara thinks it's that menace Wotan again and tracked him to Bayou Bartholomew somewhere in Louisiana, but us League heroes need to be out here, dealing with the plants themselves, or who knows how much damage they’re going to cause. Batman sent a small group to try and track them down, but,” he sighed again, “it doesn’t seem like they’d managed to do so yet.”

Well, that was slightly irritating. I had been hoping to prove my value by going above and beyond what was expected of me, but it seemed as though Giovanni had beaten me to the hex this time. 

I made sure not to allow any of my annoyance to show on my face. I was a ‘hero’, so it was a good thing that someone else was off dealing with the root of the problem while I helped in whatever ways I could. I ‘just wanted to help’. I had to remember that. “Oh, that’s great news. I’m glad to hear that the League is already on top of things.” I gestured towards the distant shapes of Hawkman and Hawkwoman flying around the writing vines of one of the plant creatures as it slowly engulfed a large building. “Let’s go deal with the rest of these things. Hopefully we can wrap things up quickly and go reinforce the other heroes.”

And so that is just what we did. The third plant creature took a lot more care and finesse than the first two had. It was simply too entrenched, vines growing into and through large buildings, to be easily burned out without causing further damage. Instead of fiendfyre or some other devastating, large-area spells, I was reduced to using desiccating and cutting charms to charms to prune back the plant. The two winged heroes did their best to help, but their contribution was minimal.

Eventually, we managed to get close enough to reach the center of the creature’s body where its connection to its controller was strongest. Superman––who briefly stepped away from his own battle against the last plant creature to assist us––and I obliterated vast swaths of the plant’s central body until finally the connection snapped, leaving behind a far more ordinary and less dangerous plant that could be dealt with later. I took the opportunity to snag a Blueprint, not fully confident the small trimmings I’d collected would be larger enough to do so with, and we moved on.

All five of us, along with Glynda who had finished her earlier evacuation work, descended on the final creature. Between Superman’s ability to simply tear through the vines, ax-like constructs summoned by the Lantern, Glynda’s semblance, my magic, and the minor contributions of the weapon-wielding bird heroes, we dealt with it swiftly enough. 

We were all taking a moment to catch our breaths, gathered together around the barren and broken hole in the sidewalk where we’d dispatched the last vine creature, when Lantern Stewert cursed loudly out of the blue. “Damn it, no time for rest. Batman says the kids ran into some trouble and we’re the closest group that’s free to assist. He’s sent me the coordinates, we need to go.”

Superman floated into the air and the two Hawks stretched their wings. I wanted to curse myself. This would have been a perfect opportunity to acquire some new Blueprints, but it seemed as though the day wasn’t over yet. We’d barely had time for introductions, much less anything else. At the very least, I hoped the muggle flying machine flying above us had gotten a good shot of all six of us together. 

In any case, this was an opportunity to help out some more. It sounded like speed was of the essence. “I can teleport us,” I said quickly, “It will be faster than flying. Where do we need to go?”

 The Lantern swiftly started rattling off coordinates, but I shook my head. “I need a direction and a distance.” 

The information was quickly provided and I summoned a chunk of rubble from the ground. “Portus,” I intoned softly, thankful that the location wasn’t all that far away. It had only been half an hour, but I was getting rather tired from all the spells I’d been throwing around. “Ten seconds, everyone touch the rock or each other.”

I counted down from ten in my head, swiftly making sure that everyone was connected so they’d be dragged along by the portkey. And then we were off.
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We reappeared in mid air––since everyone in our little group could fly and we were portkeying into an unknown situation, I’d decided it would be safer in the air than on the ground––some distance above the treeline. Below us, a sparse forest of old growth trees grew from the marshy waters of the bayou, the shallow waters broken up by lines of tall grass that wove between the trees. 

Superman, Hawkwoman, and Hawkman lurched slightly, but had no real trouble adapting to the sudden change in location. They were slightly disorientated by the portkey, but recovered quickly and stayed in the air. Glynda and I both started to fall as I called upon my ‘flight’ magic and she activated her semblance, but Lantern Stewart swiftly formed a slightly blocky floating platform of green light beneath our feet.

After a moment, I floated up off the platform, as did Glynda, but it was still a bit of an embarrassing gaffe. I hadn’t considered that it took a few moments to accumulate the winds needed for the style of magical flight that Ozpin had taught me, nor had I warned Glynda of my plan. 

No one commented on my slip, so I swiftly joined the others in looking around to assess the situation. The first thing I saw was the big, modern-looking building with the domed glass roof and a mostly imobile cluster of vines growing out through a hole in the center of the dome. That was almost certainly the control center, judging from the amount of magic and energy I could inside the building. 

The second thing I saw was the very obvious trio of supervillains flying towards the building from off to the right. One of them––Wotan, the wizard who’d tried to blot out the sun if I remembered correctly––was projecting a cage of orange light from his hands, inside of which I could see Kaldur, a giant white wolf, and three teenagers, two boys and a girl, dressed in form-fitting costumes. 

The cage was being supported from below by another villain I recognized from my research. Black Adam. Though he may not be using it as a surname, association with him was a stain on my family’s name and I had had every intention of dealing with him as soon as I was able to. It seemed the opportunity had come early. Even if I was not the one to deal with him personally, I would need to make sure that my contributions were publicly recognized.

The last villain was standing on top of the cage with his dark cape billowing behind him. I did not recognize him, but he was dressed almost like I would expect a wizard to, so I immediately assumed he’d be a serious threat. 

 

I raised my wand. It didn’t seem as though we’d been noticed yet, but between the glow of Green Lantern’s constructs and the very eye-catching color schemes of Superman and the Hawk heroes’ costumes, it was only a matter of time. 

My priorities were clear. I didn’t recognize the other three, but judging by Kaldur’s presence and what I knew about his recent hero work, these were the sidekicks of some of the League’s other members. I couldn’t see Miss Martian anywhere, so perhaps one of the teens was her shape-shifted into a more human form? It was hard to say for sure from such a distance. Still, the entire reason we were here was because ‘the kids’ had run into trouble, so it seemed self-evident to assume that freeing and protecting them was the best thing I could do right now. 

Plus, that seemed like an excellent way of building connections. King Orin and Kaldur were said to be rather close, so it stands to reason that other heroes would be similarly close to their protege’s. That was Superman's symbol on that boy’s chest. Very promising. 

And then, before any of us could do more than analyze the situation, a bright red flying…thing, perhaps some manner of plane, appeared directly behind Wotan and slammed into him, sending him tumbling. Then it was gone as quickly as it had appeared, shimmering out of sight. I could still see it as a thin golden flicker, visible only to one of the Order magic detection spells imbued into my mask, but it rapidly vanished into the distance. 

Without Wotan to maintain it, the cage winked out of existence, dropping its occupants and the man standing on top of it down into the bayou below. Kaldur would probably be fine, and I assumed that the boy with Superman’s symbol on his shirt would be as well, but I was less sure about the other two. 

It was only thanks to my aura training that I responded as quickly as I did. “Arresto momentum!” I snapped, my wand cutting sharply through the humid air. The entire group––teens, wolf, and villains (with the exception of Wotan, who was too far away from the rest of them) alike––slowed to a crawl, still falling but as though through thick syrup and not air. Black Adam twisted sharply and the spell broke around him, allowing him to swoop down and snatch the third villain out of the air, while the others continued to drift down towards the shallow water below them. 

Green Lantern was the first to speak. “My ring says that something in that building is being used to control the plants. We need to deal with it as soon as possible.”

Superman turned to the rest of us and nodded sharply. “Lantern, Hawks, take care of it. Joker and Atomic Skull are inside the building. Hydrys, Glynda, with me. I can handle Count Vertigo and Black Adam, but see if you can keep Wotan busy. Ultra-humanite and Poison Ivy are on the ground as well, keep an eye out for them.”

I was undeniably nervous about facing a wizard with centuries more experience than me––Superman really knew how to pick the easier fight––but I was confident that, if things went sour, I could at least escape. “Understood. I think we can manage that much. Glynda, let’s go.”

And then we were off. Superman shot forward as though he’d been banished, a streak of red and blue that crashed into Black Adam a heartbeat after the man dropped the third villain––presumably Count Vertigo––onto the ground. Both men went flying, but Black Adam clearly took the worst of it. 

The two Hawk heroes and Green Lantern moved a moment later, flying off in a v-formation towards the nearby building, leaving just Glynda and I floating above the bayou. I licked my lips, peering towards where Wotan had splashed down into the water. “Glynda, you’re a faster flier than me. Try to keep him down if you can. I’ll check on the kids.”

“Understood.”

Instead of flying, I apparated, reappearing a short distance away from where the teens and their wolf had splashed down. The wolf and the boy in the Superman shirt were charging at a…gorilla holding an oversized gun in its arms. Probably Ultra-humanite? Odd name. Meanwhile Kaldur and the girl were facing down Poison Ivy, while the third boy––dressed in a dark costume with his bright red hair showing––was stumbling towards the recovering Count Vertigo. 

The boy with the wolf would probably be fine. It was just a giant monkey. The other two groups, I was less sure about. Poison Ivy had a reputation in Gotham, and the redhead looked woozy already. Had he already been injured, or had he somehow managed to hit the ground head first despite my slowing spell?

No matter. I could deal with both. Two mana vanished in an instant and a copy of me appeared beside me, my wand already raised. Then we both apparated again. I appeared directly behind Count Vertigo, my wand already jabbing into his back. He tried to turn, but he clearly hadn’t been expecting my sudden arrival. Meanwhile, my copy appeared beside Ivy––it wouldn’t last long even if her reputed mind control abilities worked through my bubble head charm. 

“Imperio!” I hissed. 

“Stupefy!” my copy cast.

At point blank range and with aura augmenting our speed, neither was fast enough to avoid our spells. Ivy collapsed like a puppet with its strings cut, and my copy vanished a heartbeat later. Count Vertigo on the other hand stiffened briefly, then his mind was blanketed in the fog of the imperious curse and he relaxed, a small smile appearing on his face.

I had him kneel down and, when I told him to disarm himself, he removed the odd looking black jewelry he was wearing around his ears, which I pocketed. 

And, really, that was the end of it. I had honestly expected more. There was a loud explosion as something inside the building detonated, and then soon after Green Lantern and the Hawks emerged carrying the limp forms of the Joker and Atomic Skull in one of Green Lantern’s bubbles. 

With Ivy and Count Vertigo subdued, the other sidekicks had no trouble dealing with the gorilla. By the time that Wotan finally made it out of the water despite Glynda’s best efforts to pelt him with rotting logs, boulders, and chunks of the nearby building, the rest of us were waiting for him. He tried to flee, but Dr. Fate appeared out of an ankh-shaped portal and bound him with gleaming golden chains. 

After that, it was just clean up. More members of the League arrived, and I took the opportunity to introduce myself and Glynda to them. I also managed to snag Blueprints of Count Vertigo, Poison Ivy, the gorilla, and Wotan, using the excuse of stunning them for transport. Unfortunately, I wasn’t able to get to the other three villains, but it was still a very successful day. 

Giovanni, to my immense relief, never showed up. Neither did a number of other heroes who were dealing with the aftermath of the attack in other parts of the country. But that was fine. Nearly half the League knew my name now as more than just ‘that boy Zatara doesn’t like’. That was a win in my books. 

            

    
        Chapter 88

    
    
    
    
                Young Justice: Gotham

October 1st, 2010

It was evening by the time I finally made it home. Zatanna should have long since headed down to Poseidonis for her weekly lessons, but instead I found her in the library, curled up in one of the armchairs with her face buried in her phone. As I stepped into the room, I could hear the end of the newscaster’s words cut off as Zatanna turned off the phone. 

“––despite the intervention of the Justice League and a number of other heroes, the death toll has continued to––”

Zatanna’s phone dropped onto the couch, leaving her staring down at her empty hands. I gave Blake––who was sitting in the corner pretending to read one of her books––a pointed look and she nodded, swiftly exiting the room and closing the door behind her, leaving Zatanna and I alone.

She was upset. I could have seen that much even without the years of social training my family had pounded into my head. She wore her feelings on her face, and there were signs that she’d been crying previously, though her eyes were dry by now.

I stood silently for several long moments, then sighed heavily. “Raven,” I said into the empty air, “give Zatanna and I some time, please.”

The recently ever present tickle in the back of my mind vanished. I couldn’t see or sense the miniscule portals through which Raven normally watched and listened, but her constant monitoring and some tips from her, Glynda, and even Blake had taught me how to use my aura to tell if I was being watched. It was reassuring to know that the woman always had my back, but it did mean I really needed to figure out how to distinguish between when it was just her observing me, or her and someone else with far less benign intentions. 

Zatanna looked up at me and I sighed again, rubbing my face with my hands. I was suddenly feeling very tired. I’d used a lot of magic in a short period of time, much of it extremely powerful and hard to control. Then I’d spent the better part of an hour networking with members of the league as they swept the control center and surrounding bayou, secured our prisoners, and confirmed that the situation globally had been dealt with. That sort of thing was something I was good at, something I’d spent a lot of time and effort getting good at, but unlike for some of my family members, for me it was an utterly exhausting task. 

There was a better way to do this, there had to be, but waiting for another time would just let wounds fester. “I’m sorry, Zatanna,” I said softly. “I really am. I wish you could have stayed with me, I would have felt safer knowing a witch of your caliber was there beside me. But not now. Not like this. I wouldn’t have been able to focus on fighting with you there in harm's way. Not with our baby on the way.”

Zatanna raised her head. Our eyes met and I could see a hint of red on her sclera. Something in my chest twinged unpleasantly. 

“I could have helped,” Zatanna said softly.

I nodded. “You probably could have.”

Zatanna squeezed her eyes shut. “A lot of people died.”

I didn’t know the full numbers––Zatanna probably had a better overall picture of what had happened seeing as she’d been watching the news––but she was almost certainly right. The vines had not been allowed to grow out of control, but they’d done a lot of damage in several highly populated and trafficked areas before we’d managed to fully deal with them. 

Even the first vine I’d fought, one of the first that had been fully destroyed as far as I was aware, had claimed a number of muggle lives in the seconds after it had first emerged from the earth, and more muggles had died or been seriously injured in the surrounding buildings. I’d seen the rubble as Lantern Stewart carried me from vine to vine––there was no way that all of those buildings had been evacuated in time. 

“Yeah.” The room was silent for several long seconds. I sighed again. “What do you want me to say, Zatanna? I don’t regret what I did. You and our child are the most important things in my life. Maybe you could have helped evacuate some of the buildings. Maybe you could have siphoned off some of the Joker-Venom before it blew through the windows.” I leaned forward, my voice hard. “Or maybe you could have been crushed by a rock or smashed by a vine or breathed in some of that stuff yourself. I…I couldn’t take that risk. Not yet.” I swallowed heavily and amplified the small natural tremor in my throat. “Not so soon after I lost everyone else. You’re the only family I have here. I just couldn’t.”

There was a fine balancing act I needed to focus on here. On one hand, I didn’t want to be too overbearing. That was what her father had done and Zatanna had rebelled against it, ignoring his commands and going behind his back. I didn’t want anything like that happening here. 

On the other hand, this was not something I was willing to compromise on. Training and school were fine, but Zatanna was not doing anything even remotely dangerous at least until our child was born. That was simply out of the question. If I never managed to find my way home, Zatanna and the tiny soul growing in her belly were the future of the House of Black. Nothing, not even Zatanna herself, was allowed to endanger that. 

I was worried how she was going to react, but Zatanna’s expression softened and I jumped on that opening. “It's just for now, just for a few months. I know how much you care about being a hero and I’m obviously not going to stand in the way of that. You’re going to be an amazing hero, Zee. Just think of this time as a learning opportunity. Your dad never let you learn the ropes, but I want you to be the best heroine you can possibly be. You’re already studying with Mera, but I think we can go beyond that. Some of the League’s sidekicks have been training together, maybe we can get you involved with that, or perhaps Kent can help us organize some lessons with his old friend Wonder Woman.”

Zatanna’s lips turned up into a small smile. “That would be pretty cool,” she whispered.

I walked over to the armchair and Zatanna scooted over, allowing me to sit down beside her and wrap an arm around her shoulders. It was a little bit of a tight fit, but that just meant that our bodies were pressed tightly against one another shoulder-to-shoulder. Zatanna lay her head down on my shoulder and I rested my own head against hers, her hair tickling my cheek. 

“I was worried about you,” Zatanna whispered. “At least when you’re off on another plane, I know there’s nothing I can do to help, but what if you’d sent me away and then something happened to you? I never would have been able to forgive myself.”

“I’m sorry for worrying you.”

Zatanna slapped my leg lightly,

“Hey,” I grumbled.

Zatanna rolled her eyes. After nearly a minute of silence, she spoke up again. “You promise?”

“Promise what?”

“That you won’t try to stop me after our baby is born.”

I turned my head and kissed her on the forehead. “Of course. And I’ll support you every step of the way.” With any luck, she’d change her mind about heroism by the time that actually happened. If not, I’d make sure to cover her in enough enchanted clothing and equipment to make sure that nothing ever happened to her. “Well,” I quickly amended, “at least until we decide to go for number two.”

Zatanna giggled. “You know, I did always kind of wish I had a little brother or sister.”

“Three is the traditional number in my family. Or seven, though that was rarely possible.”

“Seven!” Zatanna exclaimed, rubbing her belly. “I’ve been doing a lot of reading about pregnancy. I don’t think I’ll be up for doing this seven times.”

I kissed her again. “Three is plenty.” Though seven consecutive pregnancies would probably keep Zatanna far too busy for any dangerous hero work. I’d have to keep an eye out for skilled healers and fertility magic, though I was probably going to do that anyway. The seventh child of a wizarding family tended to be far more powerful and talented on average than any other witch or wizard. It was very rare for a witch to manage that many kids, but it did happen. There was a reason the Weasleys, an otherwise unremarkable family of purebloods, had managed to survive and thrive for so long. The fertility of that line was legendary.

Zatanna considered my words, then nodded. “Yeah. Yeah, I think three sounds like a good number. And I guess it would be pretty hard to run around being a hero while I’m pregnant. Mera is planning to temporarily step down as headmistress in a few months until her baby is born, and being a hero involves a lot more running around than managing a school does.”

Thank Merlin. I’d been expecting a lot more resistance, but Zatanna was being very reasonable. “Then it's a promise.” Zatanna tilted her head to the side and this time, my kiss found her lips instead of her cheek or forehead. 

We cuddled for some time, enjoying the warmth of each other’s bodies. I let my mind drift, slowly relaxing after a very stressful afternoon. Eventually however, Zatanna once again broke the silence.

“You’re going to leave soon, aren’t you.” Though she phrased it as a question, it clearly wasn’t one.

“Yeah,” I admitted easily. “In a few days, probably. There are a few more things I need to take care of around the house, but after that…” I sighed, “I’m not strong enough right now. I need to be better. Something like what happened today could happen at any moment, and I’m just not good enough to make a real difference on my own.” I closed my eyes. “I need to be better,” I repeated. “Otherwise, I won’t be able to protect you or our children.

“I won’t be gone for too long, and I’ll leave Blake and Raven behind to keep you company.” And to keep an eye on her. As much as I would like to have Raven available in whatever Plane I traveled to next, her ability to create portals was simply too valuable as a way of keeping Zatanna safe. My intuition told me she’d be able to last at least a week without my presence here on this plane, perhaps a bit longer. I’d just need to make sure to return before she dispelled, because I wasn’t sure what would happen to her Blueprint if I wasn’t around when that happened. 

Now it was Zatanna’s turn to sigh. “I understand. I don’t like it, but I understand. Even if I had stayed, I…I don’t know if I could have really made a difference. I saw what you did on the news. I can’t do anything like that fire spell you used. None of my magic is strong enough to burn something so big.”

“Then I guess we’ll both just have to get better, won’t we,” I said simply. 

“We will,” Zatanna said confidently.

“Of course we will. I’ll make sure to talk to Kent and maybe a few of the other heroes before I leave. But that’s not going to happen if we just sit here.” I stood up, scooping Zatanna up into my arms as I did. “Let’s head down to the Conservatory. Mera is probably busy, but there’s probably still an evening class we can sit in on, or spend a few hours at the library at the very least.” There was nothing like learning magic to get Zatanna’s mind off of things, and after that I was confident I’d be able to tire both of us out before bed. 

Zatanna wrinkled her nose up at me. “Are we going to apparate again?” she complained.

I shook my head. “No, no, I’ve thought of a way better method. I’m going to portkey to the Conservatory, and then Raven can open a portal to me for you.”

“Oh thank god, no more apparating,” she mumbled.

I set her down on the ground and then poked her on the nose. “If you hate apparating so much, hurry up and figure out your own teleportation spell.”

“Blugh, like it's that easy.” 

“How about, uh,” it took me a moment to twist the words around, “Tropelet em ot sinodiesop,” I suggested teasingly.

“It's not that simple and you know it!” 

It wasn’t, and I did, but it was still funny. I winked.

Zatanna stuck her tongue out at me. “Jerk.”

I put a hand over my heart. “Oh, how could you say such a terrible thing about me. How will I ever survive this awful insult from the woman I love! I should––”

Zatanna took a step towards me, sandwiching my arm between her breasts. “If you’re just going to flap your tongue around, I know a much better place you could be doing that,” she said, licking her lips suggestively. 

Two months ago, I would have been rather flustered and not sure of what to say. A month ago, I probably would have just kissed her. However, since then, I’d learned a lot about Zatanna’s preferences…and my own. I confidently reached under Zatanna’s skirt and pinched her prominent outer lips together through her panties. 

Zatanna’s thighs clamped down around my hand and I smiled toothily down at her. “Maybe if you’re very, very good…I’ll consider it. Understood, dear?”

Zatanna nodded her head rapidly, her ears and cheeks dyed a bright red that extended down to her chest. “Yes, Hydrys,” she squeaked, her voice an entire octave higher than before. 

“Good girl,” I praised, and carefully extricated my hand from between her pillowy thighs. “Now, go get changed.” She was still wearing her school uniform and, as much as it looked good on her, it was an unnecessary reminder of the muggle indignities she chose to endure each day. “I’ll go update Raven. I expect you to be ready to go soon.”

“Okay! I’ll be fast!”

And then she rushed out of the room. I silently watched her go, glad that she looked much less miserable than she had when I’d first arrived. I would need to keep an eye on her––and make sure my summons knew to do so as well––but I was pretty sure she’d keep her word to me as long as I did the same for her. 

At this point I was actually somewhat hoping that she would succeed at bringing some of my summons to bed with us. They’d be able to keep her busy and satisfied while I was gone. Much better than having her run off and do something foolish. 
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“Stay safe, okay? I’ll be back before you know it.” I placed a chaste kiss on Zatanna’s lips and pulled away. I didn’t like that Zatanna was heading back to that school of hers just days after Metropolis had been attacked, but not enough to fight her on the issue. 

My eyes found Raven’s, who was standing behind Zatanna. The woman nodded sharply and touched her hand against the handle of her sword. I’d impressed upon her just how important Zatanna’s well being was to me, and she’d agreed completely. While I was gone, Raven was Zatanna’s best defense, and she took her responsibility as a bodyguard very seriously. 

Zatanna laughed, her voice slightly strained. “I should be the one telling you that. I’m just going to school, while you don’t even know where you’re going yet.”

I smiled tightly. “Perhaps. But it's good advice either way.”

She had no response to that. 

A few minutes later, I reappeared in my room, having apparated to Metropolis so that Raven could open a portal for Zatanna to use to get to school. We’d embraced one more time, and then I’d watched her hurry off to class. Our…farewell activities had run slightly long this morning, leaving her already running late for class. 

My mind was elsewhere as I mechanically moved around the house, taking care of the last few things I needed to do before I could depart. I dispelled Glynda, leaving Blake and Raven alone in the house, collected a few bits and bobs I’d unpacked over the past three-or-so weeks, and changed into the latest version of my travel clothing. 

The robe, pants, shirt, and leather boot were all heavily enchanted, but unlike the clothing I’d worn to the disastrous dinner with Giovanni, these enhancements were made to last. They were a tad less protective, but in exchange, the spellwork would last for months before degrading, not hours. They were also enchanted with all sorts of comfort, environmental, and detection spells, ensuring that I’d be okay even if I ended up in a scorching desert, freezing blizzard, or surrounded by noxious fumes.

Then it was time to go. It was much easier this time. I’d gotten considerably better at interacting with my Spark and no longer required half an hour of meditation to step out of the world, even without a land bond to smooth the journey. 

I took a deep breath, closed my eyes, focused, and took a single step forward. Instead of polished hardwood, my foot found smooth nothingness. I opened my eyes and looked around, peering curiously at the dark shadows moving through the nothingness. I was reminded of the name that Jinn had given me for this place. The Blind Eternities.

It was an apt name. Though nothing truly barred my vision, I still found this endless place hard to parse, my mind not quite able to grasp what my senses were telling me. I could see other planes as shadows, faint impressions of existence on the endless unreality through which they floated. 

Unlike the last time I’d chosen to travel to a new Plane, this time I moved with far more purpose. My Spark shone around me, protecting me from the ravages of the chaotic energy that filled this place. As I walked, I peered curiously at the shadows of other Planes, searching for something…familiar. Either Rabiah, that odd myriad Plane that Jinn had shown me, or some sign of my own home plane. 

With a child on the way, returning home had suddenly become a moderately pressing issue. It could wait, but not forever. My children would need to learn the history of my family, and someday they would need wands and schoolbooks that I could not find in my new home. There was only so much I could teach them, and I knew nothing of wandlore. 

I found nothing. I passed by shadow after shadow, the protection of my Spark slowly burning away. Eventually, I paused, considering the nearest shadow. I’d traveled quite a ways, the bonds between me and the two other Planes I’d visited previously stretching out behind me. The Blind Eternities stretched out around me in all directions, just as vast and chaotic as they always had been. I did not know if this place was truly infinite, but it certainly felt that way. Like I could walk and walk and walk and never reach an end. 

It was probably a bad idea to keep going. Already, I could feel my Spark’s protections waning. They would still last for some time, but walking too far now would simply increase how long I’d need to wait before I left this place. If I needed to leave immediately, I doubted I’d be able to safely travel all the way back home. I’d lost track of something very much like time as I marveled at the multiverse around me. Perhaps I should have stopped earlier. Somewhere…closer to where I’d begun.

Well, nothing to be done about it now. But it was something to remember for the future. I wondered if the ‘distance’ I’d ‘walked’ would have any impact on what sort of Planes surrounded me. It was impossible to say from the outside, but perhaps such an answer could guide me towards home.

And so I shrugged mentally and stepped towards this new Plane. It was beautiful from the outside, an impossibly complex mural of color and shadow. I hoped I could find new magic here. New lands to bond with. New Blueprints and treasures to collect. 

I paused, a single step between me and reality. The nothingness here felt…just slightly different. It was faint. So much so that I was not certain if it was real or just something I was imagining. Like the ripples of a rock thrown into an already turbulent river, just moments from behind absorbed into the chaotic maelstrom around it. 

I had no idea what it meant, or if it meant anything at all. I examined the feeling, committing the phantom sensation to memory. Something to consider later. And then I stepped through the boundary that divided nothing from everything and my feet found solid ground. 

I stumbled slightly and instinctively flailed my arms to steady myself. Instead of my feet landing flat on the ground, my boots had touched down at an angle, leaving me just slightly off balance. I focused and a gust of wind steadied me, my feet briefly rising a fraction of an inch off the ground before I landed with a soft thump. 

“You alright over there?” a rough, deep voice called.

I jerked around, nearly tripping over my feet. I blinked rapidly as I saw the short, armored man walking towards me, the head of a large ax extending up over his shoulder and his face half-hidden by a thick, well-kept beard. If not for his beard and adult proportions, I would have thought he was a child. His head barely reached up to the center of my chest. 

I hadn’t expected there to be anyone where I arrived––both Slaughter Swamp and that ruined tomb had been completely empty––but as I looked past the short man, I saw a number of other individuals nearby. Several wore matching plate armor and heraldry––a golden lion on a blue background––while others were dressed in a mishmash of armor, robes, and regular clothing. 

No one seemed to be looking at me strangely except the short man, who was rapidly moving towards me, his armor clanking with every step. I shook myself and turned to face him. “Yeah. Yeah, I’m good.” I rubbed the back of my head in feigned embarrassment, “Seems like I tripped over my own two feet.”

He stopped and clicked his tongue. “If you mages spent a little less time buried in your books and a little more on the training field, there’d be a lot less accidents,” he grumbled. “I’ve lost track of how many times I’ve had to stop Shayla from walking into a wall or statue. It's not healthy to be reading at all hours of the day like that.”

He clearly wasn’t paying me much attention anymore now that I’d assured him that I was okay, but my eyes lit up at his words. Mages and books, both mentioned offhand to a stranger. That was very promising. Combined with the handful of robed men and women passing by, it seemed like magic was even more well known around here than it was in Zatanna’s world. Hopefully that meant it wouldn’t be too hard to get my hands on that sort of knowledge.

The man turned and began walking away, grumbling faintly into his beard as he went. I watched him go for a moment, my eyes lingering on the dangerous looking ax on his back. That was not a tool, but a weapon. And I could see the enchantments, foreign as they were, woven through the shiny metal and long wooden handle. The fact that he was wearing something like that openly, and that many of the other people I could see were also carrying weapons, said a lot about this new place I found myself. 

I shook my head and straightened, looking around at my new surroundings with interest. I was standing on a wide bridge of well-polished stone. There were two raised footpaths on either side of the bridge, and the central area was wide enough to allow a carriage or wagon to pass comfortably. 

To the left and right of the bridge stretched a grassy valley, bisected by a narrow moat over which the bridge had been built. There was an open gate some distance behind me, and a high stone wall like that of a castle in front of me. The bridge was also lined with five statues, two on either side and a fifth in front of the wall. They were enormous, each one towering high overhead and casting long shadows across the bridge. I estimated that the one next to me was at least thirty feet tall, and that was a very conservative guess. 

I took a few steps away from the statue and peered down the length of the bridge. Curiously, it seemed as though the statue beside me depicted a short man much like the one I’d just spoken with, his proportions clearly quite stocky even on the oversized edifice. He was holding a hammer up into the sky, golden accents gleaming in the sunlight. 

The other four statues depicted an armored man with a massive sword hanging on his back, a robed and bearded man with a long staff that was likely meant to be a wizard, a woman with a quiver of arrows on her hip, a large bird perched on her arm, and a bow held at her side, and finally another armored man holding a broken sword by the blade and a large tome at his side. 

I was pulled away from studying the statues when I noticed a rather baffling creature walking past me. It was tall and slender, and dressed in some manner of oddly-proportioned, ineffective-looking green armor. It had a bow and quiver on its back, a shortsword hanging at its belt, and the proportions of a woman, but that was where the similarities ended. Its skin was a bright shade of pink and its hair blue like a sapphire. It was tall, taller than any woman I’d ever seen, and its eyes were bright silver and lacked a pupil. It had pointed ears almost like a goblin, but oversized to a great degree, extending up through its hair and several inches into the air. 

I silently watched it go by. Other people did not seem to be giving it more than a second glance, accepting it among them as though its presence was an everyday occurrence. Perhaps it was. I didn’t see any other such creatures around, but there were only so many people on this bridge. 

I looked back at the statue of the woman and tilted my head to the side, imagining this pink-skinned creature in its place. It fit. What I’d thought were odd hair-ornaments on the statue were clearly ears, though angled slightly differently. Fascinating. A magical creature honored as an equal. Very different from the fountain of magical brethren in the ministry’s atrium back home. 

Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed one of the men in matching armor giving me a considering look. He looked like a guard, and I was probably acting suspicious, even if he hadn’t noticed that I had appeared out of thin air. Not wanting any trouble, I put on a smile and began to walk down the bridge towards the distant wall. I was not sure what sort of settlement lay beyond it, but given the amount of traffic moving in both directions, the quality of the stonework, and the number of guards, it was probably at least a reasonably populous one. 

I joined the flow of people, blending in reasonably well with the occasional robed man or woman. My black robes didn’t quite match up with the more common whites, yellows, blues, and purples, but I was certainly not unique with my black clothing. We moved slowly down the bridge, and then around the fifth statue towards a large, open gate. There were a number of guards flanking the entrance, slowing traffic as they spoke to people trying to move past them.

As I waited, I continued to look around and soon noticed what I was pretty sure was another magical creature. It was even shorter than the stout man from before, and less built. Still, it looked and acted like an adult, with a pair of bulky goggles over its eyes and a wrench nearly as tall as it was cradled in its arms. Very interesting.

Eventually, I reached the gate and a bored-sounding woman in plate armor, her helmet tucked under her arm to reveal a long mane of black hair, some of it stuck to her forehead with sweat, turned to address me. She looked me up and down, her dark eyes flicking between my boots, robe, and the bangles on my arms. Then she smiled tightly, “Well met, adventurer,” she rattled off, using the same words I’d heard a few dozen times from other guards in the past few minutes, “The Alliance bids you welcome to the great city of Stormwind. What brings you to our gates today?”

I smiled back at her pleasantly. “Just visiting temporarily,” I answered, much like I’d heard dozens of other people answer in the past few minutes, “I’m looking to relax a little before heading back out.”

“Of course. There are plenty of taverns to visit in Old Town, and goods from all corners of Azeroth can be found in the Trade District. Light be with you!”

And then she stepped out of the way and waved me through the gate. I hurried past her, allowing her to address the group of men who’d been standing behind me. I moved some distance down the wide, cobbled road until the flood of people moving past me had subsided somewhat, then stepped to the side and looked out over the land beyond the wall. 

This was no small settlement, castle, or town. This was a city. A small city compared to the muggle settlements of Zatanna’s plane, but quite massive by the standards of the technology I could see around me. I’d guessed as much upon seeing the armor and weapons, but looking out on the city, it was clear that this plane was still in a period of history before the signing of the Statute of Secrecy.

Before me lay what I assumed to be the trade district. I could see all sorts of shops and stalls, and the light of magic twinkled off of weapons, armor, potions, and all sorts of other goods. In the distance, I could see a tall spire of white stone reaching up high into the sky, and off to one side were the towers of a great castle. 

I couldn’t wait to look around.
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As much as I wanted to make a beeline towards wherever the local wizards congregated, I knew better than to allow my desires to control me in such a way. I missed being around other wizards, and here I could see dozens of robed individuals, many of them carrying staves or even wands, moving through the crowds. The Conservatory was nice, but between the many students with aquatic features, the lack of robes, and the watery surroundings, it just didn’t feel like home the same way looking at these people did. 

From here, I could almost imagine that I was standing in some slightly foreign version of Diagon Alley. There were shops selling potions and potion ingredients. That stall had a mannequin dressed in a rather ornate looking robe. Another merchant had what was clearly a number of wands amidst his other wares, their forms rather different from the ones I’d seen at Olivanders, but not unrecognizable. 

I wanted to enjoy the feeling. To follow the clusters of wizards moving purposefully to my left, perhaps towards a library or some other meeting place. But that would have to wait. There was something far more pressing I needed to take care of now. Namely, figuring out where I was and learning more about both this city––Stormwind as the guard had called it––and this Plane in general.

Thus, I rejoined the crowd, keeping my ears peeled for anything that sounded interesting. As I walked through the crowds of shoppers, a number of words did stand out to me. Hoard. Alliance. Scourge. Forsaken. Gnolls. Bandits. Ironforge. Demons. 

I paused from time to time, pretending to look around various stalls as I listened in on particularly interesting conversations. Apparently the local King was missing, his son temporarily ruling in his stead with the aid of some advisors. 

I watched curiously as merchants and shoppers haggled over food, clothing, weapons, and all sorts of other goods. Money changed hands frequently, typically in the form of small copper and silver coins, though most enchanted goods cost gold instead. A loaf of bread seemed to cost somewhere between five and twenty-five copper coins, Simple armor and weapons cost anywhere between a few silver pieces and multiple gold pieces. Other things were harder to price. An odd looking ruddy red crystal that glowed from within with powerful magic was sold for what sounded like nearly nine-thousand gold coins, paid in the form of a bank writ.

I was glad that I’d taken the precaution of bringing some gold coins with me from Zatanna’s world. They’d been useless on Remnant, but it sounded like having them would come in handy here. Though, based on what I’d just seen, I doubted the small number of coins I’d brought with me would last very long if I intended to buy anything expensive.

Once I’d gotten a feel for the market, I stopped by what I was pretty sure was the local bank, a place called the Stormwind Counting House. It took some effort, but eventually I was able to exchange the majority of the coins I’d brought with me––which were both slightly larger and made of purer gold than what was used here––into the local currency. 

Most of the difficulty came from trying to tell a plausible story about how I’d gotten such unusual looking coins. I claimed I’d been paid in them by someone who’d hired me previously and didn’t know where they’d come from before that. The man, reluctantly, believed me and I left the bank with a pouch of eleven gold coins, forty-nine silver ones, and a hundred coppers. 

I also confirmed that the place had an odd hundred-to-one conversion for the coins, very unlike the one between knuts, sickles, and galleons. I was pretty sure I’d gotten a bad deal, but I just needed some starting capital so I didn’t get weird looks trying to pay for food with foreign currency, so it was fine for the time being. 

Eventually, I approached a particularly personable looking guard. The man raised a hand in greeting. “Can I help you, mage?”

“Yes, I was hoping you could give me some directions. I’m new in Stormwind, you see, and one of the guards at the gate mentioned that ‘Old Town’ has a number of taverns. I’m looking for somewhere to get something to eat, a drink, and perhaps a place to rest my head.”

“Of course. Firstly, welcome to Stormwind! Greatest city of the Eastern Kingdoms, it is! Now, if it's a bed you’re looking for, you’ll be wanting the Gilded Rose. There are many establishments where you can get a drink in Stormwind, but only one will let you spend the night. It's just down that way, you can’t miss it. I've heard the cost of a room is reasonable and the sheets are clean.”

That sounded promising, but perhaps the man had some other suggestions as well? “What if I’m just looking for a drink?” Alcohol would hopefully make it easy to get the answers I was looking for, and it would also help to hide some of my own lack of knowledge. Drunk men were less likely to wonder why I didn’t know what a scourge was, nor who exactly belonged to this alliance people kept mentioning. 

The guard tilted his head to the side. “Well, there’s taverns all about, I guess. I know there’s a few in the Mage District, though I’d stay away from the Slaughtered Lamb if I was you. I’ve heard some nasty rumors about that place, though I don’t think the guard’s ever been called, so it's probably all just talk. The Blue Recluse has a much better reputation, though I’ve never been myself. I’m keen on the Golden Keg in the Dwarven District. The drinks are excellent, and they’ve got the best, most buttery wheat rolls in the whole city.”

All three locations sounded quite interesting, though the first two far more so than the third. The guard was happy enough to give me directions, though he did say he might have misremembered a turn or two leading to the taverns in the Mage’s District. Apparently, that wasn’t really a place he went often. He did however assure me that guards around there would be able to point me in the right direction if I got lost. 

I didn’t particularly care that the directions I’d been given may not be completely accurate. There was a Mage District! An entire district of the city! That sounded incredible. So unlike how wizards were treated in Zatanna’s world, or even my own. I was very much looking forward to seeing what that looked like, though first I was going to gather a bit more information. Wizards would probably know more, but be harder to interrogate subtly than ordinary city residents and visitors, so I could head down that way once I’d gotten a bit more information. That way, my questions would sound better informed and not immediately paint me as an outsider.

My first stop was the Gilded Rose inn. It was a nice establishment, already filled with people despite still being relatively early in the day. It rather reminded me of the Leaky Cauldron, though somewhat more brightly lit. I started out by renting a room from the innkeeper, a polite red-headed woman named Allison. It cost me twenty silver coins, but came with the promise of both dinner and breakfast, and, much more importantly, a private place where I could put up a few wards, apparate to if needed, and summon up some help. 

The room was about what I’d expected. It was rather small, barely big enough to fit a bed, dresser, and single rickety chair. However, it was clean and private, so that was good enough for me. I spent several minutes erecting a handful of basic wards; silencing charms, an alarm spell, and a locking charm that should stand up to any mundane efforts to open the door. It wouldn’t resist a determined attacker, but it should at least warn me if anyone tried to force their way inside and defeat anyone trying to eavesdrop. 

With that taken care of, I decided to summon Glynda, who I’d dispelled back home so that I could have her available in the new plane I traveled too. It was rather irritating to be without any mana to protect myself while my lands recharged, but she was both a powerful combatant and another set of eyes and ears. Furthermore, it wasn’t like I was planning to do anything dangerous in the coming hours. This city seemed relatively safe, though the number of people walking around armed and armored was slightly disconcerting. 

She appeared beside me and I swiftly filled her in on the situation so far. I left her with about a quarter of the money I’d exchanged, then headed down to the tavern to grab a table and some food, instructing Glynda to come down separately and begin her own investigation into this new plane. Hopefully no one would notice that they hadn’t seen Glynda going up the steps to the inn’s rental rooms on the second floor, or assume that she’d simply been up in her room for longer than they’d been at the inn.

The next few hours were rather productive. With a supersensory charm active, I could hear every conversation going on in the inn, though I could only really pay attention to one of them at a time. The inn was quite busy. It was around lunch time, near as I could tell, and both the two-dozen tables and the seats along the bar were packed with people. 

Most of the inn’s visitors were humans, but not all of them. Four dwarves, the apparent race of the stocky, muscular man I’d spoken with outside the city, and a gnome, an even smaller magical being, were gathered together around one table, loudly discussing the latest news that had come from the city of Ironforge where the dwarves were from. 

There was also one woman who was something called a night elf. Apparently that was the race of the woman I’d seen before, though this one looked rather different. Instead of pink skin, hers was a deep shade of purple so dark it nearly looked black, and her hair was a similar shade of purple. Her eyes also lacked pupils, but unlike the silver orbs I’d seen before, this night elf had golden eyes and a pair of black tattoos on her cheeks. She also was wearing elaborate blue and purple robes that tightly hugged her lithe figure instead of armor. 

By the time I finally decided it was time to go, I’d learned a lot. Stormwind was part of an Alliance of human kingdoms, dwarves, gnomes, and the night elves. Their primary enemy was a group called the Horde, which consisted of several other non-human races, though the two sides apparently occasionally fought together against greater threats like demons and the undead. 

Beyond bits and pieces of the local history, I also learned about the various races that could be found in Stormwind, what sorts of magics and abilities were common, some general information about the surrounding region and other kingdoms, and all sorts of other basic information that would hopefully help me blend in with the locals. Detailed knowledge would come later, but for now it was a good start. 

I waited outside the inn for several minutes, and eventually Glynda came out to join me. Assuming she hadn’t heard something interesting that I hadn’t, my tentative plan was to go check out those inns in the Mage District that the guard had mentioned, as well as the district in general. Apparently it was home to a place called the Academy of Arcane Arts and Sciences. I knew nothing but the name and that it had a large library, but that was more than enough to catch my interest. 

We began to walk, quietly discussing what we’d learned so far as we went. Glynda had paid attention to a number of conversations that I’d ignored, but nothing significant enough to make me change my plans. 

And then, as we crossed over the canal that divided the trade district from the mage district, I saw it. A bird was perched on the roof of a nearby building, its white plumage blending in with the pale stone behind it. It was a dove, or perhaps some sort of local equivalent, small enough to fit in my cupped hands and visually looking no different from any of the other small animals I’d seen around us as we walked through the city.

It didn’t look like much. Most of my spells saw it as nothing out of the ordinary, just one more bird. It wasn’t particularly magical, nor did it look at all out of place. But that was no ordinary bird. I’d enchanted my travel clothing with all sorts of magic. Including one spell that I’d both hoped and dreaded would see any use. 

The aether detection spell that Kent had taught me. Under that spell exactly, the bird was a little blob of shimmering White. It didn’t look like Ozpin had, but rather like Glynda did now. That was not a real creature, but a copy. One that had been created by someone other than me. 

I slowly licked my suddenly dry lips. Well. That was certainly something.
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I took a slow, deep breath, and turned away from the bird, doing my best to act as though I hadn’t seen anything. I really hoped that was just a summoned bird and not some sort of bird-shaped magical creature imbued with powerful detection magic. It looked like a mundane animal to my magic detection spells, but then so did Miss Martian and Superman. There clearly existed all sorts of magical species in the multiverse, and my spells were not universal. 

So far I’d only run into one spell capable of detecting planeswalkers––Kent’s aether detection spell––but I had to assume that any planeswalker who had been traveling the multiverse for longer than I had would develop or learn a comparable technique. It seemed like an essential skill to have, though I couldn’t really speak to its rarity.

If that was indeed a planeswalker’s summon, it seemed safe to assume that its creator would be somewhere nearby. I…wasn’t sure how I felt about running into another planeswalker. A planeswalker was the worst possible enemy to make for me, particularly if they were capable of somehow following my trail through the Blind Eternities. I had no idea if such a thing was possible, but if it was, then this was the sort of foe from whom I simply could not run far enough.  If they were anything like the Brothers of Remnant in terms of power, then I doubted there was much I could do if I happened to catch their attention.

On the other hand, another Planeswalker was also an opportunity. There was still so much about the multiverse and my abilities that I did not know, so many questions that no one but a more experienced Planeswalker could answer. I’d learned so much about my Spark in just a handful of months. How many secrets could someone who’d had one for decades or even centuries reveal to me years before I would have discovered them myself? Perhaps there were better ways of traveling the multiverse, methods of extending the lifespan of summoned creatures, ways to transfer memories between a summon and its original source, and so many other things I didn’t even know to ask about. 

For now, caution was the name of the game. I would much rather approach this planeswalker, if I did choose to approach them, on my own terms. I needed to know more about this city and its people before I started addressing a foreign presence somewhere within the walls. Furthermore, it was entirely possible that they were not actually in this city at all, and had simply left a summon behind before continuing their journey. In that case, I’d need to look further afield to find them. Or perhaps, like Ozpin, this bird had been flying around for millenia, the final remnant of a long-ago visitor. 

I doubted it, but it was possible. The magic of this creature didn’t look like Ozpin’s. It looked fresh and bright. And a bird seemed more like a scout or a spy than an independent agent. 

I watched the bird out of the corner of my eye as Glynda and I continued across the bridge between the trade district and the mage district. It blended in very well with the surroundings. There were pigeons and seagulls perched on various rooftops, and, if I hadn’t known better, I wouldn’t have given the bird a second glance. Who really paid attention to all the random small animals around them in a large city? I certainly didn’t.

It was a rather genius idea, actually. I couldn’t believe I hadn’t considered creating Blueprints from some mundane animals. Experimenting with some of my non-being summons, I’d found that they were able to crudely communicate with me even if they really should be able to do so. The Inferus I’d created from black mana was just slightly different from the ones I crafted from corpses, and the geists I’d summoned could follow orders and keep track of people coming and going past them. 

If that held true for animals as well, and I had no reason to believe it didn’t, then such small critters would make for excellent scouts and guards. I’d need to test things out first, but if it worked as I assumed it would, I should take the time to hunt down a stray cat, a few birds, and perhaps a rat. Such animals would likely require no more than one or two mana to summon, and perhaps Zatanna might enjoy having a pet around the house. 

Optimally, I’d be able to find something like a kneazle or a post owl. Such magical creatures looked like their mundane counterparts, but were far more intelligent and had a number of innate magical abilities. If not, then even a mundane cat, owl, and perhaps a raven would do in a pinch. Something to remember for the future. 

Glynda clearly noticed my momentary pause, her hand drifting down to where her riding crop was hanging from her side. However, when I just kept walking as before, she smoothly continued our conversation as though nothing was wrong. I'd need to fill her in on what I’d seen later, but that could wait until we were somewhere less visible. If there really was another Planeswalker nearby, I would prefer to avoid drawing their attention unintentionally. 

For now at least, I would continue as planned. I still needed to learn more about this plane, and I was very curious about what sort of magics could be found here. I’d seen some very interesting-looking magical armor and weapons that I definitely wanted to take a closer look at, and the magical creatures around here also sounded quite interesting. These ‘night elves’ were very different from the house elves I was familiar with, and, while the dwarves were visually similar to the tribes that could sometimes be found in parts of northern Europe, there were likely at least some differences. 

I would however need to change some of my priorities. Bonding a land had just become significantly more time-critical. I had planned to wait until I could find a potential source of Black and Green mana, but that might not be possible now. I doubted there would be many such places within the confines of this city, and researching appropriate locations would take time. If I needed to make a quick exit, I would prefer to already have a land bonded so I could return here in the future

Well, perhaps there was a graveyard somewhere. And if not, some other land would do. Perhaps the Academy of Arcane Arts and Sciences would qualify, or maybe that giant building whose steeple seemed like it must be visible from anywhere in the city. It looked like some sort of church, so perhaps a White land? I could always use more White mana. 

We made it to the Blue Recluse without any further issues. We paused briefly to ask a guard for directions, and this one clearly was much more familiar with the area in question. Walking through the Mage district was rather lovely, all things considered. There were wizards and shops catering to them everywhere. The architecture was not quite what I was used to, but there were signs of magic everywhere, to the point that I could imagine that this was just another offshoot of Diagon that I’d somehow never visited before. 

Everything and everyone around me glowed beneath my magic sight. Robes were woven with enchantments, there were protective wards on many of the buildings, and the streetlights glowed with heatless flames. Many of the buildings were painted a lovely shade of purple, and open-air stalls had awnings of the same color. 

The tavern itself was no different. It was a nice place, certainly more upscale than the inn where I’d rented a room. The main hall was dimly lit, and I could see a number of wizards bent over books, paying far more attention to their studies than the food they were eating. 

We found some seats near the center of the seating area, and I ordered each of us a drink just to keep up appearances. Then I renewed my supersensory charm and settled back to listen to the buzz of dozens of conversations happening around me. 

As I had expected, the conversation here was much more interesting. The inn was frequented primarily by mages, with a small handful of other visitors such as hunters and what I was pretty sure was some sort of noble. I didn’t learn nearly as much about the general state of the world, but instead gathered considerably more information about what I was actually interested in.

It seemed as though the local school was highly reputed. It was apparently the most prestigious remaining school of magic on this continent, as the previous holder of that title was currently unavailable for some reason. I wasn’t exactly clear on what had happened to this ‘Dalaran’ that several people mentioned, but that was something I could look into later.

The primary type of magic taught here was something called ‘arcane’ magic. There was also frost magic and fire magic, which seemed to be in some way related to the arcane, but were considered separate disciplines. From the sound of it, there were several other forms of magic, but they seemed to be spoken of with distaste by many of the people around me. Necromancy was reviled due to the ongoing battles against the undead that were going on somewhere in the north, while ‘fel’ magic seemed to be used by demons, who were also considered to be rather bad. 

Several people also mentioned something called ‘the light’, but I wasn’t sure what exactly that was. It seemed like some form of magic, but also in some way related to religion? There was a Church of the Holy Light that I’d heard come up several times, and the people that wielded this magic were referred to as priests and paladins. I was unfamiliar with the latter, but priests did sound more like religious figures than mages, so I wasn’t really sure what was up with that.

The biggest thing I’d learned however was that the local school of magic had an extensive library, and that this library was open to the public! Outsiders were not allowed to access everything, but even just some books on the fundamentals and general theory would be priceless. Perhaps I could also try to acquire a Blueprint of a potential tutor. That seemed like a more productive way of going about things than trying to join the school or hiring someone who could notice how foreign my own magic was compared to what they were familiar with. 

We spent another two hours at the tavern, but then a brawl broke out between a number of patrons and Glynda and I decided that seemed like as good a time as any to get going. It was starting to get late in the afternoon, and the sun was clearly creeping towards the horizon. There was probably about an hour or two of daylight left, not enough time for anything overly serious, but not time to call it a day yet either. 

Irritatingly, my small coin pouch was starting to get rather empty. The food and drinks at this tavern had been somewhat more expensive than at our inn, and I hadn’t had all that much money with me to begin with. I’d need to find a source of local currency soon, particularly if I wanted to get my hands on some of those fascinating enchanted goods and potions I’d seen while walking around. I definitely wanted one of the local wands, if nothing else, and the magic woven into all those robes looked like it could potentially be used to improve my current equipment. 
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A quick tempus spell told me it was roughly six in the evening. I didn’t want to stay out too late––I wasn’t sure how safe this city was, exactly, and didn’t fancy the complications that an attempted mugging would cause––but there was still time left in the day. Especially since I was still rather full from spending several hours in two different inns. 

I peered around cautiously, focusing on the rooftops and out of the way corners. There were a handful of birds perched on a nearby streetlight, and I could see what looked like a stray cat lurking in the shadows of an alleyway, but none of them bore any signs of Planeswalker magic. Near as I could tell, they were just ordinary animals.

I considered stunning one or two of them to make Blueprints, but thought better of it. There were simply too many people around, and I didn’t want to accidentally cause an incident. It would be very, very embarrassing to have to flee the city because seagulls were sacred to some local god, or some similar nonsense. I’d have to wait for an opportune moment, or possibly until I returned home. It wasn’t a particularly urgent goal.

I considered what to do next. Ultimately, what I really wanted from this Plane was mana. Preferably at least one Black mana that I could use to summon my various Grimm, particularly the Soul Leech that I was just dying to experiment with, and one Green mana so that I could summon Amber and Professor Peach.


I doubted I’d be able to bond more than two lands. Each bond was exponentially harder to form than the last. Thus, if I just bound some random patch of this city, I’d only be able to get either a Black land or a Green land on this plane. Which would be suboptimal.

I wanted access to Peach as soon as possible so that I could have a healer available to monitor Zatanna. She wasn’t perfect––her semblance wasn’t directly healing-related and she mostly had experience healing other people who also had access to aura––but she did actually have a medical degree and was the closest thing to a fully trained healer that I had access to. The grimm were a secondary, and slightly more selfish, goal, but I already had two White lands and didn’t have a pressing need for a third. 

As much as it pained me, learning the local magic and acquiring some of the fascinating enchanted goods I’d seen just walking around was a secondary priority. Something I certainly wanted to do, but could potentially save for later or even come back for in the future. It would be irritating, but I would even settle on simply acquiring the Blueprint of some local wizard who’d both be able to teach me their skills and should be summoned wearing whatever enchanted gear they typically used. Glynda and Raven had certainly come with their equipment, even Raven whose sword blade was made from Dust, that odd material that I really needed to experiment with further when I had time. 

I hummed thoughtfully. Optimally, I’d be able to combine all three, or at least two, of those tasks together. Looking around, I had no idea where I’d find a source of Black or Green mana within this city. Perhaps a park or a graveyard, but both sounded…suboptimal. Even then, I had no idea where to find a park or a graveyard. I needed more information, and this time it wasn’t the sort of thing that I could gather just from listening in on conversations.

Even though the only person I was ‘getting one over’ was myself, I couldn’t help but smile. And where exactly did one go when they needed information? To a library, of course! And I’d so far only heard of one library within the city’s walls. 

I wouldn’t stay long, even if I really, really wanted to. Perhaps I’d take the time to skim a few books of magic, just to learn the general theory so I could blend in better. I needed to focus on maps, books about nearby locations, and the like. Not magic books. No matter how much I wanted to look at magic books. 

Maybe just a couple magic books. 

Just a few. 

Just…wet my feet, so to speak. It wouldn’t do to accidently cast some basic charm and discover it goes against the local equivalent of Gamp’s Law.

I closed my eyes and rubbed my face with my hand. Who exactly was I trying to fool? Ugh.

“Hydrys?” Glynda asked softly, a note of concern in her voice.

I groaned. “It's nothing, Just…arguing with myself. Let’s get going, I want to visit the Academy of Arcane Arts and Sciences before it closes. I heard one of the wizards complaining that it doesn’t stay open nearly late enough, so we should hurry.”

“Understood.”

Thankfully, it seemed as though the wizard in question was just a particular night owl, and the library itself was not too far away. It was a rather prominent two-story building on the northern edge of the district and was open until rather late into the night. 

Stepping inside, it was like coming home. Rows and rows of bookshelves extended in all directions and the smell of old books and the rustle of pages filled the air. Robed wizards sat bent over at large wooden tables laden with stacks of thick, leather bound tomes. A harried looking young man was walking down an aisle, mumbling to himself as his eyes roamed up and down the shelves, clearly looking for something specific and not succeeding, 

I took a deep breath, some of the stress I’d been carrying since I’d first seen that blasted bird falling away. The library I was working on was still far too small, and the one at the Conservatory just didn’t feel the same. Both the Tower of Fate and Shadowcrest had fine libraries as well, but they were empty and lifeless, browsed only by a tiny handful of individuals. 

This place on the other hand felt like the Hogwarts library, or even in some ways like my family’s collection back home. The Black family was rather large when it came to wizarding families, and we often occasionally allowed some of our lesser retainers access to our stacks. Not the ‘good stuff’, of course, but just to the various general references we’d accumulated over the centuries. 

Someone laughed softly nearby and I turned to find an older man with graying hair and a large bald spot on the crown of his head standing by a nearby bookshelf. He was dressed in purple and green robes, wore a monocle over his right eye, and was cradling a stack of books in his arms. 

He saw my look and smiled back at me. “Been a while, huh?” he asked rhetorically. “We get that a lot with adventurers. You never realize how good you have it in the big city before suddenly you’re trying to solve a basic problem and realize the closest place to find whatever reference you need is half a continent away.”

Now that was something I could absolutely relate to. There were a number of spells I wanted to learn now that my planeswalker abilities made learning complex magics easier, but I just hadn’t bothered memorizing the needed instructions. After all, what was the point when I could always find that information once I was actually ready to learn the spell? No amount of occlumency or good memory could help you recall something you’ve never actually read. 

“I’ve definitely been there,” I mumbled.

“I can imagine, but don’t you worry, you’re here now. It's not Dalaran of course, nowhere is, but we’ve got the biggest collection of magical works left on the continent, and one of the biggest collections in general if you’re looking for something a bit further afield.”

I looked around, taking in the long rows of shelves. “It’s certainly an impressive collection. Do you work here, or are you just a fan?”

He laughed again, throwing his head back in amusement. “A bit of both, I’d say! I was a fan long before I became a librarian.” He tucked his pile of books under his arm and extended a hand out towards me. “Master Mazen Mac'Nadir, library caretaker. It's my responsibility to ensure all the magical tomes and scrolls are accounted for at all times. Who knows what folly would unfold if some of these enchanted texts were to fall into the wrong hands?”

I shook his hand. “That sounds like a lot of responsibility.”

“It certainly is, though I make do! It helps that most of the books and scrolls are enchanted to come back by themselves if they’re taken from the library. Not all of them, unfortunately. Sometimes that kind of magic interferes with other enchantments. But I usually have plenty of time to sneak away and get some reading done for myself.” He winked conspiratorially and patted the books he was holding.

“Convenient. Though, if you don’t allow for books to be borrowed, what is the library’s policy on copying books?”

He waved his hand dismissively. “Oh, you’re free to copy down whatever excerpts you want. We’ve even got some blank scrolls and writing supplies for sale if you need them. All the proceeds go towards supporting and expanding the library. 

Well, that was wonderful. It sounded as though this plane didn’t have the same sort of copying magic that my own possessed, which meant that books probably wouldn’t be warded against duplication. Copies created that way wouldn’t last forever, but I’d have more than enough time to come back home and then cast the spells needed to permanently transfer the text over into real blank books. I’d already finished doing so for all the duplicated texts I’d brought back from Remnant and it really didn’t take very long. I obviously wouldn’t be able to bring this whole library with me––I only had so much room in my expanded bag––but a few choice texts would be easy enough. 

“Glad to hear it.”

“Of course, of course. We’re a place of learning, not a bookstore. It would be silly to insist our students cite their sources and then forbid copying quotations! But I digress, is there something I can help you with? Are you looking for anything in particular? The library can be a bit confusing for new visitors, but I know it like the back of my hand and I’m always happy to point a curious young mage in the right direction.”

Well, that was certainly kind of him to offer. Getting to know a new library with its own sorting system and peculiarities was always exciting, but could take a while. This could save me quite a bit of time, even if I still planned to explore the library myself later. “That would be greatly appreciated, thank you. Do you think you could point me towards some general theory books? It's been a while and I’ve been meaning to refresh myself on the basics.” Damn it, that wasn’t right. “Oh, and I’m rather new to Stormwind. Are there any books you’d recommend about the city and the surrounding regions?”

Thankfully, the man didn’t seem to find either request in any way strange. “Of course, of course! It's always good to remember the fundamentals, no matter how many advanced spells you learn! It's always a surprise to see how much better you can understand things when you go through them again after you’ve gotten some experience under your belt. And I think we’ve got a few history books and atlases tucked away upstairs. That's more Adair’s area of expertise––one of the other librarians––but I’ve read my fair share of those books myself and I’m sure we can find you what you’re looking for.”

He cheerfully led Glynda and I through the library, giving us a running commentary about the various sections we were passing through. There were books on the history of magic, frost magic, fire magic, arcane magic, and more. From time to time, he’d grab a book seemingly at random and shove it into my arms, usually, but not always, accompanied by a brief explanation of what it was about. 

By the time we’d finished a full loop around both the first and second floor of the building, my arms were starting to get tired from the eleven books I was carrying, and Glynda also had a number of scrolls held carefully in her hands. The librarian stopped and turned to look at the two of us, regarding the books we were holding with a hint of awkwardness. “Ah, I seem to have gotten slightly carried away. My apologies.”

I tried to wave him off, which was hard with both my hands occupied. “Not a problem at all, I appreciate the assistance. I’m sure you’ve saved me a great deal of time with your recommendations.”

He perked up. “I hope so! Enjoy the books. Please remember to return whatever you’re done with to one of the shelving carts––the spells won’t trigger if you just leave them on a table and it creates loads of extra work for me and the other librarians.”

I nodded. “We’ll do that. Thank you again for your time.”

The man smiled and walked away, leaving Glynda and I alone with our books. I found the nearest table and set the entire stack down with a soft sigh of relief. I regarded the stack with barely suppressed excitement. This was going to be amazing. 

Glynda took one look at me, pulled an atlas from near the bottom of the stack, and set it on the very top. Then she unrolled one of the scrolls she was holding, revealing a hand-drawn map of the surrounding region.

I sighed heavily. I wasn’t happy about it, but she was right. “Thank’s Glynda,” I said through clenched teeth.

“Always happy to be of service, Hydrys.”
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When I’d first started going through the theory books that Mazen Mac'Nadir the librarian had recommended to me, I’d been rather delighted. Arcane magic––the primary form of magic used by the local wizards who called themselves mages––was powerful, versatile, and absolutely fascinating. In some ways it even seemed superior to the wand magic I was most familiar with, and certainly more wieldy than the skills I’d learned from Ozpin. 

The local wizards divided magic into eight schools: abjuration, conjuration, divination, enchantment, illusion, transmutation, evocation, and necromancy. All spells fell into one or more of the schools, though some of the categorizations I’d come across seemed…dubious. For instance, the local version of Apparition was apparently classified as transmutation, as was magic that affected time. In fact, the entire system seemed to be hotly debated. Some books claimed there were actually nine schools, though none seemed to have a complete list. Others confidently stated that necromancy wasn’t actually a type of arcane magic, and, looking at their evidence, I was leaning towards that being true. 

In any case, arcane magic was amazingly flexible and incredibly powerful. It could seemingly do the majority of what wand magic could do, and even got around a number of common limitations. They even had a number of spells that conjured edible food from nothing, and one that made you smarter! I had no idea how that second one worked, but I wanted it.

Arcane magic also wasn’t the only type of magic available on this plane. Looking deeper, I’d found a book with an interesting diagram that showed the various forms of energy that could be used to cast spells. There were six of them, three pairs that each opposed the other. Order and Disorder, Light and Shadow, and Life and Death. Arcane magic was order magic, though clearly of a sort different than what Kent had been teaching me. 

Each type of magic had its own issues and advantages, with Arcane being the most flexible of the group but also requiring the most effort and study to use. Most of the books I’d borrowed were about Arcane magic because that was what the school and library both specialized in, but the librarian had also left me two books that discussed the other types at length. 

I’d initially thought little of these other forms of magic––after all, the local wizards specialized in one of them for a reason––but reading further, I’d quickly changed my mind. Light mages could raise the dead. Not as undead, but as themselves. That sort of magic was highly limited, only worked in a short window of time, and required years to master, but what did that matter when it could resurrect people? Light mages were also expert healers and could cast all sorts of powerful protective spells. 

I wanted it. No, I needed it. It would take years, perhaps even decades, for me to grow adept enough with the Light to cast those spells, and I wanted that safety net right now. Getting a land bound was still a higher priority––since it meant I could leave this plane and return at my leisure––but only barely compared to hunting down someone capable of using that magic and creating a Blueprint of them. 

Putting that aside for the moment, I’d been very excited to try my hand at using arcane magic, or really any of the local magical disciplines. There were few things that excited me more than new spells, and I was greatly looking forward to dipping my toes into a whole new Plane worth of magical lore and secrets. 

Fortunately however, I’d kept reading before I made a terrible mistake. Because, as I continued to read through all the books I’d duplicated from the library, I’d come to a horrible realization. I hadn’t been certain at first, needing to reread several sections just to confirm things for myself, but by the time I’d finished going through all the books and scrolls I’d been given, I was confident in my conclusion.

The local magic was powerful, but that power came at a price. It was all corruptive. Actively, insidiously corruptive, like certain forms of the dark arts from back home. Even the notorious House of Black shied away from certain forms of magic, knowing that only bad things came from overutilization such arts. 

Some of it was obvious. There were dozens of warnings in the books about trying to use Disorder and Death energies. Fel magic––the result of harnessing disorder––slowly turned you into a demon, first warping your body and then your soul until you were something totally unrecognizable. 

Similarly, necromancy literally killed you as you used it, aging and withering your body until only bones remained. Most of the most powerful necromancers the books mentioned were liches or other forms of sentient undead––and wasn’t that an interesting concept––because if you weren’t one already when you started learning the art, you eventually became one, gave up, or died. 

Then there was shadow magic. That seemed a little bit safer, particularly if you balanced it out with the powerful healing of light magic, but the consequences of overusing it were catastrophic and irreversible. Those who delved too deeply were driven mad, one book describing it as being ‘hollowed out from the inside by the touch of the void’. Nope. Not touching that. I’d already inherited the Black madness––the result of unfortunate forays into the blackest of dark arts––and absolutely did not need any more of that in my life and mind.

The other three were slightly less bad, but I knew how to connect the dots. The books on arcane magic outright stated that practicing it could be dangerous. They were tucked away or not given much credence, but several of the books I’d read quoted the four laws of magic, three of which made me rather skeptical. 

First up there was ‘Magic is Powerful’ which, okay, that one makes sense. But then what about ‘Magic is Corrupting’, ‘Magic is Addicting’, and ‘Magic draws the denizens of the Twisting Nether to those who wield the arcane’. I probably didn’t have to worry about that last one since demons seemed to be a local problem and I planned to leave soon, but the first two…yeah. Casting arcane magic made you want to cast more arcane magic and corrupted your soul. I needed my soul. My soul was what made me me and also housed my Spark. 

Then there were the magics that used Light and Life to power them. None of the books went out and said it outright, but Light magic seemed to depend heavily on faith and perception. In fact, most of its wielders were priests and paladins, members of a religious order that worshiped this power. I had no doubts that overuse of Light magic probably resulted in all sorts of mental damage. The self-reinforcing kind that drove those who used too much dark magic without the proper precautions deeper and deeper into its clutches. 

Finally, there was Life magic. This was the one I was least certain of, since only two of the books touched on it and rather briefly at that. However, the one example of such mages that the books gave already sounded rather problematic. Druids apparently spend decades or even centuries at a time sleeping as they ‘communed with nature’. Many of them also possessed various animal features like claws or antlers. 

Not only did that first part sound like something of an issue, but the latter reminded me of the warnings about Fel magic. I suspected that perhaps Life magic first damaged the soul and then moved on to altering the body. Catatonia and long comas were a dangerous symptom of severe soul damage like what had happened to Amber. 

“Hydrys.”

All that was to say that my enthusiasm for learning the local magics had quickly died down into a scant few embers compared to the bonfire it had been yesterday. As much as I wanted the abilities promised by such a powerful system of spellcasting, I wasn’t sure that the cost was worth the outcome. Not when I had so many other options to explore. 

Particularly since I could potentially get all the benefits without any of the cost. I just needed to find some experts, create blueprints, and voila! Access to all the powerful and unique abilities of life, light, void, disorder, order, and death magics without risk of going insane, turning into some sort of twisted magical creature, damaging my soul, or anything else I’d missed. Finding such experts would be challenging, but I would have needed to do so anyway if I wanted to learn from the best of the best, so it wasn’t that big of an issue. 

I flipped open one of my duplicated books to the back, where there was an intricately illustrated diagram of the fundamental forces and their associated magics. Six circles were arranged in an elongated oval, with a number of smaller circles within the larger oval. At the top of the oval was the light, then disorder, death, shadow, order, and then finally life. It was an interesting way of arranging things. I wondered if there was something similar in my original homeworld, something that wizards had never discovered. I didn’t think so, but it was a novel idea to consider.

“Hydrys!”

My finger paused as I traced over the circle representing disorder. There was a smaller circle beside it labeled ‘The Burning Legion’. I'd heard that name come up several times now. It was some sort of demonic organization that had invaded this world, Azeroth, several times in the past. They were attracted to Arcane magic, feeding on it in some way near as I could tell, and were the ‘denizens of the twisted nether’ that the fourth rule warned about. 

I was curious how that worked. I didn’t think they were planeswalkers. The idea of Fel magic turning someone into a Planeswalker sounded…wrong. But at the same time, it seemed as though the Plane contained a number of different worlds. The Burning Legion was said to have consumed a number of those already, and was constantly searching for more. 

My working theory was that instead of planes, this referred to planets. The Burning Legion could not directly travel through the cold, dead void of space, but they could use portals and magic to bridge the gap. That didn’t fully explain everything, but it was the most reasonable explanation I could come up with. That, or perhaps this plane was in some way like an expanded trunk with multiple compartments. I’d landed on Azeroth, but I could have also ended up on one of numerous other ‘worlds’ that made up the overall plane. 

“Hydrys!”

I flinched as a hand landed on my shoulder, shaking me out of my reverie. The book in my lap slipped and fell several feet before Glynda caught it with her semblance and levitated it back into my waiting hands. I quickly realized that she’d been trying to get my attention for several seconds now, but I’d been too engrossed in my thoughts and books to notice. 

I turned to Glynda, smiling as though nothing had happened. “Yes? Do you need something,”

Glynda gave me a rather flat look, then sighed and shook her head, “We’re almost there. You said to notify you when we drew close to Duskwood.”

I blinked. “Already?” Wasn’t Duskwood supposed to be rather far from Stormwind? It had certainly looked like a rather significant distance on the maps.”

Glynda sighed heavily. “Hydrys, we’ve been flying for most of the day.”

Kent laughed. “Ah, I remember the days I could lose an entire weekend in the library. Now, it seems like I can barely pick up a book before I feel nature’s call beckoning me away.”

It can’t have been that long, right?” I mindlessly tucked the book I’d been reading back into my expanded bag and drew my wand. “Tempus,” I mumbled softly.

It was well into the afternoon, early evening even. We’d left the Gilded Rose around nine. 

“Oh.” My stomach rumbled and Kent laughed again. 

“Oh, indeed! Those must be some mighty fine books!”

“Definitely…informative. I assume everything is going alright?”

“So far so good,” Glynda reported. “We had to stop a few times so Kent could adjust our path, particularly when the road vanished into the trees, but I believe we should be well on our way to Darkshire Village. Your illusion has held up well––I don’t believe we’ve been noticed by anyone.”

“Excellent.” We were flying inside of one of Kent’s Order magic constructs, and had decided that a giant golden sphere zooming through the air wouldn’t be particularly subtle and could attract enemies and other interested parties. Thus, I’d sheathed the entire thing in something like a disillusionment charm reinforced with Blue mana, and it seemed like it had managed to last throughout the day. 

I looked around with interest, peering at the trees flickering past beneath us. It was rather dark, unnaturally so given the time, but that had been expected. This forest had once been called Brightwood but then a powerful curse had permanently darkened the sky and caused all sorts of dangerous magical creatures and undead to start appearing in the area. 

I could see bits and pieces of that curse lingering in the air. Pockets of something that looked very much like the dark magic I was used to drifted through the sky like clouds, reminding me somewhat of Gotham and Slaughter Swamp. 

In front of and to our right, I could see a line of small mountains, or perhaps just rocky hills, emerging from the dense, dark forest. Judging from the road I could just barely make out through the trees beneath us, that was probably the mountainous circle that surrounded the Great Tree of Duskwood. 

Turning around, I could just barely make out the banks of the Nazferiti river, which marked the boundary between Duskwood and Elwynn forest. It was a strange sight, particularly since I could see the line of trees where the canopies turned from dark and twisted to a bright, leafy green. One side of the river was clearly brighter than the other, making for a rather odd visual dichotomy. 

I turned to look at Kent, who was floating at the center of the sphere with his hands folded behind his back, his cane, a large map, and the atlas I’d duplicated suspended in the air in front of him. He looked surprisingly cheerful for having been flying for so long, his smile at odds with our gloomy surroundings.

“How are you holding up, Kent?” I asked, “Do you know how much longer till we reach that village?” We’d decided it would be best to have a base of operations to work from while exploring the forest for good locations and interesting Blueprints, and it was better to co opt existing infrastructure than create it from scratch. 

Kent hummed thoughtfully. “I’m alright. Don’t you worry about me. In terms of time, well. It's hard to say. The maps here, they’re not really up to the standards I’m used to these days. I’ve been having to compare a half-dozen different ones to one another and they’re all at least somewhat wrong. Perhaps…half an hour at the most? Fifteen minutes? It's hard to say for certain until we actually see the village in the distance. At the very least, I’m pretty sure this is the right road, so we can avoid having to backtrack for a third time.”

My stomach grumbled again and I sighed in annoyance. Reaching into my bag, I withdrew a trio of sandwiches wrapped in plastic and charmed to stay fresh for weeks. I passed one each over to Glynda and Kent, then unwrapped my own and bit into it hungrily. Apparently I hadn’t eaten for quite some time and my preoccupation with my books was coming back to bite me. 

Mhm, delicious. Glynda had discovered a delightful muggle sandwich shop called The Falcon Slab that had an excellent selection. They only took cash and didn’t have a seating area so it wasn’t really somewhere I could take Zatanna, but Glynda stopped by from time to time to pick up a large order. Whenever we had some left over, I simply cast a preservative spell on them and put them away for a day like today. It hadn’t even been two full days yet, but it was good to have such a filling reminder of my new home.

True to Kent’s predictions, we reached the village of Darkshire about fifteen minutes later. Instead of flying directly into the village, we landed a few minutes walk away and proceeded on foot. Unlike in Kent and Zatanna’s world, flight did not seem to be a particularly common ability here, outside of certain magical creatures like dragons and gryphons. 

The road we’d been following by air was ancient and slowly falling into disrepair. Lanterns lit the path at infrequent intervals, leaving most of it shrouded in gloom, and there were patches of rickety fencing in places, along with many more where fencing had once been but was long gone now. 

We were met just outside the town by a jumpy-looking young man in cheap-looking armor, a hammer held in one hand and a torch in the other. He stepped out into the path, looking like he would prefer to be anywhere else, and called out, “H-halt in the name of the Night Watch! W-who g-goes there?” 

We stopped, more out of politeness and not wanting to start any trouble than anything else. After a moment, Glynda stepped forward, “We’re adventurers hailing from Stormwind. We were hoping to stay here for a time while we explore the area.”

“A-adventurers?” the apparent guard exclaimed, “Oh, thank the Light! Things have been getting really bad around here ever since the army pulled out. Are you here to help us?” Before any of us could say anything, he stepped out of the way and gestured down the road. “You should go talk to Commander Althea Ebonlocke. She’s been in charge of protecting the town since all the soldiers left.” He sagged against the trunk of an ancient, withered-looking tree with a look of hope on his face. 

The three of us exchanged looks and I shrugged. “She probably has the most up to date information about what’s going on around here. I don’t know how current our maps are at this point.”

Glynda nodded in agreement. “We’ll do that. Thank you, young man. Could you point us towards her location, and perhaps the local inn?”

“Oh, right, uh,” he straightened and brandished his torch. “She’s somewhere in the town. Any member of the Night Watch should be able to point you to her. And the only inn we’ve got is Scarlet Raven Tavern. It's just down the road, you can’t miss it.”

Glynda smiled softly at him. “Thank you.”

He weakly smiled back. It didn’t seem as though he’d had much to smile about recently. “Welcome to Darkshire.”
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We found Commander Althea Ebonlocke speaking quietly with a group of three armed and armored men, their weapons stained with bits of putrid-looking flesh and rotting blood. She was a severe-looking woman of average height, her black hair hanging loosely down her back while two strands framed her face. She had a curved sword sheathed at her hip and a lantern hanging from her belt, sending flickering shadows across the whole group. 

“...excellent work. You do your families proud. Now, go clean your equipment and then get some well earned rest. I have your next patrol scheduled for the day after tomorrow.”

The trio saluted clumsily, then staggered off. They looked utterly exhausted, but a hint of pride shone in their tired eyes. Their equipment was some of the simplest I’d seen in this world, with only the barest traces of magic worked into the metal, and it had clearly seen heavy use. One man’s sword had a number of large chips in it, while another’s armor was dented in several places. 

Once all three watchmen were out of earshot, Althea sighed heavily. Her shoulders slumped and she tiredly rubbed her eyes. After several long seconds, she took a deep breath, straightened, squared her shoulders, and unhooked her lantern from her belt. Then she turned and finally noticed the three of us. 

Her weary frown turned into a wary one and she regarded us coolly. “Ah, hello there. I don’t think I recognize you. You must be new around here. If you are just passing through, I suggest you stick to the roads and only travel by day. If your business is here in Darkshire, consider lending your abilities to the Night Watch. Our skill is unquestionable but our numbers are small.”

Glynda took a step forward, a polite smile on her lips. We’d decided ahead of time that she would be speaking for us at least for the foreseeable future. She was attractive, confident, and knew how to talk to people, while I looked too young and Kent too old. Plus, if someone decided to try to take out the obvious leader of our group, that wouldn’t be me.

She extended a hand towards Althea. “Glynda Goodwitch, adventurer. We were just passing through, but the guard at the gate says you’ve been having some trouble and pointed us towards you.”

Upon hearing Glynda call herself an adventurer, Althea’s expression brightened considerably and the two women shook hands. “Calling it just some trouble is a hell of an understatement. The fact that the town’s still standing is a damn miracle. Ever since the Stormwind garrison pulled out, it's been a downward spiral, just one thing after another. First it was just the undead and all the other normal dangers. Then it was more undead, and more powerful ones at that. And now, some of my men tell me there’s worgen out there somewhere, though luckily we haven’t run into too many of those beasts.”

Althea sighed heavily and reached up to brush a strand of hair behind her ear. “I can’t offer you much for your help––Darkshire’s never been a wealthy town and things haven’t gotten any better in recent times––but if you have any time you can spare to help us, we’d welcome it with open arms. Me and my Night Watch, we’re doing what we can, but there’s only so many of us to go around. I’ve got a dozen young men and twice that many retired veterans trying to protect a town of nearly four thousand.”

“We certainly wouldn’t say no to coin, but we’re primarily interested in information on the surrounding areas, the local monsters and undead, and the region in general.”

Althea jumped on that like a drowning woman. “Information? That, we’ve got. I have the best maps of Duskwood you’ll find anywhere, and my men keep me abreast of everything that’s happening around here. If you’re willing to spare some time to help us, I’d be happy to give you all that so you can do whatever it is you’re here for.” 

Glynda smiled pleasantly. “I’m certain we can come to an arrangement.”

Watching Glynda work was always impressive. I theoretically knew how to negotiate, how to convince someone that they wanted what you wanted, but Glynda knew how to put those skills into practice. Less than an hour later, we left her office with a copy of her large, detailed map of the region, a stack of summarized reports, and the keys to a recently abandoned home near the edge of the village. 

That last one hadn’t initially been part of the plan, but Glynda had enquired about accommodations and Althea had been happy to accommodate. I had a feeling that she was trying to make us stay here for as long as possible, which did make sense when I looked at it from her point of view. Giving us this place cost her nothing––it wasn’t like there were people flocking to buy property here––and potentially bought her a trio of additional defenders.

If we happened to be nearby when a group of undead or a swarm of giant spiders attacked the village, it would be much more likely that we’d help if our property was also on the line. That was probably why the house in question was on the south-westernmost edge of the village, since that was the direction from which most threats tended to approach. 

In return for all that, we’d promised to deal with as many undead, giant spiders, worgen, and bandits as we could during our time exploring the area. She also asked us to try and deal with a powerful undead named Mor'Ladim that had been causing her watchmen trouble over the past several weeks, forcing them to give the Raven Hill Cemetery a wide berth during their patrols. 

And that was basically it. She was genuinely desperate, near as I could tell. It didn’t seem as though any actual adventurers had passed through the area recently, and any threat the three of us dealt with was one less for her to worry about. 

The house we’d been given was a quaint little two-story building, its outside clearly showing its age and disrepair. There was a hole in the roof, the windows were boarded over, and I wasn’t sure how much I trusted the stability of the logs and nails holding it all together. 

The inside was a little better. The previous owner had left a lot of their furniture behind, though it was all rather worn, and it was clear that pains had been taken to keep the place livable. It was a little dusty, but nothing a few spells couldn’t handle. 

It was getting rather late and, as much as I wanted to get some lands bound now, stumbling around in the dark was just asking to get ambushed by something sneaky. I wasn’t too worried about any of the monsters that Althea had mentioned, but it was best to be cautious regardless. Althea suspected, but didn’t know for certain, that there may be a necromancer somewhere around Raven Hill. Apparently it would explain a number of the more dangerous undead her men had run into, though finding out that sometimes corpses around here just randomly rose from their graves was rather disquieting.

If there was a necromancer around, then I’d rather not come across them unprepared. I was very much interested in finding the necromancer in question––they’d make for an excellent Blueprint––but on my own terms. I wanted to be the one attacking from ambush, not the one being ambushed. 

Instead, we’d decided to call it a night so we could go through all the information Althea had given us, decide on a course of action, make preparations, and then head out bright and early tomorrow morning. 

Step one was making this place livable. Kent and I spent half an hour erecting wards, patching up holes, and making sure the building wasn’t going to collapse on top of us in our sleep. The building did in fact have a small basement, meaning that I’d be able to put up proper, long-term wards if I needed to, but that could wait for now. It would make a good opportunity to finally try out the ‘Consecrate with Blood’ spell I’d gained from creating the wards around my home back in Zatanna’s world, but I’d need some appropriate sacrifices to cast it. 

Meanwhile, Glynda worked on cleaning up the inside of the building. Dust was cleared away, furniture moved back into its rightful places, and she unpacked some of the camping supplies I’d brought with me, none of us trusting the sorry excuse of a mattress in the house’s single bedroom. 

Once that was taken care of, we moved onto going through our new maps and notes and planning for tomorrow. Annoyingly, Althea didn’t have much information on the one place in this area I was most interested in––Twilight Grove, the valley that housed the so-called Great Tree. The area was rather difficult to reach, surrounded by rocky hills and dense forest, and no real threats ever came from that direction so she mostly ignored it.

However, what she did have information on was interesting as well. There were two cemeteries in this forest, both of them overrun with undead. There was also an abandoned town called Raven Hill, a number of farmsteads, many of them abandoned, scattered throughout the forest, and a small town of ogres that mostly kept to themselves. 

She also had notes on several types of undead, some skeletal and others resembling inferi, the different varieties of giant spiders that could be found nearby, and even some brief information about the worgen that she’d mentioned in passing and the powerful undead she’d asked us to kill. 

By the time we finished with that, there was still some time left before I was ready to head to bed, and annoyingly I hadn’t copied nearly enough books from the library in Stormwind to keep myself busy. Even if I wasn’t planning to practice the magic myself, I was definitely going to duplicate a bunch of additional books when I returned to the city. 

Thus, I finally decided that it was time to do something I’d been partially putting off for far longer than I should have. I was going to summon Cinder and some of the other less friendly Blueprints I’d created and see how usable they turned out to be. I had high hopes––if creating a Blueprint was enough to turn an enemy into an ally, it would be an even more valuable skill than I’d believed initially––but I was also ready to be disappointed. I was pretty sure the copies I’d summoned wouldn’t be actively hostile at the very least, and I’d be able to swiftly dispel them if they were, so there was no real harm in doing so now. 

Having to imperious my own copies to make use of them would be rather irritating. 

I decided to start with Cinder herself. She would be the most useful of the lot if she proved amenable to following orders, and also had some influence over her two subordinates that could potentially come in handy if things worked out. We moved down to the house’s small cellar and Glynda and Kent flanked me as I called on my land bonds. 

Black from Slaughtered Swamp, Red from Beacon, and two mana of any color from the Tower and the Memorial. Cinder appeared in front of me looking much like she had when we’d fought her, rather than the withered corpse I’d last seen in the wake of Amber’s healing. She wore a short, shoulderless red dress held up by a strap that looped around her neck. There was a belt around her waist with a black purse at her hip, and her neck-length black hair hung down to cover one of her eyes. 

Glynda’s grip on her riding crop tightened as she looked at the three of us one by one. There was hostility in her posture, and her fingers were curled as though holding a weapon. Then she relaxed slightly and bowed her head. 

“Even with the powers of a Maiden, overwhelming numbers are certainly overwhelming.”

Glynda snorted. “Any three of us would have been plenty to deal with you and your team. We didn’t need to resort to Grimm tactics.”

Cinder shot Glynda a withering look. “In your dreams, perhaps. I know what I’m capable of.”

“Ozpin and I would have been more than enough. Qrow would have taken all three of you apart by himself if he hadn’t needed to protect Amber at the same time. Need I go on?”

“I could have dealt with––”

“Silence,” I ordered sharply, and Cinder complied, though she clearly wasn’t happy about it. “You two can argue about what could have been some other time. Right now, I need to decide if you’re going to be useful as an asset, or as fodder. I’m rather curious if my summons can serve as human sacrifices.”

Cinder stiffened slightly. She clearly didn’t like the idea of dying. “I served Salem for the promise of power, and she delivered. Can you do the same?” she challenged.

I shrugged. “My powers are the same as those that first gave Salem her immortality and created all of Remnant. I can give you life on countless planes, each with their own powers and secrets to claim. If you prove yourself worth the effort, I’m certain I can make you more than anything you could have achieved on Remnant. And even if you are injured or crippled, I can bring you back as good as new as many times as I please.”

Cinder considered my words for a long moment. “And will I have the chance to do more than just serve? To live my life as more than a mere tool?”

I shrugged again. “I don’t see why not. As long as you follow orders and don’t cause trouble for me, I have no problem leaving you summoned and free to do as you please most of the time.”

Cinder closed her eyes. Then she knelt, bowing her head. “Then I shall serve and obey.”

Glynda didn’t look happy about it, but she said nothing as we looked down at Cinder. I smiled widely. It looked like I might have to come to an arrangement with some of my ‘Legendary’ summons one at a time, but that was very workable. Perhaps not all of them would be as amenable as Cinder had proved to be, but this was certainly a good sign.

Next up, Count Vertigo. With any luck, I’d be able to get access to whatever money and assets he had stashed away in case things turned sour. There was no way a noble wouldn’t be smart enough to do something like that before engaging in such blatant criminal activity. 
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As much as all the information that the Commander of the Night Watch had given us was interesting, that didn’t change the fact that, ultimately, my goal here wasn’t Blueprints or helping out these townsfolk, but bonding with new lands. I still wasn’t fully certain what the criteria were for a patch of ground to qualify as a land, nor what determined if the land had any special abilities, but it felt reasonable that more magically significant lands would be more useful. Some of my best lands were Slaughter Swamp, one of the densest nexus of dark magic I’d ever seen, and Shadowcrest, the ancestral home of a wizarding family covered in ancient wards and housing a number of powerful magical creatures and artifacts. 

Thus, I wanted to bind the most magically significant patch of this cursed forest, and my instincts told me that was probably going to be this ‘Twilight Grove’ with its enormous, ancient tree and apparent otherworldly portal. Perhaps afterwards I’d consider looking into some of these other locations or even clearing out some undead, but I had already been in this Plane for more than two days and I really wanted to go get myself a land. Getting established here would do me no good if I was forced to planeswalk away and never managed to find my way back. 

Thus, when the four of us––Cinder hidden under a disillusionment charm––set out from the village early the next morning, we didn’t head towards any of the cemeteries or other notable locations. Instead, we headed into the forest, walking just until we were out of sight of the village, and then Kent wrapped us in his flight spell and I disillusioned the entire thing.

After some discussion, we ended up leaving Count Vertigo behind. Despite his excellent taste in clothing, he was just a wealthy muggle with a toy. He hadn’t even built or designed his ‘vertigo wave headset’ himself, instead purchasing it from some more clever muggle through an intermediary. 

I had considered just dispelling him and being done with it, but ultimately decided against it. The man had been relatively agreeable last night, and had happily given me the information I needed to access a small fortune in cash, precious metals, and government bonds. His only request was to help put him on the throne of whatever small muggle nation it was he was the former heir of. I’d told him I’d consider it. Perhaps if the original ever died, I’d even be able to go through with it. A few imperiuses, some obliviating, and job done. 

Instead, we’d left him back at the house with instructions to try and detain anyone that tried to sneak inside. I doubted he’d actually end up doing anything––anyone powerful enough to get through the wards would be able to wipe the floor with him––but maybe I’d be pleasantly surprised. If nothing else, I’d know it through my spark if he was killed.

We floated up above the treeline, then higher and higher until we could see the ring of small mountains near the center of the forest. We didn’t stop until the forest beneath us was an indistinct sea of brown and dark green, and we could see the leafy boughs of a truly colossal tree just barely short enough that it wasn’t visible behind the rocky, sparsely forested peaks around it. 

Then we shot forward, the tiny village we’d come from falling away behind us until it was lost amongst the carpet of trees. “You know, I expected that flying with magic would be more interesting than this. But instead, it’s just like being in a Bullhead except I can’t walk around and I don’t have a scroll to entertain myself with.”

“Can’t you already fly yourself?” Glynda asked sharply. “I’ve seen the other Maidens do it. You should know what it's like already.”

Cinder scowled. “Unfortunately, I was only ever half a Maiden, and it wasn’t like I had anyone to teach me how to use my abilities. I figured out what I could, but I never really got past levitating around using the wind.”

Glynda snorted derisively. “Here I was overestimating you. And you thought you’d be a match for any of our strike team.”

Cinder was about to fire back but I shushed them before they could keep arguing, not even bothering to look up from my book. Darkshire didn’t have a library, but Althea’s family did have a small, private collection. Most of it was rubbish, but I was pleasantly surprised to find a book on the Light and another about Fel magic. I was pretty sure the latter was either illegal or frowned upon, judging by the fact that its outer cover labeled it as a book of recipes. I wasn’t sure why they had such a book, or if they even knew that they did, but I wasn’t going to look a gift abraxan in the mouth. 

“You can argue later. If you’re bored, you can keep going through the records Althea gave us. And anyway, this shouldn’t be a particularly long flight.”

“About ten, fifteen, minutes,” Kent helpfully chimed in.

“Exactly.”

Cinder grumbled quietly, but eventually fell silent when I shoved the aforementioned records into her hands.

As we drew nearer, I closed my book and tucked it back into my bag, studying the earth far below us curiously. That was a big tree. A really big tree. Its trunk was as thick around as a large house and it towered over the surrounding forest like a man surrounded by mice. If you hollowed it out, you could have probably fit the astronomy tower within its trunk with room to spare. 

It was also a very magical tree. Magic flowed up its roots and through its trunk in slow, ponderous rivers. There was a nexus in the magic near the base of the tree, a whorl in the otherwise smooth, one-directional flow that seemed to move inward and then vanished into nothingness. I assumed that was probably the portal, though I couldn’t really make it out from all the way up here. 

I was definitely taking some samples from that tree. Would a wand made from such a magically saturated material even need a core? I had no idea, but if I managed to gain the Blueprint of a proper wandmaker, I was sure they’d be happy to find out. I was quite happy with my own yew wand, but my children would eventually need wands of their own, and I wanted to give them every possible advantage that I could. 

We began to descend, darting between huge branches as we pathed towards the forest floor. There was a small, paved footpath leading towards the base of the tree, lit at frequent intervals by flowers that glowed like lanterns, and we angled towards it, wanting to once more approach the tree on foot in case there were other people about. If this was indeed a portal, it warranted that there could be people who used it, and I’d rather not get into a fight with any non-sleeping druids. 

We landed just off the path. Despite the ever present darkness, the ground here was covered in a layer of lush green grass, each blade glimmering with just a hint of magic. The trees too, even the small ones, looked much healthier than the ones outside this valley. They were leafy and grew straight and tall, nothing like the half-withered growth around Darkshire. 

I knelt curiously beside one of the lantern-like flowers. It was rather lovely, pale white light glowing from the center of its petals and reflecting off its shimmering leaves. I wanted to take a sample, however the flowers were growing at even intervals along the path and only along the path, meaning they’d likely been planted here. 

Well, if I successfully managed to bond this land and it produced Green mana, Peach would probably be able to take a sample without damaging the existing flower. Otherwise, well, the remaining flowers would be plenty to illuminate the path. 

We cautiously continued down the path, keeping our eyes and other senses peeled. This area seemed like it was separated from the rest of Duskwood and thus likely didn’t have any undead or worgen about, but there was no knowing what other dangers might be lurking nearby.

It was a good thing we had. Glynda saw it first, but it didn’t take the rest of us long to spot why she’d urgently gestured for us to stop. We could see the base of the tree in the near distance, along with the small stone structure that had been built at the end of the path. There was also a small hut of sorts off to one side, blue light pouring from its open doorway, but none of that was what had caught Glynda’s attention.

Instead, that would be the huge, acid-green dragon lounging on the roots of the great tree, its eyes closed and its head resting on its two front legs. It was hard to judge scale from this distance, particularly against the backdrop of the oversized tree, but I guessed that it was at least as tall as the regular trees flanking the path, and probably twice as long without counting its tail. Its head was crowned by a number of horns, and there were more along its snout and jutting from its chin. 

I was shocked that I’d somehow managed to not notice such a huge blob of magic, but looking closer I realized that it was blending in with the magic of the tree beneath it. The energy was nearly of the same color, and flowed just as sluggish, with only my relative closeness allowing me to make it out now. That, combined with the canopy above it and the trees growing around it, hid it perfectly from above, despite its green scales standing in sharp contrast to the brown of the trunk. 

Well. That certainly complicated things. The dragon looked like it was asleep, but I had no doubts that it would quickly awaken if we got too close. Nothing I’d seen on the maps or in the books had mentioned any dragons that lived around here. Ugh.
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The first thing we did was back away very, very quietly. That was a rather large, rather dangerous looking dragon, not to mention that the books I’d read had implied that dragons on this plane were both a lot more intelligent and a lot more powerful than the ones I was used to. They weren’t just giant, flying, fire-breathing, magic-resistant lizards, but were also intelligent, could shapeshift into some of this plane’s sapient races, use magic, and had access to also sorts of powerful and exotic magical abilities depending on their subspecies. 

Only once we were well out of sight, and hopefully too far for it to hear, smell, or otherwise sense us, did we stop to plan. I erected a silencing charm in case its hearing was even keener than we suspected and Kent cast an Order spell that made it harder to sense the presence of magic. Neither of us were sure if the precautions were necessary, but an abundance of caution seemed prudent when dealing with an enormous magical killing machine with mostly unknown abilities. 

What we eventually came up with wasn’t what I would call an amazing plan, but it seemed reasonable enough to me. The dragons around here were apparently sapient, unlike the bestial wizard-killers I was familiar with. Thus, it bore to reason that we may be able to negotiate with the creature, rather than be forced to engage in combat. 

Cinder wanted to just fight it and be done with things, but I was less confident in that idea. Even back home, a dragon was a serious threat to a trained wizard. If you did have to fight one, it was advisable to bring a large group, and dragon handling was one of the most highly paid and dangerous professions that modern wizards engaged in. 

There was a reason that Hogwarts’ motto was Draco Dormiens Nunquam Titillandus––never tickle a sleeping dragon. Sure historically it had much more to do with not angering particularly powerful and legendary wizards as opposed to actual dragons, but it was a good rule of thumb either way. Both sleeping dragons and old wizards had a tendency to light things like say, you and all of your companions, on fire when you poked them one time too many. 

Dragons here were apparently even more dangerous. They had all the same abilities as the ones in my original plane––flight, magic resistance, enormous strength, and firebreath––as well as their own abilities. At least back home you were just dealing with a particularly intelligent animal. Here, there was a thinking, magic-wielding mind beneath that scaly hide. 

Did I think I could kill a dragon? Probably. Did I want to chance it? Absolutely not. If things turned sour, all four of us were immediately using the emergency portkeys I’d prepared and getting out of here. However, the prospect of a willingly-given Blueprint and whatever fascinating secrets this creature possessed were far too alluring to give up on this easily. 

However, as we continued to argue about the specifics of what we were going to do, Cinder raised a rather excellent point. How close did I really need to get to that tree in order to bind it as a land? Because, depending on the answer to that question, it was entirely possible we could take care of that first and only after attempting to speak with the thing, once we’d already secured our primary objective. 

The answer to that question was that I didn’t really know myself. I’d bound Slaughter Swamp from a central location, but I’d gained Shadowcrest as a land while wandering the grounds outside the manor itself. With both the Tower and the Memorial, I’d been near the center of the area, but, like Shadowcrest, I’d finished binding Beacon while outside in the gardens. 

Thus, our plan evolved. First I’d try to get close enough to the great tree to bind the area as a land without bothering the dragon. Whether that worked or not, we’d than attempt to negotiate with the dragon and see what came out of it, 

We were just preparing to put that plan into motion when Kent, who’d been oddly quiet the entire time we’d been discussing our options, finally decided to say something. “I think there might be something wrong with that dragon. I was watching it as we retreated, and its sleep is restless. It tosses and turns, and I can see a shadow on the fringes of its mind and wrapped around the light of its soul.”

I turned to stare blankly at the man. “And you didn’t say anything about that before because…”

He shrugged. “I was not certain it would be relevant. Perhaps this is simply how dragons are, or, as you mentioned previously, some side effect of this plane’s system of magic. Perhaps it is a shadow mage, or necromancer. You did say that the local dragons can learn magic much like humans can, did you not?”

I considered his words. “Fair enough,” I said eventually. “Something to keep in mind if things do take a turn for the worse.”

“Indeed. If we are unable to converse peacefully, there is something I’d like to attempt before we flee. With your permission…”

If it was Glynda, or especially Cinder, two people I did not have ready access to, I probably would have said no. But Kent, even if his Blueprint was damaged, was someone I saw frequently back home and could easily regain if something did happen. “Sounds good. Though if it doesn’t work, we’re going to get out of here as fast as we possibly can. Keep your portkey close.”

“Of course.” He held up his wrist, displaying the length of string tied around it. It was a portkey I’d made just a few minutes ago, designed to take him back to our little home in Darkshire. “I remember what you said.”

“Good. I wouldn’t want anything to happen to you.”

Things started off rather well. We made a wide circle around the outer edge of the valley, where green grass and trees gave way to bare stone and shrubs that looked like they belonged in the rest of the forest, not here. 

We stopped once we were on the opposite side of the huge tree from where the dragon was sleeping, hoping its bulk would shield us from the creature’s senses, and began to very slowly move deeper and deeper into the valley. There was no path here, nor glowing flowers, forcing us to very carefully pick our way between the trees and their dense roots in the murky darkness. It wasn’t pitch black, but between the thick canopy of leaves, the curse leaving this area in eternal night, and my general inexperience with woodcraft, it was rather slow going.

Every minute or two we stopped and I felt for the earth with my Spark, trying to get a sense of the area around me. It didn’t work particularly well, but after a few attempts I began to get a feeling of needing to go further, so it seemed like my makeshift trick had worked. 

By the time I finally felt like I was in the right general area, we were uncomfortably close to the tree. We were less than half as far away as we’d been when we first saw the dragon, close enough that, were we on the opposite side of the grove, it would be all but on top of us. I could see the dragon's tail occasionally twitch into view around the trunk, and each time it did we all held our breath, hoping that it was still sleeping and not just about to get up to investigate its surroundings. 

We also found another interesting part of the grove that we hadn’t been able to see previously. There was a raised stone pool nestled amongst the roots of the great tree, the gray stone covered in carvings and decorated with a small arch and two T-shaped stone ‘columns’ that reminded me of totems. There was a small wooden bench beside the pool, as well as a small basin on a stand.

The water inside the pool was glowing with a pale blue light, illuminating the area around it. It was filled with powerful magic that extended into the ground and then joined with the magic of the tree. I wasn’t sure exactly what it was, but I was definitely interested in finding out. It looked like it would make for a fascinating potion ingredient, or perhaps the component for some manner of ritual.

That, however, could wait. Trusting Glynda and Kent to watch over me, I knelt down on the soft grass and closed my eyes. The ground beneath me was loamy and slightly moist, exactly the sort of earth that most magical plants preferred, and I carefully wiggled the tip of my wand through the grass until it was buried in about an inch of soil. 

I slowly pushed my magic into the earth, extending root-like strands down into the ground. After less than a foot, I found the roots of the great tree, vast currents of nature magic flowing through them and swiftly washing away the small bits I’d sent down through my wand. 

I frowned slightly and changed tactics. Instead of growing down, I grew outward like the grass. Magic moved through my wand and then out into the surrounding soil, covering only the surface layer but slowly expanding out from where I was kneeling. 

This was only my second time trying to do this intentionally, but I’d gained a lot of experience using my Spark in the past months. Magic flowed from my spark, down my arm, through my wand, into the ground, and then slowly returned to me using my palm resting on the grass as a conduit to flow back towards my spark. 

It took about fifteen minutes before I finally felt the connection form. I exhaled sharply as a flash of awareness shot through my mind. Roots reaching down deep into the earth, slowly winding around veins of solid blood. The faint vestiges of sunlight drifting down onto my leaves. Countless blades of grass and leafy branches stirring in the wind.

Then it passed and I stumbled backwards, pulling my wand out of the ground and falling on my butt. I blinked rapidly, trying to recenter myself––binding lands always felt strange––and Glynda helped me rise to my feet with an arm under my shoulders. 

I took a deep breath and turned to the others. “Okay, I think it worked. Let’s––”

The rest of my words were lost beneath the loudest roar I’d ever heard. The air quaked and the earth trembled, and something enormous shifted, scales scraping against hard bark. The tail, which had been flicking in and out of view this entire time, slammed against the great tree like a whip, barely scratching the bark but producing an ear splitting thwacking noise that spoke to just how hard that casual blow had been. 

The roar cut out suddenly as quickly as it had begun. The dragon snarled, a thunderous, bestial noise that the magic of my Spark somehow translated into words. “No! No!” There was another impact and the tree shook slightly. 

The dragon cried out, its voice pained. It began to say something, but before it could finish a single word its voice was replaced by a mindless roar of fury with no more meaning behind it than the barking of a dog. 

The four of us exchanged looks. Glynda raised her hand, displaying the string tied around her wrist. “It does not sound like it's in the mood for talking. Should we…”

Cinder also raised her hand, but hers was wrapped around a bow of black, molten glass. “Or we could go with my idea.”

“Kent?” I asked. The dragon was moving. We could all hear it, even if its bulk was still hidden behind the trunk of the tree. Its footsteps shook the ground and shifting of its wings were like sails snapping in the wind. 

The man was clutching his cane around the middle, his eyes shut and a gleam of gold slowly accumulating around his hand. He did not respond verbally, instead turning to face the tree with his arm extended out towards it. 

“Not yet,” I ordered. “Let Kent try whatever he’s doing, and then we’re out of here. I got the land.”

A moment later, the dragon’s head appeared around the tree. It was even bigger up close, big enough to swallow any one of us whole with plenty of room to spare. However, from this close I could also see what Kent had noticed previously. There was a shadow in the dragon’s half-open eyes, and it's magic, a beautiful emerald green, was tinted with something sickly that reminded me of the eye-searing flash of the Killing Curse. 

The dragon stared at us and lowered its head. It took another step forward, more of its body appearing from around the tree, and began to open its mouth. I raised my wand, the word needed to activate our portkeys on the tip of my tongue and a shield spell at the forefront of my mind, but Kent was already moving. 

He jabbed his arm forward and an ankh of searingly-bright golden light shot forward, crossing the gap between us and the dragon in a matter of moments. Kent sagged immediately after, the spell clearly taking a lot out of him, but the impact on the dragon was far more significant. 

The creature was far too big to dodge such a fast moving spell even if it wanted to. The golden ankh slammed into the space between its two closed eyes, the tilt of its head allowing the spell to pass between two horns and impact directly against the dragon’s scaled hide. 

For a moment, nothing seemed to happen. Then the creature froze for an instant before suddenly collapsing, its four stout legs no longer able to hold up its bulk. The earth shook from the impact, leaves falling from their branches and birds perched high above us taking flight.

Before my eyes, a disgusting, twisted shadow was wrenched free from the dragon’s skull, tiny golden ankhs burning into it as whatever spell Kent cast did its work. The dragon’s emerald-green magic flared deep inside it, more pollution being burnt away by its own power and emerging from its hide in the form of murky smoke that rapidly blew away in a sudden wind. 

The dragon rolled onto its side, its legs kicking in the air and its head slamming into the roots beneath it. More and more smoke blew off it and I hastily formed a spherical shield around us, ensuring that none of…whatever that was, could touch us. 

For nearly thirty entire seconds we watched the dragon writhe and struggle against some invisible foe, aided by the searing, cleansing light of Order. Eventually, it lay still, its chest rising and falling with slow, even breaths and its wings wrapped around its body like massive yellow-green blankets. Its magic looked badly depleted, rivers of glimmering power drained until only streams remained, but there was no sign of that sickly taint left in its body. 

There was a surge of magic and the creature’s body warped and twisted. Limbs vanished, scales smoothed out into skin, and its bulk folded in on itself until barely a fraction of its mass remained. Instead, a pale-skinned woman knelt on the ground where the dragon had been moments earlier. 

She had green hair the same color as the dragon’s scales, long, pointy ears, and wore a green blindfold over her eyes. She was dressed in something halfway between a dress and a very impractical set of armor. Two huge metal pauldrons covered her shoulders, matching bulky bracers on her wrists, but there was nothing but pale skin between the two. She wore a green armored corset of sorts that looked like some of Zatanna’s crop tops, but while it did have some metal paneling, it left her upper chest and belly completely bare. Finally, she wore a long green skirt held up by a belt around her waist and looked long enough to brush the ground when she walked. 

She was also one of the most blatantly magical creatures I’d ever seen with the help of magic-sight spells. Her entire body shone like a tiny green sun, a dragon-worth of power compressed down into the slender body of a lean woman. 

She took a long, shaky breath and slowly rose to her feet, leaning heavily on the root beside her for support. “I thought the nightmare inescapable,” she whispered softly, “The strands of life severed.” She looked down at her hands, turning them this way and that. “This is Azeroth. I can still feel the Dream. It was just a nightmare. No. A Nightmare. I must––”

Her magic flared, but whatever she was trying to do failed and she cried out in pain, stumbling forward a step and almost collapsing back down to her knees. She caught herself against the great tree and took several slow, deep breaths before finally looking up and seemingly noticing the four of us for the first time. 

“Humans?” she asked blearily. She shook her head and seemed to look at us properly, though her eyes were hidden behind a blindfold so it was hard to tell. “You…you freed me. That golden fire that woke me from my slumber…it was one of you.”

Kent was leaning heavily on his cane, but smiled regardless. Golden light flared around him, a few tiny ankhs rising from his folded hands to orbit around his head. “Guilty as charged. You looked like you were in a rough spot.”

She tilted her head to the side. “That…I did not think such a thing possible. Not by human hands. I…I thank you, human. I do not know what would have come to pass had you not arrived when you did. But that magic…That is not the light, nor the magic of druids.” It wasn’t a question. 
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The dragon woman clearly knew that something was strange about the four of us. She was clearly grateful for our help, but there was still a note of warning in her tone. She wanted answers and would probably be a lot more helpful if we were willing to give them to her.

There was…probably no real harm in humoring her. Unless she’d had some really bad experiences with Planeswalkers in the past like Jinn, she was unlikely to turn hostile after Kent had helped her fight off whatever that strange dark smoke had been. Even if that did happen, I already had my land bound, we all had our emergency portkeys, and she was clearly significantly weakened compared to how she’d been when we’d come across her initially. I doubted she’d be able to seriously hurt us before we managed to flee or subdue her. 

Still, it was best to choose my words carefully. “It was not. Nor was it arcane, necromantic, fel, or shadow. My companions and I are not from around here, so to speak. We’re just visiting.”

She frowned minutely. “You do not look like those who came through the dark portal. Nor does your magic smell anything like theirs. Their practices were strange, but called upon familiar forces.” She crossed her arms under her chest, her gauntlets clicking together softly. “I have been removed from mortal life for some time, but I would have heard through the Dream if another portal was created. Particularly one that produced such familiar-looking but foreign-smelling mortals.”

I wasn’t sure what the ‘dark portal’ was, but I was suddenly very interested in finding out. Had someone here managed to open a physical gate between two different planes? But no, she’d said that they used the same sort of magic. Perhaps just a very far-off point in this plane? Or maybe it was because the two planes were similar that someone had managed to open a portal? Was that the work of the Planeswalker whose bird I’d seen in Stormwind? Something to look into. 

I smiled politely. “You misunderstand. We did not come through any sort of portal. I do not need such a thing to travel between worlds. I came myself, and then called some of the friends I’d met in my travels to join me. Luckily, we saw that something was wrong and my friend Kent’s magic was powerful enough to help you.”

Though I couldn’t see her eyes through her blindfold, it felt like she was staring straight through me. “Fascinating. It is incredible that one so young as you could venture through the airless cold between worlds. Though I had not realized that there were other powers beyond the six out there. My mother, the Aspect of Dreams, taught me much of the world, but she never mentioned such things.”

The airless cold between worlds. That certainly wasn’t how I would describe the Blind Eternities…but it did describe space. The muggles of Zatanna’s world had spent a lot of time exploring what lay beyond Earth’s sky, and I’d in turn learned about it from some of the movies and books I’d consumed with Zatanna. That was interesting, but disappointing.

“Hmm, not quite, I think. Your mother was probably right, but there is more to the multiverse than just this world. I come from a lot further away than probably anyone you’ve ever met. Beyond not just Azeroth, but this Plane as a whole. There are countless worlds out there, each with their own people and magics. Azeroth is just one of many, though I’ve only barely scratched the surface when it comes to learning about this place.” I smiled deprecatingly. “I’ve only been here for a few days now, and this is one of the first places I decided to explore. I’m glad fortune brought us here before it was too late.”

The dragon looked rather floored by my words. She fell silent, her body oddly motionless in a way that was decidedly unnatural. Only the continued thrum of magic beneath her skin told me that she was anything but a hyper realistic statue. 

“That is…a rather unbelievable claim, and yet the proof of it stands before me.” She said eventually. She took a deep breath, studying each of us in turn. “You smell of different magics, and none are familiar to my senses. Your tale is disconcerting and far-fetched, and yet I can think of no better story to explain what my own senses tell me.”

She took another deep breath, then unfolded her arms. “You and you,” she pointed to Glynda and Cinder, “come from the same place, but practice different arts. You,” her hand moved towards Kent, “share only the barest trace of their scents. You come from a different place entirely. And you,” she pointed at me, “you bear the smell of all of them, though less potent. A student of many arts among masters of few.”

That was a very keen magic sense. Especially since Kent’s spell that was supposed to hide such things was very much still active around us. I was glad the dragon had been both asleep and distracted while I bound this land, because there was no way the stealth magic we’d used could have fooled it if it was actively looking for us. 

“Well said. You’re completely correct. Cinder and Glynda here both come from a Plane called Remnant, one of the first I ever traveled to. Kent on the other hand comes from a Plane rather similar to my own, and a world called Earth. I’ve been learning the magics that they practice, but I’m still a rank amateur.”

“I see…” she trailed off, once again falling completely still. This time, she shook herself after barely a few seconds had passed. “And why––” she cut herself off. “Ah, my apologies. Where are my manners? You have told me your names, but I have not shared my own with those who have aided me greatly. I am Ysondre, lieutenant of the Green Dragonflight and Daughter of Yesera.” 

She inclined her head briefly, a tiny show of respect that spoke of her familiarity with human gestures. “I am grateful for your aid, travelers. For many centuries I have guarded this gateway for my Aspect, but I fear that in my watch, I encountered a darkness lurking with the Dream. I did not see it for what it was until it was far too late. Not until the poison had already found my heart and my mind and tainted me with its whispers.”

I inclined my head back, dipping exactly as far as she had. I wasn’t sure what the local customs were, but that seemed like a safe bet. “It's a pleasure to meet you, Ysondre. My name is Hydrys Black, of the Noble and Most Ancient House of Black. I’m glad that we were able to help you.”

She smiled serenely. “I am sure you are. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance. Please, indulge my curiosity a moment longer. What brings one such as you and your companions to this place?”

“Do you mean this grove or…”

She shrugged. “This Grove, yes, but also this…” she rolled the unfamiliar word over in her mouth, “plane. I’ve found that humans do little with no goal in mind. Least of all travel great distances and delve into unknown dangers.”

This was slightly more dangerous territory, but I was still willing to entertain her questions. The more she spoke, the more I wanted her Blueprint, and the more it sounded like she could be an extremely valuable ally to have for the rest of my time on this plane. I shrugged back. “You’d be right. Mostly, I do it to find new magics. I’ve only visited a scant handful of planes, but I’ve already learned so much more than I could have if I stayed home. Then there are all the people I can meet and help, the places I can go. There’s nothing like this grove in my home plane, nor anyone like you.”

“That is not all.”

I smiled ruefully. “I have a child on the way, and her mother’s world is filled with dangers far beyond my ability to face. I want to give them both the best, safest lives I possibly can.”

She smiled back. “That is a good reason. I have born no small number of eggs in ages past, and there were few lengths I would not have gone to protect them. My children are long dead or grown now, but I oft wonder if there was something more I could have done for them.” She folded her hands behind her back. “I am grateful to those who have aided me, and I see your desires in your hearts and eyes. Ask, and if it is in my power, I will strive to assist you. And, if you are willing to assist my flight in turn, my Aspect can grant you even greater boons.”

Direct. A lot more direct than I had been expecting, but then again, shapeshifter or not, this was a dragon that I was talking to. I closed my eyes, mulling my options over in my head. Well. No risk, no reward. And there were a few things I wanted to confirm.”

“I guess, first of all, a question. I’ve read a bit about some of the magic that is available in this plane, and I…have a number of concerns. Some of them, well, all of them, they seem to have a number of side effects.”

“You would be correct. To channel the forces of creation, the fundamental powers of reality, comes at a cost. Sometimes a lesser cost, others a greater one. Shadow and the Fel bear the greatest dangers, but no magic is fully free of risk. Is it not the same with your own abilities?”

This time Kent answered. “Not to the same extent, no. My magic can be dangerous, but only to my health and only if I misuse it. There’s certainly no risk of demonic corruption or whatever else.”

“Fascinating, truly. We dragons are more resilient than mortals, but even we are not fully free of such things. It is rare, but in times long past dragons have fallen to the whispers of the Void or the allure of demonic power.”

It was what I had expected, but it was still annoying. “Thank you, Ysondre.”

“You are welcome, Hydrys Black. Now, what more do you dream of?”

“The magic you have here is powerful, some of it in ways that my own abilities aren’t. However, I’m not really willing to risk learning a lot of it. Instead, I was hoping to meet people here who have already mastered those abilities and may be willing to help me in the future.”

“I am not certain how much I would be able to assist you. Few masters of their craft would be willing to leave this world behind. Chains of duty bind dragons and mortals alike.”

“Oh, that isn’t an issue at all. See, Kent, Cinder, and Glynda aren’t fully here. They’re still back in their own homes, doing their normal jobs, but they’re also here with me.”

“Ah, I see. Like my dream avatars. A powerful ability, indeed. And are those you call harmed or lessened?”

I shook my head. “Absolutely not. I just need a bit of time to familiarize myself with the person, and then it doesn’t weaken them or hurt them at all. Even if the ‘avatar’ dies, the original will be completely fine.”

“In that case…yes. I do believe I’d be able to assist you, at least in part. I fear that I know no necromancers, warlocks, nor shadow priests who would be willing to aid you. But there are some druids, mages, and wielders of the light whom I can call upon for aid. And of course, I would be happy to assist as well. Though, I do insist you demonstrate the process for me first.”

Outwardly, I did my best to keep smiling normally, but behind my occlumency I was dancing with glee. Jackpot. I’d been expecting to settle for random experts, not the sorts of people an ancient dragon went to for help. 

“I’d be happy too. It shouldn’t take long.”

“And is there anything else? A few introductions are a paltry reward, and I do believe that my Mother would welcome your aid against the hidden danger that lurks within the Emerald Dream. I fear some of my peers are already too far gone to be helped, but there is still time for some.”

“Your offer is already greatly appreciated, but if you’re offering…I’d appreciate a chance to visit some of Azeroth's more notable locations. I’ve only been here and to Stormwind so far, but I’ve read about all sorts of wondrous places.” I paused momentarily. “And I’m always interested in acquiring or just examining magical artifacts if you have any.”

Ysondre laughed, “Now that is more like what I’d expect from a human, but I do believe such things are well within my power. I will have to think of what would make for a suitable reward, but for now…” she reached into a hidden pocket of her skirt and withdrew a faceted green jewel glimmering with an inner light and shining with magic. Then she extended her hand, the gem resting on her palm. “I do not know if such a treasure will work on your own magical arts, but if not, consider it a mere curiosity. It is something I created many centuries ago deep within my hibernation, and is meant to briefly empower spells cast through it. Consider it a token of my thanks while I consider other options.”

I stepped forward and she deposited the crystal in my hand. It was warm to the touch, and I could feel its magic tingling against my hand, just waiting to be used. I bowed my head. “Thank you, Ysondre. I will treasure it.”

“I am glad. Do let me know if it works with your own spells, will you? I admit, I am curious about such things. Magic has always fascinated me.”

“I will,” I promised. “I completely understand.” 

“You would, hmm. Well, I must leave soon. My Mother must be warned of what lurks within the Dream. But I shall return in…” she paused, mumbling under her breath in what I assumed was draconic. “Human lives are short, but how short…A few weeks? Months? Best not risk it.” she switched back to whatever ‘mortal’ language we’d been speaking. “two days' time. First however, demonstrate to me this familiarization of yours.”

I was more than happy to oblige.
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I silently watched the last few feet of Ysondre’s long, snakelike tail vanish through the swirling, emerald-green portal set into the trunk of the great tree. I waited for several long moments and only once I was sure she was fully gone did I allow the smile on my face to fade and my shoulders to slump.

“Haah…” I exhaled heavily. That had been utterly exhausting. But oh so worth it. 

I closed my eyes and reached into my spark, feeling for my growing library of Blueprints. Ysondre’s Blueprint had a weight to it that none of the others I’d collected had. The amount of history and knowledge that had come with the Blueprint was staggering, even though I lacked the context to understand most of it. 

Ysondre was ancient. Far, far older than I had initially believed possible. She herself barely knew how old she was, because no one had been keeping track of dates when her egg first hatched. She was, at the very least, twenty-five thousand years old. Probably closer to twice that. And she wasn’t alone. Her mother was already thousands of years old when she’d hatched, and Ysera was not even the oldest living dragon. 

It was an unfathomably large number. Sure, she’d spent a not-inconsiderable portion of that time dreaming within some sort of sleep world they had around her, but even still. It was…hard to wrap my head around. Even by the lowest possible estimate, she was more than five times older than my people’s recorded history. Many times older than the oldest signs of wizards we’d ever discovered. 

I could trace my ancestry back eighteenth centuries. An eternity, even by wizarding standards. Ysondre had great-grandchildren older than my civilization. She’d taken naps longer than the House of Black’s storied history. 

My head hurt. It had been faintly pouding from the moment I’d first created a Blueprint of the dragon, and my occlumency felt brittle like a too-thin porcelain tea cup. It was a very good thing that the knowledge associated with Blueprints seemed to be primarily housed with the Blueprint, because I had no doubts that all that knowledge rushing into my mind all at once would have caused potentially catastrophic damage. After all, even a brief overview of so much history was colossal in scope. 

It wasn’t a problem I’d ever expected to encounter, but it was something I’d need to keep in mind going forward. I hadn’t had any issues after copying Kent, Grundy, nor Peach, all of whom had decades of history associated with their Blueprints. I’d never really considered what would happen if I tried to copy someone so many times older than them, because I hadn’t even considered that such a thing was possible. 

Glynda’s hand on my shoulder guided me over to the steps leading up to the portal and I gratefully sat down on the cool, smooth stone. I braced my arms against my knees and leaned forward, cradling my head in my hands. 

Despite the pain I was feeling, my lips slowly pulled into a savage smile. And now, all those unfathomable years of knowledge and experience were all but at my fingertips. One more source of Green mana––something I was confident I’d be able to find on this Plane with Ysondre’s help––and I’d be able to summon her wherever I went. Plus, if she came through and was truly able to secure the willing cooperation of mages that she considered to be experts…

Azeroth had very quickly gone from something of a disappointment to an absolute treasure trove. 

I sat up and slowly rose to my feet, my eyes panning around the clearing surrounding the Great Tree. There was something I was forgetting. Something I’d been planning to do…

Oh, right. I reached for the land beneath my feet and a mote of Green mana appeared inside me, followed swiftly by three more motes from my other lands. A moment later, Professor Peach stood beside me, dressed in the same combat outfit as when we’d gone after Cinder and with a pair of vines wrapped loosely around her shoulders.

It took her a moment to gather her bearings. She glanced at Glynda, frowned at Cinder, and then her eyes landed on the closest lantern flower. A moment later, she was kneeling beside it, a small cloud of pollen marking where she’d been standing a mere instant before. “Ooooooooooo,” she breathed, her hand rising to cradle the glowing flower. It twisted unnaturally, the stalk straightening and the petals opening wide to allow her a clear look at the shining blossom. 

Glynda mumbled something rather rude under her breath. “Thumbelina,” she said sharply.

Glynda’s fellow teacher did not respond. One of the vines on her shoulders had moved down to wrap around the flower’s stem, a new flower starting to bloom a scant inch away from the petals of the light flower. 

“Thumbelina!” Glynda repeated, and this time the peach-haired woman looked up, a wide smile on her lips and a wild gleam in her eyes. 

“Yes?” she demanded. “Can’t you see I’m busy?”

“Yes, I certainly can! You can play with your new toys later. Hydrys is unwell.”

The woman’s gaze snapped towards me, her head turning fast enough that I was certain it was only her aura that had prevented her neck from snapping. “Oh? Is that so?”

I…didn’t particularly like the way she was looking at me. She probably couldn’t hurt me, but…”It's just a bit of a headache,” I said quickly, “a little bit, uh, overloaded I guess. It’ll pass soon enough on its own.”

Thumbelina Peach slowly stood up and began walking towards me. “Nonsense,” she exclaimed cheerfully. She reached down and withdrew a pair of goggles from within the pockets of her tight-fitting white coat, then slipped them on. “This may not be Beacon, nor are you one of my students, but what sort of a doctor would I be if I turned my back on a young man in need?”

I suddenly had the urge to dispel her right then and there, but managed to stop myself before I did something I would regret. It would take hours for the lands I’d used to summon her to refresh, hours that we could be using productively rather than waiting to gather plant samples here. 

Instead, I swallowed heavily and nervously looked her up and down as she marched towards me. Peach’s ‘combat outfit’ was just as impractical looking as that of most of the huntresses I’d met. She wore thigh-high heeled boots made from shiny black leather. Her hair was pulled back into a bun and her primary weapon––a sort of dagger with a syringe-like capsule filled with dust and handles like those of a pair of scissors––was neatly stabbed through the base of the bun for convenient access. 

Instead of a shirt, she wore a tight-fitting white jacket vaguely reminiscent of a doctor’s scrubs, two rows of buttons holding it firmly in place. It had a high collar and over it she wore a pair of long, shiny black gloves that came up well past her elbows and matched her boots. Finally, beneath it all she wore a sheer black bodysuit. Only the opaque black lining at the bottom of her jacket––just long enough to go down to the top of her thighs––preserved any semblance of modesty. 

She stopped in front of me and leaned forward, peering into my eyes. “Hmm, doesn’t look like a concussion.” She poked my forehead and I felt something brush against my aura, making my skin tingle. “Hmm, hmm. Yes, I see, I see. Close your eyes, please.”

I complied. A moment later, a cool, refreshing wave washed over me, pushing away the worst of the pain. I felt my aura reserves dip slightly, but barely more than if I’d stubbed my toe or hit my arm against a doorway. It did nothing for my damaged occlumency, but I instantly felt far better than I had initially. The knowledge was all still there, as was the strain of learning it, but it just…didn’t hurt as much.”

“There. How do you feel.”

I opened my eyes, blinking rapidly. “Uh, better. A lot better.”

“Good. Drink lots of fluids, avoid hitting your head, and try not to do whatever you did again in the next day or two, okay? Okay.” 

And then she turned around and flounced away, the vines on her shoulders waving at me as she hurried back towards the glowing flower. I watched her go, slightly shocked by what had just happened. I…wasn’t sure what exactly she’d just done, but it had felt like she’d commanded my aura to heal me in a way that it didn’t actually know how to do. And then it had just done it. Just like that. I had no idea how I would possibly repeat that trick myself. 

Glynda sighed and sat down next to me. “Don’t worry, no one else understands how the hell she does it either. There’s a reason Ozpin hired her, despite her less than stellar reputation.”

I nodded slowly. Ozpin certainly knew how to pick good subordinates. Raven and Glynda were both highly competent, and Peach was rapidly proving her value as well. It was almost a shame I hadn’t had a chance to copy any of the others.

“I can see that. Can she do that to anyone, or…”

“Unfortunately, just other people with aura. Even she can’t heal someone else with her own reserves. There’s a few semblances I’ve heard of that can, but they’re few and far between.”

Unfortunate, but not unexpected. She was a healer at a huntsmen academy, after all. Everyone there had aura. Well. Hopefully whatever light mage Ysondre found would be an expert healer. Otherwise, I’d need to track one down myself. Zatanna would have the best possible care available to her throughout her pregnancy. I’d make sure of it.

I heaved a sigh and slowly stood up. “I’m going to go take a look at that pool and then the portal.” I reached into my bag and one by one withdrew a number of glass tanks, the same ones I’d used to transport some of Peach’s plants from Remnant home. “Can you make sure that she gets a sample of both the flower and the big tree?”

The tanks floated up into the air and Glynda stood up as well. “I’ll take care of it.”

“Thanks Glynda.” I glanced between the pool of glowing water and the swirling portal, then made a beeline for the water. That one was probably going to be easier to examine, and I was pretty sure that Ysondre would be able to answer most of my questions about the portal when I saw her again in two days' time. 

For now though, there was still a lot of work left to do. I’d already gotten most of what I wanted out of Duskwood, but there was still plenty more to explore. Althea had mentioned a potential necromancer, one of the types of spellcasters Ysondre had said she likely wouldn’t be able to track down. That sounded like a good use of my time. As did investigating the other undead she’d listed, and those worgen creatures that had recently appeared. 

I had initially been planning to go bind another land in the forest somewhere, but now that seemed like a waste. Ysondre would hopefully help me find a much, much better land to bind in the coming days. I just needed to make the most of the time until she returned. 
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We ended up spending a few more hours at the grove before departing. I spent some of that time examining the pool, which I now knew to be called a moonwell. It hadn’t been my intent to create a Blueprint of it––I hadn’t realized I could do so––but after some time spent exploring the pool and experimenting with its waters, the Blueprint snapped into place within my Spark.

It seemed such pools were, if not necessarily common, then not particularly rare either. They were not a natural occurrence either, but rather something created by the night elves. Enough that they qualified as a magical artifact, rather than as part of the terrain. I would probably need to be careful about where exactly I tried to recreate this particular artifact, but it was certainly a valuable addition to my arsenal. 

The moonwell possessed a number of useful magical properties. Bathing in or drinking the waters had a rejuvenating effect: wiping away minor injuries, weakening curses, and refreshing the body. They could also help a wizard restore their magic, though unfortunately the effect did not extend to mana near as I could tell. Furthermore, the waters could be used in all sorts of rituals, and I had a feeling that potions brewed with them would be far more potent than if regular water was used instead. 

Depending on how big exactly the pool I could create from my Blueprint was, I could see myself adding one of these to my new home. The idea of bathing in the clear, magical waters with Zatanna at my side was appealing, and having a source of easy, if minor, healing available without having to call on any of my summons would be handy as well. 

For now though, I settled for collecting several containers of the waters and stowing them in my bag. I briefly examined the portal, but my attempts to copy it went nowhere. Instead, I settled down to rest, the lingering touch of my headache slowly fading as I watched Peach rush around the grove.

My water was soon joined by a number of containers filled with the fruits of Peach’s labors. A sapling and some cuttings from the tree, two glowing flowers, and a number of other plants she’d collected from the surrounding area. She looked rather disappointed to be leaving, but the promise of more plants she’d never seen before finally managed to pull her away from the giant tree. 

The last thing I did before leaving the grove was summon Amber. She was happy to see me and Kent––we’d made about the best possible impression on her before I’d created the Blueprint––and needed no convincing to fall into place within the group. Surprisingly, she wasn’t nearly as upset to be working with Cinder as I would have expected. Apparently, seeing the woman’s shriveled corpse after she’d been healed had been plenty cathartic as it was and she was too cheerful to hold a real grudge. 

The trip between the Grove and Raven Hill Cemetery was short, and I spent the brief flight animatedly discussing Remnant-style magic with Amber, Cinder listening keenly for tips on how to use her own magic. Admittedly, it was rather funny to have one-and-a-half Fall Maidens in my retinue. Perhaps in the future I’d return to Remnant and collect the next Spring and Fall Maidens. And probably the Summer and Winter maidens as well, just to complete the set. I wasn’t sure how useful they’d be, but the idea tickled my fancy. 

We almost didn’t notice when we reached the cemetery. Peach was the first to point it out, directing our eyes to the occasional gray slabs of stone visible through the gaps in the forest canopy. We descended down towards the ground and confirmed that, indeed, we’d reached our destination. 

Perhaps once this place had been well tended to, but those days were long past. Scraggly grass, withered shrubs, and moss covered many tombstones. Others were clearly knocked out of places or completely buried by the encroaching forest. 

We backtracked and soon found the long-destroyed remains of the fence that had once surrounded the cemetery. Great sections of it were missing entirely, with only the occasional stone marker indicating where it had once passed. Even those were often missing, sometimes leaving behind holes in the earth where they had once stood. 

With that reference point to follow, and the relatively accurate maps that Althea had given us, we rose back into the sky and observed our surroundings from high above. Raven Hill Cemetery was rather massive. It extended for several acres before us, and we could see a number of weathered, damaged buildings scattered amidst the trees. Thousands, perhaps tens-of-thousands, of tombstone were set into the earth, barely visible from above as more than gray dots amidst the browns and greens of the forest and hidden beneath the trees. 

Unfortunately, we couldn’t really get a good sense of what and where everything was. The entire area was filled with a dense blanket of necromantic magic that rendered my magic sight nearly useless, and between the darkness, trees, hills, and other growth, it was impossible to see much of anything from above. Only the road that spiraled chaotically through the cemetery was visible from the sky, a thin line of gray not yet fully consumed by the plants around it, and even than only in some place.

After a few minutes of discussion, we followed the outer perimeter of the cemetery till we reached the original entrance, then landed and proceeded on foot. We advanced cautiously down the road, scanning our surroundings for anything significant. Kent and I walked at the center of our little formation. Peach was to my right, while Glynda was to Kent’s left. Cinder walked at the front of the group, two glass knives held tightly in her hands, and Amber followed a few paces behind us, her staff held loosely at her side.

Many of the tombs around us had clearly been ransacked, large holes dug in the soil and tomb markers sticking out of the ground like crooked, broken teeth. There was evidence of both looting and undead everywhere we looked. Random garbage was strewn across the ground, and the occasional signs of combat could be seen in gouges in the dirt and broken bits of bone hidden among the grass. 

We encountered our first undead just a scant few minutes after entering the cemetery. It was a disgusting, wretched thing, a half-rotten and badly twisted corpse slowly chewing on what looked like a femur, bits of flesh still hanging off the cracked bone. I recognized it as a ghoul from Althea’s notes, a type of undead that fed on corpses to heal and strengthen itself. 

It perked up when it noticed us, turning towards our party and peering at us from behind a small monument to some long-dead man with too much money. It scraped one last bit of flesh off of the bone with its teeth, then hurtled it at Cinder with a lot more force than I would have expected. It charged after its makeshift projectile, but it never really had a chance to reach us. 

Cinder batted the bone out of the air with one of her knives, then used her semblance. The glass knife split into a dozen arrow-like shards and shot forward towards the ghoul. The thing couldn’t have reacted in time, even if it had managed to notice the dark shards flying through the air. It was sent sprawling backwards and was swiftly pinned to the ground. It tried to struggle, tugging wildly at where the shards were buried through its remaining flesh and into the ground, but it was no use. 

Cinder turned, a small, confident smile on her lips. “All yours, Hydrys.”

“Thank you, Cinder. Well done.”

I swiftly collected a Blueprint from the disgusting thing, glad my aura shielded both my fingers and wand from having to actually touch any of its rotting flesh. It tried to bite at me, but Cinder kept it locked in place  until I was done, and then the shards inside its body sliced it into countless pieces until it finally lay still. 

We moved on. Over the next half hour, we ran into a number of other undead. The Blueprint of a crudely armored, longsword-wielding skeleton was swiftly added to my collection, but unfortunately the other undead were either more skeletons or ghouls, and I was unable to create Blueprints for minor variations. 

And then, as we were finishing dispatching a group of about a dozen ghouls, we finally found something actually interesting. Or well, it found us. Namely, that powerful undead that Althea had asked us to deal with, Mor'Ladim.

It appeared out of nowhere, charging over a hilltop and rushing at us with impressive speed for a creature formed from naught but bones. It carried a glowing longsword and wore fine, if dirty, golden armor that shone with powerful enchantments. 

If I had been alone, this could have been a challenge. The undead was fast, and I could see powerful magic on its sword that could have caused me some trouble if I wasn’t able to stop it before it got on top of me. 

I was very much not alone. Peach, who was examining some half-dead weeds, was the closest person to the undead. She looked up, tilted her head to the side, and then drew her weapon from her hair and took a single step forward to meet its charge.

Glowing, magic-infused steel met Peach’s aura-sheathed knife-syringe thing and was stopped cold. Her weapon was considerably shorter, but she was still able to roughly shove the undead backwards, making it stumble. 

Mor’Ladim swiftly recovered and raised his sword in a ready position. A golden flash of light burst from his blade and slammed into Peach, her aura flicking into visibility as it washed over her. Mor’Ladim swiftly took advantage of the momentary distraction, its blade scything through the air towards Peach’s neck. She raised her weapon again, but Mor’Ladim changed angles and his sword crashed into her side. It was unable to cut through her aura, but there was a lot of force behind the blow, and Peach reeled to the side. 

By then however, the rest of us had gathered our wits. A tombstone slammed into Mor’Ladim’s chest like a cannonball, and there was another flash of light as it was deflected off to the side. The second tombstone, as well as a black glass arrow, were both deflected as well, but whatever protections it was using were ultimately just a delaying factor.

The earth beneath the skeleton’s feet erupted, sending it tumbling into the air. A golden ankh slammed into it a moment later, and the shining bubble of protective light around it shattered into sparks. 

Then Amber called upon the wind, and Mor’Ladim was thrown higher off the ground, held in place by the same magic that Amber typically would use to fly. Her eyes were outlined with orange flames as she used her Maiden abilities. 

Mor’Ladim tried to struggle, but it had no leverage to speak of and the magic it had been using had been, at least temporarily, overwhelmed. Kent summoned a golden ankh, binding the undead creature’s arms and legs together.

Collecting a Blueprint took longer than it had for either of the other two undead, with Mor’Ladim fighting me every step of the way, but ultimately there was nothing it could do. Whenever it seemed like it might be about to overpower its bindings, more would be applied or blunt force would be used to shatter its protective magic once again. 

Eventually, I had my Blueprint, and the undead itself became superfluous. It raged and raged, and then Cinder and Glynda reduced it to small chunks of broken bone, leaving only its head intact. The creature’s armor and weapon were stowed away in my bag, and we took the skull with us as well to present to Althea. 

We spent another hour wandering the cemetery, but found little else of note. We destroyed what must have been at least a hundred undead, perhaps more, but they were all just ghouls and skeletons. We found no signs of the necromancer that Althea had warned us of, nor did we encounter any particularly powerful undead besides Mor’Ladim. 

Still, it wasn’t a complete waste. Three potentially useful Blueprints wasn’t a bad haul, and we even found some small quantities of the local currency which could be helpful. I supposed some of the dead had been buried with money, or some of the unfortunates who’d been hunted down by the undead had been carrying coins when they died. Either way, every bit counted and silver and gold were both a lot more valuable in Zatanna’s world than they were here. 

            

    
        Chapter 100 - Interlude 2

    
    
    
    
                Harry Potter (AU): Hogwarts

May 24rd, 1937

The classroom door creaked open. There was a brief pause, and then light footsteps. The door closed, the latch clicking softly. 

Dorea didn’t bother to turn around. “Not now, Charly. I told you already, I’m not in the mood. And anyway, I have class in half-an-hour.” Her quill continued to scratch across the roll of parchment, moving quickly enough that, had she been using a non-enchanted quill, she would have no doubt left drops of ink all over the page. 

There was a soft laugh. Not Charlus’ laugh. The voice was deeper, older. “I’m afraid that you have me confused for someone else,” a very familiar voice said from the doorway. 

Dorea nearly dropped her quill in surprise, spinning around in her seat to find her transfiguration teacher, Professor Dumbledore, and not her fiance standing behind her. The man’s shoulder-length gray hair shone faintly in the dim sunlight trickling in through the room’s high windows, and Dorea’s eyes briefly flicked down to the man’s latest fashion abomination––a bright blue robe with purple trim and animated phoenixes flying across it. It wasn’t the worst thing she’d ever seen him wear, but it was up there. 

“Professor Dumbledore!” she exclaimed, “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize it was you. Do you need something? Was there an issue with my assignment?”

The man smiled jovially. “No, no, your analysis of animate to inanimate transfiguration was excellent. I haven’t finished grading everyone’s work yet so I cannot say for certain, but,” he made a show of looking around, than leaned in and loudly whispered, “I do expect that you will be receiving full marks.”

Dorea couldn’t help but smile. Dumbledore, for all her disagreements with many of his views, was both an excellent teacher and a generally genial, likable wizard. Still, she wasn’t sure why else he would have sought her out outside of class, especially since she would have seen him in just a few hours in class regardless. “That’s good to hear.” She smiled and mimed zipping her lips, “I promise none of my classmates will hear about it from me. Is there something I can help you with, Professor?”

“Ah, yes. Headmaster Dippet asked me to retrieve you. I’m afraid your homework is going to have to wait.”

The Headmaster? She didn’t think she’d done anything recently that would get her in that much trouble. She’d been in and out of his office a dozen times back in February, when the Aurors were busy interrogating anyone and everyone that Cousin Hydrys had been close with before…

Well, it hadn’t gone anywhere, anyway. Just a bunch of pointless posturing that quickly ended as soon as mentions of lawyers and Cousin Arcturus were mentioned. That had all ended months ago, however, and she hadn’t heard anything from the Ministry in a while. According to her father, the investigation into what had happened and who was at fault had stalled out. Everyone knew the answer, after all, but no one was happy to not have anyone left to blame.

Dumbledore must have seen something on her face, because he quickly continued. “You’re not being punished, or anything. Your aunt Lysandra is here. You’re being pulled out of classes for the day, some sort of family gathering I’m led to believe?”

On one hand, that was maybe better than getting blamed for some stupid prank or scuffle. On the other, what sort of ‘gathering’ would require her presence so urgently? She hadn’t gotten any letters from home recently that would explain it. Hopefully it wasn’t anything too serious. Her family had experienced enough trouble in the past few months as it was. 

“Oh, okay. Thank you, Professor.”

“Of course. Gather your things and I’ll escort you to the Headmaster’s office.”

Dorea smiled politely. “Oh, it's quite alright. I know the way. I don’t want to keep you on your feet.”

“It's quite alright. I was in the midst of speaking with the Headmaster when your aunt flooed into his office. I’m heading back that way regardless.”

Dorea nodded in acceptance and quickly began gathering her things. A tap of her wand dried the ink on her half-filled parchment and she rolled it into a tube before tucking it away inside her school bag. Her books, quill, and ink bottle followed after it, each stowed carefully in their own compartment of the expanded bag. Then she slipped the bag into her robes and turned to face Dumbledore.

“Okay, I’m ready. Let’s go.”

The pair walked in silence for more than a minute, Dumbledore leading the way down the near-empty corridors with Dorea trailing a step behind him, before she finally decided to ask a question that had been eating at her for some time now but that she hadn’t been able to drum up the courage to pose. She hoped he wouldn’t be angry. Exams were still a few weeks away and there were a lot of ways in which he could make her next year and a bit at Hogwarts difficult. 

“Professor Dumbledore,” she began.

“Yes, Miss Black?” 

“You were there. At the trial, I mean.”

Dumbledore kept walking without missing a step. “I was indeed, or so the papers keep telling me.”

Dorea grimaced. Everyone knew Dumbledore had been there. A lot more people would have died without his presence, and his quick thinking and powerful magic had won him a lot of admiration and an Order of Merlin, First Class. He’d been instrumental in dealing with the out-of-control fiendfyre that Hydrys had summoned, saving the lives of a majority of the Wizengamot. There were talks about classifying the spell as an unforgivable, considering expanding the list from three to four for the first time in centuries. 

“Sorry, uh,” she stumbled over her own words briefly, trying to find the right way to say what she wanted to say. “I mean uh, you were there before. During the trial, before the sentencing.”

Dumbledore nodded. “I was indeed. I was called as a witness, as were many of my colleagues. It is not every day that a Hogwarts student is found engaging in such dark arts.”

Dorea hated the way her voice cracked as she asked her real question. “How…how did he look before, before he…”

Dumbledore sighed heavily. “I have often asked myself if there was anything I could have done differently. Anyway I could have seen it coming. Hydrys was always such an upstanding student. I never would have believed him capable of such things. I doubt anyone did.”

She had. But then again, she’d been one of the few people that really knew her cousin. Dorea was only surprised that he’d gotten caught doing it, and she had her own ideas of how exactly that had happened. Hydrys was always cautious, always careful. Sacrificing a bunch of muggles and squibs in a lightly-warded clearing wasn’t like him at all. If he’d wanted to go through with a ritual like that, Grimmauld Place had a spacious, heavily warded backyard and ritual chamber. Or he could have portkeyed to the Chateau, or even the family’s unplottable island. Being so…reckless wasn’t like him at all. 

Dumbledore sighed again. “In the end, he looked…lost. Confused. Angry too, but more dumbfounded than furious. It is a tragedy how we failed that boy. Another promising young soul lost to the allures of the dark arts.”

Dorea nodded slowly. “Thank you, professor.”

He turned and favored her with a small smile. “Of course, Miss Black. If you ever wish to talk, know that my office door is always open to you.”

They stopped outside the headmaster’s office and Dumbledore spoke the password, causing the gargoyle to leap out of the way of the spiral staircase leading up to Dippet’s chambers. He gestured for her to go ahead, and she thanked him again before proceeding up the steps. 

As Dumbledore had said, Aunty Lysandra was waiting for her, pacing back and forth in front of the fireplace with short, sharp steps. The headmaster was watching her silently from behind his desk, a small smile on his lips. 

She turned as Dorea stepped into the room. “Oh, finally!” she exclaimed. “You took your sweet time. Walburga already left. Let’s go.”

Dorea’s eyes flicked between her aunt and the headmaster. “Where are we going? Did something happen? Will I be gone long?”

Lysandra smiled tightly. “Home. Lord Black has called a family meeting. Everyone is required to attend.”

Dorea frowned. “Arcturus isn’t Lord Black yet.”

Lysandra exhaled sharply, glancing over at Dippet. “He’s close enough. Should be just a few hours, but it's important. I’ve already spoken with the Headmaster, you’ll be excused from your classes for the rest of the day and tomorrow just in case.”

Dorea nodded slowly. “Okay.”

“Good.” Lysandra marched over to the fireplace, then turned towards Dippet and bowed her head. “Thank you, Headmaster. The House of Black appreciates your discretion and willingness to accommodate our internal policies.”

“Of course,” the elderly wizard smiled. “I understand how it can be. I look forward to speaking with Cygnus during the next meeting of the board of governors.” 

Without another word, Lysandra spun around, grabbed a pinch of floo powder from the ornate container on the mantle, and tossed it into the flames. “The House of Black!” she called out, vanishing into the roaring green flames.

Dorea bowed her head to the Headmaster. “Thank you, sir.” Then she took a pinch of the powder as well and once more the orange flames turned green. “The House of Black!” she called out as well, putting just the right emphasis on the last word, just like Aunt Lysandra had. The family had a number of properties connected to the Floo Network, and it would be annoying to end up at the wrong one. 

Everything spun and fire roared in her ears. She bore it stoically, used to the somewhat unpleasant means of transportation. Then she stepped smoothly out of the flames, feeling the thick Floo wards stopping unwanted visitors part around her, and into pandemonium. 

The entry hall of Castle Black was filled with people. She recognized most of them from countless family meetings, visits, and events, but it was still something of a surprise to see them all gathered here. When Aunt Lysandra had said that Arcturus had called everyone, she’d meant it. Even old Elladora, who’d faked her death some years ago and had been hiding out in Africa ever since, was here, the severe witch looking none too pleased to have been called back to Britain. 

She scanned the room until she finally found her parents, who were standing together with her elder brother and sister, along with Pollux’s wife Irma and their two children. Her eyes lingered briefly on Walburga, who was similarly dressed in her Hogwarts uniform. She still found it rather strange to be studying at Hogwarts at the same time as her niece, but that was what happened when her idiot older brother decided to get his somewhat older fiance pregnant as a third year. 

She purposely walked over to join them, weaving around annoyed looking aunts, uncles, cousins, and other relatives. She bowed her head in greeting to each of them in turn. “Mother, Father, Brother, Sister, Irma. Does anyone know what’s going on? Aunt Lysandra didn’t tell me anything.”

Before any of them could respond, Arcturus’ voice boomed through the hall. “My House of Black, compose yourselves,” he ordered.

The room fell silent. As much as many were annoyed to be here, they were still Blacks.

“Thank you,” Arcturus said, his voice much quieter without the aid of a sonorous charm, but still easily heard in the suddenly still room. “Now, first of all. I want to be perfectly clear. What you learn here today is a family secret of the House of Black and will not be shared with anyone outside the family without my express permission. So speaks the Heir of House Black.”

“So mote it be,” nearly a hundred voices including her own whispered as one.

Dorea felt the magic in the room shift, her blood humming softly. It wasn’t an unbreakable vow––no outside magic could compel such a thing––but she doubted anyone in the room was going to blab. This was clearly something significant if Arcturus was willing to go that far. Using the Family Magic like that didn’t come without a cost.

“Good. Everyone, follow me. We’re going down to the family hall.”

Dorea frowned. That was an odd place for them to go. There were a few significant things down there, but none that she could think of that would cause a reaction like this. Still, she followed the crowd as they slowly moved through the castle’s narrow corridors, until they finally reached the modestly sized chambers near the center of the small keep.

There were a number of soft gasps and curses, and Dorea pushed forward towards the front of the crowd. The room was rather cramped with so many people inside of it, and she had to squeeze to reach the front of the crowd. 

The wall they were facing housed one of the family’s most prized artifacts, the true family tapestry. It was a colossal thing, more than thirty feet wide and fifteen tall, covering the entire wall. It had been commissioned from an unknown craftsman of superb skill more than a thousand years ago, and none of their attempts to duplicate it since had been at all successful. The family’s other homes contained lesser copies that had to be manually updated, but this one was one of a kind and absolutely priceless.

A giant family tree grew across the tapestry, tiny portraits rendering each member of the family in exquisite detail. The tapestry tracked every member of the House of Black, no matter how distantly related, and it had allowed the family a great deal of flexibility and precision when dealing with bastards, squibs, and other disputes of inheritance. 

Dorea squinted, trying to find what exactly had gotten everyone so riled up. She looked at the bottom row of the tree and quickly found her own name, as well as those of her immediate family. Nothing looked particularly out of place. There was Pollux, his wife, and their children. There were her parents. There was…

Dorea’s train stuttered to a stop. There was a gap beside a very familiar name. One that had dominated her thoughts, and the public consciousness, for some months now. A new vine grew out of the tiny portrait, connecting it to a brand new circle that she’d never seen before. 

It depicted a young witch, her hair long, wavy, and black, her eyes a bright blue, and her skin a pale olive. Beneath the circle was a name that Dorea did not recognize, though the color of the outline around the portrait indicated that she was a pureblood. Zatanna Zatara. 

Dorea’s eye followed the vine back to the portrait beside it. The familiar face of her favorite cousin smiled back at her. 

Hydrys…was alive. Hydrys…was alive. And engaged. 

Dorea’s moved aside to allow others to see the tapestry. The volume in the room was slowly rising as more and more people noticed what she’d seen, and her head was spinning. 

Before things could get too loud, Arcturus regained control of the situation. “The name appeared sometime in the last week, though we only noticed it this morning. I must thank my dear sister Lycoris and her keen eyes for bringing this to my attention.”

He took a deep breath and his eyes narrowed. “I will ask this question exactly once. Is anyone in this room sheltering Hydrys Sirius Black? You will not be punished if you are, but I must know how this has come to be. I, like everyone else, believed my cousin to be dead, his corpse burnt to ashes by his own magics. Myself, and a number of others, cast blood tracking spells to ascertain his location, but they all came up negative. However, the Tapestry has never led us wrong before. We must get to the bottom of this situation, and we must do it fast.”

The room was silent. Dorea looked around and found confusion and surprise painted on the faces of her family members. Hydrys’ mother was standing a few paces away from her, and there were tears glimmering in the witch’s eyes. 

The silence continued for more than a minute before Arcturus sighed heavily. “I didn’t think so. Well. This is certainly a situation I was not expecting to deal with. Does anyone know of a pureblood Zatara family?”

Once again, there were no responses.

“Then it seems as though we have a mystery on our hands. Let’s move things to somewhere a little bit more comfortable, shall we? The sitting room, perhaps.”

The family slowly filed out of the room, and Dorea moved with the flow. She was lost in thought, but there was a wide fierce smile stretched across her lips. Hydrys was alive. She didn’t know how that was possible, but against all odds he was alive. And that was what counted. 

Though how long that would last once she got her hands on him was a different question entirely. She’d mourned him in secret for months, and now apparently he’d gone and gotten himself engaged? What the hell, Hydrys! He couldn’t even give her a sign that he was fine? The nerve! She’d curse him black and blue the next time she saw him, then hug him until she heard ribs crack. 

He was alive!

            

    
        Chapter 101

    
    
    
    
                Warcraft: Raven Hill Cemetery 

Year 25, Day 4

The house felt a lot more crowded the second night than it had the day before. More than doubling the number of people staying with us certainly didn’t help, nor did Peach’s…experiments, which took up the majority of the house’s cramped basement. 

Fortunately, Cinder had a solution in mind, one I was willing to at least entertain for a time. I’d summoned Mercury and Emerald not long after returning from Raven Hill Cemetery, both falling swiftly into line when it was clear that Cinder worked for me now. Mercury looked somewhat surly about it, while Emerald just seemed happy to be reunited with her leader. The way the green-haired girl looked at Cinder when she thought the other woman wasn’t looking told me everything I needed to know about that particular relationship.

Thus, after discussing our plans for the following day, Glynda, myself, and the trio of criminal huntsmen took a portkey to the outskirts of the town and then re-entered together. The guard watching the road quickly directed us towards Althea and Glynda introduced the trio as reliable acquaintances we’d called in for support. She was more than happy to offer them another abandoned house and supplies in exchange for their help clearing out various undead and other pests from the areas around the village. 

Althea almost looked to be on the verge of joyful tears, particularly after I presented to her the skull of that undead we’d killed, Mor'Ladim. The men around her were far less subdued, cheering as Glynda finished her report. The man’s story was tragic, but he’d been a menace to the locals for several months now, and with him out of the way it was much safer for her to send patrols out in the direction of Raven Hill.

Between that, and Glynda’s report on just how many undead we’d burned, butchered, or otherwise destroyed in the past few hours, I wasn’t particularly surprised when I received two Blueprints back to back without needing to exert myself in any way. I doubted either would see much use, but perhaps they’d come in handy at some point in the future. If nothing else, the Darkshire Watchmen cost a mere one mana a piece. Perhaps I’d need a random, disposable body wearing cheap, generic armor at some point in the future. 

With that taken care of, things became a lot more comfortable, though Glynda, Kent, and I did end up spending a good half hour making my summons’ home a bit more livable. I spent the rest of the evening resting, taking account of what we’d collected so far, discussing magic with Kent and Amber, and practicing using my aura and other magical abilities. 

About halfway through that, I came to a realization that nearly made me want to slap myself. I was digging through my expanded bag, trying to find a single coin that had spilled out of its pouch, when I noticed something that should have been obvious. The coin was a simple disk of metal, stamped with the face of some unfamiliar king or other leader. It was just a coin. Its value purely determined by its size and material.

I pointed my wand into my bag. “Accio silver coin,” I mumbled.

The coin shot out of the bag and I caught it out of the air. I opened my hand and stared down at the completely unenchanted, completely mundane bit of silver. Then I sighed heavily. I knew exactly what the first thing I was going to be doing tomorrow when we returned to the Cemetery was, and I felt rather silly for not thinking of it earlier.  

The next morning dawned grim and dark, just like every morning in Darkshire. Not wanting to overly deplete my supply of preserved food, we ate breakfast at the local inn, the Scarlet Raven. It was fine. Neither exceptional nor particularly terrible. If anyone was surprised to see Amber and Peach––who hadn’t been with us initially––they didn’t say anything. 

Once we’d eaten, we wished Cinder and her group farewell and set out in the direction of Raven Hill Cemetery. I had a nagging feeling that the cemetery contained more than just what we’d found so far, plus we’d yet to encounter any of the apparent magic-wielding undead that Commander Althea had mentioned in her notes. We’d only explored a fraction of the rather expansive grounds, and now that we were familiar with the area, I planned for a more efficient, systematic search that would allow us to cover more ground in less time. 

We landed on a small hilltop that we’d cleared out the day before. There was a single ghoul silently gnawing on a bit of chattered bone, and it was swiftly dealt with by Amber, who found the creatures particularly repulsive and took great pleasure in burning them to ashes. As I’d planned the night before, the first thing I did upon arriving at the cemetery was raise my wand high into the air and draw on a single mote of Black mana, directing the hunger and greed I could feel in the potent energy down my wand. 

“Accio coins,” I hissed, mentally focusing on the gold, silver, and copper that they used around here, and limiting the area of effect to the cemetery around us. I was pretty sure it wasn’t actually a problem––we were rather far from the town––but it would be very awkward to accidently rob the townsfolk because I was a tad overzealous with the amount of power I poured into the spell. 

The spell worked like a charm. Almost too well, in some ways. I was rather glad that Kent was with me, because his quick thinking ensured that, instead of me being pelted by coins, they instead were carefully directed into neat piles on the bare ground around us. A few managed to get through his spell, but aura protected me from the impacts, turning what could have been rather nasty bruises into barely-noticeable flares of green light. I really could have thought that one through better. 

By the time I lowered my wand several minutes later, we’d accumulated a rather hefty bit of coinage. The vast majority of it consisted of filthy copper coins, most stained with bits of dirt or other garbage, but there was a not-inconsiderable amount of other currency mixed into the piles. In addition to the loose coins, I’d also managed to summon several worn or decaying pouches that jingled as they flew, the coins within bouncing lightly against each other. 

The net result was forty-one gold coins, approximately two-hundred silver coins, and a mini mountain of roughly nineteen-hundred small copper coins 

“Clever,” Glynda complemented, examining one of the silver coins I’d summoned. It was worn nearly smooth, with only the barest trace of a severe-looking man on one side and an unfamiliar crest on the back. “Even if we are unable to spend these here for whatever reason, they will serve us well in our home plane. Silver and gold are valuable, and I see no reason these coins can not be melted down.”

“Much cheaper than the other way around,” I mused. “And I seriously doubt this will be the last plane we visit that uses precious metals as currency.”

Amber, who was kneeling beside the pile of copper pieces, grabbed two large handfuls and let them trickle out from between her fingers. She giggled loudly, Kent smiling fondly down at her. “These are much more fun than lien, though I bet it's a real pain for people to carry around. These coins are heavy!”

“That they are!” a deep, gravelly voice called out suddenly. All five of us snapped around, finding a tall man in a dark black and purple robe and wearing a pointed hat walking slowly towards us up the hill. He had a short, well-groomed gray beard, and carried a metal staff tipped with a glimmering green crystal. 

Though he was still a ways away, I could see the dark magic that filled his body, a slightly deeper shadow that stood out in contrast to the general aura of magic that permeated this forest. There was also a potent, invisible shield surrounding him, a corona of blue silver visible only to my detection spells. With the help of my aura to pierce through the gloom, I could also see the half-dozen undead shadowing him silently, using the tall, scraggly grass and some particularly large tombstones to stay mostly hidden from view.

We exchanged looks, and then Glynda took a step forward, interposing herself between me and the man. “Hello there!” she called out. “I think that’s close enough. We were not expecting to see any other living humans within this cemetery.”

The man smiled humorlessly. “Nor was I, madam. Neither was I expecting for my coin pouch to try and flee my belt, but today has been a day of surprises already.”

Whoops. That was an issue I hadn’t foreseen. If he’d kept a firm grip on his coin pouch, it probably would have led him right to us and then given him a clear direction to follow once I’d ended the spell. 

Glynda smiled back, just as humorlessly. “Our apologies for the disruption, then. We would appreciate it if you took your leave.”

The man hummed thoughtfully. “Now, not so fast I think. You know, I noticed that someone had gone and destroyed a number of the undead that inhabit this cemetery recently. Quite a number, in fact, including some particularly powerful specimens. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”

That was certainly a curious question, one that led me in one of two directions. “I’m certain we know nothing about that,” I replied easily. 

“You don’t, hmm. They were quite meticulous, you know. So much pointless, irreversible damage leaving naught but useless, charred and broken bones in their wake. Now there’s so much extra work to do to keep the numbers up. Grave digging is hard on these old bones. So much easier to work with fresh materials.”

Well, that certainly confirmed things. Though this very much wasn’t how I’d been planning to run into the Cemetery’s resident necromancer. Or at least one of them.

“You wouldn’t happen to be the necromancer that Althea Ebonlocke has been worried about, would you, good sir?”

The man hummed again. “I should have known it would have to do with that blasted woman. Such an annoying yet ultimately futile thorn, and yet so very irritating to deal with.”

“I’ll take that as a yes, than.”

The necromancer laughed, a hard, raspy sound that almost sounded painful for him to make. “Take it as you will. It won’t matter soon enough. The gall, to send a woman, children, and the elderly to deal with me. I’d be offended if it wasn’t so very convenient of her.” He raised his staff.

I clicked my tongue. “Does that mean you aren’t willing to come to an arrangement? I was looking forward to meeting a local necromancer for the first time.”

The man laughed again. “Well then, I am fortunate enough to grant your dying wish.” And then he attacked, brandishing his staff towards us. Unearthly terror clawed at the edges of my mind. I was going to die. It was inevitable. All things died. I should just lay down and––

My aura flared, reinforcing the still slightly cracked barriers of my occlumency that I’d forgotten to reinforce the night before, and the mental attack shattered in an instant. I glanced around, finding that Kent and Peach had both broken out of the effect even faster than I had, while Glynda was just standing there, a white knuckled grip around the handle of her riding crop, and Amber was kneeling beside the pile of coins, her eyes wide and unblinking. 

I quickly looked back at the necromancer, who was still standing where I’d seen him a moment before. However, the skeletons that had been hiding around him had all broken cover and were rushing towards us up the hill. These skeletons looked considerably better equipped than the ones we’d faced yesterday, with full sets of enchanted armor and wicked-looking blades gripped in their skeletal hands. I could also see a number of other undead moving towards us from all directions, a mix of ghouls, normal skeletons, and a handful of the more heavily-armored skeletons he’d brought with him. 

My mind raced and I snapped out a series of orders. “Kent, focus on the necromancer. Peach, see if you can snap them out. I’ll handle defense and the skeletons.”

Both swiftly moved to obey. Peach abandoned the plants she’d been fiddling with and dashed towards Glynda, while Kent raised his cane and launched a trio of ankh-shaped projectiles at the man. Meanwhile, I defaulted to a spell that had really grown on me in the past few months and which I’d practiced extensively. I drew upon white mana from the Tower of Fate and slashed my wand through the air. “Protego horribilis!”

The shining silver dome snapped into place, larger than I typically cast it but manageable with all the practice I’d put into perfecting the spell. It surrounded all five of us and I strained as I tried to mentally ‘lock’ it into place so I could focus on other spellcasting. 

I managed the spell just in time. A sinister-looking bolt of darkness shot from the tip of the necromancer’s staff and slammed into the shield a scant few inches away from where Kent was standing with his cane raised. It ate at my spell, trying to chew through the barrier like a pack of wild dogs, but my shield spell held. 

“Tch, a priest! What an annoyance. Your precious light won’t save you now!”

The first of the skeletons crested the hill and slammed its sword into my shield. I felt the impact, the enchantments on the sword turning what should have been a futile effort into one that actually threatened to eventually break through. I turned my wand towards it and fired off a blasting curse that crashed into its chestplate like a battering ram and sent it stumbling backwards. To my annoyance however, while I’d left a mark on the armor, it was far from the killing blow I’d been going for.

Beside me, Glynda jerked suddenly, tugging herself free of Peach’s careful grip on her wrist and forehead. The usually calm woman was bristling with anger and there was a dangerously sharp look in her eyes as she glared down at the necromancer. 

“Glynda, behind us. Undead,” I ordered sharply. 

She tore her eyes away from the dark-robed man and looked around, seeing the man’s minions charging towards us. “Understood,” she growled, brandishing her riding crop. Gravestones around us were torn from the earth one by one and she turned her back on the necromancer himself, directing the huge chunks of stone towards the encroaching undead horde. 

Meanwhile, I turned my attention back towards the skeletons in front of us. Kent and the necromancer were exchanging spells, though most of their efforts seemed mostly futile. The necromancer’s spells were knocked out of the air by golden ankhs or failed against the shield I’d erected, while Kent’s were torn apart by the necromancer’s now-visible blue shield spell.

Instead of another blasting charm, the next skeleton that got close was bathed in a stream of purple fire, the spell far closer in potency to incendio rather than fiendfyre, but better suited for combat than the usual fire-making charm. 

This unfortunately proved mostly ineffective. The skeleton itself was not flammable, and its armor tanked the hit easily enough, allowing it to beat its blade against my shield charm. I swiftly switched to a different spell. Most of my repertoire was better against living opponents rather than undead, but I was a properly educated wizard, not some simpleton duelist. 

The earth beneath the skeleton turned from packed dirt to wet, clinging mud that it swiftly began to sink into. I turned my wand on the other skeleton, which was swiftly starting to rise to its feet, and cast the same spell again to even better results as it was currently lying on the ground. 

Before I could deal with the other four undead at our front, Amber was finally broken out of her mental bonds and she was just as furious as Glynda had been. She screamed, orange flames erupting around her eyes the same way it did when Cinder or Raven used their Maiden powers, and floated several feet up off the ground, raised her hands up towards the sky. 

Lightning crackled and wind howled, both inside the barrier I’d created and outside of it, and then she brought her arms down, unleashing the fury of nature on the remaining undead. I watched the first of them crumble and decided that Amber, Peach, and Glynda had this well in hand. Time to deal with the actual threat. 

Kent was already doing a good job keeping the necromancer busy, but with my help the tides quickly turned against the dark-robed man. Golden ankhs and a flurry of my own spells slammed one after another into the man’s impressively durable blue barrier. I carefully observed every twitch and twist of the magic that formed the shield, watching how it responded to the various spells Kent and I were casting. 

It was an impressive bit of magic. Near as I could tell, it wasn’t really a shield in the classical sense. Rather, it was a sort of…suppression field. Spells and force that passed through it were drained until almost nothing of the original spell remained, allowing the man’s body and natural magic resistance to shrug off the remainder of the effect.

I fired two more spells in rapid succession, neither of which had any visible effect, then smiled. Hopefully this worked, because otherwise this was going to take forever. As far as I could see, the shield was being powered by some outside source, not the man himself, so it would potentially take a frustratingly long amount of time to break through it properly, potentially giving him time to flee.

“Something from Shadow,” I declared, and a copy of me appeared directly at my back. There was a crack of apparition and suddenly the copy was standing directly behind the necromancer, its wand raised. 

My copy lunged, aura flaring emerald-green around it as it pushed through the syrup-like resistance of the blue barrier. The tip of my copy’s wand shoved three-quarters of the way through the barrier and, even as it began to vanish as quickly as it had appeared, it cast. “Stupefy!” 

There was a flash of red light and the necromancer collapsed bonelessly to the ground. The shield around him remained, but without the ability to move or fight back, it wasn’t much of an issue. After that, it was just a matter of cleaning up.
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The Imperius curse was a truly magnificent work of spell creation. Though research into the spell was horribly illegal––almost as much as casting it––my family’s records dated back long before the newly formed Ministry of Magic began to crack down on the use of dark magic. We tragically did not possess a copy of the original creator’s grimoire––it was either in the hands of the Crouch or Greengrass families, though neither was willing to confirm that fact for obvious reasons––but we did have the notes of Caius Linus Black, who’d spent nearly two decades feverishly studying the curse during the eleventh century. 

In many ways, it was a beautiful spell. So simple to cast that any trained wizard could manage it after just a few attempts, and yet complex enough that a true master could spend decades honing and refining their technique. With it, even a novice could potentially subdue a master occlumence––at least for a moment––or subjugate a lesser wizard for weeks before the poorly cast magic drove its target utterly mad. 

Though the ignorant masses liked to group it together with the Killing Curse and the Torture Curse, the Imperius barely qualified as dark magic. It required a mere fragment of intent, a minor desire to control, far less than the sharp killing intent or desire for pain that the other two spells classified as ‘unforgivables’ called for. It was no more dark magic than legilimency was, or perhaps it was more apt to compare it to the confundus and obliviate charms. Only its effect and potency had it qualified as such, not any real magical similarity. 

I really wished to someday read the creator’s grimoire, to trace their lines of reason and understand how they’d gone about designing such an insidious spell. It was completely incomparable to the far cruder mind-altering spells of its time, a shining work of brilliance that stood out among its peers to this day. Perhaps if––when I finally found my way home, I could look into acquiring the tome in question. It would make a wonderful addition to my growing library. 

The methods it used to achieve its desired effect were nothing short of revolutionary. So much so that modern Black occlumency was heavily based on Caius’s reverse-engineering of the spell. The way it separated base emotions and thoughts from actions was truly brilliant, leaving the victim fully capable of using their knowledge and even of creative thought while keeping their consciousness suspended in a state where it did not want to resist.

It was not a flawless spell. It could be resisted by those of strong will or simply with sufficient training. Flaws in the casting compounded over time, eventually leading to the spell failing even if initially the target would have had no hope of fighting it off. It required a small, but constant expenditure of magic to maintain. It didn’t work at all on a small sample of people, though the exact reason for why that was had never been conclusively investigated. If cast poorly––such as by a novice or someone intentionally mucking up the spell––it could cause irreversible damage to the target’s psyche.

But for some things? It was absolutely perfect. And, unlike back home, I didn’t even need to worry about being found out and tracked down by aurors. There were no laws against its casting, or at least none I overly needed to concern myself with, since I could always just leave. And, when I returned home, what were they going to do? Sentence me to another life sentence in Azkaban? 

Under the blissful, soothing touch of the Imperius curse, Morbent Fel––the necromancer who’d attacked us––sang like a dying Jobberknoll. Just in case, I used a mote of Blue mana to empower the spell, then woke him up. From there, it was barely even an interrogation. I asked questions and he cheerfully answered them while Glynda took notes on her scroll. 

Most of what he told us was mostly meaningless––I cared little for all the numerous crimes he’d committed over the past few decades––but it did make Amber, Kent, and, to a curiously smaller extent, Glynda feel better about what we were doing. Peach didn’t seem to care in the slightest, spending most of the interrogation poking and prodding the man while muttering to herself under her breath. She seemed rather fascinated by the withered state of the man’s body and barely paid any attention to our questioning. 

However, there was plenty of valuable information there as well. For one, he cheerfully told us all about how to access his home, an outwardly dilapidated house near the center of the Cemetery, and its collection of spellbooks, notes, valuables, and various curiosities he’d collected over the years. He also happily called over a type of skeleton I’d yet to encounter in the Cemetery, one capable of wielding crude death magic despite not really being sapient itself. It could cast one spell and one spell only, but that spell could both be used as a dangerous attack and a way of healing other undead, so it was more versatile than it sounded at first. 

I was just glad to add its Blueprint to my growing collection. Annoyingly, I was unable to create a Blueprint from his ‘elite’ skeletons, but I gathered up the enchanted gear they’d been wearing and stowed it away for the time being. After some discussion, Glynda, Kent, and I each claimed a sword and sheath for ourselves. It could be useful to appear armed, even if the blades themselves were far less dangerous than our less obvious weapons. Especially if someone directly asked for us to disarm. 

Annoyingly, there was little he could tell us about the barrier spell he was using. It was the consequence of some artifact he’d used years ago and had since lost, not something he’d truly done to himself. It could apparently be penetrated by the magic of some sort of special torch, but that didn’t really matter since I couldn’t duplicate the effects. 

The last interesting tidbit we got out of the man was his cooperation with a group of shady relic hunters called the ‘Dark Riders’. He didn’t actually know much about the group, but had helped them multiple times in the past in exchange for highly illegal books and materials. Apparently, they were currently active somewhere in the region, hunting for a powerful magical artifact called the Scythe of Elune. It had some connection to the Worgen but our ‘friendly’ necromancer knew little else about the item. Perhaps it might be worth searching for––there was still some time left in the day.

Eventually however, we finished extracting what knowledge we were interested in from the man, and his usefulness officially expired. There was a chance I’d be able to obtain some sort of reward by turning the man in to the authorities, but I didn’t want to risk him breaking free and causing trouble for me down the line. Obliviation was a possibility, but there was no telling if the locals had some way of reversing the effects of that particular spell. 

And anyway, it wasn’t like he was gone for good. My Blueprint would remain, and with it easy access to whatever other secrets the man held. I didn’t bother releasing my imperius curse, simply placing my wand against his chest. “Fioleto Ill,” I mumbled. There was a momentary flash of purple, and then the man’s body slumped backward, his insides turned to pulp by my spell. 

Kent pursed his lips, but no one said anything. I placed a preserving charm on his body, conjured a bag around it, and then dumped it into my expanded pouch. We’d pass it over to Althea later, or perhaps some other village or town. I was pretty sure there was a reward for killing men like him. 

With the detailed information Fel had given us, looting his former home was easy enough. Everything was where he’d said it would be, traps were easily avoided, and we knew the passcodes to the wards over his highly illegal book collection. 

All of it went into my bag. I was quite looking forward to perusing these tomes, even if I doubted I’d ever willingly dabble in the sort of necromantic magic that the man used. He’d confirmed for me that the side effects of necromancy were just as bad as I’d feared. Beneath this clothing, the man looked like a half-dead emaciated corpse, but he was only in his mid forties. What a pity. 

With that taken care of, there was little else left to do in the Cemetery. Althea would certainly be pleased to know her problem with the local undead would soon be greatly reduced. Certainly some number would rise naturally––and it was still bizarre to me that such a thing was possible––but far fewer than before would plague Darkshire. 

There was still a good bit of ‘daylight’, for lack of a better word, left, and a number of things to do in the area. I was very much looking forward to meeting with Ysondre again tomorrow and seeing what she had in store for us. Just to be sure we didn’t miss her, I planned to return to the Twilight Grove in the early morning, but I probably had time to look around Duskwood a bit more before it was time to return to the village. The question was, what to do?
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It wasn’t really much of a question. I recognized the name ‘Elune’ from one of the books I’d read, though I’d need to double check just to be certain. She was supposedly a ‘goddess’ of some sort, worshiped primarily by the Night Elves and associated with the light. I wasn’t sure about the claims of divinity, but she was undoubtedly both ancient and powerful enough to be worshiped by a race of immortal near-wizards.

Thus, this Scythe of Elune was probably quite powerful. If nothing else, it would make a fine addition to my slowly growing collection of interesting trinkets and artifacts. And if it was an actually powerful weapon? Even better. Especially if I was able to both create a Blueprint of it and claim the original for myself. 

Unfortunately, the only real clues I had to go off of were that the Scythe was somewhere here in Duskwood, and that it had something to do with worgen. I also only really had half a day to work with, not much time to cover such a large area. Without knowing what it looked like, I couldn’t even try summoning it, even if it wasn’t innately magical enough to resist such a spell. 

Well, no matter. Either I found it, or I didn’t. It wasn’t exactly a necessity, just something I’d like to find. At the very least, the knowledge that it was in some way related to the worgen gave me a place to start. 

Taking advantage of Fel’s small but comfortable reading room, I dug out the notes that Commander Althea had given us, along with a map of the surrounding region. From the look of things, the worgen were based somewhere in the region around the abandoned farm her notes referred to as the ‘Rotten Orchard’, though they had also been seen further east. That seemed like as good a place to start as any. 

I was, understandably, slightly leery about going to confront these beasts. They reminded me concerningly of werewolves, particularly in the way they could supposedly turn others into more of their kind with a bite. Bah, revolting. Their wolf forms seemed to be significantly less dangerous, but in return they were permanently transformed, not just under the light of the full moon. 

I’d need to be careful. Very careful. Depending on the potency of their curse, it was possible it could permanently damage some of my Blueprints, and the idea of getting bitten myself was positively nauseating. To be reduced from a noble wizard to a foul, base creature driven by instinct was a fate worse than death. 

As much as the idea of such a dangerous Blueprint appealed to me, I was going to take no chances. I was uncertain if a scratch from their claws was as dangerous as a proper bite, but I wasn’t willing to risk it. Unless the situation was absolutely under control, I wasn’t getting close to any of those things. Theoretically, my aura, and the aura of my huntsmen summons, should be enough to protect us from biting teeth and grasping claws, but that was another experiment I would rather avoid testing. 

As such, it was time to go retrieve Cinder and her little team. We briefly stopped in Darkshire, where I handed off Morbent Fel’s corpse to Commander Althea. She could only offer me a handful of coins in return, but it was more than nothing and I didn’t feel like carrying the corpse around for longer than I needed to. His Blueprint and the contents of his home were reward enough. I also got a brief update on recent worgen sightings––nothing particularly noteworthy––and we stopped to eat before departing once more. 

We first headed down towards the nearby cemetery. It was in the same general direction as the worgen, and I wanted to face these creatures with my full strength present, just in case. I considered summoning more creatures, perhaps some of my Grimm, but ultimately decided there wasn’t enough time to let my lands regenerate and go hunting for the scythe in the same afternoon, and I would prefer to keep some mana available to empower my spells. 

Cinder’s group was not difficult to find. We just followed the sound of explosions and the smell of burning meat. She seemed to be having a wonderful time letting loose on the cemetery’s denizens, though unfortunately she hadn’t located any undead that I’d likely be able to create fresh Blueprints from. 

Along the way, I used the summoning charm a number of times to retrieve coins from our surroundings. I chose not to waste any mana empowering the spell so we no doubt missed some potential money, but with repeated castings we still managed to collect a healthy sum. A dozen gold coins, thrice that many silver, and just under two-hundred coppers. 

Once our groups had rejoined, we briefly paused to discuss our course of action, ultimately deciding to continue south-west on foot. The southernmost edge of the cemetery wasn’t all that far from the orchard, and a Night Watch scout had encountered worgen fighting undead in that area. 

Our plan was simple enough; kill anything that seemed remotely dangerous while Kent and I blanketed our surroundings in detection spells. If we found the scythe, fantastic. If we found anything else valuable, great. If we found nothing, irritating but ultimately no real loss––I’d already gotten plenty out of this plane and would hopefully get a lot more in the coming days with Ysondre’s support. 

Before continuing, I applied a number of spells to myself and some of my summons. Supersonsery charms to catch anyone trying to sneak up on us, a disillusionment charm on myself to hopefully ensure any enemies prioritized my companions over myself, and a silencing and scent-blocking charm over our entire group to help us stay hidden.

For the first half-hour or so, we mostly just ran into the occasional undead which Cinder, Amber, and Glynda dispatched well before they could get close to our group. We did come across a small group of giant spiders, but annoyingly they tried to take us by surprise and proved to be considerably more fragile than we expected. As I’d suspected, I was unable to create a Blueprint from a charred or splattered corpse. Annoying, but not unexpected, and these giant spiders were a lot less valuable than something like an acromantula summon would be. 

Thankfully, it wasn’t a complete waste of time. Kent’s spells located a small silver ring set with a circular white gemstone and enchanted to increase the wearer’s strength and stamina. Some time later, we also found a rather dangerous-looking, if slightly damaged, double-sided ax which was also lightly enchanted in some way, though I wasn’t certain of its exact effect. 

Out of curiosity, I tried but had no success turning either into a Blueprint––I had a feeling it was because they weren’t significant enough in some hard to quantify way––but they were still examples of the local style of enchanting, something I was keen on studying at some point in the future. Even if I was unwilling to use the local magic, that didn’t necessarily mean I couldn’t learn anything from it. 

We ran into our first worgen soon after. There were five of them, and the moment they spotted us, they charged. They were wretched things, misshapen and oddly proportioned, and dressed in the torn and tattered remains of the clothing they’d once worn. Though initially they’d been walking on two legs, they dropped down onto all fours as they ran, loping towards us with frightening speed. 

With my supersensory charm, I could see them in much too fine detail. Their silvery-gray fur was matted and dirty. Their teeth and claws were covered with grime and the remnants of past victims, but looked wicked sharp and dangerous. They had tiny, beady red eyes and two pairs of oversized fangs jutting from both the tops and bottoms of their slavering maws. 

Despite what I’d heard, they looked little like the werewolves I was familiar with. Back home, it could be difficult to distinguish between a transformed werewolf and a regular wolf, but there was no way I would confuse these twisted things with such noble animals. They looked almost more like the result of a failed transfiguration than any natural creature, with the same general body shape as a man but with all the traits of a wild animal slapped on haphazardly. 

I shuddered in disgust as I raised my wand. I was tempted to immediately go with the most drastic option, but with so much distance left between us and plenty of backup, it was best to test the effectiveness of other spells first. Hopefully these…things were less magic resistant than the werewolves back home. There were only so many times I could cast the Killing Curse before I’d need to start worrying about the spell’s potential side effects. 

“Diffindo!” Shallow cuts appeared in the lead worgen’s fur, blood slowly seeping from the wound, but it did not even slow. “Bombarda!” The creature was bowled off its feet and I could hear bones break, but it was not out of the fight, falling in behind its fellows and continuing to rush towards us. “Confringo!” I tried next. This one had a bit more of an effect. The resulting blast burned away a large patch of fur and clearly caused the beast a great deal of pain. I was pretty sure I’d at least broken a few bones, but it was still not down for the count.

I moved on to more destructive magic. I slashed my wand, “Fioleto Ill!” The worgen I aimed for dodged out of the way, but I just cast again. “Fioleto Ill!” This time, the spell caught it square in the chest and the creature howled in pain before tumbling over its own feet and lying still. Good. No need to resort to wasting mana or more complex spells, then.

The rest of the creatures were dead before I could try out any more of my repertoire. Cinder’s glass-like arrows tore straight through one, a telekinetically-controlled boulder smashed two more into a pulp, and Amber’s lightning took care of the last beast. 

“Good work,” I complimented my summons. “Seems like we’re getting closer. Keep your eyes peeled and let’s keep going.”

We ran into four more groups of worgen, varying in strength between a mere three of the creatures which were dead before they even knew what was happening, and a pack of nine that tried to ambush us. The most recent group had included something of an oddity––a worgen spellcaster––something that none of Althea’s notes had mentioned. The beast attacked mindlessly with bolts of sickly shadow and wore the remains of a once fine robe. Truly a tragic fate. I put the poor thing painlessly out of its misery with a flash of green light.

Eventually however, Kent’s spells detected something interesting. Traces of a powerful magical signature emanating from beneath the earth. Some exploration and consulting our notes and maps indicated that the source was likely in one of the many caves and abandoned mine shafts that could be found in the nearby hills. 

The first few spots we investigated were all duds, but eventually we came across a cave entrance surrounded by a number of worgen. It seemed like a promising option, so we swiftly dealt with the creatures and ventured deeper. 

The worgen here were faster, larger, and more resilient. They were also clearly more clever, far more capable of dodging spells and attempting to ambush us from the darkness. Regardless, they died just as swiftly as their kin outside. We were slightly more limited in our spells due to the comparably cramped environment, but Peach seemed delighted to finally have the opportunity to give her newly acquired sword a try. She clearly wasn’t much of a sword fighter, but when sheathed in aura and swung with all the force of her augmented muscles, she managed to cleave a worgen in half from shoulder to hip with a single blow. 

And then we emerged into a large hall where a half-dozen worgen stood upright around a crude ritual circle. At the center of the circle was a twisted, shadowy portal of green and black, from which another worgen was slowly clawing its way into the cave. One of the worgen at the edge of the circle was holding a crude, but clearly magical scythe formed from a gnarled branch grown to hold a huge, wicked fang.

My eyes locked onto the weapon in the worgen’s hands. Under the effects of my detection spells, it shone with the light of unfamiliar magics. The staff portion glistened like liquid moonlight, while the fang hummed with the vicious, unrestrained savagery of nature. 

If that wasn’t what we were looking for, I didn’t know what was. “I think that’s probably it,” I said quietly. “Kill them, but try not to damage it.”

My summons obeyed, and the worgen died. It was barely even a fight. The worgen in the cave were clearly more powerful than the ones we’d run into before, but ultimately they were animals that fought with teeth and claws. Only a single one of them managed to reach us before it was cut down by Cinder’s arrows, Amber’s cutting wind, Glynda’s semblance, Emerald and Mercury’s bullets, or my own spells. That unfortunate creature ran right into a high kick from Peach that launched it up off its feet and straight into the path of my final curse. 

I surveyed the room, finding no signs of other living worgen. The shadowy portal had collapsed when Cinder had skewered the scythe-wielding worgen through the throat with a spear-like arrow, and the worgen that had climbed out of it was just as dead as the rest.

I carefully picked my way across the cavern and stopped beside the dead worgen. Even in death, its paw was still wrapped around the scythe’s grip and I wrinkled my nose in distaste. “Relashio,” I mumbled, and the creature’s claws sprang apart, something inside its paw cracking loudly. 

I carefully levitated it out of the way, dropping the corpse in the corner of the cavern without touching it, then cast a cleaning charm on the scythe’s grip to remove any traces of the thing’s touch. Only once that was done did I finally bend down and wrap my own fingers around the staff, doing so a good distance from where the worgen had been holding it out of an abundance of caution.

I lifted the scythe into the air and something slammed into my occlumency with all the subtlety of a rampaging dragon. It roared inside my mind, clawing and tearing at my mental barriers, and I physically staggered backwards. My aura flared to life, green and silver sparks erupting around my hand like fireworks. 

“Hydrys!” a voice called out, but I could barely hear it, my ears ringing with the sounds of some ferocious, raging creature’s roars and bellows. 

The scythe was wrenched from my hands by an overwhelming force and thrown clear across the cavern. The voice in my head vanished and I collapsed onto my knees, reeling both from the sudden attack and its similarly sudden absence. 

I felt a hand on my shoulder and my aura pulsed throughout my entire body. It was badly depleted, but I could still feel it pushing away the last traces of whatever the hell that had been. The tip of Kent’s cane slapped against my forehead, a golden ankh burning against my bare skin. 

I coughed and slowly opened my eyes. “That…was not the smartest thing I’ve ever done,” I whispered hoarsely. “Should have…worn gloves.”

My eyes closed and strong arms caught me before I could hit the ground. I focused on breathing and repairing my occlumency, even as I listened to the people around me with half an ear.

“He should be fine,” Kent said softly. “His mental defenses and aura protected him from the worst of it.”

“You got it out of his hands in the nick of time.” That was Peach’s voice, I thought. “His aura was nearly completely depleted when I got to him.”

I breathed a sigh of relief. I hadn’t managed to do something terrible to myself. That was…good. I just needed to take a little nap now. Just rest my eyes. And then I could….
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I woke up with a parched throat, a crick in my neck, badly frayed occlumency barriers, and the knowledge of a brand new Blueprint weighing heavily on my mind. The first three were not unexpected––I felt like I’d been lying on my adequate but not overly comfortable ‘bed’ for a while and I hadn’t really been in much of a state to meditate and repair my barriers when Kent had portalled all of us back to Darkshire. 

The fourth was something of a surprise, but ultimately not that big of a shock. Though I’d only held the blasted thing for at most a few seconds before Glynda had wrenched it out of my grasp, there had been a lot of magic rushing back and forth in those moments. I hadn’t consciously intended to create a Blueprint of the scythe, though that had been the eventual plan, but I’d gained plenty of Blueprints unintentionally in the past. 

I was going to have to be careful with that one. The small amount of knowledge that came with the Blueprint told me just how dangerous the artifact I’d so recklessly snatched up off the floor could be. Without any experience wielding the local nature magic, I’d been completely unprepared to feel the wild, unrestrained might of Goldrinn, not even just the echo of it that persisted in his long-removed fang. 

Still, it was a valuable addition to my collections. Just the raw materials alone marked it as something special; the fang of a ‘demigod’ combined with a staff blessed by another powerful being. Perhaps Ysondre would be able to tell me more about its history and powers, and hopefully whichever druid she introduced me to would be capable of wielding it. If not, it would still make an excellent display piece, though I’d need to very thoroughly ward and otherwise safeguard the thing or else I risked unleashing the worgen plague onto my new home plane. That would be an irritating issue to deal with.

I sat up to find Peach sitting by my bedside, her focus completely captivated by the abomination of a plant she was growing in one of my enchanted glass terrariums. It was proportioned like a bonsai tree, but clearly contained elements of a half-dozen different species. Its trunk was thick and gnarled, bands and patches of differently-colored bark peeling back in some places to display the pale, vaguely vine-like ‘wood’ beneath it. 

It had at least three different types of leaves, one of which I was pretty sure matched the great tree in the Twilight Grove, and four completely unique flowers blooming amidst them. One was almost identical to the light flowers from the grove, but its petals were red instead of white. Another reminded me of one of the flowers on the vines she carried on her shoulders, while the last two were multi-colored, strangely-proportioned hybrids. 

It was also moving. The trunk was swaying back and forth in a non-existent wind, and the leaves were rustling softly against one another. I wanted to think that was simply the result of Peach’s semblance, but the way she kept poking a branch and than curiously watching it wiggle in response didn’t quite line up with that idea. 

“Peach,” I asked, my voice hoarse and scratchy, “What in Merlin’s name is that?”

Peach looked up. “Oh, you’re awake!” She tilted her head to look at my wristwatch. “Good timing, you got plenty of rest and there’s still time to prepare before we need to head out. Glynda left some tea on the table, it should still be hot.”

It was, and the hot, caffeinated drink did an excellent job wetting my throat and driving the last traces of sleep from my mind. Still… “That wasn’t what I asked,” I said, narrowing my eyes.

Peach smiled innocently. “Oh, this? Just a little experiment. Something to keep me busy, you know? Do you like it? The plants around her are just so fascinating!”

I looked at the thing warily. One of its branches bent slightly, turning the flower growing on it towards me like a daisy turning towards the sun at dawn. I blinked and the petals twitched. 

“Peach. What the hell did you do?”

She laughed. “Just a little bit of science! The biology of those flowers and that tree is just fascinating. I’ve been trying to breed one with my vines until I can awaken its aura, but no luck yet. Still, this life magic they have around here opens up so many possibilities.”

I closed my eyes, considering what Peach was saying. Did that mean her vines had aura? That was…certainly something. I hadn’t even realized plants could have aura. Though that did explain how they managed to be so very durable. Wait, did that mean that a plant could have a semblance? Could Peach mimic having multiple semblances using awakened plants and her florakinesis? Something to look into later.

“It looks…interesting,” I managed after a moment. 

Peach grinned and stroked its trunk. I pointedly looked away. 

The next two hours passed quickly. I spent most of that time meditating, focusing on rebuilding my occlumency shields. After some consideration, a mote of Blue mana was carefully channeled into the inner layer of my defenses. It wouldn’t last very long––this was still a use of mana that I was only just starting to experiment with––and I was confident there was a better way to go about using mana to strengthen my occlumency, but every little bit counted.

Just before nine, we all portkeyed from our two houses in the village to the Twilight Grove. We used a number of portkeys that I’d prepared the day before, each timed to activate a few seconds apart. Peach and Kent went first, then Cinder and her group, and finally me and the others. 

Once again, I left Count Vertigo behind, not seeing a point in bringing him with us. He seemed to be dreadfully bored, but I didn’t particularly care. He was more useful watching over the house than coming with us, and I didn’t like him very much anyway. He reminded me of the worst sort of pureblood nobles, the sort who let their magic atrophy while they persuade their own meaningless vendettas and agendas. 

For all that just thinking about my former Lord Black still left me fuming, at least he’d been a better wizard than someone like that fool Parkinson. The fact that that particular family was still included in the latest edition of the Pure-Blood Directory while others such as the Potters and Princes were not was a travesty, plain and simple. Perhaps they had some heavily diluted muggle blood in their ancestry, but everything I’d seen and heard left me convinced that Lord Parkinson was little better than a squib with an enchanted stick. 

The grove was empty when we arrived, but I’d been expecting that. Ysondre had just said she’d be here today, not specifying any particular time. As much as I didn’t like wasting time, I had a feeling that wasting the time of an impossibly ancient and powerful dragon that was doing me a favor was a worse idea. And it wasn’t like there weren't plenty of things I could do here.

I spent some time sparring with Amber, Cinder, Emerald, and Mercury under Glynda’s watchful eyes, then moved on to honing my ability to harness Order magic with Kent. Emerald’s semblance proved to be an interesting challenge, assaulting my mental barriers from an angle I hadn’t expected, and I spent half an hour testing myself against it. 

When Ysondre was still absent, I settled down beneath the great tree, my back leaned against its colossal trunk. I closed my eyes, my wand held lightly in both hands. In…one…two…three… Hold…one…two…three… Out…one…two…three… Hold…one…two…three… In…one…two…three… Kent and Amber both joined me, their soft breathing coming in time with my own. 

The flame at the center of my consciousness was brighter than I typically kept it, flickering and casting odd shadows across the bookshelves that surrounded it. I fed the lingering damage I’d sustained into the flames, watching shards of tooth and bone vanishing into nothingness. Instead of growing as I fed it, the fire calmed, shrinking until naught but a perfect candle flame remained. 

I inhaled, feeling the magic flow through me. It was hard to quantify, but I felt stronger than I once had. More focused. Magic was will and soul given form, and I’d done much to stretch both in the past months. 

I exhaled, watching the shimmer of slytherin green and silver ripple across my mental barriers. Aura was such a wonderful thing, so very potent and flexible. Its capabilities kept surprising me, even as I learned more about it. I did not understand how the people of Remnant could believe it to be anything but magic. The light of the soul given mass and shape such that it could spill into the world. 

There was a tap on my shoulder and I smoothly opened my eyes. Glynda was standing over me, Kent and Amber both already on their feet. Ysondre in her elven form stood in front of the green portal, her hands folded behind her back and her odd armor replaced by an elegant robe. 

“It is a pleasure to see you again, Hydrys. I see you have called forth more of your fellows. I hope you have had a pleasant time exploring the wonders of Azeroth.” she said softly, gesturing in a broad arc to capture all of us gathered in the grove.

“It's certainly been an interesting few days. Rather productive. I hope your time has been well spent?”

Ysondre hummed softly. “In a sense, yes. Rather productive, as you say. My mother yet dreams, but she is eager to meet those who have aided our flight. The Nightmare spreads, but I have managed to alert a number of those that yet waken of its presence. I have…high hopes that this crisis shall be dealt with, though it has already claimed far too many for my liking.”

“Is there anything I can do to help?” I asked after a moment. She’d previously mentioned a potential trade of services for further rewards, and both her Blueprint and the Scythe’s told me how much value this Plane held. 

“Perhaps. I have ventured through the Dream and seen much that concerns me. Your friend Kent’s services may be of use to my flight in the coming battles.”

That I could absolutely do. Leaving Kent behind when I left was not ideal, but if the price was right… “I’m certain something can be arranged.”

She smiled. “That is good. I fear my siblings may be too far gone already, but there is yet hope for others. Still, I digress. I have promised you my aid, and I will not dishonor my flight by reneging on my word. Is there anything you need before we depart?”

I silently reached into my bag and withdrew the large, warded case that Glynda and Kent had carefully stowed the Scythe in, Then I set it on the ground, took a step back, and used a spell to open it. 

“We found this yesterday. I was wondering if you could shed some light on it. I believe it's called the ‘Scythe of Elune’.”

Ysondre paused, tilting her head to the side. “Hmm. The name…does ring a bell. But I fear I do not recall why that might be. However, I believe that those we go to meet shall be able to say more. It is surely a potent artifact, though I find it odd that such a thing would be here. I wonder…” she trailed off, a frown flickering across her face. “No, no, unlikely. Tis’ a fine find. A fine find indeed.”

I nodded, repacking the scythe and stowing it in my bag. “Thank you. I think that was all I wanted to ask. I’m ready to depart when you are.”

“Good.” She turned, gesturing to the portal behind her. “I have promised to show you the wonders of Azeroth and the Emerald Dream shall serve as our pathway. Stay close to me, and my power shall allow you passage through the portal. Now, let us be off. There is much I wish to show you and little time to waste.”
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Ysondre touched the frame around the portal and the turbulent swirl of emerald green energy that I’d previously studied through my magic sight slowly resolved into a smooth, almost translucent flat vortex. I could just barely make out a forest clearing on the opposite side of the portal, tiny shapes––birds, or perhaps large insects––fluttering around trees blooming with small pink and white flowers. 

Ysondre stepped out of the way and used her free hand to gesture towards the portal. “Typically, only my kin and those trained in the druidic arts are able to venture physically into the Dream, but I am stabilizing the gateway. As long as we move quickly and you do not stray far from my side, we shall all be able to travel in safety and comfort.”

Though normally I would have preferred to use someone more expendable, like Mercury perhaps, to test an unknown magical gateway, Peach was the first to rush through the portal. The sheet of green energy pulsed as she stepped through, and I saw her stumble as she emerged in the hazy clearing, then step out of the way of the portal and fall to her knees to study something on the ground. 

I mentally reached for her Blueprint and found it just as it had been a moment before. Peach was not dead and I could dispel her with a thought. Still the same plane and not an obvious trap, then.

I made a gesture and Cinder’s former minions hurried after Peach followed by the woman herself, and then Kent. I stopped in front of the portal, my fingers hovering a hair's breadth above its surface. The magic of the portal was different, but it shared the same general…coloration as the magic in Goldrinn’s fang. 

I glanced over at Ysondre, and found her watching me, a placid smile on her lips. “It is tiring to hold the gateway open,” she remarked casually.

I frowned, took a deep breath, and stepped through the portal. The smooth stone I’d been walking on a moment earlier was suddenly replaced by soft, loamy soil and springy grass, and I stumbled just as Peach had. Cinder caught my shoulder and pulled me out of the way as the rest of our increasingly large party followed after me. A moment after the last person––Amber––had stepped through, Ysondre followed after them and the portal immediately went back to the same dark-green, chaotic and utterly opaque circles of roiling magic as it had been previously. 

My frown deepened momentarily before I wiped it away beneath a polite mask. The location where we’d just been standing suddenly felt impossibly far away. I doubted my apparition, nor any portkey I could make, would be able to move us such an oddly-vast distance. Without my Planeswalking, I would be stuck here if anything happened to Ysondre or she simply decided to leave us behind. 

“Welcome, friends, to the Emerald Dream,” Ysondre declared, extending her arms out to either side. “The everchanging realm of creation from which my Flight observes and protects the natural world. Few mortals have visited this realm in the flesh, and I encourage you all to take this opportunity to observe the natural wonders of Azeroth. Please however, do not venture out beyond my wingspan. The Dream is not like the material world, it shifts and flows. My presence stabilizes our surroundings, but if you venture too far, you may be swept far away and lost within the dream.”

There was a shift and two vast emerald shadows swept out from Ysondre’s shoulders, rising up to form a canopy above us and the surrounding clearing. “I shall give you all some moments to adjust to the Dream, and then we shall be off. I have been told the transition can be unsettling for some.”

Making sure to keep an eye on Ysondre so that I didn’t get too far away from the elf-shaped dragon, I looked around. The Emerald Dream certainly lived up to at least half of its name. It was very green. The trees, the grass, the sky, and even the air itself were all tinged with a shimmering green glow that left me feeling as though I was wearing glasses with green lenses. Particularly since, with my magic sight active, the entire world was tinged with the verdant green of what I was coming to recognize as this world’s nature magic. 

I took a deep breath, the air as clear and fresh as I’d ever tasted. The clearing was alive with sounds. The buzz of insects, the rustle of trees, the songs of birds, and the pitter-patter of tiny feet filled the air, accompanied by the rich, earthy scent of nature. It rather reminded me of the peaceful edges of the forbidden forest where care of magical creatures classes took place and students could walk without fear of the dangers lurking in its depths. There was that same quiet, calm natural beauty. The trees were different, the animals were different, but the feelings remained the same.

My eyes landed on Peach, who looked like a small child that had convinced their parents to take them to Honeydukes. She was rushing around the clearing, moving from flower to flower, bush to bush, and tree to tree. Ysondre was watching her with what I hoped was amusement, her lips quirked into a small smile and her hands folded behind her back. 

Kent and Amber both looked like they were enjoying themselves as well. Amber was kneeling in the grass, her staff discarded beside her and her hands moving back and forth around her as though she was stroking a fur rug. Kent meanwhile was leaning against a tree trunk, his eyes closed and his head tilted back. He looked peaceful and content in a way I’d rarely seen his original version be. 

Others among my party were less enthusiastic. Cinder, Mercury, and, to a lesser extent, Emerald looked slightly lost and like they’d rather be almost anywhere else. Meanwhile, Glynda was just standing there, her riding crop in her hand and her eyes roving the trees for hidden dangers. 

I bit my lip and made a decision I’d been holding off on for a number of reasons. Someday, once I finally figured out how to transfer memories from my summoned copies to the originals, I’d want to share this place with the most special person in my life. I drew mana from my land bonds and a moment later, Zatanna stood beside me in her magician’s outfit. I wrapped an arm around her waist to steady her, and her eyes lit up in wonder as she looked around the clearing.

“Another of your companions, young Hydrys?” Ysondre asked.

Zatanna jolted, turning in surprise towards the dragon.

I nodded. “In a sense. This is Zatanna. My…future wife.”

Ysondre took a deep breath through her nose, regarding Zatanna through her blindfold. “I see. And the mother of your soon to be hatchlings?”

“Indeed.”

“Well met, Zatanna. Welcome to the Emerald Dream. Do not stray from your mate’s side, and all shall be well.”

“Uh…” Zatanna stammered, staring up at the armored dragon.

Oh, right. “Zatanna, I’d like to introduce Ysondre. She’s a dragon that we came across a few days ago, and Kent helped her deal with a curse she was suffering under. She offered to show us around the plane in return.”

Zatanna blinked, processing the rather abridged version of the story, then extended a hand towards the dragon. “Zatanna Zatara. It's a pleasure to meet you, Ms. Ysondre.”

Ysondre laughed and shook Zatanna’s hand. “I imagine we will be seeing much of each other in the future, Your mate is noble and has done me and mine a great service that my Flight will not soon forget.”

We spent another ten or so minutes in the clearing before Ysondre indicated that it was time to move on. Traveling through the Emerald Dream was rather odd. We walked together in the shadow of Ysondre’s wings, and the landscape around us changed with each passing footstep even as the path we were walking along barely shifted. One moment there was a mountain in the distance, the next moment it was on our left, and then another footstep and it fell away far behind us. 

Before long, we arrived at another clearing, a great tree rising up before us with a portal swirling at its base. If not for the rather different array of plants growing around the clearing, I could have easily thought that we’d just walked in one big circle. 

Ysondre turned to face our group. “Our first stop is the great forest of Val'Sharah, and the mighty world tree Shaladrassil that protects this land. This dreamway leads to a place the mortal druids know as Dreamgrove, perhaps the greatest gathering of such spellcasters on Azeroth, where I hope to introduce you to a number of potential nature wielders. I fear that Cenarius himself is not currently present, but there are others amongst their numbers who would likely be willing to join you on your travels. There is also a Temple of Elune nearby, where perhaps we may find a Priestess willing to join you. If not, Teldrassil, our next destination, is home to a far larger Temple, and a number of old friends.”

Ysondre was about to continue, when the dream around us shifted. The shadows of Ysondre’s wings were suddenly joined by another shadow, and there was a thunderous roar that shook the earth and spooked a number of the small animals perched in the trees around us. 

Ysondre took a deep breath and looked up towards the sky. “Ah, it seems another comes to greet us. I had hoped to see her here, but feared she would be otherwise occupied.”

I watched with no small amount of trepidation as an emerald-green dragon only a fraction smaller than Ysondre’s colossal form swooped down towards us. She passed over the clearing, shaking the canopies of the trees, then rose back into the air and banked sharply, descending down to the forest floor in a wide, slow spiral. 

A moment before she would have hit the ground, the dragon’s body warped and vanished, replaced by a slender human woman with long green hair, big green eyes, and wearing a rose-red dress with a matching ribbon woven through her hair. She landed lightly on the balls of her feet and scanned our group before her eyes landed on Ysondre and she visibly lit up with excitement. 

“Ysondre!” she squealed in delight, and promptly threw herself at our guide. 

Ysondre caught the other woman in her arms and the two shared a brief embrace before the new dragon pulled away. “It's been so long! You haven’t visited in like, a thousand years! Oh, this is so exciting, Shaladrassil has gotten so big and strong and healthy! You should visit more often, I bet my world tree is much more interesting than that little shrub grandma has you guarding!”

“It is wonderful to see you as well, Nythendra. It has been too long. I am glad to see you whole and in good spirits, but I fear our reunion must wait for now. I have guests I am escorting.”

The girl whirled around, seeming to notice the rest of us for the first time. “Whooa,” she exclaimed. “Humans? In the Dreaming? And you’re showing them around? Ohhhh, something exciting is going on! I can smell it!”

She sniffed the air, then her eyes locked onto Kent and she stared at him for several long seconds before turning to look at Ysondre again. “No way! You smell like that mortal man, aunty! I can’t believe you’d––”

Ysondre pressed a finger against Nythendra’s lips. “He merely assisted me in dealing with a dangerous curse. Something we will need to discuss later. Firstly, introductions. Everyone, I would like you to meet the daughter of one of my sisters, and guardian of this section of the Dream, Nythendra. Nythendra, these are Hydrys, Hydrys’ mate, Kent, and a number of their associates. They have aided me greatly, and may aid our flight further in the coming days. Be polite, little one.”

I looked between the two dragons. This Nythendra was clearly the younger and weaker of the two…but that sort of thing was relative. And adding another dragon to my eventual repertoire sounded fantastic.
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When Ysondre had called Shaladrassil a ‘world tree’, I thought I’d mostly know what to expect. A large tree, certainly. Perhaps even a very large tree. From my land bond with Twilight Grove, I knew the tree growing there to be somehow related to a world tree, if not one itself for some unclear reason. That was the biggest tree I’d ever seen or heard of, larger even than the enormous muggle buildings of Metropolis and Gotham. 

To call Shaladrassil a very large tree would be like calling Ysondre’s dragon form a very large viviparous lizard. It dwarfed the great tree in Twilight Grove the way the great tree dwarfed a blade of grass. It was mind bogglingly huge, its branches lost amidst the clouds and its roots alone rising above the canopy of the forest that surrounded it. 

I had never seen a place that I was more certain would make for a Green-mana producing land. If this titanic example of nature’s majesty did not produce Green, I didn’t know what would. It was one of the most magical sights I’d ever seen, without even considering the positively titanic quantities of magic I could see flowing through its trunks and the vast network of roots that extended deep beneath the earth. 

I took a deep breath. The air up here was cool and fresh, but rather thin, forcing me to breathe much more than I usually would. The world opened up before me, a vast forest stretching off into the distance until it reached the sea. From so high up, the trees below looked like a carpet of green broken in places by streams, clearings, and the occasional titanic root extending out from beneath the rich soil. 

It was breathtaking, and not just because of the altitude. I shifted my weight from foot to foot and the colossal limb I was standing on––big enough to hold a small castle with room to spare––did not shift in the slightest. The bark beneath my feet was as solid as stone and rough enough to give me solid footing despite the slight slope I was standing on.

“They say this forest is the closest the real world can get to reflecting the majesty of the Dreaming.” The draconic woman standing beside me giggle, her voice far too high pitched and…girly for a creature as old as she was, “I don’t know if I’d go so far myself, but it is certainly beautiful, is it not? I’ve spent many a year lounging in Shaladrassil’s branches, and the view never gets old.”

I nodded slowly. “It is like nothing I’ve ever seen. Thank you for sharing this spot with us, Lady Nythendra.”

She giggled again, waving her hand dismissively, but it was clear that she appreciated the praise and liked the title. She sidled closer to me until the hem of her red skirt was brushing against my robe. “That means you like it, right? Is this what you were looking for?”

“Indeed. It's perfect.” And it really was. When we’d first arrived here, I’d asked for a place from where I could properly appreciate the world tree and the forest of Val'sharah. The request had initially been aimed at some of the local druids who had come to welcome us––well, mostly Ysondre––but the moment Nythendra heard about the request, she’d decided to take over and dragged all of us, including our druid guide, up here.

I’d initially been slightly concerned––she was a dragon after all, and I wasn’t sure what someone like her would consider a perfect place to observe Shaladrassil from, but Nythendra had absolutely delivered. The branch we were standing on curved inwards slightly and from it I could see both the tree itself––thinner branches reaching up past me towards the clouds and its trunk rising from the forest floor like a column propping up the heavens––and the surrounding. I could even just barely make out the Dreamgrove, where we’d first emerged from the Emerald Dream, and in the other direction I could see the domed roofs of the local Temple of Elune. 

She smiled brightly, her green eyes glowing like polished gemstones. “I’m glad. You and your friends did a great thing helping out aunty the way you did. I know she can come off as grouchy, but she’s really thankful too. I need to go check up on some things now, but I look forward to getting to know you better in the future. Maybe we’ll find somewhere even nicer that we can appreciate together.”

“Of course. It would be my pleasure.” I assumed she meant via her Blueprint, because otherwise I wasn’t sure what she was talking about. She’d happily agreed to let me make one of her after Ysondre had mentioned my request, barely pausing to listen to the details. Near as I could tell, the mere prospect of a chance to explore somewhere that wasn’t Shaladrassil and its surroundings was enough to get her to agree to almost anything. She’d been guarding this area for nearly ten-thousand years, only able to leave on rare occasions. As beautiful as it was, I imagined I’d get tired of it after a few weeks, much less millenia.

“Great!” she exclaimed. She wrapped her arms around my chest and squeezed me tightly enough that I felt my bones creak and my aura briefly flickered into view. “Oooh, sparkly!” she declared, thankfully releasing me before she could cause any actual damage. Though she looked like a slender young woman, her draconic nature meant she was considerably stronger than her size and shape would suggest. “Bye bye for now!”

She took two quick steps, then leapt into the air, her red skirt billowing around her. Before she could start to fall, her body rippled and the young woman was replaced by an enormous dragon, its scales a shimmering emerald-green and spots of bright red highlighting the base of its claws and horns. She flapped her wings and I took a half-step backwards as the wind from her takeoff buffeted me. Then she dove, spiraling around the trunk of the tree and swiftly vanishing from view.

I watched her go, then sighed and sat down. The branch beneath me was surprisingly warm, heated both by the bright sunlight trickling through the leaves far above and the magic flowing through it. It contrasted pleasantly with the chill of the breeze, and I imagined it would be perfectly comfortable to sit up here even without the numerous charms on my clothing. 

Glancing around, I could see Ysondre, our druid guide, and the rest of my companions scattered across the branch. The druid––I’d never gotten a name out of him and the Blueprint I’d created during our trip up here was generic, not legendary––was meditating silently with his back leaned against a building-sized ‘knot’ in the branch, his eyes half-open as he watched Peach run around like an over-excited child. Ysondre was in her dragon form talking with a very excited-looking Zatanna. The others were either enjoying the view, talking, engaging in some light sparring, or, in Glynda’s case, walking towards me. 

I turned to look up at the combat teacher and she stopped a few paces away from me. “Do you need something?” I asked.

Glynda smiled. She looked unusually upbeat and positive today, her shoulders missing some of their usual tension. She gestured around. “I thought I’d join you. It's a good spot.”

I considered the request, then shrugged. “It is. As long as you’re quiet.”

“Of course. I won’t bother you.”

She settled down beside me, her legs folded to the side and her hands in her lap. I was momentarily distracted by the way her skirt rode up, revealing more of her sheer black tights as they stretched taut across her thighs. 

I quickly looked away, shaking my head and closing my eyes. I wasn’t here to look at any of the sights. I was here to bind another Green land so I could summon powerful companions like Ysondre, Nythendra, and, to a much lesser extent, that villain Poison-Ivy.

I’d found that binding a second land on a plane took a lot more than binding the first. More than just a magical connection, it required a certain degree of appreciation and understanding. That was why I’d had Nythendra and the druid tell us all about this place and its history as we ascended up towards this branch. However, I was pretty sure a magical connection wouldn’t hurt, and I really didn’t have all that much time to spend here. 

Ysondre had mentioned only staying here until early evening at the latest, with another destination in mind where we could spend the night. That was why I’d decided to head here as soon as possible, instead of traveling to the Temple of Elune or waiting to meet with some of the more senior, powerful druids. No time to waste and all that. If binding this place was taking too long, I could probably ask her to wait, but that would likely cut off other locations from our tour. 

There was also always the option of simply apparating or taking a portkey back here later, but I was planning to leave Azeroth relatively soon and I really wanted a second reliable source of Green mana before I did so. And anyway, coming back to meet people would be easier if I could just planeswalk straight here instead of first traveling to the Grove and then needing to get here after. Though the trip through the Dream hadn’t taken long, we were half an ocean away from Stormwind.

And so I closed my eyes and let my awareness expand outwards. My wand was in my hand, its aura-hardened tip digging a fraction of an inch into the tree’s bark. I could feel the tree thrumming beneath me, magic flowing through it almost like blood. It was alive in a way ordinary trees weren’t, and I wouldn’t be surprised if it had some form of rudimentary awareness of the world around it. 

Areas with large concentrations of magic back home, places like Hogwarts and the old meeting place of the Wizard Council, had a tendency to spontaneously gain varied and limited forms of consciousness, and it would make sense that the same was possible here. In fact, I believed it was possible that the effect was even more prevalent around here, based on the existence of local beings such as the Naru and ‘wild gods’. 

My magic sank into the branch beneath me and I allowed the currents flowing through it to carry me along. The magic flowed down the branch, splitting off in places as smaller branches grew off the main limb. They became smaller and smaller the further I moved from the trunk, splitting and splitting until they were as thin in places as the branches of a regular tree. From these branches grew leaves, bright green and elongated like a cross between a chestnut and willow. 

The wind blew and the branches creaked softly. As big and strong as it was, it still swayed gently, its massive size giving even a small breeze a colossal amount of surface area to act on. The motion was barely noticeable where I sat, but it was amplified by distance from the trunk.

Time passed. The sun shone down on my face and the breeze ruffled my hair. My magic extended out to the furthest reaches of this branch and I pulled it back towards me before deciding to follow the currents in the opposite direction. It was harder that way, moving along the edges of the rivers of magic rather than with them, but when I reached the trunk I found that the magic flowed both up and down. Nutrients rose from the earth to nourish the branches, and the warmth and energy of the sun descended from on high to feed the tree.

I sank down, down, down until my awareness reached the ground and then sank into the roots. The magic there felt slightly different. There were whorls and notes of other powers intermingled with the heady nature magic of the world tree. I ignored it for now, my magic flowing out and into the forest. Other, smaller roots touched the vast channels that dug deep into the earth, drawing strength from the rich soil that other trees could never reach themselves. 

The branches of Shaladrassil were vast, but they were dwarfed by the size and span of its roots. The tree extended hundreds of meters down into the bowels of the earth and out for miles in every direction. Though I could not feel so far out, it seemed as though some of the roots even extended out towards the distant sea, the taste of salt water and the magics of the vast ocean trickling through the underground network. 

Eventually, I felt everything snap into place, a new connection forming between my soul and the majestic tree on which I sat. I was glad I’d taken the precaution of fixing up my occlumency again after I’d created my second Blueprint of an ancient green dragon, because the momentary flash of awareness was almost as overwhelming as the first time I’d touched Ysondre’s Blueprint. 

It was also deeply concerning. I could feel something gnawing at the roots far below. Something dark. Something familiar. It felt like that same corruption that Kent had helped Ysondre purge from herself, a rotting, ugly thing that brought to mind swarms of locusts descending upon a verdant field and the stench of death. 

That taint even extended into the bond I’d formed with the land itself. This place was meant to be a source of pure Green mana, I could feel it, but under some conditions I was struggling to understand, it could also produce Black mana. I liked Black mana, and welcomed another source of it––I couldn’t wait to finally experiment with my many Grimm, particularly the Soul Leech––but it did not belong here. 

I opened my eyes, intending to go talk to Ysondre as soon as I could, and found myself looking up at Glynda. At some point, I’d gone from sitting up to lying down, my head cushioned in her lap and one of her hands gently stroking my hair. Zatanna was sitting on Glynda’s other side, her head resting a scant few inches away from my own and her long hair tickling my ear with every breath. 

It was starting to get dark. The sun was a bright disk hovering just above the horizon, and I estimated there was no more than an hour until sunset. Without the sun shining down directly above us, it was a little too chilly up here, the breeze cold and biting rather than pleasantly cool, but the warmth of the tree and my enchanted robe kept me pleasantly warm and comfortable. 

Glynda quickly noticed that I was back, pulling her hand away from my head. “All done, then?” she asked lightly. Despite myself, I was slightly disappointed by that. Glynda’s lap was…very comfortable, and it had been a long, long time since someone had stroked my hair like that. I squeezed my eyes shut briefly, shoving aside the memory of lying beside my mother as she sat on the edge of my bed and read to me about the history of the House of Black.

I sat up quickly, stretching my arms out above my head, and nodded. “Yeah, I think so. How long was I out?”

“Oh, a number of hours I’d say,” Glynda told me softly. Zatanna’s head was still in her lap, and I suddenly realized that my darling’s copy was asleep, a peaceful smile on her lips and her hands resting on her slowly rising and falling chest. “Perhaps four or five? I’m afraid I rather lost track of time.”

I nodded, then pursed my lips and looked down at Zatanna. Even if it was just a copy, she looked so peaceful and relaxed, a far cry from the stressed and anxious girl I’d been living with since the whole mess with her father began. “Start waking her up, but slowly. I need to go talk to Ysondre, and it might take a bit.”

Glynda nodded. “Of course. I’ll make sure she’s ready to go by the time everyone else is. If there’s anything I can help you with, just let me know.”

“I appreciate it, Glynda. You’ve been very helpful so far.” I’d need to make sure to do something nice for her when we returned home. Of all my summons, she was by far the one I’d relied on most heavily since I’d acquired her, more so than even Raven. She did a lot of work taking care of and establishing our household, trained me in my use of Aura, comforted Zatanna when I couldn't, and so much more. Summon or not, unnaturally obedient or not, that sort of loyalty and hard work deserved praise and appreciation.

Now then, I needed to go talk to Ysondre about what I’d found. Hopefully it wouldn’t derail our plans too much. Raven’s copy back in Zatanna’s world still felt like it had plenty of energy, but I wasn’t sure how long she would actually last without my presence and didn’t want to stay away from Zatanna for too long. I’d already gotten a druid summon, if not an ideal one, and a second land. Now I just needed one of this world’s miraculous light-magic healers and everything beyond that would just be icing on the cake. 
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To say that Ysondre was concerned by my words would be a gross understatement. In the span of thirty seconds she went from relatively relaxed from the afternoon spent lounging among Shaladrassil’s branches to pacing back and forth, her muscles taut and her knuckles white as she mumbled to herself in her draconic tongue.

Eventually she paused, whirling around to face me. “This…with this, I can not wait. To think that Shaladrassil itself may be at risk…I must investigate this. Today. I apologize, but our tour must wait.” She ran a hand through her hair in clear agitation, “I can make other arrangements for your accommodations, or perhaps escort you to Darnassus and then return here? Or perhaps––”

I raised a hand, foretelling any further words from the ancient dragon. “I completely understand. This is clearly a higher priority. Don’t worry about my companions and I, we’ll accompany you.”

She frowned. “I would be loath to ask such of you. You have already aided me greatly and this investigation could prove dangerous.”

“All the more reason for us to be there, then. If this is the same thing that was affecting you then Kent’s Order magic has already proven to be effective against it, and the rest of us are far from defenseless.” Ysondre had previously mentioned more potential for rewards for further services to her Flight, and this sounded like just the thing. Furthermore, I was very interested in seeing what was going on with my newly bonded land in more detail. What would happen to my land bond if we managed to deal with the issue plaguing the World Tree? I had no idea, but I would like to find out. 

Ysondre considered my words for a moment, then nodded. “Well said. In that case, I would welcome your aid. I must make haste to speak with the local druids. Will you be able to return to the Dreamgrove on your own?”

I nodded. “It won’t be an issue.” The Dreamgrove had some sort of very powerful wards around it, but there was nothing stopping us from portkeying to just outside and then finishing out the journey on foot. I’d made sure to memorize the area before heading up to here for that very reason, 


“Good. Then we shall meet again shortly.” She bowed her head, turned away, and, just as Nythendra had done earlier, took several steps and then leapt from the branch, transforming back into her acid-green draconic form in mid air and soaring off into the distance. 

I took a deep breath and looked out towards the setting sun. It was a good thing I’d had a rather restful day, because it was looking like it would be a rather long and busy night. Okay, let everyone know what’s happening first, portkey second, 

It took a little over two hours for everything to be arranged. By the time Ysondre, the people she’d gathered, and my own companions were ready to set out from the Dreamgrove, the sun had long since set and only the pale light of the moon and the sparkling stars were left to illuminate the forest. 

The druids had taken Ysondre’s, and by extension my own, words very seriously. The formerly relaxed Dreamgrove was abuzz with activity and most of the druids I could see moving around were frowning in concern or discussing the topic in hushed voices. 

The initial plan had been to send a large expedition down into Shaladrassil’s roots to investigate, but that had ultimately been shot down. Some of the areas down there were apparently rather cramped and if there really was an issue, the journey could prove dangerous. Furthermore, a larger group would only move slower and take longer to prepare, and this was something that needed to be dealt with as soon as possible. 

Thus, a small but elite group was chosen instead. I also ended up leaving several of my summons––the ones I doubted would be all that useful––behind. In the end, there were eight of us going. I was bringing Kent, Peach, and Glynda with me, regretfully leaving Cinder and Amber behind since their elemental magics would be a risk to all of us and our surroundings. Then there was Ysondre, two senior druids from the Dreamgrove, and a priestess of Elune from the nearby temple to round out the group and provide support. 

Initially, the plan had also called for Nythendra to join us. She was the guardian of Shaladrassil, after all, and a powerful and ancient dragon in her own right, but Ysondre swiftly vetoed that idea. Nythendra was a capable combatant, but primarily in her draconic form which would struggle to fit in many of the places we were going. Her other abilities––a mix of traditional druidic magic and a small smattering of elemental magics reminiscent of what I’d seen from Amber––were comparably underdeveloped. Furthermore, if Ysondre herself had fallen under the sway of this corruption, if only temporarily, her younger, weaker, and less prepared fellow dragon would be at even greater risk. 

The dragon in question had really not liked that, but had fallen inline after a sharp exchange in draconic that boiled down to ‘this is an order’ and Nythendra unhappily accepting her senior’s command. Ysondre eventually decided to send her to update the rest of their dragonflight about what was going on, and she quickly vanished back into the Emerald Dream.

Our journey started off well enough. Apparently the plan had been to walk, but Kent was able to greatly accelerate our journey with a flight bubble. Meanwhile, I recounted what I’d seen to the druids and, with a bit of help from Ysondre, was able to acquire Blueprints from all three of our companions. 

The priestess ended up providing another generic Blueprint, but that was fine, especially since both of the druids seemed like valuable additions to my growing collection. Ysondre had told me that she still intended to bring me to Darnassus––our next planned destination––where I’d be able to meet some of the powerful senior priestesses who’d spent millenia honing their magical abilities. If nothing else, they would make adequate servants, emergency healers, or something of that nature. I had a sneaking suspicion that Zatanna would appreciate their exotic looks and the gauzy white robes they wore. 

The two druids were Lea Stonepaw, the leader of the local ‘Druids of the Claw’ who focused on shapeshifting magic, and Rensar Greathoof, another local leader who’d been honing his craft and guarding this forest since before Shaladrassil had been planted. Both were extremely familiar with the area, powerful enough to hopefully resist whatever corruption was plaguing the world tree––at least for a time––and would hopefully be able to figure out what was wrong with the world tree and potentially even come up with a solution.

At Rensar’s directions we landed on a colossal root near the base of Shaladrassil’s towering trunk and proceeded on foot. I was very glad for my aura because there was no way I would have been able to safely navigate the treacherous, barely-lit terrain without the physical enhancements it provided to me. Even with it, there were a few times I needed to catch myself with a bit of remnant-style flight magic.

Kent didn’t even bother trying, simply floating after us surrounded by a pale nimbus of golden light. Peach and Glynda both subtly cheated with their semblance, while Ysondre and the trio of night elves didn’t seem to have any trouble as we made our way down the root. 

Eventually, we reached the mouth of what looked like a small cave. However, according to Rensar this was actually an entrance to the vast array of tunnels and caverns large and small that crisscrossed the earth beneath the world tree. There were a number of such entrances scattered amongst the tree’s roots, but this was the one with the most direct access to the true depths. I’d felt some of those tunnels––many of them were formed where the earth had been pushed aside by vast roots––and agreed that this seemed like the best way to reach the affected area. 

At first, everything seemed normal enough. Despite being underground, the earth beneath Shaladrassil was lush with growth. Soft green moss grew along the walls and ground, luminescent shrubs and mushrooms poked out from the earth in places, and small animals scurried through a variety of plants thriving in the sunless passageways. Peach seemed absolutely delighted by it all, though I’d ordered her to limit herself to a small number of samples. Seeing her interest, the two druids and Ysondre were happy to tell her all about the various greenery we passed, something that went a long way towards easing her frustration at not being able to stop and examine it all in detail. 

And then, in a small, innocuous looking tunnel deep beneath the earth, we came across the first sign that something was very wrong. We had been traveling for quite some time and I estimated that it was well into the night. Unlike in some of the higher tunnels, there were no signs of people down this deep. This was not a place that sapient beings frequented.

There was a root poking free of the ground in the center of the tunnel––not an unusual sight––but even I could tell at a glance that something was wrong with it. It was the wrong color, the wood tinted an unhealthy-looking shade of reddish brown that reminded me vaguely of dried blood. The soil around the root also looked off, the pale light of the priestess’s staff showing it to be gray and lifeless instead of the rich brown that surrounded it. 

Beyond the visible, the magic flowing through it was all wrong as well. There was the nature magic of course, gleaming with the same verdant shade of green as the two druids and the dragon accompanying me, but along with it there was something else. A black shadow flecked with red and brown slowly intermingling with the green. It made up only a tiny fraction of the magic in the root, but I was not naive enough to assume that meant it was harmless.

Rensar took one look at the root and his already pale skin, washed out further by the dim light, gained an almost deathlike pallor. “Cenarius protect us,” he murmured. 

Lea, who was standing beside him, nodded slowly, seemingly lost for words. 

Ysondre leaned heavily against the wall, a hand rising to rest over her heart. “I had hoped you were wrong,” she confided to me softly. “But it was not to be.”

Kent and the three elves clustered around the root, examining it from all sides and casting a number of spells. Unfortunately, while clearly corrupted, the concentration of the taint in the root was minor, so we decided to continue deeper and see how far it had spread. 

We continued deeper. The further we went, the graver their expressions became. In places, it was not just the root that was corrupted, but the other plants as well. We passed a patch of nearly black moss glowing with shimmering points of red light, and some of the mushrooms looked decidedly unnatural.

Eventually, we reached a larger cavern where one of Shaladrassil’s roots had grown into some manner of natural spring. I imagined that once it had been a stunning place, the murmur of flowing water filling air heavy with the smell of growth and the perfume of underground dwelling flowers. 

Now, it was far from that. Ysondre’s raised arm stopped us from entering the cavern, instead observing the clear signs of unnatural corruption from our tunnel. The air, which had been heavy with nature magic for much of our descent, felt rancid and pressed against my aura like wet mud. This was not the cool, soothing touch of dark magic, but something far nastier. The sort of thing that even my family avoided whenever possible. 

Rensar exhaled heavily, hunching forward and leaning heavily against the wall beside him. “It is even worse than I feared,” he whispered, his voice hoarse. 

Ysondre lay an arm on his shoulder. “Aye.”

Lea looked confused and thoroughly disgusted. “I don’t understand. What could possibly do something like this to a World Tree?”

Rensar sighed. “Few things. I thought this infection dealt with long ago. Shattered along with Andrassil.”

Lea and the priestess both gasped, seeming to understand whatever reference Resnar was making. “No…”

“I fear he is right,” Ysondre said softly, a faint tremor in her voice. “I remember its smell far too clearly. This stinks of the Old Gods.” Well, that certainly didn’t clear anything up for me, though at least I now had a name I could look into. Hopefully Ysondre or someone else would be willing to elaborate more later.

Lea covered her mouth with her hand. “Then…Shaladrassil…we will need to…” she couldn’t finish the sentence, seemingly too horrified by the prospect of what she was saying to speak.

“Let us hope not,” Ysondre said firmly. “That must be an option of last resort.”

We spent another hour down in the depths beneath Shaladrassil. Rensar, Kent, and Ysondre each risked briefly venturing into the small cavern, though Kent insisted on shielding both of the locals with his own protective spells before they went in, something they were happy to accept. They collected a number of samples, tested spells against the roots, and then agreed to withdraw for the time being. 

By the end of it, I was utterly exhausted. It was nearly morning and I’d been on my feet for hours. Instead of trekking all the way back up, I dug out a portkey I’d prepared ahead of time and the eight of us used it to return to the surface. At Rensar’s request, I groggily agreed to make a few more for him tomorrow, then all but fell into the bed I’d been provided. The sun was already starting to rise, but I couldn’t care less about the damage this would do to my sleep schedule. That was a tomorrow-Hydrys problem. 
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Thankfully, despite only making it back to the Dreamgrove during the early hours of the morning, I was able to get a full ‘night’ of sleep. The rooms that my summons and I had been provided were small and done in a rather unfamiliar style, but comfortable. The ‘mattress’ was some kind of luxuriously thick and soft fur that made it feel like I was sleeping on a cloud and I woke up well rested.

I was one of the few who could say as much, however. The Dreamgrove boiled with activity and it was obvious that quite a number of druids had not slept since last night. Nor had Kent or Peach for that matter, though neither looked nearly as affected by their sleepless night as I would have been. For all that I often stayed up late reading or practicing magic, I also much preferred to sleep afterwards. 

I ate a very late breakfast while Glynda and Kent caught me up on what was happening. Ysondre had been in and out of meetings with various druids and priestesses all day, often dragging Kent along with her for his unique outlook on the issues at hand. Apparently she was planning to leave to go meet with her mother and leader soon, and had offered to either bring us along or drop us off at Darnassus along the way. That sounded like an excellent idea to me. 

This ‘old god’ corruption thing was clearly a big deal, bigger even than I’d initially suspected. Annoyingly, learning anything specific about it seemed all but impossible, with the druids speaking in riddles and indirect references whenever it came up. Even Kent, who’d met with quite a few members of the local leadership, had only managed to figure out so much.

Apparently, several thousand years ago some other world tree––I hadn’t realized there were so many of the things––had been infected by this same corruption and had ultimately needed to be destroyed. The druids were hopeful that, since they’d caught the infection so early, they’d be able to cleanse it without having to go so far, but the atmosphere was grim.

Once I’d eaten, I decided to fulfill Rensar’s request from the night before and spent about half-an-hour turning two-dozen two-foot-long lengths of woven rope into portkeys with the road outside the Dreamgrove as their destination. Their range was limited since I didn’t put too much magic into them, and they’d only last a few weeks, but they should be good enough for what the druid wanted them for. 

I wasn’t able to track down the man himself, but I did find one of his underlings who I recognized from the previous evening and the man gladly accepted my prepared package. I gave him all the relevant instructions––how long they’d last, how far they could go, how to activate them, and so on––and he promised to pass them, and the note I’d written, along to the archdruid. 

Not long after that, another druid tracked me down and informed me that Ysondre was getting ready to leave. I hurriedly collected my summons and headed towards the entrance to the Dream at the center of the grove. 

We arrived nearly at the same time as she did. There was an odd-looking centaur woman––a dryad apparently––walking beside her, the two talking with hushed voices. After a moment, the dryad bowed, bending both her digitigrade front legs and her human-looking upper body, then pranced away.

Ysondre looked up and our eyes met. “Ah, good, you’ve already arrived. I take it that you have chosen to accompany me?”

I nodded, “I appreciate the offer, especially with how busy everything has been since yesterday.”

Ysondre smiled tightly. “It has been a long and sleepless week already, but it is a cost I bear gladly. There is work that needs doing, and few with the will and knowledge to do it. And in any case, I am certain my lady mother would be interested in meeting you. In just a handful of days you have done much to aid our Flight and Azeroth itself. Who knows how much longer this rot could have progressed undetected without your intervention? I shudder at the mere thoughts of a future that will never be. There is still hope that Shaladrassil can be saved, but it will be a race against time.”

We exchanged a few brief pleasantries, then set off. Instead of staying in elf-form, Ysondre transformed back into her enormous draconic body and set a rather grueling pace through the ever-shifting forest. Despite her enormous size, her footfalls were utterly silent and she moved without so much as ruffling the grass in her wake. My huntsmen summons had no issues keeping pace, though they had to run rather than walk, while Kent, Zatanna and I were swiftly told to climb onto her back. 

Unlike our trip from the Twilight Grove to Val'sharah, this trip was not a brief, leisurely stroll. By the time Ysondre said we were getting close, it had been nearly two hours and Emerald, Glynda, and Mercury were all starting to slow down. Despite not having to do much, I was also getting rather tired of the trip. Ysondre’s back was not very comfortable and her scales were sharp and magical enough to dig right through the enchantments on my pants. 

Only Peach looked completely unaffected by the trip, which was doubly unfair because I was certain I’d seen her briefly pause multiple times to look at a flower or vine before hurrying to catch up with the group before we moved too far. The youthful-looking huntress seemed to possess a bottomless well of energy, her aura revitalizing her body and still regenerating faster than it was consumed. 

We slowed down and the three of us dropped down to the ground, continuing forward at a much more reasonable walk. We soon encountered the first sign that we were getting close. A trio of small green dragons––drakes––were lounging in a field of flowers while a fourth flew in circles around the trees. Though I called them small, the largest was easily as big as a horse and the smallest still came up to my chest while lying down. 

The largest rose as we approached, then spotted Ysondre and relaxed back onto the ground, its head lying on the base of a smaller drake’s tail. Ysondre paid them no mind and we continued onward. 

We passed more drakes and a number of flying or sleeping whelps, young dragons only weeks or months out of their eggs. Eventually, the trees cleared and a vast valley opened up before us, the everpresent shimmer of green that filled the air clearing somewhat and giving a splendid view of the natural splendor before us. Trees and bushes dotted the ground, flowers grew in vast fields, and I could see dozens of dragons of various shapes and sizes, as well as a number of either shapeshifted dragons or visiting druids. 

A small group of whelps and drakes were playing nearby, watched by a larger specimen that I assumed to be an actual dragon. It was considerably smaller than Ysondre or Nythendra, far more similar in size to the dragons back home, and its scales were a dark green like a fern rather than the brighter shades I’d seen before. 

Ysondre let out a soft rumble deep in her throat and the dragon turned to look at us. The young it was watching all stopped their play and turned to face us as well. It was hard to tell, but it looked surprised to see her. It glanced over at its charges, than quickly winged over to where we had stopped.

“Lady Ysondre!” it roared in greeting, “welcome back! We were not expecting you for some time yet.”

Ysondre barred her teeth. “I have urgent news for my mother. These are my guests. Please watch over them while I meet with her.”

“Of course, my lady. It would be my honor.”

Ysondre turned to us. “This is Natazus. He will stay with you while I am gone to avoid any misunderstandings. I will return shortly.”

I barely had time to nod before Ysondre took flight, soaring down into the valley. I expected her to head towards one of the larger dragons in the valley––there were several I could see of a similar size to her––but instead she landed beside a grassy hill half-shrouded by the emerald mist.

And then the hill moved. Two colossal wings shifted and a scaled head with bright blue eyes bigger than me and two spire-like horns appeared. I gaped at what was undoubtedly Ysera herself, her body half-hidden and yet clearly large enough that she would have struggled to fit in Hogwarts’ great hall. She opened her mouth, revealing teeth longer than I was tall, and though I could not hear her voice from so far away, I imagined that I could feel her voice shaking the air. 

With Ysondre gone, the small dragons returned to their play. A few of the braver ones decided to approach us, a whelp landing on Peach’s vine-covered shoulders while a small drake butted its snout against Amber’s knees. 

I barely had the wherewithal to pay attention to the creatures, my eyes glued to Ysondre and Ysera. Beside her mother, Ysondre looked like a whelp, her entire body only marginally larger than Ysera’s colossal head. 

I wanted it. I wanted it so much. She probably cost a truly astronomical quantity of mana to summon, and I wondered how much influence my summoning would really have on a creature so ancient and powerful, but the mere prospect of such a being acting at my beck and call made me salivate. 

I could imagine approaching some foe with two elven women at my side. Then, at a gesture, both transformed into the colossal, majestic beings before me. It was a heady fantasy.

I tore my eyes away from the scene to find Zatanna playing with a whelp, a small smile on her lips as the baby dragon fluttered around her like a hummingbird. Right, priorities. 

I quickly joined Amber, who was gently stroking the scales of the drake that had approached her earlier. I subtly brushed my magic across its body and it did not react, so I took that as a sign to continue. Over the next twenty-or-so minutes, I trailed my fingers and magic all across its body. It seemed to enjoy my attention, all but purring as I scratched the base of its wings and the place where its tail met its body. 

Eventually, I felt the Blueprint snap into place. A generic Green Drake, exactly as I’d expected. It took longer than it would have if I’d done it intrusively, but I had a feeling the drake would not have enjoyed having my magic flow through the core of its body. Plus, this way I confirmed that the method I’d theorized but had yet to test worked, if somewhat more slowly than doing it the usual way.

It took nearly an hour––I wouldn’t call that ‘shortly’, but I wasn’t an ancient dragon so what did I know––before I noticed movement out of the corner of my eye. Looking down into the valley, I blinked in confusion, unable to spot the mountain-sized shape of Ysera. Then I realized that the suddenly much-smaller dragon flying towards me led by Ysondre’s unmistakable acid-green form was Ysera. Apparently her shapeshifting extended to more than just turning into an elf or some other near-human being. 

Though she was smaller like this, Ysera was still an enormous dragon. She and Ysondre landed side by side at the edge of the valley, and Ysera still stood head and shoulders above her daughter, though the difference was considerably smaller than it had been previously. 

Ysondre’s form rippled as she transformed into an elf, then gestured towards us. Like this, she barely reached up to her mother’s belly, her entire body smaller than a single one of the Aspect’s legs. 

“Mother, I would like to introduce Hydrys Black, Kent Nelson, and their companions. My friends, it is my honor to present my honored mother, Ysera, the Green Dragon Aspect.”

I bowed. We all did. There was something about Ysera, a certain weight and majesty that demanded respect. 

“It has been a long time since one of my Flight has brought mortals before me,” Ysera’s voice was soft, yet heavy with power and authority. “My dear Ysondre speaks highly of you. She says you saved her from the corruption of the old gods, and for that I thank you.”

She paused, staring at us with her luminescent blue eyes. Magic flowed off her in waves, almost painfully bright in its intensity, mingling with the power in the air and deepening the fog-like tint that made it hard to see within the Dream. “Your kind is not unknown to me, though I can not say that I have ever met one myself. Your interference is welcome, and your assistance a blessing. It is…troubling to discover that I have missed such a disruption to my realm. In this too, I thank you.”

She fell silent again, but I said nothing. She was staring at me too intently, and it was clear that she was not yet finished. Eventually she nodded her massive head, the trees beside her swaying from the vast amount of air displaced by her motion. Faster than I could react, she extended one foot forward, the tip of a razor-sharp claw the size of my entire body stopping a scant few inches from my chest. 

“My daughter has told me of what you asked of her. I have my doubts, but I have ever been a protector of the world. I do not know how much I will be able to aid you; much of my strength is tied to this place and to Azeroth itself. Yet, if this is the boon you seek, then boon you shall receive. Do what you must, young one.”

I could scarcely believe my ears. I bowed again. “Thank you, Honored Aspect.” My hands were shaking as I pressed the top of my wand into the claw in front of me and set my hand down beside it, careful to avoid the ax-like edge. “I’m sorry, but this may take some time.”

“It is no matter.”

Ysera was vast. Her body was a literal star of nature magic, potent enough that in places it almost looked like the mana I drew from lands. It took a huge amount of mental effort to draw my magic through her, despite her clearly helping my efforts along. 

It took nearly an hour, and I was absolutely spent by the end of it, but finally, incredibly, I felt the Blueprint snap into place. No matter how much I wanted to reach for it, I forced myself to take a step back and bow again instead. After what had happened with Ysondre, there was no way I was touching an even older, more powerful Blueprint without proper preparations. 

Even without doing so, I could feel its strength. Nine mana was more than any creature I’d ever summoned, but honestly less than I’d expected. Unfortunately, I had a feeling that Ysera was right. As powerful as it was, my Blueprint was only a reflection of the real thing. It was still a priceless addition to my repertoire, but I knew in my gut that the copy I’d be able to call forth would never hold a candle to the might of the ancient dragon that stood before me. 

“It is done. Thank you, Lady Ysera.”

She hummed, her voice the rustle of grass and wind blowing through leaves. “A curious experience. It costs me little, and aids you much, hmm.” She blinked, the world seeming to briefly dim as scaled eyelids blocked out the light of her eyes. “You plan to leave this place soon, do you not? When you do, I ask that, should he be willing, you leave your friend Kent Nelson behind for a time.”

I licked my lips. “I don’t think he’ll be able to stay here long without me. His body is made from my magic.”

“It is no matter. A fortnight shall be plenty. His aid shall be invaluable against the Nightmare.”

If she said so. “Kent?” I asked, half turning to the side but keeping my eyes focused on Ysera.

“I’m good with it. I’m a hero, this is what I do.” About what I’d expected.

I turned back to Ysera. “In that case, I see no reason not to.”

“Good.” Ysera turned to Ysondre. “Finish out your time with the Traveler and return to me, my daughter. There is much for us to do, but it can wait a day. I shall send a new guardian to the Great Tree. It is good to have you back with me.”

“Yes, mother.”

And then, without another word, Ysera took off, vanishing swiftly into the shimmering green fog.

My knees buckled, but I managed to stop myself before I fell fully to the ground. Ysondre laughed, stepping forward to help me support myself. My summons were no better, several of them actually collapsing while others were leaning heavily against each other for support.

“She has that effect on people,” she said loudly enough that everyone could hear her. “It is no small matter to meet an Aspect in the center of their domain.”

“Yeah…that was really something,” I agreed. I was exhausted and my heart was hammering in my chest, something I’d somehow managed to miss for the entire time that she’d been here in front of us. 

Ysondre smiled kindly. “I will give you some time to recover, and then we shall continue onward. Darnassus awaits, and I hope to show you a few further sites before I must depart.”
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It was late by the time we finally made it to Darnassus. Our trip through the Emerald Dream was slightly shorter this time, but we traveled at a much more leisurely pace so it still took nearly two hours to travel from the dragon’s valley to the part of the Dream that corresponded to our destination on Azeroth. Though considering that our destination was on a whole different continent from Twilight Grove, it was still much, much faster, not to mention safer, than if we’d tried to travel by sea or air. 

Along the way, Ysondre––who looked to be in somewhat higher spirits than she had been before––regaled us with the surprisingly short history of the city. For a race as long-lived as the Night Elves, it seemed strange that they had decided to make a settlement that was only a few years old their new capital, but perhaps that was simply my human sensibilities speaking. Or maybe I was just missing some important details––Ysondre was only scarcely familiar with the situation herself.

From what I could gather from Ysondre’s stories, it seemed as though the Night Elves had a very dispersed way of life, their population spread across a vast swath of territory. Thus, the capital city was more of a hub than a colossal population center. Not to say that there weren’t a lot of elves living in the city, but they were much more like my wizarding kin––spread out across all of England in small clusters and individual homes with a handful of major population centers––rather than the muggles with their incessant need to build enormous, filthy cities for themselves. Thus, since their previous hub had been destroyed in battle, a new one had been swiftly created and settled. 

And in any case, though the city did not have very much history, that didn’t make its story any less interesting. Darnassus was apparently built in the crown of Azeroth’s youngest world tree, Teldrassil, which had been planted and grown to full size by druids over the course of a few measly weeks. The mere idea of such an undertaking was rather daunting, and spoke volumes about the capabilities of the night elves’ spellcasters. 

I had been curious about how one built a city like that––I’d been imagining a plethora of bridges and perhaps even buildings built directly into the trunk of the tree––but the reality was honestly much more interesting. Apparently, when Teldrassil had been planted, there had already been some number of people living on the small island that had been chosen to house the young world tree, as well as a number of historically significant ruins and natural features.

Had the druids simply continued with their work, that would have all been buried under the tree’s rapidly expanding roots, something that was deemed acceptable but not desirable. Then, one of them had an ingenious idea. Since they were already planning to rapidly accelerate the tree’s growth, why not guide it further.

Instead of planting the tree on the surface, they’d done so deep underground. Then they'd directed its branches to grow outwork like roots, digging through stone, clay, and soil while the trunk remained all but nonexistent. Only once the branches had finished growing did they allow the tree to rise into the sky, carrying much of the landmass it had grown beneath up into the sky on its vast branches. 

The end result was a patch of earth complete with a lake, rivers, hills, and all the ancient buildings of the island held high above the ocean, cradled in the branches of a tree several times larger than the island it had been grown on. Furthermore, it had accelerated the city’s development, as the elves didn’t even need to wait for Teldrassil to finish its growth before they could start building. 

The other source of the city’s rapid construction were the elves themselves. They were very motivated and between their magics and their centuries of experience, they were able to construct the city at a truly tremendous pace. The entire race was far more united than wizards or muggles and with a common goal to work towards, they could achieve wonders. 

Unlike our last two destinations, the city didn’t have a permanent portal into the Emerald Dream. It was simply too new. Fortunately, that wasn’t all that large a hurdle for someone of Ysondre’s age and capabilities, particularly since the city did have a large population of druids that could visit the Dream in their sleep and was built on top of a world tree. The impact of even a young world tree like Teldrassil could clearly be seen within the dream, giving Ysondre a clear location to aim for. 

It took her several minutes of focus, but eventually Ysondre slashed her hand through the air, her fingers dancing with emerald green light. In its wake, the Dream seemed to tear and Ysondre dug her fingers into the gap and pulled it open until it formed a portal large enough for us to walk through single file. 

We swiftly streamed through the newly created portal and then Ysondre herself passed through, pulling it closed behind her. There was some minor confusion––we’d apparently appeared in some sort of private grove that wasn’t open to outsiders––but our draconic guide dealt with that swiftly enough. As soon as everyone realized who exactly they were dealing with, Ysondre was able to settle the agitated-sounding druids with a few words. 

When I’d realized that it was well into the night, I’d initially assumed that we were going to go find somewhere to stay and then explore Darnassus in the morning, but it turned out that wasn’t the case at all. The Night Elves were nocturnal by nature, and though many did sometimes work on a diurnal schedule for the sake of interacting with the other races of Azeroth, they greatly preferred to sleep through the days and the city only really came alive after the sun had set and the moon was shining overhead.

In hindsight, that should have been rather obvious. They were called Night Elves after all, and worshiped a goddess of the moon, but it hadn’t even crossed my mind initially. Probably because most of the elves I’d met so far were either druids or, in the case of the ones I’d seen in Stormwind, lived in a human city. 

It was rather amusing to realize that my extremely late night yesterday was coming in handy. It was late enough that usually I’d be starting to get ready for bed by now, but instead I was still wide awake and full of energy. My legs were a little sore from walking around so much these past few days, but other than that I was eager to begin exploring the city. 

Our first destination was the Temple of the Moon, the center of the Night Elves’ spiritual life and their seat of government. The temple was an enormous and awe-inspiring sight. Built on top of a small lake, it consisted of four circular buildings with domed glass roofs surrounding a fifth, much larger building with an even bigger dome, all rising from the clear blue waters of the lake.

The entire building was made from enormous bricks of pale white stone and intricately decorated. Bridges of the same pale stone connected the buildings and led from the shore to the central structure. 

Despite being only a few years old, the temple had a majestic, ancient air around it. Strategically placed vines grew along the outside of the building, the stone was smooth and rounded in places as though worn by centuries of exposure to the elements, and it vaguely reminded me of some of the ancient temples constructed by Greek and Roman wizards in centuries long past. 

Ysondre led the way towards the temple, only for our group to be stopped at the entrance by a young-looking priestess dressed much like the ones I’d seen in Val'sharah who stepped into our path. She smiled at us politely, but I could see a hint of distaste behind her placid expression. “I’m sorry, but I am afraid that outsider visitors are not currently permitted within the Temple of the Moon. Only the goddess’s faithful may enter.”

Ysondre stared silently at the priestess. The priestess, like most night elves, was tall, towering several inches over me and my summons. Ysondre however was even taller than she was, and my draconic guide did not look pleased by this interruption. She bared her teeth, and the air around us shivered with the weight of her gaze.

“Little Tyrande is expecting me,” she growled.

The priestess held her ground, bristling in indignation. “Take care in how you speak of the high priestess!” she declared imperiously. She wrinkled her nose, “Your kind is not welcome among the ​​Kaldorei.”

Ysondre blinked slowly, then looked down at herself––an odd-looking action with how she was still wearing her blindfold, not that it seemed to obstruct her sight in any way. Then she snorted. “Little one, I was ancient when your kind first looked up at the moon in wonder, and have worn this form since before the world was sundered. I will not change to please your puny sensibilities.”

The priestess didn’t seem to know what to say to that, floundering briefly in confusion. Eventually, Ysondre took pity on the elf. She snorted dismissively and I could imagine her rolling her eyes. “Go, fetch someone with sense. We shall wait here.”

The priestess fled and Ysondre turned around, rubbing her forehead. “Sometimes it feels as though my kind spends too long Dreaming and not enough time in the waking world. I’d all but forgotten about this whole nonsense.”

“Oh?” I asked curiously.

Ysondre waved her hand dismissively. “Once, long ago, the Kaldorei were unparalleled masters of the arcane. Their obsession called the Legion to Azeroth, and, though they were repelled at great cost, the Night Elves have since disdained and shunned its use. Only the Quel'dorei continued to practice those magics, and in time their skin turned as pale as my own. I thought myself clever when I chose this form. I looked like the elves, and yet stood out amongst them.” She sighed heavily. “And now it causes me no end of trouble.”

“Huh.” That was certainly quite a story. Even knowing just how old Ysondre was, it was still sometimes hard to wrap my head around what exactly that meant. She was so old that there had only been the one type of elf when she’d first decided to shapeshift into one, and since then new elves that resembled her at-the-time unique form had arisen. I doubted that it had been a fast process.

“Indeed. It is…irritating, but less so than the effort required to acclimate myself to a new, permanent form. The first transformation is easy for my kind, but changes to it are troublesome.”

A few minutes later, a pair of priestesses followed by an enormous striped cat with two huge fangs extending from its upper jaw emerged from the temple; the one we’d spoken with earlier and a second dressed in a slightly more elaborate white robe.

The second priestess regarded our group coolly. “My junior sister tells me you have been causing trouble outside the Temple. Visitors are welcome in Darnassus, but we ask that they compose themselves with good manners and courtesy while they dwell among us. Kindly leave the Temple grounds, or I will be forced to call the sentinels to remove you.” As though to punctuate her words, the cat behind her stretched languidly, showing off its razor-sharp teeth and claws. 

Ysondre rubbed her face. “I am Ysondre. Tyrande is expecting me.”

The woman narrowed her eyes. “The High Priestess is otherwise occupied, and I doubt she’d want to meet with riff raff like yourselves. This is your final warning. Remove yourself or I will––”

She didn’t have a chance to finish her sentence. Magic flared and I hurriedly took several steps backward as Ysondre’s body expanded. To avoid crushing us and potentially destroying the bridge, her body appeared within the lake, water spraying all around us as she grew to her full size. 

Ysondre leaned forward, her huge green head almost butting against the priestess’s chest. “I am Ysondre,” she growled, “Your High Priestess is expecting me.”

The situation didn’t last much longer after that, and I had a feeling that the poor junior priestess was in for a rather unpleasant few months. 
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The first thing I noticed about Tyrande Whisperwind, high priestess of Elune and leader of the Night Elves, was her height. I’d already grown rather used to being surrounded by women who were taller than me. Glynda in her heels was several inches taller than I was, and both Ysondre and the Night Elves I’d been surrounded by for the past day and a half were even taller still. Tyrande towered over all of them, with at least two feet on me, if not more. 

Despite that fact, she still managed to look both absolutely stunning and very feminine. Her skin was a gorgeous shade of lavender and her eyes shone like small blue stars. She wore white in a style reminiscent of the other priestesses I’d seen, but looking closer it was clear that it was no mere dress. Subtle bits of armor were woven into the shimmering fabric and it was so heavily enchanted that I had a feeling the hewn stone blocks of the temple would give way before the flimsy-looking cloth. 

For all her height, there was no world in which I would have described the high priestess as lanky. She was well built, cutouts in her dress revealing lean muscle and curves that would make many a witch very jealous. She also absolutely shone with magic, rivers of silvery-white power flowing through her entire body. In terms of magical potency, she was in no way inferior to Ysondre herself, and was perhaps even stronger. My spells were simply not calibrated to tell when it came to different forms of magic of such magnitude. 

After Ysondre’s little ‘demonstration’, we had been swiftly allowed into the temple while another priestess was sent to check in with Tyrande. The inside of the temple’s central building wasn’t quite what I had been expecting. For one, it was far more open than I would have thought. There were several floors within the building connected by huge ramps running along the walls, but a shaft was left in the center of the room granting a clear view of the glass tome and the night sky. That was probably the intention, actually. A direct sightline from their moon goddess to look down upon her faithful. 

Secondly, it was a lot greener than I would have thought. I was expecting a stark white interior, perhaps with some fountains and statues for decoration. There certainly were both fountains and statues. In fact, the first floor was dominated by a huge statue of a night elf woman holding up a basen from which water flowed down into the enormous moonwell at the statue’s feet. However, the temple was filled with all manner of plants. Grass and flowers covered the ground, some sort of reeds rose from the edges of the moonwell, and there were entire trees growing around the statue. 

It was rather beautiful, all things considered, but also alien. It was a stark reminder that this was not my home plane and these Night Elves were part of a culture that had grown without any relations to my own. No wizarding nation would build a place such as this. Perhaps some might have a decorative tree growing in a large pot within a great hall, or flowers blooming on a windowsill, but nothing quite like this. 

We waited for a time in the temple’s entryway, arousing a number of curious looks from priestesses, sisters, and non-clergy worshipers alike. The presence of a senior priestess who had introduced herself as Priestess Lasara forstalled any questions, and she was also happy to keep us entertained with stories about her goddess and information about Elune’s faithful. 

That was how I found out that I’d been wrong in calling the two night elves we’d spoken to outside the temple priestesses. They were both ‘Sisters of Elune’, but they were not yet considered to be priestesses like Lasara was. They’d both been serving at the temple for a mere ‘few decades’ and it would take longer than that to become accepted into the elite ranks of organization. Probably a lot longer now, after their embarrassing gaffe today. 

The Sisterhood of Elune was a truly ancient faith. It had been established a full fifteen-thousand years ago, and the organization had records––and a handful of members––reaching back all the way to the very beginning. Compared to Ysondre, that was young, but she was an unreasonable metric with which to measure things. The Night Elves had been worshiping Elune for three times longer than wizarding civilization had existed on my plane. 

That was an astoundingly large time. The amount of history that this plane had experienced never ceased to amaze me. Especially since, with so many long-lived races around, they actually had relatively complete records going back that far. Certainly not all records had survived, and I had no doubts that entire cultures had likely been lost to history, but that was far more than the scraps we possessed of what life had been like in the days of Sumer and Ancient Egypt. If you really wanted to know what life had been like millennia ago, you didn’t have to piece together ancient clues. You just needed to find the right people and ask. 

Eventually Tyrande concluded whatever business she’d been dealing with, and Lasara led the way up the winding ramps until we reached the highest level of the temple just below the roof. One of Azeroth’s two moons––and that would have been much more of a shock if I hadn’t already witnessed the ruined remains of Remnant’s single moon––shone high above us, and countless stars twinkled like diamonds, illuminating the world tree in a pale, silvery light. 

Following Ysondre’s lead, I briefly inclined my head as we approached the High Priestess, then silently allowed our guide to do the initial talking. 

Tyrande took a single, graceful step forward, the double-slitted skirt she wore fluttering around her legs. “Ysondre, I am glad to see you again, old friend. I hope that perhaps today you are in less of a hurry than before? It has been far too long since we have spoken at length.” Her voice was soft and smooth, and her diction excellent. Though it was somewhat hard to tell with the natural translation magic of my spark, I was pretty sure she was speaking a different language than the one the other elves had been using. I wasn’t sure if it was some human language to include the rest of us, or perhaps some half-forgotten elven dialect known only to the true ancients of this world. 

Ysondre responded in what I was pretty sure was just regular elvish. “And you, little Tyrande.” Ysondre grinned toothily, looking up at Tyrande, “Though you are not so little any more, are you. It is rare that I must look up at those with whom I speak. You, my mother, and a mere handful of others. It gladdens me to see you alive and well after all the trials your people have faced. Truly, Dejahna chose her successor well.”

“The burden is heavy, but I do the best I can each day. My goddess and my people deserve no less.”

“Strong words.” Ysondre sighed heavily. “And yet I fear it shall only grow heavier in the days to come. I fear you will be seeing a lot more of me soon than in past milenia.”

Tyrande closed her eyes. “Goddess preserve us. It is rare for your flight to concern itself with the world outside the dream.”

“Indeed. But the Dream and Azeroth are connected. The woes of one may very well affect the other. I fear we shall require your people’s aid before the job is done.”

“We are not as mighty as we once were,” Tyrande warned. “We have lost the blessings of Nordrassil, have lost many of our people, and have been driven back from lands we have laid claim to since before the sundering. Never before have the Kaldorei been reduced to such an extent.”

“You will recover in time. For now, it will have to be enough.”

Both women fell silent for a long moment. Tyrande stared blankly past Ysondre, her mind far away. Ysondre had her back to me, but I imagined she was thinking as well. Eventually, our guide broke the silence. She sighed heavily, “But I digress. Such heavy tidings can wait until later in the night. I expect to spend much of the day in Darnassus, and shall return not long after my departure. We can discuss the coming threats over spiced wine and moonglow, and you can tell me of what I have missed while I labored within the Dream. It has been far too long since I have tasted a proper beverage.”

“Of course, Ysondre. I would be honored to host you within my home. I believe some amount of your favorite vintages have survived to this day. I shall have a priestess retrieve them from storage.”

“Excellent,” Ysondre hissed, briefly changing to the draconic tongue before going back to the same language as before. “I look forward to sampling your hospitality. First though, I would like to introduce my companions.” She took a step to the side and gestured towards me and Kent, who were standing together near the front of the group. “This is Hydrys Black and his retainer, Kent Nelson. They have done a great service to my flight, not only saving my own life, but allowing us to identify the source of the threat.” 

Then she turned to me. “Hydrys, allow me to introduce my longtime friend Tyrande Whisperwind. She is perhaps the greatest wielder of priestly magics Azeroth has ever known, and I have already discussed your request with her. She simply wished to take your measure first before she agreed to anything.”

I took a step forward and bowed my head. “It is an honor to meet you, High Priestess.”

Tyrande smiled serenely. “And I am gladdened to look upon the saviors of such an old and dear friend. Ysondre’s loss would have been felt keenly all across Azeroth. Let us all retire to somewhere more comfortable where we can speak further of your request and I can show you a welcome befitting a friend of the Kaldorei. I see no reason not to assist you in such a manner, but I would wish to hear more on what you ask of me. After that, I hope you will take the time to partake in the wonders of Darnassus. My people have worked tirelessly to build this place, and we have already accomplished much.”

“I would be honored, High Priestess.”

“Any friend of Ysondre is welcome to call me Tyrande.”
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A single glistening tear gathered at the corner of Tyrande’s eye and trailed slowly down her cheek, leaving a wet trail along her pale purple skin. “Oh poor Velinde,” she whispered softly. “I had hoped you had good reason for your disappearance, and these are not the tidings I had hoped for.”

She reached down and carefully lifted the scythe, twirling it expertly in one hand before laying it back down on the table in front of her. I had reflexively reached for my wand in case something happened, but it seemed that Tyrande had everything well in order. The dark-green magic of the scythe reached for her as she touched it and was brushed aside by a gentle streak of moonlight. 

Tyrande looked up, a sad, almost wistful expression on her face. “Last I heard, this artifact was in the hands of Velinde Starsong, one of my priestesses and an experienced sentinel as well. I fear the worst has befallen her.” She sighed heavily and closed her eyes. “Another sister lost to us, and for what.”

“We didn’t come across any night elf bodies while we were searching for it. She could still be alive.” 

Tyrande sighed again. “Perhaps. Until proof is found, I will pray for her safe return, but I fear the worst. She would not have cast such an artifact aside if she had any other option available to her. And with Worgen, well,” she exhaled slowly and closed her eyes once again. “A lack of body is no proof of anything.”

Agh. A depressing thought indeed. I wasn’t sure what was worse––to be torn apart and eaten by one of those creatures, or to be transformed into one. From what I’d seen from the Scythe’s blueprint, the curse of the worgen was in some ways even worse than the lycanthropy I was familiar with. It was a permanent transformation, not something that only occurred once or twice a month, and the ways of managing the affliction were even more onerous. 

The fact that I’d so thoughtlessly touched that blasted thing with my own bare hand was probably going to haunt me for months. It could be safely handled with the correct knowledge and expertise, but one moment of carelessness could render the wielder just as cursed as the worgen the scythe allowed them to command. 

There was a chance that I, as a non-Azeroth native, was in someway resistant to its influence, perhaps my aura and other magical defenses had shielded me for long enough to break contact with the scythe, or maybe I’d just gotten extremely lucky, but there was no way I was going to be that reckless ever again. From now on, no touching mysterious magical artifacts without examining them first, and probably testing them on one of my less-useful summons like Mercury and Counter Vertigo first. 

“In that case, I would offer my deepest condolences.”

“Thank you, Hydrys. I will have to pass along the news to the other sentinels posted in Ashenvale. At least this offers some element of closure––more so than a simple sudden disappearance.”

I waited silently as Tyrande drummed her fingers on the edge of the table we were sitting around, her nails clicking softly against the polished wood. After our initial meeting, she’d led us to what was clearly a private section of the temple, with us only encountering a small handful of priestesses along the way. The meeting room we were using was small, but well appointed and comfortable, even if the furniture was clearly designed for people with somewhat different proportions from my own. I’d left most of my companions to explore the temple while Kent, Glynda, and I met with Tyrande and Ysondre in private. 

Eventually, her fingers stopped and she once more picked up the scythe. Then, to my surprise, she extended her arm out towards me, holding the scythe out across the table. “The Scythe of Elune is a dangerous artifact, both to its wielder and those who stand against them. However, if properly mastered, it is a powerful tool. I caution you to not grow dependent on such borrowed strength, but perhaps it will be able to help you in the future.”

I blinked. I had been half expecting for Tyrande to confiscate it as a holy relic. Perhaps offer me some sort of payment for it, a finder’s fee of sorts. However, that had been a price I was willing to pay in exchange for first-hand information about the scythe and its abilities since I already possessed a Blueprint of it and wasn’t going to poke the original with a ten foot stick.

Having her just hand it back to me was rather unexpected, especially after her story about its previous wielder. Still, I wasn’t going to turn it down. Cursed artifacts of such power were not exactly something you just found lying around most of the time, and I could think of a handful of instances where having something like it on hand could be useful. Plus, it would look fantastic in a heavily warded display case in the library, and it was innately magical enough that its mere presence would be able to power the wards protecting it. 

Tyrande clearly noticed something in my expression, because she smiled and carefully set the scythe back down into the box from which she’d removed it a few minutes earlier. “You seem like a responsible young man. I myself would simply return it to the Shrine of Mel'Thandris where my beloved locked it away, but such artifacts are made to be used, not hidden. And I imagine it will be far harder for those who wish to use its powers for ill to find it if it is in your hands.”

She spread her arms out to the sides in a graceful shrug. “Perhaps it has fallen into your hands for a reason, or perhaps this is all simply a whim of fate. In any case, I am confident that my dear friend Ysondre would not be so pleased to associate with you if she thought you were the sort to carelessly unleash the banished worgen upon the world. May it serve you well.”

Well then, fair enough. I closed the container and made sure the latches holding it shut caught. “I thank you for your trust, Tyrande.”

Tyrande hummed softly in response. “I do believe my dearest Malfurion did compile some notes about the Scythe’s use before it was put away. I’ll have someone look into the matter. I don’t know how useful it will be to a non-druid, but perhaps you’ll be able to extract something of value from his notes. I fear for all his many skills, clear and comprehensive note-taking was never among them.”

Ysondre, who had mostly stayed silent so far, content to lean back in her chair and sip slowly at the wooden goblet of sweet-smelling wine that Tyrande had poured for her, let out a sound somewhere between a snort and a choked laugh. “Very true!”

Tyrande turned and raised a single perfectly shaped aquamarine eyebrow. “Not that you and your Flight are much better.”

For the first time since I’d met her, Ysondre looked slightly bashful, looking down into her cup. “Writing books is strange and unnatural,” she mumbled.

“The Blues and the Reds both manage it well enough.”

Tyrande turned back towards me. “Now then, I believe this is about a good time to end things. It has been a pleasure meeting you, Hydrys, and I look forward to getting to know you further. However, I would like to spend some time catching up with my old friend. I invite you and your companions to enjoy the fruits of my people’s labor these past years. I will send one of my priestesses to escort you to ensure there is no repeat of this evening’s unpleasantness. She’ll be able to take you wherever you wish to go.”

We exchanged polite farewells and then Tyrande called for another priestess to escort us from the Temple. At Zatanna’s request, she was happy to give us a small tour of the building along the way, but eventually we passed back through the central hall and onto the bridge where we’d had our earlier altercation with the overzealous Sisters.

There were a lot of things I wanted to do in Darnassus. We’d passed by a bustling marketplace on our way to the temple, and I had no doubts that the city would have at least one or two libraries I could peruse. I was still interested in finding one of the local arcane mages to add to my collection, and the giant-cat riding guards patrolling the city looked like capable and experienced warriors. 

However, I was also very much impressed by the fact that this place had apparently been put together in a measly few years despite looking like a city that had been around for decades if not centuries. I’d also seen the way that Zatanna’s copy kept shooting glances at all the statuesque, purple-skinned elvish women, and I had no doubts that the original would be just as interested. 

Furthermore, I was really starting to miss Torbey. I hadn’t thought about my old house elf in a while, but his presence would have made building my new home in Zatanna’s world a breeze. Even if these elves weren’t nearly as capable in that way, I had a feeling Zatanna would be far more pleased by the potential replacement and there was still a lot of manual labor that needed doing that I was getting really tired of. Especially since I had a feeling I was going to need to do some expanding to my original plans judging from how many Blueprints I was starting to accumulate.

I had better things to be doing than making furniture, putting in new floors, and putting up wallpaper. There were better uses for Glynda’s time than the cooking and cleaning she’d taken upon herself. And I didn’t want my dear, pregnant Zatanna exerting herself any more than was absolutely necessary. 

If our guide was confused by my request, she didn’t show it. She patiently listened to me as I outlined my priorities, nodded, and said she’d see what she could do. 

Our first stop was a tavern. We were all getting rather hungry and I was interested in sampling the local cuisine. After our meal, I paid one of the workers––a very pale-skinned elf with shining blue eyes, probably one of the ones that Ysondre had been confused for––five gold coins to sit down and relax for a few minutes while I made a Blueprint. She’d been an excellent waitress, had promised that she also knew how to cook and clean, and Zatanna had spent the better part of our meal ogling her chest. I would have been slightly concerned if I hadn’t seen Zatanna staring at me the same way while I got dressed in the mornings.

After that, we headed to one of Darnassus’ many gardens. Just like the Temple of the Moon, the entire city was built with the natural world in mind. There was an abundance of trees, vines, flowers, and all sorts of other plants scattered about that would have never been allowed to grow half as much in any city I’d visited before. It was odd, if beautiful, and took a lot of hard work to maintain. 

It took our guide only a few minutes to track down one of the gardeners and, with her assurance that I was an honored guest, the night elf in question was happy enough to accept a few coins for ten minutes of her time. 

Our next stop wasn’t really something I’d planned, but I was happy with how it turned out. We were on our way to our actual destination when we passed some manner of entertainer whose music caught Glynda’s attention. The night elf in question was playing something that resembled a flute, her eyes closed and her head rocking from side to side as she played. There was a small harp standing upright on the bench beside her, and a small magical creature that looked like a mix between a lizard and a butterfly was flitting around her head. 

There was a small cluster of other people listening to her play and a basket by her feet was filled with a mix of silver and copper coins. Glynda silently gestured towards the elf, the question obvious in her eyes. 

I shrugged. Why not? I’d been meaning to do something nice for Glynda. We waited for her to finish her current song, and then a soft word from our priestess guide and a flash of gold secured us a few minutes of her time. Some of the other listeners looked annoyed by the interruption, but no one seemed keen on saying anything when a Sister of Elune was involved. The order was clearly very well respected by the locals. 

Finally, our last stop was at the very edge of the city. While the center of the city already looked rather ancient, the fringes were another story entirely. The area was filled with the sounds of hammering, sawing, and flashes of magic. Watching the elves work was genuinely quite impressive. They were perfectly coordinated, precise, and moved with the sort of confidence that could only come from experience. It took some shouting and convincing, but eventually we managed to pull one of the overworked-looking women aside.

She was a lot more skeptical than the others had been, but eventually the promise of money––and a healing blessing––won her over. Like with the other three elves, I ended up creating a generic Blueprint, just like I’d hoped. 

I was in high spirits as we headed back towards the center of the city and the accommodations that had been prepared for us at Ysondre’s request. These new blueprints were going to save me so much time and effort going forward. They may not be powerful wizards, but not having to do housework was going to be magical. 
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“Cheer up, Hydrys. If nothing else, you must admit that the view was worth the trip.”

I slowly turned my head and scowled at Glynda. She was far too chipper for this unwizardly hour of the morning. 

Glynda summarily ignored me, helped by the fact that she wasn’t even looking in my direction. Instead, her eyes were turned to the expansive valley that opened up on our right, partially illuminated by the first rays of the slowly rising sun. 

I had to admit, it really was a gorgeous view. The sun was just barely peeking out from behind a ridge of distant mountains, painting the sky a stunning shade of orange. Some few parts of the vista were illuminated, but much of the valley was still shrouded in a twilight-like shadow. The contrast, as well as the occasional deposits of orange stone much the same color as the sunrise, made for a truly picturesque moment. It was the sort of view that the very best wizarding painters sought out, capturing every moment of it in their art to produce a painting that changed to reflect the time of day. 

Zatanna clearly agreed. We’d been walking side by side for the first few minutes, but she’d slowed down as the sun began to rise, her gaze fixed on the distant horizon. I was half worried that she was going to blindly walk off the trail we were following and tumble down the nearly sheer slope at our side, but Kent was walking behind her and I trusted him to keep an eye on his niece. 

I sighed heavily, which quickly became a yawn wide enough that it felt like my jaw was going to crack. The view was excellent, but I was still far too sleepy to properly appreciate it. Particularly since we were currently hiking along a narrow mountain trail instead of watching it from the safety and comfort of a nice campsite, perhaps over a hot cup of tea and one of those crepe-like hotcakes that I’d seen someone eating at the tavern last night. 

When Ysondre had said we’d be leaving early in the morning, she’d meant it. It had still been dark in Darnassus when she’d roused us from our beds a scarce few hours after we’d been shown to them. At her request, I ended up leaving the majority of my summons behind, bringing only Kent, Glynda, and Zatanna with me. Apparently the ‘old friend’ that Ysondre was bring us to meet didn’t like people very much and Ysondre didn’t want to accidentally spook them away. 

The trip had started off as expected, with a short jaunt through the Emerald Dream. We’d only traveled within the Dream for what must have been a few minutes before Ysondre conjured a portal back to Azeroth itself, dumping us on a dark, stoney bluff surrounded by dense pine-like trees. 

That had been nearly half an hour ago. It had taken Ysondre a few moments to gather her bearings, and then she’d led us through the forest until we reached this trail, which we’d been following ever since. It wasn’t a particularly difficult trail to follow––wide enough for two people to walk abreast and clear of most obstructions––but it was very much not a paved road either. Even if it had been, hiking had never been an activity that I particularly enjoyed. Not that I had anything against it per se, but it always felt like there were better ways I could be spending my time.

Ysondre, who was leading the way down the path, turned back to glance at us. “I do believe we’re nearly there. It's been some time since I’ve traveled this way, but I recognize our surroundings.”

Oh goody. “Can you tell us now who we’re going to meet?” I asked. I winced a moment later as I heard just how snide my words had come off as. There were plenty of ways I could have asked that question far more politely. 

Thankfully, Ysondre seemed to take it in stride. “Hmm, I don’t see why not. A very old friend of mine lives around here. She has dabbled with arcane magic in the past and I fear that I do not know many other such spellcasters, particularly ones that would be interested in joining you in your travels.”

A ‘very old friend’, huh. That probably either meant an elf or another dragon. Or perhaps some other long lived race that I was not aware of? 

I looked around. The sun had half-risen over the mountains, illuminating the valley in further detail. There was nothing but rocks and trees as far as the eye could see in every direction. The view was good, but I had a feeling it would get old after a while, and this didn’t really seem like the sort of place I’d expect to find a wizard living. 

I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and decided to give Ysondre the benefit of the doubt. So far, her guidance had led me to a number of extremely valuable Blueprints. Hopefully she was right about this one as well. 

The trail turned, passing around a tall spire of stone jutting from the mountainside, and Zatanna gasped in wonder. I stared past Glynda, silently gnawing my lower lip. Okay, maybe Glynda had a point. I wasn’t feeling my best this morning, but damn if that wasn’t a stunning sight. 

Zatanna bounced up behind me and tapped my shoulder. “Hydrys, did you bring your phone or your, um…”

“Scroll,” Glynda injected.

“Scroll with you? I want a picture and I bet the real me would love to see this too.”

I blinked, then groaned softly and reached into my bag. It took a bit of digging, but eventually I managed to find the little muggle-looking device that I had been given to keep track of my aura reserves. I’d completely forgotten that it could be used to take pictures. I’d been so caught up searching for magical ways to share my experiences on other planes with Zatanna that I hadn’t even considered such a solution. It wasn’t exactly what I was looking for––I’d rather share whole memories, not static images, but it was something.”

I fiddled with the finger-sized white oval, then gave up and passed it over to Glynda. It took a bit of shuffling about––the path wasn’t particularly wide––but eventually Glynda managed to capture a few images of the view, both with and without Zatanna and I in them.

Ysondre watched the entire exchange with a quizzical look on her face. She seemed confused initially, but her expression cleared up when Glynda showed off the finished pictures and mentioned how they could be saved for later viewing. “A convenient device,” she commented. “I have heard of spells with a similar effect, but none so simple to use as that.”

We moved onward. I’d left my scroll with Glynda so she could take more pictures at her leisure, and my mind was racing as I considered my options. We’d need to head back to Darnassus at least for a brief time so I could retrieve my other companions, so that would give us an opportunity to take pictures of the city and the Temple of the Moon. Then, depending on how late it was, perhaps a portkey to Val'Sharah? The view from the upper branches of Shaladrassil had been wondrous, as was the tree itself.

A few minutes later, the mountainside around us briefly leveled off, the high cliff to our side giving way to a relatively flat stretch of rocky forest. Even though the path continued onward, Ysondre turned into the trees, confidently leading the way through the dense growth. There was no path here, but after a moment I noticed a number of signs that we were not the first to come this way. They were faint and clearly intentionally hidden, but present nonetheless, even to my untrained eyes.

Abruptly, the forest opened into a picturesque clearing. The ground here was covered in soft grass and wildflowers, and a small one-story stone cottage with a shingled roof and a covered porch stood at the center of the clearing. Half hidden behind the building was a well and a small but well-tended plot of herbs and vegetables.

It was a wonderfully quaint looking homestead. It also looked as though it had been abandoned in a hurry. There was a pot suspended over a still-smoldering cooking fire, a number of items messily scattered across the floor, and a half-eaten bowl of stew sitting on the small table beside the porch’s single askew chair. 

Ysondre looked around the clearing, clearly seeing the same things as I was, and sighed heavily. “I’d hoped five people wouldn’t be enough to spook her, but I guess she’s even jumpier now than she was before.” She took a deep sniff, tilting her head back as she scented the air. “Probably bolted the moment she noticed someone was nearby. Can’t have been gone for more than ten minutes.” She sighed again, growling, “Damn it, Mavria,” under her breath in draconic.

“Why would your friend run away if she noticed someone was nearby?” Zatanna asked from behind me. “Is someone hunting her or something?”

Ysondre pursed her lips. “In a sense…yes. Though it is somewhat more complicated than that. I had been hoping to allow her to tell her own story, but alas. I guess there is not really any harm in you knowing it.”

Ysondre took a step back and sank down onto the grass, leaning backwards to her arms. After a moment Zatanna and I both sat down on the grass as well, while Glynda leaned against the trunk of a tree and Kent leaned on his cane. “Tell me, Hydrys,” she began, “how much do you know of Azeroth’s Dragonflights?”

“Uh, not much,” I admitted. “I think there’s five of them, and Ysera is the leader of your flight, but not really very many details past that.” That wasn’t entirely the truth––parsing through the weight of knowledge that came from my three draconic Blueprints had told me slightly more than that––but I wasn’t sure how reliable the ten-thousand year old information really was, nor was it particularly detailed. Plus, that was not an aspect of my Blueprints that I was interested in sharing. 

“Hmm, understandable. In that case, I will start in the beginning. Ysondre tilted her head back, allowing a single ray of sunlight to fall across her covered eyes. “Long, long ago, in a time before men and elves, five great dragons were blessed with powers beyond their lesser kin, and with them, a duty to protect all of Azeroth. To aid them in their tasks, these dragons created their Dragonflights.

“These dragons were Ysera, the Green Aspect tasked with preserving the natural world and tending to the Emerald Dream. Alexstrasza, the Red Aspect tasked with preserving all life. Malygos, the Blue Aspect, tasked with watching over the magic of Azeroth. Nozdormu, the Bronze Aspect, tasked with preserving Azeroth’s timeline. And finally Neltharion,” her lips twisted into an angry, toothy scowl, “the Black Aspect, eldest and greatest of all dragonkind, tasked with warding the earth and protecting the various deep places of the world.”

Ysondre took a deep breath, her expression softening, and continued. “For years beyond counting, our Flights lived and labored in harmony. We aided one another when necessary and worked tirelessly for the good of all of Azeroth. When the Burning Legion first came to Azeroth, we joined with the younger races and fought them together, and we were winning. And then that cowardly wyrm Neltharion stabbed us all in the underbellies.”

Ysondre’s voice was soft and even, but I could almost feel the raw anger and loathing dripping from every word. “He turned our own powers against us. Malygos tried to stop him, and it cost him nearly his entire Flight. Only fortune and overconfidence saved the rest of us. He retreated, but the damage had already been done. The War could have been over then and there, but instead it resulted in unimaginable death and destruction, and for what?”

Her shoulders slumped and she sighed again. “But what is done is done. Neltharion is now called Deathwing, and his flight followed in his footsteps, wrecking untold havoc across Azeroth. He is weakened now, and much of his flight has been lost throughout the fighting, but he is still out there. Biding his time. Building his numbers. 

“But I digress. Black dragons have a rather unsavory reputation now. They are the enemies of all of Azeroth, and Deathwing does not suffer traitors within his Flight.”

“Ah, I see.” She didn’t really need to spell the rest of it out. “So your friend––”

“Would appreciate if someone didn’t come leading random strangers into her home,” a soft, melodious voice interjected sharply.”

We all whirled around to find a human-looking woman clambering out of the well, her honey-blonde hair and simple brown dress both dripping with water and clinging to her skin. I reflexively drew my wand, though I avoided pointing it at her, and stared at the woman in alarm. Even though she was standing right in front of me, she barely showed up to any of my many detection spells. The ambient magic in the air seemed to flow right through her as though she wasn’t really there.

Ysondre smiled widely. “Mavria!” she exclaimed joyfully. “So you didn’t run off after all. I was worried I’d need to track you down again.”

The other woman swung her legs over the side of the well and rose to her full height, planting her arms on her hips. It was clearly meant to be an act of intimidation, but between her soaking-wet clothing, gentle features, and the fact that she was at least half-a-head shorter than everyone else in the clearing, Zatanna included, it wasn’t a particularly effective display. 

She seemed to realize that quickly, deflating and hanging her head. “I really wish you wouldn’t,” she mumbled. “It's a lot harder to hide when someone knows where you’re hiding. Especially multiple someones.” She shot the four of us a hard-ish look. “And I was just starting to get comfortable here. Damn it, Ysondre, now I have to move again!” 

Ysondre raised a hand. “Peace, Mavria. These are mine trusted companions. They will not sell you out to your grandsire, nor to anyone else.” She turned to look at me. “Will you?”

I didn’t really stop to consider the question. There was only one right answer here, and a pause was certainly not it. In any case, whatever I could get for this dragon’s location was unlikely to be nearly as valuable as Ysondre’s trust and aid had proven itself to be. “Of course not. None of us will.”

“See? Hydrys and his companions have done my Flight a great service. They are allies of Azeroth against corruption.”

The woman didn’t look fully convinced, but she did visibly relax slightly. She scowled at Ysondre––though the expression looked more adorable than frightening––and grumbled, “Fine, fine. I’ll stick around. But I swear by the Shaper, if dragon hunters or you-know-who track me down in the next couple decades, I know exactly who I’m pointing them towards next.” She turned around and walked over to where her half-empty plate was lying on the table. She poked a finger into the stew and then looked down at it mournfully. “Damn it, it's gone cold.” She turned back around and waved for us to come closer. “I guess you may as well come in.”

Ysondre raised one eyebrow. “Hmm, I think I’ll wait until you actually deign to make an appearance.”

Mavria turned around fully, actually looking somewhat annoyed this time. “Really? Are you just going to give away all of my secrets?”

“No, but it is rude to greet guests in such a fashion,” Ysondre chided. 

“Fine.” She stomped down the two steps leading up to her little porch and walked a few steps away from the building. Then her entire body suddenly collapsed, crumbling until all that remained was a small mound of dirt and clay.

I blinked. Apparently we’d been talking to some sort of illusion, or perhaps a golem, and not the real Mavria. That did somewhat explain how she’d managed to mask her presence so thoroughly––it was far easier to hide a magic item than something with the raw magical potency of a dragon––but it was also a sign that my magical skills were still sorely lacking. If Ysondre had been able to tell at a glance that it wasn’t the real Mavria, I should have been able to do the same.

Ysondre turned back to the four of us, and I could imagine her rolling her eyes beneath her blindfold. “My apologies. I’d forgotten how rude she can be at times. Still, I am glad it seems as though our time has not been wasted.”

“So then she’s a black dragon, but not one of the ones that works for Deathwing?” Zatanna asked.

“Indeed. I believe he thinks her dead, lost in a battle gone wrong many millennia ago. He would be greatly displeased to learn that a mature dragon of egg-laying age has escaped from his grasp. Few such females remain within his Flight. Mavria has good reason to fear discovery. I hope I can trust you to keep silent on this matter?”

“Definitely!” Zatanna exclaimed. 

The magic in the air shivered and I looked down to see a shape of powerful magic rapidly rising up through the ground beneath the clearing. A moment later, the earth opened up and a purplish-black dragon with four curved horns curled around the sides of its head burst into the air. It flared its wings outward, jolting to a stop before its head could crest the treetops. The earth beneath it sealed back up, only a sort of matting in the grass showing where the huge hole had once been, and Mavria dropped heavily onto ground.

She was smaller than Ysondre, I noticed. Probably slightly smaller than Nythendra as well, but more heavily muscled and with longer claws and horns. Her scales were more purple than black, even edging towards a dark red in places, and the flaps of her wings were the same shade of violet as her eyes in human form. 

Before I could examine her in more detail, the dragon vanished and was replaced by the same woman who we’d been speaking with before, though this one wasn’t soaking wet. She folded her arms under her chest and stared down at Ysondre, only possible because the Green dragon was sitting down.

“Happy now?”

“Indeed.” Ysondre stood up and extended her arms out to the sides. Mavria watched her for a moment, then took a step forward and allowed herself to be pulled into the much taller woman’s embrace.

“It's good to see you again. It's been too long. I was starting to get worried, especially with what happened to Alexstrasza” Mavria mumbled into Ysondre’s chest. 

Ysondre’s arms tightened. “Indeed. It has been a difficult century, and I fear it will only get worse before it gets better.”

“Lots of things are getting worse, not much is getting better.”

“Perhaps. But there is hope. I’ve had an interesting few days. Allow me to properly introduce my new friends. They’ve been of great help to me and my flight. Perhaps they’ll be able to help you as well.” She leaned down and, in a voice that was almost too quiet for me to hear, whispered, “And their rates are truly affordable for such talented mortals. Give them a chance.”

I smiled. Even if what I’d seen so far was all she was capable of, I was always happy to add yet another powerful dragon to my arsenal. And this one was apparently a wizard as well! As long as she didn’t need anything too onerous, this was looking like yet another productive visit. Merlin bless Kent and his Order magic. I really needed to do something nice for the old wizard when I got home. 
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The meeting with Mavria had ultimately taken approximately two hours. The majority of that time was spent charming her little cottage to be unplottable, a task that took a surprisingly short amount of time with two dragons to help empower the ritual. Particularly since Mavria’s geomancy made preparing a wardstone and the room to house it nearly trivial. 

Mavria seemed rather delighted by the whole thing, and I actually ended up gaining her Blueprint without needing to manually construct it. Near as I could tell, the locals had never developed such magic, and Mavria was very happy with my work. She took her safety and privacy very seriously––something I could respect given her circumstances––and rapidly warmed up towards me once we started discussing ways to safeguard her home. 

With that taken care of, the five of us returned to Darnassus and then said our goodbyes. Ysondre clearly didn’t feel like she’d paid us back in full, but she was simply out of time. She did encourage me to seek her out in the future, but for now she needed to go deal with the mountains of issues we’d uncovered in the past week. I had a feeling she was going to be very busy in the coming days, perhaps even years. 

She left through another portal, taking Kent along with her. Before they went, I made sure to dispel and then resummoned the man to update his Blueprint with all the memories he’d made over the past week. I wasn’t sure yet what would happen if he dispelled while I was on another Plane, whether by force or simply from exhausting the magic that sustained him, but it was best to minimize risks. This way, even if he didn’t keep the memories from his time with the Green Dragonflight, he’d at least remember the days leading up to that time. 

With her gone, and our guide from yesterday having returned to the temple, I decided not to spend the rest of the day here in Darnassus. A big group of humans––even though my summons had all changed into more Plane-appropriate clothing––really stood out in a city full of seven-to-eight foot tall, purple-skinned elves and I didn’t feel like attracting too much attention without someone with authority to deal with them. It probably wouldn’t be an issue, but I didn’t want any trouble and would prefer to spend my last few hours on Azeroth without worrying about a situation like the one that had occurred with those two junior sisters.

Thus, after some deliberation and a pleasant mid-day meal, I crafted a portkey and transported the lot of us to a small clearing in Elwynn Forest just a short walk from the walls of Stormwind. Thankfully, the clearing was just as deserted as it had been when I’d visited it on my second day on Azeroth, though we did spook a pair of deer who had been grazing nearby. 

I was slightly worried about coming back to Stormwind. It was the first place where I’d seen a clear sign of another Planeswalker’s presence, and I wasn’t sure how much I wanted to meet one of my peers right about now. I’d seen neither hide nor hair of the man or woman since I’d left the city––no summoned animals or rumors about strangers with unusual magic––though that didn’t necessarily mean that they actually were present in the city. The only thing I could say with any level of certainty was that I hadn’t seen the person in question anywhere, since I’d kept my aether-detection spell going at all times.

Ultimately however, I decided that going back was worth the risk. Even if I did run into them, there was no reason to suspect that they’d be hostile, and it was entirely possible that they wouldn’t recognize me as anything out of the ordinary. Even if I had access to magic capable of differentiating summoned creatures and planeswalkers, that didn’t mean that everyone did. That sort of magic certainly didn’t seem to be common on this Plane, so perhaps it wasn’t as easily accessible as I’d expected from my experiences with Kent and Ozpin.

Entering the city proved to be just as easy as it had been the first time around. We broke up into two smaller groups and simply walked in right past the guards. Once inside the city, we went our separate ways as we’d planned ahead of time. Glynda, Cinder, Mercury, and Emerald headed towards the market, bringing the majority of my remaining gold and a pair of glasses enchanted with mage-sight with them. Their job was to track down both some interesting items to purchase and hopefully a local craftsman or two who I’d be able to make Blueprints from. 

Meanwhile, Peach, Zatanna, Amber, and I headed towards the mage district. Even if I didn’t plan to study the local magic, I still wanted to pick up a few books, browse some of the magic-focussed shops, and perhaps find a local wizard I could make into a Blueprint. I hadn’t looked too closely at Mavria’s Blueprint––I really didn’t need a headache right about now––but I’d learned that she wasn’t all that proficient with arcane magic. She dabbled in typical light, nature, and arcane magic, but primarily specialized in her flight’s geomantic magics, which were an odd mix of the three. That was something I was looking forward to looking into in the future, but for now it simply meant that I didn’t really have the Blueprint of an arcane specialist the same way I did for nature and light magic. 

Along the way, I made sure to keep my eyes peeled for any signs of the other Planeswalker or one of his summons. I wasn’t really sure what I would do if I did find one or the other, but it was always best to be acting rather than reacting. 

Despite my doubts, the day went off without a hitch. With a bit of help from the same friendly librarian as before, I picked out and duplicated a selection of spellbooks, as well as some interesting-looking theoretical works, histories, and bestiaries. Ysondre and my other dragons probably knew more about this world’s past than any number of human historians, but some books on recent history and the human kingdoms seemed like a good pickup. 

While I was doing that, Zatanna, Peach, and Amber also picked out a few books which I was happy enough to duplicate as well. Zatanna picked out two different works of fiction, one of which had a rather lurid cover featuring a scantily-clad night elf and an extremely muscular human man. She claimed they were for Blake, but I had my doubts. She also found a half-hidden guide on jewelcrafting, a form of local enchanting focused on imbuing magic into gemstones.

Peach, as expected, brought me no less than five huge books detailing all manner of local flora. I had a feeling that when I came back to Azeroth, I’d be doing so with a sizable ‘shopping list’ from the florakinetic huntress. She’d already harvested as many plants as I could reasonably fit into my bag, but that was not nearly enough for her tastes. 

Amber’s books were the biggest surprise of the lot. One was essentially a cookbook––though I wasn’t sure how useful it would be without easy access to local ingredients––while the other was a collection of short poems. I hadn’t realized she was interested in either thing, but she seemed pleased with the books. 

Perhaps I’d need to see about expanding those aspects of my library in the future as well. Even if most people would be unable to learn the magics featured in my collection, they’d still be able to enjoy any works of fiction that I brought home. Well, assuming me or one of my summons took the time to translate it for them. The local written language looked nothing like English or any other language I knew of, even if I could read it without any trouble. And if Amber really did like that sort of thing, I could pick up some of the less awful muggle-written options from some local stores as well. 

Hmm. Maybe the books really were for Blake. Or perhaps Zatanna was hoping to read them with the cat-eared huntress? Or maybe she’d just forgotten that the original wouldn’t be able to read Azerothian script. If I didn’t pay close attention, it really did feel like I was reading in english, the letters seeming to swim on the page as they rearranged into something legible. 

Eh, it didn’t really matter. I just hoped she wouldn’t ask me to read them to her. I hated reading aloud.

…though maybe I’d be willing to make an exception. If she asked nicely. Just the once.

Eventually I managed to drag myself out of the library and we spent another hour browsing the many shops in the district that catered to the local wizards. In one such shop––Stormwind Staves, which sold exclusively wands––we encountered a young, red-haired mage wearing a rather striking white robe with gold accents. Her name was Janey Anship and she and Zatanna quickly struck up a conversation. 

I soon learned that she was a student at the local mage school, and had been studying there for several years now. She was eighteen, had four younger sisters, loved salmon and funnel cakes, had a best friend named Lisan, loved Zatanna’s shoes, and was rather bad with money. 

Thirty minutes later, we went our separate ways. Janey left with a smile on her face, a brand new wand on her belt, a bit of sugar stuck to her nose, and a half-eaten funnel cake in her hands. I left ninety-three silver coins poorer than I had been and with a brand new generic Blueprint in my spark. 

Zatanna was a Morgana-blessed miracle worker. I’d heard all the words coming out of her mouth and the way she’d said them, but I had a feeling that there was no way in hell I would have been able to talk Janey into letting me make a Blueprint from her. Zatanna just had a kind, compassionate sort of charisma to her that I couldn’t replicate. 

It wasn’t perfect, but it was something. Unlike with the dragons, it was easy enough to examine this new Blueprint in detail, and it was more capable than I would have expected. The Blueprint cost three mana and was probably weaker in a straight fight than Blake, but the magic my summons would have access to was flexible enough to be useful in a wide variety of circumstances. 

I still wanted to find a proper arcane expert, but that was unlikely to happen in the time I had left before I needed to head home. I had been somewhat spoiled by Ysondre’s help, I felt. The sort of people I was looking for were not the sort that a random stranger could access easily, and fewer still would be willing to let that unknown use some mysterious magic on them. 

Perhaps I could theoretically stun and kidnap someone, but that came with all sorts of needless risks. The sort of wizard I wanted would be a dangerous foe if I wasn’t able to take them out with a single spell, and if I played my cards wrong, I could be in some serious trouble. 

No, it was better to wait. I was almost certainly coming back here at some point in the future, and hopefully by then Ysondre would have more time to prepare and would be able to make some introductions. Well, that or I’d be powerful enough that I could confidently subdue and forcibly copy whatever witch or wizard I wanted. Both were good options. 

After a bit more shopping, we headed to the Gilded Rose for a rather late lunch, where Glynda and the others were already waiting for us. The group was laden down with bags and boxes, and I made a mental note to prepare an expanded bag for Glynda’s use before my next trip. I doubted this was the last time I’d be sending her on such errands. 

We ate quickly, briefly exchanging information on what we’d seen and done. They’d spent a significant portion of the funds I’d left with them, but picking through some of their purchases I was rather happy with what I saw.

First of all there were the raw materials. Bars of a green-tinged local metal called ‘mithril’, bolts of magic-infused cloth called ‘mageweave’, vials of magical powders, and much more. They’d also picked up a variety of enchanted items such as armor, weapons, jewelry, and clothing, as well as an array of potions. 

I nearly fell out of my chair when Glynda called a green stone orb in a padded box a ‘philosopher's stone’, but apparently that meant something very different around here. Instead of a priceless treasure that allowed for the true transmutation of gold and produced the elixir of life, it was simply a common focus used for all sorts of transfiguration. Unfortunate, but not unsurprising. I had a feeling I’d be running into all sorts of similar problems in the future, the same way the local wands were nothing like the one I used. 

Once we’d eaten, I stowed their purchases in my expanded bag, noticing that it was getting very full, and then Glynda led the way to a district of the city I hadn’t visited yet. The Dwarven District. It was an interesting place. There were a lot of taverns, even more forges, and an enormous quantity of the short, heavily-bearded near-humans. According to Glynda, even the female dwarves around here could and did grow beards, making it all but impossible to tell them apart. 

Eventually, we made our way to an isolated smithy, where we met a particularly gruff and very shirtless dwarf who introduced himself as ‘Master Sharphammer’. The dwarf was insanely muscular, his bare chest and arms looking like they were sculpted from stone, not muscle, and he had a number of scars and burn marks that stood out starkly against the surrounding flesh. He was almost wider than he was tall, and I had no doubts that he weighed at least thirty or forty pounds more than I did despite being well over a foot shorter than me. 

“So, you the mage?” the dwarf rumbled, not bothering to look up from the small pile of sand-grain sized red crystals lying on the anvil in front of him. 

“I am,” I answered. Glynda had outlined the nature of the deal she’d come to with the smith before me. She’d provided him with a single vial of fire dust that I’d brought with me from Remnant for her use––unlike some of my other Huntsmen summons who came with enough dust to fuel their semblances and weapons, Glynda didn’t despite being quite capable of utilizing the substance––and in exchange, I’d get my Blueprint. Since I had an entire chest full of the stuff back home that I wasn’t really using, and I could probably get more just by stopping by Remnant, I was quite pleased with the agreement. 

The man was apparently fond of experimenting with all sorts of rare and powerful reagents, and dust certainly qualified. I rather regretted not learning more about it when I’d been on Remnant, but it had never seemed like a priority. Perhaps something to amend in the future. 

“This is interesting stuff.” He prodded it with the tip of his thick index finger, making a small indent in the neat pile. “I wasn’t really expecting it to be anything new, but I’ve never seen something like this.”

“I’m certain you wouldn’t have.”

The man’s amused snort sounded like one of those horrible two-wheeled muggle vehicles. “Fair 'enough. Can ya’ do what you gotta without getting in my way?”

“If you stay still.”

“Hmm, easy enough I guess. Let me grab some things.” He collected a handful of enchanted smithing tools from around the forge, then returned to his anvil. “Right. Do your thing, mage, and leave me to my work.”

I was happy enough to oblige, standing behind him with my wand pressed up against his bare shoulder blade while he poked and prodded the small mound of dust with his tools. Soon enough, I had my Blueprint and we silently left the forge. Annoyingly, it was another generic Blueprint, even though I’d been hoping for a copy of this specific smith. Apparently he was a well-known expert, one of the best in the city. I really didn’t understand what made some Blueprints legendary and others generic. Well, this just meant I had access to four skilled smiths and not just the one. I could live with that.

And then it was time to go. It was starting to get late, and judging by the day I’d first arrived, the time in Stormwind was pretty close to the same as it was back home. If the sun was setting here, it was probably already getting dark in Gotham as well. 

We portkeyed back to Darkshire, where I found a rather irritated and bored Count Vertigo pacing around inside our little house. I paid the muggle little attention, instead focusing on repacking my bag and collecting the handful of things we’d left here when we’d gone to visit Ysondre. My enchanted bag was big, but not limitlessly so, and I ended up intentionally storing some things away. Things like local clothing, a few completely ordinary swords, and some other bits and bobs wouldn’t be useful back home, but could come in handy the next time I planeswalked to Azeroth.  

Once that was taken care of, I dispelled the majority of my summons one by one until only Count Vertigo––and Kent, but he was somewhere very far away––was left. He’d make for a wonderful test subject for what happened if I allowed a summon to just hang around until it vanished on its own. I’d already gotten everything I actually wanted out of the man, and he was basically useless now. It would be no real loss if the Blueprint was destroyed or he didn’t keep his memories of this Plane. 

I felt dangerously exposed without them. I’d grown used to having a number of loyal, dangerous bodyguards with me at all times. But well, that was why I’d waited until the very last minute and made sure to only dispel them once I was behind wards. 

I was really looking forward to coming home. I hoped Zatanna was doing well. As I’d done at least a dozen times in the past few days, I glanced briefly at Raven’s Blueprint within my spark. I couldn’t feel a link with her like I could with Vertigo and Kent, but I could tell she was still active and energized. I was confident that my summons couldn’t last indefinitely without me nearby, but they could certainly last at least a week. 

I was really looking forward to seeing Zatanna, hearing her voice and feeling her lips against mine. I missed her dearly, and having her copy around these past few days had only made that longing worse. Every time I looked at her I was reminded of the empty, soulless kiss I’d shared with it on my first day on Remnant. Perhaps once I found a way to share her copy’s memories with my Zatanna, it would be less awful, but I knew in my heart that there was no substitute for the real thing. 

Home was calling to me. I looked around one last time, reached for Slaughter Swamp, and stepped out into nothingness. 
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The stench of Slaughter Swamp was almost welcoming as I stepped out onto my arrival platform. There was a tang of ozone in the air that tickled my nose and it was humid enough that I could feel the moisture weighing against my skin. I was glad I’d decided to texture the stone beneath my feet instead of leaving it as a smooth, polished sheet, because it was covered with a thin sheen of condensation and slightly slippery. 

I shifted my weight from foot to foot, then drew my wand and cast a drying spell on the ground. Ugh, I’d thought far enough to add both a rain barrier and a spell that would stop the swamp water from splashing onto the platform, but hadn’t spelled the thing against condensation. Very sloppy of me. It was fortunate that I wasn’t in a hurry––and that I’d gotten a lot better at stepping out of the Blind Eternities without falling––because even with the ridges, apparating on a surface like that was just asking for trouble. 

I tested my footing again. Much better. 

Trying to remember the specifics of the wards I’d erected over the little island, I considered how difficult it would be to add the necessary spell. Probably not very, particularly if I spelled the platform instead of adding another element to the overall ward scheme. A basic impervius charm would do the trick, though I’d need to anchor it into something or else recast it every couple of weeks. 

Modifying the wards would be cleaner, but far more difficult and time consuming. I was no master wardsmith and had only gotten as far as I had because I was using out-of-the-book example schemas instead of putting something new together. With no other Hogwarts-educated wizards around, I didn’t have to worry about someone already knowing exactly how my defenses worked, and I wasn’t confident enough in my own skills to think I could put together something better than the refined designs of true masters. 

I flicked my wand and mumbled, “Impervius.” There was no visible effect––I’d already dried the stone out––but I was sure I’d cast the spell correctly. It should last until I had the time to do it properly. 

I briefly looked around. The wards were still in place, the inferi lay undisturbed just beneath the surface of the murky water, and I couldn’t really see anything that looked out of place. The swamp was just as wet, dirty, and smelly as it had been all the previous times I’d been here.

Well then, it was time to go home. I focused on the small apparition platform in my bedroom, then paused. I wondered what I’d find when I got home. It was rather late here. A corner of the moon and a handful of stars were barely visible through the dark clouds, and only the enchantments on my robe allowed me to see anything at all through the gloom shrouding the Swamp. 

Had Zatanna waited up for me? I’d told her about how long I planned to be gone, but had mentioned that I might extend things by a day or two if it became necessary. She had school tomorrow morning and needed her sleep, but it would be just like her to not worry about any of that. 

Or perhaps she’d tried to stay up, but fell asleep anyway. I could imagine her curled up in the library with some thick arcane tome and a mug of tea. She’d doze off in her chair and Raven would cover her in a blanket or maybe use a portal to move her into our bed. The huntress was hard and severe on the outside like the white mask she wore, but she also had a gentle side that I’d seen come out a handful of times. 

I smiled softly, the slight curl of my lips feeling oddly unfamiliar on my face. I’d have to apparate carefully. As much as I wanted to know how Zatanna was fairing, I didn’t like the idea of waking her up from a restful slumber with the sharp crack of my appearance. It would be enough to see her lying peacefully in our bed. We could speak in the morning. 

I made a mental note to add a silencing spell around the platform. I doubted this would be the only time I needed to apparate home in the middle of the night. 

I shook my head to clear it, refocusing on the task at hand. It had been a while since I really thought about the three Ds of apparition. I’d done enough apparating by now that the magic was mostly reflexive, the same way I didn’t really need to think about it or use an incantation when I cast a levitation charm in my day to day life. However, that sort of thing could help focus and empower a spell, the same way that some duelists would shout out an incantation mid-battle even though they could cast the spell silently instead. 

Destination, Determination, and Deliberation. I was intimately familiar with my destination. I’d made the platform with my own magic and had spent quite a bit of time in my bedroom. I also wasn’t lacking in determination. I very much wanted to get home right now. Deliberation had once given me some trouble, but ever since I’d planeswalker for the first time I’d had a much better image to work with when I apparated. The two were completely unrelated magically speaking, but mentally the ideas were similar enough that I’d found it helpful.

I twisted on my heel and vanished with a soft, barely audible pop. There was a momentary sense of overwhelming pressure crushing down at me from all directions, and then I stood inside my bedroom, my body facing the wall as I finished my spin. That had been a textbook apparition. The sort that would have gotten me a commendation from any instructor or examiner. Fast, quiet, and smooth. Perhaps if I put some time into practicing the skill, Zatanna would be less leery of side-alonging with me.

Speaking of Zatanna, I was curious if any of my guesses had been correct. I turned around, already shrugging off my outer robe, only to freeze in place as my mind suddenly registered what my eyes were telling it.

There was someone in––well, on––my bed. And it wasn’t Zatanna. Nor was it some stranger, thankfully enough. That would have been deeply concerning. 

No, the person lying on my bed was someone I was very familiar with. It was Blake, one of the two huntresses I’d left behind to watch over Zatanna while I was gone. 

Her presence in and of itself wouldn’t have been enough to shock me. I didn’t much like having other people in my private space, but she and Zatanna had been spending an increasingly large amount of time together and I would have been unsurprised to find them sitting together while Zatanna worked on something or read a book. 

Rather, the surprise was what she was wearing, if that word could even be used to describe what it was I was looking at. The cat faunus was all but naked, only a few ribbons of slightly translucent red silk preserving what little modesty she had left. One length was wrapped around her chest, the ribbon barely wide enough to cover her areola, while another looped around her waist and between her widely-spread legs. The two pieces were connected between Blake’s breasts by a large, decorative bow like on one of those ‘christmas presents’ I’d seen in a movie Zatanna had dragged me too.

Blake was lying on her back on top of my bedsheets, thoroughly immobilized in addition to her utterly scandalous ‘clothing’. Her arms and legs were both bent in half, secured in place by more ribbons and then seemingly connected together beneath her as well. She was also gagged and blindfolded, with several layers of the ribbon wound around her eyes and a matching bright-red ball of hard rubber wedged between her teeth and tied behind her head.

I blinked rapidly, trying to make sense of the sight in front of me. Blake’s face was almost as red as her ribbons, her blush extending down her neck and the tips of her human ears looked like they were on fire. Her cat ears meanwhile were twitching madly, producing soft rustling noises as they brushed across the pillowcase beneath her head. 

This was…absolutely expected, wasn’t it? Of course Zatanna would rise to the challenge I’d unwittingly set for her. What was it I’d said? Something like ‘I’ll go along with whatever plan you come up with but it's your job to convince her.’ Yeah, that sounded about right. 

I exhaled softly and reached up to rub my face with my hand. In hindsight, I should have seen this coming. Hadn’t I just been thinking about how charismatic and convincing Zatanna could be at times? Why the hell had I thought that my demand would slow her down one bit? 

How long had it taken her to talk Blake around? A day? A week? It was a minor miracle she hadn’t sprung this on me the day before I left for Azeroth, though perhaps I was giving her a bit too much credit. It must have taken at least some time and effort to arrange for this. 

I peeked at Blake through a gap between my fingers. The young huntress was rather beautiful, made only more so by her decorative arrangement. She was slender and muscular, yet still possessed lush curves in all the right places. Her pale breasts were large and perky, her rear nearly as perfect as Zatanna’s, and there was something deeply appealing about the taut muscles visible on her bare arms, legs, and belly. 

I quickly averted my gaze. My sensibilities were telling me that I shouldn’t be looking at her. She was neither my wife, nor my fiance, and it was terribly improper for her to be in my bed like this. 

At the same time however…wasn’t this clearly something arranged by my soon-to-be wife? There was nothing wrong in accepting a lovingly prepared gift. A lot of work had clearly gone into this, and it would be rude to not appreciate the fruits of Zatanna’s labors.

I took another peek. Blake was wiggling around, seemingly trying to scratch some itch on her shoulder blade and utterly failing. Her motions did…interesting things to certain parts of her anatomy. I idly mused that those ribbons were almost certainly held in place by magic, or else they would have long since slipped off of Blake’s impressive chest. 

Before I could decide what the hell I was supposed to do, I heard the door to my room swing open. “I’m back,” Zatanna called out in a sing-song voice as she stepped into the room, “did you miss me, pet?”

Blake’s wiggling intensified and she tried to say something through her gag, but her words were little more than garbled mumbling. However, I was no longer paying any attention to the tied-up faunus. I only had eyes for my beautiful, brilliant, and extremely…creative fiancée. 

Like Blake, Zatanna was not exactly dressed. She also wore ribbons and only ribbons, however while Blake’s outfit at least pretended to cover up her most intimate areas, Zatanna’s was clearly more meant to highlight those same spots. A single very long ribbon was wrapped around Zatanna’s neck, complete with a little bow reminiscent of her tie. It then split into two strands that ran down her chest, looped around the bases of her breasts, and then continued downward to pass on either side of her utterly bare, hairless, and slightly parted womanhood. Those same strands then hugged the inner curves of her rear and led back up to her breasts from behind, their ends tucked beneath the loops around her chest.

My eyes were glued to Zatanna’s form as she skipped towards the bed, her hips rocking from side to side and her breasts bouncing with every jump. The ribbons around them were wrapped just tightly enough that they jutted out just that little bit more than usual, and the bright red stood out starkly against her tanned skin, drawing my eyes down to the barest trace of pink I could see between her lower lips. 

It took her three whole steps before she suddenly noticed my presence. “Hydrys!” Zatanna exclaimed, her eyes going wide. “Oh no, how long have you been standing there? I just needed like, two more minutes!”

Blake froze. I smiled awkwardly. “Um, sorry?”
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I looked between Blake and Zatanna, my mind––and heart––racing. I clenched my teeth and forcibly calmed my thoughts, then smiled with more confidence than I was actually feeling. I took two steps forward and gently cupped the back of Zatanna’s head before leaning in and kissing her passionately. 

Zatanna seemed momentarily surprised, then eagerly reciprocated, her lips parting before my tongue. I leaned in further, forcing her to bend backwards, our bodies held tightly against one another. I could feel Zatanna’s nipples through my shirt, the hard little nubs digging into my chest. 

I held her head in place for several long seconds then pulled back, leaving her face as red as the ribbon around her neck. Her knees buckled and she steadied herself against my chest. “Don’t mind me,” I whispered into her ear. “Just let me know when you’re ready.”

Then I spun around and deliberately marched out of the room, Zatanna’s eyes following me the whole way out. The moment the door closed behind me, I sagged against the wall, my own face probably just as red as Zatanna’s. My very comfortable pants felt unpleasantly tight right about now, and even my best cooling charms couldn’t quite suppress the heat I was feeling.

I closed my eyes, struggling to think about anything other than the sight of Zatanna’s ribbon-clad body. Typically it took some focus to really lock a memory in place within my occlumency, but I had a feeling that particular one would have stayed with me even if I’d never managed to so much as clear my mind. 

Zatanna was always beautiful, no matter what she was or wasn’t wearing. My dearest witch could probably make the frumpiest of robes and most appalling muggle fashions look positively magical. However, there was certainly something to be said for an outfit that hid nothing and only highlighted her best features. 

I’d thought I’d seen everything by now, what with those scandalous undergarments that she tended towards, but for once I was overjoyed to be proven wrong. The muggle world of this time was truly depraved, and perhaps I should have been appalled to see an upstanding, talented witch like Zatanna corrupted by such things, but I simply couldn’t muster any distaste for the image dancing behind my eyelids.

What was the saying? Even a broken clock is right twice a day. Apparently when you had so many muggles with so many silly muggle ideas, once in a while they managed to come up with something that had value. Like g-strings, mini-skirts, fishnet tights, tube-tops, and whatever Morgana-blessed sight had inspired such…artistry in Zatanna. 

I took a number of slow, calming breaths, doing my best to focus on something, anything, else. My mind immediately went to Blake, and the way the ribbons binding her forced her to arch her back and kept her arms and legs spread widely apart. There was something delightful about seeing the unnaturally strong and swift huntress looking so helplessly alluring––

No, bad. That was also a rather dangerous thing to think about. Damn it. 

I was really curious to know what the hell was going on and how exactly this had all come about. Had Zatanna and Blake been engaging in coitus the entire time I’d been gone? Was I supposed to be upset about such a thing, or had I implicitly given it my blessing by telling Zatanna that she was free to bring Blake to our bed if she proved capable of doing so? I really wasn’t sure.

I’d heard of such arrangements in the past, even if they were not mentioned in polite company. It was crucial for witches and wizards of good standing and breeding to marry, but such matches were not always fully compatible. Oft, the married parties would only do what was necessary to produce their heirs, but would spend the rest of their nights apart. 

It would be utterly improper for a married witch to seek comfort in the arms of another wizard, but two close friends sharing a bed was, if not necessarily well regarded, somewhat accepted. Such affairs were kept private, and it was discouraged to peer too closely at them, but they definitely happened. 

A shot of concern flashed through my mind. I’d grown very used to sharing my nights with Zatanna, and was utterly loath to lose that intimacy. For something I only had so very little experience with, the prospect of no longer holding Zatanna in my arms as we drifted off to sleep was deeply unpleasant. 

How quickly could sharing our bed become sharing Zatanna’s bed? I’d seen how Zatanna’s eyes had wandered as we walked through Darnassus. Was I to spend my nights alone while Zatanna entertained herself with my summons?

I mentally reached for Blake’s Blueprint, feeling the link between us. It was strong and steady, without any of the faint signs of degradation that I’d started to notice with both her and Raven during my last day in Azeroth. It would be so easy to just…cut it off, dispelling the faunus huntress. Zatanna would likely be upset, but…

No, no. I was making a mountain out of a niffler burrow. Zatanna loved me. It was written in her eyes whenever she looked at me and I could feel it clear as day through her Blueprint. Our relationship was more than just physical attraction. Zatanna just wanted both of us to be happy and fulfilled, and she felt like this was the best way to achieve such a goal. 

It was like Zatanna had said. My summons weren’t really the people they resembled, no matter how close they looked and acted to the original. I’d seen that first hand with Zatanna’s duplicate. She looked like Zatanna, talked like Zatanna, and acted like Zatanna, but she wasn’t my Zatanna. Zatanna wasn’t seeking out a different partner, but simply a marital aid––a concept I’d accidentally come across while doing some independent research.

I needed more information, and I just happened to have someone who’d, theoretically, been keeping an eye on Zatanna this whole time. “Raven?” I whispered.

The tiny, barely perceptible portal I’d noticed appear when Zatanna had rushed into the room widened until I could see the huntress in question through it. She was sitting cross-legged on her bed, dressed in black tights and a form-fitting red turtleneck. She nodded sharply, “Welcome back, sir. I’m glad to see you’ve returned safely. What do you need?”

I flicked my wand, creating a one-directional silencing field around myself and the portal. I hadn’t fully closed the door so the silencing wards weren’t engaged and I could still hear some amount of muffled words and shuffling from inside. This way I’d know when Zatanna called for me, but Blake and Zatanna would be completely unable to hear what Raven and I were discussing. 

With that taken care of, I jerked my head towards the door. “How did that happen?”


Raven closed her eyes and rubbed her face. “Far too easily, I’m afraid. How much do you want to know?”

Ultimately, everything, but Zatanna had said I only had a couple of minutes to work with and I’d already lost half that time. “For now, just the key details.”

“Alright. Zatanna approached Blake four days ago and raised the idea. Blake ran away much like she did when she walked in on you in the dining room. The next time, Zatanna cornered Blake while she was trying to read one of her books and discreetly pleasuring herself. That time, Blake agreed after some prompting. The two have met twice since then to plan, once yesterday where they went out to purchase certain materials, and this evening to set everything up.”

“Okay,” I said slowly. That wasn’t that bad. “And have they…” 

I trailed off, unable to put my thoughts into coherent words, but Raven understood what I was asking. “They have engaged in nothing but light petting while together, though both pleasure themselves with some regularity. I believe sharing a room with myself and Glynda is quite frustrating for Blake, as it allows her little privacy for such things, while Zatanna––”

I cut her off before she could continue, not really wanting to know what Zatanna was getting up to on her own time. Well, I did want to know, but it would be an improper question to ask of Raven, the same way it was implicitly agreed to not use house elves to gather information on one’s family members. I did however appreciate the diligence with which Raven had taken to her new responsibilities.

“That’s enough for now,” I told her quickly. “Thank you, Raven. Is there anything else of significance to report?”

Raven shook her head. “Little of note has occurred in your absence. Zatanna attended all of her classes and completed her assignments on time, as well as practiced her magic extensively. She visited Atlantis thrice and met with Queen Mera for lessons, and has otherwise spent most of her time here.”

I let out a relieved sigh I hadn’t quite realized I was holding. That was good to hear. I could absolutely see Zatanna arranging…this to try and distract me from something terrible that happened earlier in the week. Acquiring the ever-diligent and competent Raven had been a stroke of luck. Both she and Glynda would likely be backbones of my summons for months or years to come. 

Through the crack in the door I heard Zatanna call out, “Hydrys, we’re ready for you!” and my heart skipped a beat. Well, this was it.

“Thank you for your work, Raven. Let me know if there’s anything I can do to make your time more comfortable and convenient.”

Raven grinned, flashing her pearly-white teeth. “I’d appreciate it if Blake had somewhere else to deal with her urges. Perhaps you could help with that?” And then she winked and the portal vanished. I groaned and pushed off the wall. Her too? Was I the weird one for being tentatively uncomfortable with this whole business? Ugh.

I steeled myself, ready for anything, then pushed the door open. My eyes flickered across the room, but I didn’t need to look far to find the rest of Zatanna’s surprise. She was lying on the bed beside Blake, trussed up in much the same manner as the faunus was except without the gag. Presumably she’d used her logomancy to achieve that state, because there was no way she could have tied herself up like that normally. 

Both girls were lying with their knees spread widely apart and pointing to either side of me, giving me a clear view of Zatanna’s womanhood while Blake’s was hidden from my gaze by a single length of translucent red ribbon. Their chests rose and fell with every breath, and Zatanna had her head craned forward so I could see the wide smile on her lips even while the blindfold she wore stopped her from seeing me. 

Mouth dry, I took a single step forward, the thick carpet beneath my feet rustling. Zatanna clearly heard me approaching, because her smile somehow managed to grow even wider. “Welcome home, Hydrys!” she called out. Blake attempted to mimic her words, but could only manage some groans and mumbles through her gag.  “We hope you had a good trip and decided to prepare some presents for when you came back!”

Both girls wiggled their bodies as best they could, making the bow between Blake’s breasts sway back and forth and drawing my eyes towards Zatanna’s gently-bound breasts. “Feel free to open whichever one you’d like first, or even just play with them while they’re still all wrapped up.” 

That seemed to be it, because Zatanna let her head drop down onto the pillows behind her and then firmly called out, “Gag em.” It took no time at all to realize what that particular spell did. A ball-gag much like the one that Blake was wearing appeared above her head and shot down into her waiting mouth before wrapping itself around her head, the straps tying themselves together at the back. 

I paused, genuinely moved by the display of trust. For someone whose primary magic required speech, gagging yourself was like me locking my wand away. Zatanna’s grasp of Atlantean magic was progressing rapidly, but it still typically required both focus and movement from her. It would take no small amount of effort for her to free herself from her current state, and I could easily make doing so even more difficult for her. 

I took a deep breath. Zatanna loved me. Zatanna trusted me. Zatanna was going to be my wife and the mother of my children. 

Zatanna just wanted for both of us to be happy and fulfilled. 


I walked over towards the bed, finally letting my eyes feast on the spectacle my beautiful, brilliant, and very lascivious fiancee had prepared for our enjoyment. They both looked absolutely ravishing, their bodies displayed obscenely on my bed. 

I stopped between them and then gently ran my hand up Zatanna’s thigh, only to stop a fraction of an inch from her lower lips, my fingers resting lightly on the silky fabric of one of the ribbons running between her legs. Zatanna moaned into her gag and bucked her hips, but I just pulled my hand away and well out of her limited reach.

I used my other hand to repeat the trick with Blake, starting at her knee and brushing my fingers up her thigh until they reached the edge of the ribbon passing over her cleft. The fabric was soaked with her arousal, thin rivulets of clear fluid dripping down her thighs and rear to fall onto my sheets, and a single touch left my fingers wet and slightly slippery. I gently pressed a single finger against the center of the ribbon at the base of her womanhood and stroked up its length, parting her plump lower lips and pushing the fabric down into the resulting gap. 

Blake sucked in a sharp breath and, much like Zatanna had, tried to push back into my touch.I immediately pulled away, making the bound huntress whine pitifully and strain futility against her clearly enchanted bonds. 

Amused, I repeated the gesture but started on her other leg. It took three more attempts, switching from side to side, but eventually she managed to control herself, though I could see the tension in her muscles as she struggled to stay still. I briefly rubbed her clit through the fabric as a reward for her good behavior before pulling my hand away. Blake let out another whine, but I ignored it. 

As much fun as it was to tease the faunus, Zatanna was literally trembling with anticipation and wasn’t this supposed to be a gift for me? I brushed my fingers across Zatanna’s pussy, her lower lips pulled open by her widely-spread knees, and they came away just as wet as they had with Blake. I’d literally touched her once and she was as aroused as I’d ever seen her. This clearly meant a lot to her.

I was out of my robes in record time, finally freeing my straining cock and leaving me even more naked than the two girls, then stepped into place between Zatanna’s legs and clambered up onto the bed. Leaning forward, I braced myself with my arms and gently kissed Zatanna’s cheek. “I love it,” I whispered softly, “and I love you. I think I’ll have to take you up on that second offer.”

I pressed the tip of my cock up against the petals of her womanhood, rubbing it up and down along her slick folds. Zatanna wiggled her hips and arched her back, and I happily took her up on the invitation. My hands took firm hold of her slender waist and I moved down to lick and nibble at her beautifully presented breasts. 

Zatanna moaned and her hips bucked once more, but this time I decided to do exactly what her body was craving. I met her rising hips with a thrust, burying my full length in her shuddering depths in a single stroke. Zatanna threw her head back and gasped into her gag, but I didn’t feel like giving her a single moment of reprieve. 

My balls slapped rhythmically against her ass as I fucked her, pulling her up by her waist into each of my thrusts. Zatanna clenched down around me like a vice, her insides clinging to me each time I pulled my shaft free and tugging me deeper with every thrust. Her moans came in a continuous, muffled stream and her knees twitched as she tried to kick her bound feet. 

I pulled away from her breasts, drinking in the sight of her. Her breasts bounced with every thrust, and there was a thin sheen of sweat covering her body that glistened under the lights. Her face was completely red, her hair lay in total disarray, and there was a line of drool leaking from the corner of her mouth, but she was still breathtakingly beautiful like this. “I. Love. You. Zatanna,” I declared, punctuating each word with another thrust.

Zatanna turned her head, a single eye shining with love and devotion peeking out from behind the askew blindfold. She tried to say something through her gag, but that one was still held firmly in place and I heard little of her words, particularly since they were soon interrupted by another barely muffled moan as she climaxed. However, I didn’t need to be able to hear her to know what she was saying. I love you too.

Her words, as well as the spasming and clenching of her insides as she climaxed around me, were more than enough to push me over the edge as well. I slammed my hips forward and pulled her tightly against me, holding her close as I filled her with my seed. 

Zatanna’s body went limp and I leaned forward, laying some of my weight on top of her and wrapping my arms around her chest. With my ear against her chest, I could hear her racing heartbeat and feel her chest rising and falling with each breath. 

“I missed you, Zee,” I whispered softly. I’d tried not to dwell on it too much while I’d been gone, but it was good to be back. 

Zatanna hummed and I laughed softly. One of my hands rose and rubbed her belly. It was still early, but I imagined eventually feeling her baby, our baby, kicking against my hand. 

Zatanna’s next mumble sounded like a question and I sat up. “Of course we’re not done yet. There’s still plenty more to do with my first present, and perhaps she’d like to get involved with playing with my second?”

Zatanna nodded quickly, fully dislodging the already loosened blindfold. Her eyes were bright and eager, and she quickly glanced over at Blake who was desperately trying––and horribly failing––to rub her thighs together while her head was turned towards the two of us.

Zatanna looked up at me and wiggled her eyebrows suggestively. For a witch who could look so very innocent on a moment’s notice, she sometimes had a rather one-track mind when it came to certain things. What a lewd––another muggle word, but a well reasoned one––witch I’d fallen for. My family elders would be horrified, but I wouldn’t have it any other way. 
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Having just filled Zatanna up, I wasn’t quite ready to keep going, but that wasn’t a difficult problem to solve. Particularly with two such splendid aids. Zatanna writhed and squirmed beneath me as I peppered her neck, chest, and breasts with kisses, my hands roaming up and down her body. 

I rolled a rock-hard nipple between my thumb and forefinger, gently brushed her hair away from her sweaty forehead, massaged her plush bum, and lightly rubbed her puffy clit. I made sure not to linger in any one spot for too long, slowly teasing her entire body in a way that I knew drove her crazy but wasn’t quite enough to get her off. I wanted her red-faced, ready, and eager, and not a glassy-eyed puddle barely able to move her limbs. 

Slowly but surely, I moved away from her most sensitive spots, pushing her towards the edge but making sure not to go over. Instead of her pussy, I massaged her thighs. Instead of licking and nibbling her extremely sensitive nipples, I focused on the sides and valley of her breasts and the creamy expanse of her bare belly. Zatanna clearly noticed what I was doing, whining pitifully and pushing back against my touches, but there was nothing she could really do to stop me, nor did she have a way to pleasure herself. 

By the time I decided she was all good and prepared, I was rock hard and ready to continue as well. My shaft was sandwiched between our bodies, and Zatanna’s constant squirming was rather pleasant to watch and experience. I sat up and Zatanna’s eyes instantly snapped onto my manhood, a pleading expression on her face. 

I rubbed my tip against her womanhood, watching as a few drops of my seed slowly dripped from her core and slid down her inner thighs. Zatanna tried to squirm towards me, clearly needing just that tiny bit of extra stimulation, but like I had before, I quickly pulled away.

I tutted disapprovingly. “Tsk, tsk. Greedy, greedy girl. You're the one that prepared two lovely presents for my return, and yet you’re trying to hog me all to yourself. I think I’ve given you more than enough attention to start with, and now you’re going to wait till the kitty’s had a turn before you get to cum again. Do you remember your last lesson?”

Zatanna nodded quickly, her hair whipping back and forth behind her. 

“Good, then you should remember that only naughty, naughty witches think only about themselves.” Zatanna nodded again and I continued. “Good, good. Then are you going to be my good witch today and earn yourself a reward, or are you going to be naughty?”

A pleasantly cool gust of wind blew my wand into my hand from where I’d set it down on the bedside table. I flicked my wrist and a carefully controlled relashio removed the gag Zatanna had summoned for herself. 

“I’ll be good!” she blurted out almost before the gag had left her mouth, stumbling over her words as she worked her jaw. “I’ll be your good witch!”

“Good girl.” I leaned forward and brushed her hair behind her ear, then stroked my thumb across her cheek. “Then let’s get you out of some of these ribbons so you can prove it to me.”

I could have done it in an instant with my wand, but instead I decided to do things manually. It was far more satisfying that way. I slowly, carefully unwound the ribbons around Zatanna’s legs, then pulled them straight one at a time, massaging every inch of soft, tanned skin with both hands. Zatanna said nothing as I worked, but her moans of pleasure as I worked at her muscles and the blissful look on her face told me everything I needed to know. 

Even though unbinding her legs restored most of her range of motion, Zatanna continued to lie placidly on the bed, allowing me to move her around however I liked. I rolled her over onto her belly and studied the way she’d bound her arms together. Her elbows were bent as far as they could and her hands were on her shoulders. Previously, several ribbons had connected her wrists to her ankles and her elbows to her knees, keeping her in a sort of spread-eagle position, but now only the one between her elbows that kept her arms up above her head remained. 

I considered how exactly I wanted this to play out. On one hand, I wanted Zatanna to have the ability to enjoy Blake alongside me rather than being a passive observer. She’d been the one eager to drag Blake into our bed, and so really this was all for her benefit. 

On the other hand, I was also growing increasingly aware of how exactly my darling witch liked to be treated in bed. She’d done this to herself for a reason, and I wanted to maximize her enjoyment of this situation. That was why I’d teased her to the very brink and then said what I said. As much as she whined and pouted, it was obvious this is what she wanted. 

I twirled my wand between my fingers, then cast a series of spells in rapid succession. Zatanna’s arms were free for barely a single moment before they were once more restrained, but this time they were pulled together behind her back, her palms pressed together and ribbons wrapped around her wrists and fingers. 

Zatanna yelped, but it sounded more like surprise than pain, so I ignored it. I lightly slapped her on the bum. “Up.” I commanded. It took some work, but Zatanna managed to push herself up with her shoulders and then get her knees under her so she could sit up. She turned to face me, her knees spread wide apart and her bound arms forcing her to thrust her chest out towards me, giving me an exquisite view of the ribbons still artfully arranged on her body. 

I let Zatanna watch as I very deliberately looked her up and down, then finally turned towards Blake. The cat faunus had her head turned towards us and her cheeks were flushed as bright red as the ribbons she was bound with. The ribbons over her womanhood were completely soaked and clinging to her like a second skin, and there was a growing patch of wet bedding between her legs. 

I smiled widely and turned towards Zatanna. “You know, maybe I’ve changed my mind,” I said loudly. “Sometimes it's better to leave a present for later, you know? Set it aside for a couple of hours or days so you have something nice to look forward to later in the––”

The noise Blake made nearly made me laugh. It was a desperate, keening sound, a wordless plea rising from deep within the girl’s sex-filled mind. 

Zatanna caught on immediately. “Hmm,” she mused. “You know, maybe that’s a good idea. It doesn’t really seem to me like Blake is very invested in this. She’s just been lying there the whole time, not doing anything to prove she deserves your cock. Perhaps she could use a day or two to think about what she really wants.”

I considered keeping things going, but Blake looked so very pitiful as she desperately mumbled into her gag that I decided to take mercy on her. “Tempting, tempting. But maybe I should give her a chance to prove she’s really interested. What do you think, dear? Does Blake deserve a chance?”

Blake nodded, her hair whipping around just like Zatanna’s had a few minutes earlier. “I guess everyone deserves at least one chance…” Zatanna said slowly.

I looked between the two girls, and my smile turned wicked. “Zatanna, go kneel over Blake’s face,” I ordered. 

Zatanna rushed to comply and I crawled over to sit down by Blake’s side. I gently ran the tips of my fingers across Blake’s bare belly, feeling the heat of her flushed skin. “So kitty, this is how it's going to work,” I began softly. Blake’s ears twitched and it was clear that she was hanging onto every word I said with desperate focus. 

My fingers continued to drift across her skin, barely touching her in places before continuing onward. “I put a load of yummy cream into Zatanna’s kitty.” My fingers lightly touched down just above the ribbon over her womanhood, and I could see Blake’s muscles clench as she fought the urge to move. “In just a moment, I’m going to take out your gag. You’re not going to say anything at all. No begging, no pleading, no nothing. Instead, you’re going to lick up every single drop of cream. If you do a good job, you’ll get a reward.”

I sharply tapped the gap between her lower lips, pushing the ribbon even deeper into the gap, “And if you don’t…” I let the words hang for a moment before continuing, “then maybe I’ll let you try again tomorrow. Or perhaps next week. And until then, I’ll make sure you don’t get to play with yourself at all. You’ve been a naughty girl, bothering Raven and Glynda. This is your chance to show me you can be a good kitty. Do you understand?”

Blake nodded. 

“Wonderful. Oh, and Zatanna?”

“Yes Hydrys?”

“My rule still stands. If you cum, that will be the last time until after my next trip.”

She swallowed heavily and nodded. “Yes, sir.”

“Good girl.”

Talking and acting like this still felt decidedly strange, but there was something deeply satisfying about it as well. Particularly with how both of the girls had reacted to it. I’d seen the way my threat made Zatanna’s toes curl and her pussy clench, and Blake was just as responsive. If her presence became a recurring thing––and knowing Zatanna, it probably would––then maybe I should give those books of hers a read. For inspiration, if nothing else. I much preferred reading off paper or parchment then trying to use my phone’s tiny screen.

I was glad I’d decided to take a peak at what exactly Zatanna had been looking at on her computer when she definitely wasn’t doing homework. It wasn’t exactly what I’d call good literature, but it was filled with all sorts of ideas I’d never have thought to look into on my own. 

I was slightly concerned about how willing Zatanna was going to be in going along with my commands, but I shouldn’t have worried. The moment I removed Blake’s gag, she dropped down onto the cat faunus’ face, grinding her womanhood against Blake’s lips.

Blake, whose blindfold meant she hadn’t exactly seen Zatanna coming, even if she was clearly aware the other girl was kneeling above her, took a moment to react. Once she did however, she dug in like a woman possessed. Her tongue vanished into Zatanna’s slit and her mouth latched onto Zatanna’s lower lips like a woman possessed. 

Zatanna’s spine stiffened and she threw her head back, her teeth clenched and her eyes squeezed tightly shut. I watched her closely, enjoying the sight. Typically I was rather occupied when I got her to such a state and couldn’t fully appreciate the artistry of it, but here I was free to admire her to my heart’s content. 

She seemed absolutely committed to following my command, straining to resist the climax I knew she was so very close too. I imagined if her hands weren’t bound behind her back, they’d be squeezed into white-knuckled fists, or perhaps clutching onto the sheets for dear life. 

Continuing to watch Zatanna out of the corner of my eye, I looked back down at Blake. As much as I appreciated the splendid lines of Zatanna’s ‘wrapping’, there was something wonderful in the splendid simplicity of Blake’s adornments. Zatanna’s ribbons were clearly held on by magic, hugging her curves and staying in place no matter how she moved or squirmed. She’d clearly put a lot of time and effort into designing exactly how she wanted them to lie and then casting the spells to make it so. Even with the bow at her neck, they were more an elaborate undergarment than any sort of wrapping. 

Meanwhile the ribbons around Blake were clearly put together with the ‘present’ theme in mind. They were held in place by magic, but only a tiny droplet of it, and I was pretty sure the entire thing could have been done completely by muggle means as well. I gently tugged at the bow between Blake’s breasts and felt the spells holding it in place dissolve. 

A single pull unraveled the bow, and then I let it slip out from between my fingers to fall down onto Blake’s chest. There were three strands of ribbon in the bow, the two ends of the one wrapping around her chest and the end of the ribbon leading down between her legs. 

Without the magic keeping them in place, one of the ribbons slipped down off of Blake’s nipples, revealing the puffy pink nub to the air. I gave it a soft pinch and Blake stiffened, briefly ceasing her tongue work much to Zatanna’s annoyance. “Keep. Going,” she gasped out. “Still. Plenty more. Cream.” Blake shook herself and dove back in. I hadn’t necessarily given her a time limit, but I think she understood that my patience wouldn’t last forever. 

I continued to, as Zatanna had said, slowly unwrap my present. I nudged the ribbons aside, allowing them to slip down onto the bedsheets on either side of Blake and fully revealing her breasts to the air. They were about the same size as Zatanna’s, I judged. Perhaps a tiny bit bigger even, though that might just have been a trick of perspective because her areola were slightly smaller. They were perky and round, her nipples pointing slightly upward. Blake’s skin was a few shades paler than Zatanna’s in general, but it was particularly apparent here. 

I reached down, placing one hand over each creamy white mound, and squeezed lightly. They were a bit too big to fit in my hands and, like the rest of Blake, they were slightly firmer than Zatanna’s. Still, they felt wonderful under my hands, Blake’s nipples digging into my palms as I played with her chest. I squeezed harder, pressing my fingers into the soft flesh until it bulged out between them. 

I looked up back at Zatanna. Her chin was pressed up against her chest and she was frantically whispering, “...oh fuck oh fuck ohfuckohfuckohfuck…” in a constant stream through her clenched teeth. 

I reached up and cupped her cheek. “Having fun, dear?”

She opened a single eye, staring at me with helpless need shining in her sparkling cyan eye. I brushed her hair away from her face again, even though it just fell right back down, smiled, and looked away.

Taking hold of the end of the last ribbon still lying between Blake’s breasts, I slowly began to tug on it, wrapping it around my finger as I pulled it up away from Blake’s skin. It came free easily at first, but by the time I reached her pubic mound, it was plastered to her skin. I slowed down, lifting it up millimeter by millimeter until I reached the point where it vanished beneath Blake’s body. I let the coil drop from my finger and beheld my summon in all her naked glory. 

Blake’s pussy was shaved bare, though I wasn’t sure if that was a result of her own efforts or the same depilatory spell that Zatanna cast on herself every morning. Regardless, her smooth skin shone with a thin sheen of sweat mixed with Blake’s clear arousal. She was quite literally dripping wet from what was essentially anticipation alone. I’d touched her for perhaps a total of a minute at this point, not nearly enough to explain this. Either she and Zatanna had been fooling around before I arrived home, or she just really enjoyed listening and being tied up. Or perhaps it was a combination of the two. 

Much like I had done before, I gently ran my finger up between her lower lips and towards where the tip of her swollen clitoris peaked out from beneath its hood. I pulled back just before I reached it and looked down at my soaking wet finger. She was more than ready for anything.

Shifting around the bed, I extended it out towards my darling fiancee. “Zatanna,” I said firmly. 

She cracked open her eyes and looked down at the finger hovering right in front of her lips. Without any further prompting, she leaned forward and took it in her mouth, licking it thoroughly clean before pulling back. 

“Mhmm, yummy,” she declared. The next moment, Blake apparently hit an especially sensitive spot, because Zatanna nearly doubled over, sucking in her chest as she struggled to control herself. 

“Pause,” I ordered sharply, slapping my hand down onto one of Blake’s breasts. The huntress froze instantly and Zatanna sat up, raising her hips up a few inches into the air. “What do you think, Zee. Did she get it all?” I asked curiously.

Zatanna took several seconds to answer, her breaths coming in short, sharp gasps and her hips rocking from side to side. “Yeah…” then firmer, “Yeah. I think. So.”

“Good girl, Blake,” I praised, “And good job Zatanna.”

I moved around Blake, making extra sure to rustle the sheets in my wake to make sure the faunus could follow me with her ears. I stopped between her legs, and for the first time tonight, something other than my finger pressed up against her quivering womanhood. 

Blake stiffened as I took two big handfuls of her taut, bubbly butt. There was a lot more muscle beneath the fat than Zatanna had, but it was still soft enough to really give me a good grip. “And here’s your reward, Kitty.”

I pressed forward, slipping easily into Blake’s slick folds. Blake clenched down tightly around my shaft, but the amount of lubrication ensured that I was able to bury my full length in her on my first thrust. 

“Oooooooooooooh,” she breathed, her head dropping onto the pillow beneath her. I pulled back almost the whole way until only the very tip of my cock remained inside her, then thrust forward once more, my hips slamming against hers.

“Godsssss,” she hissed. “H-harder!”

I was happy enough to oblige. Thrust by thrust, I hammered Blake down into the bed. Zatanna liked it rough, but at the same time, she was just an ordinary witch. More durable than a muggle, of course, but everything had a limit. 

Blake on the other hand was a huntress with an unlocked aura. She took everything I had and begged for more, her voice growing higher and higher pitched as she begged for me to fuck her harder, faster, deeper. 

By the time I finally buried myself in her for the last time and flooded her with my seed, our auras were flashing with every impact, purple and silver-green sparks raining down around our joined hips. Blake had cum thrice, her pussy clenching down around me hard enough that I was genuinely concerned she would have seriously injured an aura-less partner. I wondered if that was a known issue on Remnant.

Zatanna remained kneeling over Blake’s face the entire time, slowly cooling down from the peak she’d so very nearly reached under first my own and then Blake’s ministrations. I pulled out just in time to splatter Blake’s belly and lower lips with my last shot, then shuffled backwards. 

Zatanna looked at me with very wide, hopeful eyes. “Did I do good?” she asked.

“Hmm, well enough I guess,” I told her noncommittally. “You know, Blake did such a good job cleaning you up…”

She needed no further prompting, all but diving forward to collapse on top of the other girl. I patted her on the head as she got to work. “You’ve earned one orgasm. Make it count.” I raised my voice. “Blake? It's Zatanna’s turn to get the cream, but it's only polite to finish what you started.”

Blake also didn’t need any further instructions. 

I sat back, leaning on my arms as I watched the two go at each other. Even though I wasn’t really doing anything, it was a glorious sight. Maybe Zatanna was onto something after all. And I had a feeling that, now that she’d gotten a taste, she certainly wasn’t going to be stopping with just Blake. 

A few hours ago, the prospect of that would have left me anxiously biting my lip. Now…well. I was feeling a lot better about this whole situation. 
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For as pleasant as it had turned out to be, the night did not last much longer after that. I was tired, Zatanna and Blake were tired, and we were all well satisfied and ready to turn in. I slipped away for a minute, donned some pants, and summoned Glynda––no use letting my mana go to waste, since it should be back by morning––before returning to bed. 

It didn’t take long after that to fall asleep. Zatanna and I cleaned us all up with a series of spells––as much as a three-person shower sounded delightful, it was far too late already and Zatanna had school in the morning––and by silent agreement we cuddled up together at the center of my large bed. 

Zatanna lay spooned against me, her body soft and warm against my chest, while Blake lay on her other side, her face tucked into the crook of Zatanna’s neck and their chests pressed together. Zatanna was clutching the cat faunus against her chest like a favorite toy, and Blake seemed to be enjoying the treatment, molding her body against Zatanna and tangling their legs as much as her bonds would allow. 

I’d unbound Zatanna’s arms, but she hadn’t bothered to remove her ribbons. Meanwhile Blake remained blindfolded and with her legs bent at the knees, though the ribbons holding her arms and legs spread widely apart were gone. Zatanna or I would have removed them if she asked, but she hadn’t and I saw no harm in leaving them in place. 

There would be matters to discuss and news to catch up on in the morning. It was probably important to at least somewhat formalize our situation and establish expectations, and I wanted to make sure that I wouldn’t upset Zatanna by doing something silly. I was pretty sure she was enjoying everything I’d done so far, but I needed to be sure. Plus I wanted to hear all about what Zatanna had been up to from her, not just Raven’s report, and I had no doubts she’d be pestering me for stories about my past week just as soon as she started thinking about something other than sex.

I was honestly looking forward to it. I really needed to buckle down and focus on figuring out some way to share memories between my Blueprints and their originals, but until then I actually had some photographs I could show Zatanna this time. Not very many––I’d only remembered about my scroll well after we’d visited some of the more picturesque scenes––but that was still more than none. 

Furthermore, I couldn’t wait to introduce her to some of my new summons. Particularly our new servants once I had enough mana to summon them. I’d need to limit how many I brought out at first––there wasn’t really all that much room for them to stay at the moment––but I had a feeling that Zatanna would greatly enjoy having some of those elves around. 

Next time I left, I was going to make sure that Zatanna was well protected. Raven was both skilled and highly competent, but she was just one woman. I still needed to decide exactly which summons I’d be leaving behind, but it would probably include at least a handful of the generic elves and one of the dragons. Maybe even Tyrande, depending on how potent her healing was compared to that of the unnamed priestesses. Anyone that tried to hurt her would quickly come to regret it. 

Hmm, was I going to need to prepare identities for all the random elves? Probably not. There was no real reason for any of them to go out in public, and it wasn’t like they’d be able to blend in with the muggles. Though figuring something out for Peach, Amber, and Mavria would probably be a good idea. 

Maybe just the first two––the impression I received from Mavria’s Blueprint told me she was unlikely to want to go anywhere. I’d need to go talk to Mera again. Hopefully she’d be alright preparing some paperwork for me. And I really needed to remember to create a Blueprint of the queen when I got the chance. Not only was she both a powerful witch and a skilled teacher, but it would also be good to have a replacement for if the worst should befall her. I had a feeling Zatanna would be heartbroken to lose her mentor.

I shook my head and let the thought drift away. That was also a problem for tomorrow. I lightly stroked Zatanna’s belly. It was still flat and smooth now, but soon…soon…

What felt like moments later, I was torn from my dream––a hazy blur of flying spells, flashing colors, and cat-eared dragons––by the loud blaring of a telephone. Not my phone––it was…somewhere in the house, and probably out of battery regardless––but rather Zatanna’s. I recognized the pounding notes and first few words of some muggle song that Zatanna had set as her ringtone. Something about celebrating muggle explosives.

It was still early. Very early, even. I’d set up an alarm spell to wake us up so Zatanna wouldn’t be late, and it had yet to go off. I opened one eye and saw Blake blearily trying to look around, her ears twitching. It was mostly dark in my bedroom, but I was pretty sure the look on her face meant she’d forgotten she was wearing a blindfold. 

Zatanna shifted in my arms and cursed softly, her voice barely more than a mumble. “Damn it, dad. Five more minutes.” She buried her face in her pillow and pulled Blake even tighter against her chest. 

I considered just silencing the blasted thing, but my wand was on the bedside table and my arms were busy holding Zatanna. “Your phone’s ringing,” I whispered softly.


Zatanna mumbled something very rude, then turned her head to face the ceiling rather than her pillow. “Enohp ereh,” she said, her words crisp and firm.

There was a rustle of clothing, the clatter of something small hitting the floor, and then Zatanna’s phone whizzed into view, the screen glowing painfully bright in the near total darkness. It stopped in mid air just above Zatanna’s face and by its light I watched her squint up at the screen. “Why the fuck is uncle Kent calling me at…three fucking a.m?” she asked rhetorically. 

Blake hissed softly. “Just hang up,” she grumbled “Sleepy time.”

“If it was anyone else…Blah, it might be important. But I swear to god if it isn’t…” she trailed off, leaving the threat unfinished. It took three attempts, but eventually she managed to jab the ‘answer call’ button with the tip of her nose. She quickly turned her head to the side and the phone dropped from the air, landing neatly on top of her ear.

“Hey Uncle Kent,” Zatanna said sleepily, her voice muffled by Blake’s hair. “Why are you––”

She fell silent, listening to whatever the speaker on the other side was saying. I couldn’t quite make out any words, the sound coming through the speaker too soft to make out from where I was lying. I closed my eyes and shifted my grip around Zatanna’s waist, my thumb softly stroking one of the ribbons stuck to her belly. I didn’t feel any need to listen in. If it was something I needed to know, I trusted that Zatanna would pass it along. 

“Yeah, he came back last night.” Another pause. “He’s probably asleep right now, but if it's urgent.” A pause. “Yeah, not a problem. Why what’s––” 

Zatanna gasped and sat up, dragging both Blake and I up after her with the suddenness of her motion. She snatched the phone up, pressing it against her ear and listening intently. “Say that again,” she said sharply, the last traces of drowsiness vanishing from her voice. 

I leaned in, suddenly curious, and caught the tail end of Kent’s reply. “...supervolcano. We need all hands on deck now.”

I frowned. I knew what a volcano was, but I’d never heard of a supervolcano. Was it just a particularly big volcano? Or the name of some villain, perhaps? Superman, Wonder Woman, Supervolcano Man, that sort of thing. 

Zatanna swallowed heavily. “Okay. We’ll be there soon.” She stiffly pulled the phone away from her ear and jabbed the ‘end call’ button. Then she dropped her phone onto the sheets and turned towards me, her eyes very wide. “Some villain tried to set off the Yellowstone supervolcano a few hours ago. Apparently it's not as bad as it could be, but the League is calling in as much help as it can.”

Ugh. This was what I got for helping out against those Injustice League people, wasn’t it? The reward for good work was more work. 

I wanted to brush it off. To roll over in bed and fall back asleep. To hold Zatanna against my chest and drift off thinking of the child slowly growing in her belly.


But I couldn’t. Now that they knew I was back, not showing up would ruin whatever good reputation I’d managed to build with the heroes. Plus, Zatanna would be upset. She was absolutely going to try and help, and I certainly wasn’t allowing her to go without me. 

I reached for my land bonds. The mana I’d spent on Glynda before bed was back. Good. I could work with that. 

I sighed heavily and sat up. “You can explain what that means while we get dressed. Blake,” I snatched my wand and swiftly removed her blindfold and bonds, then summoned a dim ball of light to hover above the bed. “Go wake up Raven and Glynda, then grab us some tea and something from the kitchen.”

She nodded and rushed out of the room, either forgetting or not bothering to put anything on. I idly wondered what Raven would think of that, my lips pulling into a small smile. Then I turned back to Zatanna. 

“Right. So, Yellowstone. That’s that park?”

Zatanna blinked at me. “Uncle Kent didn’t tell me much, but I’ll start at the beginning.”
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For the first few minutes, I’ll admit that I was dragging my feet. I was tired, sleepy, and honestly wasn’t all that interested in getting involved in whatever this was. Casual heroics were all well and good, particularly if they were conveniently timed, highly public, and likely to have significant payouts in terms of reputation, but waking up in the middle of the night to go save some random muggles I neither knew nor cared for was something else entirely. 

If not for Zatanna, I probably would have ignored this entirely. I was confident in the league’s ability to deal with most issues, particularly after seeing just how dangerous certain members of the organization were. They already had people like Kent, Dr. Fate, and even Giovanni––as much as I disdained the man, there was no denying that he was an extremely powerful and knowledgeable wizard––on call if they needed a magic specialist. 

Only the knowledge that Zatanna would be terribly disappointed in me if I didn’t involve myself, along with the certainty that she would try to get involved on her own, stopped me from succumbing to the siren’s song of my extremely soft and fluffy bed sheets. At the very least it sounded like the actual villains involved had already been dealt with, and this was just clean up. 

I listened with one ear while Zatanna outlined what she’d heard from Kent and gave me the same basic rundown of the situation. Supervillain attack, league response, location, that sort of thing. Then she started talking about this Yellowstone place and suddenly was bandying around words like ‘extinction level event’, ‘several orders of magnitude stronger than Pompeii’, and ‘bury the entire continent in ash’, and suddenly I was paying a lot more attention. 

I didn’t particularly care about the fate of any one muggle, or really any thousand muggles, perhaps more, but I was slowly growing fond of the things their kind had managed to achieve in the past century with the help of the local wizards and magical creatures. I also now lived on this continent, and I knew enough about socio-economic systems to guess that that sort of damage would have serious consequences for this entire Plane. 

I couldn’t say I particularly liked this Plane either––too many self-important muggles and creatures that didn’t understand their place and not nearly enough wizards––but that didn’t mean I wanted to see it seriously damaged or destroyed. It was supposed to be my new home, the place where I stored the spoils of my journeys through the multiverse. It was also Zattana’s home, and I had no idea how to bring her physically along with me, if such a thing was even possible. The Blind Eternities were an immensely hostile place, one where I could survive only due to a fortunate turn of fate. Without something like my Spark to protect me, I would be swept away and dissolved into nothingness in an instant. 

Shrugging on the same black and green robe I’d worn during the whole plant debacle, I turned towards Zatanna and interrupted her before she could keep going. “How in Merlin’s name do you know all this?” I asked, slightly baffled. “Kent couldn’t possibly have told you that much in thirty seconds.”

Zatanna poked her head out of the walk-in closet I’d charmed for her, continuing to pull on one of the white gloves she wore as part of her performing costume. I suppressed a frown, not fully pleased by her choice of outfit, but not really having any grounds to stand on to complain. As much as Zatanna and her father were currently not on good terms, she still greatly admired the man in some aspects and I was not surprised to see her copy his choices when it came to picking a costume for her heroic identity. I still thought it was a tad too revealing for wearing in public, but it was not in any way worse than her usual clothing, nor even more so than what a number of other heroines wore. 

Hmm, something to think about. Perhaps I’d be able to tempt her into wearing something more directly linked to my stylistic choices in the future. Her developing pregnancy would give me time to wear her down and prepare more appropriate options. We could even work on it together. Assuming I wasn’t able to talk her out of all this heroism rubbish before then, that is. Optimally, she’d be pregnant again by the time our first child was weaned and I’d never need to worry about her going out and doing reckless, dangerous nonsense to protect a handful of meaningless muggle lives. 

“Oh uh, Yellowstone is kind of famous, I guess?” Zatanna answered, tilting her head to the side thoughtfully. “I think I watched like, some documentaries about it, maybe? It's just sort of something I just learned about at some point. I thought volcanoes and natural disasters and stuff were really cool as a kid, and there’s a lot of books about that sort of thing aimed at kids.”

I wasn’t sure what to make of that. Perhaps a muggle equivalent of books about dangerous creatures like dragons and nundus? Flourish and Blotts had a well-trafficked shelf featuring large-font magical-creature books filled with all manner of illustrations and diagrams. Without such things, it seemed the muggles had been forced to make do. 

Still, it was good to know that part of this was simply Zatanna’s own theoretical knowledge and not something she was passing along from Kent. It sounded like she probably knew the broad strokes, but not necessarily the most relevant details. I certainly wouldn’t trust someone raised on such books to know how to deal with a dragon attack, even if they likely could name just as many varieties of the creatures as a proper expert. 

With that explained, Zatanna continued, though this time I started to notice potential gaps and places where she clearly didn’t know hard numbers. I’d need to get a proper read of the situation from the heroes, or perhaps some subject-matter experts. 

Thinking of experts suddenly reminded me that I didn’t necessarily need to rely on the Justice League alone when it came to experts. In fact, I had access to a being with many thousands of years worth of experience managing the depths of the earth. Before they’d gone rogue, the Black Dragonflight had been charged with warding the earth and protecting the deep places of the world. Near as I was aware, that included volcanoes. Even if Mavria didn’t have direct experience with such things, she was still both an immensely powerful combatant and a master geomancer. I had a feeling her presence would prove invaluable. 

Leaving Zatanna to finish getting ready, I stepped out of my room to find both Glynda and Raven waiting for me in the hallway. They were dressed in the huntsmen clothing I’d summoned them in, and looked a lot more awake than I felt. 

“What’s the situation?” Glynda asked, eyes sharp. “Blake didn’t really tell us anything before running off.”

I raised a hand to forestall any further questions. “One moment. I don’t know much, and I only want to explain things once.”

Thankfully, the mana I’d spent on summoning Glynda had had just enough time to return, so I was able to do this now. After a moment’s thought, I decided to keep Shadowcrest––my most flexible land when it came to spellcasting––and the Hunstsmen’s Memorial––more protective magic was always a good option––in reserve and poured the rest of my mana into Mavria’s blueprint. 

There was a flare of power and a moment later the draconic woman stood beside me. She didn’t look like much. Her blonde hair hung loose around her shoulders, with only two clumps gathered into loose pigtails just above the curves of her breasts. She wore a simple, home-spun brown dress, and her soft, gentle features gave her an air of innocent peacefulness. 

However, beneath that pleasant exterior lurked a dangerous apex predator. Perfectly controlled rivers of magic flowed just beneath the surface of her skin, and her robe was just as heavily enchanted as my own, if not more so. Beyond that, I knew that she could easily shed this human shell at a moment’s notice and return to her true form––a dragon big enough to swallow a grown man whole and strong enough to tear through stone, steel, and magical barriers like they were tissue paper.

Glynda, who had met the woman previously, smiled pleasantly, while Raven cautiously eyed the new arrival, assessing her strength and threat level with a well practiced eye. Mavria ignored both of them, blinking languidly and then looking around the hallway with half-lidded eyes. “So this is it, huh? A whole new world?” she asked after a moment. “Doesn’t look like much.”

I wanted to say something about the wooden shack that the dragon called home, but that would be needlessly antagonistic. And in any case, it was true that this part of my new home was still rather underwhelming. Bare walls, simple flooring, and utilitarian doors. A far cry from the opulence I was used to and sought to recapture. 

“It's a work in progress,” I said simply. “Perhaps you’ll be able to help us turn it into something a bit more impressive in the future.” She made a dismissive noise and I quickly moved on. “In any case, welcome to my current home. I’d be happy to give you a proper tour later and help you settle in, but for now there’s an emergency that I need to attend to and you seemed like the perfect fit to help me out.”

“Oh?” Mavria rolled her eyes and sighed heavily. “And what exactly is the problem? Did someone’s cow get stuck in a gully?”

I wondered idly if that was an actual thing she’d been asked to deal with in the past, or if she was just being dramatic. “No, no, nothing like that. Apparently some supervillain,” I hoped the automatic translation of my Spark would help bridge the gap between this Plane’s terminology and that which she was used to, “tried to set off some sort of supervolcano thing? I’m not clear on the details, but––”

Mavria went from slouching and unconcerned to absolutely focused in an instant. Her shoulders straightened, her eyes narrowed, and the lazy streams of power flowing through her body shuddered like the freshly-tightened strings of some instrument. “Where?” she demanded. “There’s no time to waste.”

That certainly seemed to have caught her attention. It seemed I’d been right about the responsibilities of her flight. Even if most of them had decided to focus on sowing discord, some, like her, still remembered their original purpose. 

“Well be heading out in just a moment. Just waiting for––” Blake rounded the corner at run, a tray stacked high with croissant sandwiches and mugs full of tea clutched in her arms. She slid to a stop beside us, barely sparing a glance for the unfamiliar member of our group, and carefully angling the tray to ensure not a single drop splashed out of the sloshing cups.

“––food and one more––” the door to my bedroom opened and Zatanna stepped out. She briefly glanced at Mavria, then hungrily snatched a sandwich and mug off of Blake’s tray. I cut myself off and sighed. “Good timing. 

I grabbed my own food and drink, a long sip of the hot, heavily caffeinated tea doing plenty to wash away the last of my lingering sleepiness. Turning to Zatanna, I asked, “Did Kent tell you where we need to go?” I wasn’t fully sure where this volcano was, but I doubted I’d memorized any nearby locations for apparition.

She nodded, her mouth full. She quickly chewed and swallowed, then said, “Yeah. There’s a Zeta Tube in Salt Lake City. He’ll meet us there.”

“Right.” My summons weren’t keyed into the Justice League’s travel system, but that wasn’t an issue. “Raven, I’ll apparate to the station and go through on my own. You’ll portal everyone else over as soon as I’m through.”

Raven nodded sharply in agreement. “Understood.”

I scarfed down my sandwich, washed it down with the rest of my tea, then set the cup back down on Blake’s waiting tray. The cat faunus had finally realized that she was completely naked in front of both a stranger and one of her teachers and was blushing brightly while trying to cover her chest with her arm and her womanhood with the tray. “Blake, get dressed but you’re on homewatch. We need someone to stay here so Raven has a target to portal too.”

“Yes, Hydrys,” she squeaked. 

“Good. Let's go.” Not bothering with subtlety, I twisted and vanished with a sharp crack, reappearing a moment later inside the building that hid one of Gotham’s Zeta Tubes. 

To my surprise, I was not alone. There was a scowling teenager waiting for me, the vaguely familiar boy dressed in a red body-suit, black and yellow cape, and wearing a mask similar to my own. It took me a moment to remember his name––something bird related––but eventually I recognized him as Robin, Batman’s protege. I’d heard a bit about the boy in the past from Kaldur'ahm and I’d briefly seen him when we’d assaulted the Injustice League’s base. 

He was leaning against a wall and straightened to his full, if not-particularly impressive, height the moment I arrived. “Took you long enough,” he said snidely. His eyes flicked up and down my costumed form. “Hope you had a nice nap.”

I ignored him, stepping into the Zeta Tube. Near as I was aware, he was just an ordinary muggle. I doubted he’d be of much use today. Or ever, for that matter. 

“Salt Lake City,” I told the machine clearly.

The muggle apparatus emerged from the ceiling and scanned the two of us, and then once more I vanished from the room. For as clunky as the entire system was, I had to admit that the Justice League had devised a far more comfortable means of transportation than most comparable magics I was familiar with. This was positively pleasant compared to traveling by floo or taking a portkey. 

Kent was indeed waiting for me when I emerged. I spared a glance for Robin, who’d traveled with me, then continued to ignore him. As soon as I had stepped away from the tube, one of Raven’s portals appeared beside me and the others swiftly filed out of it, with Raven herself bringing up the rear. 

Out of the corner of my eyes, I could see Robin’s gaze instantly snap over to my summons, and the ghost of a frown flickered across my lips before I forced it away. I turned towards Kent, who was leaning heavily on his cane and looked even older than he had the last time I’d seen him.

“Kent,” I greeted simply. “It's good to see you. I’ve got a lot to tell you about during our next lesson.”

“Hydrys, glad you made it back. I’ll keep that in mind––something to look forward to after all this is done.”

“Indeed. In any case, we can catch up later. What’s the situation? I brought an expert, hopefully they’ll be able to help.”
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Kent grimaced. “It's probably better to show you. I’m pretty sure you have a spell that filters the air around you. Best to cast that on yourself and your friends.”

I nodded. Zatanna and I were already both covered by bubble-head charms, but I swiftly cast the spell on Raven, Glynda, and Mavria as well. Aura helped with a lot of things, but it didn’t stop you from inhaling things like poison gas and ash, even if it would mitigate the damage they caused. 

I gestured questioningly at Kent and he nodded after a moment. “If you have the strength to spare, I’d appreciate it. It's been a long night already.”

“It shouldn’t be a problem.” Roll, swirl, roll. My wand flew through the movements for the fourth time in less than a minute and an invisible bubble of clean, fresh air appeared around Kent’s nose and mouth. 

“Thank you, Hydrys. There are a few others that could use your help in this manner as well. I’ll point them towards you if you don’t mind.”

“I’d be happy to help.”

“Excellent. We should be off.” Kent thumped his cane against the ground and a golden ankh rose up behind him, its lower section sized like a doorway. Gesturing for us to follow him, he stepped into the ankh and vanished.

I exchanged looks with my summons. Glynda nodded and took the lead, her crop held loosely in her hand. I followed after her, with Zatanna behind me, then Mavria, and Raven bringing up the rear.  

Glynda stepped through the portal and I waited for Raven to confirm that everything looked good on the other side with her semblance before following after her. I trusted Kent, but it was entirely possible the situation had changed since he’d left to get us. It was best to be safe, and I didn’t much like portals that I couldn’t see or sense through. 

I stepped out of the portal and my eyes widened as I beheld the scene in front of me. Glynda nudged me to the side, but she too was staring silently at the devastation before us. Even from what must have been quite a distance, it was certainly a concerning sight. 

The portal led out onto a bare hilltop from which we had a clear view of the damage. I didn’t know what this place had looked like before, but it had been transformed into a hellscape. A pillar of ash rose high into the sky, blocking out the moon and stars and plunging the world into darkness. The only light came from vast, glowing rivers of lava flowing sluggish from the depths of the earth, burning away everything in their path.

Not knowing how far away exactly from the site of the eruption we were standing, it was hard to judge the scale of things for certain, but this didn’t look good. The lava was covering a vast swath of territory and that was a lot of ash. However, it also didn’t look quite as bad as what Zatanna had suggested previously. 

There was a loud curse and I glanced over to find Mavria staring out at the devastation. She knelt down and her hand sunk a few inches into the dirt, tendrils of magic flowing down her fingers and into the depths of the earth until they vanished from my perception. After a moment, she glanced over towards me. “Not as bad as you said it was, but bad. I’ll see what I can do.”

Before I could really say anything, she stood up and hurried away. Once she’d gained enough distance, she leapt into the air and transformed before diving smoothly into the earth like a dolphin vanishing beneath the waves.

Kent and Zatanna both stared blankly at where Mavria had just vanished. Raven was also surprised, but she was too composed to show it. 

Kent blinked slowly. “Hmm.”

“Long story. The dragons on Azeroth are kind of weird.”

“I see.”

I shrugged. “Theoretically she’s an expert on this sort of thing. The black dragons are ‘earthwardens’, and she’s got a rather crazy amount of experience. No idea if she specifically ever dealt with something like this, but I’m pretty sure she knows what she’s doing.”

“I will defer to your judgment, then. You know her capabilities better than I do.”

I really hoped Mavria did know what she was doing. Like I’d told Kent, I was pretty sure she did. But I wasn’t certain. Well, hopefully she didn’t make things worse. That would probably be bad. Both for my reputation, and for this Plane. 

Zatanna stepped up beside me and took my left hand in hers. Her grip was uncomfortably tight, and I gently squeezed back, trying to reassure her. “How did this happen?” she asked softly. “Who would do something like this?”

Kent’s frown turned into a grimace. “We’re still piecing things together, but Batman put together a general timeline. It looks like this is the work of Morrow, though perhaps not fully what he was intending to do.” Kent sighed heavily. “To think he’d do something like this after all this time. I thought I’d seen the last of that madman half a century ago.”

I was still trying to place the name when Glynda spoke up. “Do you mean T. O. Morrow, the creator of Red Tornado?”

Kent nodded. “The one and only.”

I was not particularly familiar with the topic at hand, but I did know a bit about Red Tornado. He’d helped me rescue Kent from Klarion and had been a member of the Justice Society alongside Kent. 

“I had not realized he was still active.” Glynda said after a moment. “He must be nearly a hundred years old by now, perhaps even older.”

“A bit over, in fact. And not many did. He laid low for quite some time.”

“This is certainly one way to make an explosive return,” Raven added softly.

“Indeed.” Kent shook his head. “But we’re getting off track. Here’s what we think happened. Morrow always loathed heroes, but in the past he tried to destroy us from the inside. Unfortunately for him, he was too good at making human-like machines. His creations never wanted to turn on us. Red Tornado was supposed to destroy the Justice Society, but instead he became a core member of our team.” 

Kent closed his eyes and exhaled sharply. “This time, Morrow decided he was sick of such things. He made another robot, this one called Red Volcano. According to the aborted message we got from Red Tornado, it was built with all the memories of its predecessors but none of the personality. This time, Morrow just wanted to destroy us, so he made a machine that hated heroes and hated humanity.”

He smiled grimly. “He succeeded a little too well. Apparently he was his own creation’s first victim. And then Red Volcano decided that the best way to destroy us heroes was to destroy humanity itself. Thus,” Kent gestured at the oozing rivers of lava, “this. The lab where Morrow was hiding was apparently under Old Faithful, and the robot didn’t feel like wasting any time. It’s fortunate that this all happened in the late evening, or else a lot more people would have died.”

The last traces of Kent’s smile vanished, and he once again looked like an impossibly tired old man. “Red Tornado tried to stop him, but Volcano was too strong. Thankfully my old friend managed to get a message off before he was slagged, or we’d be in even more trouble. That, and Yellowstone is a lot less active than most media would suggest. Superman and a Green Lantern got here as quickly as they could manage and took out the villain, but the damage was already done. We’ve been doing what we can to mitigate the effects, but there’s only so much we can manage. Plus, a few other villains tried to take advantage of the chaos, which hasn’t helped things one bit.” Kent sighed again. “It's been a long, long night.”

I nodded slowly. It didn’t sound like Red Tornado had made it out of things in one piece. And I knew that he and Kent had been close. Close enough to entrust the Tower’s spare key into his possession. “My condolences. I only knew Red Tornado briefly, but he seemed like a good man.”

Kent choked up a little. “He was. The very best. It takes a lot of courage to rise beyond the fate life intends for you and embrace heroism the way he did.”

I smiled kindly and, with more enthusiasm than I really felt, told Kent, “I’d love to hear more about him, but that’s going to have to wait. What can I do to help?”
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Over the next few minutes, Kent proceeded to give me a full rundown of the situation. Some of the specifics flew over my head, but I was pretty sure that I’d understood the gist of it all. 

Primarily, it seemed that Red Volcano had made a severe miscalculation with his choice of target. Yellowstone had once been exactly as dangerous as Zatanna had explained, but that had been hundreds-of-thousands, or even millions, of years ago. Some of the words he used were unfamiliar to me, but it sufficed to say that there was simply a lot less molten rock hidden beneath the surface than in ages past. Thus, the eruption that the geokinetic robot had triggered was a pale shadow of what it could have been. 

Furthermore, he’d set the volcano off at the center of a colossal, only sparsely populated area. Some muggles had lost their lives in the initial eruption, and more still in the following minutes, but there simply weren’t any large population centers close by. Thus, while the damage caused to the park was catastrophic and would rapidly get worse as wildfires raged and the lava expanded outward, the number of muggles confirmed dead didn’t even exceed three digits. Sure there was some damage further out––the eruption had caused a minor earthquake––but it was almost entirely contained for the moment. 

For wizards, such a thing would be a terrible disaster. Rare was the tragedy that cost more than a small handful of wizarding lives, and so many deaths would cause a notable, if recoverable, dip in our population, but the muggles bred like rabbits. There were billions of them! They’d probably more than replaced their losses in just the handful of hours since the eruption. 

Thus, the real issues were three-fold. Firstly, there were still many muggles within the park, many of them well within the path of forest fires or the lava flows themselves. They were also widely scattered and many likely didn’t even know about the severity of the threat, nor where they could go to reach safety. 

Secondly, the lava and fires it was causing. If not dealt with, vast swaths of forest would be destroyed and the fires would likely spread rapidly outside the bounds of the park and in the direction of muggle cities and towns. There was also still some infrastructure that ideally would be saved from the lava flows, and it was theoretically possible that the lava would continue to expand outward until it did reach somewhere too populated to easily evacuate.

And then there was the biggest danger of all. The ash cloud which blanketed the sky in all directions and apparently extended high into the atmosphere. Besides the ash itself, the cloud was filled with all sorts of deadly volcanic gasses that would wreak havoc on the surroundings and exacerbate ‘climate issues’ caused by the muggle's own action. 

I nodded slowly, assessing what Kent had told me. It seemed as though the immediate danger at the very least had already passed. There were no supervillains against whom I needed to stay on guard, and there were plenty of heroes around in case something did happen. As much as I would prefer to keep mana in reserve in case of an emergency, there was a better, more immediate use for my last two motes. 

Before anything else, I drew upon my lands. The faster I used them, the faster they’d refresh, and I had a feeling I’d be doing a lot of summoning in the coming hours and days. One mote of White and another of Colorless mana drew together and a moment later a statuesque, purple-skinned night elf stood beside us, her pale white gown fluttering in the breeze. 

Kent jolted in surprise, but quickly recovered. “Huh, another new friend?” he asked.

I nodded. “A healer.” I turned towards the woman, noticing Zatanna staring at her intently out of the corner of my eye. This wasn’t quite how I’d intended to introduce her to my new elven summons, and Zatanna was too professional to say or do anything out in public, but there was a sort of predatory hunger in her eyes. 

“Priestess,” I greeted neutrally. This was my first time summoning a generic blueprint of something other than an animal, and I wasn’t quite sure how she would behave. The geists had been veritable golems, but in theory this priestess should be at least somewhat more intelligent than that. They were both magical creatures, but to say they were the same was like comparing a veela to a thestral. 

It took several long moments for the elven priestess to respond. She, like all of my summons, had been briefly disoriented and unbalanced by her summoning, and it took a moment for her to steady herself. 

When she finally did, she curtsied and bowed her head. “Elune’s blessing upon you, Hydrys Black. How can I be of service.” Her words were slightly stiff and emotionless, and there was something off about her expression, but that wasn’t necessarily a problem. 

“There’s been a volcanic eruption. You’ll be helping provide aid and healing to some of the victims.”

“Understood. Elune protects.”

Okay, good enough. I’d test her and other summons more in the future, but she seemed cognizant enough to be useful. “Right. Glynda, Zatanna, I think you guys should go help fight the forest fires. Your hydromancy and Glynda’s semblance will be best suited for that. Raven, take the priestess and head towards one of the evacuation points. If the others run into any survivors, you can evacuate them quickly with your portals.” And she’d be well positioned to evacuate Zatanna and I as well, though that went without saying. “I’ll go see what I can do about that,” I finished, jerking my head towards the plume of ash blanketing the sky.

Glynda, Raven, and the priestess all nodded, but Zatanna just stared at me nervously, her teeth gnawing on her lower lip. “But I want to stay with you,” she said after a moment.

I couldn’t agree more, and I didn’t like arguing with her about something like this, but I was pretty sure this was the best plan. I took a step towards her and cupped her cheek gently. “I’d rather you stay with me too,” I told her, smiling softly, “but how much can your magic really do against something like that?” 

I let the silence hang. The answer wasn’t much and she knew it. “This way, we’ll both be able to do as much good as we can.” And, if I was lucky, the work would plant a seed of doubt in her mind about how much she really wanted to focus on this heroism thing. 

Zatanna looked down at the ground. “You’re right,” she agreed. She swallowed heavily. “Be careful.”

I kissed her forehead and pulled away. “I will. Focus on your own safety, I’ll be fine.”

“I’ll have Glynda with me, but you’re going to be all alone.”

Kent, who’d stayed silent until now, stepped forward and lay a hand on Zatanna’s shoulder. “He won’t be alone, don’t you fear. We can’t see them from down here, but Superman and two Green Lanterns are up there right now. Hydrys will have plenty of backup if something happens.”

“See? I’ll be fine,” I repeated.

Zatanna smiled and stepped forward to hug me, burying her face in my chest. I took the opportunity to give both Raven and Glynda severe looks. As usual, Zatanna’s safety was their first priority. 

I patted Zatanna on the back and she finally let go of me and stepped back. Kent handed over some communicator devices––little muggle tools that would allow them to coordinate with other heroes and aid workers, as well as keep track of the fires’ spread––and then they hurried away.

I watched them go, carried through the air by Glynda’s semblance while Raven winged into the distance in the form of a Raven. The priestess would stick with Glynda and Zatanna until Raven reached her destination, at which point my healer summon would be able to get to work. 

Finally alone with Kent, I turned towards my mentor. “I…don’t want to get your hopes up,” I began, “but I might be able to do something to uh, help Red Tornado.” The instant look of hope that appeared on his face was exactly what I had been hoping to avoid. I wasn’t sure if I could do anything, and saying something needlessly would just hurt more if things went poorly. 

I quickly continued. “My kind of magic is pretty good at fixing damaged objects, and at least so far I haven’t had any trouble using it on technology. If we can find some piece of scrap or something, then maybe I’ll be able to put him back together?”

Reparo didn’t really work as a healing spell, nor could it fix magic items, but as far as I was aware, Red Tornado was, somehow, a purely mechanical creation. How a machine could speak, think, and harness the winds the way he could I did not know, but perhaps it would work out in his favor in this instance. The spell on its own might not be powerful enough to do the trick, but with one or two motes of mana to empower it? I really couldn’t say. It might be possible. 

“I don’t need much, just enough that it counts as being a specific part of his body. Like, I can fix a broken teacup if I have a piece of the base and a bit of the wall, but not from just a small shard of broken pottery. I remember what he looked like, so I should be able to fill in a lot of gaps in the magic.”

Kent exhaled heavily, eying me wordlessly. After a moment of silence, he looked away, his eyes squeezed shut.“Even if it is not possible, I appreciate your offer, Hydrys. I will see what I can find. Perhaps it is greedy of me; we all must find our end one day. But at my age, hope is a precious commodity. We shall see.”

He turned, staring out at the devastation that Red Volcano had caused. “I fear that perhaps Tornado’s body was too heavily damaged for even your own body, but I will hope it has not been. We will exhaust all avenues before considering him fully gone. Red Tornado deserves no less than our best efforts to save him.”

Kent wordlessly reached into a pocket and passed me a small black nub that apparently went into my ear. I slipped it into place and quickly recognized the sound of Lantern Stewart, the dark-skinned hero whom I’d worked with during the Injustice League’s attack. 

“Good luck, Hydrys,” Kent told me softly.

“Thank you sir.” I inclined my head towards the man, then turned and walked away, temporarily putting the idea of repairing Red Tornado out of my mind. My wand sang beneath my fingers as I watched the ash plume with considering eyes, weighing my options.

For all that I’d told Zatanna that her magic was poorly suited to this sort of thing, mine was not much better. But, with the help of the other heroes, I was confident I could make do. 

I pressed a finger of my left hand against the earpiece, listening to Superman and the two Lanterns talk back and forth. It sounded like the plan was to slowly compress the ash plume from all directions and bring it down towards the ground where it could be more easily dealt with. The danger of the ash and gasses came from them spreading out throughout the atmosphere and the way they were already scattered across a vast distance. If we could stop it from blowing away, that was already more than half the battle.

Yeah. Yeah, I could help with that. A light breeze blew around my feet, grass and branches rustling softly. The ventus spell wasn’t really designed with such a purpose in mind, but I was a powerful enough wizard to make some adjustments to my spells. Between that, and the weather-related magics of Remnant, I would be able to more than pull my weight here.

“Hydrys Black here,” I spoke into the muggle device. “I’m going to be stuck near the ground, but I’m here to help. Tell me where I should focus my efforts and let's get this ash plume dealt with.”
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Despite her bulk, Mavria slipped through the earth like a fish through water, solid stone parting smoothly before her and sealing up in her wake. She beat her wings, sending waves of geomantic magic echoing through the earth in all directions and propelling herself ever deeper downward. 

It was utterly dark beneath the earth, but she did not need something as mundane as eyes to see. The world around her shone with color, every flap of her wings and sweep of her claws illuminating the depths for miles around her. Her perception expanded slowly but surely, each pulse of magic filling in more details and painting a picture in her mind of what she faced. 

It was not nearly as bad as she’d feared. The earth she swam through was cool, and the molten depths lay undisturbed far, far below. There were two magma chambers that she could feel, one lurking just a scant few kilometers beneath the surface, and another far larger and deeper. Neither had reached a critical pressure, and would not for many, many years, if ever.

Without the meddling of mortals, this place would not have been a danger to any bar those unfortunates burnt by heated waters. It would have cooled and cooled, never to recapture the majesty and ferocity it had once commanded. 

But of course, mortals could never leave well enough alone. She could feel the puncture, sense the artificial call to molten rock and the path that had been laid for it to follow. It was faint now, its creator gone, but had they been allowed to work undisturbed, perhaps they really could have done catastrophic damage to the surface. 

She exhaled, her head turning to the side as she sailed past the affected area. Instead of fire, ash, or molten rock, gentle waves of magic blew from between her rows of razor-sharp teeth, carefully shaped by the curve of her tongue and millenia of hard practice and experience into just the right form and magnitude. 

The power expanded outward in a cone, rapidly growing to cover many hundreds-of-thousands of cubic meters of stone––solid, molten, and somewhere in between. The earth stilled as it passed, faint tremors caused by the immense pressure of the molten depths fading before they could further destabilize the careful balance of forces at play. 

She flapped her wings again, feeling for the effects of her work. The bright reds and oranges of danger had faded somewhat into pale yellows and gentle pinks. She slowed, fully extending her wings and sweeping her tail back and forth beneath her. The spines along her whip-like tail were perfect for precise manipulations, each carefully directed flick sending narrow cones of high-fidelity sensation into the upper molten body.

Progress, certainly, but there was still more to do. She was terribly out of practice. It had been many, many, many years since she’d used her geomancy for anything more than carving out comfortable chambers where she could safely lounge in her true form, hidden from prying eyes by many miles of solid stone and magical marriers. 

Well, that and ensuring that the path to her isolated home was as well hidden and difficult to access as possible. As much as she enjoyed her guise as a humble human peasant girl, company was oftentimes ever so tiresome. If she wanted to spend time among the younger races, she would seek them out. Maintaining her guise while they prattled on and on and ate her food was frustrating in the extreme. Did they think she lived alone on a mountainside because she wanted company?

As she waited for her magic to properly propagate through the earth––it took time for even the most carefully shaped probe to travel through many kilometers of rock and even longer for it to return to her––her mind turned to her most recent house guest. His visit had not been as unwelcome as it could have been. He had come accompanied by an old friend, had been helpful, and did not linger. Better than most. 

Hydrys Black. Twas an auspicious name. When Ysondre had introduced him, she had half suspected he was some distant cousin, perhaps one of Sabellian whelps. It would be just like one of them to name themselves ‘Black’. So many of her flight lacked any sense of subtlety. Like, Victor Nefarius, really? How that fool Nefarian was still alive after all this time she’d never know. 

He carried himself almost like a dragon, intensity and power coiled tightly within a frame too small to contain it. His form as well was reminiscent of those that Onyxia had popularized so long ago. Black hair, pale skin, aristocratic features, and intense eyes. All the better to infiltrate and manipulate the humans that she had feared and admired so. 

But no. He was just a mortal, and a young one at that. She had taken naps longer than all the years he lived. And yet, there was a lot more to the hatchling than at first met the eye. So very much more. 

She had listened in silence to Ysondre’s story. It was an odd tale, and one she feared she did not truly know how to confirm, but her old friend’s words were compelling. She trusted that the elder green dragon would not lie to her, and apparently elements of the story had been confirmed by the Emerald Queen herself. Unfortunately, her nose had never been half as keen as those from other flights. Too much time spent beneath the earth, relying on other senses. 

In the end, it seemed she had been right to believe him. The wards he’d placed for her had been novel in their function and methods. She had high hopes that they would allow her to stay in her current home for a handful of centuries to come. That would be nice. It always pained her to move, and she was particularly fond of her current abode. 

Or well. Her…other self’s abode? 

It was strange to know in one’s heart of hearts that you are not who you are. She was Mavria, forgotten daughter of the Black Dragonflight, and yet not. Mavria was still there in that little cottage in the mountains. Back home in Azeroth. And she, also Mavria, was here. Somewhere very, very far from home, burrowing through unfamiliar earth to solve very familiar troubles. 

It was not like when she inhabited a body of earth and illusion. She was no extension of a greater whole, but rather…a reflection of it. She liked to think that she knew herself well. Better than most, in fact. It was how she’d avoided succumbing to the same darkness that had consumed her flight and transformed her wise father into the monster they now called Deathwing. 

She had felt the whispers brushing across her mind as she delved through the deepest places of Azeroth and realized in the nick of time that they did not belong. Though it had cost her a great portion of her might––strength that had never truly recovered in full––she had excised the infection and fled to shallow, light-cleansed lands where the taint could no longer reach her. 

And now, she still knew herself. There was no corruption, no portion of her essence she could not touch, and yet…

The self she knew was different. She was different. The same Mavria but viewed through an offset lens. Her bond to the earth felt different. Her magic felt different. It all still seemed to function as it should, but the flavor was just so very faintly off. 

Perhaps it should have felt off putting, to know that you are not the you you were just hours before, but all Mavria could feel was relief. She was free. Free. 

No one here knew the legacy of her father and her flight. There were no dragons and mortals here who would hunt her for the color of her scales, thinking her a mindless beast capable of naught but spreading pain and chaos. There was no Deathwing here to track her down and demand she lay him endless broods so that he may make war upon Azeroth. 

She did not know what land she found herself in now, but it was far from Azeroth. Impossibly, wonderfully, blissfully far from Azeroth. So far that the indirect blessing of the Shaper and Forger of Worlds was a hazy, directionless shadow of itself. This was not the world she’d been charged with guarding, nor any world Khaz'goroth had known. Without it, her powers over the earth were diminished and her instinctive understanding of what needed fixing all but gone, but it had been many ages since she had truly relied on those gifts. 

She did not need to hide any longer. Mavria, the original Mavria, could worry about all that. She was free. And she had that fascinating mortal Hydrys Black to thank for that freedom. She did not truly know what he wished of her yet––certainly something, all mortals wished for something––but neither did she particularly care. For even just a taste of this blessed freedom, she would happily aid him for all his life. What was a hundred, or even a thousand, years of work to her? Just a blink of an eye.

She felt the echoes of her magic return to her and focused on what they showed her. It took a moment longer than it should have to interpret the results, but this was far from the first volcanic eruption she had quelled. Typically it was easier to deal with such things before they came to a head, but sometimes it was good to relieve the pressures of the deeps the natural way. 

She hummed to herself, considering the best way to do things. A breath here, a few minor adjustments there, and some careful reinforcement in critical places should ensure the situation did not deteriorate in the foreseeable future. A few more tweaks and she might even be able to recreate some of the conditions she could feel echoing in the memories of the earth. 

This had been a place of great surface activity––geysers and hot springs and bubbling pools of mud––and she knew that mortals liked such vistas. Some of it was buried beneath a new layer of cooling rock, but others could be restored with some effort. Worthwhile effort. Though it had been too dangerous for her to properly perform her duties in these past millennia since the war of the ancients, she had never truly forgotten her Purpose.

She focused her magic and flapped her wings, propelling her towards the first point she’d need to adjust. There was something so very soothing to move through the depths without care of what might find her here. This was her domain, and there were no whispering beings of ages past here to poison her thoughts. 

Though there was something. Hers was not the only magic that flowed through the earth here. Slow currents of ancient power lingered in the many layers of rock, still tinged with grains of purpose that could only come from the magic of thinking minds. 

They were faint and ancient, and certainly too weak to interfere with her work, but present nonetheless. She wondered about them. Had this world, this Plane, once had caretakers like her own Dragonflight had once been? Some manner of beings that protected and cared for the depths of the earth? 


Perhaps. Though, as she peered closer at the remnants, gathering them as they passed over her wings and brushed against her scales, they reminded her more of other masters of the earth rather than her own draconic magics. It had been millenia since she had ventured into Deepholm, but the magic of elementals left a distinctly different texture within stone than she did. This was not quite it, but it was close. Very close. 

Did this plane perhaps have its own Earthmother? Hopefully one that had never served the same foul masters as her father did now. It was possible. Elementals arose from naught but wild magic at times. It would not be strange if they had done so here as well, just as they had on Azeroth.

Well, that was something to think more on later. For now, she had a job to do. Soon, this volcano would trouble this plane no longer. And if another fool decided to mess around with forces beyond their power and understanding, she’d be ready to bury them long before they managed to do so to themselves. 

And then, well…Hopefully there would be more of those delightfully flakey little bites for her to eat when she was done. It had been far too long since she’d indulged in any food she hadn’t had to make for herself, and baking was simply far too much effort most days. There was nothing like curling up in a nice dark cave with a mountain of snacks for a few months after a long day’s work. She hoped that Hydrys Black understood that. 
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It was into the afternoon when we were finally finished. I looked around blankly, my eyes glazed and my mind roughly as active as a dead snail’s. I took two staggering steps towards the trunk of a toppled tree––unable to muster the willpower to conjure or transfigure something more comfortable––then simply slumped down onto my knees. It took all my remaining faculties to interpose my arms between my face and the ground as I sagged forward, but my muscles were as weak as if I’d been hit by a jelly-legs jinx and failed instantly. 

My head thumped against the ground, unpleasant but not really dangerous thanks to my aura, and I exhaled slowly. For what was probably just a minute or so, but could have easily been an hour or more, I just knelt there. It wasn’t comfortable––my chin was digging into my chest, my head was supporting a good deal of my weight, and the throbbing of my sore fingers was only exacerbated by the rough ground––but I simply couldn’t muster the willpower to make myself move. 

I was unbelievably exhausted. I thought I knew what it felt like to be tired––those training sessions that I’d had Glynda push me through were utterly brutal, and I’d gone through the same anti-interrogation training that every Black did in their youth––but apparently I had yet to experience proper exhaustion until now. 

I’d spent the better part of twelve hours on my feet, casting spells and carefully directing my magic the entire time. I’d slept less than three hours last night and perhaps four the night before, and both of those days had been long and exhausting in their own ways. As much as I had enjoyed Zatanna’s surprise, right about now I was really wishing she’d chosen some other night to spring it. 

I groaned softly, but the sound only served to further irritate my worn, dry throat. Sometime around the three hour mark I’d switched away from silent casting to help myself differentiate between what I was doing with my regular wizarding magic and the elemental manipulation that Ozpin and his Maidens had taught me. Between that and constantly coordinating with the other people working to suppress the ash plume, I’d done a lot of talking, and the air here was both unpleasantly hot and dry. My bubble head charm helped, as did drinking plenty of water, but there was only so much that either could do in the end. 

The instructions for a throat-soothing charm drifted through my head like a cloud of ash caught in a stiff breeze. I’d taught myself the spell back in fourth year when a bad case of pepperup-resistant cough had been going around the castle. 

It had taken Professor Slughorn and the Hogwarts mediwizard an entire three days to identify the proper spells and potions to deal with it, and in that time it had really come in handy. I’d managed to avoid getting sick––it turned out there was a bubble-head variant that could cover the entire body, not just the head––but Dorea and my yearmates had been insufferable.

Flick, half-circle, and then a tap on the throat. I could do that. Yeah. I could do that.

My fingers twitched and I felt a thoroughly pathetic burst of sparks emerge from the tip of my wand. Just that much sent another spike of pain through my head and made something in my chest clench painfully. I felt rather woozy for a moment, my eyelids fluttering and waves of cold shooting up and down my limbs. 

Or maybe not. 

Merlin’s beard, I felt rather wretched. I really, really should have bowed out hours ago, but both Green Lanterns and Superman had still been hard at work and I’d refused on principle to be out done by a magical creature and two muggles with fancy magic rings. 

I tried to focus on my breathing, the charms on my robe ensuring that the air entering my lungs was clean and fresh even if it was still uncomfortably dry and annoyingly warm as well. I could feel the sun shining down on the thin strip of bare skin between the top of my robe and my hair, a strip of warmth dulled by the over-stressed cooling charms on the robe. It was a little uncomfortable, but much better than not being able to even see the rising sun through the clouds of ash. 

I froze when I heard the muffled crunch of footsteps from just beside me. Getting the ash out of the air had been our primary priority and, while most had been compacted down into a single large mound, a lot of it had ended up on the ground around me. I was in no shape to defend myself, and probably looked like an utter mess. Oh Merlin, if this was––

A hand landed on my shoulder and I was gently pulled upright, strong fingers supporting my weight and stopping me from slumping forward or backwards. I forced one eye open and found Raven standing over me, an unreadable expression on her face. 

Oh. That was alright then. My muscles relaxed and my eye slipped shut, my head lolling to the side. Only the vice-like grip I had around the handle of my wand remained. My nails were digging painfully into my palm, and my wand felt like it weighed as much as a led rod, but I refused to let go of it. Its warmth, unlike the light of the sun or the baking heat rising from the earth, was a necessary comfort. 

Something brushed against my forehead and I instinctively pulled away from the touch. Another hand landed on the back of my head and held me gently in place as two fingers were placed on the center of my forehead. 

Someone said something, but I couldn’t make out the words. Then there was a flare of white light, bright enough that I could see it through my eyelids but somehow cool and gentle instead of painful. It washed through me like ice-water on a muggy summer afternoon, cold and crisp and carrying with it a lingering chill.

“Oh…” I breathed, and this time there was no discomfort. I still felt exhausted––physically, mentally, and magically––but some of the unpleasant aches and pains were gone and my mind was clearer than it had been just moments before. 

The voice returned, but this time I could actually understand what it was saying. “Elune protects.”

I cautiously opened my eyes and found the priestess I’d summoned what felt like an eternity ago staring down at me, a placid, peaceful expression on her face. Her white dress was marked in places by streaks of black ash and there was what looked like a handprint on her shoulder, but she otherwise looked exactly as she had when I’d summoned her. 

I glanced to the side and found Raven standing beside the priestess. She looked a lot less pristine than the elf did, and the sight of them standing side by side was unreasonably amusing. Raven was a rather tall woman. She had a good half-inch on me even without the extra height her heeled boots gave her. Beside the statuesque night elf priestess however, she looked much less imposing than she usually did. 

Despite myself, I burst out laughing. I doubled over, nearly faceplanting back onto the ash, but I didn’t have the energy to care about how undignified I looked. This time it was the priestess that caught me and pulled me upright. Both she and Raven had moved nearly simultaneously, leaving them standing side by side with their shoulders pressed together. Or well, with Raven’s shoulder pressed against the priestess’s elbow. My laughter only intensified. 

“What’s wrong with him?” I heard Raven ask over my choked, delirious laughter. “I thought you healed him?”

“He is physically well, but there is only so much Elune’s blessings can do without access to a moonwell. He is simply exhausted.”

Something she’d said tickled my memories, but I couldn’t place it. I kept laughing until I simply ran out of air, my efforts to sit up stymied by Raven and the priestess, who were still standing side by side. Each time I looked at them, I just started all over again. Eventually I squeezed my eyes shut and finally managed to pull myself together. Raven helped me to my feet and with her help I finally managed to stagger over to that fallen tree and sit down. It was also covered in ash, just like the ground was, but it was a much more comfortable place to sit. 

No sooner than I’d sat down, there was a thunderous boom and I tensed again, turning to see a small cloud of black ash billowing up into the air, concealing whatever had hit the ground. A moment later, it was smashed back down into the ground by a wave of emerald stars, revealing Ysondre’s imposing draconic form. 

Raven, who was sitting beside me and supporting part of my weight, reached for her sword, but I stopped her with a hand on her thigh. “She’s one of mine,” I mumbled, and Raven paused, then nodded and pulled her hand away from the hilt. 

I’d summoned Ysondre some hours ago, once I’d finally regained my expended mana. I hadn’t been certain how helpful she’d actually be, but had figured that a protector of the natural world would be able to do something useful. Plus, I was planning to summon her soon anyway, and it was good to have what was probably my heaviest hitter around in case something went wrong while I was otherwise occupied. 

Ysondre shook herself, a few specs of ash falling from her shining acid-green scales. Then she took a single step forward and between one moment and the next, the dragon became an elf. She brushed a single strand of hair away from her face and fixed her blindfold, then began walking towards us. 

Instead of the bulky, impractical-looking armor that she’d been wearing the first time I’d seen her, Ysondre was dressed in something reminiscent of some of the dress robes I’d seen worn by foreign wizards back home. She wore an open, pale-green robe decorated with even paler patterns of vines and rune-like symbols. Beneath it was a darker green but similarly decorated wrap blouse and a simple chain necklace from which hung a tear-drop shaped green stone. She was also wearing loose-fitting pale-green pants and practical but clearly well-made and heavily enchanted leather boots. 

It was a good look. Without the blindfold––and the pointed ears––she could have passed for a particularly tall witch, at least from a distance. As she approached however, her height became more clear. She wasn’t the tallest ‘elf’ I’d met––that was definitely Tyrande––but she was still taller than the generic priestess. 

I glanced over at Raven and the priestess, then quickly looked away and bit my lip. I was thankfully saved from those particular intrusive thoughts by the arrival of Superman, one of the Lanterns, and Dr. Fate. I was somewhat annoyed to see that they didn’t look nearly as worn out as I did. Then again, Fate had arrived considerably after I did, Superman was some sort of incredibly powerful magical creature, and the Lantern––the light skinned one whose name I either didn’t know or couldn’t remember––was relying on borrowed power. It wasn’t the same. 

I sighed heavily and forced myself to stand up. I was incredibly tired, but the few minutes I’d had to rest––and the priestesses healing––had helped blunt the worst of it. There was still a bit more left to do before I could get out of here. 

Half an hour later, I was only still standing because of one thing: the newest Blueprint I could feel within my soul. One of the most expensive Blueprint I’d ever seen, second only to Ysera––an unfathomably ancient and powerful dragon. Superman really was just as impressive as everyone said. I hadn’t even had to ask or scheme. We’d shaken hands and it had just appeared, no effort from me required.

Getting that had bouyed my spirit so much that it had kept me going ever since. I couldn’t use that Blueprint yet, but someday. Someday soon…That much power at my beck and call was an intoxicating proposition.

I got a feeling that it wouldn’t be usable in every circumstance––there was a limit to how much my summoning could affect the actions of my summons––and Superman, Clark Kent, was a man of unbendable moral character. Still, I’d been rather heroic in my dealings in all three of the worlds I’d visited so far and it had worked out well for me. As long as I only used him in similar circumstances, well. He was going to be very useful. 

I did my best to focus on the conversations going on around me. We were discussing what we’d done, any work that still needed doing, and other potential dangers. Thankfully, after the first few minutes I didn’t really need to do much talking. I’d introduced both Ysondre and Mavria––who’d emerged from the earth a scant minute after the others and caused something of a scare––made sure my contribution couldn’t be glossed over, and then mostly let the two of them speak for me. They had a lot more knowledge and experience with this sort of thing than I did. 

Mavria in particular had a lot to say. She and the Green Lantern quickly devolved into throwing around terms I certainly couldn’t follow in my current state, if at all. I gathered that she’d stabilized the volcano, and that was good enough for me. 

Dr. Fate spent a good three-quarters of the time staring at her and Ysondre, who were standing on either side of me, and the rest of the time looking at the priestess who was hanging back with Raven. I wasn’t sure what that was about, but I could deal with it some other time. After I’d slept. Oh Merlin, how I wanted to go home. 

And then, as we were finally starting to disperse, who but Kent Nelson arrived, carrying in his arms a few twisted scraps of ruined metal. He at least looked just as haggard as I felt, shakily stepping out of a partially unstable portal that snapped shut behind him. 

He seemed surprised by the number of people gathered in this rather unremarkable patch of destroyed forest, but quickly focused on me. He took a step forward. “I…I found what I could. This is…this is all that’s left.”

At that moment, I genuinely wanted to cry. But I didn’t. I couldn’t. 

I looked down at the scrap metal in his arms, then up at Kent. I sighed heavily and drew my wand. What was it I’d said? “No promises, but I’ll do my best.” I gestured to the ground in front of him and Kent reverently set his load down before stepping back. Fate drifted forward, stopping beside Kent and giving the elderly wizard a hard look. 

Maybe if I’d been in a better state of mind, I’d have tried to make a show of it. I definitely wouldn’t have done it right away. It had already been nearly half a day. A few more hours wouldn’t really matter to the magic, and I would have been in much better casting shape. 

But I wasn’t really thinking. I was barely standing. 

I only really had one shot at this. Repeated repair charms didn’t work very well on a single object. It was why a wizard couldn’t just fix their robes or whatever over and over again and never need to buy new ones. The effect grew weaker with repeated exposure, and you’d never be able to fix something as well the second time as you could the first. That didn’t really matter with simple things, but something as complex as a living, thinking machine? I didn’t even know if I could pull it off the first time at all. 

There were ways around that issue––hyper-specialized charms, rituals, and the like––but I’d never really looked into that sort of magic. It hadn’t seemed applicable. I mean, why would I ever need a spell designed to specifically fix a certain type of brickwork in a way that didn’t cause reparo fatigue? 

Keeping that in mind, I knew I needed this to be as sure a thing as I possibly could. That meant power. As much of it as I could pour into the spell.

A mote of white, a mote of blue, and a mote of colorless mana flowed through me and down the length of my wand, my skin tingling in its wake. I hadn’t practiced using more than three mana at once in a spell before, and reparo could realistically only take so much extra power. I’d found that most spells could only really benefit from a single mote of mana, so this was probably thoroughly excessive.

I carefully traced out the wand motions and enunciated the incantation. “Reh-PAH-roh!”

Magic poured through my wand, the wood singing between my fingers, and struck the metal. The scrap rattled, shuddered, and twitched, before smoothing and flattening out into something identifiable as one of Red Tornado’s shoulder plates. The ground shuddered and flecks of metal seemed to shoot from the ground, joining with the scrap.

And then, well. I don’t really remember what happened next. Using so much magic in my current state had been a decidedly foolish endeavor. Apparently, I’d collapsed. Right in front of all those heroes I was trying to impress and my newest summons. Lovely. Just lovely. 
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I still felt rather wretched as I stepped out of the zeta tube. Even after two days of rest, I could still feel a metaphysical ache deep inside me that spiked sharply whenever I cast anything more complex than a wand-lighting charm and left me with a persistent headache that no amount of occlumency could seem to deal with. 

It had been a long time since I’d experienced proper magical exhaustion. Not the kind that you felt after casting a powerful new spell for the first time or a long day of spellwork, but the sort where you genuinely overdrew on your magic and injured yourself. 

It was typically something that only occurred with young children, whose bodies and magic were not yet well developed and who could exhaust themselves immensely very quickly. Most adult wizards simply couldn’t reach such a state. They would be unable to push through the fatigue that was symptomatic of normal magical exhaustion, nor could they cast the sort of spells that required vast quantities of magic to execute. 

The one and only time I’d done so previously had been before I’d even gone to Hogwarts. I’d been eleven years old and very upset about my September birthday which had delayed my entrance to the school by nearly a full year. With my freshly-purchased wand in hand, I’d holed up in a half-forgotten cellar with a stack of spellbooks, a jug of cold milk, and an entire treacle tart. 

Six hours later, Torbey––my house elf––had found me unconscious with my wand still clutched in my hand. The aftermath of that day had been an absolute mess and permanently turned me off of my once favorite dessert, even if the tart itself had had nothing to do with my collapse. I’d barely even touched it, but my mother had worked herself up into a tizzy and convinced herself––and me––that it had been at fault. In any case, I’d spent a full week in bed recovering, and had been a lot more cautious in my magical forays for the following months. 

I’d forgotten just how much it sucked. I felt as helpless and vulnerable as a newborn kitten, and being unable to apparate nor cast the spells I depended on in my everyday life was very inconvenient. Things like reheating tea with a tap, summoning clothing from my closet with a gesture, and cleaning up crumbs with a wave were suddenly beyond me. 

At the very least, I was a lot less useless than a regular wizard would have been. My aura seemed wholly unaffected by the experience and in fact, after some fiddling, seemed to be hastening my recovery the way it would for any more physical injuries. Similarly, I could still draw on mana from my lands, even if trying to cast mana-empowered spells was wholly beyond me at the moment, and use my planeswalker summoning with no issue. 

Curiously, both Atlantean and Remnant-style magic did trigger the same sort of debilitating pain as my own magic, even if aura did not. Perhaps the locals had been onto something when they classified the abilities their huntsmen used as something wholly separate from magic. It certainly seemed like magic most of the time, but I was starting to see why they made the distinction. Or perhaps it was simply an issue of translation. I wasn’t entirely certain how the automatic comprehension granted by my Spark actually worked, so perhaps the words for Aura and Magic in their tongue were more similar than how I understood them. 

In any case, it would be another day or two before I was fully recovered. I would have preferred to spend that time safely ensconced behind the wards of my home in Gotham, but instead here I was. The Justice League wanted to talk to me and I didn’t feel like burning any of the good will I’d built with the organization by putting things off. Plus, it might even be better for them to see me like this. 

Certainly it was a show of weakness––I was visibly unwell, my skin pallid and clammy––but in this specific instance, that was all the better. After all, I’d done this to myself trying to help them, and had, as far as I knew, essentially resurrected one of their members. I’d had a chance to research the members of the Justice League, their histories and conduct, and even met some of them for myself. They were exactly the sort of self-righteous, moralistic, and self-sacrificing people who would see my present weakness and be even more impressed by my past conduct. 

And if someone did try to exploit my ill health? Well, they would find that I was not nearly as vulnerable as I looked. Not only was I flanked by Ysondre and Glynda––two extremely powerful and dangerous combatants––but Raven was watching from back home with Amber, Tyrande, and Blake, all of them ready to rush to my aid at a moment’s notice. Between Tyrande’s healing and the others' might, I was confident they’d be able to bail me out of nearly any trouble I might stumble into. 

Glynda held my arm as we stepped away from the arrival point, the mechanical voice of the transportation system announcing our identities to the cavernous hall. I could walk unaided, but we’d decided that this would make for a more striking image. 

There were several people waiting for me. Kent was there, looking a lot more chipper than he had the last time I’d seen him. He was leaning heavily on his cane, but there was a broad smile on his lips and he seemed to be in good spirits. 

Beside him stood Red Tornado, the reds and yellows of his metallic body shining under the dim lights that illuminated the cave. He wasn’t wearing his cape today and I idly wondered if he’d lost his only one during the whole Yellowstone business or if it was just something he donned for the general public. He admittedly looked rather strange without it, the bright colors standing out starkly without the cooler blue and dark gold for contrast. 

Finally the last member of the group was one whom I’d heard a lot about but barely interacted with. Batman, the black-clad hero of Gotham. We’d spoken briefly during the aftermath of rescuing Kent from Klarion and he’d been one of the heroes present when the Injustice League had been defeated. 

He cut an intimidating figure, tall and broad shouldered, and his black cloak and dark costume contributed to the image of a dangerous and mysterious man. The ears sticking out from the top of his costume detracted from the overall effect, but he still didn’t seem like the sort of person I’d like to run into on a dark night. 

The sources I’d perused seemed split about his powers and capabilities. Some people claimed he was simply an ordinary, highly-trained muggle. Others assumed that his name was indicative and he was some manner of bat-human hybrid. Yet others claimed that it was all a ruse and he was concealing all sorts of exotic and powerful abilities behind the guise of advanced technology. 

The Justice League’s official stance was that Batman was just an everyday muggle, but I doubted that was the whole truth. The one time we’d spoken, he’d carried himself with the air of a very capable individual and had seemed perfectly at ease around the physical and magical powerhouses that made up the rest of his organization. Furthermore, it was absurd to believe that the league would select someone like him as its leader if he wasn’t hiding the full extent of his abilities. 

Well, no matter. I was pretty sure he wasn’t another wizard and as long as his secrets weren’t hurting me, I wouldn’t pry. Perhaps he had some form of exploitable weakness or vulnerability that he didn’t want publicly known. Either he’d tell me himself or I’d know soon enough when I finally built up enough trust and camaraderie to acquire his Blueprint. 

“Hydrys!” Kent exclaimed, his eyes widening. “Are you alright? Do we need to get you to a doctor? The priestess said you were just exhausted, but you don’t look too good.” 

I smiled at him tightly, aware that it probably looked more like a grimace than an actual smile. “I’m fine.” Kent raised an eyebrow and I quickly elaborated. “As well as can be expected. I, uh, over did things a bit. I’ll be right as rain in,” I winced, “maybe a week.” Hopefully a lot less than that. I’d only mustered the energy to summon Tyrande and a moonwell yesterday and was already feeling much, much better with their help. 

That didn’t really seem to reassure Kent. “If I’d known you were still recovering, I wouldn’t have suggested meeting so quickly. I’m sure the league would be willing to reschedule for another time if––”

I raised a hand to stop him. “No, no, it's fine. They’re busy people. I wouldn’t want to waste their time like that. I’m not in any shape for a fight, but I’m feeling good enough to talk at least.” 

Kent pursed his lips. “If you’re sure…”

I nodded resolutely. “I am.”

“Very well then.”

At that point, Baman, who’d been silently watching me from where he was standing at the big console set into the wall, took a step towards me. Everyone in the room turned to look at him, his poise and confidence demanding attention and respect. The way he carried himself reminded me of some of the wizards I’d met at the ICW. He knew he was dangerous and important, and projected that confidence outward to everyone around him. 

“Mr. Black,” he addressed me, “I appreciate you coming in to meet with us today. Red Tornado asked for a moment to speak with you in private and then we can proceed to meet up with the rest of the Justice League.” His eyes turned to Ysondre and Glynda. “Ms. Ysondre, Ms. Goodwitch, you are of course welcome to join us. Your contributions to the recovery efforts in Yellowstone were commendable and saved many lives.”

I glanced over towards Red Tornado, who was standing beside Kent with his arms crossed behind his back. I had no idea how to read the facial expression of a machine, if he could even form facial expressions, but I could understand why the hero would want to talk to me. 

“Okay,” I agreed easily. 


I glanced over at Ysondre.“I will speak with the mage,” she told me.

Red Tornado led me and Glynda down a hallway until we reached a modestly sized kitchen. I’d visited the underground base a number of times to speak with Aqualad, most recently to discuss having Zatanna join him and his team for training, but hadn’t had a reason to visit this part of the complex. It looked well used––there were some dirty dishes in the sink and a half-empty glass of water standing on the counter––but was currently empty.

Red Tornado turned to face me. From a distance, he could almost pass for an oddly-colored man, but up close his artificial nature was obvious. His eyes and mouth were both motionless black slits in his ‘face’ and I could see the joints between pieces of his body.

He was silent for several long seconds before finally stating,“I understand I have you to thank for my continued existence.” His voice was flat and emotionless, just like the muggle machine that announced zeta tube arrivals and departures, but with a slightly buzzing undertone. 

I nodded. “That’s right.”

There was another moment of silence. “Then I must thank you. I was at peace with my end, but there is still much for me to do and many things I hope to learn and experience.”

“You’re welcome. I’m glad my spell worked. Kent was devastated by your death.”

“I am aware. He has been reluctant to allow me to leave his sight. He has lost many friends over the years, but loss has never become easier for him to bear.” He paused, changing the subject. “The spell you used. Is it something others can be taught to cast?”

I shook my head. “I don’t think so. Maybe Kent, Mara, or Giovanni could figure out something that does the same thing, but my kind of magic doesn’t work for them.”

“I had assumed as much. Is the spell repeatable, or is its cost too high?”

I hummed thoughtfully. “I might be able to do it one more time,” I said eventually. “Maybe. But don’t count on it. That kind of magic gets less effective every time you use it on something. I don’t know if I’d be able to put you back together again, definitely not if there was only a small piece left like this time.”

“I understand. I will endeavor to not require your aid again. I believe a number of modifications to my chassis are in order.”

Huh. “Does that mean that you know how you work?” I asked curiously. I definitely remembered reading something about the dangers of machines that could improve themselves while I’d been looking into the Justice League.

“Only partially. I am capable of making repairs and modifications to my body, but I am unable to modify my mind. I am also capable of transferring my mind into appropriately designed alternate bodies, though it is a lengthy process. That is what I typically would do if I received catastrophic damage, but it is not a possibility if I am wholly destroyed.”

That was rather interesting. So Red Tornado was less like a golem and more like a spirit possessing a golem body. I had no idea how that worked, nor how it interacted with my repair spell, but it was something to make a note of nonetheless. Did that mean that Red Tornado could build himself a less blatantly artificial body to allow himself to blend in with the muggles? Perhaps he actually did have a ‘secret identity’ the same way Batman and Superman did. 

“Convenient.”

“Quite.” There was another short silence. “We should return to the others. The Justice League is waiting.”

I gestured towards the door. “Lead the way.”

            
