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Chapter 1

The Heroes’ Struggle

“T his isn’t working!” Drestra’s cry swept through the night. 

The Sage of Uldar floated high above a circle of standing stones that rose from a misty hilltop. She chanted, her voice crackling like fire, and her golden, reptilian eyes, visible above a veil covering her mouth, glowed.  Her  form  was  ringed  by  a  golden  globe  of  force,  while  her  spells poured from outstretched hands like an endless river. 

Fireballs  rained  down  from  the  hilltop  like  a  meteor  shower,  exploding into roaring columns of flame that boiled the marsh below. 

Between  two  of  the  megalithic  stones,  the  Champion  of  Uldar  chopped through monsters with his massive sword. The blade—crafted from a hive-queen’s pincer—sliced through mud coating his foes. Hart Redfletcher’s half-mad  laughter  boomed  above  the  clash  of  battle  and  the  gurgles  of  dying monsters and humans. 

Surging  toward  him  were  clots  of  muck,  soil,  and  clay  barely  held together in the form of dripping humanoids. The muck-warpers’ misshapen heads  rippled  as  they  climbed  the  hill.  Partly  formed  mouths  yawned  open below dark holes where eyes should have been. The muck was thick enough to  suck  most  weapons  in,  but  Hart’s  sword  cleaved  through  it  with  ease, splitting apart the monsters beneath. 

They fell in twitching heaps. In death, the mud flowed away, revealing ashen-skinned, humanoid creatures with bodies as thin as bird bones. Barely more  than  a  child’s  stick  figures.  And  while  they  appeared  feeble,  the magically, animated mud coating them gave them an unnatural strength. 

And there were a  lot  of them. 

A scream rang out. 

Two  sides  of  the  hilltop  were  defended  by  formations  of  experienced knights supported by the miracles from a group of priests of Uldar. They’d formed tight lines between the standing stones, using them as cover, trying to keep their foes at a distance. Often, a weapon thrust at the monsters would become wedged in the magically-viscous mud protecting the muck-warpers. 

A  knight  stabbed—trying  to  pierce  the  muck-warper  inside—but  the blade sank in with a wet sucking noise, holding it fast. As the warrior fought to  free  his  blade,  the  creature’s  fist  slammed  into  his  helm  like  a  mace, dropping  him  in  a  twitching  heap.  A  priestess  rushed  to  the  knight  from within the standing stones, desperately chanting a prayer to Uldar. 

Behind her lay a host of injured knights. Priests worked to mend them, but for some it was too late, and they breathed their last breath. 

“We cannot hold them forever!” Drestra chanted a new spell. Two balls of flame rose from her palms and shot toward a mass of monsters threatening the  knights.  The  orbs  spun  together  and  exploded  in  a  tornado  of  flame.  It roared like a hungry beast rolling downhill, sucking monsters and air inside. 

For an instant, the night turned as bright as daylight. 

Hart’s laughter boomed even louder. 

“That’s it, Drestra. Get the great dirty bastard’s flounderin’!” Cedric of Clan Duncan shouted. 

The Chosen of Uldar could feel the heat from Drestra’s spell as fire blew muck-warpers to ash by the dozen. But past the clouds of steam in the boiling marsh, he spotted something grim. 

In all directions—under the light of moon and fire—muck-warpers filled the marsh, lurching toward the hill. Hundreds of them, by his reckoning. 

An endless tide. 

A worthy challenge. 

Cedric of Clan Duncan roared, his red hair blowing in the backdraft of Drestra’s flame. “Keep up the pressure, lads and lasses! We’ll get ’em dead as the dirt they shovel over themselves!” 

He was defending the side of the hill opposite Hart and threw his might at the horde of monsters. 

His Haste spell doubled his speed, and Uldar’s holy power ran along his weapon,  letting  it  shift  form  like  living  quicksilver.  One  moment  he  was piercing the tiny, withered heart of a muck-warper with a spear. The next, he was  cleaving  two  apart  with  an  axe.  Then  he  was  blocking  a  blow  with  a shield,  which  then  shot  a  profusion  of  spikes  straight  into  the  monster’s

oozing face. 

Cedric spat out an incantation: magic infused his voice and his battle cry hammered the air. A blast of pure, booming energy crashed through the muck dwellers, blasting the creatures apart and giving him room to catch his breath, however briefly. 

The Chosen of Uldar stepped back between two of the gigantic standing stones and glanced over his shoulder. 

Hart  was  killing  as  many  as  Cedric  with  pure,  Mark-enhanced  speed, might, and skill. The Champion’s gigantic sword moved in his hands with the swiftness of a dagger, and muck-dwellers fell in droves. He showed no sign of slowing. 

Drestra,  though,  had  poured  out  enough  magic  to  exhaust  Cedric’s  ten times over. “My magic is waning, and they’ll overrun us! Damn your eyes, Merzhin! Aren’t you done that prayer yet?” 

Below her floated a slight figure. 

Merzhin, the Saint of Uldar, sat cross-legged in midair. His hands were clasped in front of him. The voice that left his lips—quoting the scripture of Uldar—was so high and delicate, it seemed a breeze could break it. 

Yet, the ethereal voice did not pause. It did not stutter. It was strangely serene, as though its owner were sitting in the quiet surroundings of a church, not a battlefield. 

“Them  muck  dwellers’  can’t  be  fightin’  us  forever!”  Cedric  called  to Drestra  as  he  turned  back  to  their  foes.  “We  bloody  have  ’em!  Just  a  bit more! Merzhin’s near done!” He levelled his hand at the enemy. “Oh, Mighty Uldar, I ask you to bring forth your hand and make your enemies kneel! ” 

Divine power blasted through him—using his soul as a conduit—and was launched from his palm. It slammed into the horde, outlining many in white light.  The  Ravener’s  monsters  froze,  then  shuddered  as  they  were  slowly brought to their knees in supplication to the divine force which held them in its grip. 

Some  burned  as  the  power  rejected  their  very  existence,  but  others swarmed past. Transforming his weapon into a long halberd, Cedric cut down the few who’d gotten by. 

And then Merzhin completed his prayer. 

“And lo, did Uldar will the lush realm of Thameland to His people upon His  ascension.  At  last,  His  people  no  longer  suffered  from  hunger.  They wanted for naught and they did have plenty, even in the icy abyss of winter. 

 And so did the seasons pass, and His people bore proper pride for their god. ” 

Merzhin’s eyes opened and a white light poured from them.   “While His enemies  knew  only  to  fear  Him.  Season.  After  passing  season.  For Thameland is His domain. And He rejects all those who encroach therein. ” 

Something shifted. 

Cedric’s soul shook. A massive presence filled the air. 

Divine might flooded into Merzhin like a river. 

“These  grounds  are  hallowed  by  my  blessing,”  he  pronounced,  looking down  onto  the  monstrous  horde.  Though  his  face  was  childlike,  the  wrath filling it was… ancient. 

The Ravener’s monsters paused their advance as a terrible radiance built up around the mightiest of Uldar’s holy. 

Then the air began to shimmer. 

The Saint’s hands shifted until both matched the image of Uldar’s hand in his holy symbol. “These grounds are hallowed,” he repeated, and his voice seemed to echo from every tree and stone. “And they reject you.” 

And the world changed. 

Summer  heat  spiked  around  the  hill.  Leaves  and  grass  grew  before Cedric’s  eyes.  A  heartbeat  later,  autumn’s  wet  chill  lay  in  the  air.  Grass withered  and  trees  shed  shriveled  leaves.  Then  the  wind  howled  from  the north bringing with it winter’s embrace. The marsh froze, growing barren and choked by frost. 

Again, greenery sprang up and the air smelled of fresh rain. Then the heat. 

Then the withering. Then the ice. 

“The  seasons…”  Drestra  murmured.  “They  are  changing  before  our eyes.” 

The army of muck-warpers writhed as the mud cloaking them froze and thawed a host of times in just as many heartbeats. Some of the mud hardened and flaked away, turning to dried soil. The stick-like bodies were exposed. 

As  the  seasons  changed  with  ever  increasing  speed,  Cedric  saw  the ravages  of  time  fall  upon  the  creatures.  It  bent  their  backs,  withered  their flesh, and stole their strength. 

Soon, they lost all ability to stand. 

At last, they fell. 

The passing seasons slowed. 

The temperateness of spring returned. Plants were green again, strong and healthy.  The  Ravener’s  monsters  all  lay  dead  where  they  once  stood.  An endless tide of living creatures had been reduced to dried out corpses. 

“Bloody hell,” Cedric murmured. 

“Language,” Merzhin chastised as he descended. 

His bare feet touched the earth, then he abruptly dropped onto his rump. 

The Saint panted from his efforts, drenched in sweat. “Pray to Uldar that this will be the last ambush we endure. I doubt I can call on his power again for at least a day.” 

“Hah, you did your share and then some.” Hart whirled his blade to flick off muck-warper blood, then rested it on his shoulders. “Too bad they don’t have anything to plunder. You’d have earned the greatest share of us all.” 

His plate armour—crafted of both fine steel and monster shell—clanked as he re-entered the circle of stones. 

As the glow faded from his coal-black eyes, Merzhin pressed his slender fingers and palms together. “We thank you, Uldar, for delivering us from this plight. We  ask that  you find  us  pleasing and  bless us.  Let those  that  dwell here  speed  swiftly  to  your  side.  Let  us  continue  to  worship  you,  not  just through words, but through works.” 

Cedric  looked  up  at  Drestra.  “Oi,  you  feel  any  more  of  the  Ravener’s mana about or are we clear? 

“I  sense  nothing.”  A  low  growl  issued  from  her  throat  as  she  landed beside  Merzhin,  looking  down  at  him.  “Nothing  but  death.  Five  moonlit nights. Five times we were ambushed here. Five times we nearly die.” 

“I wouldn’t call this nearly dying. Most of us are alive.” Hart shrugged, marching over to the knights. “Well fought. We’ll honour the fallen.” 

“There  would  be  less  fallen…  If  you  had  acted  differently,  Merzhin,” 

Drestra said quietly. “If you had taken much longer, I would’ve run out of mana. As it is, we will be in trouble if there’s another attack soon.” 

“Nothing to worry about,” Hart said, flashing a grin. “I won’t run out of sword. I’ll protect us.” 

“Hart, this is serious. Merzhin, if you took any longer—” 

“I was channeling our god’s divine power,” Merzhin said in a high, clear, unbothered  voice.  While  he  was  the  same  age—eighteen—as  the  other Heroes, he looked at least three or four years younger. His eyes held none of that youth, though. They were hollow, like a dead man’s. “Uldar must have the  proper  love  and  praise  delivered  before  I  might  channel  his  will,  Holy

Sage.” 

“And you have to go through an entire church sermon to do that?” Drestra gestured to the priests. “They finish quickly, same as Cedric.” 

“Well  now,  quality  takes  time,  don’t  it?”  Cedric  came  forward  with  an easy  smile.  “I  do  my  little  miracles,  aye,  but  I  don’t  turn  entire  armies  of monsters to dust.” 

“We would’ve been dust if he’d taken any longer!” Drestra snapped. “The war grows more difficult. Ambushes. Dungeon cores multiplying every time we destroy one. Lands regained only to be lost to us again.” 

“Well,  we  lived,  aye?”  Cedric  clapped  Drestra  on  the  arm.  The  witch pulled  away,  still  glaring  at  the  Saint.  The  Chosen  fought  to  keep  his  easy smile. 

He’d witnessed this exact situation with young warriors within his clan. 

When a hunt, raid, or battle was costly, tempers flared. He thought hard on how the elders diffused similar brewing fights. 

“Holy Sage, I feel your fear,” Merzhin said, dragging himself to his feet. 

He was much shorter than Drestra. “Know that Uldar’s will has never once failed  the  Heroes  of  Thameland.  We  have  always  succeeded:  cycle  after cycle.” 

“But  this  cycle  is  worse,”  Drestra  pushed.  “Why  are  you  arguing  with me? My spells fly like arrows, and I have seen you channel Uldar’s power quickly. Why choose such a time-consuming miracle?” 

“To scour the monsters completely, Holy Sage.” The Saint stepped from the centre of the circle and looked onto the battlefield. “In one mighty display of our god’s power, we have wiped away the wicked creatures and sent them to return to the soil. A less potent miracle may have let some escape. Baron Lorrick’s force is a day behind us—they would have been free to harass his camp.” 

“Enemies that are scattered are easy prey,” Drestra said. “In the Crymlyn swamp, we have dispersed armies with hit-and-run tactics and spells—caused panic. Then we were able to hunt them at our leisure.” 

“And  some  might  have  escaped.”  Merzhin’s  dead  eyes  held  Drestra’s reptilian  ones.  “There  can  be  no  compromise.  No  room  for  anything  but complete extermination. Down to the last creature, Holy Sage.” 

“I have a  name,” Drestra hissed. 

“Would  it  please  you  more  if  I  used  it?”  Merzhin  asked,  his  voice maintaining that serene calm. “I feel as though you are not too fond of me. If

this  is  about  the  church’s  censure  of  the  witches,  then  that  is  history  long passed—” 

“You keep bringing that up, and I tell you it is not!” Drestra snapped. 

Hart suddenly laughed. 

Drestra shot him a look. “You find this amusing?” 

“No, no, I was just thinking—” He snorted. “That Merzhin might call our fifth—if they aren’t dead—‘Holy Fool’ all the time. Enough to drive anyone mad. And honestly, you’re both being  fools right now. We lived. We should be drinking, not arguing.” 

Drestra stared at Hart. 

Merzhin was unreadable. 

“Nothin’ for it, nothin’ for it,” Cedric said. “Let it go. Grudges like this’ll fester surely as any poison. You’ve been in battles before, aye? Hart—” he nodded to the badge on Hart’s armour, indicating his membership in the Ash Crows. “You know how it goes. Sometimes positions get messed up or allies take longer to get somethin’ done than they should.” 

“If we die, we die,” Hart said, drawing a hiss from one of the priests. “We fight until one day something outfights us, and that’s the end of that.” 

Merzhin’s  head  slowly  turned  toward  the  mercenary;  his  neck  barely moved. “You do not take our struggle seriously, Holy Champion?” 

“I  want  to  live,  but  sometimes  what  you  do  just  ain’t  enough  on  the battlefield.” He looked to Drestra. “Best make peace with that. You can greet death or you can fight death: fighting it just means you’re more tired when it takes you.” 

She  made  a  noise  of  disgust.  “Well,  I  want  to  live  through  this.  If  you wish to risk your own life, Merzhin, then that is your choice. But I have years to live and a home to return to. Be swifter with your choice of prayer. What do you think, Cedric?” 

“Well, it turned out alright, didn’t it?” he said. “We blew ’em apart and now we got a cleared way to finding their dungeon. All’s well.” 

“I  see.  All’s  well,  then.”  Drestra  indicated  the  slain  knights  covered  in shrouds with a sweep of her hand. “Tell that to the fallen. Perhaps next time it will be one of us lying dead on the ground.” 

She floated up into the air again. “I am going to settle on a stone and keep watch. Good night.” 

She flew away. 

“Hrm,” Hart frowned, focusing on Merzhin. “Maybe try to pick it up a

half-step next time. Drestra can just fly away if she doesn’t like where things are going. We’d be cut into dog meat without her magic. Eventually.” 

“I shall endeavour to hurry our mighty god along,” Merzhin said with a wry  humour.  His  thin  smile  faded  and  his  voice  rose  so  that  Drestra  could hear him. “But in the end, we cannot compromise with the enemy. All must be  put  to  the  sword,  the  spell,  and  the  holy  word.  We  fight  not  only  for ourselves but for our people. For our descendants. Heroes have been killed in combat  with  the  Ravener’s  forces  before,  but  Thameland  endures.  Uldar’s will endures. If one of us falls, then the others will have a greater struggle…

but Uldar’s will always triumphs.” 

There  was  a  long  silence,  and  Cedric  studied  the  knights  and  priests. 

Some of the priests were nodding vigorously. Some were quiet. A few of the knights’  eyes  burned  with  passion,  but  the  majority  appeared  weary  at  the speech. 

Cedric could see the hope of home and hearth in their eyes. 

And the fear of death. 

Again, there was that shrug from Hart. “The sword falls how it falls.” 

Cedric  walked  among  the  knights,  who  were  looking  at  Drestra  and Merzhin with uncertainty. 

Cedric nodded to them. “Good work tonight, all o’ yous. Let’s all get us a wee  bit  o’  rest  while  can,  ’cause  it’ll  be  tough  as  leather  tryin’  to  find  the dungeon in the morn’.” He turned to Merzhin. “You did good. Maybe next time you can push it a touch quicker, though. Battles’ve been gettin’ harder, and we’ll be needin’ to finish our enemies quicker.” 

“…I see, Holy Chosen.” Merzhin frowned. “If only the Holy Fool were with us, then perhaps such little petty spats would be diffused.” He sighed. 

“They are likely long dead, though the search must continue.” 

“Aye,” Cedric said. “Though maybe wherever their soul is, it’s a tad nicer than  here.”  He  resisted  shaking  his  head  at  the  scene  of  withered  monsters and dead knights. “You said that the ground is hallowed… but it looks more hellish to me.” 

Chapter 2

The Corrupt Fool in Paradise

“T his is paradise,” said the Fool of Thameland as he stretched out on the grass. 

A glowing crimson hand floating beside him picked up a dried, candied pineapple ring from a basket and gently placed it in his mouth. The basket was also floating in midair, hanging from a glowing red orb: the first spell he’d ever learned, forceball. 

It was a cool, spring day, and the sky was a mix of silver clouds drifting away from the sun. A sun-shower periodically crossed overhead, but another spell—wind and rain shield—blocked the droplets from wetting him or the patch of dry grass he was lying on. 

The air had a fresh, warm tang; it was never very cold in Generasi. Even winter’s bite had few teeth compared to winters in his hometown of Alric in the Kingdom of Thameland. Warm and cozy, being fed by his spells while he hardly lifted a finger, made Alex Roth feel pretty kingly. And not like some bland  king.  More  like  one  of  those  horrifying  hedonistic  kings  he’d  read about in old tales. 

The ones that always seemed to be lounging on their side with their head resting  in  their  palm  while  servants  fanned  them  and  put  grapes  in  their mouths. 

“Yeeeeah, one of those,” Alex smiled as his Wizard’s Hand drifted over with a grape. “Mmmm, this is the life, right, Claygon?” 

He  looked  up  at  his  golem,  a  ten-foot  juggernaut  made  of  magically animated clay, sculpted to look like an impossibly powerful knight with four arms crossed, its surface carved to resemble intricate plate armour decorated in filigree. Claygon’s face—made to look ferocious with a mouth filled with

shark-like  teeth—watched  the  surroundings  with  absolute  discipline.  The fire-gem in his forehead gleamed in the sunlight, ready to blast any clawed monsters,  demons,  mana  vampires,  or  anything  else  that  might  decide  to disturb his master. 

Claygon  was  on-guard,  and  above  him,  Alex  had  cast  a  wind  and  rain shield.  Not  because  the  weather  would  necessarily  hurt  the  golem,  but because Alex had come to feel that if Claygon could watch over him, then he could  do  the  same  for  the  golem  that  he  and  his  little  sister  meticulously crafted together. The golem who had saved his life. 

He sighed. 

That was another thing he had in common with those pleasure seeking, corrupt  kings  from  the  old  stories.  Things  just  kept  trying  to  kill  him.  A remarkable number of things, really. 

There was the hive-queen and silence-spiders back in Thameland. Then not  one,  but  two  mana  vampires.  The  demons  on  campus,  and  the  three clawed  creatures  that  had  led  a  horde  of  monsters  in  an  attack  on  Patrizia Giuseppe  DePaolo’s  estate—the  cousin  of  one  of  his  closest  friends  and cabal-mates. 

There’d been enough monster attacks to make anyone take notice, and if there was anything that was gnawing at the peace of his little paradise at the moment,  it  was  the  unanswered  questions  from  recent  events.  For  all  the searching he, Chancellor Baelin, and others in the city of Generasi had done, the only lead on the trio of clawed creatures had been found in an obscure book from an empire far, far,  far away to the northwest. 

The Irtyshenan Empire. A land that was not only inaccessible to him, but one that shouldn’t have had any connection to the Heroes of Thameland or their  struggle  against  the  Ravener—their  deity’s  eternal  enemy—or  their realm. 

Yet  in  those  pages,  he’d  found  a  note  scrawled  in  a  strange,  unique language that was also found in a book that had belonged to the Traveller—

the  patron  saint  of  Alric,  who  was  also  the  Saint  of  Uldar  from  three generations before. 

Alex frowned. 

Shouldn’t  that  have  been  ‘matron  saint,’  since  the  Traveller  was  a woman?  Now  that  he  really  thought  about  it,  he  seemed  to  remember  her being  called  a  matron  saint  by  his  teachers  at  the  church  school  where  he attended as a boy. Yet, everyone else in town always called her a patron saint. 

Funny how that worked. 

It reminded him of how many of the alchemical substances listed in his alchemy  books  often  had  long,  academic  names  that  were  really  useful  for categorizing,  but  weren’t  used  in  everyday  conversation.  Even  by  the alchemists that worked with them. 

Sometimes,  what  was  commonly  known  as  the  truth,  often  ended  up becoming reality for people, erasing the actual truth. 

He shook his head. His mind had wandered off on a tangent again, as it often did. 

Baelin was reaching out to contacts he had within the Irtyshenan Empire to see if he could get more information about the language. Meanwhile, the chancellor had also instructed the library staff to comb through their records for the names of all who had borrowed the book in the past. 

Things were developing there, but soon, he would have more immediate things to worry about. 

First, his final practical exam in Baelin’s class, where he and his cabal-mates  would  have  to  face  down  a  dune  worm,  was  coming  soon.  They’d begun researching and planning out how to handle the creature… and it was looking like it would be a tough fight. That was in spite of the growth they’d all made since the beginning of the school year. 

Still, Alex was looking forward to facing this new opponent. It would be the  first  time  he,  his  closest  friends,  and  his  golem  would  be  facing  an opponent together. If they could overcome it, that would mean they’d be even more ready for whatever his homeland had to throw at them when it was time for the expedition to Thameland. 

Said  expedition  was  the  second  thing  Alex  would  have  to  soon  face. 

Going to Thameland to collect major dungeon core material for the school’s research. If the monsters that had attacked him at the masquerade ball turned out to be from Thameland—whether they were creatures from the Ravener or something else—then he’d be going to a potentially hostile environment. 

It would put all of the skills he’d gained, his knowledge, and training to the test. He’d been planning on expanding that knowledge and would soon be able to do so thanks to his unexpected financial boon from slaying monsters recently, and his pay as a crafter’s assistant at Shale’s Golem Workshop. 

Having more than enough gold coin meant he’d be able to afford to take a few extra courses during the shortened semester in the summertime. 

He would need to choose them before long, but he already had a few idea

— “There  is the lazy lout! Have you no shame, my friend?” a familiar voice said from a distance. 

Alex lazily turned, looking to three figures approaching him. His cabal-mates. 

Khalik Behr-Medr—a prince of the southern realm of Tekezash who was keeping his royal status concealed while he was at Generasi—waved at him, grinning  through  his  well-tended  beard.  Najyah  was  perched  on  his powerfully muscled arm, and the massive eagle looked at Alex with eyes that held  an  unnatural  intelligence.  The  prince’s  familiar  was  grooming  herself, though her feathers were dry thanks to her master’s wind and rain shield. 

Flanking  him  were  a  hulking  wizard—Thundar  the  minotaur,  son  of Gulbiff—and another wizard, the stately Isolde Von Anmut from the Rhinean Empire. Her clear blue eyes were focused on Alex. 

“Are…  are  you  having  your  Wizard’s  Hands  feed  you?”  she  asked incredulously. 

“That’s the most genius thing I’ve ever seen anyone do in my entire life,” 

Thundar said appreciatively. 

“Hey, welcome to my humble kingdom!” Alex kipped up to his feet with a single twitch of his powerful core and leg muscles. He stretched. “I only rule  one  subject.”  He  nodded  to  Claygon.  “But  I’ve  got  all  the  benefits  of being waited on hand and…” 

He looked at his Wizard’s Hand spell. “…and uh, hand.” 

Khalik chuckled. “I see, and perhaps King Alex would deign to meet with his fellow kings and queen to plan for the horrible worm that is going to seek to  destroy  us.  We  wouldn’t  want  to  disturb  you  though,  considering  how relaxed you look.” 

“Bah, what need is there to meet?” Alex joked. “My mighty warrior will easily slay this worm.” 

“Ah,  so  then  we  can  leave  you  to  it.  You  can  battle  the  horrible  death worm  yourself  while  we  sip  wine  and  eat  dried  dates.  Come,  Thundar  and Isolde, let’s go and—” 

“Wait-wait-wait-wait, let’s not be hasty!” Alex quickly said. “I’m joking, fellow  kings  and  queen!  Merely  joking!  Don’t  make  me  fight  the  creepy death worm by myself!” 

He and his cabal-mates changed locations to a round table in a gazebo. The table  and  chairs  were  made  of  stone,  but  seemed  to  noticeably  soften  and shift  on  their  legs  as  Alex  and  company  sank  into  them.  He  still  hadn’t reached the point where he’d become unaffected by some of the university’s wonders and comforts, and hoped he never would. 

It really was an extraordinary place. 

“So,” Khalik started their little meeting. “From what my research shows, a dune worm’s earth magic is extremely powerful, but as Baelin said, it’s not that  versatile.  It  relies  on  natural  abilities  to  shift  the  earth,  much  like  the xyrthak’s  cry  disrupted  mana.  It  cannot  use  its  magic  to  engage  in  more complex effects.” 

“Right, right,” Thundar grunted. “What’re we talking here? I’ve seen the stuff  you  can  do  summoning  spikes,  and  your  earth  armour  and  all.  And Eyvinder’s natural earth magic packs a lot of punch. So, can it do stuff like that?” 

“Hmmm,”  Khalik  mused.  “The  summoning  and  creation  of  earth  will likely be beyond it, as would changing the composition of the earth and stone around it. It can soften earth, harden earth, and change its shape at will. Such feats require much mana, but it has a lot of mana to use.” 

“Crap,” Alex muttered, taking notes. “I’ll need to brew us all some flight potions. What’s the range of its earth magic?” 

“Somewhere  between  one  hundred  to  two  hundred  feet  above  the ground,” Isolde said. “I discovered a book in the library that spoke of a battle between a group of explorers and a dune worm. There was an account of one of the creatures shooting up massive clouds of sand to choke its enemies as well as firing streams of rock upward quickly enough to smash through full plate.” 

“And  if  that  wasn’t  enough,”  Thundar  said.  “It’s  hide’s  kind  of  like  a carapace, except like a foot thick and hard as rock. But the good news is, it’s also  brittle  like  rock.  If  you  hit  it  with  enough  force,  it  won’t  bend,  it’ll shatter.” 

“That’s something,” Khalik noted. “If Claygon can get close, he might be able to break through that armour with a punch or two. The issue is that the creature might be able to trap or damage him by warping the ground beneath his feet. Unfortunately, your flight potion would not be of help to him since a golem cannot ingest substances.” 

“Leave that to me,” Isolde said. “I believe I have the last few parts of the

spell array for flight magic figured out at last. I think by the time the exam comes, I should have it worked out.” 

“Isolde,  you’re  awesome,”  Alex  said.  “If  you  can  put  that  magic  on Claygon,  I’ll  take  care  of  the  rest  of  us,  which  will  save  you  mana.”  He tapped his pen on the page. “Right, that’s one problem solved: we can stay flying and just blast it a bunch. One thing I’ve been thinking about is how to stop  it  from  just  retreating  back  into  the  earth.  There’s  my  booby-trapped flight  potion,  but  I  don’t  know  how  well  it’ll  work  if  the  worm’s underground. If we get it to breathe the gas in, then the potion might not be able to move it if it’s completely encased in rock… but I think I’ve got just the thing for that.” 

Alex grinned a grin that would have suited a mad wizard in a play as he pulled out an unfamiliar potion bottle. 

He placed it on the table. 

“I perfected this baby in Jules’ alchemy class. I think we’ve got a brand new weapon to use.” 

Chapter 3

The Final Hunt of First Year

“Y ou kind of gave me the idea, Thundar,” Alex said. “Remember when that mana vampire got you?” 

The minotaur glared at him. “No, Alex. I completely forgot a monster nearly sucked all the mana out of me like a giant leech.” 

“…Yeah,  okay,  stupid  question,  I  admit  it,”  Alex  said  sheepishly.  “So, when  that  happened—and  when  we  fought  the  xyrthak—we  were  given  a mana soothing potion, right?” 

“I remember how well it calmed my mana pool and made it easier for the pool to regenerate and heal,” Khalik said. 

“But in return,” Isolde jumped in. “While under the effects, one’s mana flows slower. It’s almost like a…” She searched her thoughts. “…a sleeping draught, but directed entirely toward one’s mana. It makes a disrupted pool heal  more  swiftly,  but  while  the  mana  pool  is  in  this  resting  and  healing phase, it moves sluggishly.” 

They looked at Thundar. 

“Uh,  yeah,  that  sounds  about  right  from  what  I  felt.  Don’t  know  that much about alchemy, though.” 

“You should learn!” Alex said enthusiastically. “It’s so interesting.” He caught  himself.  “I  better  stop  myself  before  I  start  geeking  out  about  it. 

Anyway, what Isolde was talking about: the soothing. At first, I was thinking I could make a potion that did the opposite. A potion that would disrupt mana by overstimulating it if someone were to drink it. But, I decided against that since I know it’d be considered as doing direct harm, no matter how you look at it. So, then I thought about maybe going in the opposite direction.” 

“Oh?” Khalik raised an eyebrow. “To increase the soothing effect?” 

“You got it. I thought: what if someone’s mana was so soothed, it became as lethargic and sluggish as a snail after an all-night bender.” Alex tapped the side of the bottle. “It wouldn’t hurt anybody, but it would make their mana slow right down and be hard to use.” 

“Hmmm.”  Isolde  frowned.  “Effective,  but  proper  mana  manipulation techniques would be able to overcome such a limitation. One could simply massage  their  mana  pool  into  producing  more  mana  or  manipulate  it  to increase the flow, despite the potion.” 

“You  bet,  but  using  mana  manipulation  during  a  fight  would  take  up some of an enemy’s concentration, which would be kinda rough for them in a conflict  situation.  But,  imagine  giving  it  to  something  that   doesn’t   have techniques to use? This stuff could be devastating: they wouldn’t be able to budge their mana at all.” 

Alex thought of his own experiences of wrestling to get past the Mark’s interference  to  use  wizardry.  When  the  Mark  was  first  put  on  him,  even casting forceball—a simple spell he’d had years of practice with—became so difficult, he’d wanted to rip out his own hair. Over time, though, he’d learned how to deal with the interference and even gotten used to it enough to learn and cast new spells. 

What  had  really  helped  him  progress  in  spite  of  the  Mark,  were  the meditation techniques Theresa had taught him. They’d made it possible for him  to  get  past  the  Mark  and  cast  spells  regardless  of  the  persistent distraction of it bringing every one of his previous failures in spellcasting into his consciousness. 

In the same way, an enemy could overcome the soothing potion with the right  techniques…  but  without  them,  they’d  be  as  hindered  as  he’d  been when he’d first gotten the Mark. Maybe even more so. 

And  against  a  worm,  a  simple  beast  with  no  awareness  of  mana manipulation?  It  would  likely  come  close  to  crippling  the  creature’s  earth magic. 

At least, that was the hope. 

“Only issue I see, is dosage,” Alex said. “I don’t know if simply blasting some gas in front of something the size of a whale will be enough to affect it.” “True, very true,” Isolde nodded. “It would likely require a larger dose, and one delivered deep within the creature.” 

“Hrm…” Thundar squinted at the potion bottle. “I got an idea. You think

you  could  find  a  way  to  attach  small  bottles  of  this  stuff  to  the  tip  of  an arrow?  You  could  attach  ’em  to  Theresa’s  arrows  and  just  have  her  shoot down the monster’s throat. Then poof!” 

He made an exploding gesture with both hands. 

“They blow up inside the worm and it’s bye-bye mana.” 

“Thundar—you’re a genius! That would totally work.” He picked up the potion  bottle  and  activated  the  Mark,  focusing  on  the  task  of  attaching  a bottle  to  the  tip  of  an  arrow  while  still  having  it  remain  sufficiently aerodynamic. 

The Mark immediately fed images of previous experiences of him putting things  together:  most  of  the  memories  came  from  building  and  assembling supplies and tools in Shale’s Workshop. 

He smiled. “Yeah, I should be able to put something together by the time battle  day  comes.  Then  while  I’m  distracting  it  with  some  of  my  spells, Theresa can fire this stuff right down its throat. I can also use Call Through Ice to transport my trapped mana soothing potions too. The more chances we have to wreck that thing, the better.” 

“Great.” Thundar cracked his knuckles. “And while you’re doing that, I’ll see if I can’t use a few of my spells to crack some of that thick shell.” 

“Excellent.  Most  excellent,”  Khalik  said.  “Then  it  sounds  like  our  plan should be: we fly above the ground, at near the top of its range for its earth magics. Isolde and I will run interference, I will try to counter its earth magic with  my  own  and  disrupt  its  aim.  Thundar  can  ‘crack  some  of  that  thick shell,’  and  increase  its  vulnerability.  Isolde  can  rake  its  injuries  with lightning.  Alex  can  distract  and  aggravate  it,  and  Theresa  will  deliver  this weaponized soothing potion. Will you be bringing your entourage, Isolde?” 

“I shall,” she said. “If they can be given flight as well, they are adept with spears.  They  can  harpoon  the  creature,  which  will  wound  it  and  reduce  its mobility.” 

“I’ll enhance their weapons.” Thundar rubbed his hands together as a grin spread across his face. 

“Fantastic,” Khalik said. “Then it looks like we are near-ready. Let’s do ourselves a favour though and not get utterly destroyed by an oversized worm at the final chapter of our first year.” 

“Ugh,” Alex grimaced. “You say that, and now it’s gonna utterly destroy us. Oh, right. You didn’t mention Claygon in the grand plan.” 

The  prince  looked  up  at  the  golem.  “I  had  simply  assumed  he  shall  do

what he has proven to be so excellent at: smash and burn.” 

Alex laughed darkly. “Damn right.” 

“You know…” Theresa Lu turned over the arrow, thumbing the glass tube attached  to  its  head.  A  small,  amused  smile  marked  her  lips,  somewhat softening  the  vicious,  predatory  look  her  face  normally  fell  into—

deathstalker face, as Alex called it. “I never thought the first gift I’d get from you after we got together would be special arrows.” 

“You don’t like it?” Alex asked lightly. “I could make some new one—” 

 Boom! 

He grimaced—a student launched a fireball at a training dummy on the opposite  end  of  the  stadium.  The  combat  practice  area  was  largely  free  of students  that  day.  Final  exams  had  just  finished,  and  rather  than  slinging spells at targets, most students were elsewhere, slinging heaps of wine and food into their bellies in celebration before final marks came out. 

Still,  there  were  a  few  keen  ones  there,  continuing  to  hone  their  skills. 

Unfortunately,  they  seemed  intent  on  practicing  their  loudest,  most distracting spells. 

Alex’s eyes narrowed, noticing that they were all wearing finely tailored, emerald green shirts, with the silver symbol of a beast: a two-headed monster with the howling head of a wolf, and the snarling head of a bear. 

“The Ursa-Lupine Brotherhood,” he muttered. 

“Hm?”  Theresa  glanced  up  at  him,  following  his  gaze  to  the  group  of spellcasters. “Oh, are those the ones you and Khalik duelled once?” 

“Yeah,  a  long  time  ago,”  Alex  said.  “Well,  at  least  they’re  keeping  to themselves  this  time.  Where  was  I?  Oh  yeah,  if  you  don’t  like  that,  I couuuuld get you something else.” 

“Not on your life—I like arrows. Why wouldn’t I like arrows?” Again, her fingers examined it. “It’s well made too. Surprisingly well-bal—” 

She  frowned,  balancing  the  arrow  on  one  finger  and  seeing  where  its weight naturally fell. “It’s a liiitttle front heavy. If the shaft was a bit longer, then it’d be a little more balanced. That way it wouldn’t drop as quickly when it’s fired. Then again…” 

The  young  huntress  picked  up  her  bow—a  thick,  composite  beast  of  a

weapon made from old oak and monster horn—and nocked the arrow against the string. She pointed it down. “It shouldn’t be much of a problem if I’m firing from above… Our target isn’t exactly small.” 

Her eyes twinkled. “I’ve never hunted such a large beast before.” 

“Well,  don’t  get  too  excited,  it  might  be  hunting  us.”  Alex  chuckled, taking  the  arrow  back  and  writing  down  Theresa’s  feedback  in  one  of  his many notebooks. “Excited to try your skill against such a big monster?” 

“Mhm.” She lifted her bow with one hand and a brace of three arrows in the  other.  One  after  the  other,  she  fired  at  a  training  dummy  a  number  of paces away, sinking the arrows into the bullseye. “Grandfather once told us a story about great-grandfather going up against a sea monster. This reminds me of that a bit… Though his story was all about steel and skill, while our situation will have a lot more ‘wizard’ in it. It’s still exciting stuff.” 

Her smile faded, and the full deathstalker face returned. “And a worm is similar to a centipede… or a giant bug queen that has way too many blades for her own good.” 

 Thnk. 

Another arrow sank deep into the target. “And if I ever meet another one of those, I plan on bringing it down. Easier than last time.” 

Alex smiled, rubbing the small of her back. “I’m sure any big bug’ll be cursing the day it ever met the great-granddaughter of Twinblade Lu.” 

“Mhm,”  she  mused.  “And  who  knows?”  She  nocked  another  arrow. 

“Maybe by then, I’ll have my own nickname. A ‘Twinblade Lu’ just for me.” 

“Deathstalker Lu,” Alex supplied enthusiastically. 

“…That’s, actually not half-bad. You’re getting better at naming things.” 

“I’ve always been good at naming things,” he said. 

“Uuuuhuh.”  She  glanced  over  at  Claygon,  who  was  watching  the  other practicing students intently. “You’re ‘okay’ at naming things.” 

“Pfffft, now I’m gonna make sure people start calling you Deathstalker Lu.”“You do that, and I’ll make sure I think of a nickname for  you.” 

He leaned in. “Too late, I already got one,” he said, referring to his Hero name of the Fool. 

“No,  no,”  she  whispered.  “That’s  the  same  thing  as  Twinblade  Lu,  it’s special, but it’s not you.” 

“I dunno, I’m pretty fine with just being Alex. Though Lord Alex might be  pretty  cool.  Archmage  Alex.  No,  no—King  Alex.  No,  wait!  Evil  King

Alex—” 

“Nevermind, you’re  not getting better at naming things.” 

“Welcome, my young friends, to our final venture into the Barrens… At least for this course,” Chancellor Baelin said as the students settled in their seats. 

Several days had passed and—after a few final preparations—the class of the Art of the Wizard in Combat II was ready to face their final test of the school year. 

The towering goat beastman looked upon all of them with a twinkle of pride in his eyes. His beard clasps clinked around the braids in his beard. “I cannot  describe  how  proud  I  am  of  all  of  you.  The  Art  of  the  Wizard  in Combat—in the end—is about transformation. The transformation of excited young  student  into  Proper  Wizard.  Perhaps,  I  should  say  that  it  is  the beginning  of that transformation. Today I shall call this test what it is: the end of  our  course,  but  the  true  beginning  of  your  path  as  competent  wizards through the duration of your academic career and beyond.” 

He gestured to the sky. “The world is a wild and dangerous place. Most of all for those that make it their business to bend the fabric of their reality using spell, knowledge, and will. To the unprepared? That is a path of folly. 

It  is  like  venturing  into  a  dark  nest  of  beast-goblins  without  proper preparations and sources of light: utterly self-destructive. 

“However,  you  stepped  onto  the  path  of  learning,  figuring  out  how  to apply  your  vast  resources  to  defend  yourself,  your  loved  ones,  and  your possessions;  as well as learning how to enact your will onto the world. Such a thing is to be commended. In short—and forgive an old goatman for rambling

—I am proud.” He seemed to literally beam with pride for a moment before continuing. “Did you bring your charm-pendants today, as I requested?” 

The class fished them out, showing them to Baelin. 

“Excellent. I am glad you remembered them.” He looked at the members of  the  wizards’  entourages.  “And  to  those  that  are  here  supporting  your wizard family members, friends, and loved ones: I commend you all as well. 

This is not an easy course, even for those auditing it, and it is my hope that each  of  you  will  walk  away  with  a  mind  more  tactical  and  ready  for  the challenges that you and your companions will face in due time. Should you

overcome this challenge today, I will have a little surprise for all of you.” 

He smiled. “Good hunting, my young students. Good hunting. I shall see you soon.” 

With a single gesture, Baelin activated his teleportation magic, and Alex felt  that  familiar  pull  as  he  was  plucked  from  his  seat  by  the  spell  and transported to the Barrens. 

The dry heat hit him in a wave and he squinted as the dust blew over the wasteland.  A  few  moments  later,  the  others  appeared,  though  Alex  was surprised that Claygon arrived slightly before the others. 

He  looked  at  his  friends.  “Ten  gold  says  his  surprise  is  another,  more horrible monster for us to fight,” he whispered. 

“Even I would not bet against that,” Khalik whispered. 

“I say it’ll be two monsters,” Thundar jumped in. 

“Or ten,” Isolde added. 

“Well.” Theresa lifted her bow, nocking one of Alex’s special arrows on the string. “We’ll have to worry about this one first. And fast. Look.” 

The  others  followed  her  gaze,  squinting  through  the  blowing  dust. 

Theresa’s eyes were by far the sharpest of any of them, but Alex could see movement in the distance. 

The ground swelled as something swam just beneath the surface. 

Chapter 4

Rumbling Earth

“I t will sense us soon,” Khalik said, sending Najyah into the sky—

above the range of the worm’s sensory abilities—to act as another pair of  eyes.  “It  likely  already  felt  the  earth’s  vibration  when  we  were teleported  in.  Our  collective  weight  would  have  displaced  this  area  we’re standing on.” 

“Then let’s get off the ground as fast as we can,” Alex said, pulling out his  potions  of  flight  and  passing  them  to  Isolde,  Theresa,  Thundar,  and Khalik. 

He  also  handed  some  to  Isolde’s  entourage:  Svenia  and  Hogarth,  who gripped harpoons. Lengths of heavy braided rope were attached to rings on the  butts  of  the  weapons.  The  two  warriors  threw  uncertain  looks  in  the direction of the dune worm, watching it swim beneath the earth. 

“Right, cheers,” Hogarth said, clacking his potion bottle to Svenia’s and then  draining  it.  He  made  a  face.  “Not  exactly  a  good  vintage.”  His  eyes turned toward the swell of the earth. “…Can’t believe I’m about to harpoon a big, dirty whale-worm. 

“Stranger and stranger things we fight,” Svenia echoed his sentiment. 

“Can’t  argue  with  that,”  Alex  said,  then  passed  out  a  second  batch  of potions to everyone. “The magic will keep you airborne for a while, but if you feel yourself begin to drift down like a feather, that means the magic is fading. Drink the second dose right away—the last thing we need is to start floating to the ground while that worm is trying to smash us with rocks or impale us with stone spikes.” 

Everyone  nodded  and  the  rest  of  the  group  swallowed  their  potions, waiting for the magic to wash through them. 

Isolde cast her flight spell on Claygon. The golem reacted to it a little—

he  could  feel  the  slight  response  through  their  connection—as  its  core adjusted to the new mana passing through it. 

‘It’s alright,’ Alex found himself telling the construct through their bond. 

‘The magic will keep you in the air. You just need to direct yourself as if you were moving in your regular way. Walking and stuff, except you don’t need to take steps. Just aim yourself where you need to go.’

He paused at that. Was he trying to reassure his golem? Apparently, he was.“Let us begin then,” Khalik said, shooting into the air. 

The group followed, with Claygon bringing up the rear. They flew toward the moving swell in the earth, but had to squint and cover their noses against the dust caught on the light wind. 

Alex noted that. “Hold on. We don’t want to be going in blinded or in a coughing fit mid-fight.” 

Alex began working through the Mark’s interference to cast Orb of Air for each of them, which surrounded their heads in a globe of fresh air that filtered out all contaminants. He then followed up by casting other defensive spells on himself, while the other wizards began casting their own protective spells.  The  group  took  a  long,  spiralling  route  around  the  worm,  which  let them observe the creature while gradually closing the distance. 

Alex’s spellcasting was still slow compared to his friends’, though he’d made a lot of progress in speed. Four forceballs appeared in a fraction of the time  they  used  to.     He  cast  force  shield  and  lesser  force  armour  next,  and finally ‘protective crooked rectangle.’

The  others  had  gotten  faster  too.  Khalik  in  particular  stood  out. 

Incantations poured from his mouth, and he had both his earth armour and a force shield up in the time it took the rest of them to have one spell readied. 

Once Alex’s defensive array was complete, he looked at Theresa, cast a lesser force armour spell on her and—after a moment’s thought—on Claygon as  well.  The  golem’s  own  magically  enhanced  body  was  sturdier  than  the spell, but extra protection never hurt. 

Alex cocked his head slightly at Claygon’s style of ‘flying.’

They  were  all  parallel  to  the  ground,  almost  like  they  were  swimming through the air. But the golem remained in an upright position, with his feet set as though he were standing on thin air. 

‘Huh. I never did tell you to shift position, did I?’ he thought. ‘Maybe a

good thing I didn’t… That looks pretty badass.’

He willed Claygon to cross his four arms: his upper pair folded in front of him, and the lower pair behind his back. 

Now it looked  really badass. 

‘Maybe  I should try flying like that,’ he thought. 

“Are you playing with Claygon?” Theresa asked. 

“N-no…” he said. “…Yes.” 

“You rea—” 

 Rmmmmble. 

Her words stilled and she looked down, startled. 

The earth rumbled so powerfully, even the air around them vibrated. That swell in the ground surged upward. 

 Booom! 

The dune worm breached like a whale jumping out of the sea. 

Alex gasped. 

Its  armour  plates  glistened  like  quartz  in  the  sun,  and  its  body  drew  a graceful arc before diving back into the earth. 

“Wow,” Alex murmured. “That… that’s kinda beautiful.” 

“Indeed,” Isolde agreed. 

“It’s—wow is right,” Theresa said. “I almost feel bad hunting i—” 

Her eyes went wide. 

“Watch out!” she roared. 

 Crack! 

A  massive  tower  of  earth  burst  from  the  ground—its  tip  spiked  like  a barbed spearhead—blasting straight toward the middle of the group. 

With a cry, they scattered in all directions. 

 Shoom! 

The immense stone tower struck where’d they’d been a second earlier. If it weren’t for Theresa’s warning, some of them would have been ripped apart by the barbs protruding from the spiked head. 

For another of the many times during one of Baelin’s practical classes, Alex  glanced  down  at  the  spell-mark  on  his  hand,  hoping  that  their professor’s  spell  would  activate  and  teleport  them  to  safety  fast  enough  if they were struck. 

He  remembered  Baelin  speaking  of  students  suffering  great  injuries  in past classes…

 Crash! 

The worm rose halfway out of the ground and roared. 

Alex’s blood chilled. 

Its mouth had dozens of teeth lining the inside. Some were hook-shaped, some pointed, and others flat, looking like they were meant to grind up any prey  it  caught.  Mangled  body  parts—beast  and  some  looking  suspiciously humanoid—were rotting, stuck between its teeth. 

“Never mind!” Theresa shouted. “Let’s hunt this thing!” 

She  steadied  her  bow  as  they  all  spread  out,  circling  the  worm.  The creature continued to swim beneath the earth, the ground swelling, marking its position. The four wizards shot toward opposite directions, trying to corral the creature. 

The ground began to ripple. 

Alex could feel mana shift below like a tidal wave. 

“Earth magic!” Khalik roared. “Concentrated beneath us! Dodge!” 

More  spikes  shot  upward,  kicking  massive  clouds  of  dust  around  the battle zone as they snaked through the air with pinpoint accuracy, bending, seeking to impale the flying wizards. 

 Whoosh! 

They dove around the spikes. Khalik shouted an incantation, working to counter the earth magic heading for him, but the monster proved to be too powerful. The prince had to dive out of the way, cursing as he flew through the dust. 

“It has excellent aim, even from beneath the earth!” Isolde cried. 

“Yeah, just like that damn earth elemental we fought,” Thundar shouted. 

He glanced up. “Its senses are sharp, it won’t give us a chance to fight back! 

We gotta climb above its sensory range! That’ll force it to surface!” 

“Then  it  will  be  out  of  spell  range  for  most  of   our  spells!”  Isolde responded. 

Thundar looked at Theresa. “Will it be out of range of your arrows?” 

“Not when I’m shooting from right above it!” The huntress was already ascending. 

Everyone  shot  after  her,  climbing  into  the  sky  so  quickly,  the  wind swelled to a dull roar in their ears. Towers of spiked earth continued to rise below them, chasing them through the sky like giant serpents catching birds. 

Alex trembled under the sheer weight of the  power being thrown around. 

The mana he was sensing was enough to make his head ache. It wasn’t that it was the most mana he’d ever felt. After all, he’d been around mana vents…

and  Baelin.  But  this  stuff  was  so  raw…  so   angry,  that  he  was  caught  off guard by the force. 

It was all he could do to keep himself  and Claygon from being pierced. 

He used his agility to sweep through forests of spikes, while simultaneously guiding his golem’s movements. 

Eventually,  the  rising  spears  of  earth  began  to  slow  and  then  stop.  The group looked down, where the earthen towers strained to keep up the chase—

eerily reminiscent of dogs struggling against chains. 

They were getting out of range of both its senses and its earth magic. 

Alex let out a sigh of relief. “Looks like—” 

Mana surged. 

“Look out!” he and Khalik cried at the same time. 

The barbs at the end of the towers shuddered. 

 Shooom! 

They fired in all directions like a hail storm of spears. 

Alex  yelled  as  he  weaved—in  a  midair  dance—around  the  spikes. 

Theresa’s enhanced agility let her dodge around them, while Thundar shot in front of Isolde, spitting an incantation. The minotaur gripped his mace tightly with all the strength improved by his body enhancement spell, while a  second mace made entirely of magically conjured mana appeared beside him. 

With a roar of effort, Thundar swung his weapon into a stone spear while the conjured mace struck it at the same time, shattering the rock completely. 

As he’d bought Isolde a few precious moments, the young woman then barked an incantation that summoned a golem-sized whirlwind in front of her and Thundar. It only appeared for a few moments, but it turned aside every stone spear shooting toward them. 

However, with Alex’s attention being split—

 Scrrrrp. 

A  spike  hit  Claygon,  scraping  along  his  side  and  sending  the  golem spinning through the air. 

“No!” Alex shouted. 

When the wave of spikes finally stopped, Alex flew to his golem’s side. 

He examined him closely. 

The lesser force armour had completely shattered, but there wasn’t even a scratch on Claygon’s body. “Ooooh, good, good. Nothing bad happened to you.” 

He pat Claygon’s side. “Let’s get out of here.” 

Alex,  his  golem,  and  the  rest  of  the  group  continued  to  ascend  out  of range of the spears. Once they were far enough away and saw that nothing pursued them, they stopped. 

The  group—as  one—looked  down  toward  their  opponent.  The  stone towers hadn’t moved. The creature was swimming beneath the earth again, circling the area they’d been. 

“It  appears  that  we  are  out  of  range  of  its  senses,”  Khalik  said.  “If  it wishes to find us, it will have to surface.” 

“Especially if we bait it,” Alex said, moving his four force balls beside him. “This thing senses vibrations on the ground and in the air above. Within its range, it should react to my force balls diving toward it.” 

His mind worked quickly now. 

Thinking. 

Adapting. 

“If I dart them in and out of its range, that’ll confuse it. Might make it surface eventually.” 

“It doesn’t have eyes, though,” Isolde pointed out. “It should not need to surface.” 

“True, but when it breaches, it jumps higher into the air. Which means that—for a brief moment—its senses and the range of its attacks will extend up by the same distance it jumped. If we can bait it into doing that—and it’ll need to do something eventually if we keep wasting its mana—Theresa can fire  an  arrow  with  a  soothing  potion  right  down  its  throat  while  it’s  in  the air.”“Sounds like a plan,” Khalik said. “My burst of sound can also create vibrations to trigger its senses.” 

“Teamwork makes the dream work,” Thundar said. “I’ll send my mana weapon down there too. Really give it something to chase. Let’s get to it!” 

Theresa  readied  her  bow  as  Alex  and  Thundar  shot  their  spells downward. After they’d descended to a point, the warping ground suddenly switched directions, and the earth began to shake. 

 Scrrrrp! 

More  stone  towers  shot  into  the  air,  but  the  young  wizards  darted  their spells away just before the spikes impaled them. 

Khalik followed up with his burst of sound, causing the stone towers to swerve in that direction, but then pause as Thundar’s and Alex’s spells shot down from another angle. For several minutes they kept up their dip-and-run

tactics, luring the worm to breach. 

“This might be it,” Alex said as a wide area of earth swelled up. 

He  drew  a  pair  of  potions—his  second  flight  potion  and  his  trapped mana-soothing  potion—and  readied  to  cast  Call  Through  Ice.  When  it breached, he would—

 Crack! 

It didn’t breach. 

The earth all at once rose up. 

The largest of its stone towers—at least thirty feet across—shot toward them like an immense fist rising into the sky. 

Chapter 5

Earth Magic and New Beginnings

C  rack!  The pillar sped toward them at a frightening rate. The sheer amount of mana raging from it was incredible. 

But something was off. 

That surge of mana… Was it—

“The  worm’s  mana’s  getting  closer!”  Alex  shouted  as  the  group  flew higher into the sky. He popped the lid of his second flight potion and chugged it, the others did the same. 

“Why  would—Ohhh,  that  sneaky  bastard,”  Thundar  said.  “Alex!  Can Claygon smash that tower?” 

“What, why?” Alex asked. “I mean, probably?” 

“I  bet  you  that  the  worm’s   inside  the  tower.  It’s  riding  up  here  and keeping  itself  protected!  Everyone  spread  out!  It’s  gonna  start  shooting  at us!”Alex blinked, thinking about where the mana surge was coming from. 

There was so much of it that it was difficult for him to pinpoint. But it did seem to be coming from inside the tower. 

“Claygon! Smash that!” He pointed. 

Without  a  sound,  the  golem  shot  toward  the  tower  with  all  four  fists extended, like a stone shot from a trebuchet. Alex looked down, watching as the sides and top of the tower shimmered. 

 Shoom! 

Spikes  burst  out  in  every  direction.  He  dodged  away,  concentrating  on avoiding the spears while trying to guide Claygon through them. 

 Crack! Crack! Crack! 

Spikes cracked off of the clay body. 

The golem kept going. 

 Bang! 

He  slammed  into  the  side  of  the  tower,  his  fists  already  pumping, crushing  the  rock,  and  the  rest  of  his  massive  frame  blasted  through  the crumbling stone. 

There was a cry from inside the tower as the top shattered. 

Alex hadn’t been able to precisely sense the worm’s exact location. It had been slightly lower in the tower than he’d thought, but now, it was partially exposed.  One  of  Claygon’s  upper  hands  shot  down  and  seized  it  by  an armoured plate. He began to pull the struggling worm from the rock. 

Alex’s jaw dropped. 

The lifting tests that he, Professor Jules, and Baelin had performed on the golem had shown that Claygon could lift far more than a normal golem of his size, but it was something else entirely to watch him  pull something the size of a whale from pure stone. 

As the worm resisted, giant claws materialized from the rock and struck at Claygon, but his powerful arms swept out, shattering them. 

Alex  saw  something  flash  through  the  air—a  series  of  arrows  from Theresa  flew  straight  into  the  worm’s  mouth,  and  right  down  its  massive throat. 

The  monster  roared  and  Alex  felt  the  mana  coming  from  the  creature grow a bit more sluggish. He started to cast Call Through Ice. 

 Crack! 

Then  the  lightning  came.  Isolde  fired  a  bolt  down  its  throat  an  instant after Theresa’s arrows had struck home. The creature shuddered and roared as the electricity coursed through its immense body. 

 Bang! 

Khalik  barked  an  incantation  and  snapped  his  fingers.  An  enormous explosion  of  sound  boomed  from  within  the  worm,  and  Alex  thought  he heard something rupture inside. It screeched and jerked away from Claygon. 

 Rrrrrp. 

Part  of  its  armour  plate  ripped  off  as  it  dove  back  into  the  tower.  The beast  was  definitely  moving  slower  than  before,  which  meant  the  mana  it used to glide through rock was slowing. 

He finished casting the spell. 

An icy door opened directly in front of his mana soothing potion, then, 

the potion abruptly vanished. Teleportation magic opened the doorway right in front of the dune worm’s gaping mouth. 

A  heartbeat  later,  its  mana  slowed  again,  and  it  struggled  to  melt  back into the stone, but it’s escape had been hindered long enough for Claygon to snatch it. 

“That’s it, Claygon! Pull it out!” Alex shouted. 

Again, Claygon dragged the worm free from the rock, by its tail this time. 

He caught it with his two upper hands, stabilizing it in his grip, which left his lower arms free to lay into it. 

 Crack! Crack! 

Thick  carapace  crunched  and  split  with  every  blow  from  the  golem’s fists, exposing, then bursting flesh. 

The dune worm screeched as rotting pieces of corpses dislodged from its mouth. Alex was glad he’d cast Orb of Air for everyone, because the odor must have been putrid. 

 WhooooOOOmmm. 

The fire gems in Claygon’s upper hands and forehead began to glow as they gathered energy. 

 Voooosh! 

All three blasted into the worm at once. The flame roared, but—to Alex’s amazement—it didn’t react to the flame at all. This was a creature that could spew  lava  and  dive  deep  beneath  the  earth  where  temperatures  were  hot enough to melt rock, so the fire gems had no effect. 

It  pulled  its  upper  body  free  of  the  stone  tower  and  turned  toward Claygon. Alex saw light building in its throat. 

He willed Claygon to move fast. 

An  instant  later,  a  massive  torrent  of  lava  spewed  from  the  creature’s gaping mouth, spraying through the air. Smoke billowed as the dead bodies in its mouth burst into flame. 

It lurched sluggishly back into the stone. The spikes stopped firing as it focused its disrupted power on getting to safety. 

That  was  when  Svenia  and  Hogarth  shot  forward,  hoisting  back  their harpoons,  and  aiming  straight  at  the  areas  of  flesh  exposed  by  Claygon’s battering. 

The  harpoons  struck,  driving  deep.  Then  the  two  warriors  tossed  the heavy  ropes  to  Claygon  who  grabbed  each  one  by  Alex’s  command.  The ropes went taught as the worm thrashed, and the golem pulled. 

Then Thundar flew in. 

He landed on the carapace with the spell-crafted mace floating beside him and  began  hitting  the  outer  covering,  pulping  the  flesh  beneath  it  with purposeful  blows.  He  kept  it  up  long  enough  to  inflict  deep  wounds,  then drew his crossbow and fired directly into the monster’s exposed flesh. The minotaur shot away when spikes emerged and launched from the tower, but their force and speed were far less than before. 

The monster’s bulk heaved against the harpoons, snapping the ropes and the  weapons’  shafts  as  it  finally  escaped  back  into  the  tower,  desperate  to reach the ground. 

And Alex was ready. Claygon was already moving lower down the tower to head it off. 

He drove his fists into the column. 

 Bang! Bang! Bang! Crack! 

His massive fists smashed the stone until the entire pillar began to give beneath the heavy blows. Then, it started to topple like a colossal tree felled by a giant lumberjack. 

 Whoooosh! 

The stone plummeted toward the ground. 

 Boom! 

It hit the dusty terrain of the Barrens with an earth-shaking impact, and the  worm  screeched  as  it  abruptly  met  the  ground.  The  force  was  partly cushioned by the magic infusing the rock it had been hiding in, though the fall still sent a terrific jolt through its entire body. 

Alex could see that it was hurt and—from its frantic movements and the glow coming from lava bubbling in its throat—angrier than ever. 

“After  it!”  Khalik  roared.  “Before  it  can  orient  itself  or  dive underground!” 

The group shot down as the worm reared and roared at them. It had sunk its  body  partially  into  the  ground,  but  was  clearly  hindered  from  using  its earth magic properly. 

Instead of trying to dive, it called up layer upon layer of earth and stone to  coat  itself,  forming  a  covering  similar  to  what  Khalik  conjured  with  his armour  spells.  Mounds  of  spikes  sprang  from  all  sides  of  the  worm’s protective covering. 

For  most  opponents  in  the  Barrens,  the  spikes  would  have  been  the perfect thing to frighten them away, but they were a poor choice against the

versatile wizards it faced. 

The  group  of  flyers  swooped  around  the  worm,  harassing  it  with  low mana costing spells. It spewed lava, but they stayed just far enough from its reach to make themselves difficult targets. 

Its movements became more agitated, and Alex could tell the beast was tiring. Its lava flowed weakly, and it turned with a listlessness when it tried to track them. Alex danced his force balls around its mouth, distracting it, while Theresa fired the last of her potion-arrows down its throat. 

Its mana slowed to a trickle. 

Now it was time to finish it. 

“Claygon, grab it!” Alex shouted, and his golem flew at the monster. He shot to the side of the worm, flying directly into the stone spikes, but paying them no attention as they broke against his body. Claygon seized the creature and  jerked  it  upward  with  all  four  arms.  This  time,  the  worm  was  too exhausted and its mana too slow to fight back as the golem hoisted it over his head.His arms constricted, cracking its earth armour while it squirmed. The other  wizards  flew  toward  its  mouth.  Alex  sent  his  force  balls  zooming around  it,  panicking  it  and  making  it  spew  a  weak  stream  of  lava  too prematurely to hit any of the flyers. 

When the lava cleared, the cabal flew directly in front of its mouth and unleashed their most powerful spells. 

Khalik  conjured  a  massive  stone  spike,  angling  it  so  that  it  pierced  the side  of  the  worm’s  mouth,  wedging  it  open.  Theresa,  Hogarth,  and  Svenia fired arrows into the soft tissue, further wearing it down. 

Thundar  shot  his  floating  mace  into  the  creature’s  mouth  and  began beating the inside like a drum. 

Finally, Isolde finished casting one of her most effective lightning spells

—the  one  she’d  used  with  great  effect  against  the  xyrthak—and  blasted sparking orbs of electricity down the dune worm’s throat. 

The glow of lava began to slowly build in its throat, but when the orbs of lightning arced bolts of electricity between each other, then loosed the bolts inside  the  worm,  the  lava  glow  abruptly  fizzled.  Lightning  crackled  as  the monster jerked in Claygon’s grip until finally, it went limp. A wave of steam drifted from its mouth. 

Remembering that the monster from the masquerade ball had played dead to  lure  him,  Alex  had  Claygon  squeeze  the  creature,  crushing  it  where  he

gripped it. It did not make a single move. 

“It’s  done!”  Khalik  said,  pumping  his  fists.  “Well  done,  everyone!  We did it! We passed the final!” 

Thundar let out a roar of triumph along with the prince, which swept up the rest of the group until they were all cheering like drunken warriors after a bar fight. 

“Indeed,  well done,” a familiar voice said from behind them. 

Everyone whirled to see Baelin floating just behind and above the group. 

A sardonic smile was on his lips, but his eyes gleamed with ferocious pride. 

“Look  at  you,”  he  said,  with  a  similar  tone  Alex  had  heard  Theresa’s grandfather use toward his granddaughter. “Well, look. At. You. Who is this I see? It certainly cannot be the same group I saw ambushed by muupkaras and forced to flee a bonedrinker, can it?” He gave a low chuckle. “My, my, how they do grow up so quickly.” 

“We did it, Baelin.” Alex grinned. 

“Indeed,  you  did.  Now,  why  don’t  we  return  for  our  final  debrief…

Although, it might be some time before we can start. You, my young friends, are the first group to finish this time. So, just let me take a moment to collect your spoils, and then off we go.” 

As Baelin set about whisking the worm back to the university, Alex took one  final  look  around  the  Barrens.  The  last  he  would  take  as  a  first-year student in Baelin’s class, he realized. 

In a sense, the Barrens of Kravernus looked much the same as when he’d first laid eyes on them as they’d flown above in Lucia’s sky-gondola when he, Selina, Theresa, and Brutus first arrived in Generasi. 

It was still that same, mana-blasted wasteland of dried earth and dust. But it was also different. From far above, it had looked like this mysterious place of hidden dangers and unsolved mysteries. That had only proven to be even truer when he and four other students he barely knew had been transported there for their initial test—the first time his future cabal had worked together. 

They’d been on foot, trying to coordinate with each other through much discussion and anxiety about their surroundings and what was to come. 

But, today? 

They’d  coordinated  with  hardly  a  word.  Hell,  they’d  actually  stopped partway  through  the  fight  for  a  little  chat.  When  had  they  grown  so comfortable? He remembered his first few shifts at Shale’s Golem Workshop. 

The  team  had  been  quiet,  communicating  mostly  to  coordinate  around  the

job.  After  a  few  months  of  working  together,  though,  they’d  become comfortable enough to chat with one another while doing their work. 

Now, the relationship between him and his cabal was so congenial, they knew they could depend on each other in battle or otherwise. They were now a  team.  They  trusted  each  other.  Had  grown  the  skills,  experience,  and strength to handle a host of threats against each or all of them. 

Thinking  about  it  more,  Alex  realized  that  the  Barrens  didn’t  seem…

quite  so  vast  and  threatening  anymore.  It  wasn’t  exactly  a  quiet  meadow outside of Alric, just no longer threatening to where he thought that anything there could demolish them with a single blow. 

He blinked. 

And  maybe…  that  was  the  point  of  the  Art  of  the  Wizard  in  Combat. 

Sure,  it  taught  them  how  to  protect  themselves,  but—as  their  competence grew—it would make more of the world accessible to them. The world itself wouldn’t  become  safer,  but  the  young  wizards  would  become  more dangerous. 

More ready to handle the trials that their art would throw at them. 

His eyes narrowed. 

Likely, the meadows around Alric would be far more dangerous than they were the last time he’d walked through them. But he—and his friends—were a far greater threat than before. 

The world was now far more open to them. 

He exchanged a grin with the others just before Baelin waved his hand to teleport them to the plateau. 

At last, his first year at the university was coming to an end. 

…And opening up entirely new beginnings. 

Chapter 6

The Final Debrief and Youth

“C ongratulations, to each and every one of you.” Baelin clapped his large hands together. “You have all passed the final exam and thus passed the Art of the Wizard in Combat II. And so ends your first year in my course. But, this is not truly an ending.  This—”    He pointed to the sky. “This is a beginning. The Proper Wizard—girded against the dangers of the cosmos—has as little to fear from the dark between the stars or the hordes of the abyss, as they do from worms in their own garden.” 

The students of the Art of the Wizard in Combat II—who would only be students of that class for a little longer—looked at each other with a mix of tiredness, excitement, and pride. 

The  trio  consisting  of  Shiani,  Rhea,  and  Malcolm  had  elected  to  work together,  along  with  Malcolm’s  companion,  Eyvinder.  From  the  pleased looks  they  were  wearing,  it  appeared  they  had  fared  very  well  against  the worm. 

Caramiyus,  Angelar,  Rayne,  and  Nua-Oge’s  group—complete  with  the giant  shark  beastman,  Grimloch—looked  like  they’d  also  done  well.  There was  relief  in  their  demeanour  at  Baelin’s  announcement,  as  well  as  elation from their victory. 

“So,  for  the  last  time…  For  this  course,  at  least,”  Baelin  said.  “Let  us debrief: what went right? What went wrong? And—most importantly—what do  you  think  has  changed  between  when  you  first  started  this  course  and now?” 

The groups of students and their entourages huddled together, whispering. 

After a moment, Rayne raised his hand, to Alex’s surprise. 

The gangly young man sat far taller in his seat than he used to. “A lot

went right, Baelin,” he said. “I cast flight magic on everyone; I have enough mana now to make sure we could all keep flying, but we had to adjust our altitude  because  of  the  monster’s  range.  At  first,  we  had  some  trouble,  but Nua-Oge knew this one spell: Death Charge.” 

“Depth Charge,” she corrected. “It’s made for water, but it can phase into most  surfaces  and  send  a  shockwave  through  whatever  it  goes  into,  but  its range decreases when it’s used on a harder surface.” 

“Well, it worked,” Caramiyus said. “She dropped a few into the earth and that  made  the  worm  surface.  Then  Angelar  and  I  were  there  waiting  with beams  to  blast  it  in  the  mouth  as  it  came  up.  And  then  Grimloch…”  he shuddered. 

“I cracked its shell like a crab.” The shark man grinned, worm-blood still coating his lips. “Then got into the gooey insides.” 

Baelin gave a booming laugh. “Ah, taking your meal  as you’re fighting. 

You have style, my young friend. And then?” 

“Part of our plan was to make it bleed while we kept blasting it,” Nua-Oge said. “The wound Grimloch gave it was ragged and deep, so all we had to do was keep it from burrowing again, tire it out, and make it bleed out. We didn’t stop until it was done.” 

“Honestly, Baelin.” Rayne shook his head. “It couldn’t have been more different  than  how  it  was  in  the  beginning.  When  me  and  Minerv—”  He paused,  wincing  as  he  spoke  of  the  dead  student.  “We  lost  a  lot  of  people during that first class. Especially my group.” 

“Indeed,  Rayne,  you  have  shown  some  of  the  furthest  growth  of  any student in this class.” Baelin gave him a grandfatherly smile. “And I am most proud to have taught you thus far. Nua-Oge, Caramiyus, Angelar, from my observations  you  are  far  more  coordinated  than  you  once  were.  And  all  of you paced yourselves when it came to your mana, allowing your versatility and experience to win you the day. Well done.” 

Rhea raised her hand. “We decided the best way to beat it would be to make it uncomfortable. Shiani and I specialize in fire spells, but we knew we would struggle against its resistance to fire. So, we decided to combine our spells of sharpened obsidian to pierce the creature’s outer covering. The two of us conjured a big spike and then Eyvinder and Malcolm brought the worm out of the ground.” 

“Since the creature is so used to fire  and lives in the Barrens,” Malcolm jumped  in,  “we  thought  it  probably  wouldn’t  like  the  cold.  Our  research

showed they burrow below the earth to keep warm when night falls. I cast Permafrost to spread cold energy through the ground, which made where it was hiding really cold, and that drove it out of the ground. Eyvinder used his own earth magic to counter the worm’s, so it had to come out undefended.” 

“Then  we  speared  it  like  a  fish,”  Shiani  said.  “From  there,  once  it  was above  ground,  Malcolm  kept  using  ice  spells,  Eyvinder  countered  its  earth magic, while Rhea and I conjured more spears. Those eventually finished it off. Our entire plan worked out the way we wanted it to.” 

“Excellent work,” Baelin said. “When your group first started this course, you were by far the most well-equipped. You were all in your second year and all geared toward battle magic. You struggled with versatility, however, and  exhausted  your  mana  too  quickly  by  relying  on  large,  powerful  spells. 

And now look. You used a versatile series of magics—including Eyvinder’s innate earth magic outside of the art of wizardry—and were able to outlast an opponent with a greater reserve of mana than yourselves. Well done. If you choose to go into military wizardry, then I am sure any number of imperial recruiters will be fighting for you.” 

At last, Alex raised his hand, and Baelin nodded to him. 

“So, uh, when we first started, we either didn’t know each other very well or didn’t know each other at all,” the young wizard said. “We worked well together because these guys are awesome, but we were only getting to know each other. Now, we function like a well-oiled wagon: as one. We have more power, more versatility, and a lot of our strengths came from things we did outside of class. 

“I don’t think we would’ve had as easy a time if Theresa wasn’t so good at  life  enforcement,  or  if  Svenia  and  Hogarth  hadn’t  kept  up  their  training. 

Claygon was a big power factor too, and all of us have gotten stronger and more  knowledgeable.  My  potions  helped  a  lot,  Thundar’s  spells  are  more powerful  and  versatile,  Isolde’s  basically  become  a  storm  goddess,  and Khalik has really gotten fast with spell casting. And all of that came together to bring us to where we are now.” 

Baelin nodded. “Indeed. Your coordination is notable. One can see how bonds have forged outside of merely being classmates and how that can aid significantly  when  applied  to  the  battlefield.  You  also  avoided  a  particular trap  that  can  fall  upon  those  who  take  to  the  battlefield  with  romantic partners.  Sometimes,  tactics  fall  away  in  favour  of  affection:  the  need  to protect loved ones or cherished friends. Such things can be…” 

The chancellor tilted his head back and forth, as if weighing his words. 

“…useful,  on  the  battlefield.  One  needs  only  see  a  mother  bear  defend  her cubs once to know how effective fighting to protect a bond can be. But, at times, it can blunt tactics in favour of coddling one’s loved ones.” He rose to his full height and looked over the class. “Love can bloom on the battlefield, yes, and it can be maintained during times of danger… But a battle is not a romantic  sky-gondola  ride.  If  a  loved  one  cannot  defend  themselves,  they should not be on the battlefield.” 

“And what is to be done if they end up caught in a battle because of an ambush?” Khalik asked. 

“Then  your  priority  is  to  ensure  that  they  are   quickly  positioned  away from enemies. I stress the importance of speed in this, because the enemy is not  going  to  conveniently  wait  for  this  to  be  done,  and  once  that  is established, focus on eliminating threats. Having your focus drift entirely to a noncombatant  will  give  your  enemies  the  openings  they  need  to  strike  you down. Then your loved one shall follow soon after… or be captured.” 

“Well, Alex doesn’t need me to protect him. Not anymore,” Theresa said lightly, causing a few chuckles among the class. 

“Yeah, that’s Claygon’s job now,” Alex added. 

Baelin  burst  out  laughing.  “Indeed.  In  any  case,  I’m  sure  the  last  thing you wanted  to hear  was an  old  man prattle  on about  the tactical  flaws  and benefits of friendship and love. Although, before I move away from the topic, do note that such bonds have been utilized in military capacities in the past. 

There was a city-state that used to create units entirely composed of pairs of lovers.  Such  a  thing—when  proper  discipline  was  applied—contributed heavily to the morale of a unit and brought out courage. Do not discount the bonds of friendship or romance, tempered with skill.” 

He  looked  over  all  of  them.  “If  you  are  ambushed  by  enemies  that  are bound together merely by the promise of payment, then a few loud and very messy  combat  spells  will  likely  shatter  their  nerve  and  send  them  seeking easier  jobs.  If  you  are  beset  by  foes  that  are  grouped  together  by  bonds  of friendship or romance, though, you had best ensure they are all eliminated. 

For the survivors? They shall not rest until you or they are dead…

“And on that cheery note—Congratulations! You have all finished the Art of the Wizard in Combat II. And to commemorate this occasion…” 

Baelin snapped his fingers and several amulet halves appeared in the air before him. “I present to you the second half of your charm-pendants, each

bearing my symbol. Although their meaning is not quite what it once was—

for you are not my apprentices—know that they will denote that we have an association. I am proud of you all, and I implore you to take the Intermediate Art of the Wizard in Combat in your next year. In it, we will continue your training directly and expand the scope of opponents you shall face.” 

The  class  fell  quiet  as  the  charm-pendants  floated  up  from  their  necks, and the other halves drifted over. 

 Schnk. 

With a small flash of light, each pendant joined with the other half and became  a  whole.  Everyone,  as  if  by  instinct,  reached  for  their  pendant  and clasped it tightly in their hand. 

A chill pulsed through Alex. 

It  felt  like  the  charm-pendant  symbolized  a  next  step  in  his  life.  He looked up at Baelin and found the chancellor’s eyes already on him. 

They exchanged a silent nod. 

“I will be speaking with your king at the end of the month, Alex,” Baelin said to him. Class had ended, but the chancellor asked Alex to stay behind for a few minutes to discuss ‘a matter.’

“Already?” Alex blinked. 

“‘Already,’ he says,” the chancellor scoffed. “Truthfully, it is later than I would  have  liked.  An  expedition  of  this  sort  will  take  months  of  planning, then setting up, surveying, staffing and supplying before it can be executed. I would  have  liked  to  have  met  with  him   weeks  ago.  But,  that  was  not possible.” 

“Really? Months just to get going?” Alex asked. 

“Oh, yes. Likely the very earliest we can even begin the expedition will be  in  the  mid-autumn.  And  we  cannot  do  the  majority  of  the  preparations until we have confirmation that this is—in fact—going to occur. You should get yourself involved in those preparations. You will learn much along the way.” 

“Oh, I will get involved,” Alex said enthusiastically. “What should I do in the meantime?” 

Baelin blinked at him in surprise. “You’re a student at Generasi, are you

not?  Be  a  student  and  do  student  things  for  a  bit.  Hopefully,  without  too many mana vampire attacks.” 

“Oh  yeeeeah,”  Alex  said  as  though  he’d  forgotten  he  was  a  student.  “I guess I’ll just… start selecting my summer courses, then,  and my fall ones?” 

“That would be the way.” 

Alex  sighed.  “That’s…  I  was  kinda  hoping  we’d  get  to  go  and  do  this earlier.  Between  finding  that  note  in  the  Traveller’s  language  and  the expedition, I’m  dying to get going on this stuff.” 

“Hm, indeed. It can be tempting to sprint when one sees knowledge and discovery just ahead. But remember what I said: this is not a sprint. It is a marathon. Things are not ready at this moment—unless you wish to climb on a ship and race to Thameland on your own—so focus on what you can do for yourself and your family at this moment.” 

Baelin sighed, looking over the Barrens. “Whether they be good or bad, understand this, Alex: these years of your life only come once.” 

“What do you mean?” Alex asked. 

“Your university years.” 

“Oh, really?” He thought about the older students he’d seen on campus. 

“I thought you could attend Generasi at any age, do graduate studies or even come back and take courses?” 

“All true, all true. But these years where you have come to this place of learning while young, full of curiosity, unjaded, and unsullied by the rigours of  time?  That  is  an  experience  that  comes  but  once.  And  I   do  mean  that, Alex. You are only ever young once. Just. Once. 

“Even if you find your own way to reverse the physical aging process or obtain eternal youth, you will be a grown man, an elder or an ancient wearing the body of your youth. You might have the strength and energy of youth—

and that is not to be discounted—but you will be in a far different place in your life. And you cannot ever become young and inexperienced again. That is not to say that being young is the greatest thing in the world. You might enjoy  it.  You  might  hate  it  and  wish  that  maturity  and  years  would  come faster.  In  either  case,  you  will  only  ever  experience  this  time  in  your  life once.” 

He  looked  at  Alex  seriously.  “So,  take  it  from  someone  so  far  beyond their youth, that it might as well have never happened. Live it out. Experience it. What will come later, will come later, regardless of your patience or lack thereof.” 

Alex swallowed. 

He’d  heard  such  speeches  before  from  elders  in  his  village  and  his teachers. Some had even told him that his years in the church school would be ‘the best years of your life.’

At the time, he could think of nothing worse or more false. 

Much of his adolescence could really be summed up as grieving the loss of  his  parents,  making  sure  his  sister  was  okay,  working  with  the  abusive baker, McHarris, and studying  all the time. When times had gotten hard, one thing that had kept him going was the idea that a brighter future could lay ahead in Generasi. If those harder years had been the  best years of his life, then… well, life would be pretty grim. 

But the words from Baelin hit him a bit differently. 

The  ancient  wizard  hadn’t  referred  to  the  years  of  his  youth  as  some magical positive time, he’d merely said they were unique. 

And that was true. 

He might as well experience what he could before it came time to return to  the  dangers  of  Thameland  or  experience  whatever  horrors  that  might  be awaiting when he looked into the language of the Traveller in the Irtyshenan Empire. 

Selina needed guidance and to have things set up so she could begin her first lessons in wizardry in the next school year. 

Besides,  he  could  enjoy  some  of  his  life  while  still  preparing  for  those future challenges if he picked some proper courses for the summer and fall. 

And he had a good idea what courses would help him. 

Chapter 7

The Migration

“W ell, look at that, none of us flunked out.” Alex grinned as he looked up at the board. That was an understatement. 

For Magic Lore II, Art of the Wizard in Combat II, and the Alchemy of Potions II, Alex’s name was emblazoned in glittering gold letters at the top of the lists of the top ten best performing students in each class. 

Across the board, dozens of lists were posted, and scores of students had gathered  around,  murmuring  and  pointing.  Throughout  the  crowd,  cries  of frustration  mixed  with  cheers  of  joy  as  proof  of  their  achievement  or disappointment at the absence of their name, was revealed. 

The names of Alex and his cabal-members appeared on a lot of top ten lists. On one in particular—the Art of the Wizard in Combat II—the top four places were filled by four very familiar names. 

In gold lettering, indicating first place:  Alex Roth. 

In silver lettering, indicating second place:  Isolde Von Anmut. 

In bronze lettering, indicating third place:  Khalik Behr-Medr. 

In fourth place:  Thundar, Son of Gulbiff. 

Prince Khalik studied the leaderboard, then glanced over at Isolde, before extending his hand. “Well done. It seems you have bested me.” 

Isolde  attempted  to  be  nonchalant,  but  Alex  could  clearly  see  the excitement sparking in her blue eyes as she shook Khalik’s hand. “It was a near thing, I am sure.” 

“But  a  win  is  a  win.”  The  bearded  young  man  shook  her  hand.  “Your combat spells and use of them truly showed their quality when we fought the xyrthak.  Aaaah,  my  family  would  be  ashamed  of  me.  My  earlier performances  left  me…  complacent.”  He  grinned  viciously.  “It  shall   not

happen again, Isolde.” 

A smile of challenge grew on her face. “We shall see, Khalik. We shall see.”“I’m just happy I got fourth again.” Thundar clapped and rubbed his hands together. “No shame in not getting past you monsters. And I got fourth in Body Enhancement, that’s one better… Illusions is still seventh though.” 

Alex glanced over at Thundar. “I haven’t seen you pull out the illusions much in Baelin’s class.” 

“Because  most  of  them  aren’t  practical  yet,”  Thundar  said.  “First  year illusions is all about making small illusions: tiny images, ghostly sounds, and stuff like that. We didn’t get that much into learning bigger spells, just honed the basics, for the most part. Second year’s when we get into some of the fun stuff,  and  I  can’t  wait.  You  know  what  the  first  spell  they  teach  you  is? 

 Invisibility. I’m gonna abuse that to no end. Monsters won’t have any idea what hit ’em. It’ll be great to finally get more use out of that course than only illusionary duplicate.” 

“I can hardly wait.” 

Alex  looked  back  at  the  board.  His  smile  widened.  “Khalik,  I  avenged you!” 

He pointed to his name in gold lettering at the top of Val’Rok’s second year, second semester Mana Manipulation class. Isolde’s name was in silver directly below his. 

“Well done!” the prince clapped him on the shoulder. “I knew there was a reason I became friends with you. Already weaponizing those bonds Baelin was speaking of!” 

“Hmph,” Isolde sniffed. “Congratulations, Roth—” 

“Why are you calling me by my last name in a super cold voice?” 

“Just  keep  that  place  warm  for  me  while  you  can.  I  am  gaining  your measure, and you will taste defeat soon enough.” 

Alex smiled. “Oh, coooome on, Isolde. You got the top spot in basically every other class you touched. Can’t you just give me this one?” 

“Not even for a moment.” 

“Aaaah, mercy, Lady Von Anmut!” he cried. “You truly have no mercy, you evil wizard!” 

“Before  you  call  me  an  evil  wizard,  I  should  like  to  point  out  that  you stuffed a mana vampire like a duck meant to be pate, then drained it dry like a tick, all to power your monstrosity.” She glanced at Claygon on the other side

of the hall. 

“I may be biased, but I’m pretty sure it deserved that cuz… y’know,  it nearly killed me,” Thundar said through clenched teeth. 

“Truly, it did,” Isolde said. “…But, is what Alex did not exactly what an evil wizard would do in an old story?” 

“…Yeah  okay,  good  point,”  Alex  said,  looking  through  the  crowd  of students at Theresa and her good friend—Zhao Shishi—who were celebrating Shishi’s  success  in  life  enforcement.  It  looked  like  the  young  woman  had placed third. 

Alex  also  noticed  lots  of  students  already  filing  out  of  the  hall  with shoulders slumped. 

“They look depressed,” Thundar noted. 

“Indeed,”  Isolde  said.  “And  I  suspect  such  an  atmosphere  will  become omnipresent across campus soon enough.” 

“That’s  quite  the  procession,”  Alex  said,  watching  the  mass  exodus  of students streaming out of one of the insulae close to where he and Isolde had been walking and chatting on the way to the library. 

“Ah yes, ‘The Migration’ has begun,” she said with a slightly muted note in her voice. 

“The  Migration?”  he  asked.  “Also,  uh,  a  lot  of  them  don’t  look  very happy.” 

It  was  true.  A  lot  of  the  students  were  filing  out—loading  possessions onto mules, horses, more exotic beasts of burden or sky-gondolas—looking as  though  they’d  just  watched  their  lover  run  off  with  someone  else.  Their eyes hardly left the ground and there was a slump to their shoulders that Alex had only really seen in folk who’d suffered a pretty big loss. 

“There is a good reason why many do not look pleased,” Isolde sniffed. 

“A number of them are leaving the university, not to return. The exam marks are  back,  as  are  the  final  marks  for  the  semester.  Students  that  were  on academic probation are being given the great, dirty boot.” 

“Academic probation?” Alex asked. “What’s that?” 

“Ah,  I  suppose  you  wouldn’t  really  have  a  reason  to  be  aware  of  that condition,” she said. “When one performs poorly at Generasi, they are given

a letter of warning and a single semester to correct their efforts. If they do not manage  this  by  an  elapsed  period  of  time,  then  they  are  expelled  from  the university.” 

Alex  winced,  then  his  eyes  widened,  taking  in  the  sheer  number  of dejected students. “You mean…  all of them are being kicked out?” 

“Indeed,” Isolde said, her voice somewhat detached. “You saw how much smaller  the  second-year  class  for  mana  manipulation  was.  I  am  told  that  it only shrinks from there.” 

“Yeah, I mean I heard that classes have a pretty high uh… not-pass rate, but it’s something to really  see that in action.” He whistled. “I wonder what’s going to happen to all those wizards.” 

“In truth? Some of them will live good lives,” Isolde said. “If they have the drive, at least. Even having mastered first-tier spells gives one advantages in life. One might not be able to become an alchemist without the practice and  the  higher-level  courses,  but  any  sort  of  craftsperson  would  benefit greatly  from  knowing  a  few  spells.  Take  even  your  Wizard’s  Hands.  How much would a carpenter accomplish with two floating hands assisting them?” 

“Huh, that’s a good point,” Alex said. “And I guess they could self-teach themselves or go to another university.” 

“Indeed.”  Isolde  nodded.  “Wizardry  is  not  an  easy  art  by  nature,  and Generasi is not an easy school by nature. What you see is inevitable. In any case, we should stop gawking and go choose our own courses.” 

“Yeah,  right,  right.  Thanks  for  coming  to  the  library  with  me,  anyway. 

Not that you’d turn down any invitation to the library.” 

“…What was that?” 

“N-nothing,” Alex quickly said. 

He  glanced  at  Claygon  behind  them  and  sighed.  All  this  time  gaining control over himself, his emotions, and his thoughts with the Mark. All this time mastering the beginnings of magic. 

…and he still couldn’t stop his mouth from going renegade. 

“Well, it’s been a while, hasn’t it?” Alex whispered in the library. In front of him was the course guide for second year and his registration list, ready to be filled out and returned to Hobb, the registrar. 

He glanced around, smiling at his new surroundings. 

With  proof  that  he  had  mastered  a  second-tier  spell,  he’d  been  granted full access to the floors of the library reserved for second-tier spells and their equivalents in alchemy. 

It was a bit of a thrill to be down there. 

While structurally the areas were nearly identical to the first few floors of the  library,  the  books  were  very  different.  The  spell-guides  were  more advanced,  the  formula  books  for  alchemy  more  complex—and  larger—and the books on general magic lore more difficult to understand unless one had sufficient training. 

In a way, being on  this floor made him feel far more like a real wizard. 

The students here walked about with bags and books following them around using  force  constructs,  like  his  own  Wizard’s  Hands  or  telekinetic  spells, which were more advanced. Some even used minor teleportation spells to call books and other things to them as they selected their courses. 

Another  difference  was  how   few   people  there  were  on  this  floor.  He grimaced. ‘The Migration’ was likely already at work. Imagining the deeper floors extending beneath this one, he figured they would become lonelier and lonelier as less students advanced in skill to be able to gain access to their knowledge. 

Still, it  felt like  those here  were  all wizards  with some  level of  skill  or experience,  rather  than  novices  who’d  barely  scratched  the  surface  of wizardry, like he had been. 

And now, he could dive even deeper into the art. 

With  that  thought  in  mind,  he  turned  his  attention  back  to  the  course guide. Since he’d paid for the summer semester, he could—though was not required—to pick his courses for the fall. Instead, he could wait until near the end of summer to do so, allowing him to see how some of his experiments with different summer courses went. 

Well, experiment, to be precise. 

Looking over his first-year courses, he’d picked ones he’d thought would be  useful.  That  included  force  magic,  which  he’d  felt  should  build  on  his foundation.  The  class  had  actually  been  pretty  helpful…  But  if  he  was completely honest, he was hitting a wall there. 

Some  of  the  spells—especially  the  attack-oriented  ones—really  set  the Mark  off.  Learning  those  was  extremely  slow,  difficult,  and—in  the  end—

wouldn’t be of much practical use to him in combat or in anything else. 

It was time to change his approach. 

Now  that  he’d  learned  the  basics,  he  could  continue  to  teach  himself specific force spells that could be useful. The more advanced force armour spells  would  be  a  high  priority,  as  well  as  some  of  the  larger  versions  of Wizard’s Hand. 

High-tier spells like Wall of Force, would also be really useful. 

For  his  summer  courses  though,  he’d  decided  to  take  three:  two  would help him progress faster in his biggest strength in wizardry: alchemy. Taking only three courses instead of a full course load of five would leave him with time for himself, for any work with Jules and Baelin, or extra shifts at Shale’s Workshop if any came up. It would also leave him with time to spend with Theresa’s parents when they arrived in a couple of weeks, and more time to spend with Selina. 

Since they’d finished sculpting the golem, he’d been so busy, he wasn’t spending enough time with her. He needed to change that. 

And as for his experiment course…

He flipped open the course guide to a first-year course: SUMM-1020: Summoning I. Call upon spirits of the ether to enact your will in the world. Begins with the binding of lesser elementals. 

Without hesitation, he wrote it down in the course register then flexed his fingers, thinking back on the Traveller’s message. 

There was something about him and teleportation magic. He wasn’t sure if he would call it an affinity, but something about that type of magic worked really  well with him, even when it was cast  on him. In magic, summoning was  similar  to  teleportation,  and  the  one  summoning  spell  he  knew—

Summon Stone—had come really easy to him despite having no experience with such magic. 

Summoning  could  be  a  very  dangerous  art—he  never  would  have considered taking it before he’d realized he seemed to have a… strange  talent for  it.  Though  it  would  help  prepare  him  for  the  courses  on  teleportation magic that were available for second years and above. 

Summoning  would  also  give  him  an  edge  in  combat  situations  if  he learned how to call monsters. 

He  thought  back  to  the  fight  with  the  clawed  monsters  at  the  estate. 

Claygon had been a massive force in that battle, but his golem could only be in one place at a time. Summoned monsters would increase the numbers on his side at any time he needed to. 

Smiling to himself, he wrote a new title at the top of one of the pages in his many notebooks—Operation: Roth Army. 

He was about to close the book, when he happened to glance at a page partway through the course catalogue. His eyes narrowed at the description. 

 MBO-1550:  Magical  Botany  I.  Explore  the  world  of  magical  plants  for  beautification  of one’s  stronghold,  the  growing  of  one’s  own  alchemical  components,  to  grow  food  for  the specialty diets of one’s familiars and magical creatures, or for one’s own pleasure. Held in the Botanical Gardens. 

‘Well, well, now  that’s intriguing,’ he thought. 

It  sounded  kind  of  perfect  as  something  to  try  during  the  summer semester. It would help him begin acquiring his own supply of magical fungi and plants, it sounded relaxing, and a course like ‘magical gardening’ was the exact type of course he could exploit without triggering the Mark. 

And besides, if he took the course, he’d be able to pass some of what he learned on to Khalik. It might help the prince not only with some applications in earth magic, but also with whatever was brewing between him and Sinope, the beautiful dryad they’d met at the patrizia’s ball. 

‘You’ve got my back, man, you bet your ass I got yours,’ Alex thought. 

He wrote down one more course for the summer semester. 

Chapter 8

Birthdays and Spell-Guides

“I t’s an army, Alex!” Selina proudly showed off her newest clay sculptures. “An army of cool wizards and fighters, and good monsters to get rid of evil monsters!” 

“And what an army it is,” he said appreciatively. “Wow, you keep getting better and better at this whole sculpting thing.” 

“Yep!” Selina vibrated with excitement. “My teacher said I can be really good  one  day.  Maybe  I’ll  make  my  own  golem  when  I  grow  up,  like Claygon. Except she’ll be better and cooler looking.” 

“Claygon’s as cool as it gets!” 

“He’s cool, but mine will be cooler!” 

“That’s—Ugh, you know what, forget it.” He looked a bit closer at one of her little sculptures, then back at her. “Hey, is this one of Brutus… and does he have one of those clawed monsters in his mouth?” 

“Uh-huh!” she nodded, smiling at the real cerberus. 

Theresa’s hunting companion—and family pet—lounged on the balcony. 

Black furred, three-headed, and the size of a pony, the cerberus would look frightening to most people. However—with two of his heads having a doze after  lunch,  and  one  drowsily  looking  down  from  the  balcony,  waiting  for Theresa to return—he just looked like a big, old softy. 

As if sensing Alex’s thought, Brutus yawned, revealing row upon row of razor-sharp teeth inside jaws that could crush bones like dried twigs. 

Okay, maybe  not quite a big, old softy. 

‘I’m glad he and I get along better now,’ Alex thought. 

Thinking  about  how  his  relationship  with  the  three  headed  hound  had changed made him look back at his growing sister. She was continuing her

growth spurt and was now quite a bit taller with less baby fat than from just a few months ago. It was a reminder of a major event that was coming to their little household: her eleventh birthday. 

“Hey, what do you want for your birthday, little goblin?” he asked. 

“For you to stop calling me little goblin…” 

“You should ask for something more realistic, like a unicorn or a dragon, or all the gold in the world or something.” 

She glared, though he could see she didn’t really mean it. He did wonder exactly  how  long  he’d  be  able  to  get  away  with  calling  her  little  goblin, though. Selina was getting older. Just on the cusp of adolescence and—being both a teenager and having lived with a bunch of them—he knew very well how… things changed, when children entered their adolescent years. 

He winced, recalling some of the awful arguments he’d had with Mr. and Mrs. Lu when he was in his early teens. Thinking about Selina going through a similar phase was making him feel more than a little dread. Especially if she was learning to wield magic. 

Alex shook the thought away. 

‘Live in the now, like Baelin said. Worry about  Angry Teenage Wizard Selina later,’ he thought. 

“But seriously, what do you want?” Alex asked. “It’s your first birthday in Generasi, and eleven is a big age! You gotta want  something, right?” 

She frowned. “I don’t know… I kinda wanted my building blocks when I came here… but I don’t think I want those anymore.” 

‘Oh,  by  the  Traveller,  she’s  growing  up!’  a  panicked  Alex  thought, screaming internally, though he kept a straight face. ‘This is it!’

He shook himself. 

“Do you want something else then? A new dress? Some new books? I’m not getting you a pet.” 

“Aw.” She frowned. “Maybe a dagger.” 

“A  dagger?” he asked sharply. “Why a dagger?” 

“Because…” she said slowly. “Monsters keep attacking us and I—I want to help if bad monsters come after us again.” 

“No, no, no-no-no-no,” he said. “You’re way, way,  way too young to be thinking about daggers.” 

“No, I’m not,” she said. “My friend Zach says she was learning how to use a dagger when she was really young.” 

He  remembered  Zach  was  the  name  of  one  of  her  friends  from  school. 

“Well, I don’t know if that’s a good idea, Selina. Knives are dangerous and, well, you’re too little to fight monsters.” 

“Theresa could teach me how to use it. So could Isolde and Khalik.” 

He thought back to when he was younger. His mother and father had him helping in the kitchen—using knives—when he was even younger than she was.  Theresa  had  been  given  her  first  hunting  knife  when  she  was  around twelve or thirteen. 

But  something  about  Selina  wielding  one  just…  made  Alex  a  little uncomfortable. 

Then he thought back to Baelin’s final speech after their practical exam. 

Defenceless  loved  ones  had  no  business  on  the  battlefield,  but  sometimes they ended up there. Which resurfaced an earlier lesson from the chancellor about children. A harsh lesson. 

Children could die in this dangerous world, and things would try to kill them  whether  or  not  they  could  defend  themselves.  And  wasn’t  his  sister about to start learning magic, a lot of which was  much more dangerous than a knife? 

He shook his head. 

Maybe a weapon wasn’t the worst idea ever. 

“If  you  want  a   knife—a  small  one,  and  not  a  dagger—I  can  get  you  a good knife,” he said slowly. 

“Really?” She blinked in surprise. “Alex, you’re awesome!” 

“Now, before you start—rightfully—singing my praises, there’s going to be a bunch of rules,” he said. “First of all, it’s a regular knife. You can use it to whittle, carve things, cut food, but it’s not for hurting people. Also, until I know you can be safe with it, you’re not using it at all unless Theresa or I are around.” 

“Got it. Tha—” 

“I’m not done. We’re going to ask Theresa if she can teach you how to use it. If she says she can, then you can have it. If not, then there’s no way. 

Lastly, and you have to  promise me this, okay?” 

Her cheer had faded as she saw how serious he was. “Okay,” she said in a tiny voice. 

“If a bad monster comes along, you stay with me, Theresa, Khalik, or one of our friends. Even Brutus or Claygon. If you can’t, or if it’s too dangerous around us, you run away, okay?” 

“No, I don’t want to run!” she said. 

“No—promise  or  no  knife.”  His  voice  was  flat  and  left  no  room  for argument. “You only use the knife to defend yourself if you  absolutely have to.  Okay?  You’re  small—and  you’re  very  brave—so  if  you  run  up  to  a monster  with  it,  then  you  and  some  of  us  could  get  hurt  trying  to  protect you.” 

That drew her up short. “Never mind. I don’t want a knife.” 

“Are you sure?” 

“Yeah,”  she  said,  glancing  out  the  window  in  the  direction  where Claygon was posted in the courtyard. “It’s okay. It’d be bad if we got hurt.” 

“Hmmm,” he mused. “Okay… but when you learn magic, you’ll be able to defend yourse—” 

He paused, his mind finally seeming to turn on. “Okay, I’m going to get you something on your birthday too, but how about this for a belated birthday present? When you get a little further in school with your magic training, I’ll sit down with you and teach you all kinds of cool spells that you can use to protect yourself.” 

She  looked  up  suddenly,  much  more  excited  now.  “Really?  That’d  be sooo cool!” 

“Yeah, it would be!” he said, thinking about it. They’d be spending time together while he was helping her learn more about wizardry, he could use the Mark to enhance teaching her, and he might even gain more insights into his  own  studies  at  the  same  time.   Teaching  a  subject  to  someone  often brought a new understanding of it to the teacher. 

It was a definite win-win. 

“But you also have to tell me—” He stopped short, buttoning his lips. 

“What is it?” she asked suspiciously. 

“Nothing.” He could barely resist grinning. “I thought of your present.” 

“What is it?” 

“It’s a surprise.” 

“No, come on, tell me!” 

“You’d have to pry the information from my cold, dead lips,” he said. 

She  argued  with  him  for  a  time,  before  finally  giving  up  and  simply glaring at him suspiciously. 

He  stuck  his  tongue  out  at  her.  “Don’t  be  immature,  Selina,”  he  said, actively ignoring the irony of an eighteen-year-old calling someone immature while sticking their tongue out. 

Alex chuckled as she shook her head and returned to her clay sculptures. 

He turned to his books, having to stifle another chuckle as a massive wave of deja vu spread over him. 

Before  him  were  five  spell-guides.  In  addition  to  the  courses  he’d  be taking  over  the  shortened  summer  semester,  he’d  also  borrowed  five  spell-guides from the library that he wanted to teach himself from. In many ways, it felt like a return to when he’d first arrived in Generasi. He even had a new notebook ready to go to record his progress with the new spells. 

The only major differences—aside from the fact that the spells were more powerful and he was more skilled—were the reasons he’d chosen the spells. 

Before classes officially began for first year, he’d been mostly focused on getting a head start on learning new magics—the Mark had been even more of a hindrance back then—to practice, and to learn what his limits might be. 

So,  he’d  started  with  a  spell  very  similar  to  the  only  one  he’d  already known—forceball—and  gradually  built  up  to  spells  that  were  new  to  him. 

Now, since he had a fairly good idea of what he could overcome through the Mark’s interference, he’d mostly made his choices based on what would be useful to him that he wouldn’t be learning in his summer courses, what would prepare him for future courses, and what would be just plain fun. 

He glanced at the first spell guide: force armour. 

Lesser Force Armour protected the head, chest, trunk, and groin, and had lighter protection on the arms. 

Force armour, however, was far more comprehensive. The grid of force created  was  stronger  and  better  able  to  withstand  more  punishment,  and  it covered the legs as well as the upper body. The protection on the arms was as strong as across the rest of the body as well. 

It was an excellent way to generate additional protection. 

Next was a first-tier spell: body strengthening. 

This was actually one of the spells Thundar knew when he’d first started at  Generasi,  and  Alex  planned  on  getting  help  from  his  friend  as  well  as learning what he could on his own from the spell guide. There was one thing that  he’d  learned  from   all  of  his  fights:  the  physical  body  couldn’t  be neglected. 

Early on, when he would think about being a wizard, he used to picture them as lean and powerful—and mostly old—folk who just turned everyone into  whatever  they  wanted  to  turn  them  into.  Experiencing  actual  combat made him see how much his physical training mattered. His stamina kept him going in fights that would have exhausted him when he was skinny and out of

condition,  his  strength  allowed  him  to  handle  opponents  when  his  spells wouldn’t, and his agility let him maneuver on the battlefield. 

His  Sensory  Enhancement  Potion  and  Haste  Potion  had  been  vital  in every  fight  he’d  used  them  in,  but  he  didn’t  have  an  infinite  supply  of potions. 

Going down the path of physical transmutation was something he never would  have  risked  when  he’d  first  gotten  to  Generasi.  The  Mark’s interference  made  casting  even  the  simplest  spells  incredibly  difficult.  So trying spells that risked a mana reversal by  actively  messing with his body, was definitely not anything he would have tried in first year. 

Now, though, he’d gotten a far better handle on his limits and how to go through the Mark. He was comfortable with trying this simple spell now, and then  if  that  went  well,  he’d  sign  up  for  a  course  in  the  subject  for  fall semester. 

The next was another second-tier spell: Call Through Air. 

It was structurally quite similar to Call Through Ice, so it should be easy to  learn.  It  was  also  a  good  idea  to  get  more  experience  with  teleportation spells  that  used  different  planes  because  that  could  help  him  in  his summoning class. 

By gaining experience with spells that called from other elements, he’d be  able  to  build  a  foundation.  Summoning  often  called  for  creatures  from different planes and Alex wanted versatility. 

The  second  to  last  spell-guide  was  Lesser  Phantom  Display,  a  tiny illusion  that  was  often  used  to  entertain  children.  What  Thundar  had  said about  his  illusions  class  made  Alex  want  to  explore  that  particular  kind  of magic.  Tricking  enemies  with  false  images,  making  himself  or  his  friends invisible, and using it in other ways would be useful for misdirection. 

And for the final spell…

Alex turned to the last spell-guide with some apprehension. It was a first-tier spell. 

Written across the front was the title: Life to Mana. 

The  guide  would  be  his  introduction  to  the  discipline  of  blood  magic, which  unfortunately  wasn’t  being  offered  as  a  summer  course.  Since  the description sounded like it could be really useful because it would open up his options, it meant he’d have to begin learning it on his own. In a way, he was  torn.  Blood  magic  was  a  kind  of  magic  that  both  intrigued  him…  and made him very nervous. 

Chapter 9

Blood Magic and Incoming Visitors B lood magic had a complicated history. 

According to Alex’s magic lore class, it was largely considered to be one of the most dangerous sorts of wizardry in existence. The spell arrays of blood magic were somewhat similar to body enhancement, where magic  directly  enhanced—or  hindered—the  physical  body,  creating  magic circuits that directly connected to one’s body. 

Blood magic, however, created magic circuits that connected directly to the heart. 

Alex  flipped  open  his  textbook  on  magic  lore,  though  he’d  memorized most of it by now. Still, when it came to certain kinds of magic, he wanted to make sure he verified everything he could. 

The  magic  lore  textbook  was  one  of  those  stitched-together  books  that had  approximately  five  editors,  and  three  times  that  many  authors.  Each chapter gave the perspective of some different well-known name in the field, lending their expertise to young minds. It made for a very eclectic read. For all of the editors’ efforts, some chapters were engaging, others overdramatic, and  then  those  written  in  that  dry  way  of  many  academic  papers,  where  it seemed the authors were both trying to prove how many specific terms they knew  and confuse the reader to death at the same time. 

The entry on blood magic by one Professor Vlad Drac leaned toward the overdramatic. 

 In  all  the  misty  ages  that  wizardry  has  walked  with  us,  there  are  few  forms  of  magic  as ancient or enduring as blood magic. Before there were spell arrays and alchemical formulae and the scholarizing of magic, ancient practitioners knew that blood contained power. This is the old way. 

Alex shuddered. He remembered Professor Jules saying something very similar when she’d summoned the shoggoth to harvest chaos essence from it. 

The  old  ways  were  reaching  a  unanimous  vote  on  being  pretty  scary.  He continued reading the passage. 

 Cave  paintings  that  depict  practitioners  of  magic  harvesting  blood  and  life  to  power  their crude, ancient spells have been found in several ancient settlements. Fascinatingly, this was often achieved through the sacrifice of another beneath a sharp stone knife. 

Alex shuddered again. 

 This is the first principle of blood magic: sacrifice. All magic requires some sort of sacrifice

 —even if that is merely in the form of mana and time—but blood magic’s requirements are specific. Blood magic always requires blood and life for its spells to be cast. One’s lifeforce flows through blood in the body, much as magic circuits carry mana to power a spell. 

 The similarities between mana and blood grow more obvious when one studies how blood is utilized in the supernatural world. Think of vampires. Many varieties drain blood from living creatures  to  empower  their  own  existence—whether  living  or  undead—and  develop  varied mystical  powers.  Mana  vampires  drain  mana  to  accomplish  much  the  same,  and  many wizards theorize they are a similar species that came to be through convergent development. 

 However, blood can do a lot more in the hands of a practiced blood mage. 

 Lifeforce is power—intrinsically connected to us—and can be converted to mana to create all sorts of wondrous effects. In the civilization of Panucoco, the ancient wizard-priest, Itzcoatl, discovered that the power of life could be harvested from the body without killing the donor. 

 This  accelerated  blood  magic’s  development  greatly,  for  wizards  could  now  study  it  in greater  detail.  Any  subject  used  to  power  blood  magic  would  still  be  alive  afterward, allowing blood magicians to examine the aftereffects of the art on those that donated blood and life to it. 

 Such benefits allowed for major improvements in the art. 

 And a few centuries later, the art of sympathetic magic arose in several societies within a few years of each other. Our blood belongs to us and can be grouped first by type and then by further  individual  peculiarities.  It  remains  the  liquid  that  our  life  resided  in,  even  when separated from us. It will still bear our scent. A practitioner of blood magic can use a sample of an enemy’s blood to establish a strong connection. 

 One can then use another’s blood to cast spells on them from afar and lower their resistance to  magic.  One  can  heal  or  harm.  One  can  lay  curses.  One  can  even  create  an  effigy  of  a friend or enemy and douse it with a sample of that person’s blood. With the correct spells, 

 one can create a sympathetic resonance between the effigy and the owner of the blood. 

 ‘And that is where the fun begins,’ as my teacher used to say. If one then damages the effigy, then the blood’s owner will suffer a lessened but similar effect. If one repairs the effigy, then the owner will benefit from similar healing as a boon. If one puppets the effigy, one can gain some control of an enemy. 


 And so on. 

 One can even use blood magic on the self. By attaching magic circuits to the heart, the blood mage can access their own blood and the lifeforce therein directly. You, the student, can then convert your lifeforce to mana or control your blood by directly infusing it with mana: this can enhance or heal the body. 

 Do note though, that blood magic comes with risks. 

 The connection that one establishes to another using their blood is a two-way connection. It is greatly in the blood practitioner’s favour, but life and magic flow both ways. 

 Blood  calls  to  blood,  no  matter  the  direction  of  that  call.  And  you,  the  blood  mage,  are connected  to  your  victim’s  blood  through  the  magic  circuits  of  your  spells.  This  can  have catastrophic results if one is not careful. 

 The blood mage Radagar famously thought to slay his former wizardry master, Glaius, by stealing  his  blood  and  attempting  to  use  sympathetic  magic  upon  him.  Glaius—though largely unschooled in blood magic—was nevertheless much older, more powerful, and more aware than his former apprentice. The old wizard was able to feel the connection and send his own mana through it, freezing Radagar to death with ice magic while the young wizard was in mid-ritual. 

 Another thing to remember is that lifeforce is not infinite. Blood magic might heal the body, but in doing so, one is directing one’s inner vitality to quickly heal wounds or other damage. 

 Draw upon the vitality too quickly and you can take years off a person’s lifespan or even kill them, thus leaving a freshly healed, beautiful corpse. Convert too much lifeforce into mana, and  your  corpse  would  be  able  to  cast  as  many  spells  as  it  wanted.  Imagine  an  error  in spellcasting that not only caused a mana reversal, but also directly disrupted the lifeforce. 

 The practiced blood mage takes care to build their lifeforce through regular exercise, herbs, proper diet, and rest. There is even an art in the east known as ‘Life Enforcement’ that might aid in growing your lifeforce, though I know little of this at the time of writing. It might be too good to be true; be careful to avoid fads and false disciplines. 

Alex chuckled. Drac’s entry showed its age there. 

 Know your limits and know the law as well. 

 In  Generasi,  it  is  illegal  to  cast  blood  magic  on  another  unless  they  can  confirm  to  a questioning  authority  that  they  verbally  consented  to  this,  you  can  produce  a  written document acknowledging their consent to blood magic, or you have used it only in providing medical assistance and the party was unable to consent at the time. 

 Sentences for unsanctioned sympathetic magic are as vicious as the art itself. 

Alex  leaned  back,  pushing  the  book  away  and  frowning.  Blood  magic was one of those arts you tended to think of when the phrase  dark wizardry was mentioned. Vlad Drac’s chapter went on with many positive applications of  blood  magic  practiced  throughout  the  world—particularly  in  a  medical context—but  he  also  told  several  horror  stories  of  blood  mages  enslaving others  through  sympathetic  magic  or  using  blood  magic  and  alchemy  in combination to induce horrifying mutations in themselves and others. 

It  was  a  creepy,  risky  art,  but  if  used  properly,  the  benefits  would  be great. The lure of being able to heal himself was a strong one and—now that he had a far greater handle on the Mark—he was ready to try to carefully take up the art. 

At the very least, he also needed to be able to defend against it. His frown deepened as he imagined a blood mage targeting him. What if they got some of his blood? Or Khalik’s? …Or Theresa’s? 

He shuddered. 

Even the blood of—

“Why do you look so funny?” Selina asked. 

“Hm? What?” Alex looked up. “Oh, it’s… Well, magic sometimes isn’t very nice.” 

He closed the book. 

Blood magic was something to worry about another day. 

For now, it was time to work on other spells. 

He  picked  up  the  guide  for  force  armour,  then  opened  up  a  blank notebook:

 Training Day 1-Take II

“Mother and Father were delayed. Torrential rains in the lowlands turned the roads  into  muck,  so  they  won’t  reach  Port  Mausarr  for  another  week  or more,”  Theresa  said.  Her  parents’  latest  letter  was  sticking  out  of  her  bag. 

“Still, I can’t believe this is finally happening.” 

 Thnk! 

Her arrow slammed into a target halfway down the length of the stadium, and she quickly drew another one. Brutus, sitting beside Selina who was deep into  reading  a  book,  watched  her.  Alex—taking  a  break  from  a  punishing calisthenics  routine—was  going  over  the  spell-guide  for  force  armour  and making notes on aspects of the spell array that were similar to lesser force armour, as well as anticipating which parts might cause him trouble. 

Khalik and Thundar were doing laps around the field—while under body enhancement spells—and Isolde fired lightning spell after lightning spell into a training dummy with some of her friends from second year. 

Nearby,  Zhao  Shishi  meditated  after  finishing  exercising  with  Theresa. 

Life  enforcement  was  doing  her  good.  Shishi  looked  much  stronger  and healthier than the last time Alex had seen her. 

‘And speaking of life enforcement,’ his eyes turned to another part of the stadium,  where  he  heard  a  loud  grunt.  Nua-Oge  and  Grimloch  were  there. 

Nua-Oge  was  practicing  firing  spells  at  a  line  of  training  dummies,  while weaving  between  them  on  a  wave  of  water  she’d  conjured.  Nearby,  her younger  brother  was  performing  the  Spear-and-Oar  Dance  as  he  held  a massive steel pole that looked more like a tree trunk made of metal, than a staff.The already hulking shark man had grown even more muscular now that he  was  further  along  the  path  of  life  enforcement.  Alex  noticed  his  gaze would frequently find Claygon…

…Was there a rivalry brewing there? 

“It’ll  be  so  good  when  your  mom  and  dad  finally  get  here,”  Alex  said with a mix of excitement and apprehension. “Gah, there’s so much I want to show  them.  And  so  little  time.  Like  there’s  the  beastarium,  the  gardens, there’s  Shale’s.  There’s  all  kinds  of  things.  Where  do  you  want  to  take them?” 

“More places than just the university,” she said. “When I go into the city with  Shishi  or  Isolde,  we  always  see  so  many  new  places  and  things.  So much more than we’ve seen together.” 

“I’ve no doubt,” Alex said, wincing a little. 

Honestly,  he’d  wanted  nothing  more  than  to  explore  Generasi,  but Uldar’s priests prowling around the city made it dangerous for him to do so. 

Most  of  his  trips  into  the  city  were  only  for  going  into  work—near  the university—and then back. 

Eventually, almost every priest of Uldar had been called home to support the  war-effort,  but  by  then,  he’d  been  so  busy,  he  didn’t  have  enough  free time to go exploring. He also didn’t really want to risk running into one of the few that remained, no matter how few there were now. 

So, he was just a biiiit jealous of his friends. 

“We  could  get  a  sky-gondola,”  Theresa  said,  giving  him  a  meaningful look. “Take a tour from above, and then land in a few places they’d want to go to… That might be okay for you to go to. Like the museum, the Rainbow Tower and some other places.” 

“What’s the Rainbow Tower?” Selina asked, looking up from her book. 

“One  of  the  tallest  towers  in  the  city,”  Alex  said.  “Former  home  of

‘Noarc,  the  Rainbow  Wizard.’  He  was  this  gifted  weather  wizard  who seriously advanced weather magic.” 

“Weather magic?” the little girl asked. 

“Yeah, wizardry that controls the weather.” 

Selina and Theresa froze and looked at him slowly. 

“You can do that?” Theresa asked. 

“Well,  I  can’t,” he said. “But some wizards can. Before Noarc, the spell-craft needed was nuts.” He recalled a passage from his magic lore textbook. 

“You needed a ritual and like, a hundred wizards, and at least two of them had  to  be  able  to  cast  ninth-tier  spells.  So,  changes  in  the  weather  were basically the business of the gods and the weather. But Noarc came from a land where the gods were fickle, apparently. They fiddled with the weather a lot. They’d make it rain for weeks in a fit of rage, then out of grief, send an endless winter, and then a long stretch of drought. 

“Noarc came to study at Generasi and was obsessed with making spells where a single wizard could control the weather. And he finally did it when he  was  ninety-nine  years  old.  He  made  this  seventh-tier  spell  that  lets  one wizard control the weather for about a day. It takes a ridiculous amount of mana and the spell-craft is so complex that very few wizards can cast it, but he did it.” 

He glanced up at the sky. “According to the book, there was a drought in Generasi that year, and he marched out of his tower after being holed up in

there for like a decade and just made it rain. Then he marched back into his tower, wrote down all of his notes, donated his research to the university, and went  back  to  his  homeland  and  lived  another  thirty  years,  solving  weather problems.  The  city  made  his  home—the  Rainbow  Tower—into  a  sort  of public monument.” 

“That’s sooooo cool!” Selina said excitedly. “I want to do that!” 

“Maybe  you’ll  be  able  to.”  He  smiled.  “And  if  you’re  all  going  to  the Rainbow Tower, I’d love to come with you, if I can. I’ve also got to prepare a welcome gift.” 

There was a lot he had to thank the Lu’s for. He owed them so much for all they’d done for him and Selina over the years, and… though it was in a different way to his own parents, he loved them. There was no way they were leaving Generasi without something from him to remember the trip by. 

“Say, how long are they staying?” Alex asked. “Does it say in the letter?” 

“A month,” she said. “The trip across the Rhinean Empire isn’t a short one,  so  they  want  to  make  it  worth  it.  My  brothers  are  working  with  my uncle… That poor, poor man.” 

“Oh, they’re not that bad,” Alex laughed. 

“They’ve probably wrecked half the smithy,” she said in a voice that was half-humour, half-sincere worry. She froze. “Oh, by the Traveller—if they’re late—they’ll be here for the Games of Roal!” 

“The what now?” 

“They  didn’t  teach  you  that  in  magic  lore?  They—”  Something  caught Therasa’s attention over Alex’s shoulder. “What’s that all about?” 

Alex craned his neck over his shoulder. 

A  crowd—no,  two  crowds—of  students  had  entered  the  stadium.  And they did not look very happy to see each other. 

Alex’s eyes narrowed. 

One group was very familiar. 

Chapter 10

The Hydra and the Beast

T he Ursa-Lupine Brotherhood was immediately recognizable by their green shirts adorned with the silver symbol of a two-headed beast. The young men walked with the swagger of one trying to actively appear as big and impressive as possible. 

Alex raised an eyebrow. 

He’d seen that walk from time to time back in Alric—though not so much here—displayed by the young sons of trades folk in town. After a night of drinking or some other event that got folk riled up, sometimes a few of those strong,  young  men  would  go  swaggering  about  town,  trying  to  show everyone how tough they were. 

When different groups trying to look impressive and intimidating came across each other, things regularly wound up with a scuffle or fists flying. 

He was a little surprised to see that swagger here. The university students were older than the fifteen-year-olds in Alric, and  usually more disciplined. 

Finding  that  cocksure  attitude  coming  from  students  at  a  wizard university kind of took him off guard. Though, if  anyone was going to act like  that,  the  young  battlemages  of  the  Ursa-Lupine  Brotherhood  would  be likely candidates. 

He  recognized  three  individuals  from  that  group:  the  trio  who’d  been loudly  trying  to  recruit  new  students  into  their  brotherhood  a  year  ago. 

Gregori—the battlemage he’d beaten in a spell joust—stood tall and arrogant with his arms crossed in front of him, glaring at the other students. 

The opposing wizards were a group of young men and women who wore sapphire-blue  shirts  and  carried  a  hard-bitten  look.  Beastmen  were  among them. Far more than in the Ursa-Lupine Brotherhood. 

Alex noticed bronze thread stitched into a symbol on their chests: a hydra with five heads extending from a snake-like body. The groups stood across from each other—glaring coldly—with no one saying a word. 

The rest of the stadium fell quiet and watched. Then a dwarfish woman stepped out of the crowd of sapphire-blue shirts. 

“Insult’s been given to the Hydra’s Companionhood,” she said, glaring up at three Ursa-Lupine members. “And we demand satisfaction.” 

“The  Ursa-Lupine  Brotherhood  answers,”  a  tall  young  man  stepped forward and glared down at her. “What insult do you say was committed by our brothers?” 

The dwarfish woman glanced back at a young beastman who resembled an elk. He cleared his throat. “One fortnight ago, four of your brothers broke into the House of the Companions and stole the companion house mascot.” 

A  few  snickers  went  through  the  brotherhood,  but  the  leader  kept  a straight face. 

“He was missing for two days,” the elk beastman continued. “When we found him, someone had painted his scales bright green!” 

“Then  it’s  an  improvement!”  one  of  the  green  shirts  laughed.  Several others started giggling until their leader threw a look over his shoulder that made them fall silent. 

Alex  heard  a  sudden  gasp  from  nearby  and  glanced  over  to  see  Isolde rapidly  turning  away  from  the  conflict,  even  though  her  friends  were  still closely watching. 

He looked back, trying to figure out what she’d reacted to. 

His eyes widened when he caught sight of a shock of red hair. 

“Oh  shi—”  He  caught  himself,  remembering  that  Selina  was  close.  “I mean, when did that happen?” 

“What?” Theresa asked, glancing about the stadium. 

“Look over there. See that redhead?” 

“Yeah?” 

“That’s Derek.” 

“Oh, that’s  him?” she looked back with interest. 

Sure  enough,  Isolde’s  ex-partner  stood  with  the  Ursa-Lupine Brotherhood,  complete  with  a  brand  new  emerald  green  shirt.  His  normal overconfidence was a bit subdued—as people tended to be in a new group—

but he still looked quite comfortable there. 

Something must have changed. 

The last Alex knew of Derek and anything having to do with battle, was when he’d failed Baelin’s first test, hindering his entire group in the process. 

He also had to repeat both semesters of first year alchemy because he’d been caught cheating. 

Alex glanced at Isolde. 

The bastard had nearly destroyed her academic career, since his cheating involved  copying  her  assignments  without  her  knowledge  and  submitting them as his own. He’d done it while she and he had been dating, which made things even worse. 

But, there he was, an obvious member of Ursa-Lupine, looking like some confident, swaggering, first-string battle-mage. 

When Alex was in the same alchemy class as him, he’d seen Derek—still attached  to  Carey  London—in  the  class  the  entire  time.  There  hadn’t  been any big announcement bringing the class to a halt, revealing that he’d been caught cheating again. Either he’d stopped cheating or he’d gotten a lot better at covering his tracks, or the young man had gotten his act together. 

And  from  what  Alex  knew  of  that  brotherhood,  they  didn’t  recruit students into their ranks who were useless in combat or weak academically. 

Blowhards, yes, but noncombatants, no. 

Either way, it wasn’t his business, unless Derek made it his business. 

“I’m  going  to  go  talk  to  Isolde,”  Theresa  said,  heading  toward  their friend. 

“Yeah, hope she’s okay,” he said, thinking about the bad blood between the  two  of  them.  Derek  nearly  ruining  her  future  at  Generasi  and  then  her exposing  him  for  cheating,  wasn’t  exactly  a  good  recipe  for  an  amicable break up. 

He watched as the two groups organized some sort of contest: a way to satisfy the ‘insult’ that had occurred between them. 

“Alex!” Khalik waved as he joined him. “Well, would you look at that? 

Our old friends seem ready for a brawl.” 

“Looks like it,” Alex said. 

Three students from each group had broken off from the rest and stood in two  opposing  lines  across  the  width  of  the  stadium,  while  their  group members watched from a reasonably close—but safe—distance. 

“Another spell-joust, you think?” Khalik asked. 

“Maybe something different. Oh, yeah, and I wanted to talk to you now that we got a moment,” Alex said. 

The  students  in  the  two  lines  briefly  spoke  to  each  other,  then  shook hands and stepped back to their lines. Then, the spell casting began. 

A student from each group who stood farthest away began firing beams of magic at one another. 

 Boom! Boom! 

The beams cracked like thunder as they slammed into each other. 

“About what?” the prince asked, still watching. 

“It’s about classes.” 

Two  more  students  were  locked  eye-to-eye,  their  lips  quietly  saying incantations. Alex could see a rippling in the air between them. Some sort of telekinesis spell? 

“What about them? You mean summer classes?” 

The  last  pair  of  opponents  threw  their  hands  up  and  shouted  their incantations. 

“Yeah, there’s a course I’m starti—Waaait a minute.” 

Alex felt a shift of mana in the air. As he’d gained more experience with Call  Through  Ice,  he  was  starting  to  recognize  the  difference  between teleportation magic and something close to it, like summoning. 

This was definitely summoning magic. 

The air shimmered between the two students, then the ground began to bubble. 

 Hssss. 

Two  circles  formed  in  the  earth,  shaking  like  the  water  on  a  storm-wracked sea. A green mist rose, and in that mist, Alex saw two silhouettes materialize. A pair of creatures emerged from the green fog. Two ugly little humanoid beasts—with purplish skin like a body entirely covered in bruising

—with  extremely  short  legs  and  incredibly  long  arms.  The  arms  also seemed…  flexible.  They  looked  more  like  tentacles  with  hands  attached  to them than arms. 

“Slay  my  enemy!”  the  Ursa-Lupine  brother  shouted,  pointing  at  his rival’s summoned monster. 

“Wring that little bastard’s neck!” the Hydra Companion cried, gesturing to the monster conjured by her opponent. 

The  two  creatures  faced  each  other,  then  shuddered  as  each  released  a horrifying screech that cut through the air. They leapt at each other. 

Then their arms… split. 

Each arm quivered, dividing into four tentacles that lashed out like whips. 

The  tentacles  waved  through  the  air,  wrapping  around  each  other  and grappling  their  adversary  as  the  monsters  hopped  about,  trying  to outmaneuver each other. 

Khalik  scoffed.  “I  have  seen  great  apes  fight  in  a  similar  way.  Though with less tentacles. I must admit, I might have found such a display grotesque at one time, but this seems tame compared to the mana vampire.” 

“Ugh, you should try being in the same room as a shoggoth,” Alex said, then he looked around to make sure the coast was clear. “Or near Hobb.” 

The  prince  burst  out  laughing.  “I  tell  you,  he  is  fine.  Here  you  are dissecting  mana  vampires  and  blasting  worms  and  xyrthaks,  while  friendly old Hobb gives you a shiver.” 

“Yeah, because I’m  smart, you see. Anyway, where was I? Oh yeah, are you taking any courses in the summer?” 

Khalik shrugged. “I had considered one or two. Why? How many are you taking?” 

“Four.” 

“Four? By the sapphire sea, man, you do not enjoy the idea of breaks do y—no, wait, you are the one that feeds himself pineapple using his spells.” 

“Well, let’s just say I want to be prepared for everything I can. I mean, I can enjoy a break by taking one less course.” 

“That’s not a break.” 

“Compared to what I had to do to get into this university? It’s basically an endless Sigmus. Anyway, I’m taking magical botany, and I wanted to know if you want my notes or something. Could be a conversation topic for you and Sinope, eh?” 

The  prince  paused,  his  hand  running  through  his  sculpted  beard. 

“Interesting…” 

“It might help your earth magic too? Offer a new perspective?” 

Khalik’s eyes narrowed in thought. “When is the course being held?” 

“It’s a morning one. Not quite crack of dawn, but close enough.” 

“Ugh,  I  should  have  known.  Farmers  and  their  early  rising  and  all. 

Hmmm, I think I shall skip the notes and take the course myself.” 

Alex  grinned.  “That  actually  sounds  awesome!  It’d  be  nice  to  be  in  a class with you where things aren’t trying to kill us all the time.” 

“Well,” Khalik chuckled. “Let us not speak too soon. It is wizardry after all.  I’m  sure  someone’s  made  a  plant  that  can  spit  acid  or  fire,  or  mind-controlling liquids—Oh, looks like they’re done.” 

Alex looked back over to the group of spell-jousters. 

It looked like the Ursa-Lupine brother had beaten the Hydra Companion in the beam clash, but the pair that had been struggling with telekinetic forces had  seen  it  go  the  other  way.  The  Hydra  Companion  shattered  their opponent’s shimmer at the same time their summoned monster defeated its opponent. 

“Done!” the Hydra Companionhood leader shouted. “You’re defeated and satisfaction is our prize!” 

The  leader  of  the  Ursa-Lupine  Brotherhood  grimaced.  “What’s  the penalty?” 

“The  three  who  stole  our  mascot  will  stand  before  your  brotherhood house for three days. Five hours each day.” She gave a nasty grin. “Wearing nothing but loincloths with our hydra painted on their chests.” 

The students from the Hydra Companionhood burst out laughing. 

“Well,  that’s  charming,”  Alex  muttered.  “Could  you  imagine  if  we’d joined that?” 

“No, because we’re part of a group that happily charges against monsters instead,”  Khalik  said  with  a  wry  look.  “Hmmm,  speaking  of  fun,  at  some point we should speak of the Games of Roal.” 

“Khalik, I don’t have any idea what that is.” 

“Oh, it’s—” Khalik glanced up. “Ah, looks like the others have finished as well. We’ll chat about it later.” 

Alex  gave  him  a  look.  “You  know,  whenever  someone  says  ‘let’s  chat about  it  later’  they’re  usually  the  first  to  die  in  all  those  horror  stories  the bards tell.” 

“You know who else tends to die first?” 

“Who?” 

The  prince  looked  Alex  dead  in  the  eye.  “The  silly  comic  relief character.” 

“…Khalik?” 

“Yes?” 

“I hate you.” 

The prince burst out laughing. 

Alex and Khalik stumbled—bleary-eyed—into the botanical gardens shortly after the sun had risen. The summer heat—combined with the moisture of the massive greenhouse—struck them in a wave. 

This was the first morning of their first class in magical botany. 

“I hope the first thing we learn is about magical coffee,” Khalik grunted. 

“Najyah went crazy because I was up so early. Alex, this is the worst idea you’ve ever had.” 

“I dunno, I’ve had some pretty bad ideas,” Alex grumbled. “But yeah…

this is up there.” 

The two young men dragged themselves toward the designated area for their first class of the summer. 

“Right, while I remember,” Alex said. “What are these Games of Roal?” 

“Ah,  yes,  the  games.  They  are  an  event  held  by  the  Watchers  for  the Summer Equinox, celebrating Roal’s contributions to the city and her defeat of the Demigod Oreca.” 

“Right, son of some kind of minor fish deity.” 

It  had  been  an  exam  question  on  the  midterm  in  magic  lore.  He remembered her stabbing her sword into the demigod’s belly then channeling a spell of dehydration that withered the demi-deity, slaying it. 

“Indeed.  Every  year  they  hold  minor  games  that  take  place  over  sea, forest,  and  field.”  He  paused  in  thought.  “Have  you  ever  been  to  a tournament for knights? A joust and the like?” 

“No,  but  I  take  it  this  is  the  same  thing,  but  for  wizards?”  Alex  asked, growing more alert. 

“Yes,  and  for  the  nobility  of  Generasi  or  any  others  who  care  to participate. Many come just to attend or try their luck. The prize money is fairly attractive to most.” 

Alex really perked up at that. “Did you say prize money?” 

All earlier sleepiness was now long gone. 

Chapter 11

A Little Magical Botany Class of

Horrors

“O h, yes,” Khalik said emphatically. “While the games are run by the Watchers,  they’re  sponsored  by  the  city.  A  number  of  the  events have different prizes: usually fine items for one to display—laurels of  platinum,  dragon-bone  flutes,  clasps  of  gold—though  some  of  the competitions  provide  the  winners  with  actual  magical  items,  which  are donated by the finest shops and crafters in Generasi. At least, that’s how it was in my brother’s day.” 

“Donated?” Alex asked. “That doesn’t sound like a good way to… you know, make coin.” 

“Aaaah, you underestimate the games. These merchants and crafters do not donate out of any desire to be charitable. No, their minds work to expand their  purses.”  The  prince  tapped  the  side  of  his  head.  “You  worked  at  a bakery in your hometown, did the baker not bring some of his confectionery to your festivals?” 

Alex burst out laughing. “First of all, bold of you to think we were fancy enough for  confectionery.  Second,  I’m  pretty  sure  the  only  thing  McHarris would ever donate to anyone was his hand in someone’s coin purse.” 

“Truly? Perhaps it is different in Thameland, then.” Khalik looked around at the lush gardens around them. They were passing through a small grove of trees heavy with ripe fruit. The fact that the fruit looked like giant eyeballs made  them  pretty  unnerving.  “In  Tekezash,  whenever  there  is  an  event—a party,  wedding  or  tournament,  that  my  family  attends—tailors,  chefs,  and other trades folk behave like they would gut each other for a chance to supply the  event  with  their  wares.  Even  if  they  must  provide  their  goods  without charge. Think of it this way: suppose I sample a glass of wine at a party. I

enjoy it and openly compliment it. What do you think happens?” 

“Well, uh, I’m not sure. If people are trying to get in the good graces of the prince, then they’re going to pay attention to whatever you do?” 

“Exactly,” Khalik winced. “It is one of the reasons why it is so good to be anonymous here. Back home, if I try a sweet at a festival one day, I wake up the  next  to  find  the  vendor  of  that  sweet  up  to  their  necks  in  orders  from courtiers, and pounds of the sweet delivered to me with their compliments. 

For  months  everyone  around  me  would  be  eating  it  in  hopes  that  it  would start a conversation.” 

“Ugh, that sounds kinda creepy. Well, maybe it’s different for you, but that’d get really creepy for me  really fast.” 

“It amused my brother, but it made me uncomfortable.” 

“Yeah, I get that,” Alex said, glancing behind him. 

Claygon  was  walking  just  behind  them,  taking  up  basically  the  entire path. The golem’s ‘helmeted’ head nearly scraped the lower branches of the canopy.  Najyah  was  perched  on  Claygon’s  shoulder  and  had  nodded  off sometime during the trip. 

‘You’d better not poop on my golem,’ Alex thought. ‘Or it’s eagle stew.’

His mind stopped at that: his golem. 

If the expedition to Thameland was successful, there’d likely be a lot of wizards  making  their  own  Claygons—crafted  from  dungeon  core  remains. 

On the one hand, that excited him, but on the other, it’d be… strange, seeing his once unique golem all over the place. 

In a way, it was kind of like what Khalik had said. Waking up one day to see that everyone was doing the same as you. 

That made some things click in Alex’s mind. 

“Oooh,” he said. “So, if a champion or winner of a game wins… I dunno, a super awesome magical sword, then people will pay attention to the sword and who crafted it.” 

“Now  you  get  it.  Other  prizes  are  donated  by  the  city  too,  like  coin purses. Apparently, one year the prize for the flying joust was a purse of a thousand gold and a suit of armour worth fifteen hundred gold pieces.” 

“W- what?” Alex gaped. “That’s—holy shit!” 

“The  games  are   very   well-funded,”  Khalik  chuckled.  “You  know  why kings, lords, and realms throw these tournaments? To show off. High prizes just  scream  about  how  wealthy  you  are.  ‘I  can  afford  to  offer  a  prized warhorse  as  the  top  prize  for  a  race!  It  took  years  of  breeding,  time,  and

training to raise him, but I can afford to just  give him away! You see?” 

“That’s crazy…” Alex shook his head. “But others’ showing off might be to  our  gain.  I’ll  ask  Theresa,  she’s  close  enough  to  the  Watchers.  Maybe she’ll know what events they’ll be having.” 

“Indeed—Ah look, we have arrived!” 

The prince, the Fool, and the golem stepped into a clearing with a stone area  about  the  size  of  a  large  classroom.  There  weren’t  any  walls,  and  a number  of  chairs  and  tables  had  been  set  up—or  likely  walked  there  by themselves—and students were already getting themselves set up. Some wore straw hats or had cast a spell of tinted shade over themselves. Alex looked through the trees at the glass ceiling high above. 

The sun would likely be brutal as the day went on. He should’ve brought his hat. 

They chose seats at the front of the class, but Alex had Claygon stand at the back out of the way. In front of them rose one of the slabs of obsidian that served as a writing board for the professors, and directly in front of it were several plants: some green, some blue…

“Is… that…” Alex squinted. “Is that plant on fire?” 

“It’s nothing to worry about,” said a husky student from the next desk. 

“It’s fireweed. It ignites the air within close proximity to it with its mana, but other than that, it’s harmless.” 

That was exactly the sort of definition of  harmless that someone would apply to a crocodile being raised by a seemingly half-mad goblin wizard in order to sic it on his opponents. 

Not exactly harmless. At all. 

Alex wondered how Kybas was doing. He hadn’t seen the little goblin-wizard since the practical exam for alchemy. 

“And is that one also harmless?” Khalik pointed to a plant at the end of the line. It was a massive greenish-black monstrosity with several stalks, each one ending in long, snouted sets of green and yellow striped jaws. There were no lips, so its endless fangs were visible and unnerving. 

Near it was a suspiciously empty cage with its door open. 

“Ya, if you stay away from it,” the student said dryly. 

“Mhmmmm.”  Khalik  looked  around.  “And  is  that  the  reason  our professor is missing? I see his bag, but I do not see him.” 

“I’m alright!” a voice called. 

Alex and Khalik startled and turned. 

Surrounding the open classroom were several patches of vegetation rising from raised garden beds framed in stone. One was a particularly thick patch of rye, through which Alex could see a slight form moving about. 

“Vampire pumpkin got out of its cage and into the rye! Just need to catch i—aha! Got you, you orange little pig!” 

A  rustling  came  from  the  rye,  and  a  dark-haired  man  sprang  up, triumphantly holding a big orange pumpkin that struggled in his grip. On his hands were heavily-padded, elbow length gloves. 

“Thought  you  could  hide  from  me?  Feh,  I’d  make  you  into  a  pie,  but you’d  taste  like  six-day  old  buns  that  vagabonds  had  pawed  over.”  He emerged from the rye, marched across the stones, and shoved the pumpkin into the cage, promptly locking the door. He double checked the lock before turning away. 

Even in Generasi, it made for a strange sight. 

The slightly built man moved a nearby plant that had thin stalks with four leaves like some sort of clover. “And this is why you never leave Earth Key

—or zemaljski ključ—” he shook the plant slightly to indicate it “—as it’s called in its homeland in Savdrava, which is within the Irtyshenan Empire, for those who don’t know—near locks of any kind. Even its juice can open most locks when rubbed on them, and the fumes it gives off can sometimes pop a lock.” 

He moved the plant about fifteen feet away from the cage, toward the end of the row. The professor took his gloves off and rubbed his hands together with a sort of contagious nervous energy. “Welcome to MBO-1550: Magical Botany I, I’m Professor Salinger, but we’re all adults here, so, you can call me Holden.” 

He gave a slight smile, and his lip trembled a bit. “First of all. To any of you who are taking this for an ‘easy credit,’ I invite you to—” he pointed at the  path  they’d  used  to  reach  the  class  “—take  the  easy  route  out  now. 

There’s a lot of memorizing in this course—” 

The professor stopped short, double-taking on one student in particular—

a  huge grin had swept across Alex’s face. The Mark was  built for this sort of thing. 

“Ooookay, I guess someone likes reading. Well good, because there’s two textbooks for this class and a compressed semester is  not a long time to get through them both.” 

He noted nobody leaving then nodded. “Good, the class is small enough. 

I’d call it cozy, but any smaller and we’d just be lonely. So!” 

Professor Salinger turned to the plants behind him. “Magical botany is the study of plants that contain mana of some kind, which gives them powers, uses,  and  abilities  beyond  regular  flora.  You  aren’t  going  to  find  guides  to gardening or raising dandelions here.” 

He pointed to the jawed plant Khalik had pointed out earlier. “Aubrey’s Eclipse. If fed enough blood, it can grow to the size of an oak tree. Sentient blood  makes  it  smarter.  But!  If  you  harvest  its  pods  during  an  eclipse  and simmer them for precisely forty-eight hours in sea water? It’ll clean out your blood  of  just  about  any  contaminant  known  to  wizardry.  Poison?  Gone. 

Hangover?  Gone.  Parasites?  Gone.”  He  turned  to  the  pumpkin,  which  was oddly  sulking  in  its  cage.  “The  vampire  pumpkin—a  relative  to  the  killer tomato—was  considered  nothing  more  than  a  pest:  an  old  pumpkin  left outside on a full moon in an area contaminated by recently spilled blood, that came to life to cause mischief on a farm. Now, we know that the seeds, if dried and ground, will act as a repellent against mosquitoes, black flies, and most  other  blood-drinkers.  And  this  is  without  refining  them  through  the discipline of alchemy. So, what am I getting at with all this?” 

He looked around, and Khalik raised his hand. 

“Yes, your name?” 

“Khalik,”  he  said.  “I  think,  Holden,  that  you  are  hinting  that  magical plants  have  value,  but  they  are  not  easy.  They  are  often  dangerous.  And  I suppose each must be handled with care?” 

“Exactly,” Professor Salinger pointed to Aubrey’s Eclipse. “If you were to go close to that specimen half-asleep, hungover or what-have-you, like you were simply picking flowers, then it will take your whole damn arm off in under a second, if it hasn’t been recently fed.” 

He turned toward the board and wrote a single word. 

 Respect. 

“This is going to be the most important thing I’m ever going to teach you. 

Magical botany requires three kinds of respect from you.” He pointed to the plants. “Respect for the plants—” He pointed to the textbook. “Respect for the material—” He pointed to the students. “And respect for yourself. That is the only way you’re going to do well here. Because remember what I said about memorization? You’ll need more than that. 

“Slick alchemical procedures and calculations are only going to get you so far here. Magical plants are living beings, and some actually respond to the

emotions  they  feel  coming  from  you.  For  example,  if  you  dislike  a  certain plant and think, ‘I hate this big dumb plant’ around a mandrake, its scream turns about three times nastier in your ears.” 

He drew a diagram of three plants: a small one with what looked like a cotton ball at the top, then an arrow leading to one that was literally a tall stalk  with  an  actual  sheep  growing  from  the  top,  and  then  another  arrow leading to a large, ram-like creature with bushes growing from its back and thorns sprouting from curling horns. 

“The  vegetable  lamb  is  a  plant  that  will  undergo  metamorphosis  if  you show it proper affection and  only  if you do that. But if you do, it’ll produce twice as much wool as a regular sheep for as long as the plant grows, which is quite a long time if you keep foliage around it for the sheep-top to graze on. When the plant dies, it makes one more change. The lamb transforms into its  final  form:  a  ram-like  creature  with  bush-like,  golden  fleece  and  thorny horns, and it then goes off into the wide world. Without affection, the lamb withers  when  the  plant  dies.  I  had  only  one  student  this  past  year  who managed to get his to change. Fellow showed it as much love as he did his crocodile familiar and—trust me—that’s a lot of love.” 

Alex blinked. 

Could that have been Kybas? He’d have to ask the little fellow next time he saw him. Maybe get some tips. 

It was too bad that affection wasn’t a way to make golems evolve. 

He glanced over his shoulder at Claygon. 

An  element  of  chaos  was  what  made  them  change,  so  it  was  hard  to predict what would make each one undergo a transformation. 

‘Still, if affection won’t make you evolve, I’m going to show it to you anyway,’ Alex sent the cheery thought to Claygon. 

Then he froze. 

Something had definitely touched his mind. 

…or did it? 

It  was  brief  and  quick—like  the  brush  of  a  feather  in  the  dark—but something was definitely there. Was it the Mark? Or…

He looked at Claygon closely. 

Alex started to wonder if those little moments of Claygon responding to him weren’t quite so imaginary. His golem’s core was made from dungeon core remains, a newly analyzed substance. 

Who knew what the unique core would be capable of. 

It was something to keep an eye on. 

He stared at the golem, but Claygon remained still, as though the mental contact had never happened. 

Chapter 12

Respect and  uestions

A lex watched Claygon for a while longer, but he gave no other signs of coming to life, or showing intelligence, or turning evil and going on a killing rampage. He pulled out one of the notebooks from the basket attached to his forceball and wrote down the observation. 

There was no doubt that Baelin and Jules would want to hear about what he felt he might be experiencing, even if nothing was actually going on. It wouldn’t be the first time a wizard imagined that one of their golems or items had come alive. The problem with being around so much magic all the time was that, well, magic often made just about anything possible or even  seem possible. 

He looked at the vampire pumpkin while Holden drew the outline of an apple on the obsidian board. One tap of a finger made the apple diagram turn gold. For most folk, strange activities and sounds from a pumpkin probably meant a rotten gourd or a village prankster. 

When magic was involved, one actually  did  have to worry about blood-sucking  squashes.  And  when  strange  things  happened  around  you  all  the time,  it  made  it  hard  to  tell  if  you  were  imagining  things  or  not.  Sure, wizardry often had rules—particularly when it came to something as precise as  spell  arrays  or  alchemy—but  magic  in  general  tended  more  toward guidelines. 

Much like most other disciplines in life, facts about magic were only true until  someone  discovered  they  weren’t.  And  that  made  it  tricky  to  say something was definitely impossible. 

“—en  apples  are  one  of  the  oldest  methods  to  reach  immortality,  of  a sort,” Holden said. 

Alex’s  attention  immediately  returned  to  the  professor.  Talk  of immortality tended to grab one’s attention. 

“Now,  that  might  be  commonly  known  among  those  that  have  even  a layman’s knowledge of alchemy.” Holden tapped the chalk on his palm then held  up  four  fingers.  “But  did  you  know  there  are   four  varieties  of  golden apple that grow on this continent alone?” 

He  drew  four  similar  looking  trees  on  the  board,  then  drew  four  very differently  shaped  leaves.  “The   Malus  Atalanta   tree’s    apples    don’t  bestow immortality  when  eaten.  They’re  tasty  and  their  sheen  magically  draws  the eye,  supernaturally  distracting  and  fascinating  living  creatures.  That’s  how the tree feeds on its favourite source of food: wild horses.” 

Alex and Khalik shared startled looks. 

“Malus Eris’s  apples have a supernatural aura of discord, which causes, ehh, discord, in all who behold the fruit within a day of it being picked. They have  literally  triggered  wars  when  introduced  into  even  peaceful environments.  Malus  Hesperides  is  different  in  that  its  apples  are  actually made of pure, yellow gold, which it uses to attract dragons. Certain species are quite driven to hoard wealth, especially gold. The dragon will enter into a symbiotic  relationship  with  the  Malus  tree,  which  permits  it  to  harvest  its bountiful  crop  of  golden  apples  once  every  twenty  years.  In  return,  the dragon protects the tree from predators. Only  Malus Idhunn’s  golden apples

—of any on the continent—have youth restoring and maintenance qualities. 

However,  the  tree  can  only  thrive  in  the  presence  of  strong  divinity,  while prolonged  exposure  to  mana—without  divinity  present—will  cause  it  to wither and die. Still, they’re precious enough that the Nor-Polaric Pantheon guards  them,  and  the  Lord  of  the  End  covets  them  as  much  as  he  covets Irytshenan blood. Which is a lot, by the way.” 

Alex perked up at the mention of the Irytshenans, but Holden was already moving on. 

“And the kicker? After harvest, the apples of all these trees look exactly the same, except for a couple of variations in shape and weight.” 

He  held  up  the  textbook.  “That’s  why  you  have  to  memorize  as  many properties as possible if you want to identify magical plants. Now, you might be asking: why magical botany? If this is all about identifying and growing plants, couldn’t this be an alchemy class?  Not so!” 

The last two words cracked out like a whip, causing the class to wince. 

“Magical  botany  is   more  than  learning  how  to  combine  magical  plants  to

make  potions  or  staves.  It’s  about  the  plants  themselves.  It’s  about  their ecosystems. What’s their place in the world? What role do they serve? What happens if they’re gone? What happens if they’re too many of the species? 

Can they be crossbred? Can you turn a wild, man-eating tree into something as  domesticated  and  common  as  wheat?  These  are  the  questions  you  can answer  with  a  strong  enough  education  in  magical  botany.  The  study  of plants created agriculture, and farming built everything you see around you—

that, and magic.” 

He gestured to the man-eating plant. “No big surprise, but magical plants are  a  liiiittle  bit  more  complex  to  study  and  change  than  a  patch  of  cherry tomatoes. With all that in mind, we’ll work together, get you started, and in no time at all we’ll have your hands dirty. Literally. I mean, don’t wear nice clothes here. It’s plant class. We’re going to play with dirt. A lot.” 

Khalik raised his hand. 

“Ah, an eager one. You have a question?” 

“Two, actually. First, I study earth magic. Will that be helpful for magical botany?” 

Holden threw back his head and laughed. “Does the sun rise? Of course that’s  gonna  be  helpful.  One  of  the  first  things  you’re  going  to  do  is  learn how to identify the six kinds of soil: sand, clay, silt, peat, chalk, and loam. 

You’ll need to know what your babies are growing in, and an earth mage is already going to know how to identify different kinds of earth and stone, and modify  it  to  suit  their  purposes.  Earth  magic  and  botany  go  well  together. 

What’s your second question?” 

“Do uh… No, never mind.” 

“You sure? No such thing as a stupid question. Only stupid people who never ask questions. Usually dead people, in this business.” 

“It is fine, you already answered it,” Khalik said. 

“Alright, then. Let’s start with the history of mortals, plants and how that extends  to  the  history  of  wizards,  other  mortals,  and  plants  of  a  magical nature.” 

“What were you going to ask him earlier?” Alex asked Khalik as they made their way through the botanical gardens and away from the class. 

The  prince  coughed  uncomfortably.  “I  thought  perhaps  to  ask  him directly  if  he  knew  anything  about  dryads  and  their  trees.  But  he  was  so serious, as was the subject. I thought: ‘how would I look if one of my first questions in class was about beautiful tree-women?’” 

Alex started to chuckle. “Oh, by the Traveller, that would actually be kind of  embarrassing.  ‘Yes,  Holden,  I’m  really  serious  about  your  class.  I  hear everything you say about respect! By the way, can you help me talk up some dryads?’” 

“Now you have me wondering if anyone else has tried taking that class for that reason,” Khalik said. “To be fair, that is  part  of the reason   I joined the class. Though no one else needs to know that. And speaking of, why were you looking at the back of the class when he was telling us of affection and about golden apples? I am not sure if the professor noted it, but I did.” 

“Oh…uhh,” Alex glanced back at Claygon. For a moment he considered talking to Khalik away from the golem, except they were connected. Claygon wouldn’t be able to detect all of his thoughts, but Alex had been watching him openly and mentally probing the connection. 

If  there  was  something  approaching  thought  inside  of  him,  then  he’d already  know  Alex  suspected  something.  Besides,  if  Alex  talked  about  it openly, maybe it would give Claygon a reason to respond. 

He shook his head. 

Unless he was imagining it or going insane. 

He  told  Khalik  of  the  slight  reactions  he  thought  he  was  feeling  from Claygon,  which  prompted  the  prince  to  watch  the  golem  carefully  as  he followed them. 

“I have not seen anything strange from Claygon, unless you count being unstoppable to be strange.” He stroked his beard. “Are you going to tell your professor Jules and Baelin of your concern?” 

“You bet your ass, I am,” Alex said. “The worst thing they can say if I do tell them is, ‘you’re being crazy, Alex’ and maybe laugh at me a little. But the worst thing that can happen if I don’t tell them—just imagine smashed buildings, and fire, and screams.” 

“Mmm, true.” The prince patted Alex on the shoulder. “Well, if you are crazy,  then  this  is  still  likely  to  end  in  smashed  buildings,  and  fire,  and screams. But I shall be there to put you down!” 

“Wait what?” 

Khalik  grinned.  “Think  about  it!  The  young,  promising  wizard  turns  to

dark arts—” 

“I don’t like where this is going.” 

“—while his good friend, the handsome brave prince must—regrettably

—slay him—” 

“I  really  don’t like where this is going.” 

“—and as you lay dying—” 

Alex’s  face  screwed  up  in  suspicion.  “You’ve  seriously  put  a  lot  of thought into this.” 

“You lament: ‘Oh, if only the Dark Wizard Alexander Roth had seen the light before! My only regret is that I only see a better way now as I lay dying! 

If only I had more time!’ And then, of course, you perish while I lament your loss and wish there was more time to—” 

“There  could be, just call a healer! Patch me up if I’ve seen the light, you bastard!” 

Khalik laughed. “Ah, but that would ruin the moment and the drama!” 

“The moment and drama are pretty ruined for me, cuz I’m  dead!” 

“But  think  of  all  the  young  wizards  that  will  avoid  your  dark  path whenever  they  walk  by  the  statue  I  have  built  to  honour  your  memory.” 

Khalik faked a sniffle. “A memory of better times.” 

Alex  glared  at  him.  “You  know,  I  tend  to  enjoy  the  stories  where  the plucky,  underestimated  hero  beats  the  shit  out  of  the  arrogant  prince  and leaves  him  unconscious  in  some  botanical  garden.  Even,  you  know,  has  a large, smashy friend do the same.” 

“That would be cheating.” 

“I’m  supposed  to  be  a  dark  wizard,  right?”  Alex  lifted  his  chin  as  if defending his honour. “I don’t care about cheating!” 

“I thought you were a plucky, underestimated hero?” 

“I’m  both! Life is full of greys!” 

“Hmmm,” Professor Jules mused as she peered into her piccoscope. Nearby, one of her cauldrons bubbled, boiling down a substance while she examined a sample for one of her experiments. “Have you noticed any common patterns with these anomalies?” 

“Nothing,” Alex admitted. “One time I was really relaxed, one time I was

in  class.  Claygon  hadn’t  encountered  anything  specific,  the  areas  were different. Just nothing in common at all.” 

“Ah,  of  course,”  she  snorted.  “Life  rarely  conforms  itself  into  proper experimental parameters. Observations are full of confounding variables: was I imagining something I saw? Was there some factor that day out in the world that made something behave in a certain way? Especially when it comes to magic, such things make it difficult to narrow infinite possibilities down into hypotheses and then finally, theoretical causal relationships.” 

“Right,” Alex said. “Can’t even establish correlation because there’re so many  differences  with  these  little  reactions  from  Claygon.  There’s  no pattern.” 

He sighed. “What do you think, am I just being paranoid here?” 

“Well, as we just said, Mr. Roth, we do not have much data to go on.” 

“I mean like… an educated guess.” 

She  looked  up  from  the  piccoscope.  “An  ‘educated  guess’  he  says.  Do you know what the difference between a ‘guess’ and an ‘educated guess’ is? 

The latter is made by someone who’s read more books. There might be value in that if the guess is about something known and studied, but the substance powering your golem is for the most part unknown. In short, I haven’t the foggiest  idea  of  what’s  possible,  and  saying  otherwise,  would  be irresponsible.” 

“Ah,  I  see,”  he  sighed.  “What  about  from  the  history  of  golemcraft?  I remember the earliest golem went berserk because of too strong a connection with a wizard’s mind.” 

“And do you feel that your connection to Claygon is constant or in any way overwhelming?” 

“No.” 

“Then, if it hasn’t gone berserk as of yet— if it were a normal golem—

then it is likely that it will not. Again, if it were a  normal golem. We aren’t talking about the elementally-bound monstrosities here.” 

“The  what  now?”  Alex  asked.  “Elementally-bound  monstrosities?  As golems? What do you mean?” 

“Ah,  so  you  haven’t  encountered   that  particular  little  historical  detail, then?”  Professor  Jules  stepped  away  from  the  piccoscope.  “I  suppose  I shouldn’t  be  too  surprised.  You  are  in  between  your  first  and  second  year, after all, though I sometimes forget. And this wouldn’t be knowledge you’d find in first year courses. To sum it up, after—” 

 Ding. 

A sound like a little bell rang out from a wall mounted time-keeper. 

“Ah, the process is done,” she said. “Mr. Roth, would you mind handing me the mana spectrometer?” 

“Oh  yeah,  sure.”  He  glanced  over  and  had  one  of  his  Wizard’s  Hands pick  up  the  tool  and  ferry  it  over  to  her.  He  watched  as  she  stirred  the reducing liquid and guided the reaction with the tool. 

Then she did something that caught him off guard. 

From  her  apron  she  pulled  out  a  strange,  oblong  stone  with  a  series  of glyphs  etched  into  its  surface.  Alex  frowned.  He  recognized  some  of  the glyphs from a device he’d seen Jules use a few times before: a far-speaker. 

A complex web of mana emerged from the stone and travelled through the floor, but the flow of the mana through the web was far faster now. His sense for mana was much more precise than it used to be, so he could trace every complex line of the structure. The design of the communication web had utterly changed. 

Where it had come out of the stone as a line before, now it spread out in all directions. 

In an instant, Alex heard a familiar voice come through the stone. 

“Professor? Is your reaction ready?” Amir Abu Saleh—Alex’s former lab supervisor—said  through  the  far-speaker.  His  voice  sounded  clearer  than others when Alex had seen the far-speaker being used before. 

“It is,” she said into the magical device. “Mark time… ready… go.” 

Professor  Jules  and  Amir  conducted  a  reaction  simultaneously  while  in different labs, keeping in constant communication and providing each other with commentary. 

By  the  end,  Professor  Jules  was  very  excited.  “It  seems  there  is  a connection  between  the  samples  of  the  substance,  despite  them  being physically separated by stone and yards of distance. Well done, Amir. Mark time and then you can start cleaning up.” 

“Thank you, professor,” Amir’s voice replied. 

The web withdrew back into the far-speaker. 

“Wow,”  Alex  murmured  as  he  stepped  forward  to  help  her  clean  up. 

“That little device got an upgrade.” 

“Hm?”  Professor  Jules  glanced  at  the  far-speaker.  “Ah,  yes.  A  new version just exited the prototype phase a month ago. Several of us are now testing its efficiency, and so far, the advancements are impressive.” 

“I’ll  say,”  Alex  said,  imagining  how  useful  the  device  could  be.  He thought  of  Theresa’s  parents—communicating  slowly  and  sporadically through letters—and how much easier things would have been if they could simply reach each other instantly on a far-speaker. “What comes next with it?”“After three months of field testing, this model will be patented and then enter  production.  I  suspect,  if  things  go  well,  you  will  see  them  in  many places around Generasi within the next two years.” 

“Jeez… and beyond?” 

“Not yet, I’m afraid. The design requires our strong ambient mana. But in time, perhaps. Ah, speaking of advancements. I was going to tell you about elemental-binding in golemcraft.” 

“I’m surprised I haven’t heard about it at Shale’s.” 

“I’m not. It is not truly an alchemical process, and the only place in the world  that  it  is  still  used—with  any  degree  of  regularity—is  within  the Irtyshenan Empire. And it is  not a kind process, even compared to the rest of wizardry.” 

Chapter 13

Binding Circles

H earing Professor Jules mention the empire where the hunter was spotted so many years before—and her grim tone—gave him a twinge of shock. 

“It must be pretty bad,” Alex said. “Binding isn’t usually too friendly a word,  especially  when  it’s  used  in  wizardry,  so  I’m  already  imagining  the worst.” 

“Imagining the worst is correct,” she said. “When the first golem proved to be a disaster, summoners from among the wizards stepped up to provide a solution  that  alchemy  could  not,  at  the  time—have  you  ever  taken  a summoning course, Alex?” 

“I’m taking one this summer.” 

“Good.” She carefully withdrew the substance she was working with and placed it in a reinforced flask, which she then moved away from her work area to cool. “It is a useful art, and one better to learn in detail from Professor Mangal.  She  is  far  more  studied  in  the  art  than  I.  For  our  purposes,  it  is important  to  note  that  summoning  and  alchemy  often  cross  paths.  You remember when I conjured the shoggoth, of course.” 

Alex shuddered. “I’ll never forget it.” 

“In any case, not for the first time or the last, summoners stepped up to seek a solution. They had the thought that since a golem’s body is made of similar materials to some elementals, that the spirit of an elemental might be well suited to power and control such a body without the need for a golem core.” 

She  activated  the  cooling  glyph  on  her  cauldron  and  let  the  metal decrease to room temperature. Alex carried the pot over to the sink to wash. 

“When you have your first class with Professor Mangal,” Jules continued, 

“she  will  teach  you  about  binding  circles.  To  simplify  things,  they  prevent creatures that are summoned from getting out and starting a ruckus.” 

“Right,  I  remember  the  circle  that  was  on  the  lid  of  the  cauldron  you summoned the shoggoth into.” 

“Correct.  Summoners  had  the  idea  of  creating  a  binding  circle   within a golem’s  body.  They  then  conjured  an  elemental  within  that  body  and permanently bound it inside such a shell. And they did in fact find success. 

Earth elementals were very proficient at controlling clay or stone bodies, iron bodies could be controlled by earth or fire elementals, and water elementals could control bodies made of ice. Now, there was an odd… side-effect, to the process, which was both a boon and a problem.” 

She placed her tools back into a nearby drawer. 

Professor  Jules  shifted  one  of  the  tools  slightly  so  that  it  was  perfectly straight and parallel with the others. She gave it a little nod of satisfaction and closed the drawer. 

“What was the side-effect?” Alex filled the cauldron with a solution of water and soap, then had his Wizard’s Hands begin to scrub it while he began washing some flasks. 

“They became  highly resistant to magic.” 

Alex’s hands stilled. “Pardon?” 

“You see, a binding circle’s purpose is to form a barrier so that a creature caught within cannot exit nor use its magic outside,” she said. “When it was inside a golem’s body, it was not so much a  circle as it was a binding  knot. 

The elemental then completely filled that knot, raging within its prison.” 

She added water to a nearby beaker until it was filled to the brim. “Take this cup, for example. It is filled with water, isn’t it?” 

“That’s right. Though there could be contaminants in there besides water, since that isn’t distilled water,” he said. “Plus, with the ambient mana around, there’s going to be mana in there too. We can’t know for sure what’s in there unless we test it, but for the sake of your question, I think we can say that it is.” Alex could see a smile reach Jules’ eyes through her mask. “Good, Mr. 

Roth. I am pleased to see you were paying attention during my class. And indeed, for our argument, it is completely filled with water. To add anything else to the beaker, you would need to displace some of the water. Well, an elemental filling one of these golems was like the water in this glass: shoving

away any magic that tried to touch the circle.” 

“Right, because unlike the water, the elemental was trapped in there and couldn’t  be  shoved  out.  And—excuse  my  language—it  was  probably massively pissed off and its energy struck out at any other magic that touched it.” “That’s fairly close to accurate. When you combine all of these aspects together, the binding knot’s function of keeping magic  in, turned two ways—

in  and  out.  It  edged  out  any  magic  that  touched  it.  So,  bound-elemental powered golems could not be controlled by mental command—only verbal—

but in return, they were viciously effective bodyguards and weapons against other wizards.” 

“I can just imagine.” Alex glanced back at Claygon as he set the cauldron and  glassware  to  dry.  He  imagined  his  golem  attacking  him  while  being nearly  immune  to  magic.  What  a  terrifying  scenario  for  a  wizard.  Even  a regular golem was physically superior to most mortal wizards, and if magic just splashed off of them like water, there’d be little they could do except get very literally smashed. 

Then again…

“I think I see the downside. If it edges out all magic, then it means you won’t  be  able  to  cast  any  spells  on  it  yourself.  I  took  Claygon  into  battle recently, and if Isolde wasn’t able to cast a flight spell on him, we would’ve all been screwed.” 

“That is correct,” Professor Jules said. “A major limitation, but still, the design was seen as being useful. For a time, at least.” 

“Let  me  guess,  and  not  even  an   educated  one,”  Alex  said.  “Angry, enslaved  elementals  wouldn’t  exactly  be  super  cooperative,  and  eventually, the golems went berserk?” 

“En  masse,”  she  said  grimly.  “When  one  broke  its  shackles  and  went berserk, it usually caused others nearby to do the same.” 

“And then everything went to hell.” 

“Absolutely. By then, alchemists had made incredible advancements with golem cores, so they were able to make them far safer.” She finally took her mask off and blinked at Alex owlishly. “And that is why we use golem cores these days.” 

“What  about  the  Irtyshenan  Empire?”  Alex  asked.  “You  said  they  still bind elementals to use in golems?” 

She  sighed.  “In  a  sense.  Their  wizards  devised  a  means  to  effectively

destroy an elemental’s mind upon its binding, like if one had simply injected acid  through  the  skull  and  into  the  brain.  With  the  mind  destroyed,  the elemental spirit is still there to power the golem, but it has no means to resist or actually move the body and process instructions. So, through some very clever design, those alchemists constructed a control system within the golem itself. An individual must sit inside the golem’s body to move and control it, which still provides a powerful, magically resistant body.” 

Alex  considered  Professor  Jules’s  words.  “That  sounds  awful.  I  mean, great for whoever’s controlling this… golem, or I guess ‘mechanized suit of armour.’  They’d  be  dangerous,  while  remaining  safe  inside  a  magically hardened body—empowered by an elemental—that’s resistant to magic. And, the golem’s body would be  directly controlled by a sapient intellect. That…

that’d be pretty terrifying on the battlefield.” 

“It is,” Jules said. “Which is why the empire continues to make them—

out of the best materials, using their best crafters—even if the process is very long, expensive, involved, and cruel. I understand knightly houses there are built upon being able to field these elemental war suits, just as the houses of knights  in  other  realms  are  built  around  being  able  to  afford  armour  and warhorses. It is why they enjoy the privilege of land, title, and serfs.” 

Alex frowned. “This empire doesn’t sound like a very nice place…” 

His professor gave him a look. “There are few places that are, Mr. Roth. 

Especially if you look long enough.” 

One thing Alex could say, was that he didn’t have to look very long at the location  for  his  summoning  class  to  decide  that  it  probably  wasn’t  a  nice place. 

Instead  of  being  within  the  main  castle  of  Generasi,  the  Summoner’s Tower  was  built  on  campus  a  good  distance  from  other  buildings.  It  had  a dark, sinister look. Its stones were completely covered in glyphs and runes from  a  dozen  different  languages  and  wizarding  traditions.  Most  of  the glyphs had a sharp, evil look to them, and some outright glowed in the mix of star and moonlight. 

Alex recognized them as protective sigils that kept otherworldly creatures sealed  within  the  towers’  walls,  and  he’d  heard  that  those  sigils  were  also

placed in many of the chambers devoted to summoning within the Cells. 

Not  really  helping  the  image  of  the  place,  were  the  sorts  of  students coming  in  and  out.  They  themselves  weren’t  the  issue—they  looked  like normal Generasi students for the most part—it was what was  following them that gave one pause. 

Most had some sort of animal familiar—like Khalik—but they also had a monstrous  companion  tagging  along.  A  tall,  intimidating  looking  man  had two devilish imps on his shoulders that were bickering in their infernal imp tongue. A tiny young woman—with a monkey’s tail—sat cross-legged on the back  of  a  golden  cloud-like  air  elemental,  which  hummed  ominously  as  it floated. 

A  fire  elemental  crackled  through  the  air  behind  a  burly  orcish  fellow. 

And something that looked like some sort of metal creature made entirely of floating blades and chains drifted along in front of a young beast woman who resembled a spotted cat. 

The strange, metal creature made unnerving grinding and clanking noises as  it  passed  Alex.  Other  students  had  less  ominous  things  following  them, like sprites, butterflies, and tiny spirits from other planes. All in all, it made for a rather disquieting image. 

Alex pulled his cloak tighter around himself. Was he imagining it or had a chill swept through the air? 

He grew more uncomfortable as he remembered the demon and its horde of lesser demons that somebody conjured at Carey London’s rally. He had a twinge that he might not fit in with the summoning world. He was less of a

‘followed around by an otherworldly monster guy’ and more of a… a…

“Claygon, what kind of a guy am I?” he asked his golem. 

Then he paused. 

“Right, a ‘followed around by an invincible doom golem’ kind of guy,” 

he said flatly. 

‘One  that’s  made  of  parts  of  a  horrible  apocalyptic  dungeon  core,’  he mentally added. ‘Maybe I’ll fit in with all these demon summoners, after all.’

Shaking his head, he kept walking toward the tower. 

The moment Alex stepped through the front door, he got the feeling that much  of  the  creepy  atmosphere  might  have  been  intentional.  The  ground level of the tower had a strange haze in the air that smelled of smoke, forest, bog, and ocean all at once. He couldn’t help but be reminded of the Cave of the Traveller, with its smells from all the places its permanently open portals

led to. 

Veiled  in  the  haze  were  statues  carved  into  the  walls,  of  dozens  of different otherworldly beings made to look like they were emerging from the stone. 

‘Portals,’ Alex thought. ‘The statues look like summoned creatures and the walls are supposed to be portals.’

Because of his sensitivity to mana in general, he realised that real portals filled the tower, and his affinity or whatever he had for teleportation magic, made  him  extra  sensitive  to  magic  that  teleported,  transported,  or  conjured things. 

The combination of those things had Alex sensing every summoning spell and portal throughout the tower, almost overwhelming him as he climbed the winding staircase. Of course—as was the case in every creepy story about a creepy wizard’s tower—his destination was at the very top. Naturally, there were a lot of stairs to climb, and at last, he reached his objective. 

Alex gasped. 

The  ceiling—much  like  that  of  the  botanical  gardens—was  completely transparent, giving a magnificent view of the stars shining in the night sky. 

One wall of the seminar room was plastered with star charts and diagrams of the  different  planes.  In  the  centre  of  the  room  was  a  summoning  circle surrounded  by  the  familiar  glyphs,  as  well  as  large  cushions  arranged  in  a circle around it. 

It  looked  like  he  was  the  first  person  to  arrive,  which  was  no  surprise since he’d come fairly early, as he usually did for his classes. He looked at the glyphs intently. They’d been etched deep into the floor. No chance of a gust of wind or an accidental spill ruining a chalk diagram here. 

Alex grew wary. The stone within the circle rippled like water. 

Chapter 14

The Power of Names

A lex stepped closer to Claygon. 

A worming sensation slithered along his skin. The kind of feeling he  got  when  something  was  watching  him.  Though  he  couldn’t   see anything in the circle, a  presence filled it, making the hair on the back of his neck stand up and cold sweat bead on his brow. 

There was no other soul around, but he thought he heard screams from somewhere in the distance. Screaming, and the clanking of chains. His eyes bore into the circle like a frightened child’s trying desperately to see through the darkness of their room at night. 

Stone  continued  to  ripple  within  the  circle  of  glyphs.  Slowly. 

Rhythmically. 

Then something shifted—

“Oh, hello there.” 

The cry that Alex let out was decidedly unmanly. He spun around, facing a  woman  standing  in  the  corner  of  the  room.  She  looked  like  she  was unpacking supplies. A small cloud of thumb-sized creatures—humanoid but with  hummingbird  wings—buzzed  around,  working  in  groups  to  remove things from her bags. 

“Uh, hey,” he said, clearing his throat and walking toward her. “Professor Mangal?” 

“I am, I am, welcome…?” she said. 

“Alex,” he said. “And this is Claygon, my golem.” 

He made sure to introduce his golem very nicely, like he was a person. 

Alex had already begun to think of Claygon as a person for the most part, but if there was even a chance that the golem was developing awareness, then he

wanted him to remember how  nice Alex was to him, and not even the tiniest hint of mistreatment that could lead to rampaging and fiery vengeance. 

“Ah, welcome to Summoning I, Alex.” Her voice had a musical quality to it  and  her  eyes  were  sharp.  They  looked  at  him  for  a  moment  as  though memorizing  his  features,  then  glanced  up  at  Claygon,  then  finally  at  the summoning circle. “Did you notice our friend?” 

Her eyes twinkled as she gazed at the circle. “He’ll be my ‘show-and-tell’

for class today. Come, come, have a seat, though your friend, uhm, Claygon, might have to stand outside, depending on how full we get.” 

“Oh,” Alex said, glancing at the circle again. If there was some giant ice-spewing demon in there, he wanted his golem to be as close as possible and not outside having to stoop through a door to save him. “Well, can he fold up in a corner? He takes up a lot less space when he’s crouching.” 

“That would be fine. Are you nervous?” the tiny woman asked; she was even shorter than Professor Jules. 

“No,  not  really  nervous,  just  cautious.  It’s  just…  I’ve  seen  something similar to what I think is in there. I was at that rally a while back.” 

Something  flashed  across  her  face.  Was  that  a  look  of  distaste?  “Ah.  I hope you don’t think all summoning results in those. We do not condone that sort of thing any more than an alchemy professor would condone one of their students throwing vials of poisonous substances about.” 

“No, no, I didn’t think that.” He held up his hands and waved them. “I know, I know: there’s no department that’s going to condone mad wizardry that causes random destruction—while you’re a student here.” 

From the way Baelin told it, it sounded like students did whatever they wanted to once they graduated. 

“Good,  if  you  know  that,  then  we  will  likely  get  along  well.  Please, choose a seat and we shall await the arrival of the others.” 

Alex  mentally  directed  Claygon  to  a  corner  of  the  room,  then  glanced down at the summoning circle. 

Excitement and nerves filled him. 

He was dying to know what was lurking in there. 

“Hello,  everyone,  and  welcome  to  the  condensed  summer  offering  of

SUMM-1020: Summoning I,” Professor Mangal said from her place seated on a cushion. 

Alex looked around at the curious set up. Which was unlike any for his other courses. 

Rather than the class sitting at desks and facing a board, they were seated on cushions around the summoning circle. Though he’d heard from Amir that many grad school seminars were set up in a circle rather than with students facing the board and professor. 

It  was  a  small  class—not  as  small  as  magical  botany—but  it  was  clear there were less students here in the summer.—. 

“Before we begin, let us go over some ground rules for the class. First of all, some of you might be confused about the seating arrangement. Well, one of the reasons for it is because I prefer a less formal set-up. I also do not find that  the  one  typically  used  sends  the  right  message.  You  are  not  small children  for  me  to  stand  in  authority  over,  and  I  am  not  much  older  than many of you. I think some of you might even be my elder.” 

It  was  true.  Alex  had  seen  students  that  looked  older  than  Professor Mangal. 

“And so, in this relationship we are entering into, I do not wish to convey that you are passive little children. You are my colleagues, and we are only separated by my experience with the art of summoning. With respect to this, I will generate certain rules, and then we shall generate others together in the seminar.” 

She glanced beside her and several of her little summoned friends flew up into the air—each holding opposite sides of a large piece of parchment—then fluttered  down  beside  her.  One  of  the  little  creatures  waved  a  hand,  and  a written rule appeared in golden ink:

1.  We will say what we prefer to be called, and you are to respect everyone’s wishes when it comes to their preferred form of address. 

“This is our first rule,” professor Mangal said. “It is a simple one, but it is to teach you something very important: the power of the name.” 

Alex whipped open his notebook and started jotting her words down. 

“In summoning, you see, the name contains a certain measure of power. 

To name a thing is to place a label upon it: to diminish it enough so that you can sum it up with a single word. Imagine if we did not have names?” 

A smile broke out on her face, and she gestured to the class. “Do me a favour. Someone sum me up without using my name.” 

She looked around the class hopefully. 

Eventually, an elven student raised his hand. “You are the professor for SUMM-1020.” 

“Am I now?” Professor Mangal said, her eyes twinkling with mischief. 

The summoned creatures beside her broke out into little giggles. “Is this the sum total of who I am?  Just the professor of SUMM-1020? If so, then what happens when I am no longer teaching this class? Do I cease to be?” 

“Er,” the elven student continued, awkwardly moving his long, dark hair over his shoulder. “No. Um, you’re a woman.” 

“Oho, now we are getting somewhere. But, am I  only  a woman, like you are  only a man? And what if you are incorrect on that account? You look at me and see a woman, but we wizards can learn the art of shapeshifting. If I spend each day in a different body, then the label of ‘human, man or woman’

becomes  meaningless  to  the  average  passerby  who  sees  me  on  a  particular day. I have dark hair like you and darker skin and eyes, but again, these can change.” 

“Um,” the student mused. “You’re a wizard.” 

“That I am indeed, so we are narrowing it down. I am the wizard who is the professor of SUMM-1020. But many people match this description. How can we narrow it further, without the name?” 

“Um, I’m sorry, Professor,” the student said. “I don’t think I can without knowing more about you.” 

“Exactly,” she said. “And might I have your name?” 

“Ragnar.” 

“Is that how you prefer to be called?” 

“Yes.” 

“Excellent, and so I shall call you Ragnar,” delight danced in her eyes as she looked at the class. “And do you see the wonderful magic spell we just performed? Instead of having to sit here and tell you all a host of physical descriptions, histories, and relationships, I can instead call to Ragnar with a single word. With one word, I can now identify Ragnar to all of you in a way he  will  acknowledge.  And  if  Ragnar  were  to  say  ‘Professor  Mangal’  or

‘Garima’ or even ‘Garima Mangal,’ then I would answer to all of these names and acknowledge them. And that is a keystone to summoning.” 

She  gestured  to  the  summoning  circle.  “If  I  made  this  fancy  circle  and

just  said   come  forth  anything,  I  would  not  go  very  far  when  it  comes  to conjuring an otherworldly spirit. But if I  name the type of creature I wish to bring forth, then magic will know what kind of creature I wish to call. If I name a single creature and have the image of who I am naming in my mind and heart, then the right spell will pluck that exact spirit to my side. Hence, why names are important. And to be respected.” 

She gestured to the parchment. “And that means  any name, as long as it is acknowledged by the bearer of that name. Common misinformation persists that  a  thing  such  as  a  ‘true  name’  exists.  One  singular  name  by  which  the universe  knows  us.  That’s  impossible.  Through  life  we  are  called  many different things—nick-names, first names, last names, changed names—and if we acknowledge them, they are valid. Even labels and insults. If you are walking along and someone calls you an asshole, is that who you are? Who here has been called this at some point in their lives?” 

Alex was the first to raise his hand, and most of the other students raised theirs. Awkward laughter spread through the circle. 

Professor  Mangal  chuckled.  “A  peculiar  insult.  I  see  no  large,  naked behinds in this room, and yet some people  insist that is the best label for us. 

Let me say this. Perhaps you are called an asshole in response to you doing something you felt embarrassed about. And then you have this moment of: maybe I  am an asshole. And for that moment, you feel like you are, despite this  being  a  complete  physiological  impossibility.  Why?  Because  you acknowledged it and entertained that word as being able to sum you up.” 

Alex’s brow furrowed as he took in Professor Mangal’s words. 

A disturbing thought struck him. 

He’d gone through hard times in his life, particularly where his parents’

death was concerned. He’d grown used to not dwelling on difficult situations, negative feelings, and terrible events in order to stay sane. It was the best way for him to keep a balanced state of mind. 

When Theresa had introduced him to meditation, he’d expanded on not dwelling on things by expending less energy and focus on the Mark parading his own failures at him. He’d learned to acknowledge them, but then let them go. What if he hadn’t had those coping abilities? He thought of what he was like  before  the  fire  that  ended  his  parents’  lives.  Just  a  regular  kid  with regular insecurities and emotions who’d never really thought about mastering them. 

The  Fool  would’ve  been  slamming  his  every  failure  into  his  head  over and over whenever he tried to do something it didn’t want him to. The Alex that he was now could move on from thoughts like that as just memories. 

But  younger  Alex?  One  less  sure  of  himself  who  had  less  experience dealing and coping with harsh emotions so that they wouldn’t consume him? 

He probably would’ve ended up seeing himself through a lens of failure. 

He might even see himself as nothing more than that—an endless stream of failures. His jaw tightened. How exactly did  that  fit with Uldar’s great plan? 

“And so, in summoning, we respect the names that we acknowledge. Said correctly  and  pronounced  correctly…  And  here  I  am,  going  off  onto  a tangent, ah, yes, you have a question…?” 

“Leilani,”  said  a  petite  woman.  “I  was  thinking,  can  you  not  force something to acknowledge a name or title? If a ruler elevates you to noble status,  then  you  have  a  title  you  are  called  by.  If  you  are  found  to  be  a criminal, then you bear that label of criminal.” 

“Ah  yes,  that  is  very  true,”  Professor  Mangal  sighed.  “In  life,  we encounter  many  words  that  we  are  forced  to  acknowledge.  ‘Widow’  and

‘orphan’  being  some  of  them.  In  summoning,  the  magic  simply  does  not work that way. Think of it like this. If I call someone ‘widow!’ on the street, then most people—even widows—are not likely to turn around and assume I’m speaking to them in particular. It is the same in summoning. A name or label is useless if it is called and no one answers. But, we shall go into this in further detail later. Let us finish our rules, and then I have something to show you. After we have completed our rules, then they will be our  contract in the class. Contracts in summoning are nearly as important as names.” 

Alex  thought  of  Hobb  and  how  he’d  mentioned  that  he  had  a  contract with Generasi; and how the shoggoth Professor Jules summoned had entered into a deal with her. 

He was getting excited about learning more about that aspect and thought back to names. Professor Mangal said that pronunciation was important. 

It  looked  like  he  had  even  more  reasons  to  focus  on  learning  other languages using the Mark now. 

Chapter 15

The War-Spirit

O ne by one, members of the summoning class raised their hands to suggest  rules  for  the  seminar.  It  took  a  bit  of  encouragement  for Professor  Mangal  to  get  someone  to  speak  up  at  first,  but  once  that first person did, others soon followed. 

By the end, the long sheet of parchment was covered in glowing ink that laid  out  the  so-called  ‘rules  of  engagement’  for  the  class.  Most  were  fairly simple:  respect  during  discussions,  avoiding  disruptions,  and  that  sort  of thing. 

And the effect on the class because they’d been involved in crafting them, was  interesting.  The  students  who’d  spoken  up  looked  more  engaged  than before, with a more relaxed air about them. 

Alex observed their reactions and the arrangement of the circle. 

‘It’s an illusion,’ he thought. 

Except for a few individual preferences, the rules were much the same as in  any  other  class.  Despite  Professor  Mangal’s  statement  that  they  were colleagues,  she   was  actually  the  one  with  the  power  in  the  course.  They couldn’t  exactly  pass  or  fail  her,  but   she  would  be  evaluating  their performances and impacting their futures in many ways with either a pass or fail.Still, maybe there was value in that illusion. Alex thought about his cabal. 

They had no leader, and that had worked pretty well for them. Would things have  gone  as  well  if  Thundar  was  the  leader  and  just  dictated  what  they should and shouldn’t do? Shale’s workshop had a definite hierarchy, but the workers had the ability to choose how to go about their jobs. It was quite a different  feeling  to  how  McHarris  managed  the  bakery  and  its  staff  in  his

heavy-handed and authoritarian way. 

Alex wondered if he would’ve reacted differently if—instead of the Mark being thrust on him, then him being left to fend for himself with only  duty as a guide—he’d been welcomed by Uldar’s priests and given a choice. 

He thought of how Baelin treated everyone in his class, and how much they loved him. Meanwhile, Professor Ram—who’d taught him force magic

—was technically correct in the points he’d made about casting speed, but the way he’d dictated them made it so that Alex didn’t like the man to this day. 

He glanced at Claygon, crouched in a corner of the room. 

If there was a mind brewing in there, and it wasn’t horrifyingly evil, then Alex would want to see it grow by nurturing it, not smothering it. Sure, he and  Claygon  were  connected,  but  he  could  only  see  positives  in  having fathered an intelligent golem who followed him willingly. 

He filed those thoughts away for later. 

If it turned out that Claygon wasn’t sapient, then there likely wouldn’t be much opportunity for him to be leading things in the near future anyway. 

“Our  sheet  of  paper  is  now  transformed,”  Professor  Mangal  said,  then spoke quietly to her little friends, who fluttered to the side of the room and placed the list in a place of prominence. “It was once a piece of parchment, now—by our agreement and wishes—it is a contract: a contract between us that  we  have  made  together.  Now,  I  want  you  to  watch  me  carefully  and brace yourselves. This will sting a little.” 

She raised her hands and fixed her eyes on the circle. 

Her face seemed to be filled with steel. 

And then she spoke a single word. 

Alex  winced  and  several  of  the  other  students  yelped.  Although  the professor’s lips moved and he was sure she’d said  something, he had no idea what  she’d said. Whatever it was came out as only  pain  and metal grinding on metal in his ears. 

A heartbeat later, the stone in the circle began to ripple violently. He felt more of the summoning magic reach out, then the presence within the circle solidified. 

 Crack! 

Thunder snapped through the room, and at first, it looked like the tile was warping and rising.  Something was pushing it up from beneath, like a hand pushing up against a blanket. Then it became clear—it was either part of the stone  itself  or  had  camouflaged  itself  to  look  like  the  stone.  Like  the

shapeshifting the professor had talked about earlier. 

The form rose until it would have towered well above Baelin or Thundar, but not to the height of Claygon or Grimloch. Stone warped, becoming more defined in shape. The rock took on a metallic sheen and began to change. 

From  somewhere  far  off,  Alex  thought  he  heard  the  sound  of  iron pounding on iron. 

First, humanoid arms moulded out of the shape. 

Then a pair of legs. 

Long objects snapped out from the creature—filling the space within the circle—forming a pair of wings with feathers that glistened like steel. As the details of its shape formed—metallic musculature, flesh, and hair—a ring of metal shimmered into being. 

The halo of steel encircled its human-like head. 

 Schnk. 

Spikes, like thorns on a vine, emerged on the steel surface. 

The  metallic,  winged  humanoid  gazed  at  the  surprised  students  with  an unreadable look. Then it fixed its eyes on their professor. 

Something about it didn’t seem right. 

Alex knew it was physically present, but there was an aspect of it that just didn’t  make  sense  to  his  mind.  His  brain  couldn’t  sort  it  out.  It  was  like looking at his own room and realizing something important was out of place, but having no idea what it could be. 

With every sound it made, he seemed to hear the clash of metal on metal, and screams like during the monster attack at the patrizia’s ball. The scent of blood  drifted  into  his  nostrils.  The  creature’s  every  movement  seemed  to offer a threat of violence. 

Despite this, its face looked relaxed. 

In some ways, that made it worse. 

The  otherworldly  spirit  nodded  to  Professor  Mangal  with  a  look  of respect and said something in a metallic, grinding language. She responded with  the  same  words,  and  Alex  found  it  hard  to  hear  such  sounds  coming from a human throat. 

A bow of respect passed between them, then the spirit rose to attention like a soldier. It paused, taking note of Claygon. Alex’s heartbeat quickened. 

The creature tensed. 

Processing. 

Assessing. 

Then its face returned to its relaxed state. 

Alex had to tear his eyes away when the professor spoke to them. 

“Everyone, this is Then-Arus, a War-Spirit of Steel sworn to the Engeli of the Plane of Akero. At least, that is his name in our Common tongue. In the pronunciation  of  his  language,  we  hear  it  only  as  metal  and  pain,”  she introduced the otherworldly entity as though she were introducing a friend at a tea party. “And I have summoned him many times for many reasons. Is he not  magnificent?  He  has  been  fighting  on  battlefields  across  planes  since before there was a single sapient mortal in Generasi, but you know what he does not like? Being summoned.” 

She said something to the war-spirit in that grinding tongue. There was a twitch of one of its steel lips. Was that amusement? Or was it preparing to snarl and sink its teeth into her. 

Alex raised his hand. “Uh, he looks pretty calm for someone who doesn’t like being summoned.” 

“An important observation, Alex,” Professor Mangal said. “If most others would have summoned him, he would not be like this. He would be raging against their circle and seeking a way to kill them. But together, he and I have developed a working relationship, and so he is willing to donate some of his infinite  time  when  I  call  him.  This  alliance  came  to  be  because  we  too established  rules  when  I  first  summoned  him.  By  following  those,  we developed respect for one another and can now work together quite nicely. 

To me, this is the pinnacle of the summoner’s art. But, in fact, there are three major categories of summoning.” 

She  listed  them  off  on  her  fingers.  “Subjugation,  the  Binding  Contract, and  the  Relational  Contract.  Subjugation  is  the  simplest  and  what  I  shall teach you first. Oh, and I suggest writing this down.” 

The students dragged their eyes away from Then-Arus and began taking notes. 

“Subjugation  lies  in  the  simplest  of  summoning  spells.  In  short,  the spell’s mana circuit enwraps the summoned creature in a sort of temporary

‘cage’ as it drags the creature from whichever plane you choose. You simply say its name or name the type of creature, then cast your spell, and it will be whisked to your side. Wizards who  dabble in summoning, will only use this method. It is simple and can make you feel strong, but if you remain tethered to this method, then you will never grow as a summoner.” 

She glanced fondly at the fluttering little spirits around her, smiled and

called them to her side. They quickly flew over with glee and nuzzled against her. “Do you see this? Impossible with subjugation type summoning spells. 

Those work in a pinch, but they are temporary and limited. They also require a lot of mana, and so the wizard casting them can only summon creatures that are far less powerful than their technical capability will allow. 

“You can summon many creatures in this way, but that method will lag in power compared to the rest of your magic. This can be circumvented through the use of certain rituals that place firm control on such creatures. But these rituals are long, require much preparation, and can only keep a creature on the  plane  and  under  your  control  for  so  long.  Subjugation  has  its  uses: sometimes you need to conjure something you have no desire to speak to—

foul creatures—and so simply forcing them to do your will is effective.” 

She  gave  them  the  sternest  look  Alex  had  seen  on  her  face  since  class began. “But, if you attempt to subjugate something too powerful, it will either ignore your call—or worse—come to you and break free from your control. 

Which,  obviously  will  have  the  most  dire  of  consequences.  For  more powerful creatures and for those you wish to speak to: there is a better way. 

“The  Fae  Wizard—Morgan—famously  studied  faerie  and  devil  magic and  adapted  it  to  the  art  of  summoning.  Both  creatures  value  pacts  and someone’s  unbreakable  word,  and  she  managed  to  craft  spells  that  infused this sort of magic into summoning. When one casts a spell from the Binding Contract  type  of  summoning,  one  is  enacting  her  work.  This  sort  of  magic does  not  subjugate  a  creature,  but  keeps  it  sealed  within  a  circle  of  power until it agrees to a bargain. You must offer something, and it must receive something. Once it accepts, then it is under the power of the contract until such time that its service is complete.” 

She spread her hands. “I cannot stress how superior of a method this is. It requires more time, so it cannot be used in the heat of battle, but a contract that a spirit has agreed to—under that magic—is far stronger than spells that simply subjugate.” 

Alex  thought  back  to  when  Professor  Jules  summoned  the  shoggoth.  It was trapped in the cauldron until it agreed to her terms. Perhaps that was the sort of magic she used to summon it. 

Ragnar raised his hand. “How old is this magic?” 

“Old,”  Professor  Mangal  said.  “Morgan  was   ancient.  Summoning  is believed to be one of the first forms of wizardry. Perhaps the very first going back  to  when  a  wizard  noticed  shamans  conjuring  servants  of  gods  they

worshipped, and somehow managed to do something similar by drawing on other powers.” 

Alex  imagined  that,  then  thought  about  the  Traveller.  Did  she  conjure servants of Uldar? She already had that unique magic, so maybe she had. 

“Of course, the downside of this form of magic is that it requires much ritual, chanting, concentration, and the spells are relatively crude and mana-hungry  by  today’s  standards.  Also,  a  clever  creature  might  attempt  to circumvent the contract through wit or twist its terms to your ruin. After all, it is under duress—even if you do offer it proper compensation. If you do not? 

Then remember that the creatures we summon are far older than we are, with far more time to gather allies. Even if it cannot find its way back to you on its own,  perhaps  it  will  ask  the  next  wizard  that  summons  it  to  kill   you  as  its price.” 

‘Note to self,’ Alex wrote. ‘Do not try to rip-off any horrifying creatures from beyond the material world.’

“This is why the final method is—in my opinion—the best, though it is the most time consuming and often least reliable.” She held out her hand and let one of her tiny friends perch on her palm. “What if you did not merely summon temporary slaves or those who’ve bargained with you under duress. 

What if you summoned  allies? Remember our contract from the beginning of class? No one forced you to sign it. No one forced you to make up rules. We sat down, as adults, and we agreed to terms, and so there is some of all of us in our contract. Therefore, we do not harbour bad feelings about it, and we want to follow it because it is ours.” 

So  that’s what that had been about. 

Then Alex had a thought—he always tried to remember and use people’s names because it made them more likely to be friendly. It showed that you paid attention and cared…

He raised his hand. 

“Ah, yes, Alex?” 

“The name thing… is that just for the spell or is it also about respect? It’s on my mind because my prof was talking about that in magical botany. You need  to  respect  your  summoned  ally,  since…”  He  searched  for  the  right words. “Because not even knowing its name or mispronouncing it is a bad way to start a relationship.” 

“Perfectly said!” she clapped. “And that is another reason why names are so important. To give your name is to allow yourself to be called, and to say a

name properly is to show respect. This is of course why sometimes  refusing to give a name is protective, and in some ways, even hostile.” 

Alex’s mind went back to the Traveller. 

 The Traveller. 

That was the only name she was  ever called in any reference he’d ever seen.  The  only   name  she  was  known  by.  One  that  was  little  more  than  a generic title. 

For the first time, he found himself considering that and wondering what her  name  actually  was.  And  if  perhaps  its  absence  from  history  meant anything. 

‘Refusing to give a name is protective,’ Mangal had said. ‘And in some ways hostile.’

That was true in many ways. Refusing to give your name could be seen as rude. Using a fake name was often done to protect yourself from some sort of consequence or from being identified. 

Maybe he was reading too much into it, but the Traveller was a woman that  had  carved  a  temple  in  the  earth—a  beloved  Saint  of  the  realm  and  a Hero—and yet, there was no readily available record of her name as far as he knew. She, a Saint of Uldar, had also built a hidden temple containing statues of goddesses Alex had never seen or heard of before. 

She definitely had secrets. 

And if she hadn’t left her name behind…

What was she being protective of? 

Who was she being hostile to? 

Chapter 16

Relations Across the Planes

A lex jotted down his thoughts. 

Maybe  the  Traveller’s  name  was  written  somewhere,  maybe  it wasn’t.  He  doubted  that  if  it  was,  it  would  be  in  the  university’s library. Baelin had looked there for histories on the Traveller and had only found  commonly  available  information.  Like  general  history  books  from Thameland. 

For the first time since he’d gotten the Mark, he began to wish he could go near a priest. They might know the story behind why her name was absent from common records. Alex tapped his pen on his notebook. Maybe he could ask Theresa to talk to the few priests of Uldar who were still in Generasi. It shouldn’t  come  across  as  strange  or  suspicious  for  a  young  woman  from Alric to be talking to them about her hometown’s patron saint. 

“When  casting  a  spell  using  relational  contract  summoning,”  Professor Mangal said, “you send out a call that spreads across the planes. If you speak the name of a specific creature, then that creature will hear it. If you speak the name  of  that  specific  type  of  creature,  then  many  will  hear  it.  But—unlike with subjugational and binding summoning—it cannot compel a creature to answer  you.  Instead,  potential  summoned  creatures  are  given  a  vague indication of who is conjuring them and—if you’re presenting an offering to the creature—an idea of what your offering is.  It is then up to them to decide whether or not they answer your call.” 

She pointed to the circle. “Much like in binding contract summoning, the spirit  appears  in  a  protective  circle.  I  cannot  emphasize  enough  the importance of  the circle.  It must  be   perfect.  If  a  summoned  spirit  becomes hostile,  the  circle  is  your  main  protection  against  their  anger.     In  relational

summoning—like in binding summoning—those summoned cannot exit the circle,  but  they   can  retreat  back  to  where  they  came  from  whenever  they wish. In this way, this sort of summoning is safer since the spirit can retreat, which means they can return to their home plane rather than attack you.” 

She stroked the head of one of her little companions. “But this ability to retreat is why you must ensure that whatever you offer interests what you’ve summoned. From there, if the creature is interested in the offer and stays, you begin  to  negotiate.  This  could  involve  appealing  to  it  or  offering  more payment.  Once an agreement is reached, the magic in the circle activates to ensure  the  terms  agreed  to  are  binding,  but  the  magic  is  even  stronger because all parties are not under duress.” 

A  short  student  raised  her  hand.  “Professor,  what  do  these  spirits  want that they can’t already get? Why would they bother with you once   they have your offering? Wouldn’t they just leave?” 

“You would be surprised at what you can get for surprisingly little, and with the promise of potentially more,” Professor Mangal said. “Keep in mind that these are creatures from other planes. What is common here, might be rare in the extreme there. The other aspect to consider is that these creatures are immortal: they have infinite time. One of my teachers once contracted an Elysian nymph for forty years of service as a protector of her estate and to model for her sculpture. In return? All it asked was for one statue. My teacher simply had to give the nymph the first sculpture she made of it. Such a thing seems completely implausible, but to the nymph, forty years out of  infinite time  is  payment  from  an  infinite  resource.  In  other  words,  essentially negligible. Does that answer your question?” 

The student nodded, taking a note. 

“So  yes,  once  the  initial  contract  is  fulfilled,  the  summoner  might  then call the creature again since their initial contact was mutually beneficial. In time, these contacts develop into an actual reciprocal relationship. The spirit and summoner become allies, and so a permanent bond is formed. Then-Arus and I are not friends, but we are allies. I know that I can rely on him and he can ask favours of me. With this in place, I can now summon him without the use of protective circles or bargains or anything else, much like how you can simply call on one who is close to you. He only remains in the circle now to illustrate a point.” 

She nodded to him. 

 Crack! 

The students all jumped at the same time. Some stood, prepared to run for the door. 

The  war-spirit’s  forearm  had  warped  into  a  blade  and  suddenly  shot forward. Alex’s jaw dropped. He hadn’t even seen it move. Yet, the point of the  blade  was  pressed  against  the  boundary  of  the  circle.  Just  as  with  the shoggoth that Jules had summoned, the war-spirit couldn’t pierce the circle. 

Everyone let out a sigh of relief. 

In a twist that unfurled much of the class, Then-Arus did something that made them scream and scramble away from the circle. 

The war-spirit  jumped. He soared into the air in a straight line, and then—

after  reaching  a  certain  height—soared   out  of  the  circle  and  landed  beside Professor Mangal. 

He was free. His blade glinted in the light. 

As the students scrambled to escape, and Alex was about to call Claygon, Professor Mangal raised her hands. 

“It’s alright!” she said, smiling. “This is part of the demonstration. Please remember: a summoning circle is not a circle in the strict sense of the word. It is a cylinder. You must build in the correct glyphs to project a second circle above  so  that  a  complete  cylinder—with  a  top  that  is  closed—is  formed. 

Otherwise, if they desire to do so, the spirit can simply jump or fly over the top if they are capable. 

“And finally—” She pointed to a corner of the room where Alex noticed a bunch of black, heavy robes hanging from hooks. He was sure they hadn’t been there when he’d entered. 

“There  is  an  image  that  many  have,  that  like  cultists,  summoners  wear dark, heavy robes with hoods for some nefarious purpose. The robes, in fact, do have a practical purpose. It is—when you summon a creature you do not know, that you may guard your identity—should the creature escape or desire revenge  against  you.  You  may  reveal  your  name  and  face  when  you determine it is safe to do so.” 

She  smiled.  “And  that,  class,  introduces  you  to  the  very  basics  of  the three types of summoning. This semester, we will concentrate on each one, starting with the simplest: subjugation. Summon Elemental Beetle will be the first spell we learn, but before we do that, we will learn how to draw circles. 

The circle is the basis for higher summoning, and so drawing one correctly is crucial. That might seem tedious but…” 

She paused, letting her words sink in to the still shaken class. “It is the

first step in being able to call the cosmos to your purpose. I promise, it will get very interesting very fast.” 

Alex  looked  up  at  the  war-spirit  and  took  a  deep  breath  to  calm  his pounding heart. 

If  this  class  was  going  to  get  any  more   interesting,  then  he  just  might have a heart attack before the summer was done. 

 Training Day 6 - Take-II

 Force Spells Known:

 Forceball,  Forcedisk,  Generalized  Force  Construct,  Wizard’s  Hand,  Lesser  Force Armour, Force Shield, Protective Force Rectangle, Force Missile (Impractical; Do not use this one), Protective Force Weapon (Protective Force Crooked Long Rectangle) Elemental Spells:

 Orb of Air, Lesser Heat, Summon Stone, Call Through Ice Teleportation Spells Known:

 Call Through Ice

 Summoning Spells Known:

 Summon Stone (again)

 Spells to be Learned by Summer’s End:

 Force Armour (In Progress - 20%)

 Body Strengthening

 Call Through Air

 Lesser Phantom Display

 Life to Mana

Alex looked over his progress with a satisfied grin. It was good to look back on how far he’d come from time to time. On days he felt tired or stressed, it helped to keep him moving forward, and it also helped him to have a written record of what spells he could build on. 

Since  the  early  weeks  of  first  year,  he’d  been  making  lists  like  that because  they  helped  him  when  it  was  time  to  choose  spells  or  take  new courses. They really gave him a good idea of where to direct his progression. 

It was time for physical training. Alex dropped to the ground and began three sets of push-ups. He counted each one out loud while the wind rustled through  the  copse  of  trees  he  was  training  under.  Reaching  the  location beside the sea called for a nice, warm-up run, and the warm summer breeze

made being there extremely pleasant. 

Recently, being there reminded him of home. Which was strange, since Alric was nowhere near the sea. Maybe it was because of nostalgia that hit him  when  he  looked  at  the  Prinean  Sea  and  remembered  that  Theresa’s parents would soon be arriving by ship. There were times when he caught the scent of the sea breeze, that he half expected the ship carrying them to crest the horizon and they’d be on the deck waving at him. 

With a deep breath, he finished his last set of push-ups, stretched, then wrote down the final count. 

 Three Sets of Push-Ups: BEGAN. 150, 150, 150 DONE. TOTAL = 450

He  chuckled  as  he  remembered  the  very  first  entry  he’d  ever  made recording the number of pushups he could do:

 Three Sets of Push-Ups: BEGAN. 9, 8, 7. DONE. TOTAL = 24

Eighteen times as many pushups as when he’d first started doing them. 

Now, 24 was only a warm up. And these days, his form and technique were perfect. No more shaking and shuddering for him. That was progress. 

Next,  he  turned  to  Claygon  and  had  him  stick  his  arm  out.  With  a powerful jump, Alex grabbed his golem’s extended arm and used it as a pull up bar to do pull ups to failure. Then, after a longer stretch, he sat down and began to work on force armour. 

His progress was going very well. 

The spell array was more complicated than for Lesser Force Armour. He compared the difference to how suits of armour were more complex to design and forge depending on how much of the body they covered and the kind of armour  being  made.  Force  armour  spells  grew  more  complex  with  their levels. 

It covered more of the body, so it needed a magic circuit to guide mana to more areas around the body. It was also stronger than Lesser Force Armour so  it  required  more  mana,  which  added  another  level  of  complexity. 

Thankfully,  his  experience  with  force  magic  was  helping  him  progress through the spell faster than he’d expected. 

This was good. The extra protection would be nice. 

He  could  hardly  wait  to  progress  to  the  point  where  he  could  learn  the

strongest of the force spells: Greater Force Armour. The second-tier version, Force  Armour,  covered  different  parts  of  the  body  in  protective  plates  of force, but Greater Force Armour completely shielded it in a force mesh that was flexible to the caster, but as hard as steel against attackers. That would be a great spell to tinker with when he finally got there. 

But it wasn’t time to think about that yet. 

Alex  continued  practicing  the  spell  for  about  an  hour,  guiding  himself through  the  Mark’s  interference  and  making  slow  but  steady  progress  in mastering the spell array. At the end of the hour, he paused and made a note in his notebook. 

 Force Armour Progress 20% 30%. 

Good. Very good. 

Putting  the  notebook  away  for  the  time  being,  he  decided  to  switch  to something  else.  It  would  let  his  mind  refocus,  refreshing  his  concentration, and allow him to process what he’d learned. 

He tapped his chin, deciding on the task. 

His eyes slowly drifted to the picnic basket hanging from his forceball, and the urge to lie down in the copse of trees and eat grapes until he nodded off was tempting…

That would be for later. 

He could read and memorize his textbooks, especially since he had two for magical botany, but he was making good progress with them and really felt like doing something different. 

Maybe he could work on designs for a while. 

He took out a notebook—the last one he’d used when building Claygon—

and flipped to the back, stopping on a page with the title: Selina’s Super Special Awesome Gift

Beneath it were the beginnings of a diagram for a magical device. It was one he’d encountered before, and one he was excited to start building. It was simple enough for him to try enchanting on his own—especially since he’d built  Claygon—plus  he  could  get  the  supplies  from  Shale’s  Workshop  at  a discount. 

If things went well, not only would it be a great gift, but it would open the door to more advanced forms of alchemy. 

Images of vaults of enchanted items danced through Alex’s head. 

Chapter 17

Messenger Constructs and Limits

M essenger constructs were relatively simple compared to golems. They didn’t  require  a  constant  connection  to  a  master  or  an  ability  to process mental commands. 

Instead,  they  only  needed  simple  enchantments  that  allowed  them  to recognize a destination, and then the ability to navigate to it. From there, they would use whatever form of propulsion that the creator had built into it and seek  out  the  destination.  The  receiver  would  take  the  message  and  the messenger would then return home, bearing a reply or not, depending on its instructions. 

More  complex  versions  could  travel  farther,  operate  in  areas  without Generasi’s high ambient mana, and navigate directly to a recipient, no matter the weather. Some could even defend themselves against attacks or fight off anyone  trying  to  intercept  the  message  they  were  carrying  using  magic  or force. 

Alex  decided  that  for  his  purposes,  he’d  keep  things  high  quality,  yet simple. The messenger construct he was planning to make would be able to fly and navigate through things like fog, but he would leave out weaponry for now.After all, it was going to be a present for a soon-to-be eleven-year-old. 

He’d gotten the idea from Selina talking about wanting her own golem. 

When he’d been hired at Shale’s, they’d informed him that he’d gotten the job by sending a messenger construct with a letter. The construct had looked like  a  giant  dragonfly.  Remembering  that,  Alex  thought  such  a  construct would make for a hell of a gift for his sister. 

He was sure she’d like it since it was a construct just like a golem, and

it’d be a cool way for her to communicate with him or her friends on campus. 

It’d  also  be  a  good  teaching  tool,  since  they  could  talk  about  the  internal construction  of  her  magical  messenger,  which  he  knew  she’d  be  really interested in. 

Also, building one would give him practice in designing and crafting a new kind of magical item, yet it would be similar enough to a golem that he’d be comfortable trying to make one on his own. 

He looked over his design. 

The  messenger  from  Shale’s  had  been  a  dragonfly,  but  the  construct didn’t   have   to  take  that  shape  since  the  shape  of  a  flying  construct  didn’t really matter. 

If he’d wanted to really bore her, he could design it to be a floating sphere like his forceball with a hook attached for mail. 

He  chuckled  to  himself.  She  would  definitely  hate  that.  For  a  brief moment,  he  entertained  himself  by  imagining  himself  handing  her  a beautifully  wrapped  present,  only  for  her  to  unwrap  it  and  find  a  big,  red painted sphere inside. 

‘See, Selina? Now you’ll be just like your lame big brother!’ He’d laugh maniacally while she glared or maybe even punched him…

He shook the image away. 

The key to making a messenger construct fly was a flight enchantment. 

There were ways to make one glide with just the wind or with the wind and its wings, but true flight needed some kind of magical propulsion. And the thing with magical flight, was that it made specific shapes unnecessary. Any shape would work. Even a hulking bull who’d drunk a flight potion would fly just as quickly as a lean creature who’d drunk the same potion, but giving the construct an aerodynamic shape, would definitely make it fly faster. 

‘A  well-designed  caravel  cuts  through  the  sea  much  faster  than  a  big, clumsy barge,’ he thought. 

At  least  since  the  wings  didn’t  have  to  be  functional,  he  could  focus purely on aesthetics. He’d even heard of some custom messenger constructs that had like, sixteen wings, though he had no idea what the aesthetic appeal of something looking like that was. 

For Selina, though, he figured he’d go with something more her style. His sister loved Najyah, the prince’s familiar, and while he didn’t want to make a messenger construct that big, he thought she’d like something with a similar shape. 

Alex  flipped  open  a  book  on  falconry  from  the  library,  turning  to  a bookmarked page on the anatomical structures of gyrfalcons, which showed them perching or in flight. Gyrfalcons were handsome, graceful birds of prey that were often bought and trained by royalty around the world, according to the  book.  Alex  thought  they  looked  pretty  cool,  and  Khalik  had  told  him about one that was bought by a prince for twenty thousand gold pieces at an auction in Ar-Bishah, in the deserts south east of the Prinean Sea. 

Alex shook his head. One of the worst mistakes he’d ever made was not being born rich. 

His diagram for the construct copied many aspects of the falcon’s body structure. He’d made sure to get the proportions as close as possible to the real bird. Taking up his pen, he continued sketching out the wing using the Mark  to  enhance  his  skill  at  drawing,  though  recently  he’d  run  into  a bottleneck. 

When he’d first started learning certain skills using the Mark, he’d grow by leaps and bounds almost every day. As his successes built on each other, the Mark had more memories to draw from, which increased the rate he was growing at even more. Lately, though, he’d noticed that with certain skills, his level of proficiency wasn’t really growing as much anymore. 

His  sketches  were  pretty  much  life-like  now,  and  he  could  create  them very quickly. The Mark helped him learn how simple shapes came together to make more complex shapes. How a series of long ovals could turn into the feathers of a wing once he erased certain lines. With these principles down, he  continued  getting  faster  with  his  sketches,  but  he  wasn’t  growing  much further as an artist. 

The Mark in no way inspired him to paint wondrous things from his own imagination. He’d once had the idea of trying to improve his imagination, so he’d thought about when he’d imagined creative stuff in the past. 

The Mark had shown him images of when he’d thought up wild ideas, but it hadn’t provided anything new. 

That led him to a hypothesis: that maybe the Mark might eventually hit a limit when growing someone’s skill, since it couldn’t generate creativity on its  own.  And  innovation  often  came  from  creativity.  Alex  could  grow  his technical skill in art all he wanted. Even figured he could  copy paintings he’d seen  hanging  in  the  school’s  main  castle.  But  to  think  them  up?  He  didn’t have that in him. 

And so, the bottleneck. 

Yet, in something that he was passionate about—like alchemy or baking

—he  found  he  could  continue  growing  as  he  gained  new  experiences  and tried new ideas. 

Another potential limit occurred to him when he was researching dances for the ball. The limits of his body. Different races created dances for their unique  bodies—like  the  Hoof  Parade  Dance  of  the  Centaurs.  Alex  didn’t have hooves or four legs, so there wasn’t really any way for him to learn it. 

It all made him wonder if any of the other Marks had limits. 

It sounded like they might have some, just from what he’d heard about them. 

The  Mark  of  the  Champion  granted  an  individual  massive  strength  and speed, and the skill and experience of all previous Champions. In some ways, it was like a reverse of the Mark of the Fool. The Champion would get all of their skill and experience front-loaded, and then be granted physical abilities that allowed them to use that skill, instead of having to learn all of it on their own at an accelerated speed. 

It was convenient, but there was a bit of a trap in that. 

If the Champion wasn’t already a skilled fighter and just decided not to grow  after  receiving  the  Mark,  then  they  would  stagnate.  The  possibilities gave him something to think about while he was drawing, and he’d become skilled enough that his mind wandered without him making a mista—

His thoughts came to a halt. 

He’d made a mistake. Of course. 

Sighing, he erased it. 

Once he’d finished sketching out another part of the diagram, he looked over  at  his  ingredients  list.  Like  with  Claygon,  he’d  be  making  a  sort  of

‘core’ that’d be able to interpret the simple instructions the construct would be given while it was delivering a message. The core would also power its enchantments. 

A  flight  enchantment  would  be  built  into  the  core,  as  well  as  an alchemical  replication  of  Orb  of  Air,  which  would  cut  down  on  wind resistance by surrounding the construct in a wind-shield when it flew. Finally, he  would  design  the  construct’s  core  to  give  it  enough  power  to  lift  small packages and power it outside of Generasi’s ambient mana. He figured the construct would make for a pretty poor gift if it was just a dead hunk of metal whenever Selina left Generasi with it. 

His  design  would  make  the  ingredients  more  expensive.  Expensive

enough for him to want some extra coin. 

He glanced up at Claygon. 

“I  hope  you’re  ready  for  combat,  buddy,  because  you’re  going  to  be getting plenty of it soon.” 

“Oh? Are we being invaded?” 

“Oh Sweet Saint of Alric!” Alex swore, spinning around. 

Theresa had approached from behind, as silent as dead air. She gave him a crooked smile. “How’s it going?” 

“It  was  going  well,  and  then  I  think  you  cut  ten  years  off  my  lifespan. 

Come ’ere.” 

He spread his arms. 

She cocked her head, and her black ponytail bounced behind her. “Why?” 

“I wanna hug.” 

“Get  Claygon  to  hug  you,”  she  said,  and  a  slight  smile  fought  its  way across her lips. 

Alex shrugged, looking at Claygon. “Guess you’re my girlfriend now. Or boyfriend, I guess. …Rock-friend?” 

“Oh,  by  Uldar,  Alex.”  The  huntress  rolled  her  eyes  and  hugged  him. 

“Why are you such a dork?” 

“I know you are, but what am I?” 

She groaned and buried her forehead into his chest. 

He chuckled. “What’s up?” 

“Nothing  much,”  she  said  into  his  shirt.  “Selina’s  with  Khalik,  Brutus, and  Najyah.  I  finished  my  geography  book,  so  I  thought  I’d  see  what  you were up to.” 

“Not much, to be honest, just working on Selina’s present,” he said. 

“Oh yeah, the little bird messenger?” She slid out of his arms and looked down at the diagram. “Well, I don’t know what all the little symbols mean, but it looks like a bird. But what’s this I hear about combat?” 

“I  was  thinking…”  Alex  glanced  up  at  Claygon.  “Remember  when  we beat the xyrthak and Baelin said the class might be able to do some monster hunting on our own?” 

“Mhm.” 

“And  how  our  payout  from  the  dune  worm  looks  like  it’s  going  to  be pretty big?” 

“Oooooh.”  Her  eyes  lit  up.  “You’re  thinking  about  doing  a  little  bit  of hunting for some extra coin?” 

He shrugged. “Why not? With one less class, I’ve got some free time, and if  we  go  an  entire  summer  without  a  fight,  I’m  gonna  get  rusty.  And  lazy. 

And flabby.” 

She chuckled. “You, Alex Roth, want to go hunting monsters? On your own initiative? I never thought I’d see the day.” 

“Hey, I signed up for Baelin’s class! And defeated two mana vampires…

and those claw monsters!” 

“Which  is  all  really  awesome,  but  like,  I  dunno.  This  is  different  from taking a class or getting attacked. It’s different when monster hunting on your own. That’s like ‘fireside story’ kind of stuff.” 

“It’s  for  coin.”  He  shrugged.  “And  besides,  I’ve  got  a  killing  machine with me… and also Claygon.” 

She burst into giggles. “Now you sound like my parents. I’d love to come with you, if you’re hunting monsters in the countryside or Barrens.” 

He  smiled,  reminded  of  that  night  nearly  a  year  ago  when  Theresa  had walked into his room and asked to come with him on his journey to Generasi. 

The more things changed, he supposed, the more they stayed the same. 

“I’d love to have you come with me. We could make a date out of it!” he joked. 

She  froze,  looking  at  him  closely.  “Alex…  are  you  asking  me  to  go monster hunting with you… as a date?” 

His mind whirled. Did he really just say that? Had they even been on a proper date before? Oh, by Uldar, they hadn’t! He’d just told his girlfriend that he wanted to take her to go hunt monsters for their first da—

“That’s awesome!” A huge smile broke on her face. “I’d love that!” 

His breath was nearly knocked from his body as she hugged him again with her enhanced strength. 

“I’ve  always wanted you to come hunting with me!” 

“Y-yeah,”  he  said,  using  the  Mark  to  keep  a  straight  face  as  he  slowly hugged her back. “J-Just as planned.” 

He glanced at Claygon. ‘If you’ve got a mind brewing in there, do not ever let a word of this slip out to anyone!’

Alex pulled his cloak around himself and glanced around the crowd, and then

at Theresa, Selina, Khalik—who had Najyah on his shoulder—and Claygon. 

Brutus  was  guarding  the  apartment.  And  by  guarding,  he  was  probably sleeping. Theresa had promised to bring him back some food. 

He scanned the crowd again, just in case there were any priests of Uldar around. It wasn’t likely, and they’d checked the square from the sky-gondola, but it still made him nervous. 

Alex looked up ahead. “Well, let’s get to it.” 

Above them rose Generasi’s City Hall. It was the farthest Alex had ever gone into the city. 

Chapter 18

New Prey

T he City Hall of Generasi—seat of the ruling council of wizards and their vast bureaucracy—was enormous. It was an absolute monument to the power and advanced level of the City at the Center of Creation. 

Rising hundreds of feet in the air, its main dome—made of a single slab of marble that must have been magically conjured and carved—spread wide enough  to  contain  an  entire  city  block.  Perched  on  square  columns  rising beside four ‘corners’ of the dome, were gigantic, painted statues of dragons. 

Each was different. 

To  the  north  was  a  black-scaled  dragon  with  four  legs,  horns,  and  bat-wings. To the east, a golden, serpentine one with short legs, long whiskers, and horns like a crown. Alex remembered seeing similar dragons on some of the old objects that the Lu’s stored in their attic. 

On the southern column was an even longer, legless serpent that coiled around the column. Feathered wings spread from its back. 

Khalik nudged him. “That looks a lot like the dragon I once saw,” he said quietly. “Though the statue is smaller.” 

Alex whistled. 

The  western  dragon  looked  a  lot  like  a  giant  hunting  cat  with  golden scales, elk-like antlers, and a long, snaking tail. 

Below the dome, the building spread out for blocks. Messenger constructs flew  to  and  from  small  windows  in  a  swarm  of  shimmering  metal,  while flying wizards—on sky-gondolas, sky-boats, flying carpets, brooms, or just flying  along—entered  the  building  through  a  great  stone  docking  bay, protected from the elements by an overhang with a host of gargoyles clinging to its sides. 

Alex tilted his head. 

Did… did one of those gargoyles move? 

“It’s  huge!”  Selina  said,  absolutely  delighted  at  the  architecture.  “You could fit our whole town in there!” 

“You couldn’t fit  all of Alric in there,” Theresa said. “Just… a lot of it. 

By every god in the world, do they really need  all  this space to run the city?” 

“In Tekezash, much of the royal and courtly work is handled within the palace,” Khalik said quietly. “And it is immense, though not quite so big. I can  imagine  an  entire  city  of  wizards  would  have  many  more,  and  many different concerns than a regular government for a mortal realm would. Look at how busy the sky above is. The officials here would have a responsibility to  decide  pathways  for  air  traffic  safety,  something  a  mortal  realm  would not.”He  glanced  at  his  shoulder  and  noticed  Najyah  staring  at  a  nearby wizard’s familiar: a very fat duck. The giant eagle looked ready to pounce. 

Khalik gave her a disapproving look. “And even what is to be done when one wizard’s familiar eats another! Come, you naughty bird, before you get us all thrown into the local prison!” 

Alex glanced at Khalik. 

He  wondered  where  Wizard  Prison  actually  was,  if  there  was  such  a thing, and how they would keep a wizard locked up if one didn’t want to be. 

It sounded like a place to be curious about from a safe distance. 

What he  was glad to see from up close was the interior of City Hall. He’d learned  at  the  church  school  that  Uldar’s  main  cathedral  was  a  wondrous place dedicated in the highest honour to Thameland’s god, though he’d never seen it himself. His teachers had talked about studying there among statues of past  Saints  and  Heroes  positioned  along  walls  covered  in  holy  murals  that spread onto the ceiling. 

Clearly,  the  architects  here  had  a  similar  idea  when  they  were  creating Generasi’s  City  Hall.  Except  they’d  used  a   lot  more  magic  and  a   lot  less restraint.  Murals  covered  the  walls  and  ceiling,  and  some  of  them  were actually  moving. 

There  was  a  ceiling  mural  of  wizards  forming  a  circle,  and  all  of  their heads faced toward the centre, which resembled the sun with the alchemical symbol for mana in the middle. 

The  building’s  towering  walls  had  scenes  of  triumphs  from  Generasi’s history,  including  one  of  Noarc  triumphantly  conjuring  rain  to  defeat  the

drought. Dozens of different languages filled the air, and Alex found that he was able to understand more of some of them than he used to. His progress had been slower for some languages than he would’ve liked because his time had  been  limited,  but  gradually,  he’d  become  pretty  comfortable  in  a  few, especially Rhinean. More would come later. 

“This  place  is  so  pretty!”  Selina  said,  her  eyes  as  wide  as  saucers.  “I wanna know how they built it!” 

“Maybe they’ll teach you that in class, or maybe they have information available  for  the  public  here.”  Khalik  chuckled,  looking  around.  “And  I thought our school was a maze.” 

He  approached  a  guard  who  gave  them  directions  to  the  Office  of Bounties and Hunts, as well as a small booklet with the history of City Hall for Selina. 

A  few  long  halls  later,  they  entered  a  soaring  chamber  with  a  series  of brass signs rotating in midair in the centre of the room, while a large group of armed folk read the signs intently. In the back was a massive stone topped desk that filled the entire width of the room, supported by what looked like the  bones  of  giant  monsters.  The  desk  was  staffed  by  workers  focused  on paperwork.  One  was  in  the  middle  of  a  discussion  with  a  lean,  vicious looking warrior. Floating in a transparent sphere beside him was the head of some  kind  of  monster  with  green  scales  like  a  fish,  and  the  mouth  of  a lamprey. 

After  a  little  more  conversation,  the  staff  member  handed  the  bounty hunter a large sack that he held close to his ear and shook. It jingled even above the conversation filling the room as the pair shook hands and a grin spread across the hunter’s face. 

Alex’s nostrils had flared when his group stepped through the door. There were  a  lot  of  people  standing  in  line  beside  floating  monster  parts—heads, claws,  and  other  proof  they  would  need  to  collect  their  bounty—that  were displayed in spheres. With all the monster parts in the room, Alex would’ve expected a stench to fill the air, but there were no bad odours, none at all. He supposed that any office in a bureau of wizards that dealt with dead things all day,  would  have  some  magical  means  of  keeping  the  air  fresh.  For everyone’s sake. 

Some  of  the  monster  hunters  turned,  looking  at  the  newcomers  and parting as they and the enormous Claygon stepped through the crowd. 

From what Alex had learned, bounties and requests for hunts were filed

with the bureau here. The government provided a reward, depending on what sort  of  monster  was  reported  as  being  a  danger  to  the  community,  and sometimes, individuals would add to the bounty. Alex wasn’t really hoping for a fortune. 

Higher  bounties  were  rare  and  usually  offered  for  stronger  monsters, which he had no interest in going after, since he wasn’t interested in being killed.  He  just  wanted  to  go  ‘hunting’  with  his  girlfriend,  not  ‘die immediately.’

He looked at the rotating signs, then at the desk. 

“Strange that we didn’t come here for the mana vampire bounty,” Alex noted. 

“Oh, that was you?” a voice said. 

Alex looked over and saw… nothing. 

“Down here, friend.” 

Alex lowered his head and was a little startled. 

He used to think that Kybas was tiny, but this monster hunter was even shorter. Perhaps only two and a half feet tall at most. His face had a bit of an elven shape—with the sharp features, large eyes, and cheekbones—but they were much sharper, almost like they’d been carved. His ears were far longer too, maybe adding another quarter foot to his tiny stature. 

He also moved strangely. Almost too smoothly, like he was more of an animated construct of water than a person. Alex recalled an entry in his magic lore textbook: about a near-mortal fey race called swiftlings. Very short, but quicker than the wind. 

“Uh, hello,” Alex said. “Uh, yeah, that was me, and my friends.” 

“Well, that’s swell, and damned lucky,” the little fellow ran his fingers through  his  blond  hair.  “You’re  younger  than  I  would’ve  imagined.  But maybe that big golem helped? The name’s Ripp.” 

“Alex.” He bent down and shook the swiftling’s tiny hand. 

“But  yeah,  there’s  different  desks  in  City  Hall  for  paying  out  bounties. 

For  bigger  ones,  you  usually  go  someplace  different  since  that  means counting out more coin, and so things slow down.” 

“Yeah, I guess that makes sense,” Alex said. “So, Ripp, are you searching for a bounty?” 

“Yes indeeder,” he said, looking up at the rotating signs. “Just brought in a pretty big one and got paid, so I want to take another before I go.” 

“There’s more than I thought there would be,” Alex said. 

“What, bounties or people?” 

“Uh, both.” 

“Not surprising, either way. Lots of magic in the air means there’s always something  to  be  captured,  exterminated,  or  driven  off.  Especially  in  early summer.  Most  things  have  just  finished  breeding  and  are  off  feeding  and growing, or looking for territory. And there’s more of us around than usual, on account of the mana vampire. But since you and company took it off the market, hunters are doing a few jobs to build up some coin before they sail off  elsewhere.  Mostly  to  Thameland,  even  though  I  hear  things  might  be brewing west and south.” 

“Right…” Alex said. It would make sense that mercenaries and monster hunters would go to Thameland. Funny, that never seemed to be mentioned in the history books either. 

“What’re you thinking?” Ripp asked Alex. “Gonna go for some big prey? 

There’s no bounty as big as the mana vampire, but some ships say they heard beautiful singing coming from some of the islands to the west. The shipping authority  wants  it  investigated.  They  think  it  might  be  sirens,  so  they’re offering a bounty of ten gold per head if it is.” 

“What’re sirens?” Alex asked. 

“They’re monsters that look like birds with big, scaly feet and the faces of some of the most beautiful women you’d ever see. Their singing bewitches sailors and lures them close to the rocks to crash their ships. Then they go out and eat the poor devils while they’re drowning.” 

“Oh…”  Alex  shuddered.  “I  can  see  why  the  shipping  authority  would want them gone.” 

“Yes indeeder. If there’s a flock of six or so, you make a little more than half of what you’d get for a mana vampire. But, maybe that’s not such a thrill for you.” 

Alex frowned. “Ten gold per head… I guess that means they’re not super dangerous if the bounty’s so much less than for a mana vampire.” 

Ripp’s  eyes  went  wide.  “No,  no,  no,  my  friend.  Don’t  ever  think  that. 

Bounty’s not only decided by danger, it’s also decided by  demand. You could get a bounty of a hundred gold coins on an ordinary muupkara if it happened to kill a noble’s prized horse. Lots of hunters have gotten hurt or dead from looking at a sign and going, ‘low bounty means easy.’” 

Alex winced. That made sense. Baelin would’ve been so disappointed in him right now. “Yeah, then how do you pick contracts, and would you mind

giving me some pointers on how to do it?” 

“Sure thing, I’m not sore about competition ’cos there’s plenty of work to go-around  since  there’s  always  some  wizard  looking  for  this  part  or  that. 

What I’d say is, think about your talents and strengths and go after what you figure you’d be good against.” 

“Ah, yeah,” Alex nodded. “Of course.” 

That  sounded  like  advice  Baelin  would  give.  He  wondered  how  many people who hunted and killed monsters for a living ended up doling out the same  advice.  If  he  kept  on  hunting  things,  would  he  end  up  being  the  one handing out similar advice one day? 

“Thanks for the help,” Alex said. “Let me buy you a drink some time.” 

“Why, thanks, my friend,” Ripp said, a little surprised. 

“Hey, you gave me advice that might save my life one day, the least I can do is buy you a cup of wine or beer or something.” 

The  swiftling  smiled.  “Well,  looks  like  we’ve  got  manners.  If  we  meet again here, I’ll take you up on that. Right-o! And keep this in mind, before you  accept  a  contract  from  anyone  offering  you  one,  ask  if  they’re  also offering a reward. Some folks offer coin on top of the bounty from the city. 

Negotiate hard if they do, and make sure they pay you. If they find one soft monster hunter, then they’ll think we all work cheap.” 

For  a  moment,  Alex  remembered  Professor  Mangal’s  talk  about  fey magic and promises. He hadn’t been planning on skipping out on his offer, but he made a promise not to forget about his word to buy Ripp a drink. 

Glancing up at the signs, Alex went through each of the contracts, trying to find a sweet spot between something that would pay well, and something that’d be a good fit for his and Theresa’s skills. 

He disregarded anything that involved the sea since he didn’t own a boat, and even if he had, it certainly wouldn’t have been a big enough one to hold Claygon. 

Then he came across it. 

Holding up his hand and reaching for the sign, he watched it float down. 

 Wanted: A fiendish creature is killing pigs and cracking the hives of the beekeepers  of  the  Nobildonna  Moggi.  Strong  presence  of  wasps.  Vespara suspected. 

 Bounty:  30  gold  coins  for  the  head  or  wings  of  the  creature,  or  some other body part if the creature proves to be something else. 

 Inquire  at  the  Nobildonna’s  estate  for  more  information.  Note  that

 monster  hunters  should  have  a  record  of  success,  or  a  reference  from  a wizard of repute or a member of the nobility. 

He’d have to work for ten shifts to match the bounty on this monster’s head, and he had both a record of kills  and a potential reference if he needed one.The bounty sounded quite good. 

“What’s this?” Theresa sidled up beside him. “A Vespara?” 

“Kind of a wasp-humanoid thing,” Alex said, recalling a page from magic lore. “Hijacks control of wasp’s nests and makes them do its bidding. It can make the wasps grow a lot bigger than normal, and the thing’s elusive and hard to track.” 

“Yech, you don’t want that one,” Ripp said. “Swarms are a pain.” 

“You want it?” Alex looked at Theresa. 

Theresa gave a vicious smile. “Sounds like a challenge.” 

Alex glanced at Claygon, noting the fire-gems. 

“I  don’t  think  swarms  are  going  to  be  a  problem,”  he  said  to  Ripp, preparing to take the sign to register it at the desk so they could contact the client. 

And so, that was part one of the date arranged. This weekend, they would head to the estate and go on a little hunt. The evening before, though, Alex had a different plan. 

He glanced at the bag hanging from his forceball. 

In there was a notebook. 

In that notebook was a page with a new title:

 Super Awesome Date Plan That Cannot Possibly Fail and that the Ravener itself Could Not Ruin. 

Alex  would  make  Theresa  an  incredible  dessert  in  the  morning,  then they’d go to one of the fanciest restaurants on campus for supper. Afterward, they’d have a picnic by the sea and enjoy the dessert together. He’d spent a few hours thinking about and planning everything out, trying to account for potential problems. 

‘I got this,’ he thought. 

‘I  in  no  way  got  this!’  he  screamed  mentally,  looking  in  dismay  at  the catastrophe that was the insula’s kitchen. 

Batter was  everywhere. 

Chapter 19
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