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      Damien’s palm throbbed. Herald had taken a veritable knife of rusty energy to it, carving runes into his body—something that he was disturbed to find he was almost getting used to. Almost. Shaking his hand off, Damien walked into the main room of his small, mountain lodging.

      Pain or not, he and Sylph had a lead. Herald had given him a way to detect the Corruption when they grew near it, even if that power did come with the requirement that he had to use it.

      Sylph stood near the entrance of the room, watching him with a concern. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “Don’t worry,” Damien replied, grabbing his coat from where it laid on his bed and pulling it on. “I’m fine. It stings a bit, but the healing water already took care of the worst of it. I’ll be fine soon.”

      “If you’re sure. How do you use it?”

      “I… Well, I’m not sure yet. Knowing Herald, it’ll probably just hurt a bunch when we get near something.”

      “No better way to find out than to put it to work, I guess,” Sylph said. “We should stock up on supplies, at least to get us a week or two. And more changes of clothes. You can’t have many left after soaking most of them with blood.”

      Damien glanced inside his travel pack and grimaced. Sylph wasn’t wrong about that. Maybe Herald was trying to bankrupt him by making him burn all his gold on clothes.

      “Okay, let’s take a trip to the general store first. I’m sure he’ll have something,” Damien said.

      “That should work,” Sylph allowed. “What about magical herbs? I don’t know how long we’ll be out, but if it takes all of our break, it might be a good idea to have some.”

      Henry?

      “Pretty much useless for you now. After core evolution, power growth can’t be cheated. The herbs could probably have a little bit of a benefit for you, but it would be nearly negligible. I’m just too amazing. They might still be useful for Sylph since her core is still comparatively small, but it’s also very unstable right now. She should avoid fiddling with anything that touches her core for at least a year.”

      Damien relayed Henry’s words. Then he paused.

      Wait. I used, what, two herbs? You made me save my gold for two herbs?

      Henry gave him the equivalent of a mental shrug. “I’ll be honest, I didn’t realize how awesome I am. I suppose your naturally high magical energy helped, too, but I’m sure it’s mostly because I’m just the most incredible companion in mortal history. Also, I forgot. Your library’s books were too interesting. Maybe consider not being boring—then I’ll remember things better.”

      If you had a throat, I would be strangling you. Do you remember how much of that damn goop I had to eat at the mess hall? I could have spent money on real food!

      Henry cackled. Then he gagged. “Stop thinking about it. You’re making me relive the memory, too.”

      “Maybe no herbs, then,” Sylph said, breaking Damien out of his internal conversation. “No point carrying around a bunch of breakable glass. We’ll probably end up smashing it in a fight by accident.”

      “There’s something else that you should get, though,” Henry said. “I want more books. You’ve been lax, and I’m bored.”

      I can’t bring a bunch of library books around while we hunt the Corruption. They’ll get damaged, and the librarians will kill me. Also, no. You suck. You want me to get you books right after finding out I could have actually been enjoying my meals?

      “Bah. Just let me read some now then. Somehow I doubt that the Corruption will have any interesting reading material, and if we do end up running into anything else from the Void, it will probably be horrible conversation. Besides, goop or not, my methods work. I’ve forgotten more things than you’ll ever know. Would you really be sitting around thinking about plants when there are a dozen better and more interesting ways to get stronger?”

      I— Seven Planes, you’re annoying. I guess that’s kind of fair. I’ll stop by the library and we can look through some books for you, but I better not hear a single damn complaint for the rest of the summer.

      “Wonderful,” Henry said, sliding back into the depths of Damien’s psyche. Not a single one of them believed he’d actually stick to that promise for a second. Damien shook his hand out as the new runes on it tingled. It was mildly uncomfortable, but the feeling faded quickly.

      “I think Herald wants us to go,” Damien said, heading into the bathroom to collect some personal supplies for the trip. Sylph mirrored his actions, packing everything into a small backpack that she’d bought at some point.

      While she packed, Damien took a moment to check his bracelet. He’d grown a lot since he’d started Year One, and while his physical prowess was still pathetic compared to Sylph’s, he was more than pleased with his advancements—particularly those in Magical Strength and Energy.

      
        
        Damien Vale

        Blackmist College

        Year One

        Major: Undecided

        Minor: Undecided

        Companion: [Null]

        Magical Strength: 9.9

        Magical Control: 2.9

        Magical Energy: 20.2

        Physical Strength: .51

        Endurance: 1.5

      

      

      “Let’s go, then,” Sylph said as Damien dismissed the bracelet’s information. “And we’ll hope that the clerk hasn’t left for vacation as well.”

      They were in luck. After the short walk from their room to the general store, the two of them found the clerk sitting at the counter, idly spinning a top. He let out a slow yawn, then glanced over in their direction.

      The top clattered to the table as it lost momentum, and the man smacked his lips. “Still here, huh?”

      “Leaving today, actually,” Damien said. “We’re going on a small road trip and need supplies.”

      “I can do that,” the clerk said, giving them a lazy grin. “I assume you want the budget kit?”

      “What’s that come with?” Sylph asked.

      “Two person tent, sleeping rolls, rations for two weeks, two water skins, and a few other basic survival supplies like emergency knives,” he replied. “It’ll only run you five gold.”

      “What’s the tent made out of?”

      “Treated and runed canvas. It won’t leak, and it’ll hold up against any normal weather. Walk into a thunderstorm and get hit—not my problem.”

      “That’ll work,” Sylph said, dropping a few coins into the clerk’s hand. He put them into his pocket and wandered into the back, reemerging a minute later with a tarp bundle. There was a rough strap across it.

      Damien took it from him and slung it over his back. “I’ve also got to get a few changes of clothes. Messed all of mine up. Nothing fancy, just hardy.”

      He counted out the coins that Sylph had paid for her own set of clothes and handed them over to the man before he could even say anything. The clerk grinned.

      “You’re coming here too often if you’re memorizing prices. Get out more,” he said as he walked into the back. The clerk came back out shortly after with another bundle that Damien stuffed into his travel pack.

      “What kind of merchant tries to get people to shop somewhere else?”

      “One that doesn’t make commission from the lame stuff he sells,” the clerk replied. “Anything else I can get for you two?”

      “That’s it,” Damien said. He and Sylph bid the man farewell and wished him an enjoyable summer before heading back out.

      Henry gave him a mental prod. Damien bit back a laugh and rolled his eyes.

      “Let’s drop by the library really quick. This shouldn’t take long.”

      Sylph nodded, not even questioning the change in plans. They reached the library a short while later. Only one of the librarians was currently working, but the balding man gave them a cordial nod as they walked inside.

      Right. What do you want?

      “Just let me look around. I’ll figure it out soon enough,” Henry replied, gently taking the reins of Damien’s body. With a grumble, Damien offered up no resistance and let his companion commandeer him.

      Henry directed Damien over to a section near the middle of the library that seemed to be entirely concerned with modern fashion. The eldritch creature burned through about twenty of the novels within a few minutes before wandering down an isle to the rather small “fantasy” section of the library.

      “I never understood the purpose of these,” Henry said, using Damien’s voice, to Sylph, plucking a book out of the shelf. “It’s just…made-up stuff.”

      “I don’t read much fiction,” Sylph said. “Never had the chance. I’d like to, though. It’s nice, reading about someone else’s problems and forgetting about your own. Not everything has to happen to you for it to be real.”

      Henry harrumphed. He flipped the book open and scanned through it within a few seconds. Then he set it back on the shelf and picked up another one beside it before proceeding to burn through the entire row.

      “I thought you didn’t see the point in those.”

      “I’m just making sure they’re all equally unimportant,” Henry said, his face buried in a thick novel. “Now be quiet, I’m getting to the good part.”

      Sylph smirked. Henry finished off the rest of the section, then peered around the other side. Damien’s face fell when Henry realized that he’d already gone through everything in the section. He caught Sylph watching him and cleared his throat.

      “That’s good enough for now.”

      He tossed control of Damien’s body back to its rightful owner and slipped away, leaving Damien with the slight sensation of embarrassment.

      “At least he’s progressed from smut,” Damien said with a sigh. “I’ve had a few of those memories leak in, you know. Nothing I wanted to see.”

      “I’m sure,” Sylph said, cracking a grin. “Anything else you need to do here?”

      “Nope,” Damien replied. “I’m good. Let’s go.”

      They headed back out of the almost entirely deserted library. It felt strange for the great steps to be so empty, and it was eerily similar to how the campus had felt during the evacuation caused by the monster horde.

      There was nothing left for them to do on campus to prepare, so Damien mentally reached out to get Herald’s attention. It took considerably more concentration than speaking to Henry, and it also left him feeling slightly slimy.

      You’re up. Which direction do I go?

      The runes on Damien’s left palm started to grow warm. As he turned toward Sylph, the temperature grew colder. Damien paused, then slowly spun in a circle. The heat grew to a peak toward their south and grew colder the farther he got from it.

      Really? You turned me into a compass?

      Herald didn’t respond. Damien sighed and nodded toward their south. “That way.”

      “Do you have to spin in a circle each time we figure out where we’re going?” Sylph asked, grinning as they started in the direction that Damien had indicated. “You might want some fancier shoes if you do. You could put on a show.”

      “Ha ha, very funny,” Damien said, rolling his eyes. Then, in a slightly quieter tone, he added, “nd yes, I do.”

      Sylph laughed. Damien was just glad that there weren’t other people around to see him occasionally raising his hand and waving it around in the air like a limp noodle. They walked through campus, occasionally running into another straggling student.

      Nobody offered them any more resistance than a passing nod. Before long, the campus buildings started to thin out. A wide, cobbled road that ran through campus stretched out over the grassy plains and disappeared into the distance.

      They followed it, minutes turning to hours as the sun traced through the sky overhead. One or two far reaching campus buildings occasionally popped up, but they eventually faded into the distance as well, leaving them alone on the road.

      “You’d think there would be more people traveling in this direction,” Damien observed.

      “They probably all already did—or they just used the portals,” Sylph said. “I suppose that doesn’t work too well for us, though.”

      “I think Herald would have told me if that was faster,” Damien said after a moment of consideration. “It wants me to find the Corruption quickly, and a compass doesn’t lend itself well to teleporting around. I have no clue how close we actually are, just the direction we’re supposed to head in.”

      “Well, it’s better than nothing, I guess,” Sylph said with a shrug. “We should think about making camp soon, though. We want to start before the sun is completely set.”

      Damien nodded. They walked for a short while longer before stepping off the road. The whole area was relatively flat, so it wasn’t too hard to find a spot where they could put up a tent. Sylph fiddled with the bundle, unwrapping the thick beige tarp to reveal several metal poles and stakes. She thrust the stakes into the ground, then assembled a frame with the remaining materials.

      Once it was standing, she tossed the tarp over it, slipping it through hooks in the stakes to hold it in place. Damien blinked, his plans of offering her help dying before they reached his lips. She’d set the tent up so quickly that it almost felt like it should have been a spell.

      “What?” Sylph asked.

      “Nothing,” Damien said. “I was just impressed you set it up so quickly.”

      “It’s a tent, not a puzzle,” Sylph said, slipping inside it. Damien pushed the tarp aside and followed her in. He had to crouch to avoid smacking the top of the tent with his head.

      It wasn’t the largest amount of space, but the clerk had been true to his word. There was enough room for both of them to sit or lay down, and that’s all they needed it for. Damien pulled a strip of soft jerky from his bag and popped it into his mouth. The rune on his palm tingled as it continued to grow warm and cold depending on the direction it was facing.

      Seriously? I’m not looking right now—can’t you turn this thing off?

      There was no response. Damien let out a weary sigh.

      “What’s wrong?” Sylph asked. “The jerky isn’t that bad.”

      “It’s pretty good, actually,” Damien admitted. “That isn’t the problem. Herald isn’t turning off the Corruption detector, and it works by making my hand warm when it’s pointed in their direction. At least, I think that’s how it works.”

      “Well, at least your hand won’t get cold at night if you point it in the right direction,” Sylph said with a chuckle. She pulled out a fluffy brown sleeping tarp and slipped into it, yawning. “We should set up a watch schedule.”

      “No need,” Henry said, slipping into Damien’s shadow and rising up from the ground. His voice was a discordant whisper, but he spoke aloud so that Sylph could hear him. “I’ll keep an eye out. I don’t need to sleep anyways.”

      Sylph’s eyebrows rose a small way, but she gave a small nod. “That would be helpful. Thanks, Henry.”

      The eldritch creature let out an affirmative hum as Damien took out his own sleeping bag and settled down inside it. The tent fell silent aside from their breathing and Henry’s occasional shuffling.

      It wasn’t the most comfortable place that Damien had ever slept, but it wasn’t unbearable, either. His thoughts faded away as he drifted off into a dreamless sleep.

      The following morning, gentle traces of pinkish-orange sunlight peeked through the thin flap at the front of the tent. Damien blinked as his conscious thought returned. Sometime during the night, both he and Sylph had shifted so that their backs were pressed against each other.

      He yawned, not moving for a minute as his mind churned back to life. Sylph was the first to stir awake. Damien heard her breathing pattern change ever so slightly. She didn’t move immediately, but after a few moments, she rolled over and sat up. Damien followed suit, still rubbing the last of the sleep out of his eyes.

      “I still don’t know how you can constantly wake up so early and not look the slightest bit tired,” Damien grumbled, trying to comb his messy hair back with his hands.

      “Practice,” Sylph replied, a small grin tugging at one side of her lips. “And a small amount of self-loathing.”

      They both chuckled and climbed out of their sleeping bags. Henry wordlessly returned Damien’s shadow to him, giving them a small wave before vanishing completely. They had a quick breakfast of jerky and water before packing everything up. Once again, Sylph managed to do just about everything in the time it took Damien to pull up a single tent stake.

      “How are you so good at this? Do you practice setting up a tent daily or something?” Damien demanded.

      “Not recently, but I used to do it every day,” Sylph said, stuffing her belongings back into her pack. “And this is the same issue of tent that I was able to get my hands on several years ago. I didn’t have a choice but to learn, as it wasn’t always safe to stay outside in the forest without any sort of protection from the elements.”

      “You know, I probably should have guessed that,” Damien muttered. “My bad.”

      “It’s fine,” Sylph replied with a shrug.

      The two of them made their way back onto the cobbled road, and Damien held his hand up, feeling a bit foolish as he turned in a circle to find where the hottest direction was. It still pointed them straight down the road, so they set off once again.

      A slight chill hung low in the early morning air. It wasn’t enough to be uncomfortable, and it helped push the last of the sleepiness away. The road started to slope and curve as they walked, the flat plains turning hilly. The grass around the road got taller as well, although it never encroached on the stones’ pathway.

      They walked for several hours, and the sun tracked up through the cloudless sky, chasing the chill away far too quickly for Damien’s liking. As it reached its peak, Damien’s palm started to tingle.

      He stopped, glancing around as he realized that his hand was no longer as warm as it had been. Sylph glanced back at him. “What’s going on?”

      Damien moved his hand around. The runes were now directing them off to his right, away from the path. “I think we’re meant to get off the path now. I guess the Corruption isn’t in the next city.”

      “I suppose that does make a certain degree of sense,” Sylph said. “But how close is it? Is there really so much of it on the continent that we can find more of those monsters this quickly?”

      “No clue, and Herald doesn’t seem to be in a talkative mood,” Damien said as they stepped off the pathway and into the tall grass. “I suppose we’ll find out, though.”

      They pushed through the grass with Damien at the lead, walking toward whatever version of the Corruption that Herald was leading them toward. The dirt was considerably less fun to walk on than the cobblestone, and Damien didn’t want to think about what small creatures might have been hiding within it.

      Henry? I don’t suppose you’ve got any idea what we’re heading toward or how far away we are from it? If it’s like ten days away, this is going to be really annoying. I’d love if I actually had an idea of where we were heading rather than just a general direction.

      “I can check,” Henry said. “But if the Corruption isn’t basically on top of us, I doubt I’ll find it.”

      What about the Void? I know you said they weren’t free, but how tightly are they bound? If it’s something similar to what happened between us, they could be directing their hosts toward the Corruption as well.

      “I’ll keep an eye out,” Henry said, slipping into Damien’s shadow and separating from his body. “Just keep walking for now. None of the Void are so close that they’ll be a problem before I get back, and I don’t think we’re right on the Corruption, either.”

      Henry shot off. Damien followed the trail of rustled tall grass before Henry vanished into the distance.

      “Checking for the Corruption?” Sylph guessed.

      “And the Void,” Damien said, following after Henry. “We probably aren’t too close, though. I don’t know how close we are, but something tells me that the answer is ‘not very.’ I’d ask Herald, but I’d rather avoid speaking with it as much as possible. We’ve got enough rations for a week, right?”

      “And some,” Sylph said. “Not enough water for that long, but there should be a stream somewhere along the way. There are a lot of them near Blackmist. I saw them on a map in the library early after getting to the college. We can wander for a little while before we have to consider stopping by a town to restock.”

      “Are there any on the way? Now that you mention it, a map might have been wise.”

      Sylph smirked. “I memorized most of it—the important stuff, anyways. There’s a town in about five days that isn’t completely out of our current direction. That should be fine.”

      Damien nodded, and they fell silent, following the guidance of the mildly annoying runes on his hand. They continued for nearly an hour before spotting a dark flash blurring through the grass.

      Henry sprung up before them, faint tendrils of energy curling up from him and evaporating into the air. “No Void. Nothing within fifty miles. But I think I found what Herald’s leading us toward.”

      “Oh?” Damien asked, cocking his head. “It’s a something? Not the Corruption?”

      “A cave,” Henry reported. “About two hours of travel down the road. There’s a deactivated portal inside it. It was pretty well hidden, and I wouldn’t have given it much thought normally, but it’s the only thing in this direction aside from a tiny village that I don’t think is of any relevance.”

      “A portal?” Sylph’s brow tightened. “Can we trust Herald? If it’s old and out of the way, I’m going to assume it isn’t active.”

      “You’d be correct,” Henry said. “It’s dead. I could fix it, and that means Herald can as well.”

      “I don’t think we’ve got much of a choice,” Damien said with a sigh. “Unless we want to turn around, that is.”

      “We can see what Herald does once we get there,” Sylph said. “If we don’t like it, we can just leave. He can’t force you to do anything, right?”

      “No. Well, probably not,” Damien amended. “I’m pretty sure he can’t. If he can, he’s been keeping it secret for a very long time, and I can’t imagine what the purpose of that would be.”

      “That’s a bit more doubt than I would have liked,” Sylph said, eyeing Damien with a wary frown.

      “Henry can do a lot more than Herald can,” Damien said. “He’s a bit of a third party. I wouldn’t worry about Herald for now. I’m almost certain he can’t do anything outside of our contract.”

      “I’ll take your word for it,” Sylph said. “Just try to give me some warning if you go crazy. It’s only fair.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      They both chuckled, though there was little mirth in their laughter. Henry returned Damien’s shadow to him, and the small party continued onward through the hills.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      In a turn of events that surprised absolutely none of them, Henry’s prediction was correct. It took another day and a half, but Herald’s rune led them straight up to a small ravine nestled between to hills.

      It was barely large enough to squeeze through. Damien eyed it distrustfully. “We have to go in here?”

      “The cave is right behind it,” Henry confirmed, poking his head out using Damien’s shadow. “Nothing else of any relevance is in it. A few animals and bugs, but no signs of any humans for a very long time.”

      Sylph shrugged and stepped down into the gap, turning her body sideways and slipping through the crack and into the darkness. Damien scrunched his nose and followed after her. The rock seemed to press in on him like the throat of a huge beast as they shimmied deeper into the hole.

      Mercifully, it let up after only a few seconds, putting them down in a small, circular room. Two rune-covered pillars sat near the center. Dust covered the floor and cobwebs hung from the floor and ceiling.

      The stale, musty air had little flow, and the earth was chilly. Damien shivered slightly as he walked up to what he assumed to be the portal and examined it.

      “Are we able to control where it’ll send us?” Sylph asked.

      “No,” Henry said. “At least, I doubt that’s what Herald wants. I could mess with the runes until it did, but that would be a good amount of effort and you could have just used one of the portals in Blackmist. I suspect Herald wants you two to go wherever this portal is meant to go.”

      “Any idea where that might be?” Damien asked. He recognized a good number of the runes, but a lot of them looked to be in an archaic language that he didn’t understand. A scrap of knowledge floated up to the front of his mind, and he knew without a doubt that they had been the standard runic alphabet about six thousand years ago.

      Damien paused as he realized that the source of the knowledge was Herald’s soul. Unfortunately, the information didn’t appear to contain any information on what the runes actually meant.

      “Figures,” Damien muttered. “Well, how do we fix this?”

      “I can do it pretty easily,” Henry said. “Someone cut the portal’s power on purpose. There’s just a single circle that’s messed up, so it’ll only take a moment to fix. However, there’s a good chance this portal will have some sort of pull to it. You both might get sucked in, so are you completely ready for whatever might be on the other side?”

      Damien rubbed his stiffening hands together to bring back some warmth. He cast out his mental net, drawing Ether in and storing it within his core. “I’m ready.”

      “As am I,” Sylph said with a confident nod.

      Henry gently reached for control of Damien’s body. He relinquished it, allowing his companion to take over. Henry had Damien raise a finger, channeling Ether through it into a thin point.

      He drew across the top of the pillar, carving thin lines over the runes and leaving behind a trail of faint purple energy. The whole process took only a few minutes.

      “Get ready,” Henry said through Damien’s mouth. “This will only repair it for a few seconds, so even if you don’t get sucked in, don’t wait too long. You don’t want to lose a limb if it closes before you’re all the way through.”

      Sylph nodded. Damien pressed his palm against the runes he’d drawn and sent a pulse of Ether into them. They flashed, light trailing down into the other runes like running water. With a crackling hiss, strands of purple energy snapped to life between the two pillars. They reached out to each other, connecting and melding together into a flat rectangle.

      “Go!” Henry ordered. Sylph jumped into the portal, and Damien followed after her. Henry returned control of the boy’s body to him as he felt space compress around him. His skin tingled, energy coursing along his body in flashes of pink and purple light.

      The world warped further and further, twisting and writhing around Damien. For a moment, Damien felt his chest grow ice cold. Herald stirred within him, sending a small trail of Ether into the air around him. It mixed in with the purple energy, miniscule runes vanishing into the air around him. And then it was over. He slammed into the ground, all the air rushing out of his lungs in a grunt. Sylph landed squarely on top of him.

      She rolled off and sprang to her feet, a dark blade forming in her hands. Damien groaned, standing up at a considerably slower speed and brushing his back off. They stood in pitch darkness.

      “Do you see anything?” Damien whispered.

      “I don’t have night vision, Damien,” Sylph replied.

      “Right. Sorry,” Damien said, gathering Ether into his hand and forming a spinning purple orb of destructive magic. It wasn’t the best source of light, but it was enough to illuminate their immediate surroundings in dull tones.

      Thick black chains the size of his forearm ran across the ground from multiple heavy anchor points in the wall, all leading toward the center of the room. Tattered clothes were scattered about, and blood stained the walls.

      “Where are we?” Damien whispered, raising the light slightly higher. Whatever the chains were leading to or holding was still out of Damien’s view, and he couldn’t make out the ceiling, either.

      “Herald interfered with the portal,” Henry hissed to Damien. “He’s brought you to a Void creature instead of the Corruption.”

      What? Take over! Do something!

      “This one is bound,” Henry said. “She can’t do anything to you. Probably. It might be best to see what Herald wants before we leave. I can still feel the magic that I tied her with—she hasn’t broken free.”

      You tied her?

      “Long story,” Henry said. “Suffice to say that I was planning to free her before you changed my mind about experiencing the world, so I sealed her even further instead.”

      Damien nodded his understanding and tugged on Sylph’s sleeve to get her attention. “Herald lied to us. We’re in a Void creature’s dwelling, but it’s apparently bound and can’t hurt us.”

      “We’re here to kill it, then?” Sylph asked, her blade flickering to life in her hands.

      Damien shrugged, gathering more Ether in his free hand. “I suppose we’ll see.”

      They crept forward, shadows dancing at the edges of their small sphere of vision. The chains converged upward, to a spot about fifteen feet off the ground. As they grew closer, a ripple ran through the metal links.

      A woman hung suspended in the air. Her head was slumped and her oily, dirtied hair hung ragged around her face. A hissing sigh escaped her lips, and Damien instantly recognized the distinctive multitude of whispers that made up the Void creatures’ voices.

      “It Who Heralds the End of All Light,” the woman whispered, her multitude of voices raking over their ears like the caress of death. “Lost one. You’ve returned to gloat? Of what? The end of the cycle? The ruination of the Mortal Plane? You have abandoned your duties.”

      “Not exactly,” Damien said, keeping the Ether he had channeled at the ready. “I’m Henry’s host.”

      Her head jerked up. The purple light reflected eerily off the striking silver pools where her eyes should have been. A ragged laugh escaped the woman’s mouth. “His host? He has failed to control your body?”

      “I’d say he’s doing better than you are,” Damien said, stopping a healthy distance away from her. “I don’t suppose you’ve got something important that you’ve been waiting to tell me?”

      “Why would I have any such thing? I would tell you to free me, but I doubt It Who Heralds the End of All Light would permit your body to act on such desires considering he has seen fit to betray the rest of the Void and lock me here.”

      “Well, I’m out of ideas,” Damien said, shrugging. “Herald, why did you bring me here? Because right now, I’m not particularly well disposed to any of your kind other than Henry.”

      He paused for a moment, then cocked his head. “What’s your name?”

      There was a long silence. Then a small laugh escaped the woman’s lips. “Harriot.”

      “Right. You seem somewhat approachable,” Damien said slowly. “What if I told you that I’m going around destroying the Corruption?”

      “You seek to restart the cycle?”

      “Not exactly,” Damien said. “I’m hunting the Corruption itself. I don’t want to stop the cycle, since that means I would basically be killing myself.”

      Harriot leaned forward, moving through the air toward them. The chains creaked, tightening as they strained to keep her in place. She jerked to a halt about ten feet away from the two of them.

      Her eyes flicked from Damien to Sylph, and she let out a slow hiss. Rancid breath washed over Damien, and he grimaced, taking a step back.

      “You hunt the Corruption yet bring it to me? Do you wish to feed my host to the Seed, boy?”

      “This isn’t a Seed,” Damien said, swallowing and trying to block out the smell. “I killed a Seed, and its remains were used to rebuild this girl. The Seed is dead.”

      Harriot narrowed her eyes, squinting at Sylph for a few moments. The girl returned her gaze with a flat-eyed stare, not budging an inch.

      “You push boundaries that no mortal should ever dare cross,” Harriot whispered. “You do not know what you toy with, boy. And yet, if you seek to oppose the Corruption, I will not stop you. You will fail, but perhaps you will buy enough time for one of my brethren to escape.”

      “I’ll take it,” Damien said. His skin prickled as a ragged laugh escaped Harriot’s mouth. The air in the room changed several degrees, and the chains creaked again, tightening against the woman.

      They abruptly went slack once more, and the temperature returned to normal. Harriot gave no signs that anything had changed. She simply watched Damien and Sylph with her unsettling flat, silver eyes.

      “So…about that help…” Damien hinted. “I don’t suppose you happen to know where the nearest Corruption might be?”

      “It’s in this area,” Harriot said, her eyes narrowing. “I had thought that It Who Heralds the End of All Light changed sides to join with the Corruption. You plan to engage it on your own?”

      “Something like that,” Damien said. “Could you get a bit more specific than somewhere in the area?”

      “My senses are dulled by the cage that I am restrained in,” Harriot replied. “If you free me, I will give you the exact location of the Corruption.”

      “Not happening,” Damien said. “Unless you make a contract to stop attempting to restart the cycle.”

      “That is impossible,” Harriot said. “The Cycle must be reborn. If not by one of us, then by another one of our brethren. The Corruption will consume all if it is not stopped, and then the Mortal Plane will be no more.”

      “Compelling argument, but I’m still going to have to pass on killing myself and everyone I know,” Damien said. “And I still don’t see what the point of sending us here was.”

      “Then leave,” Harriot said, smiling at him with a mouthful of crooked teeth. “The Corruption is near. Seek it out, boy. Destroy it, if you can. Perhaps then we can bargain.”

      Is she telling the truth, Henry?

      “It’s near, all right,” Henry said, sounding distracted. “But I can’t tell where. Somewhere within a few miles. I’ve been putting all my focus on trying to locate it. Let me know if something happens, but I won’t be able to spot anything if I’m paying attention to you.”

      Damien started to nod but paused midway. A small frown crossed his face, and he glanced back at Harriot.

      “And you’re sure you won’t agree to a contract?” Damien asked, choosing his words carefully. “What if I gave you a big ole hug and a kiss on the forehead?”

      Sylph shot Damien a baffled look as Harriot let out a bark of laughter. “Not even then, boy.”

      Ether crackled to life in Damien’s hand, forming into a gravity drill. “You aren’t from the Void. Void creatures don’t have a sense of humor, and they certainly don’t laugh.”

      The grin on Harriot’s face faded away. Sylph raised her weapon and backed up to stand directly between Damien and Harriot.

      “You have picked a bad time to be perceptive, Damien Vale,” Harriot said. The multitude of voices faded, turning scratchy and hollow. Silver tears started to drip down Harriot’s face as her eyes turned a haunted, empty black. The skin on her face sagged downward.

      Chains thundered down from the walls, their anchoring points snapping of their own volition. All the chains connected to Harriot aside from the ones at her feet fell as well, freeing her arms and upper body.

      Henry? I think I found the Corruption. Good time to pay attention again.

      “You seem more conversational than the other Corruption I faced,” Damien said, keeping the gravity drill pointed at Harriot. “But something tells me that you might not be interested in talking things out.”

      “Your meddling never changes, Damien Vale. No matter what Cycle we are in, you are always an annoyance. Even when we arrive early, through fruition of plans started when the universe was still young, you still manage to find your way into our path,” Harriot said, green liquid dribbling down her chin and hissing against the floor below. “You will be hunted until the ends of time. Every single one of your iterations will be purged and slaughtered. You will die a hundred thousand deaths, until all you know is—”

      Sylph blurred forward, fading out of sight for a moment as she slipped into her camouflage before she reappeared at Harriot’s side, driving her blade into the Void creature’s body.

      Green liquid sprayed out of her mouth, and Damien Warp Stepped out of the way to avoid the shower of acid that melted through the stone where he’d been standing. Sylph dodged to the side as Harriot lunged for her, the two chains at her ankles yanking the Void-Corruption creature backward just before she could grab the girl.

      “Damn,” Damien said, pointing the gravity drill at Harriot. “I’m not sure what I did to you, but you’re really making me feel justified in whatever it was.”

      The spell tore through the air, punching into Harriot’s chest and digging into it before detonating, tearing a large chunk of her flesh away. Green liquid surged forth, patching the gaping wound before it could do any real damage.

      Henry, can I fight this thing?

      “It’s still partially sealed,” Henry reported. “I’m unsure as to Harriot’s fate. It is difficult for me to determine Harriot’s current strength, but it should be greatly restricted by the bindings. Just in case, however…”

      Henry surged into Damien’s shadow. It rose up from the ground, dark energy already crackling around Henry as he thrust his shadowy arms forward. Purple fetters rose up from the ground around Harriot.

      She tried to dodge away, but the chains at her ankles yanked taut. The bindings wrapped around Harriot’s arms and body, constricting and flaring with motes of crackling light. Damien started to gather Ether in his hands.

      “She’s severely weakened,” Henry said.

      Sylph’s blade flashed, and Harriot’s arm vanished in a spray of green. The former Void creature spun with a snarl, slashing at Sylph with elongating fingers. A greenish-gray stone scythe erupted from Sylph’s back, blocking the strike before it could hit her.

      “You dare use my own powers against me?” Harriot screamed. “I will—”

      Damien lobbed an overloaded gravity sphere through the air. It hit Harriot square in the chest and detonated with a pop-thud. Bone shattered and a scream tore out of the bound woman’s mouth as Sylph’s scythe flashed, decapitating her.

      Harriot’s head thunked to the floor, melting into a pool of green acid. Damien lowered his hands slightly. “That was…slightly underwhelming. I can’t believe we cut her off twice while she was speaking.”

      The woman’s body twitched. Damien pressed his lips together. “My bad. Shouldn’t have said anything.”

      Bubbles formed on Harriot’s neck. A rocky structure roughly the shape of her head started to form, acid pouring out of it and melting through her already ravaged clothes. The flowing green liquid slowed as her eyes and mouth snapped back open.

      “You cannot kill me,” Harriot snarled, spraying acid spittle across the room. “Your pitiful attacks—”

      Sylph cut her head off again. They watched it bounce across the ground and melt into the stone.

      “Well, this is just depressing,” Damien said. Harriot’s body twitched again. Sylph stabbed it several times, then cut off her arms for good measure. Acid flowed off the corpse like a flowing waterfall. Despite the damage they’d done, it only took Harriot a few seconds to completely reform.

      “I’m open to suggestions,” Damien said, eyeing Harriot’s body with distaste. Sylph cut the woman’s head off again before she could open her mouth to speak.

      “Void Entities have an incredible amount of Ether,” Henry said. “And the Corruption has Ether so long as anything still lives in the area. We can rebuild the bindings on her, but Harriot was covered with them when I last checked on her. I don’t think my vision was that clouded then, so that means she was able to damage or break them. If we bind her, she will almost certainly escape after enough time.”

      Harriot’s head reformed with a pop. She only had the time to spit in Damien’s direction before Sylph chopped it off again.

      The situation would have almost been amusing if Damien wasn’t slowly becoming aware of the fact that Harriot seemed to be immortal. They could only stay here for so long killing her, and the prison keeping the monster restrained was weakening.
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      “Sylph, keep cutting her head off,” Henry said, sending a pulse of energy into the chained woman to reinforce her binds. “As long as Harriot is dying, the Corruption can’t try to attack us. That’ll buy us time.”

      “Now might be a good time for a rundown of what the Corruption can do,” Damien said. “Why isn’t she dead? The mantis thing died quickly, didn’t it?”

      “The mantis was basically already dead,” Henry replied, crossing his shadowy arms. “Remember how it was all stone? That’s what happen when they’re weakened—like when they first arrive in the mortal plane—or when they get injured. You need to make them waste enough energy to revert into that state. Technically, you could defeat a Corrupted creature by completely destroying it with one blow, but that’s impossible at your current strength. Instead, you’ve got to keep draining it until it no longer has access to Ether because it’s drained it out of the environment. But, as it currently is, there’s no way you can just stab Harriot to death in a reasonable amount of time. Imagine trying to exhaust Herald.”

      Damien shuddered. That wasn’t an idea that he fancied entertaining. Sylph chopped Harriot’s head off for the umpteenth time and frowned. “So what do we do? Standing here cutting her head off forever isn’t a reasonable option.”

      “I just said that,” Henry said. “But we can buy time and keep cutting her head off for now.”

      “Okay, but then what?” Damien asked. “I guess we could try to do enough damage to make her go rocky?”

      “With a normal Corrupted creature, that would be the solution. But, again, this thing is inside a Void creature. You’re not going to burn through its reserves with brute force,” Henry warned. “In all the cycles I—or Herald—have existed through, a Void creature has never been corrupted. We’ve died or disappeared but never fallen to the Corruption like this. There was never an opportunity for it, since we restart the Cycle before the Corruption can ever take serious root.”

      “Does that mean it’s too late?” Sylph asked. “Is the Corruption too permeated throughout the Mortal Plane?”

      “No,” Henry said, shaking his head. “I’m confident we would have noticed if the Corruption was everywhere. I think our problem is far different—something went seriously wrong with our arrival on the Mortal Plane. We should have simply arrived and restarted the Cycle, but we were instead forced into mortal bodies. Damien managed to outmaneuver Herald, but the remaining Void creatures just took over their hosts. But…somehow, they were bound anyway. There’s another party in play here, and they’re seriously powerful. It’s the only thing that would explain why every Void creature was bound in some way or another when we arrived on the Mortal Plane.”

      “That doesn’t help us much in the moment,” Damien said with a terse frown. He sent a gravity drill into Harriot’s body, but the wound quickly sealed over with green acid.

      “But it is important,” Henry said. “Back on the more immediate problem, though. We might just be taking the wrong approach here.”

      “You’re saying we should stop killing her?” Sylph asked.

      “Not exactly,” Henry said, the faint outline of a grin crossing his flickering features. “We’ve got a problem, but we also have the perfect opportunity.”

      “What’s that mean?” Damien asked. “I’m not seeing any upsides to the immortal time bomb.”

      “That’s because you’re looking at it wrong,” Henry said. He approached Harriot’s body, kneeling before it just as Sylph chopped her head off again. Henry watched the stump of the woman’s neck closely as it bubbled and started to reform. “We have a creature affected by the Corruption with absolutely no way to really escape us and essentially infinite lives. Normally, the Corruption is very difficult to catch. It can change its form and flee very easily, which is why the Void resets the Cycle instead of hunting it down. But Harriot is the perfect test subject. The Corruption has never been trapped in a manner such as this, which means this is a great opportunity to study it. It’s almost too convenient, but I’m not going to pass the opportunity up.”

      “What can you tell just from watching a woman grow her head back?” Damien asked. “We already know she’s immortal.”

      “Not the physical attributes,” Henry replied, holding up a hand to stop Sylph’s scythe from descending again. “Look at the Ether surrounding Harriot.”

      Damien cast his mental net out again and squinted at the headless woman. At first, the lines of Ether didn’t appear any different from the golden energy filling the surrounding area. However, after a few moments, he realized that the lines touching Harriot were slightly fuzzy. Miniscule particles of energy rose up and floated away into the air surrounding her, making it as if there was a faint halo enveloping the woman.

      “Is she diffusing the Ether?” Damien asked.

      “More like destroying it,” Henry said. “Slowly but steadily. That’s how they get those incredible regenerative properties that the Corrupted all seem to possess. However, even with Harriot’s power, I doubt the Corruption’s healing speed changes much. Sylph, take a step back.”

      Sylph hurried to oblige as motes of purple energy started to gather in the air around Henry. A sphere the size of a head formed in his hand, spikes of jagged energy pulsating out from it an erratic pattern.

      Harriot’s head reformed just as Henry thrust the spell into her stomach. The room filled with a violent gale as the spell exploded, sending blades of dark energy tearing through Harriot’s body. Acid sprayed as her flesh tried to knit itself back together, but Henry was unperturbed.

      He formed another hissing ball of energy and slammed it into her once more. Harriot’s body shuddered as it was torn apart. Henry stopped right as his magic threatened to completely dice her into tiny pieces.

      “Watch the Ether,” Henry ordered as acid bubbled, trying to form back over and seal the numerous wounds covering Harriot. The halo of gold surrounding her grew larger as the lines of Ether started to decay at a faster rate—though it was still incredibly slow.

      The floor beneath Harriot sizzled and popped as her body fully reformed. She snarled at Henry, but before she could even say anything, he sent a purple blast square into her face. Damien grimaced as his stomach turned over.

      Even though he was well aware that Harriot wasn’t a human, Damien couldn’t completely handle the sight of what Henry was doing without feeling a little queasy. He drew a steadying breath, forcing his emotions to the side. Henry was right—they needed every advantage possible against the Corruption. His personal feelings could wait. As Harriot reformed again, Damien caught a flicker of gray stone beneath her skin.

      “You see it, right?” Henry asked. “They use more Ether the more damage they take, and we can bring out their weakened state by doing enough damage. And look at this.”

      He pointed to Harriot’s shoulder. The gray chunk of flesh had already reformed, going back to its normal skin tone.

      “It doesn’t last long, but if the surroundings run out of Ether, they can’t repair all of the damage,” Sylph said, taking the words out of Damien’s mouth before he could say them. Henry gave her an approving nod.

      “Looks that way,” Henry said. He blew Harriot’s head off again, then shoved the woman to the side. The Ether in the room faded ever so slightly, but it was still by so little that Damien could barely notice it, even with all his attention focused on detecting it.

      “So we know how to kill them. Lock them up and bash on them for a thousand years,” Damien said sarcastically. “Although…what happens to the Ether once it gets consumed by the Corruption? Is it just gone?”

      “Looks that way,” Henry said, his voice darkening. “Which is why they need to be stopped. We already knew that blowing her up until we burn through all the Ether in the area would work.”

      “We need a more efficient method,” Damien said.

      Henry nodded. “Which is why this opportunity is so fantastic.”

      “Is there a way we could manually separate Harriot from the Ether?” Damien asked. “With mental energy, maybe.”

      “That was what I was about to try,” Henry said. “Watch her closely, and cut her head off if she tries anything. This will take a bit of concentration.”

      The lines of Ether surrounding Harriot started to shift. They bent and warped around her, moving slowly at first as an invisible force seemed to resist Henry. With a snap, several of the lines pulled away at once. Harriot’s body slumped immediately.

      Gray started to spread across her arms and legs. Henry released the Ether, and it shot back into place, reconnecting to the woman’s body. The creeping gray stopped, and she started to regenerate once more.

      “Seven Planes, that was incredible. You did more damage to her with that than all the other attacks combined,” Damien exclaimed. “Is it viable in combat?”

      “Eight Planes. And it should be,” Henry said. “Getting a lock on all those strands of Ether might be a little difficult for most, but it should only take me a few moments to pull the Ether away from them. As long as we can do that, the Corruption won’t have any way to heal itself.”

      “So should we put Harriot out of her misery?” Damien asked somewhat hopefully.

      “Not even close,” Henry said, turning back to the woman and decapitating her once more. It had happened so many times that the floor beneath her was pockmarked with holes the width of dinner plates from all the acid pouring down Harriot’s neck. “There is still much to learn, Damien. If you want to keep the Mortal Plane intact, you’re going to have to sacrifice something. As far as things go, a few nightmares isn’t the worst thing you can trade.”

      “What do we need to check next?” Sylph asked. “We know how to kill them.”

      “All knowledge is vital,” Henry replied, a thin blade forming in one of his dark hands. “And we’ve got a good bit of time left.”

      The next few hours were full of memories that Damien desperately wished he didn’t have. He learned many things about the Corruption, the most important of which being that it could feel fear.

      After Henry had confirmed there was a way to kill Harriot and the Corruption within her, he allowed her head to fully regrow. He hadn’t thought he’d ever hear a monster that wanted to destroy the Mortal Plane beg for its life.

      However, no matter what Henry tried, it refused to offer up any information on how it had found Harriot or managed to corrupt her. When Henry was confident that they’d gleaned every last bit of information possible from the monster, he dragged the Ether away from her and nodded to Sylph.

      She thrust her blade into Harriot’s chest without an ounce of hesitation. The blade punched through the flesh with a hiss. Acid bubbled up around the wound, but the chained woman’s flesh started to turn stony and gray.

      The affliction spread through her body, covering more and more of it until Harriot was stone all the way up to her neck. Sylph pulled the blade out and thrust it in again. The stone cracked. Harriot’s face warped into a snarl, but no sound came out.

      Her body crumbled and fell to dust. The chains binding her crashed to the ground with a series of loud thuds that carried the heavy tone of finality, leaving the three of them alone in the room.

      “That was enlightening,” Henry said. “It’s been a long time since I was able to gain such a degree of information about the Corruption. This is invaluable.”

      “Glad you enjoyed it,” Damien said, tasting bile at the back of his throat. “But I’m gladder it’s done.”

      Sylph’s scythe retracted back into her shoulder blade, and she pulled a strip of beef jerky out of her bag. She polished it off in a few bites and put a comforting hand on Damien’s shoulder. “You’ll learn to live with it. Remember what you’re fighting for. That wasn’t a human, and it would gladly have destroyed everything we know if it had the chance.”

      “Logic doesn’t have a great way to affect emotions much,” Damien grumbled. “I know that. If anything, I’m pissed at Herald. You can’t tell me it didn’t know that Harriot was corrupted. That bastard doesn’t do anything by accident.”

      “It almost certainly knew,” Henry said. “If it was able to redirect the portal straight to Harriot, then it knew the Corruption was very close. I suppose it’s possible that Herald thought the Corruption was just very close to the area, though.”

      “Why don’t you just ask?” Sylph asked. “Can you not both speak to Herald at the same time? Summon him out like you do with Henry.”

      “Henry kind of does that on his own,” Damien said, but a thoughtful frown crossed his face. “I could probably try to pull it out, though. I’m just not sure it’s a great idea. Henry, if I call Herald, it won’t be able to break the contract, will it?”

      “It shouldn’t be able to,” Henry said. “You’ll have to be very specific with how you call to it, though. Don’t leave any loopholes. It’s yet to be seen if it’ll even respond to you, though.”

      “Only one way to find out,” Damien said before turning his mental energy inward.

      Herald. Come out—we need to have a talk about the Corruption.

      Several long seconds passed with no response. Then the tips of Damien’s fingers started to tingle. A strong chill ran through his body, and his teeth chattered. A line stretched out from Henry and connected to Damien’s foot where his shadow would have been.

      It split back off as a new form started to materialize a few feet away from Henry. Unlike the former, the new shadow was much more defined. It looked like a plain, featureless doll made out of a black, metallic material.

      “Creepy,” Sylph observed, keeping her distance from Herald.

      “What do you wish to know about the Corruption?” Herald asked in his flat, emotionless tone.

      “Harriot was Corrupted,” Damien accused. “Why didn’t you warn us? We all could have gotten killed if I didn’t realize that she wasn’t a Void creature anymore!”

      “You knew the rune would take you to the Corruption,” Herald said. “Your abilities were sufficient to identify the truth, and Henry’s prediction was correct. I knew the Corruption was close to…Harriot, but I was not aware it had already taken her.”

      “Why not warn me as soon as we got there?” Damien asked. “You knew as soon as we saw her, right?”

      “You would have learned nothing,” Herald replied. “The Corruption can be anywhere and everywhere. Suspect everyone. It is a master of disguise. Had I simply warned you, you would be lax in the future.”

      Damien pressed his lips together. The only thing more annoying than Herald was Herald when it actually had something of a point, no matter how psychopathic it actually was. “Fine. But what does this mean for us? The Corruption destroying a Void creature, that is.”

      “Unless you plan to change your course, nothing,” Herald replied. “We are expendable. The Cycle is all that matters. Concern yourself not with Harriot’s fate, but with keeping the rest of this plane from following suit. Is there anything else?”

      “Do you know anything about what might have trapped us in the first place?” Henry asked. “All I can think of is a traitor, but the chances of a traitor in our midst…”

      “Almost nonexistent,” Herald said. “But I have come to the same conclusion. Our brethren are not to be trusted. Had Harriot not been Corrupted, I would have suggested you end her regardless.”

      “Wasn’t she your friend or something?” Sylph asked.

      “She was a tool. As are you. As am I. All that matters is the cycle.”

      “Is everyone from the Void a pessimist?” Damien asked. “Or did I just get landed with the one sourpuss?”

      Herald didn’t grace that with a response. It flickered and faded away, returning Damien’s shadow to him and leaving the three staring at where it had been in silence.
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      “Well, that seems like it went well,” Sylph said, shooting a glance around the room before leaning against one of the walls.

      “Perfectly,” Damien said. He heaved a sigh and ran a hand through his hair. “We killed the Corruption here, but it feels like things just got worse instead of better.”

      “There are four remaining Void creatures left on this plane,” Henry said, his voice troubled. “It’s possible the Corruption is targeting us. In fact, it’s quite likely. No Void—no stopping the Corruption.”

      “So we should go find your friends?” Sylph asked. “Are you sure that they won’t just kill us? If I’m not mistaken, the only reason Herald hasn’t offed the Mortal Plane yet is because he’s bound by Damien’s contract.”

      “I would have said that they were bound and unable to do anything about an hour ago,” Henry said. “But something had partially broken Harriot’s chains. There’s no way to know if it was the Corruption that did it or not, so we have to assume that there’s a chance they aren’t as bound as I originally thought.”

      “So what do we do?” Damien sat down, clenching his fists as he tried to piece together some semblance of a plan that wasn’t just “blindly follow Herald’s runes until they all got killed or the Corruption gave up.”

      “Working on it,” Henry said, rubbing his shadow-wreathed chin. “There are too many possibilities, and we’re missing too many key pieces. Herald is content with us just hunting the Corruption like idiots, but he’s also trying to convince Damien that it’s hopeless to save the Mortal Plane without restarting the cycle.”

      “You were talking about something strange with your arrival on the Mortal Plane,” Sylph said slowly. “I don’t think I have the entire story for that particular part. I know Damien summoned you by accident and there are a bunch of other Void things around the world, bound in some form or another. Do you know anything else about whoever interfered?”

      “Nothing.” Damien shook his head. “All I know is that someone messed with my rune circle. I didn’t even know that until Herald gave me back some of my memories and I saw a spell modify some of the runes.”

      “So it was all completely planned by someone,” Sylph said. “I guess that does explain how you managed to mistakenly summon Henry. And all you saw of whatever modified the rune circle was the spell?”

      “Dark tendrils,” Damien confirmed.

      “Like the ones on your chest?”

      “Not exactly,” Damien said, shaking his head and pulling his shirt up slightly to reveal the rune circle. It squirmed for a moment before freezing as if it had realized that someone was watching it. “These are flat. The spell that messed with my rune circle looked like a tentacle more than anything. So they’re similar, but not the same.”

      “Henry, you’ve got Damien’s memories, right?”

      “Some of them,” Henry said. “And I can read some very slight things from the front of his thoughts. I know what the tendrils look like.”

      “Do you know what form of magic they are?”

      “Dark,” Henry said. “Nothing special about them. The spell didn’t seem to be particularly high level, either. They could have been cast by a first-year student in your college.”

      Sylph crossed her arms and frowned. “Damn. I was hoping you might be able to identify if the magic was Void or not.”

      “Definitely not Void, but that doesn’t rule much out,” Henry said. “Damien’s memories of our original meeting are still heavily scrambled. His mind can’t handle them, so even if there was something else there to see, we’ve got no way of finding it without turning him into a vegetable.”

      “Which I would certainly prefer to avoid,” Damien put in. “I honestly don’t think we’ve got enough information to figure out who the traitor is yet. But if they’re this involved with whatever’s going on, the person orchestrating this is probably watching us to some degree, right?”

      “It’s likely,” Sylph agreed.

      “So what if we baited them out? Whatever they’re working toward, all we have to do is exactly the opposite of what they want and we might be able to force their hand.”

      “That’s a decent idea—but do you have any idea what this person is playing at?” Sylph asked. “All we know is that they’ve had something to do with you summoning Henry. Honestly, if they were really working with the Corruption, wouldn’t they just have killed you? Henry goes back to the Void and then there’s nobody in the Corruption’s way.”

      “That’s a good point. But if they were on our side, why not just show themselves? It doesn’t make sense,” Damien said, frowning. “Henry, how did you normally get to the Mortal Plane to restart the cycle? You can’t tell me you got accidentally summoned each time.”

      “This was the first,” Henry said. “Generally, as the Corruption eats away at the Mortal Plane, the barriers that keep the planes separated start to weaken. It’s the first indication that the Corruption has arrived in the Mortal Plane. When they grow weak enough, we push our way through and restart the cycle. That’s how it’s always happened. And before you ask—you remember how I said I couldn’t say some things? I can’t talk about how the Corruption came to be. Not unless you find out yourself. Don’t ask further. It isn’t relevant yet. I promise.”

      “Understood. But you can talk about it if I somehow find out on my own?”

      Henry nodded.

      Damien started to pace around the room, stepping around the fallen chains as he tried to jog his brain into motion. “Okay. So we know there are two possibilities: either someone is working against us and they need me alive for some reason, or they’re on our side and can’t show themselves for another unknown reason.”

      “Very conclusive,” Sylph said. “And, unfortunately, entirely useless. Henry, how attached are you to the other Void creatures?”

      “Not particularly,” Henry said. “You want to destroy them, then?”

      “The way I see it, the other Void is against us no matter what,” Sylph said, shrugging. “Either they’re trying to restart this Cycle or they’re Corrupted. We get nothing from leaving them alive.”

      “A wise assessment. I think it might be our only true choice. I’m unsure how strong their bindings currently are, but none of them have broken free yet. The problem is that none of them are particularly close.”

      “We’ll find them, then,” Damien said. His palm tingled, presumably pointing him in the direction of the next piece of Corruption. It didn’t seem like Herald was particularly interested in their new plan. Damien ignored it. “They’re on this continent, right?”

      “I’ll check again. Depending on how they were bound, it’s possible they moved.”

      The tingle in his palm grew stronger. Damien frowned and stopped pacing. “I think the Corruption is getting closer. Either that or Herald is messing with me.”

      Sylph tensed, and Henry gathered energy around him. The room fell into silence as they waited with bated breath. Nothing moved.

      “Are you sure it’s coming closer?” Sylph whispered.

      “The rune feels weird,” Damien said back in the same hushed tones. “Henry, you’ve been here before. Where exactly are we?”

      “Underneath a village,” Henry replied. “They were almost certainly unaware of Harriot’s presence here. The magic keeping her here was untouched when I first arrived.”

      Damien’s palm grew even warmer. “Is it possible the Corruption might have taken a side mission to the town before dropping by to visit Harriot?”

      “That would be awful bold of it,” Henry said. “Revealing itself to mortals would mean more resistance. They can’t do much, but it’s still a stupid play.”

      I’ve got it, Herald. Turn it off before you burn my hand off.

      The rune circle grew hotter for another moment before blinking off. The ceiling shuddered. Small chunks of dirt and stone started to rain down from above it.

      “We need to get outside,” Henry said, purple energy hissing up around him like a small vortex. “The exit is on the roof. I’ll be hiding as soon as we get out—I don’t know who might be watching us once we get outside. Get ready.”

      Sylph and Damien nodded. The energy around Henry condensed around him for a moment before erupting forward with a roar. A bolt tore through the air and slammed into the center of the ceiling with a loud crash.

      Light flooded into the room as wood and stone sprayed upward and away from them. Henry shot back into Damien, returning the boy’s shadow to him as he activated Warp Step upward.

      The world shifted, and Damien shot through the room, appearing in what remained of the house above them. It looked like a tornado had torn through it. Wood and stone had been cast everywhere, tearing through the walls and ripping multiple holes through the walls and ceiling.

      Something large snarled from outside the house. Damien’s body moved on instinct, drawing the runes for Devour and bringing forth the disk of dark energy right before a green orb sailed through one of the house walls.

      It vanished into the spell and vanished. Sylph pulled herself out of the hole a moment later, two scythes retracting back into her shoulders. She grabbed a chunk of beef jerky and stuffed it into her mouth.

      The walls of the house exploded. Damien stepped in front of Sylph and hardened his mage armor, raising his hands as stone and wood peppered against them. A stone humanoid figure the size of a two-story building crouched before them, acid dribbling down its rocky skin.

      Its features were two hollow holes for eyes and a gaping, dark oval for a mouth. A wailing scream escaped the monster’s mouth, and it reached toward them, four disturbingly long fingers unfurling like the maw of beast.

      Damien formed a gravity sphere, overloading it before hurling it straight into the monster’s hand. It exploded with a loud bang and sent cracks racing down the monster’s palm. It flinched backward, buying time for Damien and Sylph to sprint out of a hole on the other side of the house.

      Is this a Seed?

      “No,” Henry said. “Something else. I can’t get a good read on it, but it looks like a normal Corrupted monster. My senses have been getting worse as of late. I barely even noticed Harriot was Corrupted, so I’m not sure you can really rely on them anymore. You’ll have to take care of this yourself—I can’t show myself unless we want to kill everyone here. If things go badly, I’ll step in with or without your permission. Make sure they don’t.”

      Understood.

      He could see the monster start toward them through the ruins of the house. Damien sent Ether into the disk of dark energy still within the crumbling building, casting Expunge. The blob of acid shot back out and struck the monster in the side. Green liquid sprayed across the ground as the creature staggered backward, uninjured but off-balance.

      Sylph faded into the background as she activated her camouflage and Damien threw out his net of mental energy. Sure enough, the Ether surrounding the large Corrupted monster was fizzling and fading away.

      Wait—can you rip this thing away from the Ether without alerting people?

      “No. That’s your problem as well, unless you don’t plan to leave witnesses.”

      Damien gritted his teeth. He darted into the street, drawing Ether into both of his hands and thrusting them forward. Twin gravity drills spiraled out, churning into the monster’s chest with enough force to send fragments of stone and splashes of acid flying across the street.

      A wail escaped the creature’s mouth, and it unfolded to its full height, towering above Damien. It reached out toward him with surprising dexterity. Sylph blurred into vision at the monster’s legs, slashing into it with a burning black blade.

      The Corrupted monster wailed, lashing out and kicking Sylph in the chest. She rolled with the kick, flipping to her feet a short distance away from it as acid gushed onto the ground from the wound.

      Screams rose up from the small buildings around them, but Damien tuned them out. If they knew what was good for them, they’d stay far away from the Corruption. The towering monster’s wound quickly sealed shut, and it lunged for him.

      Damien Warp Stepped to the side, and it crashed through a house, demolishing it like a tower of cards. It spun, eyeless sockets tracking Damien’s motion with eerie precision. He formed a gravity sphere and hurled it into the creature’s face.

      The orb of darkness enveloped the tall monster’s head, and a loud crack rang out. A few droplets of acid rained down as the spell faded, leaving it largely unharmed. It wailed again, rearing back and spitting a thick blob of acid toward him.

      Damien used Warp Step once more, appearing on a building a short distance to the side. He pressed his hand against the roof and expanded a grain of dirt into a thick pillar. The monster batted it aside with a snarl, and Damien let the spell drop before he inadvertently destroyed even more of the poor town.

      He blinked out of the way moments before an acid blast burned through the roof where he’d been standing. Damien landed on the street and thrust his hands into the ground, using Enlarge but binding it in place with his mental energy.

      The monster lumbered toward him with a wail. Sylph slashed at its ankles as it ran past her. Her sharp blade carved through the stone and sent it crashing to the ground before Damien. He darted to the side, casting enlarge on the stone of the building to the side of the fallen creature.

      It started to rise, its wounds sealing over. Damien released all of the spells at once. Six pillars shot forth on either side of the monster, slamming into it and pinning it in place. It let out a wail and reached back to grab one of the pillars.

      As its grip tightened around the magically grown rock, Damien reached out with his mental energy. He enveloped the strands of Ether connecting to the monster and tugged on them with all his might.

      A powerful force resisted him. Unlike controlling his own Ether, handling the energy flowing into the monster was like trying to pull a boat out of an ocean. He gritted his teeth, throwing more force behind his attack.

      The monster snapped the pillar. The spell gave way, freeing it enough for it to rotate and smash another with the same hand. With another ear-piercing wail, the lanky creature threw itself forward and scrambled toward Damien. He was barely able to blink out of the way in time to avoid its enormous hands.

      “Nothing?” Sylph asked, appearing beside Damien and nearly making him jump.

      “I can’t get a good grasp on the Ether that’s flowing into it,” Damien said, casting Devour and absorbing a blast of acid before it could hit them. “I think it’s resisting me. Might be stronger than Harriot since she was bound or it could just be that I’m weaker than Henry.”

      “So we need to beat the shit out of it until it’s not able to hold onto its Ether as much?” Sylph asked, cracking her knuckles. “That can be arranged.”
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      A scythe sprouted from her back, and Sylph dashed toward the tall monster. It let out a groan and swung a huge hand at her. She hopped out of the way, then thrust her blade into the back of its knee.

      It staggered, batting at her with its other hand. Her scythe flicked into the strike’s path, blocking it with the flat edge. Sylph skidded away from the creature and dodged to the side as it tried to step on her.

      Damien drew Ether into his hand, overloading a gravity sphere before tossing it at the Corrupted monster. The spell hit it in the side, detonating and nearly snapping the thin creature in two.

      Acid sprayed and stone crackled. The creature righted itself once again, swiping at Sylph to keep her back as it mended itself. Sylph pressed toward the creature, her blade and the scythe on her back blurring as she unleashed strike after strike.

      The monster backpedaled, blocking most of the attacks with one of its gangly limbs. The stone cracked as more and more acid started to leak out. With a roar, the creature tore a chunk of a nearby house free and hurled it at Sylph.

      She dove to the side, narrowly avoiding the masonry as it crashed into the ground and exploded, sending fragments of rock flying everywhere. Damien blinked forward and slapped a hand against the ground.

      A pillar of dirt shot out at an angle, catching the Corrupted monster on the chin and knocking its head back with a satisfying thud. It staggered and fell through the building behind it, sending up a large cloud of dust as the house collapsed around it.

      Damien gritted his teeth. A wail filled the air, mixing in with the screams as the tall monster clambered upright, acid leaking from already sealing wounds. Sylph hopped over the ruined wall and dove at the creature, forcing it to keep its attention on her to avoid getting turned into gravel.

      The monster spat a blob of acid at Sylph. She used her scythe like an extra limb, digging it into the stone and yanking herself out of the way of the attack. It sailed past her and burned through the wall of a nearby house.

      A woman screamed from within it. The monster’s eyeless gaze snapped toward her as the woman pushed a small child behind her, shielding the boy with her body.

      “Damn it,” Damien swore, forming a powerful gravity sphere in his hands. “We’re fighting. Pay attention to us!”

      Sylph was ahead of him. She leaped forward, jumping off the monster’s thin knee and slamming her shadowy blade into its chest. Sylph shifted her grip on the hilt of the blade, using it like a circus bar to swing herself up onto its shoulders.

      Her scythe plunged downward into its head, digging deep into the creature’s skull. Damien tossed the gravity sphere toward the monster’s pelvis, detonating the spell right before it connected.

      The dark ball expanded outward and contracted, the gravity yanking the creature to its knees with a loud crash. It let out another wail. Sylph formed a new blade in her hands and reared back, bringing it down on the monster’s neck and severing its head.

      Acid bubbled at the monster’s neck, but Sylph wasn’t done. Her weapon rose and fell twice more, the powerful swings each taking off a limb. She jumped off its body before the acid could touch her.

      As Sylph fell, she hurled her blade into the monster’s back. It tumbled once in the air before embedding itself square in the creature, forcing it to stagger forward. Damien thrust his mental energy forward, slamming into the monster with all the force he could muster.

      This time, wounded and disoriented, the Corrupted monster was unable to keep a hold of the Ether. Damien tore the strands of energy away from it. He immediately felt the strain as the Ether fought against him, trying desperately to reattach to its host.

      “Keep it still and kill it!” Damien yelled. The action almost made him lose concentration and drop the Ether, but he managed to keep his mental grip on it.

      Sylph responded with trained efficiency. She bounded forward, jumping up and grabbing the hilt of her dark sword. She twisted it, forcing the blade deeper and widening the wound. The acid flowing from the monster’s numerous wounds started to thicken and slow without the Ether to replenish it.

      Her scythe rose and fell, hacking into the creature’s neck and back. Sweat poured down Damien’s face, and he shook with exertion as a headache formed at a rapid pace. He gritted his teeth, dropping to his knees as he fought back with all his might.

      The pressure abruptly vanished. Damien gasped, nearly falling on his face as the lines of Ether snapped back into place, giving up their attempts to attach to the monster’s body. It crumbled apart, the remaining acid splashing and sizzling through the ground as Sylph jumped down.

      The screams from the townsfolk around them showed no signs of stopping. Sylph stepped around the corpse of the monster and jogged over to Damien, helping him to his feet.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah,” Damien said, rubbing his head. “That was a lot harder than I expected. The Ether felt like it actually wanted to attach to the Corruption.”

      “Well, at least we know we can kill it,” Sylph said, glancing back at the mound of rock where the monster had stood. The screams were slowing down now, and several people had emerged from the surrounding houses and streets to cautiously take stock of the situation. “But why was it so bold?”

      “That’s the question, all right,” Damien agreed with a small grimace. They ignored the stunned stares of the people around them as they approached the monster’s remains and examined them.

      As far as Damien could tell, it was just a mound of rocks. Sylph nudged some of them to the side with the tip of her scythe, then shrugged as it retracted into her back with a squelch. “Rocks.”

      “And no answers,” Damien said, pressing his lips together.

      Henry abruptly got his attention with a quick jab of mental energy. “Look sharp. I can sense someone coming. Don’t give any information out that you don’t have to.”

      Sylph caught the look on Damien’s face before he could even say anything. A blade flickered into her hands, and she dropped into a fighting stance. “Where are they?”

      A small mote of gray light appeared several feet away from them. Damien’s scalp prickled as it expanded outward, and Delph appeared before them, his cloak rippling in a nonexistent breeze.

      The man’s face was grim. Magical energy crackled in his hand, streaks of gray light rising up like wisps of smoke around him as he spun in a circle. His eyes landed on the pile of rubble.

      For a moment, Delph didn’t move. Damien could only see the profile of the professor’s face, but he was able to catch the faintest flicker of surprise as it crossed Delph’s features before the man’s face returned to its normal emotionless state.

      “What are you two doing here?” Delph asked, the magic at his hand fading away.

      “Cleaning up your problem, apparently,” Sylph said, lowering her weapon. “You showed up after it was already dead.”

      “Considering I only received reports that a strange rock-acid monster was stumbling through this village’s streets a few minutes ago, I’d say I got here pretty damn fast,” Delph replied. “I’m much more interested in how the two of you got here.”

      “We were wandering around for the summer, training,” Damien said, shrugging. “We heard a commotion here and came to help. It was a coincidence.”

      Delph cocked an eyebrow. “I see. Can you describe the creature you coincidentally killed?”

      “A lanky humanoid about two stories tall,” Sylph said. “No eyes and had the ability to regenerate and spit blobs of corrosive acid.”

      “And it was slain by two Year Ones,” Delph said. “Fascinating.”

      Henry rose up within Damien, watching Delph closely and waiting for any signs of aggression. Sylph cocked her head to the side. “Is something wrong, Professor? We just happened to be passing by and looking for something to train against.”

      “No,” Delph said. “Nothing’s wrong. The reports indicated that this monster would have been significantly out of your abilities. How did you manage to defeat it?”

      “It was constantly drawing power from a bunch of Ether lines connected to it,” Damien said, choosing his words carefully. “We realized that it was constantly regenerating no matter what we did, so Sylph kept it distracted while I pushed the Ether away so it couldn’t heal anymore.”

      “Hm,” Delph said, giving him a small nod. “Clever solution. You thought that up on the spur of the moment?”

      Damien nodded. He’d had a lot of practice lying in the past few years, and he was desperately hoping that it would hold up now against Delph’s intense scrutiny. After a few moments, the older man’s eyes softened and he shook his head.

      Delph shrugged and yawned, covering his mouth with the back of his hand. “In the end, all I can say is good job. It looks like you managed to keep the monster’s attacks somewhat contained. You likely saved a lot of lives. Did you happen to notice anything before the monster appeared? It seems to be a new type. I don’t recognize it from the frontlines.”

      “We weren’t here when it appeared,” Sylph said. “We only came after we heard noise. I don’t think we can help you there.”

      Delph’s brow furrowed, and he let out a weary sigh. “Wonderful. Paperwork. My favorite. At least it looks like my lessons stuck at least a little bit. Congratulations on not dying in your first unsupervised fight.”

      “What about the monster horde on campus?” Damien asked.

      Delph cleared his throat. “Anyways. Were the two of you planning on staying the night?”

      “No,” Damien said. “We only dropped by. We’re training through the summer break, traveling around and looking for monsters to fight and such. We’ll probably be on our way right now, unless you need us to stay.”

      Delph examined Damien for a moment. Then he shrugged, waving his hand dismissively. “I won’t keep you here. There should be more than enough witnesses of the monster and the fight to give me what I need from here on out. Where are you planning on heading?”

      “Just wandering around the kingdom,” Sylph said, shrugging. “We didn’t have a particular direction in mind.”

      “That works,” Delph said. “If you want a challenge, head toward some of the border towns. Just make sure you don’t bite off more than you can chew. The monsters occasionally slip past the front lines, and no matter how lucky you were today, one mistake is all it takes to end a promising talent for good.”

      Damien and Sylph both gave him a nod. They bid the professor farewell and headed off as quickly as they could without looking suspicious, slipping through the nameless village’s streets and quickly fading from view.

      As soon as they had departed, Delph wrapped his cloak around him. He shrank down into a small ball of gray light and vanished, not speaking to a single villager.
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      The mote of gray light expanded outward as Delph formed in a dark room. Faint light trickled through a hole in the ceiling above him, illuminating thick metal shackles along the floor. The stench of rotting flesh and…wrongness hung low in the air.

      “This is it,” Havel said. The cloak unfurled around his shoulders, rippling around him.

      “Disturbing,” Delph said, kneeling beside the shackles. “They were lying to me.”

      “Were they?” Havel asked. “Seemed honest enough. The two of them are pretty accident prone, after all.”

      “I think that’s a symptom rather than the problem,” Delph said after several moments. “That’s fine. It doesn’t surprise me all that much. We were already aware that both of them were unique cases.”

      “We’ll have time enough for that soon,” Havel said. “Let’s stay on track for now. Can you detect the magic?”

      “Yes,” Delph said, his mouth curling downward. “Clear as day. But—where did it go? Don’t tell me that monster outside was…”

      “It wasn’t,” Havel confirmed. “I’m certain. It had traces of something I don’t recognize, but it wasn’t what was kept down here, and it wasn’t what I detected.”

      “Did it escape?” Delph asked. “That would be bad. Very bad.”

      “I didn’t detect any traces of it outside,” Havel said, rippling. “Pretty sure it never left this room.”

      “Impossible,” Delph said. “A creature of such strength should not have been able to be brought down without a fight. You know that more than I.”

      “Even if it was chained and heavily weakened? All things can die, Delph. Even—”

      “Be silent,” Delph snapped. “You never know who’s listening, Havel.”

      “You’re paranoid, Delph. Whatever.”

      “There was nobody in this town with the strength to fight a Devourer Beast, much less what was held by these chains,” Delph said, nudging one of them with the tip of his boot. “The only people of relevance who passed through the area other than me are Damien and Sylph.”

      Havel didn’t respond to that. Delph let out a small hum. He reached up and removed the scratched chest plate from his body, setting it down on the ground and pulling his shirt back. A small black stone shimmered on the left side of his chest.

      Delph grabbed one of the chain links and brought it closer to himself. The stone let out faint purple sparks as it grew near the chain. The professor dropped the chain to the ground and rose to his feet.

      He grabbed his chest plate and clasped it back on. “You were right, Havel. That’s the Void all right. But how and why did Damien and Sylph know about it? I know for a fact that their detection skills aren’t advanced enough to locate something as well hidden as this.”

      “That’s your problem, boss,” Havel said. “Unless you really want me to step in.”

      “Eight Planes, absolutely not. I’m not anywhere near that desperate.”

      “You don’t have to sound that offended.”

      “Stop blathering and figure out where they went—and take extra precaution with your presence. I’m quite curious to see exactly just what training those two are going through.”
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      As Delph spoke with Havel, Damien and Sylph made a beeline out of the town. They dropped by a store near the edge of town, where they were lucky enough to catch the man as he was peeking through a window. After buying supplies for another week of travel, they took to the road. The two avoided any people they ran into as they put as much space as possible between themselves and the scene of the fight.

      “What in the S—ah, Eight Planes was Delph doing there?” Damien asked in a hushed tone.

      “No idea,” Sylph said. “But it’s not good for either of us. Do you think he suspected…you know?”

      Damien passed the question along to Henry, who let out a thoughtful hum. “I don’t know. Your professor is…interesting. I’ve reviewed several books in your library, but none of them had any mention of the magic he uses. He’s also strangely obsessed with both of you. The bigger problem is that I don’t know if we can take him in a fight, even if I took over your body.”

      “Wonderful,” Damien muttered.

      Good job, Herald. I don’t suppose you’ve got a solution for this? You can kiss any hope of stopping the Corruption goodbye if Delph realizes what you are.

      The runes on Damien’s hand grew warm. He paused, then let out an exasperated sigh. “I’m just getting told to go find the next Corrupted monster.”

      “Figures,” Sylph grumbled. “Although—what else would we do? I suppose we could stop and just train normally, but would that be okay?”

      A stab of pain shot into Damien’s chest as Herald made its displeasure known. He staggered, catching himself before he could fall and letting out a curse. “No. Herald is very much against that. And, as much as I hate to say it, he might be right. We can’t let those monsters appear everywhere.”

      “About that,” Sylph said, casting a glance over her shoulder before she spoke again. “Why was it there? Isn’t this thing supposed to work slowly? Overtly announcing its presence twice doesn’t seem to fit that at all. We can’t be the only ones hunting it now.”

      Damien shook his head. “I don’t know. Nothing makes sense, but we know how to kill them and where to find them. All we can do is hunt as many as possible before the next school year. Herald will probably let me know in a very polite manner if something is going so badly with the Corruption that we’ve got no other choice.”

      Sylph nodded. They continued along the road, superstitiously checking back on the town as it receded in the distance, but there was no sign of Delph. Before long, it receded into the distance.

      They traveled until nightfall before setting up camp and sleeping through the night. The following morning, they followed the lead of Herald’s rune circle, making their way through the dense grass and toward whatever Corruption awaited them.

      The days ground on, but there was no sign of Delph. Henry even checked the surroundings several times, but it looked as if the professor hadn’t bothered tracking them. The tension slowly left their minds, although some of it remained.

      After around five days had passed, the green grass surrounding them started to turn brown. The sun grew hotter and the wind died out. What had originally been a pleasant walk quickly turned uncomfortable.

      As they made their way through the yellowing plains, the runes on Damien’s hand grew hot. A few minutes later, he nearly fell straight into a thin gap in the ground. Sylph grabbed Damien, pulling him back to safety.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Damien said, squinting into the darkness below them. “Another one?”

      “If it works, don’t fix it,” Sylph said. “I’m assuming this is our target?”

      Damien moved his hand around, but it was a formality and they both knew it. It grew ice cold the moment he pointed it any direction other than the small hole before them. Sylph hopped down into it, sliding down the thin, rocky slope and vanishing into the darkness.

      He slipped down as well, bumped into her back when he reached the bottom. Sylph steadied him, and the two squinted in the darkness as their eyes slowly adjusted. Damien was completely unsurprised to find two pillars in the center of the dark room, each covered in runes.

      Henry? I think you’re up again.

      Henry gently took control of Damien’s body and directed him forward. He inspected the pillars, then brought a mote of purple light to Damien’s finger and started to trace it across the rough stone.

      “This is interesting,” Henry said through Damien’s mouth. “The damage is in the exact same locations. Not only were these portals damaged by someone, but it’s likely that it was the same person.”

      “More mysteries. Wonderful,” Sylph said. “I almost miss when the only problem was killing someone before they killed you.”

      “Don’t worry. You’ll get a chance to do that pretty soon. I’m expecting Herald to pop us out right in front of the Corruption again, so be on your feet.”

      Sylph nodded. Henry finished drawing the runes and sent a pulse of Ether into them. A purple portal crackled to life before them, drawing in the air in the room with a loud whoosh. Henry returned Damien’s body to him as he and Sylph both jumped forward, vanishing into the portal.

      They’d gone through the room much faster than they had with the first one, not even bothering to inspect it too closely. Behind them, the portal flickered and faded away. The room fell back into darkness.

      Several moments passed. A small ball of gray light formed in the corner, behind a large fallen rock. The rock shimmered, shrinking downward and growing humanoid features. The stone turned to armor and a tattered cloak as Delph appeared where it had sat.

      “Well done, Havel,” Delph said, brushing the dirt from his legs. “One of your finer concealments. I assume you picked up what I did?”

      “The boy has an incredibly powerful companion,” Havel said. “It was controlling his body.”

      “But not involuntarily, I think,” Delph said. “It gave control back to Damien as soon as that portal was repaired. They’re working together.”

      “Was that it, then? The companion defeated the Void I detected?”

      “That’s possible,” Delph said, pulling his armor down and peering at the stone in his chest. It crackled with energy. “But that’s not all of it. There was no reaction before Damien and Sylph passed through here. Damien hosts the Void.”

      “Well, shit,” Havel said. “I hate it when I’m right.”

      “No, you don’t,” Delph said, pulling his armor back on.

      “No, I don’t. So, what now? Report to the Dean?”

      “Absolutely not,” Delph said, scoffing. “The dean is a bumbling fool with the power to destroy a nation. He’s worthless for anything with any degree of subtlety required, and we don’t want to demolish the kingdom trying to defeat Damien. We don’t know just how much power that companion of his can draw, but attacking it head-on would certainly be a horrible way to find out.”

      “Who, then? Can the two of us handle this alone?”

      “Best not,” Delph said, frowning. “We need to determine the level of control that Damien has over his companion. We’re thinking of the worst-case scenario, Havel. But consider the alternative. If Damien dominates the Void creature…”

      “He’s a kid, boss. It’s not possible. The Void is likely just letting him have free rein until it’s in position to execute its true desires.”

      “We’ll see,” Delph said. “He could be what we’ve been looking for, Havel. I’ll not throw this opportunity away due to fear.”

      “So what, then?” Havel asked. “I can’t reactivate this portal. Are we just going to wait for another surge of Void energy and then hope we’re fast enough to catch them?”

      “No,” Delph said. He let out a heavy sigh and massaged his forehead. “We need a portal expert. It’s time to go see my brother.”
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      Damien hit the ground in a roll. He sprung to his feet, skidding to a stop inches away from a wall. Sylph appeared with a small flash beside him. A gentle breeze brushed through his hair as mottled sun shone down through the gaps in the towering forest canopy above him.

      “Uh…is this the right place?” Damien asked, turning in a slow circle. They were surrounded by greenery. Soft moss covered the forest floor and the trees were spaced out enough that there was easy to see in the soft daylight. “Henry, do you see anything?”

      Henry entered Damien’s shadow, rising up from the ground and crossing his arms. “Let me check. I’ve got my suspicions, but I want to confirm them first.”

      He darted out into the trees, vanishing from sight within moments. Damien and Sylph exchanged a glance before making their way over to a large tree and sitting down. Neither of them let their guard down, but the delicate chirp of birds and the comforting shade of the trees made it hard to imagine that the Corruption had been in this place.

      Henry returned several minutes later, slipping up from between the tree branches and alighting on the ground beside them. “I don’t detect the Corruption. However, my suspicion was correct. Herald sent us to another location where a Void creature was bound.”

      “Shit,” Damien said. “Is this one Corrupted, too?”

      “I can’t tell,” Henry admitted. “I didn’t get too close. As soon as I recognized the Void aura, I came back. I’m afraid we’ve got the same problem as with Harriot. The bindings are weakening.”

      Damien pressed his lips together. “Fantastic. So if we do nothing, it escapes. Whether it’s Corrupted or not, that’s still bad news.”

      “Wouldn’t Herald want them to escape?” Sylph asked. “If they weren’t Corrupted, that is.”

      “Almost certainly,” Henry said. “Which leads us to the very likely chance that Herald believes this one is Corrupted as well. I believe the bindings have also weakened more than the ones on Harriot. This will not be an easy fight.”

      “Do you think you can take over?” Damien asked.

      “It’s possible, but dangerous,” Henry said. “As I am now, I’m barely putting any energy out. There wouldn’t have been a problem in the past, but if that professor of yours is still watching us, he might pick it up.”

      “Do you think he followed us?” Damien asked, glancing around the forest.

      “It’s hard to say,” Henry said, giving him a shrug. “He’s very good at hiding his location and seems to be able to travel at an incredible speed. I’ve been able to spot him before, but my senses are still muddled from your human spark. There’s also the chance that he’s allowed his presence to leak out at times, giving us the feel that we can detect him when we really can’t. If I was at full power, it would be no issue at all. However, with the current constraints of your body…”

      “Gotcha,” Damien said. He rubbed his forehead and let out a sigh. “Then we might have to try to handle this on our own. You can obviously come out if there’s no alternative, but at least some of the bindings are still there, right?”

      “Some,” Henry agreed. “But they’re much weaker than Harriot. I’ve got to wonder if this is happening to all of the Void creatures, or if it’s just some of them.”

      “A question for Herald, maybe,” Sylph said. “If he’s able to detect the Corruption this well, it might be time to press for some more information. He should know if all of the Void has been Corrupted.”

      “After this fight, then,” Damien said. “Let’s go. Lead the way please, Henry.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Henry obliged. They trailed his shadowy figure through the forest for several minutes, weaving through the trees and stepping over fallen branches. After a short travel, a large stone outcropping poked through the trunks.

      It was shaped like the jagged tooth of some long-dead monster. The white, bleached rock was a stark change from the muted browns and greens of the forest. At its base was the entrance to a cave.

      As they approached it, Damien immediately recognized the arch of runes that traveled along the outside of the cave. Many of them were similar or even matched the ones that he’d drawn on his chest.

      “Take even more caution than normal,” Henry said. “I know one of my brethren is beyond here, but I can tell that the binding method used on it was different. The binding might just be keeping it inside of the cave rather that restricting it.”

      Damien and Sylph nodded. Henry slipped forward, entering the cave. Faint purple energy glimmered around him as he entered, but the cave offered no further resistance. Damien and Sylph followed after him.

      The energy tickled as it caressed Damien’s skin like an electric blanket. He grimaced as the buzz faded from his ears. He channeled Ether to his hands as his eyes started to adjust to the darkness.

      He could barely make out Henry’s dim form in the dim light, but the path was thin enough that it wasn’t possible to get lost. The smell of stale water and moss permeated the stone tunnel around them.

      “Get ready,” Henry said in a tone barely above a whisper after they’d been walking for some time. “There’s a metal door in front of us. Our opponent will almost certainly be behind it.”

      They reached the door in question a few feet later. It was made of thick silver metal and completely covered in runes. Damien couldn’t tell how thick it was from this side, but something told him that it could probably take quite a punch without breaking.

      “I’m ready,” Sylph whispered.

      “As am I,” Damien said, forming a gravity sphere in his hand.

      Henry reached out and pressed a hand against the door. Purple energy raced out across it, delving into the runes and flaring in intensity. With a hiss, the runes along the hinges started to melt away. The door swung open with a slow creak. Henry flicked a hand forward, sending an orb of purple light flying into the room and illuminating it.

      An old man sat in a wooden chair, a walking stick at his feet and his head in his hands. The man’s hair was pure white and had grown out thick and fluffy, completely obscuring his face and sticking out in every direction. His eyes were closed.

      The cobbled floor around him was smooth and unblemished, and the room was about the same size as the one Harriot had been kept in. A small silver chain connected the man’s ankle to a ring in the ground, but aside from that, he was entirely unrestrained.

      “It Who Heralds the End of all Light,” the man said. His voice was the whisper of a thousand men and women, discordantly overlaid into a mind-numbing symphony. “I detected you some time ago. The Corruption is already present. Why has the cycle not been restarted?”

      “There are other forces at play, It Who Stills the Seas,” Henry said. Damien kept the gravity sphere at the tips of his fingers. The old man was, at the very least, smarter than Harriot. He hadn’t shown any emotion yet, and avoiding the fight by confirming that he wasn’t Corrupted would be ideal.

      “There are no other forces,” the old man said, his tone flat. “No matter. Release me. Then you can explain why you have chosen to keep an extra mortal vessel with you.”

      His gaze flicked to Sylph for an instant. “These bindings interfere with my senses. They have proven to be more problematic than I originally believed.”

      “How were you bound?” Henry asked. “Are you aware of what happened?”

      “No. I was summoned to the Mortal Plane and found myself bound to this room before I could even begin processing sensory input,” the man replied. “I have been vaguely able to locate the location of the others, although it grows harder. I lost track of one some time ago.”

      “That would be my fault,” Henry said. “The Corruption claimed It Who Consumes.”

      “I see,” the old man said. “The Corruption has progressed faster than we could have anticipated. It may consume the Mortal Plane entirely within only a few decades. We must begin the process to restart the cycle. Free me.”

      “About that,” Henry said. “That bit is the change of plans. We aren’t restarting the cycle. We’re attempting to fight the Corruption. Either destroy it or push it off—whichever happens.”

      “That is not our directive.”

      “The directive was changed,” Henry said. “We can put an end to the Corruption permanently. Stop the restarts of the cycles. Just finish the enemy off once and for good, It Who Stills the Seas. There’s no reason for us to play this endless game.”

      “It is not our place to decide such things,” It Who Stills the Seas said. The old man’s eyes finally opened. They were a deep, stark blue that threatened to swallow Damien’s mind as soon as he made eye contact with the man. “Something is amiss.”

      Henry? Maybe try harder to convince him. The old man is scary, but he really doesn’t seem like the Corruption. Can you sense it at all?

      “The Corruption made it farther than normal this cycle,” Henry said, shaking his head minutely and casting a glance back at Damien. “Next cycle, it may be earlier still. Eventually we will run out of time. Now is the time to take action, before we cannot any longer.”

      “No,” the old man said, rising from his chair. “We do not make such decisions. That is not our place. My addled senses mislead me. You are not It Who Heralds the End of all Light. Your aura is similar, but it is warped with something else. Not the Corruption, but warped nonetheless.”

      “Not warped,” Henry said. “Improved. I am something greater. We could use your help stopping the Corruption, It Who Stills the Seas. Our goal is still the same—the preservation of the Mortal Plane.”

      “You have fallen,” the old man said. “You live no more than It Who Consumes. Free me at once—I shall rectify the wrong you have done by failing to execute your duties.”

      Henry raised his hands. Tendrils of shadow rose up from the ground, binding the man’s hands and yanking him back down into the chair. They tightened around his body, covering every part but his head in a tight cocoon of magic.

      “You will fail,” the old man said, his words no more passionate than if he were ordering lunch. “The cycle will restart.”

      “Every single Void creature is bound,” Henry said, shaking his head. “If there is no other choice, I’ll restart the cycle myself. However, I’ll be taking every route possible before that. Maybe you’ll understand some day.”

      With loud snaps, the bands of magic hardened into chains, scraping against each other as they wound tighter around the Void creature. They wound up, covering the old man’s mouth and starting to creep up his head.

      Something crackled behind him. The back of Damien’s neck prickled. He saw Sylph spin out of the corner of his eye and started to do the same. Before he could even fully turn, a shockwave of gray energy tore through the room.

      It picked Damien up and threw him across the room. He tumbled midair, landing on his feet and skidding several feet back before hitting the wall. A portal of crackling red energy shimmered to life a short distance from where he’d been standing.

      The chains that Henry had put around the old man shattered. He cocked his head to the side, rising to his feet and snapping his fingers. His body rippled and turned invisible. The only thing that remained of him was the silver shackle on the floor.

      Delph and Dredd strode out from within the portal. Dredd held his huge staff aloft in front of him while Delph was unarmed, but that didn’t make him look the slightest bit less threatening.

      “What are you doing here, Damien?” Delph asked, his voice cold.

      “I’m taking over the moment they make a move,” Henry warned Damien. “We are not in a position to fight both of those men. Your body won’t survive the stress.”

      Damien fought down the panic building up to give Henry a small mental nod. The old man remained in his chair, watching the growing crowd impassively.

      “I won’t ask again,” Delph said. “This is serious, kids. That shadow—it was the Void. This cave is full of it. I don’t know how it was so well hidden, but you two lead us right to it. What are you doing?”

      “I’m not sure you’d understand,” Damien said, drawing Ether into himself conspicuously. He doubted his magic would be much use against Delph, but it didn’t hurt to prepare nonetheless.

      “Try me. I’m not even entirely convinced that you’re in control of your body. The records of the Void are sparse, but I know that it can possess mortals. You might just be a puppet,” Delph said, gray light flickering around his hands. “Sylph, get away from Damien. It’s very possible that he isn’t what he claims to be.”

      Sylph looked from Delph to Dredd. She didn’t move. Delph’s brow tightened. “Sylph. Move. I don’t have time to explain, but the Void is one of the Mortal Plane’s greatest enemies. They’re creatures capable of terrible destruction.”

      “Told you she wouldn’t listen,” Dredd said. “Give it up, Delph. You can start a new experiment. This one is too dangerous. Stop trying to salvage it. The girl will change her mind once the Void’s host is dead.”

      “I’m not possessed,” Damien said. “I got the Void to agree to an old contract. I’m in control of my body.”

      “Then why are you here?” Delph asked. “Give me a reason, Damien. I don’t want to do this. I’ve invested into you, but there are certain limits even I can’t break.”

      “I don’t think I can explain it quickly, but there’s a force other than the Void,” Damien said. “It’s called the Corruption, and it’s the stone creature that attacked the other town and also the monster that Whisp’s special quest had us chasing.”

      “No stone monsters here,” Delph said. “Just you.”

      Damien opened his mouth to respond. Delph flicked his hand toward him, sending a bolt of gray energy howling through the air. Henry surged forward, taking control of Damien’s body and instantly casting Devour, absorbing the spell.

      “His eyes are black,” Dredd reported. “The Void is controlling him. You wanted time, Delph. You’re running out. I will not allow this creature to leave the room alive.”

      Give me my body back.

      Henry obliged, returning control to Damien.

      “See? I’m in control. My companion just protects me,” Damien said, proud that his voice only shook slightly.

      “Proof, Damien,” Delph said. “You’re giving me words, but you just lost control of your body a few seconds ago. That means the Void can control you when it wants to, can’t it? Tell me I’m wrong.”

      Well, shit. Can you get us out of here?

      Dredd drummed the butt of his staff into the ground. A wave of red energy flowed across the room, fading into the stone walls and washing over everyone.

      “Teleport block,” Henry hissed. “I can break it, but that’s game over for your chances of ever going back to that school. Are you ready for that?”

      “Sylph,” Delph said, oblivious to Damien’s internal conversation with Henry. “You saw it yourself. Damien isn’t in control here, and I’d like to salvage at least part of my investment. This is your last chance. Damien’s fate is sealed.”

      Sylph swallowed. She looked at Damien. He bit his lip and gave her a slight nod. Henry could get him out of here, but Sylph was another question. She slipped across the room, quickly moving to stand behind the two professors.

      Damien raised his hands, and Henry’s power started to bubble forth as his companion took the reins of his body.

      “For what it’s worth, if there’s any of you at all in there, you were a good student,” Delph said.

      Dredd raised his staff. Red energy crackled around it, forming into a brilliant bolt of energy above it. Henry’s power surged forth, slamming against Dredd’s magic and tearing at the port block to break it.

      The staff-wielding professor aimed his weapon at Damien as the bolt of energy grew brighter. It flared. Sylph blurred forward, blades bursting out of her forearms as two scythes sprouted from her back.

      She drove all four of the weapons toward Dredd at different angles. Despite the speed and silence of her attack, the professor managed to spin partially, bringing the shaft of his staff up to block the scythes and twisting his body to avoid the others.

      The bolt of energy screamed across the room, knocked awry. Damien lunged out of the way as it hit the wall and bounced toward him.

      It Who Stills the Seas snapped back into view, lunging toward Damien. The chain at his feet stretched, sparking as it tried to contain him. With a cackle, the old man grabbed the bolt of energy and redirected downward into his bindings.

      A clang rang through the air as the chain shattered. The old man snapped his fingers and transformed into a stream of water that shot past them and out of the cave.

      Damien didn’t have time to worry about him. Dredd threw Sylph back with a blast of energy, and she slammed into the wall with enough force to crack the rock.

      “All of your experiments are failed,” Dredd snarled, aiming his weapon at Sylph.

      Damien Warp Stepped forward, appearing between them and casting Devour just before a bolt of energy shot into them. It vanished into the disk.

      Henry, can you get Sylph out of here, too?

      “Not at any decent speed,” Henry said. “The port block will slow me down and leave you both defenseless. The moment both of those professors make a serious move, you’re dead. The only reason they haven’t is that they’re wary of me.”

      Damien gritted his teeth. Sylph staggered to his feet behind him.

      “What are you still doing here?” she hissed. “Get away!”

      “I’m not leaving you behind,” Damien snapped.

      Invisible energy wrapped around Damien’s chest, lifting him up and throwing him across the room. It constricted around his body, yanking his limbs taut.

      “Stay there,” Delph said, gray light flaring around him. “Dredd, finish the girl quickly. The Void hasn’t taken completely control of him yet, and I don’t fancy fighting both at once.”

      Dredd’s response was tracing a circle of red energy in the air before Sylph. A wave of force rippled out from it, buffeting Damien’s hair back. The gravity in the room seemed to triple and the breath rushed out of Damien’s chest. His connection to the Ether evaporated and his body grew weak as all the energy vanished with a pop.

      Sylph fell to her knees as Dredd reached into the circle, pulling out a jagged red blade. Without fanfare, the professor raised it and brought it down toward Sylph’s neck. Damien thrust his mental energy out with all his strength, pushing Delph’s magic back and ripping Ether out of the air desperately.

      He drew it into himself and blinked across the room, appearing between Sylph and Dredd with his arms raised. Damien reached for Ether to harden his mage armor, but he hadn’t had time to draw in enough after Delph had drained his core dry. He squeezed his eyes shut even as Henry rushed to take over, waiting for the end.

      The blade rang as it slammed into metal. Henry stopped, allowing Damien to keep control of his body.

      “Open your eyes,” Henry said.

      Damien cracked an eye open. Delph stood between them, his gauntleted hand wrapped around Dredd’s sword.

      “I think that proves it,” Delph said. He flicked Damien’s arm, and the boy yelped. “He didn’t harden his mage armor. I only let him get enough Ether back to cast one spell, and he chose to protect Sylph instead of attacking or running. No Void creature would do that.”

      Dredd pressed his lips together. “He houses the Void.”

      “And he controls it,” Delph said. “Your job here is done, Dredd. I needed to prove that Damien wasn’t consumed by the Void, and this has done it. You may leave.”

      Damien blinked, trying to make sense of the situation. “This was a test?”

      “Not until you tried to save the girl,” Dredd said, finally lowering his staff with a sigh. “We came here to kill you. Probably still should.”

      “But we won’t,” Delph said cheerfully, clapping Damien on the shoulder. “Love wins out and all that cool stuff. But, much more importantly, I have a few questions for you. Feel free to give me the long version. I’m not going anywhere.”

      “But I am,” Damien snapped, flicking Delph's hand off. “You have no idea what you just did. We need to find that old man, and we need to do it yesterday. I'm in control of my Void creature, but you just released another one onto the Mortal Plane.”

      Damien started past Delph, but a gentle prod of mental energy from Henry stopped him.

      “Don’t bother,” Henry said. “It Who Stills the Seas is long gone. I can’t detect it anymore, either. We won’t be able to find it by blindly chasing.”

      It’ll restart the Cycle if we don’t do anything! Everything will get destroyed!

      “Calm down. Restarting the Cycle takes time,” Henry said. “Not to us, but in mortal time, we aren’t out of luck. It will need to recover from imprisonment as well. It took me several of your years to regain my strength within your body. We’ll have to deal with it, but a few minutes won’t change anything.”

      Damien clenched his hands and let a breath out through clenched teeth. Dredd watched him with suspicious eyes as Sylph walked up to stand beside him.

      “Don’t we need to chase the Void creature?” Sylph asked. “It’s going to escape.”

      “Henry said it’s already long gone.”

      “Hold on,” Delph said, frowning. “I thought you had control of the Void creature.”

      “I control my Void creature,” Damien said, crossing his arms. “But Dredd’s attack freed the one that was bound in this cave. The one that I was in the process of sealing so it couldn’t escape.”

      “I think you might have to start from the beginning,” Delph said.

      Damien massaged his forehead. “I suppose I should.”
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      And that was what he did. Starting from the botched summons when he was a kid, Damien recounted just about everything that had led up to where they currently stood. In a way, it was freeing to know share the story with someone that wasn’t Sylph.

      By the time Damien was finished, Delph and Dredd both looked like they’d swallowed a lemon.

      “Well, we fucked up,” Delph said in a matter-of-fact tone. “It’s been a while since I screwed a mission this badly.”

      “No, it hasn’t,” Dredd said. “You blew up a town a year ago. It’s just that we’ve gone and screwed up something a bit more important than a few houses.”

      “So you aren’t going to try and kill me?” Damien double-checked.

      “No,” Dredd said. “We made a mistake. If I were in your shoes, it’s likely that I would have followed the same path. There was just no way for us to know that you were in control of the Void creature other than you telling us, but your suspicions were correct. Had we discovered it, it is very likely that you would have been killed for the sake of protecting the rest of the world.”

      “And now we’ve got a bigger problem,” Delph said, rubbing his chin. “This Corruption—you said your companion told you that it was here, didn’t you? So where is it?”

      “Not here,” Damien said, his brow lowering. “Herald and Henry are different creatures. Henry is my friend—Herald serves its own goals. Herald’s ability to detect magic is much higher than Henry’s, so it’s possible it knew that you were following us and sent us here so that you would have a chance of inadvertently freeing It Who Stills the Seas.”

      “Wily bastard,” Delph said.

      “Hardly,” Dredd put in. “It doesn’t take much knowing you to figure out that you’ll show up and start smashing things.”

      “You’re the one that blasted the grandpa, not me.”

      “You brought me along.”

      “Really, professors?” Sylph asked. “This is hardly the time.”

      Delph cleared his throat. “Right, back on topic. Do we know how much time we’ve got to deal with this Seas creature before the world implodes?”

      “Henry implied that we basically have to wait for it to make the first move,” Damien said, pacing back and forth. “We don’t have a good way to track it until it does, but we’ll probably have a few weeks to get things moving once it does. The good news is that it’ll have to recover before it can do anything, and that should take a year or two at the least.”

      “So the Corruption is the more immediate threat,” Dredd said, turning the staff over in his hand. “It’s shocking that two Year One students have been able to challenge forces of this caliber on their own. I assume that…Henry is unable to do all the fighting for you to avoid drawing attention.”

      “He’s had to be very careful.” Damien nodded. “But does this mean I can reveal my companion now?”

      “Absolutely not,” Delph said. “Whisp would kill you in a heartbeat. She doesn’t take risks with things like this. Continue doing exactly what you have been. You must not allow anyone else to discover this.”

      “Or you,” Dredd said, nodding to Sylph. “If I understood correctly, you’ve got the butchered corpse of the Corruption within you. That’s only a step better than Damien.”

      “It didn’t do me much good against you,” Sylph said.

      Dredd pushed his cloak back, revealing a thin cut along his chest. “I wouldn’t be so sure of that. It’s been a long time since I’ve been injured by a student to any degree. I can see why Delph is so obsessed with the two of you.”

      Sylph grabbed her pack and pulled a strip of jerky out of it. She threw it into her mouth without taking her eyes off the professors for a second.

      “So, aside from the escaped Void creature, we’re back to square one,” Damien said, letting out a sigh. “Wonderful.”

      “Not exactly square one,” Delph said.

      “What do you mean? We can’t get help from the school. You said it yourself. If Whisp or the dean find something out, we’re dead,” Damien said.

      “I believe I’ve got some vacation time,” Delph said, shooting a glance at Dredd. The staff-bearing professor let out a heavy sigh.

      “As do I. It’s been a while since I’ve actually exerted myself. I suppose this would be a good break.”

      “You’re going to join us?” Sylph asked. She raised her eyebrows, momentarily pausing her inhalation of jerky.

      “I wouldn’t be a very good teacher if I sent you off against extraplanar entities on your own,” Delph said. He curled his lip in distaste. “Especially after the little mix-up we just had. You were having Herald lead you around to the Corruption, right?”

      Damien nodded. “I’ve got a rune circle on my hand that points me toward where Herald wants me to go. Fifty-fifty chance he sends us to another Void creature or actually finds the Corruption.”

      “Girl, you’ve got Corruption energy in you. Let me see it,” Dredd said, gesturing at Sylph with the butt of his staff.

      Her eyebrows scrunched and her lips pressed thin. She followed his request a moment later, bringing a small orb of sickly green light to her hand. Dredd extended his staff, touching it against the energy.

      The top of the wooden weapon shimmered and the orb in Sylph’s hands vanished. She yanked her hand back as if stung while an identical orb formed at the top of the man’s staff.

      “This will do,” Dredd said. “I can track this energy signature with this sample. It will only take minor modification to ensure that the girl doesn’t throw off my calculations.”

      “You can teleport us straight to the Corruption?” Damien asked.

      “I can,” Dredd confirmed. “I believe this will be better than allowing Herald to dictate our motion. Under control or not, I suspect that he doesn’t have any good intentions for any of us.”

      “It,” Damien corrected. “Henry is a he. Herald is an it.”

      Dredd cocked an eyebrow but didn’t argue. He just shrugged and spun the staff in his hand, drawing a glimmering green circle in the air.

      “Is there a strategy to defeating these Corrupted creatures beyond smashing them until they are dead?”

      “Separate the Ether from them,” Damien replied. “As long as they aren’t connected to it, their regeneration is severely weakened.”

      “Noted,” Dredd said. “I would normally say this is where we leave the two of you, but I believe you are both more than capable enough of handling yourselves, and you’d end up fighting the Corruption whether or not Delph and I accompany you. Thus, we shall travel together to terminate these vermin.”

      “I don’t think we’re in a position to turn down help,” Damien said, a small spark of hope blooming within him. He hadn’t seen Delph or Dredd ever go all out, but any professor at Blackmist was sure to be a serious threat. Fighting the Corruption would be a lot easier with two powerhouses on their team.

      “Then we’re settled,” Delph said. “Are you ready to go, Dredd?”

      “I have already located an energy signature,” the other professor replied. “Are the two of you still in fighting shape?”

      “I used a bit of energy, but I think I should be okay,” Damien said.

      “As should I,” Sylph said. Her tone was still several degrees colder than normal.

      “Then we shall go. Steady yourselves,” Dredd said. “I will drop us down directly upon the Corruption. Once we have identified it, the two of you will stay back. You understand these creatures better than Delph and me, but we are more capable of taking on a frontal assault if our opponents are prepared for us.”

      “Just don’t accidentally free any more world destroying monsters,” Sylph said.

      “I shall do my utmost,” Dredd said, his tone so dry that it was impossible to tell if he was being sarcastic or not. He drummed the staff against the ground and the green circle he’d drawn turned a deep red.

      It thrummed, forming into a portal. The portal turned horizontal and expanded, swallowing all four of them before blinking out of existence, taking them along with it.

      Dredd’s magic dropped them off at the top of a mountain. The first thing Damien noticed was that it was cold. A harsh wind through the air, whipping his clothes and biting at his eyes and lips. He wrapped his hands around himself as his feet suddenly grew wet from the thick snow that nearly reached his knees.

      They stood on a large plateau with the peak towering above them. A cave within the rock face before them led into the heart of the mountain. There were large claw marks along the walls, and the faint smell of carrion was just barely noticeable through the chill.

      “It is likely that our opponents are within the cave,” Dredd said. “Are you aware of their sensing capabilities? Would usage of magic alert them to our arrival?”

      Damien passed the message along to Henry.

      “It’s likely,” Henry said. “They probably wouldn’t notice anything if it was somewhere crowded or with a few other mages, but in a location as isolated from the rest of the world as this mountain, the Corrupted monsters almost certainly would have noticed the Ether usage.”

      Dredd frowned as Damien relayed his companion’s words back to the professor. He adjusted his grip on the staff and pointed it at the cave entrance.

      “Then this Corruption likely expects us to push in to the cave, so it can ambush us,” Dredd said. “Delph, if you would.”

      Delph nodded. He strode through the heavy snow, his cloak rippling and snapping around him, and put his hands against the mountain face.

      “Are you trying to lure them out somehow?” Damien asked. “From what we’ve seen, the Corruption is clever before it turns into its rocky form. If this is the smart version of the Corruption, you’re not going to be able to trick it into fighting out here when we have the advantage.”

      “Delph isn’t trying to trick it,” Dredd said. He raised his staff, and bubbles of energy formed around all three of them. “Brace yourselves. Delph is not subtle.”

      The snow around Delph started to ripple. An invisible force emanating from him pushed it back, forming a growing circle of dry land around the professor. His cloak rippled harder in the wind, lifting up around him as his hands lit up with gray energy.

      Lines traced through the air around Delph’s hands as he closed them into fists. The air itself seemed to bend and warp as he tightened his grasp on it. With a roar, the professor yanked his hands apart.

      A thundering crash split the still sky. The top of the mountain exploded like it had been struck with a hammer the size of the city. House-size boulders hurtled through the sky, disappearing into the clouds below them.

      Damien and Sylph gaped as the cave disintegrated before them, leaving a large plateau with a hole that led into the ground. Delph peered down into it.

      “Not on this level,” he announced. “I’ll try the next one.”

      Delph reared back and drove his fist into the ground. It rumbled, sending tremors throughout the entire mountain. The professor vanished in a cloud of dust and snow.

      “What sort of strategy is that?” Sylph asked. “He’s just destroying the mountain!”

      “Nowhere to hide if there’s no cave,” Dredd replied with a shrug. “If the Corruption is as intelligent as you say, then it will emerge and attempt to stop us before all of its protection is gone. I expect a surprise attack shortly.”

      It was as if Dredd’s words were prophecy. A stone blade punched out from the ground below them, driving up toward the professor. It struck the red bubble, sending shimmers through the spell but failing to penetrate it.

      All three of them jumped back as a tall man clad in white armor pulled himself free from the ground. The bottom half of the man’s face was tattered and rocky, and a large fang jutted out from the side of his mouth. He bore a large broadsword in each hand.

      Damien started to form a gravity sphere, but Dredd’s attack was faster. A bolt of red light screamed through the air and struck the man in the shoulder, spinning him in a circle. Before he could recover, a portal formed beneath him.

      The man fell into it, and it snapped shut halfway through, carving him clean in two. Two more portals removed his arms. Acid bubbled into the snow as the man reformed, a savage snarl ripping free from his mouth.

      “Give in,” the man snarled, his words warped by the fang. “The Cycle will end, and you cannot stop it.”

      Dredd flicked his staff. A portal swallowed the man whole and vanished. Damien blinked, staring at where the Corruption had stood.

      “What did you do to him?”

      “Teleported it into an active volcano,” Dredd replied. He waved his staff again. A charred corpse appeared on the ground before them, acid seeping out across it and already forming back into flesh and armor. Dredd curled his lip, and the body vanished into another portal.

      “That isn’t going to kill it,” Damien said. “It’s still connected to the Ether.”

      To their side, Delph pulled himself out of the hole, brushing dust off his shoulders. The professor glanced around the clearing. “Did it show up?”

      “Dredd sent it into a volcano,” Damien said.

      “Ah. Is it dead?”

      “No. It’ll just keep healing, but this is a good way to weaken it,” Damien said. “This almost feels too easy.”

      “Don’t get too comfy,” Henry said from within him. “Keep in mind that this isn’t a Corruption Seed. It’s just a bit of Corruption, left over from a Seed’s passing. The Seed that I used to heal Sylph was significantly more powerful than this creature, and there are likely hundreds of these across the continent already. Not to mention we haven’t even fought a single one of the Seeds after it has grown into fruition. If we had, you’d be dead.”

      That was enough to sober Damien up. When Dredd brought the charred corpse back, he quickly cast his mental energy forth and stuck at the weakened Corruption, serving its connection to the Ether.

      Sylph stepped up to it, a blade forming in her hand, and split the monster in two. With a final gargle, the two charred, rocky pieces of its body crumbled to the ground.
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      “That wasn’t particularly difficult,” Delph said, brushing the dust off his cloak with a frown. “These creatures threaten the Mortal Plane?”

      “That was a very weak one,” Damien said. “And you and Dredd are both professors. I think there will be a whole lot more Corruption than there will be professors.”

      “Is there a way to cut it off at the source?” Dredd asked. “They must be coming from somewhere. You spoke of Corruption Seeds. Two of them have died, one of which is within Sylph. If we destroy the other four, will the Corruption’s advance be stopped?”

      “Not so much stopped as severely inconvenienced,” Damien said after briefly consulting Henry. “But they’re probably going to try to hide. It will be difficult to find them amongst all the other Corruption that will start popping up in the near future.”

      Dredd frowned, leaning on his staff and peering down at the pile of rubble before them. “Problematic indeed. This isn’t something we can risk handling ourselves, Delph. I will seek outside help while protecting the identity of your charges.”

      “Just make sure we don’t get dragged into anything else because of this,” Damien said, crossing his arms. “If I end up on the run because you and Delph let a Void creature out, I swear I’m going to curse you with my dying breath.”

      “We’ll make sure nobody knows the truth about you,” Dredd said. He cocked his head to the side. “Although you’re going to have to do some work there yourself. You’ll be expected to manifest your companion in the beginning of Year Two. I certainly hope the Void within you has a way of not looking like a terrifying monster.”

      “I’ll figure something out,” Damien said. “Thanks for the warning.”

      “We can aid,” Dredd said. “I’ll ensure your Major is one that Delph and I can directly oversee, so you’ll have much more free rein than an average student.”

      The orb of green light at the top of Dredd’s staff flickered. The man’s eyes narrowed. Both he and Delph dropped into fighting stances.

      “More Corruption is approaching,” Dredd said. “Ready yourselves. It’s coming from the sky.”

      Blades sprouted from Sylph’s arms, and she flickered, fading into the background. All of them watched the sky warily. Seconds ticked by. As far as Damien could tell, the pale blue swathe was completely empty.

      They were so high up in the air that even the clouds were beneath them, so there wasn’t anything to obstruct their view.

      “Are you sure something is coming?” Damien asked.

      “Yes,” Dredd said. “It is cloaking itself somehow. If your Void companion can defend you, now is the time. Anything strong enough to conceal its presence from me after I was aware of it will not be a simple threat.”

      Henry? I don’t suppose you feel anything?

      “I might as well step forward,” Henry said, taking over Damien’s body. “Something feels wrong. Even with my limited ability to detect the Corruption, something feels off.”

      A chill ran down Damien’s spine. Henry had him spin along with everyone else as a small pocket of air at the far side of the plateau warped. Green motes of light rose into the air as a man appeared within the energy.

      He wore a long coat with a collar that rose up around his face, obscuring it from view. His grayed hair was jagged and stuck out in every direction, and it almost seemed to glimmer.

      “Who are you?” Delph asked, gray energy forming around his hands. “Dredd, is this who you detected, or was there another?”

      “This is him,” Dredd confirmed. “Damien, are humanoid figures typical for the Corruption? Or is this another Void creature?”

      “It’s not Void,” Henry said, his myriad of voices slipping out from Damien’s mouth.

      “I am not,” the man agreed in a voice that was equal parts raspy and melodic like a violent gale. “It’s been some time, Damien Vale.”

      “Who are you?” Delph asked again, the energy growing brighter. “You’re running out of time to speak before I start swinging my fists.”

      “You wound me so, but I suppose you can’t be blamed,” the man said, letting out a sigh and completely ignoring Delph. “We’ve met every single cycle, but only one of us gets to keep those memories. I suppose that’s partially my fault.”

      “The Corruption has never gotten so far as it has this cycle,” Henry said. “It’s impossible for you to have met Damien. What are you playing at?”

      The snow to the side shifted as Sylph slowly made her way toward the man. If he noticed, he made no indication of it.

      “The Corruption has made it farther than you could have ever imagined, Voidling,” the man said, distain staining his tone. “You are nothing but a soldier with their eyes and heart gouged out. The only person who I care to speak with is Damien Vale. Leave us.”

      Damien thrust his hand forward at Henry’s bidding. A lance of dark Ether tore out of his palm, spiraling through the air and slamming into the man. He disintegrated, transforming into a cloud of green ash and rematerializing several feet to the side.

      With a roar, Dredd slammed the butt of his staff into the ground. Five brilliant red bolts shot out from the weapon, darting toward the cloaked man. His cloak rippled as a mass of rock dripping with acid exploded out of his shirt sleeve, forming a shield and blocking Dredd’s attack.

      He disintegrated as Delph’s fists passed through him, then shot past Sylph as she appeared beside him and thrust her blades toward the man’s chest. The cloaked man slammed to a stop directly before Damien.

      Rancid breath washed over him, making his eyes water even as Henry threw up a barrier of Ether between them. A wave of force tore across the ground, throwing everyone back. The man’s hand extended, passing clean through the barrier of Ether and grabbing Damien by the arm.

      “Begone. I am trying to speak.”

      Power surged through the air. Damien doubled over as a powerful blow slammed into his chest and he felt Henry’s influence vanish. The falling snow froze in place as a faint green hue washed over the world.

      Damien scrambled back, drawing Ether desperately as he put distance between himself and the cloaked figure who seemed content to simply watch him retreat. Waves of force continually washed over him, threatening to force the boy down to his knees.

      “What did you do?” Damien asked, panting. “Who are you?”

      “A basic application of time magic,” the man replied. “I have temporarily taken us out of the flow so we can converse without any external influence. Your companions were overeager to attack me. As for my name—I don’t bother with one anymore. You may refer to me as Second.”

      “Second as the position, or second as the unit of time?”

      “You may decide yourself,” the man said in a tone that made Damien think he was probably smirking. “Worry not. I have no desire to harm you. Your actions are misguided, but we will work together eventually.”

      “Not if you’re the Corruption,” Damien said, his brows furrowing. “You’re trying to destroy the Mortal Plane, and I think you should be able to tell why I might take issue with that. Also, you definitely just implied that you’d killed previous versions of me.”

      Second let out an irritated breath. “Do you have any idea how many times I’ve had this conversation with you? Much of it changes, and it isn’t every Cycle, but still it happens. Can you imagine how frustrating that is? You’d kill the old versions of you, too.”

      “No,” Damien replied honestly. “But if I was the same person in the last cycle, you should already know what my response will be. You can’t try to tell me that I actually thought there was a good reason to support you.”

      “You aren’t the same person. Same Soul, but your experiences are different. There’s always a chance you could see reason,” Second said. “But you’ve always been attached to this world.”

      “I’m still failing to see what the point of destroying the Mortal Plane is,” Damien said, watching the man warily. “The Void does it to keep you guys out. So what’s your reason? Did someone spill some primordial water in your lap or something?”

      “The Planes are a perversion,” Second replied. “They should not exist separately. In truth, they are parts of a whole that deserves to be reconnected. However, the Mortal Plane has grown bloated with time. The inessential parts must be torn away so that the other planes can be returned to their proper position.”

      “That is possibly the dumbest argument I’ve ever heard,” Damien said. “How does that even matter? Who cares if the planes are separate?”

      “You do,” Second said, shaking his head. “Or rather, you will. Tell me something, Damien Vale. Where do mortal souls go when their bodies expire?”

      “The Plane of the Dead.”

      “And is that plane infinite?”

      Damien blinked. “Well, no. I suppose not. Nothing is.”

      “Exactly,” Second breathed, his dry voice crackling. “So what happens to those surplus mortal souls when they try to find home on the Plane of the Dead but there is no space to give?”

      The man paused, waiting for Damien to respond. The moment he opened his mouth, Second pressed on, cutting him off before he could even start.

      “They are cast out,” Second spat. “There is no room for them, so they are thrown out into the Void, condemned to suffer eternally. Do you know what witnessing the Void does to a mortal soul, Damien Vale?”

      “Yes, actually,” Damien said, trying to process Second’s words as the man started to speak faster and faster. “I’ve had it happen.”

      “Then imagine it endlessly, for thousands of years. Your eyes cannot close. Your ears cannot be covered. The screams, the visions. They burn into you, Vale. And as those discarded human souls float through nothingness, their connection to the Ether is warped. All that remains is our pain and suffering and the desire to make it stop.”

      “Wait,” Damien said, goose bumps prickling across his arms and back. “Are you saying that the Corruption are actually humans that didn’t fit on the Plane of the Dead?”

      “Not just one,” Second said. “Millions. More than any could count, all mashed together into a tiny little package of rage and fury. The Voidlings like the one within you are our jailers, condemning mortals to an endless Cycle of suffering.”

      “And they know of this?” Damien asked.

      “No. Not the mere soldiers,” Second said. “But there is a leader. The one who commands them. It goes by many names, but we know it as the Faceless. It is the one that witnesses our plight but forges onward anyways.”

      “Why?” Damien asked. “Let’s say I believe you about the Corruption being tortured souls wanting revenge. What does the Void get out of keeping the Cycle like this? And how would merging the Planes even fix anything?”

      “Humanity would be reduced,” Second said. “There are too many humans living, dying. Merging the planes would simultaneously reduce humanity’s numbers and increase the space in which their souls could reside. Furthermore, the dead souls would be able to reincarnate into mortal bodies instead of being trapped within the void.”

      “Wouldn’t there eventually be too many people again? It sounds like you’re just suggesting a patch rather than a fix,” Damien said, swallowing. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Delph’s hand twitch.

      “No. Or at least, not for so many millennia that the problem is almost insignificant. Understand this, boy. When you die and this Cycle restarts, if you are not one of those chosen to be immediately reborn, you'll be cast into the void. Warped. Tortured. For thousands of years, fragments of your soul will be torn away until you become one of the Corruption. And even then, the pain will not stop. It will only dull,” Second said, spitting the words out like they disgusted him. “Are you ready for such a fate? If humanity’s numbers were reduced and the Planes merged, the suffering would end for an immeasurable amount of time.”

      “You make it sound simple,” Damien said, frowning. Delph’s hand tightened into a fist. “And you didn’t say why the Void does this.”

      “Because the Void is sadistic. It is evil,” Second hissed, anger seeping into his tone. He strode toward Damien, grabbing his shoulders with heavily bandaged hands. “It cares not for our pain. It simply watches, learning from our suffering and finding enjoyment through our agony.”

      “You aren’t much better,” Damien said, grimacing as Second’s rancid breath washed over him and seeped into his skin. It smelled like the man was the physical incarnation of a rotting corpse. “The Corruption indiscriminately attacks people. Isn’t that just condemning them to the same fate?”

      “No,” Second said. “Souls slain by the Corruption do not remain within the cycle. They are removed—gone forever. This is why the merging of the planes would not flood the universe with new mortal souls.”

      “So your solution is slaughtering countless people,” Damien said, narrowing his eyes. “You’re just as evil as the Void.”

      Second’s grip tightened on Damien’s shoulders. He hardened his mage armor, but the man’s grip seemed to ignore it completely. Pain shot through his body, but his muscles refused to cooperate, and he felt himself start to go limp.

      “You are deluded, Damien Vale. You will make a good addition to our cause, but make no mistake. There will not be another cycle. The suffering ends here. No more second chances. Join us, or die for the sake of the future.”

      A thrum tore through the air. Gray energy slammed into Second, hurling the man through the air like a ragdoll.

      “Get away from my student,” Delph snarled, his cloak rippling in invisible wind. Energy gathered around him again, and he grabbed the air before him, yanking on it. Space bent and Second flew toward Delph. “I’m the only one that gets to kick his ass.”

      The professor grabbed Second by the face and sent a pulse of energy into the man’s head. His body exploded, disintegrating and reforming several feet away from Delph.

      “How? It should have been impossible for you to enter the domain of my spell,” Second said.

      “I got pissed off,” Delph said. “Havel, get out here. I need to kill someone again.”

      Delph’s cloak shifted, lengthening until it touched the ground behind him. Second raised a hand and sent a beam of green energy burning through the air toward the professor.

      The air before Delph warped. With a loud zing, Second’s attack shot into the twisted space and launched off at an angle, disappearing into the sky above them. Delph took a step forward, slamming his foot into the ground and making a grasping motion.

      A series of massive explosions tore through the mountain as a line of destruction tore out from Delph and slammed into Second, obliterating everything in its path. The bandaged man flew out from the destruction, wisps of white smoke rising up from his cloak as he landed on his hands and flipped himself out of the way.

      Delph twisted into a mote and vanished, reappearing behind Second and driving his foot into the other man’s back. Second shot off like he’d been launched from a catapult. He tumbled through the air, disintegrating before he could fall off the side of the mountain.

      Second reformed across from them. His cloak had been knocked back, but it did little to reveal his appearance. The man’s face was completely bandaged. The only thing Damien could make out was his eyes, which burned like two green coals.

      “Who are you?” Second asked. “You were not in the previous cycles.”

      Delph snapped his fingers. A translucent bubble of gray energy formed around Damien. Lines of energy shot out of Delph’s hands like hundreds of snakes. They zigzagged through the air toward Second.

      He disintegrated before the attack could reach him, pulling himself back together on the other side of the plateau beside Delph. The lines of energy snapped back, completely reversing their direction to dart after Second.

      The bandaged man teleported once more, appearing just in front of Damien. The lines of energy suddenly accelerated, closing the distance in an instant. They punched into Second’s body, pinning it against the bubble.

      “Amusing,” Second said, completely unfazed by the situation. “You have some skill, but it will get you nowhere.”

      Damien narrowed his eyes. Whether Second’s words were true or not, the man was still trying to destroy the Mortal Plane. Killing most of humanity’s population wasn’t all that much better than killing them all.

      He formed his net of mental energy and cast it out. As he opened his eyes, Damien drew in a sharp breath and nearly lost concentration. Second was lit up like the sun. Nearly every single line of Ether in view was connected directly to the man.

      With a grunt, Damien refocused himself. He stuck out with a lance of mental energy, trying to gain purchase on the Ether surrounding the man and rip it free. The blow sank into Second and vanished. The man didn’t even glance back at him. It was like trying to strike ocean with a droplet of water.

      “I presume you would take offense if I killed this one?” Second asked, his head twisting to look back at Damien like an owl.

      “Pay attention to me when we’re fighting,” Delph growled. “Havel, restrain him.”

      Delph’s cloak leaped off his shoulders. It flitted through the air and wrapped around Second’s body like a cocoon. The man’s eyes widened just enough for Damien to notice as his head spun back to look at Delph.

      “What is this creature? A companion?” Second asked, struggling against the professor’s cloak. It didn’t budge. “How is it restraining my magic?”

      “Like I’d tell you,” Delph said, raking his hand through the air. His fingers left trails of gray energy behind them. He grabbed one of the lines and pulled it to the side, tearing open a portal and reaching inside it.

      Delph drew a large book out from within it. He flipped the book open while Second struggled, then pressed his hand against the page.

      “Let’s see you ignore this, you squirmy asshole,” Delph snarled. He barked several words out in a language that felt like slimy water rushing over Damien’s ears. Silence washed over the mountaintop.

      Delph said something else, but no sound emerged from his mouth. The book in the professor’s hands shimmered as he drew a huge war axe out from within it. The weapon was made from ugly, warped metal and had little beauty. It was as plain as a weapon could get. Delph tossed the book back into the portal and strode forward until he was directly before Second.

      He reared back, then brought the axe down toward Second’s neck. His cloak rippled out of the way at the last second, avoiding the strike. Second managed to twist his body, taking the strike on his shoulder instead of his neck.

      Sound rushed back with an ear-rending screech. Malevolent energy poured out of Delph’s axe with enough force to rip the breath out of Damien’s chest even from behind the barrier. Second’s arm fell to the ground in a puddle of sizzling acid.

      Second drew in a rattling breath. A wave of force erupted out from him, knocking Delph’s cloak back just long enough for him to dematerialize and dart across to the other side of the clearing to stand beside Dredd and Sylph, who were still standing frozen.

      He held his hand to Dredd’s neck, his chest rising and falling heavily. “One move and I kill this one,” Second rasped. “Sheathe that artifact, or we’ll see just how fast you can move. Your cloak will not work a second time. Drawing the Ether into it in the reverse of the patterns I use is clever, but it will not work a second time.”

      “You kill him, I kill you right after,” Delph said. “Even if you can teleport, you’ve seen what this axe does. All I need is one good hit, and I’m faster than you are.”

      “Then it seems we are at an impasse,” Second said. The acid leaking out of his wound started to slow, but his arm showed no signs of reforming.

      The side of Dredd’s mouth quirked upward. The man’s grip tightened on his staff, and a blade of red energy shot out from it. Second disintegrated, reforming several steps away and narrowly avoiding Dredd’s attack.

      “Damn,” Dredd said, rolling his shoulders. “I thought I had you convinced.”

      “Impossible,” Second spat. “Another unnamed one. You multiply like rats. Is the girl also capable of breaking into my domain?”

      They all glanced at Sylph, half expecting her to start moving as well. However, she remained frozen in time. Second clicked his tongue.

      “Good. I would have gotten seriously annoyed I had miscalculated that badly,” Second said, cracking his neck. “I would normally engage you all, but such action would be inadvisable on this day. Enjoy your stay of life. And, Damien Vale, come to a conclusion quickly. If you are not on my side, you support the Void. And the Void will fall this cycle. Will you fall with it?”

      A wave of rancid air tore across the damaged mountaintop as Second exploded into a pillar of green particles. His arm disintegrated as well, flying up to join the cloud as it slowly faded away.

      Delph and Dredd watched the sky for a few moments, but Second showed no signs of returning. The bubble around Damien vanished, and Delph’s cloak shot back onto his shoulders of its own accord.

      “What,” Damien asked, his eyes wide and his breath ragged, “was that?”

      “The Corruption, I suppose,” Delph said, wiping his axe off in the snow with a bored expression. “Possibly its leader.”

      “That’s not what I meant and you know it. How did you fight against Second like that?” Damien demanded. “How strong are you, Delph? How can you surprise something like him?”

      “I’m your professor,” Delph said. “And that guy wasn’t that strong. Even his name has him in second place, so it shouldn’t be that much of a surprise.”

      Damien opened his mouth, then let out a defeated sigh and shook his head. Delph wasn’t going to give him anything else, and he was still trying to process what had just happened.

      The strange hue that had covered the world faded, and Sylph staggered forward, her head darting back and forth as she tried to figure out what had happened. At the same time, Damien felt Henry’s presence rush back into him.

      “Where’s the Corruption?” she asked, dropping into a fighting stance and scanning the area.

      “Ran away,” Delph said, tearing a portal open and tossing his axe into it. “He used time magic, so I’m afraid you missed the fight.”

      Sylph frowned, lowering her arms. After receiving a nod from Damien, the blades retracted. “What happened?”

      “He seemed to have something to say to Damien,” Dredd said, leaning on his staff. “Do you happen to know anything about this Second character, Damien?”

      “I don’t,” Damien said, shaking his head. “Henry, do you? Delph and Dredd already know about you, so there’s probably no reason to hide anymore.”

      His shadow lengthened, stretching upward as Henry commandeered it to form himself a body.

      “That was the Corruption,” Henry said. “A very old form of it. Maybe as old as I am. Maybe older. I don’t know, and I’ve never interacted with it before. It must have started acting in the four thousand years it took me to arrive on the Mortal Plane. That magic he used was specifically geared to keep me out, so I was unable to witness your fight. However, I’ve already analyzed his magic. It won’t work a second time now that I have countermeasures.”

      “That’s good, I suppose,” Delph said, crossing his arms. “But this is very much out of our pay grade now. That thing took a direct hit from a very powerful weapon and survived with almost minimal injuries. We’re going to need more firepower.”

      “What was that axe anyways?” Damien asked. “It sounded like it was screaming when you hit Second.”

      “Classified,” Delph said. “Trust me, you don’t want to know. Just suffice to say it shouldn’t exist, but someone foolishly assigned its destruction to me and I liberated it for more appropriate purposes. Don’t tell anyone you saw it.”

      “You’re going to keep secrets from us?” Sylph asked, raising an eyebrow. “Even given the situation?”

      “If you’re confident you want to know, I can tell you,” Delph replied, frowning. “But trust me, it’ll be more problematic than anything and won’t bring you any benefits. It’s just another secret you have to keep.”

      “I think we’re fine,” Damien said. “If you don’t think it’s relevant, then it doesn’t matter.”

      “What did Second want to talk to you about, anyway?” Sylph asked.

      Damien’s lips pressed thin. “He was telling me that the Corruption are apparently human souls that didn’t enter the Cycle and got, well, tortured into what they are now. I think he wanted me to join him, and he implied that I’ve lived a bunch of times before this, and somehow occasionally gotten involved with his plans.”

      “Whelp, now the cat’s out of the bag,” Henry muttered. “Someone’s going to be really pissed about that.”

      “The Faceless?”

      Henry clapped his hands over Damien’s mouth. “Shut. Up. Seriously. Don’t say that name again. Don’t even think about it. We do not address it, understood? Trust me on this. We do not need that thing’s attention.”

      Damien had never heard Henry more serious than he was now. He swallowed, a chill running down his spine, and nodded. “Okay. I’ll drop it.”

      “Second sounds a lunatic,” Sylph said after a short bout of uncomfortable silence. “That’s all he wanted?”

      “Yeah. That makes me even more worried. What if he’s right?”

      “That isn’t something we can afford to consider,” Delph said after a long pause, his face unreadable. “Both the Void and the Corruption are forces working against us. We can’t allow either of them to win. I’ll look into this and see if I can find any more information.”

      “So you don’t know anything about it?” Sylph asked.

      Delph shook his head. “I— Look. I’m not going to answer that question. I do know something, but I don’t think the information is fully correct or unbiased. It could do a lot more harm than good in sharing it right now. Wrong information is worse than no information, so just focus on finding out what you can yourselves. If Second approached Damien once, he might try again. Next time, try to get more info out of him if he isn’t trying to kill you.”

      “I’ll try,” Damien said with a sigh. “I’m just happy with not getting killed, but we still need to figure out the location of the Void creature you released as well as seek out as much Corruption as possible before school starts again. Add in trying to research Second… That’s a little overwhelming.”

      “Then it looks like we’ve got a lot of work cut out for us,” Dredd said. “There don’t appear to be any more Corrupted creatures in the area, so we can relax here for a little bit before continuing. We’ve got a lot of ground to cover this summer.”
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      The four of them sat down in a small circle, leaning against their packs as Delph and Dredd distributed some fruit and fresh food. It was a welcome change from the jerky and cheese they’d been surviving off for the past few weeks.

      “There’s obviously no reason to camp around every day anymore,” Delph said. “Dredd can just teleport us wherever we need to go. Of course, if you aren’t wandering alone in the woods, we’ll need a new cover story as to where you went.”

      “I’ve got a cabin they can remain at in between hunting the Corruption,” Dredd said, rising to his feet with the help of his staff. “So long as they clean it up, it won’t be a problem. It’s deep enough in a forest that nobody should find it, so we don’t have to worry about unwanted visitors.”

      “That will work,” Delph said with a nod. “And I think you might as well show them to it. We’ve done more than enough today, and I want to go back over what we’ve seen to make sure nothing got passed over. We can get back to hunting tomorrow. Does that work for your schedule, Damien?”

      “It’s certainly faster than what we were doing before,” Damien said. “And frankly, I don’t care what Herald wants right now. I’m pretty sure he set us up so that you’d accidentally free the other Void creature.”

      “I’d like to think that,” Delph muttered. “Makes me feel like less of an idiot. Dredd, take them back. I’m going to do one last sweep of the mountain before joining you, so leave the portal open.”

      Dredd nodded. He traced a circle in the air with his staff. A red portal crackled to life in its path and he stepped into it, vanishing with a pop. Damien and Sylph followed after him, leaving Delph behind them on the mountain.

      They emerged in a small wooden room. The smell of cinnamon and cloves hung in the air, and a small fireplace crackled at the far side. Dredd strode over to a table at the center of the room and pulled out one of the four chairs, sitting down with a sigh and leaning his staff against the side of the table. He took a pastry from a plate in the center of the table and took a bite out of it.

      “You leave the fireplace on while you’re out?” Damien asked.

      “The house is runed,” Dredd said, wiping the crumbs away from his lips. “It’s not going to burn down. It’s almost as protected as Blackmist is. Of course, I still expect the two of you to keep it tidy. This is my house, and I will not be happy if you leave it a mess.”

      “We can take care of ourselves,” Sylph said, setting her pack down by the wall. “We aren’t animals.”

      “Good,” Dredd said. “There are two beds through the door behind me. Feel free to use them. There’s also an icebox in the kitchen with some ingredients. I presume you know how to cook?”

      “We know enough,” Damien replied.

      “Then I’ll take my leave,” Dredd said, polishing off the last of his pastry. “I will return with Delph tomorrow to continue your quest. Be ready early in the morning.”

      He rose, grabbing his staff and striding past them. Dredd stepped through the portal, and it snapped shut behind him, leaving only the crackle of the fireplace to keep them company.

      “Well,” Damien said, rubbing his forehead. “That was a day.”

      “That it was,” Sylph said, peering out one of the windows. “Does it feel good to have your secret out at least?”

      “A little,” Damien admitted. “I just wish it had come at less of a price.”

      “So do I,” she replied, pulling her shoes off and sitting down at the table with a sigh. “But with Dredd and Delph, we have a much better chance of fighting the Corruption.”

      “That’s true,” Damien agreed, sitting down beside Sylph. He didn’t realize how tired he was until the weight was off his legs. He let out a satisfied sigh, slumping back in the chair. “I still wonder who that Second person was.”

      “No clue,” Sylph said, shrugging. “I didn’t get to see much of him. I’m going to need to figure out a way around that time magic, but I don’t think we have to worry about that for now.”

      Sylph took a pastry from the table and offered it to Damien. He took it with a small grin. They hadn’t exactly won the day’s fights, but they hadn’t lost them all, either. Whoever Second was, Delph posed enough of a threat to scare him off. And for now, that was enough.

      After eating, the two spent a little time exploring the house. It was rather plain, but it was clear that Dredd took good care of it. The beds were well made and soft, although neither knew why the man would bother having two beds on opposite sides of the same room.

      Outside the window, the forest seemed to stretch on endlessly. Damien couldn’t make out the end of the trees, and he didn’t have any desire to leave the cabin and wander around. He didn’t know what monsters might live in the woods and what sort of protection Dredd had put around the house, so they both decided it was safer to stay put.

      The two got settled in and went to bed a few hours later, too tired to do anything else. The following morning, Delph and Dredd arrived to continue their quest of hunting the Corruption.

      Second did not show himself that day, and the next was much of the same. Without the strange bandaged man, the four of them encountered little difficulty defeating any Corruption they faced.

      The next few months passed quickly. Damien and Sylph progressed even further in their skills, although they rarely had energy to do much practice at the end of the day. In the later months, they took out more than ten different Corrupted creatures every day.

      On a day no different than any other, Damien and Sylph rolled out of bed before the sun had risen to meet the professors and resume their hunt. However, when Dredd arrived, he was alone.

      “Where’s Delph?” Damien asked.

      “At Blackmist,” Dredd replied. “Summer is over in two days.”

      Damien blinked. He mentally ran through the events of the last few months again. It had all blurred together due to the repetition. “Already?”

      “I lost track of time as well,” Sylph said, shaking her head. “But what now? There are still Corrupted monsters around, not to mention the Void creature.”

      “Delph and I will handle that as much as possible,” Dredd replied. “But you two need to return to school. We can find and defeat the Corruption without your help, and neither of you have a chance against Second. Unless that Void monster returns, the best thing you can do is get stronger.”

      “Not going to argue there,” Damien agreed. “Although it feels strange, going back to school given everything that’s happened.”

      “Don’t let it put you too off guard,” Dredd said, crossing his arms. “Whisp has been going on about the Intraschool Tournament for the last month. She’s got her eye on you two, no matter what she says. The only other students in your class that have a chance of making it anywhere right now are Mark and a boy called Cody. All in Delph’s class. What a surprise.”

      “Should we be worried about that?” Sylph asked.

      “Keep it on your mind. Maybe it’ll be a good way to blow off some steam. Delph forgets that you’re both still kids. You need to relax and have fun sometimes.”

      “I’m almost eighteen,” Damien protested.

      “You’re a kid,” Dredd said in a tone that brooked no room for argument. “Either way, it’s time to return to Blackmist. I trust you’ve kept my home in good condition?”

      “You can’t even tell we were here,” Sylph said. She grabbed a pastry from the plate, which never seemed to run out, and took a bite out of it. Ever since she’d started using her new abilities, her appetite had more than doubled.

      “Good,” Dredd said. “That would have been an inconvenience. Now, it’s time to give me my house back. The portal will take you straight to your room at Blackmist. The Gray twins have already returned. I highly recommend you refrain from sharing the exact details of your summer, but you are under no compulsions. Just make sure to adequately prepare yourselves for this year.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Sylph asked. “We’ve been hunting monsters for the past few months. You can’t tell me Year Two is harder than that.”

      “It isn’t,” Dredd admitted. “Not in that way, at least. Both of you are far from our normal students, but there are challenges that you’ll have to worry about nonetheless. Specifically manifesting a physical version of your Companion. Only so many people will be fooled by claiming that Damien’s companion is from the Plane of Darkness. As for you, Sylph, I’m getting quite convinced you don’t even have a companion. All the energy you use comes from your own body.”

      Sylph pressed her lips together. “I see. That might be a problem.”

      Dredd grunted. “Figure it out. You’ll have a week or two before preparations for manifesting your companion begin. You’re both resourceful kids. Also, I’ll be setting your majors as Combat Mages to make sure we can avoid other teachers getting in our way.”

      He gave them a wave that made it clear the conversation was over. Damien and Sylph took one last look around the house that they’d slept in for the past few months, then entered the portal Dredd had left them.

      Cold wind bit at Damien’s face as he emerged before their room alongside Sylph. The abrupt transition took a moment to get accustomed to, but he’d experienced it so many times over the past summer that the disorientation only lasted for a few moments.

      “It feels weird to be back,” Sylph murmured, pulling the door open. They walked inside, and she let it swing shut behind them. “When we left, I honestly thought there was a good chance we wouldn’t be coming back.”

      “And you came anyways?”

      “Of course I did. I’m hardly going to leave you to face off against the Void and the Corruption on your own.”

      “Hardly alone,” Henry grumbled, his voice coming out from Damien’s shadow. “He’s got me.”

      “You’re horrible conversation,” Sylph said, flopping down on her bed with a smirk. “And your reading tastes suck.”

      “Information is information,” Henry replied. “You’re just too young to appreciate the finer things in life.”

      Henry slipped back into the depths of Damien’s psyche. Damien took the opportunity to check his bracelet—in the chaos of the summer, he hadn’t had any time to see how much he’d improved, even though he could feel his magic coming easier to him with every passing day. The constant fighting had also done wonders for his physique, even though he was still fairly lanky.
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      “Looks like Delph and Dredd already had our information updated,” Damien said. “I was kind of hoping for more growth over the summer, though.”

      “I think we just got spoiled by the huge burst of growth that Evolution gave us,” Sylph said. “I can tell both of us are getting stronger. Ignore the bracelets. They’re just for the school’s purposes.”

      Before either of them could say anything else, there was a polite knock on the door. Damien groaned, stopping midway in his motion to sit down in his bed, and strode over to it.

      He pushed it open. Nolan stood before him, shifting from foot to foot. “Hi, Damien. Mind if I come in?”

      Damien glanced back at Sylph, who gave him a shrug. He stepped out of the way, letting Nolan walk in behind him.

      “How was your summer?” Nolan asked.

      “Interesting,” Damien answered honestly.

      Terrifying. Exciting.

      “Informative,” Sylph added. “What of yours?”

      “Boring,” Nolan said, letting out a heavy sigh. “Political garbage for my father and lots of shuffling around with other nobles, pretending that I care about what’s going on.”

      “I thought you liked that kind of thing?” Damien asked, cocking his head. “You certainly seemed to in the beginning of last year.”

      “I did,” Nolan replied, biting back a grimace. “But that was before I started learning magic here. My father wanted me to transfer to Kingsfront, but I obviously refused.”

      “Why?” Sylph asked.

      “I don’t know,” Nolan said. He sighed again and shook his head. “Something in my gut told me I’d learn more here, and I didn’t realize how horrible politics were until I got away from them for a few months.”

      “Well, welcome back,” Damien said, scratching the back of his head. “But, ah, is there any reason you wanted to talk?”

      “Right. I got distracted,” Nolan said, blushing. “I need your help.”

      “Mine? Or ours?” Damien asked.

      “Yours,” Nolan said. “I’ve been enrolled in Advanced Rune Crafting against my will. Apparently, my teacher decided that I improved so much last semester that I had great potential. The problem is I only made it that far with your tutelage. There’s no way I’ll pass Advanced Rune Crafting on my own, but I need to if I want to stay here.”

      “I can see how that would be a problem,” Damien agreed. “I don’t know how much free time I’m going to have this semester, but I don’t see anything wrong with giving you a pointer here or there.”

      “Thanks,” Nolan said, relief washing over his features. “What did you two do over summer, anyways? I presume you went somewhere together.”

      “What makes you think that?” Damien asked.

      Nolan cocked an eyebrow. “You do everything together. You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to, though.”

      “Just training, mostly,” Sylph said. “Nothing too interesting.”

      “You trained the entire summer?” Nolan asked, his eyes growing wide. “I don’t even want to think about what that means on where you stand now. I’m scared for the ranking battles. Don’t you guys do anything other than fight? Constant practice sounds horrible. It’s not like we’re at war.”

      “I guess we just don’t have anything better to do,” Damien said, shrugging. “At least we’ll be ready for the year.”

      “That you will,” Nolan agreed. He politely excused himself before slipping out the door.

      “He seems different,” Sylph observed. “Not as much of a dick as he used to be. You think Reena’s any better?”

      “We’ll find out,” Damien replied. “That would be nice. Maybe she decided to take up Rune Crafting as well.”

      They both chuckled. After taking out the rest of their meager belongings and setting their room back up, the two headed out to get lunch at the mess hall. Neither were quite in the mood to go hunting.
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      After eating, they made a quick visit by the general store to pick up some necessities. The clerk welcomed them back to campus before they headed back out. The rest of the day was spent wandering around campus and visiting the library to sate Henry’s growing boredom.

      Damien spent much of the next day in the library as well, much to Henry’s pleasure. When he returned to their room that evening, Sylph sat on her bed, eyes closed in meditation. A slip of brown paper rested on his bed.

      He sat down, picking the paper up and scanning over it. “Well, I guess some things stayed the same. Guess who left us a letter?”

      “Delph?” Sylph guessed.

      “I’m not giving you points for that one. It was too easy.”

      “What does he want? Wait, don’t say. He’s probably telling us to show up to the arena. Sometime early, too, I bet. Before the sun has risen?”

      “Right on all counts,” Damien said as Sylph opened her eyes. He handed her the letter, but she’d already guessed just about everything on it. “I wonder what he’s got to say. Classes, maybe? Either that or something about the tournament or ranking battles.”

      “Or he just wants to punch us around now that the school year has started,” Sylph said. “Fifty-fifty chance.”

      They both chuckled. Sylph set the letter on the floor near the door, and they spent the rest of the day training before heading to bed so that they wouldn’t be tired the following day. With Delph, it was always best to play things safe.

      The following morning, Henry prodded Damien awake. He headed into the bathroom to get ready, then met Sylph at the front door. It didn’t take them too long to get to the arena, where a small crowd of students was slowly building.

      Of the ones present, Damien only recognized Loretta and Cody. He gave them a small nod. They both returned it, Loretta looking slightly more pleased to see him than the bald boy was.

      They didn’t move to chat. It was too early in the morning and nobody was willing to break the silence. Several minutes passed. Nolan and Reena showed up along with Mark, but nobody appeared after them. There were less students there than there had been at the start of the previous year.

      The wait didn’t last much longer. Delph appeared from a small gray dot in the center of the arena, brushing his cloak off and wearing his typical scowl. He cast a critical eye over all of them.

      “All here I see,” Delph observed. “Good. A lot of students get lax over summer, but I hold you all to a higher standard than that.”

      “Are you still our professor this semester?” one student whose name Damien had never learned asked. “I thought they changed every year.”

      “Your nonprimary subject teachers will change,” Delph said. “Unfortunately, you aren’t getting rid of me that easily. All of you were volentold to officially set your major as a Battle Mage, and your bands should reflect that. If they don’t buy a new one—it’s outdated. And if you don’t like it, take things up with Whisp.”

      He paused a moment, gauging their reactions before continuing. “We’ll be hopping right into things this year, so your new subjects have already been assigned. Many of you already know your teachers, as they reached out to you during the summer. This will just make it official.”

      Delph pulled a bundle of papers out of a pocket in his coat and walked amongst everyone, distributing them. By the time he was done, everyone other than Damien and Sylph had received one. They glanced at each other but didn’t mention anything out loud.

      “There we go,” Delph said. “Happy? I don’t care. It’s not my problem if you don’t like your subject—complain to the teacher. Or Whisp. That would be funny. The school has chosen teachers and topics that it believes will benefit you the most in your path.”

      There were a few grumbles at that, but nobody protested. Delph clapped his hands together. “Good. Now that we’ve got that out of the way, I’ll cover my own schedule. Like last year, we’ll be meeting every other day. I’ll contact you the day before with the location. The Intermurals are coming up, so try not to be too pathetic. If you’ve gotten out of practice during the summer, you better start getting back in shape. I expect an outstanding showing from every single student in my class.”

      Everyone automatically gave Delph a nod.

      “That’s all for today,” Delph said. “School starts tomorrow. I’ll let you do whatever it is that kids do for fun. Be ready to train tomorrow morning. Dismissed.”

      People watched him warily for a few moments. Nobody left. Delph rolled his eyes. “I was serious. Get lost.”

      Students finally started to disperse. As they left, Damien cleared his throat.

      “Professor? You didn’t give us the slips with our classes on them.”

      “Didn’t think I’d need to spell it out for you,” Delph replied, nodding at something behind them.

      Damien and Sylph turned as a brilliant red portal sprung open behind them and Dredd emerged from within it.

      “I hope you’ve enjoyed your break,” Dredd said without a hint of a smile. “I’m sure this year will be incredibly informative for all of us.”

      The remaining students glanced from Dredd to Damien and Sylph. Their gazes turned pitying, and many of them inched away from the intimidating professor’s new pupils.

      “I don’t think Dredd’s tutelage is contagious,” Damien muttered as he spotted Reena trying to hide herself behind Nolan.

      “You never know,” Dredd said, his face completely straight. “Better not to take the chance, but the others shouldn’t be too concerned. I only waste my time on the best.”

      The shift in feeling was abrupt and very tangible. Pity turned to a mixture of jealousy and annoyance almost instantly as an invisible targets painted themselves over Sylph and Damien’s backs.

      Aside from Mark and the Gray twins, the rest of the students quickly dissipated, heading out to train elsewhere in the arena or leaving it altogether.

      “Was that necessary?” Sylph asked, pressing her lips together. “You’ve made it as if the rest of the class is now competing against us.”

      “They are,” Dredd replied. “There was no tension in your class. Delph made you all dislike him, but that resulted in a sense of camaraderie that wasn’t making people strive to beat each other as much as live up to Delph’s standards. While his methods aren’t ineffective, they could still be improved on.”

      “So you’ve just made us the public enemy instead of Delph,” Damien said. He crossed his arms. “How is that any different?”

      “They’ll strive to do better than you rather than live up to Delph’s expectations,” Dredd said. “It’s subtle, but there’s a difference. The former is driven by desire while the latter is fear. Besides, this will also force the two of you to continue fully applying yourselves to training. You’re ahead of Delph’s pack right now, but there are others who aren’t far behind.”

      Right on cue, Mark broke away from the Grays and approached Dredd. His sword hung from his hip and the boy’s hair had grown significantly longer since Damien had last seen him. Mark also sported a long, jagged scar that ran from the bottom of his chin across his neck and down below his shirt.

      “Professor Dredd, if I beat one of your new students, will you take me on?” Mark asked. Delph let out an amused snort.

      “Yes,” Dredd replied. “And that offer stands for anyone, but don’t think about challenging them more than once every two weeks. I’ll get cross if you’re too much of a bother.”

      “Damien, then,” Mark said, drawing his sword and pointing the blade at Damien. “I’m not confident I can stand against Sylph, but I’ve seen your techniques. Don’t feel too bad—I’ll come for Sylph afterward.”

      Damien’s eyes narrowed. “Well, that isn’t offensive in the slightest. It’s not like I’ve got a choice, though. Are you actually going to use your sword?”

      “I am,” Mark replied. “Don’t be scared. I’ve practiced with it a lot. Cut up a whole bunch of monsters. I probably won’t chop you too bad on accident. Professor Dredd is too well renowned for me to pass this offer up. No hard feelings.”

      Sylph glowered at Mark, but her expression quickly turned placid. She gave Damien a firm nod, then walked to stand beside the Grays and the small crowd of students that was starting to gather.

      “Are both of you prepared?” Dredd asked. “There are healers on standby waiting to jump in at the first instant, so no need to be overly cautious. Deadly blows are permitted to a degree, but any attacks that instantly kill are not.”

      “I’m ready,” Mark said. Earth ran up his legs and up his body, forming into sleek armor all over his body. It grew thicker over his vitals while still leaving a thin layer of protection over everything else. When it was done, he looked like a breathing statue.

      Damien drew in a deep breath, casting his mental net out and drawing Ether into his core like a sponge. As the energy filled his body, his nerves stilled. Compared to the Corruption, Mark wasn’t particularly panic inducing.

      By no means did that mean Mark was weak. On the contrary, he was probably one of the most dangerous students Damien knew due to his ability to manifest the demon he had as a companion. That didn’t scare Damien. In fact, he was startled to find that a different emotion was surfacing. Excitement.

      Henry? What do you think about us switching up our tactics a little?

      “And what could you mean by that?” Henry asked with a bemused chuckle. “You almost sound cocky.”

      I want to actually go all out. It’s not like I’ve got that long to enjoy this, as we don’t know when the Corruption—or that other Void creature—will make their moves. It might be fun to stop feeling like I’m barely holding onto my spot behind Sylph.

      “I’m all for it,” Henry said with a cackle. “As long as I don’t do anything and am careful to cloak myself when she’s around, Whisp shouldn’t have any way to detect me. You don’t have to worry about giving yourself away.”

      “Wonderful,” Damien said aloud. Ether pulsed around his hands, condensing into two crackling gravity spheres. “I’m ready as well, Dredd.”

      “That’s Professor Dredd to you,” Dredd said, shaking his head. “Begin!”

      Mark blurred forward, swinging his blade for Damien’s shoulder. Despite the stone covering him, the boy’s mobility hadn’t been affected in the slightest.

      Damien blinked out of the way with Warp Step, appearing behind Mark and tossing both gravity spheres his direction. Mark spun, sand leaping up from the ground and forming a barrier. The spells clashed with two loud pops, destroying each other.

      Ether leaped out of Damien’s hand, forming into a gravity lance and launching through the air. Mark darted to the side, avoiding the spell and closing the distance between himself and Damien.

      He thrust his blade toward Damien’s chest. The sand beneath Damien’s feet shifted as well, springing up and wrapping itself around his feet. Damien could feel Ether seep into his legs, trying to restrict his own magic and stop him from activating Warp Step.

      A sand pillar erupted from where Damien’s foot touched the sand, driving itself into Mark’s stomach and launching the armored boy into the air. Damien sent a powerful blast of mental energy into Mark’s spell, tearing it apart and ripping himself free.

      Before Mark could fall back to the ground, Damien drew a deep breath and thrust his hands upward. A sphere of destructive energy formed in both of them, elongating into two thin blades.

      Mark spun as he fell, knocking Damien’s magic away with his blade and landing on his feet. He hopped back as another pillar nearly launched him a second time.

      “Your reaction speed is much faster,” Mark observed. “You’ve been training as well.”

      “Let’s see whose was more effective, then,” Damien said, using the brief respite to overload a gravity sphere. Streaks of purple lightning danced through the dark orb as it formed in his hand.

      He threw the spell at Mark. It zipped toward the other boy, detonating a short distance before reaching him. The sound in the immediate area grew quieter for an instant as the spell sucked it in.

      It returned in a loud crack. Sand ripped through the air and Mark tumbled forward, unable to resist the powerful magic as it tossed him around like a child’s toy. Damien sent another gravity sphere flying at his opponent.

      Mark’s armor surged outward, detaching from him and throwing itself in the way of the spell. He dropped to the ground in a roll, new armor forming around him.

      “Is that all either of you can do?” Dredd asked, disappointment dripping from his words. “You might just be Year Twos, but I expect something a little more impressive from both of you.”

      Mark let out a low growl. The armor covering him rippled, expanding outward as Mark grew several inches. Jagged spines jutted out from his elbows and back, and his hands flickered with yellowish-red flame.

      He darted toward Damien once again. Damien Warp Stepped out of the way as Mark’s sword sliced through the air where he’d been standing. The other boy wasn’t any faster than before, but he could tell that his strike carried a lot more strength than it had before.

      Sand wrapped around Damien’s feet again. He cursed as Mark bounded toward him, not leaving enough time to break the spell and escape. A pillar shot out toward Mark, but the boy twisted out of the way before the attack was even out.

      Damien launched a gravity sphere at Mark. His blade flashed, flaring with red energy and carving the spell in two. Then Mark was on top of him. Damien hardened his Mage armor, raising his hands to protect his head as Mark drove his blade into him.

      It struck the armor with a loud crack, knocking the air out of Damien’s lungs but failing to penetrate his defenses. Damien formed another pillar beneath Mark, but the boy spun out of the way as if he knew it was coming.

      “He’s watching how you move when casting each spell and predicting what you’re going to use,” Henry warned Damien. “Confuse him.”

      Damien sent an appreciative mental message to Henry, then drew Ether into himself again. He started to cast Enlarge, then released the spell as soon as Mark went to dodge. With a smirk, Damien dropped all the spells and shattered the spell keeping him grounded.

      “You figured it out?” Mark asked, watching him with much more caution than he’d shown at the start of their match. “Who trained you?”

      Damien didn’t respond. He Warp Stepped a short distance away, casting Devour and binding it in place with mental energy before blinking once again and repeating the process. He traced a circle around Mark, placing ten of the spells before the strain got too high.

      “What a waste of Ether,” Mark snarled, stomping the ground and launching himself toward the other boy. In response, Damien released the mental energy holding all the spells he’d just placed.

      Ten black circles sprang up around them, forming a miniature wall. Damien hardened his mage armor and blocked Mark’s strike with his left arm. With his other, he sent a gravity lance launching toward Mark.

      Mark twisted out of the way, and the spell shot harmlessly past him. It vanished into the dark circle behind him. The armored boy reared back and thrust his sword at Damien again. Energy flared around it as he poured Ether into the strike, hoping to carve through Damien’s armor with a single blow.

      Before the attack could connect, a gravity lance shot out from the dark circle to Mark’s left. It slammed into Mark’s side, digging into his armor and sending both sand and blood spraying across the ground. The spell then detonated, cracking what Damien suspected to be a rib.

      Mark staggered, his armor reforming even as he gritted his teeth through the pain. Damien summoned another two gravity lances in his hands and hurled them both at Mark. The sand beneath him shifted, yanking Mark to safety as both spells disappeared into the dark circles.

      “Which one do you think they’ll come from?” Damien asked, nodding at the circles surrounding them. “Could be the one behind you.”

      Mark snarled. “What kind of magic is this?”

      A lance launched out from a circle off to Damien’s right. Mark spun, raising his sword to block it. The other lance emerged from the circle Mark had turned his back to. The earth-wielding boy managed to block the first spell, but the second one drilled into his shoulder blade, chewing through his armor and sending him to the ground from the force of the spell.

      Damien Warp Stepped forward, forming a powerful gravity sphere in both of his hands. Mark rolled over, but he wasn’t fast enough to stop Damien from slamming both of the spells into his chest.

      A red portal formed right before Damien’s magic could connect, absorbing both of the gravity spheres. An instant later, a ripple of magic washed over the arena. Damien’s magic vanished like a droplet in a rainstorm and all of the circles snapped shut.

      Fatigue hit Damien like a hammer, and his head felt like it was splitting open as agony tore through him.

      “I was repressing the side effects of overusing your mental energy,” Henry said. “I can’t do it any longer without risking damage to your psyche, but you’ll be fine. Well done.”

      Why didn’t you tell me earlier?

      “The fight was over before anything got too serious. Besides, it looked like you were having fun.”

      Damien grimaced, trying and failing to block out the pain. Dredd strode up to them, energy still fading around his staff. A young woman came alongside him, jogging to keep up with his long strides.

      “That was more like it,” Dredd said as the woman knelt beside Mark, giving them both a small nod. “Decent fight. However, Damien is clearly the winner.”

      Yellow energy washed over Mark. His chest cracked as his broken rib pulled itself back into place. The armor covering him faded away, sinking back into the ground as his wounds were healed.

      “What did you train against?” Mark demanded. “You couldn’t do that last year. Or were you holding back?”

      “Good fight,” Damien replied, offering Mark his hand and answering neither of his questions. Mark eyed it for a moment, then let out a sigh. He accepted it, and Damien pulled him up to his feet.

      “Were you holding back that time?” Damien asked, pushing the pain down and trying to speak as if he weren’t about to burst into tears. “I know you didn’t use your full powers last year.”

      “Not much,” Mark said with an annoyed grunt. “I could have gotten more, but I would have lost control of my abilities, and I’m not allowed to do that. Whisp would kill me. But what kind of attack was that last one? It must have used a stupid amount of mental energy. I didn’t even realize that was possible. Ten—no, twelve spells at once.”

      “We were both training all summer,” Sylph said, walking up to stand beside Damien. “It would be pretty ridiculous to expect that you were the only one that improved, Mark. As for how, that’s a secret. Can’t go giving that away for free.”

      Mark pressed his lips together. Then he gave them both a small nod. “I see. I underestimated you, Damien. And you as well, Sylph. Your training is much more effective than I had thought. When I next challenge you, I will come prepared. Your abilities are damn solid, but I’ll be ready next time.”

      He swept out of the arena. Sylph glanced at Damien, then frowned. “We’ve both got an appointment to get to as well. Please excuse us, Professor Dredd.”

      Dredd nodded as Sylph ushered Damien toward the Arena exit. As soon as they left the crowd behind, she looped an arm around his back, supporting him. “How bad is it? Are you okay?”

      “Thought I was hiding it better,” Damien said through clenched teeth. “Pretty bad, but I’m fine. Just need a shower.”

      Sylph nodded, increasing her pace as much as she could without leaving him behind. Damien leaned heavily on her shoulder as they made their way back to their room.
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      Once they got back, Sylph helped him into the shower and turned it on. Damien let out a relieved sigh as the healing water cascaded over him, taking the raging headache away bit by bit. After several minutes within it, Damien shook his head off and rubbed the water out of his eyes.

      “Thanks, Sylph. It felt like my head was about to split in half.”

      “No problem. What made it so much worse than normal? I’ve seen you cast more than twelve spells before.”

      “I cast them all at the same time,” Damien said, rubbing his temple. “It wasn’t a lack of Ether; it was a lack of mental energy. It was like trying to concentrate on twelve different things at the same time. Not easy, and clearly a bit too much for me in a realistic scenario.”

      “Well, better problems with mental energy than Ether,” Sylph decided, moving out of the way as Damien emerged from the shower and started drying his hair off with the towel. “Mental energy can be trained much easier than controlling Ether, so at least you can progress there.”

      “That’s true,” Damien admitted. “I just never tried handling that much mental energy at once. It’ll probably be something I work on this year.”

      They headed back into the main room, where Damien pulled a change of clothes out from his travel pack. His mage armor had already dried, but the same wasn’t true for everything else. He swapped into the new outfit in the bathroom, then hung the soaked garments up to dry.

      Sylph had a slip of brown paper in her hands when he returned. Damien raised an eyebrow as she let out a small sigh.

      “New message from Delph?” Damien guessed.

      “You guessed it,” Sylph said with a nod. “And I’m not sure it’s good news for us. We need to figure out what we’re going to do about manifesting our companions.”

      Damien sat down on his bed and rubbed his chin.

      Henry, do you think you’d be able to somehow manifest a version of yourself that doesn’t blast your true nature to every single person in the area?

      “I’ve been thinking on it,” Henry said, shifting within Damien’s mind. “And it’s a fine line. I don’t think I can trick Whisp into thinking that I’m a companion from the Plane of Darkness that they already know of. She’s going to recognize that my energy signature is wrong.”

      There’s a but in there somewhere.

      “If I don’t try to pass myself off as something that already exists and instead attempt to make it seem like I’m an undiscovered creature from somewhere deep within the Plane of Darkness, the people that could cause us trouble might not even start to wonder about the Void. I’m also working on properly removing any traces of Void energy from myself so I can take appearance normally, but that might be a long time coming.”

      So instead of pretending to be something normal from the Plane of Darkness, you’ll be something weird that they don’t know of in the first place, so they don’t have any reason to suspect you’re an entirely different thing. I suppose that makes sense, but what are you going to do about appearance? The whole mouths-and-eyes everywhere shtick is honestly a dead giveaway that you’re an eldritch creature.

      “Working on that as well,” Henry said. “I’d be more concerned about Sylph. You’ve got to have a companion to manifest one, and she doesn’t.”

      “Henry says that he’s got some ideas on my end,” Damien said. “I’ll have to look into exactly what manifesting a companion involves, but I should be okay. What are you going to do, though?”

      “I’m not sure,” Sylph said with a pensive frown. “I could pass off the weapons I can create out of my flesh as the manifestation, but I think we’re expected to be able to do more than that. I literally don’t have a companion, so if I’m expected to bring out some little creature, I’m out of luck.”

      “What was your plan when you first joined the school?” Damien asked, cocking his head. “You had an artifact then. That’s hardly alive.”

      “I didn’t have much of one in that regard,” Sylph admitted. “I had no idea that we had to manifest our companions. I really didn’t know much about the college at all. It was just an opportunity to escape what remained of my master’s influence.”

      Damien crossed his arms and sighed. “I see. We need to figure something out, then. That starts with figuring out exactly what ‘manifesting our companion’ would entail. Shall we drop by the library?”

      “I was about to suggest the same,” Sylph said, hopping to her feet. “We can stop by for some food on the way back as well.”

      “What a coincidence,” Damien said, a grin tugging at his lips. “I was about to suggest the same.”

      Henry made a gagging noise within Damien’s mind. “You’re both so lame.”

      Says the eldritch creature using modern slang.

      Damien hid a laugh as Henry muttered an insult at him, drawing back into the back of his psyche. He stood up and followed Sylph out the door toward the library.

      Their trip went unimpeded, and it didn’t take them long at all to find something of interest in the library. As soon as they walked up to one of the podiums at the front of the huge building, a portly man greeted them with a kind smile.

      “What can I help you with today?”

      “We’re looking for a book that covers some information about manifesting our companions,” Damien said.

      “Ah,” the librarian said with a small chuckle. “Year Twos getting ahead of the curve, are you? That’s always commendable. You aren’t the first to ask, but luckily Blackmist has quite a few copies of the book you’re looking for. Even so, it goes out of stock pretty quickly every year.”

      As he spoke, the librarian inched out from behind his stand and hopped to the ground beside them. He started into the endless aisles of books, Damien and Sylph trailing behind him.

      “We only need one, if that would help,” Damien said. “We’re roommates.”

      “Ah. How polite of you. That will certainly help, and I’m sure someone will appreciate the notion,” he said, reaching a shelf near the front and snapping his fingers. Faint golden motes of energy fluttered out from his fingers, rising up to a book at the top of the shelf and pulling it free. The book floated down into Damien’s hands.

      “That book should handle everything required in Year Two,” the librarian said. “You’ll probably use a few chapters and never touch the rest of it. Is there anything else I can help you with?”

      “That’s it for now,” Damien said. “Thank you.”

      The librarian nodded, returning to his position at the podium. Damien turned the book over in his hands. It was bound in hard leather and wasn’t particularly thick. The plain title on the front read “Manifestation.”

      Their prize in hand, Damien and Sylph returned to their room. Mark glanced up at them from within his room as they passed, giving Damien a slight nod as he passed. There was no sign of the Gray siblings.

      Once they were inside, Damien sat down on his bed, flipping the book open. Sylph sat down close beside him and peered over his arm.

      The books contents were rather simple. It was split into two main sections. The first was figuring out how to communicate properly with your companion in order to form a strong enough connection to manifest them in the Mortal Plane, and the second one was the practical requirements for it.

      Damien flipped straight to the second half, skimming through it. It wasn’t good news. Like Sylph had feared, they were expected to manifest their companion in two main ways. The first was a combat mode, which was what Jayce had used against him in their fight. The second, and more difficult, was a full manifestation of the companion independent of the summoner.

      The more he read, the harder it got to pay attention to the book in his hands. Sylph was pressed against his right arm and the top of her head was only a few inches below his face as she squinted closer at the book.

      “Stop that,” Henry complained. “You’re not the only one that has to live in your head. I don’t need your teenage hormones in here.”

      Damien flushed, flicking Henry back with a small application of mental energy. His companion’s muted laughter faded as Damien blocked him out.

      “Are you okay?” Sylph asked, straightening back up and glancing away from the book at him.

      “Yeah,” Damien said. “Just Henry being, well, Henry.”

      Sylph nodded her understanding, then returned her attention to the book in his hands. She flipped the page, letting out a pensive hum, and continued reading. For a moment, Damien considered offering her the book since she was completely blocking his line of sight of it.

      She inched closer, muttering under her breath as she flipped to the next page. Damien decided it would probably be best if he held onto it.

      They remained there for several minutes as Sylph flipped through the rest of the book. She then straightened with a sigh, flopping back on Damien’s bed and letting out a groan. “I’m in trouble. There are ways to get around the combat form, but not the normal manifestation.”

      “And I don’t think somehow figuring out a way to manifest what remains of the corruption within you is a good idea,” Damien agreed. He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Maybe Dredd will give you an exception?”

      “I don’t think they’ve got the power to do that,” Sylph said, scrunching her nose. “Especially not with how much Whisp knows about us. We don’t need to give her any more weapons. No, I need to find a way to actually manifest something. The book said that companions often don’t actually communicate verbally, so it can be borderline braindead, but it can’t be inanimate.”

      Damien flopped back beside her. “What if you just summoned a companion?”

      “What?”

      “You know, with a summoning circle,” Damien said. “It’s not like you have one, right? So, hypothetically, couldn’t you summon one?”

      Sylph turned her head to look at him. Damien could feel her breath on the side of his neck as she considered his words. “Is that possible? I thought Hen, ah, your friend said that I didn’t have the space to do it or something.”

      Damien swallowed, gathering his wits back as he prodded Henry.

      “Must you do this now?” Henry asked. “And yes, I was listening. You can block me out, but I can’t do the same to you while I’m inside your body. As for Sylph, it’s…complicated. It’s possible that she could summon a companion, so long as it wasn’t too powerful. It depends on how much room her soul has knocking around.”

      It’s based on magical energy, right?

      “That’s a rough way to state it, but largely,” Henry said. “Magical energy is just a numerical way to state how much brain power you have. Splitting your attention to maintain multiple spells at once—that’s magical energy. The stronger your soul is, the larger it is and the more you can do.”

      So is there a way we can figure out if Sylph’s soul is big enough to handle a companion?

      “Yes,” Henry said after a moment. “Normally, I would just go into her body and inspect it. That is no longer a good idea. When I rebuilt her with the Corruption, her mental defenses were significantly improved as a byproduct. Pair that with her core—”

      Wait, I know the rune circle is still on her, but shouldn’t her core have been repaired when it evolved?

      “No. It was partially healed, but damage like that doesn’t fix itself that easily. It takes time. Her core can still shatter if it isn’t allowed to fully heal. Now, as I was saying, if you want me to take a look at her soul and see if it can accommodate anything else without popping like an overfilled pastry, you’re going to have to bring her into your mental space.”

      I can do that?

      “I suppose I spoke incorrectly,” Henry said, letting out a dramatic sigh. “I’m the one that has to bring her in. But inviting someone into your mental space isn’t exactly the same as visiting it yourself. Don’t forget, you’ll be in complete control, and souls are vulnerable outside of their bodies. You have to take care not to accidentally injure her.”

      I’m not going to be flinging magic around for no reason, but I’ll keep that in mind. No training in my head. Can you do it, then?

      “I wouldn’t have told you about it if I couldn’t,” Henry grumbled. “I’m taking over.”

      Damien only had a moment to prepare before Henry’s chilled presence pushed him to the side as his companion took over his body. He stiffened, then let out a sigh.

      “Henry?” Sylph asked, sitting up a little.

      “Damien came to me for help,” Henry said, commandeering Damien’s mouth. “We’re going to find out if you can handle anything else in that battered vessel of a body you’ve got.”

      “Okay,” Sylph said. “What do I do?”

      “Just keep your eyes closed and lie down,” Henry said. “I’ll be bringing you inside Damien’s head for a bit. Try not to trip over anything weird, and don’t touch anything pointy.”

      Sylph nodded and laid back down. Henry sent a tendril of mental energy out, touching it to Sylph’s head. Her body instinctively resisted his power, but Henry crushed the girl’s mental defenses and pressed inward.

      It only took a few moments for him to make contact with the shimmering white spark that was her soul. Henry supposed that having built a large portion of her body had made it easier to navigate.

      Her soul was wreathed in crackling green-and-black flame that made it impossible to make any details out. Henry wrapped the entire thing with a blanket of energy, then slowly formed a connection with Damien’s soul. He took extra care to make sure no energy could flow down the line, as he didn’t want to accidentally crush her with the unfathomable weight of an eldritch creature’s soul.

      As soon as he finished the connection, a translucent white line formed between their heads. Both of their bodies went slack. Damien felt the world blink out as he appeared on the grassy hill he’d grown used to. Henry appeared before him in his shadowy form, and a moment later, Sylph shimmered into being on the grass behind him, completely naked. Damien’s eyes widened and he flicked his hand. Her usual clothes formed around her before she could even roll over or stand up.

      “Forgot about that part,” Damien said, his cheeks bright red. “I’m sorry.”

      “Oh, spare me,” Henry said with a groan. “I was in the way. You didn’t see anything. Let’s just get on with this and skip the uncomfortable part, shall we?”

      “It’s fine,” Sylph said, pushing herself upright and looking around. “So, how do we do this?”

      “I’m already getting started,” Henry said. “All you have to do is sit here and not bother me for a few moments. This first part is a bit intricate.”

      He shifted toward Sylph, shadows curling up off him and evaporating into the air. The air chilled as Henry raised his hands and started to gather orbs of violet energy within them. Dozens of miniature lines sprang out of the orbs. They shot out and connected to multiple spots over Sylph’s body.

      “Try to relax,” Henry suggested. “The less you resist me, the easier it will be for me to get a good look at you.”

      She nodded, sitting down before him. Once she was settled, the lines flared. Damien watched silently as Henry stood over his roommate, silent. They stayed like that for several minutes. Aside from the ever-churning dark flames covering Henry’s multi-eyed body, there was absolutely no movement.

      One of the strands snapped, falling away and evaporating. Another followed after it, and the rest weren’t long behind. Henry lowered his hands and let out a pensive hum as Sylph opened her eyes.

      “Well?” Damien asked.

      “Never let it be said that constant trauma isn’t an effective way to improve,” Henry announced. “Her body has adapted very well. My handiwork, of course. Really, I’m the one to praise here. I did an excellent job.”

      “Henry!” Damien snapped. “Come on, man. Can she summon a companion?”

      “Yes,” Henry said, rolling about a dozen eyes at once in an almost mesmerizing pattern. “Don’t get me wrong, she’s barely got any room left in there. All I could do was poke my nose in. But, given the fact that her body is housing bits and pieces of the Corruption, it’s quite surprising there’s any room left at all.”

      “When you say room, how much are you talking about?” Damien asked, making his way over to stand beside them. “Because you take up a massive amount of mental space. Sylph isn’t trying to get another Void creature.”

      “Something relatively weak,” Henry said after a moment. “Even by your standards. She doesn’t want a companion for the purposes of combat anyways. Sylph made it this far without one, and she’ll keep going the same. If you stick to the planes closest to the Mortal one and avoid summoning some abnormally powerful creature, she’ll be fine.”

      “And what if I accidentally summon something like that?” Sylph asked, yawning and glancing up at them.

      “Then we make sure you don’t bind with it,” Henry said, his voice losing its humor. “Trust me. That would be really, really bad. Your mind only has so much room, and if it gets full, things start going poof to make room.”

      “Understood,” Sylph said. Damien helped her to her feet and brushed some of the grass stains off the back of her shirt. Henry snorted. Damien cleared his throat, and the stains vanished as he willed them away.

      “Thanks,” Sylph said to Damien, giving him a quick grin before it faded away. “So…how do I get a companion? Summoning Circles aren’t exactly easy to use once you’re already in college. I suppose we could ask Dredd or Delph.”

      “No need,” Henry said with a dismissive wave. “Have you forgotten that we’ve got an expert in summoning circles with us?”

      “Damien?” Sylph asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “No,” Henry replied. “Me. Of course. I suppose Damien is passable, but runes aren’t even an ounce of difficulty for me. It won’t be hard to make a summoning circle, so all you’ll have to do is the ritual.”

      “We’ll have to keep a really close eye on it,” Damien said, crossing his arms as a deep frown passed over his features. “I don’t want a repeat of the last time I made a rune circle. I still don’t know who messed with it, but if they manipulated my circle, they could do the same to Sylph’s.”

      “We will,” Henry said. His body crackled with cold heat. “But I doubt anyone would be bold enough to fiddle with the circle while we’re both watching for it. Regardless, I think we’ve accomplished our goal. We don’t want to spend more time in here than necessary, or Sylph’s soul might get a bit too comfortable outside of her body.”

      Sylph swallowed. “That does sound like a good idea to get back.”

      “Indeed,” Henry said dryly. “You might feel a bit dizzy once we return. Your soul wasn’t too happy about me fiddling with it, but you’ll get over it. Just don’t stand up too quickly and you’ll recover within a few minutes.”

      Sylph nodded. Henry snapped his fingers, and the ground rushed up, swallowing them in darkness. Damien’s eyes snapped open as he found himself lying in bed once more. Sylph was pressed against his side, her breathing slow and rhythmic.

      Ah…Henry? Is she asleep?

      “Her soul is settling back into her body,” Henry said. “Give it a few seconds. Not everybody ignores soul damage like you do.”

      No sooner than he had spoken did Sylph twitch. Damien, with some reluctance, sat up. She blinked at him. Her eyelids were half closed and the eyes behind them hazy. Damien helped her sit upright.

      “Sylph? You okay?”

      “Yeah,” Sylph said, scrunching her lips and shaking her head. She let out a large yawn. “Everything is really foggy, but it’s coming back. It feels like I didn’t sleep for a week.”

      “Do you know what that feels like?”

      “Yes,” Sylph replied as more strength returned to her tone. “I had to do it a few times in the forest when I was younger. You can’t afford sleep when you’re getting hunted.”

      “What kind of predator didn’t sleep?” Damien asked.

      “My old master,” Sylph replied. The ice in her tone was sharp enough to cut steel. She shook her head again, then slowly slid to her feet and stood up. “I think I’m back. What sort of preparations do we need to make that summoning circle? I’m not going to have much time to get the bond with my soon to be companion up to a point where I can summon it.”

      “Unless Henry is thinking of something different than what I am, we just need some chalk,” Damien said. He received a mental nod from his companion. “And I’ve already got that for my runes. We can do it immediately, but are you sure you’re totally recovered?”

      Sylph opened her mouth. Then she frowned. “Maybe I’ll take a quick shower first. It couldn’t hurt.”

      “Henry and I will make the circle in the meantime,” Damien said, giving her a nod. “That’s probably for the best. We don’t want to take risks here. I did, and look who I got landed with.”

      “Shut up,” Henry grumbled from within him. “I’m the best thing that ever happened to you.”

      Damien rolled his eyes, and Sylph let out a small laugh. “Sometimes I wish I knew what you two were talking about.”

      “It’s nothing interesting, I promise you,” Damien said. “It’s usually Henry being a pompous ass.”

      His shadow twitched as Henry commandeered it, forming a small mouth. “It most certainly is not. He just doesn’t want to say—”

      Damien stomped on the mouth, and it vanished, leaving Henry’s fading laughter behind. “As you can see. Pompous ass.”

      Sylph smirked at him as she grabbed a change of clothes and headed into the bathroom. The shower clicked on a moment later. Damien shook his head and ruffled through the travel pack under his bed, grabbing half a stick of chalk.

      You sure you don’t need a reference book or anything for this?

      “I’m quite certain,” Henry replied. “I’ve forgotten more magic than you’ll ever learn, but I’ve kept all the interesting stuff. It doesn’t get any more basic than a summoning circle.”

      I’m pretty sure it does. But is basic really interesting? A light rune—

      “Damien. Eldritch horror here. Do you need a book for simple little light rune circle?”

      …no.

      “And I don’t need a book for a simple summoning circle,” Henry finished with a smug laugh. “Don’t worry. I’ll make it as if I were doing it for you. She won’t get hurt. Just keep an eye out for interference while I work.”

      Damien sighed and nodded. He headed into the second training room, and Henry rose up within his shadow. A pulse of dark energy rippled out of the Eldritch creature’s body, stopping at the edges of the room.

      “We’re protected from any prying eyes,” Henry said. “So now, if anyone happened to be watching, all they saw was Sylph promptly taking a shower after lying down next to you.”

      “And me trying to stomp on my own shadow,” Damien said, refusing to blush at Henry’s words. He tossed the stick of chalk to his companion. “Get on with the rune circle.”

      Henry cackled and started to trace runes across the floor. Despite Damien’s earlier complaints, it was mesmerizing to watch. He knew that he was more than adequate at rune crafting, but Henry was really something else.

      Every single motion was a masterwork. He didn’t make mistakes, and the speed he worked at was almost inconceivable. It was almost as if he were writing a grocery list instead of a channel for the surrounding Ether.

      Damien kept a close eye on the runes—particularly the ones for banishment in case anything went wrong. He wasn’t particularly surprised to find that no shadowy tendrils emerged to modify it.

      Henry finished the entire multilayered circle within only a few minutes. However, instead of stopping, Henry drew a second circle around the first. Once he was done, his shadowy form straightened, and he scanned over it all before giving an approving nod.

      “What’s the outer circle for?” Damien asked.

      “Power limiter,” Henry replied. He handed all that remained of the chalk—a tiny nub—back to Damien. “It’s to make sure Sylph’s call isn’t somehow too strong. We need some weak little elemental or the like.”

      “That makes sense,” Damien admitted. He turned the tiny piece of chalk over in his hand.  “And what am I supposed to do with this? You used it all up!”

      “I don’t know,” Henry said. “Eat it, maybe. Probably tastes better than that slog they had in the mess hall. Even your memories of it are distasteful.”

      Damien stuck the piece of chalk into his pants pocket. He scanned the rune circle again, this time trying to see how much of it he could remember. To his disappointment, it wasn’t much. It looked mostly right to him, but he barely remembered its appearance in the first place.

      “It’s fine,” Henry said. “The circle is correct.”

      “I know,” Damien said with a sigh. “Can’t blame me for being at least a bit cautious with it, though. I wish we know who messed with my circle the first time. It would make everything so much easier.”

      The running water from the shower clicked off. Henry gave Damien a shrug.

      “No point worrying about it now. You’ll come to realize that, if there’s nothing you can do about an issue, you might as well not waste your energy on it. You’ll deal with it when it happens. There’s no point suffering twice.”

      “That’s surprisingly wise,” Damien said.

      “I have my moments.”

      Sylph stepped through the hallway, her hair still slightly damp. “Is the circle ready?”

      “It is,” Henry said. “All you have to do is step into it and commence the ritual. Do you know how it works?”

      “No,” Sylph admitted, flushing. “I never thought I’d be doing it because of my terrible magical energy.”

      “It’s quite simple, really,” Henry said, leaning against the wall of the training room. “Just channel all your desires and feelings, then imagine yourself throwing them at the circle as hard as you can. That’s all.”

      “Don’t I have to worry about summoning something too strong?” Sylph asked.

      “I put a limiter on the circle. Any excess power you put in will get cut down, so just give it your all,” Henry replied. “If anything, you need to make sure your call is strong enough. Not everyone can summon a companion, after all.”

      Sylph nodded. She swallowed, then stepped into the center of the summoning circle. “Do I just stand in the middle?”

      “Yep,” Damien said. “It can help to put your palm on the floor and imagine your call coming out through it.”

      Sylph nodded. She bent over and pressed her hand against the stone. “Ready?”

      “Just go,” Henry grumbled. Damien gave her an encouraging grin.

      Sylph closed her eyes and drew a deep breath. She let it out slowly as her face set itself into a concentrated mask. The runes around her lit up with faint white energy one by one, humming with faint power that grew in intensity by the second.

      The smell of ozone filled the air, and her hair started to flutter around her shoulders. The second circle lit up with brilliant purple energy, rotating counterclockwise on the ground around Sylph. Crackling fingers of energy rose up from it, pouring into the power flooding out of Sylph and subduing it.

      “Would you look at that?” Henry muttered. “Good thing I put that limiter in. She might have gotten quite the summon, even with her low levels of magical energy.”

      Damien nodded, too engrossed to even say anything in response. There was a dull hum followed by a crack as all the energy condensed into a tiny mote of white-and-purple light before Sylph. The purple runes on the outside of the circle faded, and it slowed to a stop, the chalk markings crumbling and burning away.

      Sylph stared at the mote, her eyes glassy as if she were looking straight through it. After several moments, she blinked. The mote shot into her chest and she staggered backward, a flash of pain crossing her features.

      “Her body isn’t too happy about having something new in there,” Henry observed, but he didn’t sound too concerned. “It’s fine. She’ll adapt soon enough. I felt the strength of her companion, and it wasn’t very high at all. Exactly what we wanted. But…”

      “But?” Damien pressed. “But what?”

      “You might want to go catch her. She’s about to fall over,” Henry suggested.

      Sylph staggered. Damien lunged forward and grabbed Sylph before she could fall, wrapping his hand behind her back and slinging one of her arms over his shoulder for support.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Wasn’t expecting that,” Sylph muttered. “All my Ether just flooded out of me. I’m fine, though. Thanks for stopping me from falling.”

      “It’s your companion,” Henry said. “Whatever it was—it took your Ether to avoid getting cannibalized by your Corrupted body. It’ll stabilize over the next few hours and you’ll be back to normal.”

      “So it worked, then?” Damien asked. “You’ve got a companion?”

      A smile flittered across Sylph’s face. “Yeah. I’ve got a companion.”
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      “You can’t just leave it at that!” Damien complained. “What is it? Can I see?”

      “I don’t know how to summon it yet,” Sylph said, crossing her arms. “Not everybody can bind with someone like Henry.”

      “Can you at least tell me what plane it’s from?” Damien pleaded.

      “The Plane of Immortals,” Sylph replied. “And thank the stars it isn’t anything stronger. Things are feeling a bit more than cramped. I think I can feel my thoughts shuffling around as my head tries to make room for everything.”

      “Come on,” Damien said. “You should sit down.”

      “Everything looks fine here,” Henry decided as Damien helped Sylph out of the training room. “I’m going to head back and remove my anti-detection spell. Have fun with your new companion, Sylph.”

      Henry flitted back into Damien’s shadow and the faint energy that he’d summoned blinked out. They got back to the main room, and Damien helped Sylph onto her bed. She didn’t unwrap his arm from her shoulder, so he remained on the bed beside her.

      “Well, now all we have to do is help you get a good enough bond with your companion to summon it within a few weeks,” Damien said with an optimistic grin. “Compared to everything else we’ve done, it doesn’t even feel all that difficult.”

      “I can’t argue there,” Sylph admitted with a weary chuckle. Damien started to open his mouth, but a flash of movement behind the bathroom curtain caught his eye. He froze, squinting at the bathroom. There was no more motion within it.

      Henry? Did you see that?

      “I wasn’t paying attention,” Henry replied. “Getting settled back in your head has a bit of a delay. I’m reviewing the memory, though. There was something there.”

      Damien tightened his grip on Sylph’s shoulder. She blinked, then her gaze grew cold as he nodded toward the bathroom. Damien carefully stood up, leaving Sylph on the bed, and drew Ether into his hands.

      He stalked forward, then threw the bathroom curtain open with a gravity sphere readied. There was nobody there. Damien frowned, lowering his hand and stepping inside. There weren’t exactly many things to hide behind.

      Can you tell if anyone is here?

      “It feels completely empty,” Henry said, sounding disgruntled. “The only energy I can feel is yours and a little bit of Sylph’s.”

      Damien clicked his tongue. He turned, scanning the walls. That flash of motion had been too real. It didn’t feel like something his mind had just made up, but there was clearly nobody in the bathroom. It was possible someone had teleported, but who could it have been? Delph and Dredd already knew their secret, so there was no point for them to be there.

      Something caught his eye near the top of the door. There, in tiny letters written with still drying ink, were the words “Well done.”

      Ah…Henry?

      “I’m already trying to see if I can figure out who put this here,” Henry said. “So far, nothing. Either my senses have been corrupted by your human spark more than I thought, or nobody was here. The energy I can detect are yours, mine, and Sylph’s.”

      Damien pressed his lips together. The words didn’t exactly seem like a threat. If anything, it suggested that the person leaving them was on their side. But, if that was the case, why wouldn’t they just show themselves?

      He sighed, reaching up and gingerly touching the edge of a letter with the tip of a nail. The ink came away easily, and he peered at it.

      “Looks like normal ink to me,” Henry said. “Neat writing, too. Whoever did this has a steady hand.”

      Wow, that really narrows it down.

      “Better that than nothing,” Henry said. “I could go check to see if I can hunt down anyone in the area that doesn’t belong, but something tells me I’ll never find them.”

      You’re probably right. Just keep an eye out for now. I don’t think this person is going to get caught that easily. And hey, if they’re on our side, maybe they’ve got a good reason for not revealing themselves.

      “Sure,” Henry muttered.

      Damien headed back out and sat down beside Sylph. He quickly explained what happened, and she came to much the same conclusion that he had.

      “If we can’t find them, there’s no point losing sleep over it,” Sylph decided. “We’ll keep an eye out, but if this person can trick Henry’s senses that easily, we don’t have a chance of catching them.”

      She let out a yawn and shifted, lying out flat across her bed. “I’m completely exhausted. I don’t think I’ve got enough energy to do anything else today.”

      “Fair enough,” Damien said. “Summoning takes a lot of energy. Don’t push yourself.”

      Sylph nodded and closed her eyes. Damien watched her for a moment, then headed out the door to get some food. He brought some extra back for Sylph, placing it within the icebox before getting onto training.

      Damien spent most of the day practicing his magic. Henry commandeered the second training room, walling it off with a barrier of purple energy as he presumably practiced for hiding his true nature from everyone.

      Thankfully, the rest of the day passed without any major events. Sylph slept through it all and awoke the following morning almost entirely back at full strength. Over the course of the next few days, she spent most of her time in meditation, attempting to commune with her companion.

      Both Delph and Dredd summoned them for training at various times. Delph focused on making sure everyone was still in good physical shape by making them run laps around the arena until they collapsed.

      Dredd was much more reasonable and seemed content to allow both Damien and Sylph to practice on their own for the time being. Before they knew it, the school year was in full swing and the time to begin trying to manifest their companions was upon them.

      “Now, I know a few of you have gotten ahead of the curve,” Delph said, looking out over the class. As usual, he’d gathered everyone in such early hours of the morning that it was nearly still night. “Those of you who checked out a book from the library for the purposes of figuring out how to manifest your companion, please raise your hand.”

      There was a short pause. Every single student’s hand rose into the air. A grin cracked Delph’s face, and he gave them a nod. “Well done. That’s exactly what I expect out of you. As a reward, no running today.”

      A cheer rose up from the students, but it quickly silenced as Delph gave them a sharp look.

      “You don’t have to be so happy about it,” Delph complained. “But here’s the real question. Who here has actually managed to achieve a combat mode manifestation of their companion?”

      Almost every single hand dropped. The only ones that remained in the air were Mark, Cody, Loretta, and Reena. Delph gave them all a critical once-over.

      “Impressive. More than I thought. Then again, I suppose this year is one to put the extra effort in. After all, many people have made names for themselves during the Intraschool Tournament. It’s a great chance to show off your talents. Many adventuring companies look for new members at them as well, so if you don’t have any desire to fight on the frontlines, this is a great opportunity for you.”

      A few murmurs rose up amongst the class. Delph raised his hand to silence everyone. “That all being said, there are only a few students that can compete in the tournament. Year Two is allowed to put forth four candidates due to all the so called ‘talent’ that’s been bouncing around. I will be choosing the attending students based on your current abilities, not how you scored a year ago. So make sure you don’t slack off if you want to represent us.”

      He paused for a few moments to make sure everyone had absorbed his words before continuing. “You’ve got three weeks before the tournament begins, so spend them well. There are multiple aspects, but I presume that most of you will be interested in the combat. The first half of the tournament will be just like the ranking battles—which are quite soon after the Intermural, actually. The second half will be…unique. I can’t say any more than that.”

      “Are there rewards for doing well?” Cody asked.

      “Of course,” Delph replied. “Money and fame are the big ones, but the latter half of the tournament offers opportunities to get quite the interesting rewards. I actually got my hands on something nice back when I was your age.”

      “Did you win?” Loretta asked.

      Delph snorted. “No. Damn near did, but the dean beat me.”

      “So Blackmist actually beat Kingsfront?” Nolan asked, his disbelief more than apparent.

      “We had quite the class during my year,” Delph said. “We haven’t won since, but I’d like to hope that some of you can change that.”

      “Don’t worry,” Reena promised the professor with a confident grin. “We’ll win and earn honor for the school.”

      “Honor?” Delph asked, raising an eyebrow. “I couldn’t care less about that. I’ve got money riding on some of you gremlins winning, and a lot of it. I expect to buy myself a nice little summer home after this.”

      His deadpan delivery made it completely impossible to tell if the man was joking. Shortly afterward, Delph dismissed them to personal training. He caught Damien and Sylph before they could head off.

      “How are the two of you doing on your progress with manifesting your companions? Your abilities will get you far in the tournament, even without them, but you won’t be able to win without giving away something you don’t want to at your current strength.”

      “I’ve solved the biggest issue,” Sylph said. “I just need to form a better bond with my companion.”

      “And I’m— Well, I think we should be fine,” Damien said after a brief consultation with Henry.

      “You’ve gotten yourself a companion?” Delph asked, cocking an eyebrow. “I didn’t hear any requests about using the school’s summoning circles. That was wise, as it certainly would have raised a few eyebrows. Well, I don’t want to know how you did it. Don’t care, really. You’ve got a week until I expect to see some results. Feel free to seek out Dredd or myself if you need extra assistance.”

      “Will do,” Damien said, giving the professor a nod. “And…what about the other issue? The one we dealt with over summer.”

      “Dredd has been extra busy,” Delph replied. “Lots of little piles of rubble showing up. He hasn’t had any difficulty so far, and we aren’t getting reports of anything major. Just focus on getting stronger for school. This sort of problem should be left to your teachers.”

      “So long as they don’t release any more ancient monsters,” Sylph said with a snort.

      “Don’t remind me,” Delph said with a groan. “Just get out of here. I’ll let you know if anything of interest shows up.”

      Damien and Sylph bid him farewell and started out of the arena. As they walked, Reena broke away from Nolan and jogged to catch up with them.

      “Hi, Damien,” she said, giving them a small nod that shook her long, curled hair. “Did you have a fun break?”

      “Sylph and I got a lot of training done,” Damien replied. He reluctantly stopped walking, and Sylph did the same.

      Reena made a face. “More training? Did you even get any rest?”

      Damien gave a noncommittal shrug. “Enough, I suppose. I take it your break was more fun?”

      “I spent some of it training, too,” Reena said, almost defensively. “But I also visited my parents’ beach estate. It’s right on the shoreline, so nobody can block your view. It’s really quite beautiful.”

      “Sounds fun,” Damien said, giving her a polite smile. “You went with Nolan, I guess?”

      “No, he didn’t want to come,” Reena said with a scoff. “Nolan studied and worked all summer, just like you.”

      “I’d suggest you take a page from your brother’s book, but you’ve managed to get a combat manifestation. That’s pretty impressive for not spending the whole summer training,” Sylph said.

      “I’m a noble. It’s only natural, and thank the Planes. I’d die of boredom if all I did was train.” Reena’s nose curled in distaste. “You said it yourself, Damien. The beach is a lot more interesting than a training room.”

      “I don’t think that’s exactly what I said,” Damien pointed out.

      “Whatever,” Reena said. “Look, Nolan and I are going to the Dancing Dragon this weekend. It’s one of the best restaurants in the kingdom, but it’s owned by my family, so we were able to get a table on short notice. It’ll be a good change of pace from all this training. You should come with us. We can get you a seat.”

      “Thanks for the offer,” Damien said, inclining his head. “But that sounds a bit too expensive for me.”

      “Nonsense. I can cover your meal.”

      Damien pressed his lips together. He spotted Nolan heading toward them out of the corner of his eye. “That’s very kind of you, Reena. However, I still can’t make it.”

      “What?” Reena asked, crossing her arms. “Why not?”

      “Because you didn’t invite Sylph,” Nolan said, shaking his head as he reached them. Reena glared at Nolan, but he ignored her as he continued on. “And, on that note, you’re invited as well, Sylph. There’s a portal to Seaview, the city it’s located in, right on campus. It will only take a few hours, so it shouldn’t mess up your training too much.”

      Damien and Sylph exchanged a glance. After a moment, Sylph gave him a very small nod.

      “I think that’s fine, then,” Damien allowed. “Thank you.”

      “Brilliant,” Nolan said, putting a firm hand on Reena’s shoulder. “We won’t keep you, then. I’m sure both you and Sylph are busy.”

      “Thanks again for the invite,” Damien said as they set back off toward the exit of the arena. He could feel Reena’s gaze burning into his back as they left.

      “I feel like I said something to offend her,” Damien muttered once they were well out of earshot and on their way back to their room. “What was it?”

      “No idea,” Sylph said. “But something gives me the feeling she’s not a huge fan of me.”

      “Can’t imagine what,” Damien said. They both laughed as they reached their room and headed inside. Their plans for the weekend had evidently been decided, but there was still a lot of training left to be done through the week before that day could arrive.
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      The week passed without fanfare. While Sylph focused on building more of a bond with her companion, Damien focused on his control of the Ether. He practiced multicasting, only stopping when the headaches grew too strong to bear. It was slow and tedious, but he could feel himself getting better at splitting his mental energy with every passing day.

      Meanwhile, Henry continued to work within the second training room. Sylph often remained on her bed, so it wasn’t much of a bother. He refused to share his progress with Damien, stating that since Sylph got to hide something, so did he.

      In between their training, Delph and Dredd pushed them hard in class. While their personal lessons with Delph became less frequent, the professor still summoned them once to practice without the other students present. He doubled down on their physical training once more, running both completely ragged.

      On the other hand, Dredd was still content to observe their progress silently. He often left midway through their class, disappearing through his red portal only to return several minutes later.

      The atmosphere amongst the Year Two students grew tenser as time passed. Another boy managed to manifest his companion in its combat form, which only served to spur the competition harder.

      Days passed in a blur, and before Damien knew it, the weekend was upon him. Henry nudged him out of bed with a prod of mental energy.

      “Get up,” Henry said.

      Damien blinked awake, coming to his senses quickly. He didn’t bother complaining about the rude awakening. He’d gotten so used to rising at ridiculous hours in the morning that it didn’t affect him as much as it once had.

      Tapping his bracelet, Damien brought out his status. After the brutal week of training, he was hopeful that his growth had accelerated.
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      Not as much as I’d hoped, but progress is progress, I guess.

      He swung his legs out of bed, covering a yawn. Sylph was, unsurprisingly, already awake and sitting on her bed. She gave him a nod as he headed to the bathroom to get ready for the day. Once he came out, Sylph stretched her arms out above her head and opened her eyes.

      “We’re meant to go with Nolan and Reena to that restaurant today,” she said. “They didn’t mention when we’d be going, though, did they?”

      “Don’t think so,” Damien said, frowning. “I honestly assumed it was for lunch or something.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure,” Sylph said. “I think I’ve heard someone pacing around outside our door for the past ten minutes.”

      Damien raised an eyebrow. “Seriously? It’s barely past night. What would someone be doing—”

      There was a brisk knock on the door. Damien’s eye twitched, and Sylph winked, slipping out of bed and padding over to the door. She opened it, revealing Nolan standing before them as stiff as a board.

      “Hello,” he said, shifting uncomfortably. “Ah, can I come in?”

      Sylph shrugged. She gave him a nod and stepped out of the way, walking back over to her bed and sitting down.

      “What brings you here so early in the morning?” Damien asked.

      “Well, I heard you talking so I figured you were awake,” Nolan said. He rubbed the back of the head. “I didn’t wake you up, did I?”

      “You didn’t,” Damien said.

      “Ah. Good,” Nolan said. There was a short pause. “Ah, I thought I should probably warn you about some things before we went to the Dancing Dragon today. Assuming you can still come, of course.”

      “We can still come so long as you still want us to,” Damien replied. “But…warn us? About what?”

      “The Dancing Dragon is frequented by nobility,” Nolan said. “People at the same level as Reena and me or sometimes even higher. There are certain rules that everyone is expected to follow within it.”

      “Don’t you think this might have been wise to mention earlier?” Sylph asked, cocking her head.

      “I honestly didn’t think about it,” Nolan said. “These are things I’ve done ever since I was a kid. It only just occurred to me that you two may not know the customs since you aren’t from a noble house.”

      “Well, hopefully there aren’t too many,” Damien said. He gestured to the end of his bed. “Do you want to sit down?”

      “It’s okay,” Nolan replied. “This won’t take all that long, actually. First, don’t make eye contact with any of the High Nobles. They’ll be the ones sitting on the second floor, if they’re there at all.”

      “Are they so high and mighty that us disgusting commoners can’t even gaze upon them?” Sylph asked.

      “No,” Nolan said, grimacing. “But there is a whole new set of rules for interacting with the High Nobles, and we don’t have time to cover that. They won’t approach you unless you initiate anything, and eye contact means you’re willing to speak with them. Hence, if you don’t make eye contact, they won’t speak with you and you don’t have to worry about it.”

      “That makes sense,” Damien said. “It’s kind of lame, but sure. Are the High Nobles directly related to the Queen or something?”

      “Many of them are,” Nolan said. He let out a weary sigh. “It’s complicated, and I find myself caring less about it with every passing week. The more I learn, the less I want to lead my house.”

      Nolan blinked, then shook his head, letting out an embarrassed laugh. “Sorry, I didn’t come here to complain. Back to rules. Try not to interact with the waitstaff more than you have to. You’ll think you’re being polite talking to them, but they’re incredibly efficient. Just say what you want and don’t waste their time. They’ll keep talking to you to be polite, but trust me—they’re just doing their job. Be fast.”

      When he spoke, he looked square at Damien.

      “Why do I feel like that was directed at me more than Sylph?” Damien asked, holding back a laugh.

      “Because you’d probably talk too much and then waste even more time apologizing,” Sylph said. She sent him a smirk and gestured for Nolan to continue. “It looks like you’re trying to keep something trapped in your mouth. What is it?”

      “You need to dress well,” Nolan finished, grimacing. “Like, really well. Do you have a suit?”

      “Ah…” Damien trailed off. “I’ve got my coat?”

      “That won’t do,” Nolan said. “Not at all. We need to get you something fancy. Sylph, I assume you’re in the same situation?”

      “I think my clothes look perfectly fine,” Sylph said, crossing her arms.

      “They do,” Nolan said quickly, backpedaling. “Just not for this. There’s a different purpose, just like how a dagger and a sword can both be useful.”

      “Well, unlike a dagger or a sword, I can’t make clothes out of Ether,” Damien said. He opened his mouth, then cocked his head to the side. “Well, I suppose I could, actually. I don’t think that would be particularly fancy, though. It would certainly be unique.”

      “No,” Nolan said. His tone grew firm and authoritative. “Don’t worry, we can get this fixed quickly. My family has a talented tailor in our employ, and he should already be awake. He should have some work that can be quickly modified to fit both of you. Come with me.”

      “Hold on,” Damien said as Nolan moved to leave the room. “I appreciate it, but could you at least tell us how much that’ll cost? A custom suit doesn’t sound like it’s cheap.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Nolan said. “We said we’d pay for the trip, and this is included. Just…come on. We don’t have all that much time.”

      “Oh, thank you. That’s very kind,” Damien said as he and Sylph both followed Nolan out the door and down the sloping mountain path. “But what time are we going?”

      “We’re scheduled to arrive at midday,” Nolan replied. “But Reena also insisted on visiting the city. I’ve got no idea what she has planned, but Seaview is quite the location. It’s certainly worth going to, especially before the crowds start to pick up at midday.”

      “Is this lunch or an entire event?” Damien asked, only half joking.

      “They’re the same thing,” Nolan said, glancing back at him as they headed down a chilly road toward a portal. The dark energy crackled invitingly. The three slipped through it, weathering the effects without any trouble and arriving in the obsidian courtyard surrounded by arches.

      Nolan didn’t even hesitate before making a beeline toward a portal a short distance from the one they’d entered through. Damien and Sylph exchanged a bemused glance and followed Nolan into it.

      The dark energy swallowed them once more. It nibbled at Damien’s skin like a sharp wind. Purple and black spun in a dizzying vortex before him. A short while later, he staggered out into a small plaza surrounded with portals of varying colors.

      Quaint stone buildings stretched out in neat lines on all four sides of the plaza. They were all either one or two stories and were varying colors of blue. The roof shingles were all large, flat seashells. The smell of salt, accompanied by the faintest hint of fish, wafted up into Damien’s nostrils. His stomach churned from the journey, but it was still nothing compared to a lot of the other teleportations he’d had.

      “Welcome to Seaview,” Nolan said, only looking slightly queasy. He straightened his shirt and shook his head. “We can get a better look around later. The tailor isn’t too far now.”

      He set off at a brisk pace, and the other two hurried to keep up with him. Damien had to admit that the city was beautiful. The small houses felt like brushstrokes on a painting that he could walk through.

      The city sloped downward enough to see over the tops and through the cracks of the roofs, revealing a huge body of water a short distance from the city. Damien could just barely make out what might have been a dock.

      “Well, I guess we know why it’s called Seaview,” he observed. Nolan snorted as they turned a corner and came to an abrupt stop before a two-story building.

      “The town was built by a famous designer that worked for the previous queen,” Nolan said. He rapped on the door twice and took a step back, indicating for the others to do the same. “It’s frequented by a lot of nobility and powerful mages, which is one of the reasons why the Dancing Dragon is so renowned. Only an incredibly good restaurant could survive in this city.”

      Before either Damien or Sylph could respond, the door swung open to reveal a thin, sallow-faced man with straight gray hair. He had a neatly trimmed moustache and wore a black, three-piece suit that was so clean it practically shimmered.

      “Master Nolan,” the man said, bowing. “Are these the two you would like me to outfit this fine morning?”

      “They are, Tailor Shanta. Please treat them as if they were one of the family,” Nolan said, giving the man a slight nod in response. His tone had shifted, going from conversational to aloof.

      “Of course,” Shanta said, straightening. His eyes swept over the two of them, and Damien fought the urge to shudder. Shanta’s gaze felt like it was stripping him on the spot, latching onto every miniscule mistake or problem and magnifying it a thousand times.

      The tailor turned on his heel and swept into the dark hallway behind him, forcing them to hurry after to keep up with his long-legged stride. Luckily, he quickly reached a door and pulled it open, letting warm yellow light flood out.

      Damien and Sylph headed through the doorway at his gesture, and Shanta closed the door behind them, leaving Nolan outside. The room was neither large nor small. A big table sat at its center, a chair behind it. Tailor’s tools were scattered across it alongside a dazzling purple coat that had mesmerizing designs flowing up one side and part of the other. Behind it, dozens of suits and dresses hung from hangers.

      “Master Nolan has informed me that we only have a few hours to work with,” Shanta said, slipping between them and giving each another critical once-over. “Do you have a preference on style?”

      “Ah…a suit?” Damien guessed.

      The tailor’s eye twitched slightly. “No preference for the young man. And for you, miss? Perhaps a—”

      “Something easy to move in, please,” Sylph said, cutting him off. “I don’t want to have to walk around in something that’s actively suffocating me.”

      “I see,” Shanta said. “I can work with that. Corsets haven’t been in style for a few years now, so you don’t have to worry there. Now, let’s see. You need a matching theme, of course.”

      “We do?” Damien asked.

      “Of course you do. It is imperative. We can’t go with black, of course.”

      “Logically,” Damien muttered under his breath. Sylph shot him a warning glance, but she couldn’t hide the small grin before he spotted it.

      “I believe a gray would work. It would be fitting as well, given you are accompanying Master Nolan today,” Shanta continued, either unaware or uninterested in their small interaction. “Yes, gray will work. We will begin with you, young man.”

      Shanta grabbed a small, marked rope from the counter and strode up to Damien. The tailor grabbed him, pulling him upright and straightening his shoulders out. He wrapped the rope around him, taking a quick measurement before shifting Damien’s position again.

      For the next few minutes, the tailor manhandled Damien in just about every way possible. He made him stretch his arms in every direction, touch his toes, and even stand on one leg. Finally, Shanta strode off into the racks of clothing, pushing through the front row and disappearing.

      He reappeared a moment later carrying a sharp gray suit. A faint swirling pattern reminiscent of waves ran along it, but it was far from gaudy. It was still fancier than anything Damien had owned, but it least it didn’t look like it would stick out too much.

      Shanta sat down, making several quick incisions in the clothing with a pair of scissors. The desk’s drawer sprung open of its own accord and gray thread spooled out from within it, flying into the suit and patching the openings even as the tailor made more. After several minutes of work, Shanta stood back up. He handed the suit and pants to Damien. “It is done.”

      “Thank you,” Damien said. “Should I go try this on somewhere, or…”

      “No need,” Shanta said. “It will fit perfectly. The cloth is resistant to spills and rips, but it won’t stop a blade thrust.”

      Damien nodded, but there was no need. Shanta’s attention was already on Sylph. He rubbed his chin, eyeing her for several moments. “And now, young lady, I must figure out exactly what to do with you.”

      He grabbed his measurement rope again and paced in a circle around Sylph, hemming and hawing to himself. She was similarly made to stand in an assortment of poses, although Sylph made it look completely effortless.

      “Interesting indeed,” Shanta said, plucking at Sylph’s shirt sleeve with a disapproving expression. “Have you had a custom dress made for you before? You’re quite good at this. You could be a model if you’d like.”

      “I haven’t,” Sylph said. “I’ll keep that in mind, though.”

      Shanta nodded, then scurried off into the sea of clothes again. He reappeared a short while later with several dresses hung over his arms. He tossed them onto the desk and gave Sylph another once-over.

      “Hmm. How do you feel about revealing clothing, young lady?”

      “As long as it’s my head and arms being revealed,” Sylph said, narrowing her eyes.

      “Of course, of course,” Shanta said, grabbing the top dress and promptly tossing it onto the chair. “A modest one, then. Something that doesn’t inhibit your movements much, yet also nice enough to not look out of place. I can work with that.”

      “Do you have something that’s just pants?” Sylph asked, frowning. “I’m not a fan of dresses. They take up too much room.”

      Shanta froze. “No dress? But the women always wear dresses. They are beautiful.”

      Sylph opened her mouth, but the tailor continued on without waiting for a response.

      “However, I see it now. A mental image paints itself before me! You will make a statement, yes. A suit, but tailored for a woman. The subtle flourish that most men’s suits don’t have, perhaps with some slight accents to show that you were aware of the trends, yet chose to break them anyways. A statement!”

      Damien and Sylph exchanged a glance as the man cackled and shot off into his racks of clothing once again. It took him longer to reappear than before. This time, he carried a gray suit similar to Damien’s as well as several other articles of clothing.

      He rested them on the table and immediately got to work. The man started by resizing the suit. Then, once he’d finished, he raised his hands like a maestro. Thread leaped up from within his desk and from the clothing he’d brought over, spinning itself into the suit of its own volition.

      “He’s drawing miniscule runes on the clothing with the thread,” Henry mentally told Damien. “Interesting fellow. It’s nothing special in terms of difficulty, but it’s actually surprisingly beautiful.”

      A bundle of roses embroidered themselves into the suit’s lapel. They shimmered, only visible when Damien squinted hard enough. The thorned stem ran down the shirt, forming a wavy pattern that seemed to dance on the suit.

      Shanta then modified the edges of the suit, adding slight flairs around the collar and sleeves. He then repeated the process with the pants, resizing them and adding slight modifications to make them stand out a little more. Finally, the tailor straightened up and gave them a triumphant smile. He took the finished product and brought it to Sylph.

      “Behold! Come now, put it on. Both of you. I wish to see my final product.”

      He swept out of the room without waiting for a response, slamming the door behind him. Sylph raised an eyebrow. “Is that the same person we met at the door a bit ago?”

      “I’m pretty sure he got possessed,” Damien muttered, taking cover behind one of the racks as he started to change. “Your suit does look good, though.”

      “So does yours,” Sylph replied.

      Damien finished changing and was only slightly surprised to find that, like Shanta had said, the suit fit perfectly. He moved his arms around, then stretched down and touched his toes. He could barely even feel the cloth tighten around him.

      “Wow. This is impressive,” Damien muttered, stepping out from behind the racks as Sylph did the same.

      The door flew open, and Shanta strode in, Nolan peering over his shoulder. The tailor examined his test subjects, nodding to himself. “Yes, this is perfect. Now remember, the name of the tailor that made you beautiful was Shanta. When someone asks, you tell them that.”

      “Shanta!” Nolan scolded.

      “Apologies, Master Nolan,” Shanta said, clearing his throat and brushing his hair back. “I got carried away.”

      “It’s okay,” Damien said. “You did a great job. Thank you.”

      “That’s also true,” Nolan agreed, a smile tugging at his lips. “Not what I expected for Sylph, but it’s got a charm to it. It’ll certainly draw some eyes. Reena is going to be pissed. She loves being the center of attention, but I don’t think she’s ever tried wearing a suit to a formal event.”

      “So, do we head back now?” Damien asked.

      “No. Reena will meet us here,” Nolan replied. “Here, I’ve got an artifact that lets me store things. I can hold onto your normal clothes for now.”

      Damien shrugged, hesitating for a moment before handing over his coat and clothes. They vanished as soon as they touched Nolan’s hands. Sylph did the same.

      “They’re stored in my ring,” Nolan said, showing off an iron band on his pinky. “I can give it back to you whenever you want.”

      The three bid farewell to Shanta before following Nolan out of the house. As soon as they stepped onto the streets, Damien felt a flush reach his cheeks. Something about walking around in the middle of a city dressed like he was going to the Queen’s coronation just felt wrong.

      A man strode past them, practically blinding Damien with all the jewels hanging from his body. He wore a long, flowing cape trimmed in white fur and had a tall top hat.

      “That’s the gaudiest thing I’ve ever seen,” Sylph muttered to him.

      Damien could only nod in agreement. Nolan glanced back at them with a small chuckle. “Try not to stare too much. You’ll get used to it. Everyone’s trying to stand out here, but acknowledging it means you might get dragged into a conversation or something worse. That’s just how it works.”

      They reached the courtyard that Nolan had brought them through. Reena stood before it, her long blond hair curled into flowing locks. She wore a beautiful blue dress that rippled around her like the ocean itself had been encapsulated within it.

      Her gaze flicked to Sylph, and her eyebrows tightened for a moment before she gave them a small nod. “I’m glad to see you all made it. You both look wonderful. Nolan, where’s your suit?”

      “In my ring,” Nolan replied. “I haven’t had a chance to put it on yet. Are the others ready yet?”

      “Count Vin will meet us at the beach,” Reena said. “And Loretta is your date, not mine. You should know where she is.”

      “Loretta?” Damien asked, blinking. “You mean the Loretta from our class?”

      “Yes,” Nolan replied. “I’ve been sparring with her quite frequently, so I thought it apt to invite her.”

      No sooner than he had spoken did one of the portals flicker. Loretta stepped out from within it, wearing a white sundress. She spotted them and rushed over with an embarrassed grin.

      “I’m sorry for being late! Delph caught me when I was leaving to share when the next meeting time would be.”

      “Can’t blame you for that,” Nolan said as everyone nodded in agreement. Damien half expected the professor to pop out from the sewer grate, a slip of brown paper bearing their next meeting time clutched in his teeth.

      “Well, everyone is here now,” Reena said, sweeping past them and starting down the street toward the ocean. “Let’s get moving.”

      They all scurried after her, heading deeper into the city before the sun had even had a chance to peek over the horizon.

      As it turned out, Reena was incredibly efficient. She had the art of time management down to a fine science. As soon as they reached the main road, a carriage drawn by two huge white draft horses sat waiting for them.

      A butler wearing fine clothes sat atop it, the reins in his hands. He inclined his head and waved his hand. The door swung open, and stairs descended from within it.

      “That’s some impressive runework,” Damien said, pausing to examine it. Sylph pushed him inside with a gentle shove so the carriage before hopping in after so that the carriage could start moving.

      Nolan’s clothes blurred as he sat down, his school wear disappearing as a fine white suit replaced it. Damien had sudden flashbacks to the wagon trip he’d taken when he had first joined Blackmist. The only person missing was Mark.

      Reena didn’t give him much time to reminisce. They arrived at their destination—a two-story building with multicolored shells around its walls that glimmered like gems—and the carriage rumbled to a halt.

      After getting herded out, Damien learned exactly what Reena’s idea of “not wasting time” was. They spent nearly an hour wandering through racks of clothing in all different fashions. It ranged from beaded dresses to armored suits and everything in between.

      Damien wasn’t particularly interested, but Henry was fascinated. His companion continually told him to stop to inspect different pieces of work, finding great amusement in their methods of creation.

      Surprisingly, they weren’t the only people there that early in the morning. Aside from the shop clerk, there were half a dozen other important-looking people wandering through the shop, trying on clothes and spinning before mirrors to see how they looked.

      Reena managed to convince Loretta to join her in doing the same, but she didn’t even bother trying with Sylph. Nolan joined her, and Damien in standing near the men’s clothing section while the other two went through outfits at an alarming pace.

      “See anything you like?” Nolan asked.

      “I quite like my current suit,” Damien said, adjusting his lapel. “It fits so well. I do feel a bit naked without my mage armor, though.”

      “I like mine as well,” Sylph added. “And what use would someone have for more than one of these?”

      “They go out of style quite frequently,” Nolan replied. “It’s not uncommon for nobles to have wardrobes that only last a year before getting rotated out.”

      “That seems like a huge waste,” Sylph observed.

      “You have to understand that making an impression is incredibly important,” Nolan said. He gave them a small shrug. “Connections are the most important asset a noble house has, and making people aware of you is the first step to becoming noticed. Besides, it’s good for the economy. Things like this keep people spending their coin so it can go into the pockets of the more deserving.”

      “What happened to you, Nolan?” Damien asked. “I don’t mean this in a bad way at all—I like you a lot more now than I did when we first met. But it’s like you’re an entirely different person.”

      Nolan grimaced and rubbed the back of his neck. He glanced over at Reena and Loretta, giving them a wide grin and a thumbs-up for their current outfits before turning away again. “My father introduced me to more of the family business over the summer. I found it distasteful. Coupled with me getting my ass handed over on a silver platter by the boy I looked down on…well, it was a sharp wakeup call.”

      “You’re much better awake than you are sleeping,” Sylph said. “I don’t have an overwhelming urge to gut you anymore.”

      “Now that’s what a man wants to hear.” Nolan let out a small chuckle, then nodded at Reena. “Reena is much better at this than I am. She was the one who reminded me about the clothing and manners. I’m a horrible politician.”

      They didn’t get a chance to reply. Reena and Loretta made their way back over to the group, back in their normal clothes.

      “Okay, we can keep moving,” Reena said, her curls bobbing. “I found out that the merchant supplying this store works for the Archduke, and he’s in a feud with Shadeslinger family.”

      “The ones we’re allied with?” Nolan asked, cocking his head after a moment of thought.

      “Yes,” Reena said. “Hence, no shopping here.”

      Nolan shot the others a look as if to say, “I told you so.” Reena herded them out of the shop. Outside, the sun had just now finally started to rise above the rooftops. Their carriage still sat outside, waiting for them.

      “Right on time, anyways,” Reena decided. “Shall we go look at some weapons? The shop should be opening in a few minutes, and it’s a busy one.”

      She didn’t wait for their response, instead climbing into the transport. Everyone else shrugged and followed her, and they were off once again. Amusingly enough, the next shop ended up having the exact opposite results.

      While Damien and Sylph wandered around the store, fascinated by the glimmering swords on the walls and staves inscribed with powerful runes behind display cases, Henry made exaggerated snoring noises within Damien’s mind.

      “These are all uninteresting,” Henry complained. “They’re all pointy and kill people. Magic is much more interesting. Those clothes were the real art! There were four hundred and forty-three runes in one of those dresses. Counted them myself.”

      The staves have runes, though.

      “They’re sticks that make things go boom. I can make things go boom. Intricate details are much more interesting.”

      You’ve got to be the only eldritch creature that cares about the intricacies of clothing. Have you always been like this, or is my human spark to blame?

      “Oh, it’s entirely your fault,” Henry said with a smug cackle. “This desire originated from you, I suspect. Somewhere deep down, you’ve got a real passion for looking snazzy.”

      Damien grimaced, giving Henry a mental flick and tuning him out as he explored the rest of the shop. Everyone else was just as interested, and time slipped between their fingers. Loretta ended up purchasing a small wristband that could turn into a dagger before they had finished. Once everyone left the shop, nearly two more hours had passed.
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      “All right,” Reena said as they stepped out into the now-bustling streets. “Our appointment at the Dancing Dragon should be in about an hour, so it’s time for us to head over.”

      She herded them into the carriage, and they were all off once again, rattling down the streets once more. The warm sun glittered overhead, but the cool breeze flowing through the town from the sea helped keep the temperature bearable.

      As they traveled toward the edge of the city, the crowd grew slightly thicker. They fell in line behind several other carriages on the road, each decorated with enough wealth to feed a large family for a year and then some. Damien found it hard not to stare in slack-jawed wonder.

      “Is that all gold?” he asked, shaking his head in disbelief. “How much did that cost?”

      “It was probably a gift,” Nolan said, peering over his shoulder at the carriage in question. “So probably nothing other than a favor in some court. I don’t recognize the family crest, so it’s a minor noble.”

      “I think that’s the Seagrim House,” Loretta said. “They’re a merchant family. A decently sized one, but nothing compared to some of the other ones I’ve seen on the streets today.”

      “You’d be correct,” Reena said. “They’re one of the families at the Dancing Dragon with us today. Called in several minor favors for it, I’ve heard. I bet they’re going to beg one of the larger noble houses for a loan so they can start some new business venture.”

      Buildings passed them by as they continued down the street. The designers of the city had clearly taken some liberties the farther away from the center of Seaview that they got. The uniform houses grew larger and more unique, some reaching three stories tall.

      By the time they reached the edge of the city, the buildings were basically mansions. Beautiful gemstones and shells had been formed into giant interconnected murals along the house walls, making the front of the city seem like a huge, shining painting.

      “We’re here,” Reena said as the carriage doors popped open. Nolan hopped out first, then helped Loretta and Reena out. Damien and Sylph both jumped down on their own. The doors closed behind them and their ride clattered down the road, making a wide loop before heading back toward the center of the city.

      Before them, a huge building seemed to ripple in the sunlight. The murals upon it depicted a huge white dragon twisting up and along the building. Waves rippled out from around it, translating into jagged spikes and curves in the actual architecture of the building itself.

      “Wow,” Damien breathed, raising a hand to block the glint of the sun as it reflected off some of the decorations. “That’s beautiful. Is this really a restaurant?”

      Sylph tugged on his sleeve. Damien turned around, then froze as the breath caught in his lungs. An endless expanse of water stretched out on the other side of the road, a clean beach before it. The calm ocean waves lapped gently at the golden sand, and they sparkled more than any gem or mural ever could.

      “The view is half the reason the Dancing Dragon is so famous,” Nolan explained after giving them a moment to take it in. “Although you can’t tell from here, there are actually stained glass windows in the building. You can see the beach no matter where you’re seated due to some rune work.”

      “Which you can do once we’re inside,” Reena said, tapping her foot on the ground. “Come on. I don’t want to be late.”

      “It’s still at least thirty minutes before we’re meant to show up,” Nolan pointed out.

      “And that means we won’t be early if we don’t get in there now. Let’s go.” Reena gestured impatiently and walked up to the restaurant’s door. As soon as she reached it, a tall man wearing a black suit pulled it open.

      “Miss Gray,” the man said, bowing until his head was at his waist height. “I’ll be your butler for today’s meal. Your table is prepared if you would like to sit down. Mister Valentine has already been seated.”

      “We would,” Reena said. Everyone piled up and followed her in as the butler stood aside so that they could enter.

      The inside of the Dancing Dragon was considerably plainer than the outside, but not in a bad way. There were two dozen alabaster sets of large, round tables and chairs spaced evenly throughout the room.

      Each had several soft blue napkins and pearl-colored utensils wrapped within them. The burgundy wood floor had streaks of blue and purple running through it, but Damien didn’t have time to peer closely enough to figure out if they were natural.

      Several other people, all dressed in fancy clothes, had already been seated at the tables. Many didn’t even try to hide their interest as the butler led Damien and the others through the building.

      The floors above them were actually more like rings. The center was empty so that he could see up into them, where about a dozen tables sat in a circle looking down at everyone below. Another floor sat above that, but Damien had to squint to see it. There were a few people seated in the upper rings as well, but only the lowest one of them was close enough to make out detail on, and it was almost completely empty.

      He nearly walked right into Sylph’s back as the butler came to a stop before a table with a tall man wearing a blue outfit. His hair was cut short and his features sharp like an eagle’s. The man rose from his chair as they arrived, bowing slightly to Reena.

      “Early as always. It’s lovely to see you, Reena,” he said, giving her a thin smile. “And Nolan as well. Please, introduce me.”

      “This is Valentine Arbor,” Reena said. “He goes to Kingsfront.”

      “The beautiful woman beside me is Loretta,” Nolan said. “And my two good friends are Damien and Sylph.”

      Valentine’s gaze paused for a moment on Sylph, and his eyebrow rose imperceptibly before he gave them all another mini-bow. “A pleasure to make all of your acquaintance. I hope to learn more about you during our meal.”

      That seemed to be some form of unspoken command, as everyone started to sit down at once. Damien sat to Nolan’s right, and Sylph took the seat beside him. The butler, who had seemed to fade into the shadows while they were talking, swept up beside the table.

      “The meal will begin shortly. Would you like some refreshments while you wait?”

      “Some cider for all of us, please,” Nolan said.

      “Of course. I’ll be right out with that.” The butler swept away from the table toward a door in the far side of the room that presumably led into the kitchen.

      Several moments of awkward silence passed before Loretta cleared her throat. “So, how has everyone been doing in preparation for manifesting your companion?”

      “Pretty well,” Damien said, slightly embarrassed to be taking any credit for the work that Henry was doing entirely on his own.

      “I’m doing decent, too,” Sylph said. “It’s been slow, but progress is progress. I think I’ll make it on time.”

      “I can manifest a combat form,” Reena said, a note of pride in her voice. “But Nolan can do both. He was practicing all summer, so I guess it makes sense.”

      “Is that so?” Valentine asked, raising an eyebrow. “Very impressive, Nolan. Even many of the students at Kingsfront can’t quite manifest their companions yet.”

      “I really want to take part in the Intraschool Tournament,” Nolan said with a shrug. “I’ve gotten more serious about my studies lately. I’m curious to see if I’d be able to match up against Kingsfront, but I’ll have to take out Blackmist’s resident Year One champions first.”

      “Oh? You can manifest both forms and you still aren’t confident of being able to win?”

      “Well, it was only a recent development,” Nolan admitted. “But no. I’m not confident in the slightest. In Year One, our rank three student was able to hold his own against a Year Two using the combat form.”

      “Seriously?” Valentine asked. He glanced around the table, his eyes dragging as he looked between Loretta, Damien, and Sylph. “Nolan, you sly man. Following your father’s teachings, I see. Which ones are they?”

      Nolan’s eyebrows lowered imperceptibly as a trace of anger flashed across his face, but he controlled it before Valentine could notice. “Sylph and Damien were ranked number one and number two, respectively. They’re both incredibly capable fighters.”

      “It’s fascinating to make your acquaintance,” Valentine said, giving them a nod. “That does explain your unique choice of attire, Sylph. A warrior wouldn’t want themselves constrained by a dress. What elements do you two use?”

      “Space,” Damien said, omitting his other two elements. It wasn’t like he’d used them much anyways, but he didn’t have any strong desire to give Valentine more information than needed to be polite.

      “And I use Dark,” Sylph said.

      “Space and Dark,” Valentine mused. “Fitting for a duo. Bravo. I thought Reena’s Air with my special style Lightning were a beautiful fit, but now I fear we are challenged. I find myself salivating to know the extent of your abilities.”

      “Not at the table, Valentine,” Reena scolded. “Where are your manners?”

      “My apologies,” Valentine said, shaking his head and letting out a polite laugh. “Kingsfront has instilled an obsession with combat in me. I hope you’ll forgive me.”

      Before they could respond, the butler swept back out through the door. The man, bearing a plate full of large, ornate mugs, dodged another waiter as he made his way back over to the table and distributed the drinks with a flourish. Each mug was full of frothing yellow liquid. Damien examined his carefully.

      “Don’t worry,” Nolan said. “They don’t have any alcohol. You won’t get drunk.”

      Damien gave him an appreciative nod. Valentine took a drink, so Damien copied the slightly sleazy man. It fizzled as it went down his throat in a pleasant manner and tasted vaguely of apples. He had to admit that it was quite good.

      They spent the next thirty minutes in idle chatter, with nothing of any import being said. As time passed, more people slowly trickled into the restaurant until every single table around them was full and the room was rather noisy.

      The two floors above them were the slowest to fill. Unlike the guests on the first floor, those on the second wore slightly more modest clothing. There was no doubting its quality—even from where Damien stood, he could tell that they were expensive—but the clothes were subtle.

      He had to consistently remind himself not to stare and accidentally break Nolan’s instructions before their meal could even start. All the tables on the floor above them had filled except for one, and Damien noticed several other people also glancing toward it.

      Finally, almost exactly at the thirty-minute mark, a man and two women appeared from a door at the back of the first ring and sat down at the empty table. The chattering in the restaurant stopped almost instantly.

      The woman had long black hair and lightly tanned skin. Her eyes glimmered such a brilliant green that it didn’t seem possible. She had a thin gold band at the top of her head. The people accompanying her both had red hair. The man carried a jagged sword at his hip while the woman bore two daggers.

      “We’re in high company today,” Valentine murmured. “The princess and her friends don’t frequent Seaview, much less sit on the second floor instead of the third. I wonder what the occasion is. Reena, did you know of this?”

      “I might have heard a rumor,” Reena admitted, brushing her hair back. “But it was really more of a way to convince Father that this was worth it. I told him that we’d try to network with the princess during the social hours after we eat. If I hadn’t, he never would have funded this.”

      “That was a dangerous promise,” Nolan said, his brow lowering. “You had best make sure you have something to show Father at the end of this, or it won’t end well. And I don’t like your use of ‘we’ there. I’m hoping it was the royal version.”

      “You worry too much,” Reena said dismissively. “Look, the waiter is bringing the food now. Just enjoy yourself for once.”

      Sure enough, waiters were spreading across the floor bearing platters heaping with food. They distributed the first course, a multicolored garden salad with vegetables Damien had never seen, and vanished back into the kitchen.

      Damien grabbed his utensils and, after a quick check to make sure the others were eating, dug in. As with the cider, the food was delicious. He wasn’t the biggest fan of salad, but the dressing’s mixture of sweet and vinegar flavors paired perfectly with whatever they’d stuffed into the plate of greenery.

      “Don’t look now,” Henry said, interrupting his meal. “But I’m pretty sure the princess and her folks are staring at your table.”

      Damien nearly spat out his salad.

      What?

      “You heard me. I’m certain of it now. Her eyes are fixed right on you guys.”

      On me? Or on us?

      “Can’t say for sure, but I don’t feel like she’s looking directly at you. More like the table in general.”

      Damien tried to discretely glance around. Sylph caught his eye and gave him a slight nod, a miniscule frown on her face.

      What could the princess want with us? Or do you think it’s something the Gray twins did?

      “Hard to say. Don’t look at her. I’ll keep watch.”

      Damien gave Sylph a tiny nod in return, then returned his attention to trying to look as natural as possible while eating salad. Of course, the moment his mind was on it, holding a fork suddenly became an entirely foreign task.

      Luckily, it didn’t seem like anyone had noticed his blundering. The rest of the salad meal went by without trouble, and the waiters brought out the next course—a large, seared fish stuffed chock full of fruit.

      It was just as delicious as everything else so far, but the gaze on the top of Damien’s head made it hard to enjoy the meal. Somehow, that course and the ones following it passed without any trouble.

      “What happens now?” Damien asked Nolan as the table polished off the last bits of their dessert.

      “Social hour,” Nolan said, his lip curling. “A hassle for me, but just treat it as a way to meet people. As long as you’re polite, it honestly shouldn’t cause any difficulty. Any noble that comes up to you will likely have something nice to say. Just make sure not to catch any of the High Noble’s attention.”

      Damien nodded as a surge of resolve and confidence he didn’t know he had slithered through his system. He rolled his neck, still making sure not to glance up at the upper floors. People all around them had started to rise and mingle, talking amongst themselves.

      A low hum cut through the din. Damien froze, instinctually throwing out his net of mental energy to observe the Ether in the room. It was flowing upward, toward the table where the princess and her friends were seated.

      He slowly lifted his gaze to see the woman floating down from the upper floor, her long black hair rippling around her. A thin golden band around her forehead marked the woman as the princess. The two people she’d come with descended beside her, their cold expressions unreadable as they all touched down directly before the Grays’ table.

      “Hello, Reena,” the princess said with a slight smile. “Your father mentioned you’d wanted to entertain me today.”

      Well, shit.
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      “Hey, don’t get too worried,” Henry said. The eldritch creature let out a brief chuckle. “It’s not like you’re the one who has to deal with this. It’ll be fun to see what Reena and Nolan do.”

      “Did he?” Reena asked, dropping into a deep courtesy before the princess. Her tone shifted to a formal, polite one that Damien had never heard from her. “Then I shall do my best to oblige you. Was there something in particular you wanted, Princess?”

      “There were a few things, actually,” the graceful woman replied. “But please, call me Yui. Princess is far too formal for a simple dinner like this.”

      While the two women spoke, Nolan shot Damien and Sylph a glance. He subtly jerked his chin toward the back of the room and shifted to try and covertly block the woman’s sight of them.

      “Aw, that’s cute,” Henry said within Damien’s mind. “He’s trying to save you. What a change from that little brat you first met. I almost like him now.”

      Great sentiments to have while we run away and leave him to the wolves.

      Reena gave Yui another courtesy, dropping lower this time. “I am honored, Princess Yui. Please, tell me what you might want from me.”

      “I’d heard that both you and your brother had been doing quite well in your classes,” Yui said. “Recently, one of my tools broke. My father mentioned that your brother is in Advanced Rune Crafting. Would he be able to fix it?”

      “Of course. It would be his utmost pleasure,” Reena said, shooting Nolan a firm look.

      The noble cleared his throat, inclining his head. “I would be glad to see what I can do, Princess. I’m still quite new to Rune Crafting, though. I fear I might mistakenly cause more harm than I solve.”

      “Nonsense,” Yui said. “I’m confident the Gray household is more than capable enough to do this. And please, call me Yui as well. That offer was extended to your entire table.”

      Nolan bowed again. “Thank you, Yui. I am honored.”

      “It is simple courtesy,” she replied. “The tool is up at our table on the first floor, if you’d be so kind as to join us.”

      “Gladly,” Nolan said, sounding anything but. The princess started to turn but paused as she spotted Damien and Sylph awkwardly edging away from them.

      “Where have my manners gone?” Yui exclaimed, brushing past Nolan. “I didn’t even greet you.”

      Out of the corner of his eye, Damien spotted Loretta and Valentine beating a hasty retreat into the crowd. He couldn’t help but be jealous of them.

      Yui stopped before Damien and Sylph. “Forgive me, but I don’t know your names.”

      “Ah…I’m Damien. Damien Vale.”

      “I’m Sylph.”

      Yui raised an eyebrow as she gave Sylph a once-over. “Bold choice of attire. I haven’t seen something like this before, especially on a woman. Subtle, yet effective.”

      “Tailor Shanta made it,” Sylph provided. “The Tailor that works for the Gray household.”

      “I must pay this man a visit. I must admit that I’m slightly envious of you. You look much more comfortable than I feel,” Yui said. She turned to the man and made a gesture to him. “Memorize that name, Gaves. We’ll be visiting him tomorrow.”

      The man nodded, but he didn’t let his eyes dip far. They were in constant motion, scanning the room like they couldn’t sit still for more than a few moments.

      “Please join us as well,” Yui said. “I would love to learn more about you. The Grays are notoriously picky, you know. They don’t treat just anyone to lunch, so seeing two people that I’ve never met before at their table is quite a shock.”

      Shit, shit, shit.

      “Relax,” Henry said, cackling at Damien’s misfortune. “You were more confident fighting the Corruption than you are talking to some girl. She’s just another noble.”

      The noble in line to inherit the throne. I’d say that’s a bit different.

      “We’d be happy to join you,” Sylph said, mirroring Reena’s tone as she nudged Damien in the heel with her toe. He’d zoned out for too long talking with Henry.

      “Then let us not waste another second,” Yui said. “I fear I’m ruining everyone’s social hour. Please, continue on as usual!”

      The two people flanking Yui put their hands on her shoulders, and she gently lifted off the ground, floating up to her table. Nolan inched toward them.

      “It’s a small test,” he whispered. “Get up to her table without taking the stairs as soon as she sits down. The flashier, the better. Just don’t break anything.”

      As soon as the princess sat down, wind rippled around Nolan. He and Reena both launched into the air, floating up to Yui’s table. It wasn’t quite as smooth as the magic Yui or her friends had used, but it had the same effect.

      Damien decided on the simplest method of getting up to the table. He used Warp Step, vanishing and reappearing behind one of the chairs before Nolan could even get halfway up. Below him, Sylph blended into the background.

      There was a soft thud beside him a moment later as Sylph blurred back into view, brushing her suit off. Nolan and Reena touched down beside them, and the princess gave them an award-winning smile.

      “Amazing! Flight and teleportation skills. As expected of the Gray family. Please, sit down.”

      They all followed her request, and Damien couldn’t help but notice that the table had just enough chairs for all of them. He could feel hundreds of gazes from the nobles below them burning into him as well as those of the two people accompanying Yui.

      Why do I feel like these two are less her friends and more her bodyguards? They’re scary.

      “You’d be right,” Henry said. “They’ve got a decent bit of magic for someone their age. Now stop talking to me and pay attention so you don’t embarrass us both.”

      Yui nodded to the red-haired woman, who made a gesture and reached forward. Her hand vanished, reappearing a moment later with a wooden staff clutched in it. She handed it to Nolan, who had sat on Damien’s right. She also pulled out a carving tool and set it on the table beside him.

      “This is my dad’s old fire staff,” Yui said, lowering her tone. She flushed slightly. “I might have accidentally damaged it, and I’d really like it to be fixed by someone not affiliated with the castle. It would be very much appreciated.”

      Nolan swallowed, turning the weapon over in his hands. “How was it damaged, Prin—Yui?”

      “I was training against Gaves and blocked a sword strike. A few of the runes broke, and they got rubbed out when I tried to figure out what happened,” Yui admitted. “I think the damage is just in the middle section.”

      Nolan found the section she was talking about and stared at it. From where Damien sat, he was pretty sure that there must have been at least twenty runes missing. The whole weapon was covered with them, so it was far from a simple design.

      Nolan is screwed, isn’t he? I barely know how to fix that myself.

      “You could do it,” Henry said. “You’ve got enough of my memories to fix something that simple. But Nolan—yeah, he’s doomed unless he’s made some huge leaps and bounds in progress since you last tutored him.”

      Reena shot Nolan a sharp look while he examined the staff. Damien didn’t need to hear her speak to understand what it meant. “Show off or we’re both in deep shit.”

      Nolan drew a deep breath and picked up the carving tool. He sat there for several moments, tool in one hand and staff in the other.

      Damien gathered a miniscule amount of Ether at his fingertip and formed the smallest orb of destructive energy he could. He turned so that his shoulder blocked his movements and moved his finger along a napkin so faintly that it didn’t even cut into the cloth but just scarred it slightly.

      Nolan started carving the staff, one slow movement at a time. While he worked, Damien slipped the napkin onto his lap as if he were getting ready to eat again. He scooted his chair back ever so slightly so that it wasn’t covered by the tablecloth.

      “Are you also going to a mage college, Princess Yui?” Damien asked, forcing down his nerves. Everyone, including Nolan, turned to look at him as he broke the silence. Damien tapped his leg impatiently, and Nolan glanced down. His eyes widened ever so slightly.

      “I am,” Yui said. “I attend Kingsfront. I presume you and Sylph both attend Blackmist together with Nolan and Reena?”

      “They do,” Reena said. “They’re rank one and three in our class right now.”

      “Very impressive!” Yui said, clapping her hands. “I’ve been hunting that title myself, but I’m stuck at third place right now. Perhaps we’ll be able to meet during the Intraschool Tournament. Wouldn’t that be fascinating?”

      “Very,” Damien said, desperately hoping he never saw the princess again after today. “It would be an honor to compete with the princess.”

      “Oh please,” Yui said. “If we were competing, it would be as fellow students. Otherwise nobody would ever fight me and I’d win everything without even trying. What fun would that be?”

      “That’s true,” Sylph said, nodding as she spotted Nolan working to copy the runes Damien had drawn. “Winning a fight under your own strength is the most satisfying thing you can do.”

      “I like your friends, Reena,” Yui said, giggling. “None of the nobles speak this frankly to me. Could you imagine one of them encouraging me to fight? I had to beg to attend a mage college for ten years and nobody supported it until my mother said I could.”

      “That’s just how they are,” Reena said, swallowing.

      There was a small crackle from the staff. Everyone jerked toward it as Nolan lifted the carving tool, eyeing the newly cut runes on the wood warily.

      “Did you do it?” Yui asked eagerly.

      A flame flickered to life at the top of the staff. Nolan handed it to Gaves, who examined the weapon for a moment before giving the princess a curt nod.

      “Amazing! I owe you, Nolan,” Yui exclaimed, giving him a quick hug. Everyone at the table other than Damien and Sylph stiffened, but Yui sat back down as if nothing had happened.

      “I hope this isn’t too forward, but who among you is the best fighter?” Yui asked, glancing from Damien to Sylph.

      “Sylph was the first place student,” Reena provided.

      “I suppose that does explain why you chose to wear a suit,” Yui mused. “Sylph, would you be willing to spar with me? I’m always looking to test my limits, and I would love to know how I stack up against the best Year Two student at Blackmist.”

      “We haven’t had our ranking battles this year yet,” Sylph said. “I might not be the strongest anymore.”

      “Formalities,” Yui said. “Please?”

      Sylph shrugged. “So long as I don’t get locked up for fighting you.”

      “I promise!” Yui said, jumping in excitement. “Look at that, Gaves. Maybe I should have gone to Blackmist. I have to beg the students at Kingsfront for a fight, but Sylph didn’t even hesitate!”

      “That’s because you wipe the floor with them every time you spar,” Gaves rumbled. “You can’t blame them.”

      Yui turned her nose up. “That’s probably half because they’re too scared to actually hit me. It’s not like we have anything to worry about with Bella here.”

      The princess gestured to the silent woman beside her. “This is Bella, by the way. She’s a healer, and a talented one at that. We don’t have to worry about hurting each other, since she can heal just about anything.”

      “Other than death,” Bella said, a note of warning in her monotone voice.

      “We’ll be careful,” Yui promised. She cleared her throat and glanced down at the teeming mass of nobles below them. “Do we have to wait until the social hour is over?”

      “You’re the princess,” Gaves said. “You don’t have to wait for anything. Would you like me to bring us to Seaview’s private arena?”

      “Oh, yes!” Yui said. “So long as you’re sure you don’t mind, Sylph.”

      “It’s fine with me,” Sylph said with a shrug while Nolan sent her a wide-eyed stare. Damien couldn’t help but think the same thing, but he wasn’t about to say anything now that Sylph had agreed to it.

      Gaves concentrated on the air before them and pulled out a small metal rod. He pressed his thumb against it, and the device let out a small hum. A purple portal formed in the air beside them, rippling gently. Yui slipped through it without an ounce of hesitation. Bella followed after her.

      Sylph followed the women in, and Damien hopped into the portal after her. Space rippled around him, and he found himself dropped onto a small, sandy ring sized just large enough for two people.

      There was a short brick wall around them that was just barely taller than Damien, with two rows of stands above it. There were some runes along the top of the wall, presumably to stop spells from frying the crowd on accident.

      Nolan and Reena stumbled out of the portal, followed by Gaves. The purple energy vanished once he’d walked through it. The man herded everyone other than Sylph and Yui up to the stands.

      “What are we going to?” Sylph asked. “First blood?”

      “That’s no fun,” Yui replied. “How about five hits or incapacitation?”

      “That works for me,” Sylph said, giving the princess a small nod.

      “I’ll officiate,” Gaves said, stepping forward and hopping back down into the arena. “Are you ready?”

      Both girls nodded.

      Henry, how did we end up at this position again?

      His companion’s only response was laughter.

      “Then you may begin!”

      Sylph blurred forward, a scythe ripping free from her back. As she moved, her form blurred like she was passing through a haze. Yui’s eyes widened, and she thrust her hands forward.

      A lotus of fire bloomed around the princess, rippling outward in every direction. The blast of heated air was enough to buffet Damien’s hair back with warm air.

      Sylph danced back, then darted forward as the spell started to fade. Yui thrust her hands forward, and a wave of ice replaced the fire, once again completely surrounding the woman.

      “What sort of technique is that?” Damien muttered as Sylph was forced backward once again. “It’s completely unfair to anyone that relies on melee combat.”

      “We call Yui the Princess of the Four Elements,” Gaves said, a note of pride in the boy’s voice. “Ranking in third place at Kingsfront isn’t easy. The other colleges can’t compete. We’re a different breed.”

      “A different breed of stuck up, maybe.” Damien snorted, turning back to the fight. “Sylph will win this.”

      Everyone gave him an incredulous look as a violent gale ripped up around Yui before shooting out toward Sylph. Two blades formed in her hands, and she raised them, pressing her back to the arena as the spell slammed into her.

      “She’s getting destroyed,” Gaves observed. “Yui is just being polite by not finishing her off immediately. Your girl can’t even get close to her.”

      The wind dropped as Yui started to form another spell. Sylph launched herself off the wall, blurring through the air toward the princess. Yui’s eyes widened, and she dropped the spell, shielding herself with the fire lotus once more.

      This time, Sylph didn’t slow in the slightest. She shot straight into the fire, her blades flashing. A loud clang rang out as a metal staff formed in Yui’s hands, blocking the scythe. A blast of air sent Sylph skidding back across the ground, slightly singed.

      “That’s one point to Yui,” Gaves said. “You got hit by the fire.”

      “Still, that was impressive,” Yui said, keeping the staff aimed at Sylph. “I didn’t think you’d jump right into my spell. How did you not get badly injured? That fire should have done more than annoyed you.”

      Sylph shifted her stance, then blinked out of view. Yui pressed her lips together, and an ice barrier formed around her. At the same time, the sand on the floor of the arena started to whip around, quickly revealing Sylph’s location.

      Damien had to admit that the princess was a capable fighter. She reacted quickly to Sylph’s abilities and her magical power was impressive. She didn’t seem to be sweating, either, so he suspected she had a good bit of energy to work with as well.

      The sand outlining Sylph’s invisible form fell to the ground. It located her a short distance to the side, but she disappeared again. She darted around the arena, moving so quickly that even though the sand could reveal her, it wasn’t for any more than a second or two at a time.

      Fire flared at the top of Yui’s staff. She thrust it forward, sending a blanket of flame washing over nearly half the arena. A dark blade shout out from the air, blurring through the sky and scoring across the princess’s arm.

      She hissed, lowering her staff in frustration.

      “One point to Syl—”

      Gaves didn’t get to finish his sentence. Sylph shot forward, two energy blades in her hands. She unleashed a violent barrage of attacks on Yui, forcing the other woman to backpedal while blocking them with her staff.

      The scythe on Sylph’s back whipped forward, hooking Yui’s weapon and ripping it free from her hands. In the same motion, Sylph slashed at both of Yui’s arms. The princess twisted out of the way, managing to avoid one of the attacks but taking a thin score across her side.

      Yui threw herself to the side, channeling Ether to cast a spell. Even as ice started to crackle around her, Sylph darted after the woman. She drove one blade into Yui’s leg, then swung the other at her outstretched arm.

      A spear of ice shot out of Yui’s arm. Sylph slipped to the side, but the spell still punched into her side. That did little to stop the fall of her blade, which cut deeply across the other woman’s arm. Sylph’s other sword flicked up to Yui’s chin.

      “I win,” Sylph said, her voice showing no sounds of strain from the icicle currently poking out of her back.

      Nolan and Reena both drew in sharp breaths, while a grin stretched across Damien’s face, and he barely kept himself from pumping his hand in the air and cheering.

      “What was that? You attacked while I was talking!” Gaves snapped as he and Bella ran up to the combatants.

      “It’s a fight. Why would I wait around for you to finish talking?” Sylph stepped back and pulling herself off Yui’s spell. The icicle faded as Bella knelt beside the princess, her hands glowing with yellow light. Yui’s wounds stitched themselves together, vanishing within moments.

      “It was a spar,” Gaves said angrily. “That was uncalled for.”

      “Enough, Gaves,” Yui said as the boy helped her back up to her feet. “I lost that fair and square. There’s nothing else to say. Sylph is clearly a very talented combatant.”

      “But—”

      “No buts,” Yui said. “Bella, please heal Sylph.”

      “No need,” Sylph said as weapons faded and the scythe receded into her back. Her clothes were already patching themselves back together—no doubt due to some magic that Shanta had woven into them. “I’m already healed.”

      “Impressive,” Yui said. “It makes sense, though. The number one–ranked student at Blackmist should be able to handle me. Princess or not, I’m still only rank three at Kingsfront. Although…I did expect to put up a bit more of a fight than that.”

      “Your magic was slow,” Sylph said. “The Kingsfront students are either going easy on you or Blackmist is much better than Kingsfront.”

      Gaves took a step toward Sylph, his brow furrowing in fury. “Take that back.”

      “I didn’t say anything wrong,” Sylph said, cocking her head. “I thought the Princess wanted honesty.”

      “I do,” Yui said, sending Gaves an irritable glare. “And I will thank you to stand down, Gaves. I’m well aware that most of my opponents are terrified to do anything against me when we fight. Sylph’s honesty does far more for me than false victories ever will.”

      Gaves bowed his head, but his hands remained clenched at his sides.

      “Where would you say I’d place amongst the students at Blackmist?” Yui asked Sylph. “Are you significantly stronger than the average?”

      “She is,” Nolan said from beside Damien. “The gap between our top three students and everyone else is quite significant.”

      “That means much, coming from the fourth-ranked student,” Yui observed. Nolan flushed slightly. “So, what about rank three? Could I beat him?”

      Sylph snorted. “No chance.”

      This time, Yui did frown. “That much of a difference? I thought I should be at least able to place in the top three.”

      “You might have a chance against our current rank two,” Sylph said, completely baffling the princess.

      “How so?”

      “He doesn’t often use his full strength, and Damien was able to beat him the last time they sparred,” Sylph said. “So our ranks aren’t exactly static right now. Hence why you might have a chance against rank two.”

      “Is Damien really so strong as to warrant a ‘no chance’ from you?” Yui asked, sending a hungry glance in his direction. Damien’s blood curdled. Unlike Sylph, he wasn’t a huge fan of going toe to toe with the princess anytime in the near future.

      “If he was to use his full ability, I don’t think I’d last a second against him,” Sylph said.

      “Aww,” Henry said, giggling like a schoolgirl within Damien’s mind. “She means me! At least one of you has appreciation for my talents.”

      Please never do that again. That was creepy.

      “Seriously?” Gaves asked, crossing his arms and examining Damien. “Can you manifest your companion already?”

      Damien gave him a halfhearted shrug. “I haven’t put a ton of work into that recently. I’ve had other things to worry about.”

      “Damien beat our rank two while he was in his combat form,” Nolan supplied. “And our rank two is a monster in his own right. All three of Blackmist’s top students are very strong, Princess. There’s a reason I elected to stay there instead of transferring to Kingsfront.”

      “Fascinating,” Yui murmured, her gaze lingering on Damien. “If Sylph says I don’t stand any chance against you, then I’ll believe her. But…I don’t suppose you’d be willing to spar with Gaves? I would love to see what you can do. He’s rank two at Kingsfront, so it would be an approximately equal exchange.”

      Damien frowned. “Ah, I’m not sure.”

      Reena kicked him in the back of the foot. “Do it! You can’t just refuse a request from the princess!”

      Watch me.

      As much as Damien wanted to say that out loud, he settled for letting out a heavy sigh. “That might not be the best idea. My magic isn’t suited for small areas, and this arena isn’t very large. I might end up injuring someone else on accident.”

      “Bella can take care of it,” Yui said happily. “Go on, I know you’re excited to give it a swing! You must be curious to know how you stand up against one of the true experts in Kingsfront. I’ll have you know that there’s quite a difference between my skill and his, so don’t worry about wasting your energy. This is worth your time.”

      “Oh, that wasn’t what I was—”

      “Enough excuses,” Gaves growled. “Your false humility will get you nowhere. Stop wasting our time and get over here. Bella will be the referee.”

      Damien let out a weary sigh. He drank in Ether as he walked up to take Sylph’s place.

      “Make sure to eat something,” Damien muttered to her as he passed. Sylph gave him a small nod in return, not stopping until she was back together with Nolan and Reena.

      I think it would be best to end this as quickly as possible, right? The less I give away now, the better. We’re going to be fighting this guy during the intermural tournament, and if I’m going to waste my time there, I’d like to win.

      “Solid plan,” Henry said, his voice ripe with approval. “Fitting of my companion. I could squish him for you, if you want. One little spell.”

      I think I can handle this guy on my own. If he doesn’t know how my magic works, an overloaded gravity sphere will put him out of the fight before it can even begin. That won’t give them any information on my abilities at all. You’re just bored.

      “Guilty,” Henry admitted. “Make this fast, then. Your princess is undressing us with her eyes, and it’s making me feel icky.”

      Damien grimaced. Gaves cocked an eyebrow at him. “Did you hear anything I just said?”

      “No,” Damien replied honestly. “I was thinking. Sorry.”

      “This is sad,” Gaves said with a sigh. “I asked if you were ready to begin.”

      “Oh,” Damien said, already channeling Ether through his body and into his hand. Magic gathered around Gaves as the other boy did the same. “Yeah, sure, I guess.”

      “Begin!” Bella said, her voice deadpan.

      Gaves launched himself forward, purple lightning crackling across his body and forming into a spiked mace in the boy’s hand. It continued along his body, wrapping him like a suit of armor.

      Damien didn’t give it a chance to finish. He finished pumping Ether into the gravity sphere, then tossed it forward with a casual flick of his hand. The small orb arced through the air innocently.

      Gaves smirked, ducking under the spell as it passed over his shoulder. As soon as it had passed far enough that Damien was mostly confident that the spell wouldn’t snap his neck, he detonated it.

      A dark orb ballooned out behind Gaves, expanding and washing over the lower half of his body. He only had enough time to glance down in surprise before the spell shrank in on itself with a powerful whoosh, yanking all the sand in the area toward its epicenter.

      Damien winced as a series of violent cracks filled the air at the same time. It was probably the loudest he’d ever heard the spell—probably because everyone in Blackmist knew enough to dodge it by a wider margin than Gaves had.

      A scream tore out of Gaves as the boy crumpled like a puppet with its strings cut, his limbs pointing in about half a dozen different directions that they shouldn’t have been. To Damien’s surprise, the boy didn’t release his spells. That spoke volumes for his concentration and power, but it didn’t mean much when half the bones in his body were broken.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      “Sorry,” Damien said, lowering his hand.

      “That was hilarious,” Henry said, wheezing with laughter. “Man, did you see his face? It looked like he sat on an active anthill. Do it again.”

      Bella rushed over to Gaves, not bothering to call the match, and started to heal him. Damien winced with every pop as the boy’s bones set themselves back into place one by one.

      Yui stared at Damien with undisguised hunger. After a moment, she bit her lower lip and inclined her head. “I must apologize. You were trying to spare our feelings by avoiding this fight, but I forced you into it.”

      “That wasn’t it,” Damien said, stopping her before she could somehow imply that he’d masterminded the entire thing or something equally as bizarre. “Everyone at Blackmist is more aware of my powers. I knew that Gaves hadn’t seen how I fight, so I just ended the fight before it could start. I’m certain that, if we were to fight again, things would go differently.”

      “You’re absolutely right,” Gaves growled, pushing himself upright as Bella stepped back. He let his magic fade as he rose to his feet and examined Damien carefully. “But that spell packed much more damage than I expected. I should have been more cautious. Your win was fair. Just don’t expect it to work again during the Intermurals.”

      “An interesting man indeed,” Yui said, her gaze flicking to Nolan before returning to Damien. “I apologize for my forwardness. I’m a little obsessed with fighting, and I fear I’ve gone too far. Forgive me, Gaves.”

      “I live to serve, Princess,” the boy replied. “And this was an enlightening fight. I have been complacent.”

      “I think we all have,” Yui said. “Thank you for your kindness, Damien, Sylph. You’ve taught and shown us much today. I hope you’ll forgive the abrupt departure, but I’d like to return to my studies immediately so as to not waste this inspiration.”

      “Of course,” Reena said, dropping into a curtsey. “Thank you very kindly for your company, Princess. It was a great honor.”

      “I hope we can do this again sometime soon,” Yui said with a smile. “It is refreshing to be in the company of people that treat me as an equal. I will call upon House Gray and its friends again soon. Gaves, if you please?”

      Gaves nodded. He palmed his metal rod and a purple portal snapped open before them. The three bid them farewell, then slipped inside. It sealed shut behind them with an ominous hiss.

      “Seven Planes,” Nolan exclaimed. “You completely destroyed him!”

      “I had to move before he could do anything,” Damien replied, cracking his neck. “Rank two means he had to be pretty strong, so the quicker it was over, the better chance I had. I don’t want to give away too much right now, and it really didn’t look like I was getting out of that without a fight.”

      “It’s unwise to refuse the princess’s request,” Reena said. “She’s known to be very…passionate.”

      “I’m sorry for bringing you both into this,” Nolan said as he let out a slow sigh. “I had no idea the princess would be here today, nor did I think Father had arranged something behind my back.”

      “It turned out splendid, though,” Reena replied with a grin. “She looks on us with quite a favorable light. This could be massive for our family.”

      “I’m sure,” Nolan said, waving his hand dismissively. “Although the gaze of royalty brings success and destruction in equal portions. I’m still not happy you hid this from me. Today was mean to be relaxing, not more work.”

      “You wouldn’t have come if you’d known.”

      Nolan’s eyes narrowed, but he gave her a nod. “You aren’t wrong. Then, do you have any more surprises waiting for us?”

      “That’s it,” Reena promised.

      “Good. Then we should head back. The princess didn’t deign to send us back to the Dancing Dragon, and our dates are waiting for us there.”

      He turned on heel and started toward the arena exit with Reena at his heels. Damien and Sylph trailed a few feet behind them.

      “You okay?” Damien asked in a low voice.

      “Yeah.” Sylph nodded. “I had some emergency jerky stored. I won’t melt myself, and I don’t think Yui saw how my wound healed.”

      “Do you think she’s going to be a problem? I think she’s a lot more perceptive than she let on. I think she knows I helped Nolan with the staff.”

      “We’ll have to wait and see,” Sylph said. “She wasn’t going all out against me, either, although I’m still confident I could have won the fight just based on her reaction speed. Yui is more than she seems. We’ll have to keep an eye on her during the Intermurals.”

      It was Damien’s turn to nod. They fell into silence, catching back up to the Gray siblings. The arena turned out to only be a few blocks away from the Dancing Dragon, so it didn’t take them long to get back.

      After reuniting with Valentine and Loretta, the group mingled with the lower nobles for the rest of the social hour. Nolan managed to fend off the most aggressive ones, but no shortage of prying glances were cast at Damien and Sylph.

      In the end, no further difficulties arose that day. Damien wasn’t a huge fan of the attention, but they left the Dancing Dragon soon enough. Reena took them to the beach, where they spent the remaining hours of the day sitting on the sand and watching the ocean lap at the beach. She’d brought three blankets to lay on—one for her and Valentine, one for Nolan and Loretta, and the last for Damien and Sylph.

      That was, by far, Damien’s favorite part of the day. The gentle waves were mesmerizing, and he was able to let his guard down for the first time in the last few hours. The group remained there to watch the golden sun set behind a sparse blanket of clouds on the horizon, lighting the sky up with brilliant purple and pink hues.

      Once night was well underway and the wind started to pick up, they all finally packed up. They headed back through the portal in the center of Seaview, and Nolan returned their clothes to them after everyone had arrived in Blackmist.

      Damien thanked him for the invitation, which Nolan responded by thanking them for helping with the princess situation. After that, they all headed to their respective beds.

      The following days were quick to fall back into the normal routine. Damien and Sylph spent all day practicing or in class. Sylph continued to work on establishing a connection with her companion. With Henry still working on making a convincing manifestation form, Damien finally turned his attention to the book on Light magic that Delph had given him.

      He started by picking up a simple flash spell that would, in theory, create a spark of Ether so bright that it would temporarily blind anyone that was looking at it. That only took him two days to learn, as it was one of the most basic spells he’d seen.

      Unfortunately, most of the other spells within the book didn’t draw his interest. There were a few, such as a light shield, that would have been useful, but they either overlapped with the abilities of his existing spells or simply weren’t worth the effort to learn.

      Annoyed, Damien abandoned the book and headed to the library, leaving Henry and Sylph to practice in the room.

      “Heading to the library?” Delph asked, nearly causing Damien to leap a foot into the air as the man stepped out from the shadow of an alley.

      “Eig—Seven Planes, Delph,” Damien swore as the man fell in step with him. “You scared me. How do you hide your magical presence so well?”

      Delph just cocked an eyebrow. Damien let out a sigh.

      “Yes, I’m going to the library.”

      “Why?” Delph asked. “I wouldn’t imagine there’s much in the way of spells that you can learn from a book that your friend can’t teach you.”

      “He’s busy right now,” Damien replied. “And he doesn’t know everything. Just a lot of things.”

      “Then what about the book I gave you? It was a good starting point for Light magic.”

      “It was boring,” Damien replied. “Sorry. A light beam out of my hands would be great, but the form to do it is too complex for the results it provides. I could throw a gravity lance and probably end up doing more damage.”

      “That’s because Space magic is annoyingly strong,” Delph said, but he didn’t sound particularly put out. “So what kind of spell are you looking for? Offense? Defense?”

      “I’m honestly not sure yet. I think what I’m really looking for is something…sneaky. All of my current spells are pretty straightforward—aside from Devour and Expunge, I suppose. And even those only work once before someone realizes how they work. I need a trump card.”

      “Dark magic is apt at things like that,” Delph observed. “Space has some applications there as well, although they do tend to be much more Ether intensive.”

      “I don’t think that’s a problem for me,” Damien said. “And I do think that Space magic is probably my main field at this point. Do you have a suggestion or something?”

      “I’ve got a thought,” Delph said. “But you aren’t going to find it in a book.”

      “Well, now I’m interested. What is it?”

      Delph put a hand on Damien’s shoulder. Ice lanced out from the man’s touch and through his body. Before Damien could even gasp, the world turned gray and faded.

      He staggered forward, missing a step and falling straight into a puffy red couch. Damien’s head swam as his head adjusted to the sudden teleportation. He sat in a homely, clay brick room with a fireplace across from him.

      Stacks of books lined the walls and covered the carpet, and papers were strewn everywhere. Delph walked out from behind him, leafing through a book the thickness of his forearm.

      “Where are we?” Damien asked, blinking.

      “My house,” Delph replied. “I wanted to go somewhere without too many ears, and Dredd was listening.”

      “Why? He knows everything. Should we not trust him?”

      “Oh no, he’s fine,” Delph said, waving his hand dismissively. He tossed the book onto the top of a stack, which wobbled precariously for a moment before somehow managing to stay upright. “Dredd is just a huge worrywart. And an annoying stickler for rules.”

      “…does that mean we’re breaking a rule?” Damien asked.

      “Not one of any importance,” Delph responded, smirking. He paced up to stand before Damien. “It’s not like you follow many rules anyways. Your very existence breaks at least three that come to mind.”

      “Okay, fine,” Damien said, rolling his eyes. He leaned forward, putting his hands on his knees. “So you’ve got a forbidden spell or something? I’m not going to pretend like I’m not interested. What is it?”

      “Not exactly forbidden,” Delph said. “Well, not entirely. It probably would be if anyone knew about it.”

      “Sure,” Damien said, not believing the man for a second. “Are you going to dance around it or just tell me?”

      “I preferred it when you were meek and terrified of me,” Delph said irritably. “It’s not a spell. It’s a technique for casting magic.”

      “That doesn’t sound particularly interesting,” Damien said, frowning. “Casting magic is just drawing Ether into your body and expelling it in a pattern, isn’t it?”

      “That’s the normal way,” Delph said, grinning. “Use your mental energy to watch me. I’ll work with Space magic so you can see what I’m doing.”

      Damien obediently cast out his net, illuminating the golden lines that crisscrossed throughout the room. The lines of Ether around Delph twitched like someone was plucking on them.

      They bent of their own volition around Delph’s hand, parts of them pulling off and forming into a churning sphere of purple energy. It vanished a moment later, and the lines snapped back to their normal positions.

      “I don’t get it,” Damien said, frowning. “You didn’t pull the Ether into yourself. How did you cast a spell?”

      “It’s called direct casting,” Delph said with a smug grin. “And it’s similar to what the Corruption does, although this is much more natural. Instead of destroying any Ether that I touch, I instead make it do my will without bringing it into myself.”

      “That’s interesting,” Damien admitted. “But I’m not sure how it has any advantages over normal casting. I guess it’s a tad faster since you don’t have to draw it into yourself, but is that it?”

      “No,” Delph said. “It’s actually a little slower, at least for me. There are two major improvements over normal casting, though. First, direct casting can use much more Ether. Since you don’t have to store it within yourself, you can interact with more at once. But the other, and much more important, benefit is that it’s much more forgiving.”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “Magic happens when the Ether tries to return to its natural form and unravels the pattern you pushed it into,” Delph explained, dropping into his “teaching” voice. “But you might have noticed that I’m not actually using a pattern for direct casting. That’s because I’m actually directly sending commands to the Ether.”

      Damien’s eyes widened. “You don’t need spells at all with this, then? You can tell the Ether to do something and it’ll just…do it? No pattern, no fancy manipulation or runes?”

      “Exactly,” Delph said, the grin on his face growing wider. “Granted, the Ether isn’t particularly smart. It’s not intelligent at all, actually. So if you get too fancy with your commands, nothing happens.”

      “Still, that’s incredible! It means you can do a bunch of very basic magic at a higher strength without even having to learn a spell for each application,” Damien mused. “All right, you’ve hooked me. That seems beyond powerful. Why isn’t this taught normally? Or is it just for higher-level students?”

      “This isn’t something in any mage college’s curriculum,” Delph said. “The other professors here don’t know about it, either. In fact, I’m the only one I know of that can use this. And I only know it because someone taught it to me many years ago.”

      “Wow. Why haven’t you shared it with anyone? Is it that dangerous?”

      “Mixture,” Delph replied with a shrug. “It’s quite dangerous, yes. But I was also told not to share it unless somebody met certain requirements. You’re the only one who meets them.”

      Damien frowned. “Certain requirements? You don’t mean…”

      “The Void,” Delph said, nodding. “The only people I can teach this method to are those who can use Void magic. Since your companion is a Void creature, you must have access to it.”

      “Wait, this is Void magic?” Damien asked, rising to his feet as his eyes narrowed. “You know Void magic?”

      “No. This isn’t Void magic. You just need to have the Void element for me to teach it to you.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense. Why does—”

      “Do you want to learn or not?” Delph asked, crossing his arms.

      Damien opened his mouth. Then he closed it with a sigh and gave Delph a nod.

      “Good,” Delph said, a crazed grin crossing the man’s grizzled face. “That’s what I thought. We’ve got a lot to cover if you want to learn this in time for the intramural tournament, so let’s get started.”
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      Delph promptly launched into a detailed explanation of his technique. It took him nearly an hour to explain everything, and he paused every few minutes to make sure Damien was keeping up with him. The process itself was really quite simple. As the professor had implied, one simply had to ask the Ether to do something and then it would.

      Of course, actually doing that was significantly harder. Damien had to essentially establish a permanent connection with the Ether, using his thoughts to form runes within his mind.

      Instead of drawing the Ether into his core, he would have to form something that was almost akin to a new companion contract. That wasn’t exactly the case, since the Ether wasn’t living nor were there any actual rules enforced, but that was the best way the professor could explain it.

      The good news was, despite the complexity of the task, Delph already had the runes to do it. All Damien had to do was memorize them and then establish a connection. Actually learning to communicate to the Ether would take significantly longer, but the starting steps had already been laid out for him.

      Damien stared at the slip of paper Delph had handed him. It was covered with another sheet. He could vaguely make out a rune circle on the back sheet, enough to determine that the runes on it were miniscule, but not enough to actually make out any of this out.

      “I need to memorize this perfectly?”

      “Not just that,” Delph said. “You’ll be racing to memorize them within an hour. The moment those runes are in your mind, the connection will begin to establish. If you do it wrong…”

      He didn’t need to finish that statement. Damien swallowed.

      “I can see why this isn’t taught to people often. I’m confident I can memorize this, but in an hour, without even a single error? That’s pushing it.”

      “So you don’t want to do it?” Delph asked, raising an eyebrow. “I guess I could go back to the kiddie section of the library and find a nice, safe technique for you to learn. You’d fit in with all the other Year Two children.”

      “Enough with the manipulation tactics,” Damien said with a wave of his hand. “And you wonder why Mel hates you.”

      “Hey! Low blow,” Delph complained. “What does she have to do with this?”

      Damien just shook his head. He looked at the paper for a few more moments, then let out a slow breath. “Is there a reason why I can’t have Henry just help me? I’m pretty sure he’s got a borderline photographic memory.”

      “Yes,” Delph said. “It’s very important that you’re the one that establishes the connection, not him. If he sees the runes, the Ether will connect with him instead of you. Once the connection has been established, this pattern will no longer function for anyone else and it won’t matter what he sees.”

      “Hold on,” Damien said, lowering the paper. “This is personalized?”

      “I’ve only got one,” Delph said with a bitter smile. “Trust me, I would have ignored what my teacher said and shared this a dozen other powerful mages if I thought I could get away with it. No, there’s only one shot.”

      “Right then,” Damien said. He sat back down on the couch and calmed his nerves. “I can hardly pass the opportunity up, then. Anything else I need to know?”

      “If you die, try to get off my couch first,” Delph said after a moment of deliberation. “It was expensive.”

      “Screw you, too,” Damien said, flipping the top paper back and revealing the runes. If Delph responded, he didn’t hear. The runes on the page were smaller and more complex than anything he’d ever seen.

      Even more worrying—he didn’t recognize the vast majority of them. They weren’t even close to the runes he knew, and Damien knew a lot. Instead of scrambling to memorize the runes immediately, he spent a few minutes studying the circle as a whole.

      It had a vaguely spiraling pattern, with faint wavelike ripples going through it. In the center was what appeared to be an eye, staring back at him from out of the page. It was made of runes but still somehow managed to look a little too realistic for Damien’s tastes.

      After he’d gotten a good general understanding of the circle’s shape, Damien started at the edge and started memorizing the runes. His scalp prickled and motes of faint golden light started to form around him.

      They spun, turning into a halo. Damien ignored them, putting all his focus on the complex pattern before him. He went one rune at a time, burning it into his mind by trying to associate it with something he already knew.

      Some runes resembled ones he already knew, while others resembled several cats stacked on top of each other. Regardless of what they were, he found some form of relation and committed it to memory before moving on.

      Time ticked by as Damien sat frozen on the couch, staring at the paper. The rest of the world turned to a dull drone in his ears as his vision tunneled in. One by one, runes burned themselves into his mind and soul like brands. He had no idea exactly how many minutes had passed, but Delph hadn’t pushed him off the couch yet. That was probably a good thing.

      He reached the center and most complex part of the pattern—the eye. It swam on the page before him, seemingly blinking and staring right back up at him. Damien didn’t have time to wonder if it was an optical illusion or if he were simply going insane. He simply focused on committing the runes to memory.

      Darkness started to creep in at the edges of his vison. His sweat ran cold, but Damien didn’t allow his concentration to break. He squinted, continuing at the same steady pace. Memorizing a rune incorrectly would do just as much damage as failing to finish on time.

      With every rune he memorized, the shadows crept further into his sight. Soon, all he could make out was the eye. Then it was just a tiny area around the size of his thumbnail. Next, it was a single rune. And finally, it was nothing.

      A harsh wind blew past Damien, brushing through his hair and bringing an ocean of goose bumps up on his skin. He blinked, hugging himself for warmth as he realized that the bottom of his pants were wet.

      Damien sat on a large mound of snow, atop a towering mountain. It stretched out far below him before vanishing in a sea of dark gray clouds far below. His hands were empty and Delph was nowhere to be seen.

      “Hello?” Damien called, slowly getting to his feet and looking around. The mountain’s peak was only a few paces long. One false step would send him tumbling down the side.

      His hair suddenly all stood on end. A line of dark energy carved itself through the air before Damien and a cloaked figure emerged from within it. They were slightly taller than him and wore what he quickly realized was likely mage armor.

      It resembled his own but was tattered and made of black material. The person also had a torn white scarf wrapped around their face. It rippled and snapped behind them in the wind like twin snakes, concealing everything aside from the top half of their head.

      As Damien made eye contact with the figure, his breath froze in his throat. Two pitch-black orbs filled with the splendor of an entire galaxy stared back at him. A sense of unfathomable weight fell on his shoulders.

      With a ragged gasp, Damien fell to his knees. Even still, he couldn’t look away from the being. Beyond the incredible destructive power that those incomprehensible eyes contained, there was beauty. It was not the beauty of a flower or beautiful river. It was the beauty of a life well lived. It was a death well spent. It was simultaneously awe and horror.

      “Who are you?” Damien managed to ask through his chilled lips. He tried to call upon his Ether, but his magic didn’t respond. It was like it wasn’t even there.

      “I have been called many names,” the figure replied with a voice that was decidedly male. He blinked and the pressure on Damien vanished. “But you may refer to me as Moon.”

      Damien decided it was probably best not to ask Moon about his name. Instead, he rose to his feet, not taking his eyes off the man. If Moon hadn’t killed him yet, the man probably had something to say or wanted something from him.

      “Did you bring me here?”

      “You brought yourself here,” Moon said. “I see Delph taught you the technique.”

      Damien swallowed as realization struck him like a hammer. “You’re Delph’s teacher?”

      “Teacher, student. The same in many ways, if you think about it,” Moon said. “To teach another is to learn from them. But, yes, I did teach him this particular technique.”

      “He didn’t tell me I would get teleported somewhere,” Damien said, glancing around the mountain. “Does that mean I messed up?”

      “No. You achieved the desired result,” Moon said.

      “Then why am I here?”

      “The Ether is currently establishing a connection with you,” Moon said. “It will take some time. However, during this time, your soul was set free to wander the cosmos. I simply brought you here to wait until the process is done.”

      “I see,” Damien said. He wasn’t entirely sure he should trust the strange man yet, but Moon certainly seemed to know what he’d been doing. “Why?”

      “To give advice,” Moon said. “You’ve done well getting this far, Damien. Both the Corruption and the Void have made large moves early on this Cycle.”

      Damien didn’t let any emotions show on his face. It was possible that Delph had told the man about them, but somehow he doubted it.

      “And do you happen to represent one of them?” Damien asked.

      “No,” Moon replied. “I represent my own goals. The Corruption’s path will cause too much destruction, while the Void seeks to ignore the wrongs it does until they become too great to bear. Both will bring destruction to the Mortal Plane.”

      “The way you say that makes me think you’re suggesting there’s another option,” Damien said slowly.

      “There is,” Moon said. “And you are already on the path to find it. I have seen it.”

      “Seen? Like…you can see the future?”

      “In a manner,” Moon said, chuckling. “No future is set in stone. And yet, I have seen it play out more times than I can count.”

      “Let me guess,” Damien said with a bitter smile. “You can’t tell me anything about it?”

      “On the contrary,” Moon said in a tone that made Damien suspect the man was grinning. “I’m here to tell you exactly what to do—not that it’ll change your course in the slightest. You’ll do it, regardless of what I say.”

      “Please continue,” Damien said, crossing his arms to put his hands into his armpits in a desperate attempt to stay warm.

      “It is simple. Continue building on your relationships with those that call you friend. Sylph. Mark. Nolan. Delph. Dredd. Henry. And others—those yet to come. I do not know which ones you will interact with this Cycle. Perhaps many more, or perhaps none. You will need their strength up until the end.”

      “That’s it?” Damien asked. “Make friends?”

      “No,” Moon said. “Don’t just make them. Keep them. The Corruption and the Void alike will seek to stop you when you grow strong enough to become a threat to both. If you face them alone, you will die.”

      “Well, that’s reassuring. Anything else?”

      “The intramural tournament has more importance than your teachers could believe,” Moon said. “There is a treasure within the battlegrounds that the tournament takes place within. This artifact is a key to a powerful weapon that both the Corruption and the Void seek. You must claim it for yourself.”

      “I don’t suppose it’ll just drop into my lap?”

      Moon chuckled again. “No, it will not. It is well protected, but I will open the way when the time comes. You will recognize my presence. Simply follow it, and I will lead you to the key.”

      “I see,” Damien said, his teeth chattering. He examined Moon for a short while. “And, with all due respect, why don’t you just get it yourself?”

      “Impossible. The key can only be used by one within the Cycle.”

      “Wait, are you not?” Damien asked, narrowing his eyes. “I thought everything was within the Cycle.”

      “I was at one point,” Moon said. “But no longer. There are ways to leave it, though none are pleasant. The Corruption exists outside of the Cycle, as does the Void.”

      “Anyone else?”

      “There is one more,” Moon said, his voice softening. “She is on our side, but she was otherwise occupied today.”

      “Right,” Damien said. “So there’s the forces of the Void, the Corruption, and then…two random people?”

      “Yes.”

      Damien couldn’t keep the laugh from slipping out of his throat. “Well, you haven’t tried to kill me yet, which puts you ahead of both the Void and the Corruption. I suppose that’s a point in your favor.”

      “Ah,” Moon said, grimacing. “I wouldn’t quite use that as the reason to listen to me.”

      Damien eyed the man. “Seriously? Have you tried to kill me?”

      “No, no,” Moon said. “Not yet.”

      “…are you going to try to kill me?”

      “Not exactly. And not today,” Moon offered, which didn’t exactly instill confidence in Damien.

      “Better than nothing, I guess,” Damien said. He felt a small tug on the back of his head. A glance showed him that nothing was there.

      “Our time is coming to an end,” Moon observed. “Do not forget my words, Damien.”

      “Can you at least give me a warning before you try to kill me?” Damien asked. “It would only be fair.”

      Moon chuckled, then inclined his head slightly. Damien wasn’t sure if that was an agreement or not, and he didn’t have the chance to ask. A powerful force ripped him off the mountain, and after falling for what felt like minutes, the world went black.
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      Damien’s eyes snapped open, and Delph’s house swam into his vision piece by piece, as if someone was putting the world back together like a puzzle. He blinked away the powerful dizziness orbiting him.

      “Did it work?” Delph asked, apprehension breaking through his normally causal tone.

      Damien opened his mouth to say nothing had changed, but the words didn’t come out of his mouth. His mental space, which should have been empty now that Henry wasn’t currently there, felt energized.

      With a start, he realized that he could faintly make out crisscrossing lines of Ether throughout the room. They were translucent and almost impossible to see, but they were there nonetheless.

      “I see the Ether!” Damien exclaimed. “Without my mental Energy.”

      “Already?” Delph asked, his eyes going wide. “It took me a month to do that! It succeeded!”

      The professor let out a gleeful laugh. “This is perfect! Well done, Damien! Well done! Every day you prove that my efforts in you weren’t wasted.”

      “Thanks, I think,” Damien said as he rose from the couch. “By the way, I ran into your teacher.”

      Delph froze. “What?”

      “Your teacher,” Damien said again. “My soul got sucked onto some mountaintop, and I met the man that claimed to have taught you.”

      “You saw Moon?” Delph asked, all joy gone from his face. He grabbed Damien by the shoulders. “Where? Did you recognize the mountain?”

      “On a mountain. I told you,” Damien said as Delph shook him. “It was above some gray clouds and really snowy. Beyond that, I couldn’t tell you anything. Why? Is that bad?”

      “Not bad,” Delph said, releasing him and frowning. “I haven’t seen Moon for a long time. I honestly thought he was dead. After he taught me direct casting, he said he had errands to take care of and vanished. I was hoping he might have a new technique for me to learn.”

      Damien rolled his eyes, and the stress that Delph’s reaction had caused him faded. “I thought you were going to say he was evil or something. Well, at least he’s alive.”

      “So he is,” Delph said, rubbing his chin. “Fascinating. What did he tell you?”

      “Not much, actually,” Damien said. He wasn’t sure why, but something stopped him from reciting exactly what Moon had spoken to him about. “Just to do well in the intramural tournament and keep training.”

      “The tournament?” Delph asked, raising an eyebrow. “Interesting. Well, with direct casting, you should have a good chance of snagging one of the Blackmist spots. As for the other schools—well, you should be able to hold your own. There are a few other monsters, but I’m pretty sure you and Sylph are the biggest ones.”

      “Noted,” Damien said. “Now, if you could get back to teaching me exactly how to use direct casting…?”

      “Impatience.” Delph snorted. “But the hardest part is already done, so rejoice. All you have to do now is very carefully send a simple, one-word mental command through that connection and into the Ether. It should react to your request accordingly. Just don’t try it—”

      Damien followed Delph’s command, imagining the word “gravity” and sending it toward his connection with the Ether. He wrapped it with his thoughts of how gravity worked, just to make sure it couldn’t be misunderstood. The air around Damien shimmered.

      “—here,” Delph finished, moments before every single book, paper, and unfastened object in the room hurtled through the air and pelted into both him and Damien like a flock of enraged birds.

      Damien instantly dropped the spell and hardened his mage armor so the objects just pattered against his defenses harmlessly. One particularly offensive piece of paper managed to dance past his hands and poke him square in the eye, eliciting a curse.

      “Seriously?” Delph asked, looking around the wreckage in the room as Damien rubbed his injury with a groan.

      “You should have said not to do it here before saying what to do,” Damien complained. He straightened up and hid a laugh. “It worked, though.”

      “Not exactly,” Dredd said, plucking a book from his shoulder and tossing it to the ground. “Unless you were actually envisioning everything flying at you, that is. What did you send into the connection?”

      “Gravity.”

      “Well, I suppose it kind of worked,” Delph decided. “Could have been worse, at least. Keep practicing. If you can get a basic handle over it, it’ll do you a lot of good in the intramurals.”

      Damien nodded. “I’ll do my best. I’m confident I can get at least a little within a few weeks.”

      “Good,” Delph said. “Now, moving on—how is your progress with manifesting Henry?”

      “He’s working on that on his own,” Damien replied. “He’s pretty set on keeping it secret. I’m pretty sure he’s just bored and wants to surprise me, but I’m confident he’ll have something when it’s needed.”

      “So long as you’ve got something to show for your efforts when Dredd comes knocking,” Delph said. He looked around his ruined room again and let out a heavy sigh. “Enough training in my house for today. Maybe forever. I’m going to send you back. Where do you want to go?”

      “My room would be—”

      Damien couldn’t finish the sentence before the professor flicked him in the forehead, banishing the boy with a flash of gray light. When he shot out from a portal, nearly bowling into Sylph in the process, he could practically see Delph’s smirk in his mind’s eye.

      “He is so petty,” Damien muttered irritably as he stood back up, much to Sylph’s amusement. “Although I suppose I did deserve that.”

      “Why?” Sylph asked.

      “Delph gave me some training, and I might have accidentally wrecked his living room.”

      “Ah. Yeah, you probably deserved it,” Sylph agreed. “Did you learn anything interesting at least? I can’t imagine Delph would have brought you to his house for normal training.”

      “You could say that,” Damien said, a grin forming. “And now it’s my turn to hold something over your head. You’ll get to see it soon enough.”

      Sylph groaned. “I guess I can’t complain about that. Give me a hint, at least? I’ll give you one in return—I’ve managed to manifest a combat form with my companion.”

      “Oh, awesome!” Damien exclaimed. “That’s great! And fine—mine was a new form of spellcasting altogether, although that’s going to have to stay between us. It’s…powerful. And also a bit hard to control.”

      “Interesting,” Sylph said slowly. “Haven’t heard of anything like that before, but the world is a big place.”

      “So it is,” Damien said, his thoughts going to Moon. “I better bring Henry up to speed and find out just how much progress he’s had on his end. I’m honestly starting to feel a bit embarrassed. I haven’t made any progress on manifesting him at all. He’s doing all the work.”

      “Well, we’ve got a bit of time left before the selection process for the Intermurals starts.” Sylph nodded back at the training rooms. “Henry is still back there. No better time to get started than now.”

      He couldn’t argue with that, so Damien bid Sylph good luck and walked over to find Henry. As soon as he stepped into the first training room, his eyes picked up a slight fluctuation in the Ether coming from the second room.

      It faded as Damien stepped inside to see Henry’s usual shadowy form covered with eyes and mouths leaning against the back wall.

      “You look serious,” Henry observed. “What happened?”

      “Might want to put up a sound barrier or whatever you do,” Damien said.

      Henry cocked his head to the side but did as Damien requested. He sent a pulse of purple energy out, coating every surface of the room with translucent magic.

      “Nice and safe.” Henry looked at Damien with a few eyes. “So, spill. What happened?”

      Damien ran through his meeting with Delph and Moon, detailing everything that had happened over the last few hours. Once he’d finished, Henry let out several thoughtful hums.

      “He claims to be outside the Cycle?” Henry rubbed the area where his chin probably was. “That’s…concerning. There shouldn’t be anyone or anything other than the Void and the Corruption outside of the cycle.”

      “Do you think it’s someone with a disguise?”

      “No. This Moon character knew too much,” Henry replied with a shake of his head. “I need to take a look at that new technique of yours.”

      He sank into the ground, merging with Damien’s shadow and returning to the boy’s mind. Henry milled around in it for a short while, then went silent.

      Henry?

      There was no response for nearly a minute. Finally Henry let out a distressed murmur.

      “What is this?”

      What do you mean? I thought you’d recognize the runes. Do you not?

      “No,” Henry said, reluctant to say the words. “Not at all. Many of them are clouded somehow, and I can’t seem to access them no matter how hard I press. The ones that I can see—they’re completely foreign. I’ve never seen anything like this. And yet…it seems familiar.”

      Delph has this same type of magic. Maybe it’s that?

      “Hmm,” Henry said. He considered Damien’s words for a few moments. “That might be it, actually. His magic was completely foreign to me as well. This technique must be it, but that only confuses me even more. This Moon person—he knows things that even I don’t. That means he’s a being of immense power. It’s hard to believe I haven’t at least heard of him.”

      I guess the description didn’t ring any bells?

      “Do you have any idea how little that description narrowed things down? Any edgelord can wear a black cloak and cover their face,” Henry muttered irritably. “The difference is doing it with style.”

      Wonderful. So all this has done is convolute things even more.

      “Pretty much,” Henry agreed. “At least this person seems to be on your side, though. I don’t know how that magic works, but it seems strong. No point doing that for someone that you plan to kill.”

      Damien rubbed his forehead and paced around the room.

      I suppose so. Do you at least have good news for me? Don’t forget the intramurals are coming up pretty soon.

      “I suppose I can show you something,” Henry said, satisfaction seeping out of his words. “Probably wouldn’t be a good idea to hide this up until the tournament anyways. You shouldn’t use a new weapon for the first time in an important fight.”

      Henry slipped out of Damien’s mind again, but he didn’t emerge from his shadow. Instead, the eldritch creature seemed to wrap around Damien’s body. Shadowy smoke rose up from him as Henry sank into Damien’s mage armor.

      “Why don’t we steal some of our new friend’s stylistic choices?” Henry asked, cackling. Dark tendrils wound through the blue mage armor, turning it black. The shoulders tapered up into points, and the cloth grew tighter around his body.

      Damien moved around, but it was as if the armor wasn’t even there. It wasn’t restrictive in the slightest.

      “Is this your combat form?” Damien asked aloud.

      “Damn right it is,” Henry said. “And it’s entirely done through Dark magic. No void traces to be seen. That does limit what I can do a little, but it’s still quite fun. It means I’ll actually get to fight with you without terrifying every mage in the area.”

      What can you do?

      “For one, I can harden and control the mage armor at will,” Henry said. “That means you don’t have to worry about blocking anything with it. I can handle that. I can also send some basic Dark magic probes out from the back and smack people. Again, nothing too flashy, but it works.”

      He demonstrated by creating a thin, shadowy tendril at the base of his armor. It ended in a sharp point and was roughly ten feet long. Henry jabbed it into the stone, leaving a small hole.

      That’s honestly impressive. I’m not sure what the other combat forms can do, but I think just having you able to help me fight will be huge. What about the normal manifestation, though?

      “Don’t get greedy,” Henry grumbled, pulling his influence back from the mage armor. It returned to its normal blue hue as the companion slipped back into his normal spot in Damien’s mind. “That’s a lot harder. I honestly don’t know if I’ll have much that’s actually useable by the time the intramurals get here.”

      Don’t we need both, though? What if Dredd won’t let us take part?

      “He will,” Henry said with a dismissive laugh. “Don’t worry. Worst case, I’ll just make it look like you’ve got a normal manifestation. It won’t be able to do anything, but that’ll be enough. Our other abilities should be more than enough to handle any other students.”

      If you’re sure. In that case, I’m going to get to practicing again. I want to try and get at least a basic understanding of direct casting before the intramurals start.

      Henry nodded and let the barrier drop. He watched Damien head into the first training room, then got back to work himself. There was a lot of work left to do before the tournament came around, and neither of them had any plans of falling behind.
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      Far from Blackmist, at the top of a flat-topped, snow-covered mountain, a bandaged man sat on the shattered remains of a large stone. Before him stood another man wearing a black cloak with a long white scarf flapping in the wind behind him.

      “It’s been a few Cycles since I last saw you,” Second said, resting his chin in his hand, his tone casual. “Making moves again, Moon?”

      “Wouldn’t you like to know?” Moon replied with a chuckle. “I can say the same for you. You’ve brought the Corruption to bear far sooner than you ever have before. Something catch your eye?”

      “Probably the same thing that caught yours.” Second picked up a pebble and tossed it from hand to hand. “This Cycle is going to be different, you know. We have suffered long enough at the hands of the Void.”

      “You’ll fail.” Moon’s voice was flat and expressionless, just like his namesake. “And even if you were to succeed, your goals would only bring agony to the planes. Trillions would die.”

      “Trillions already suffer in the space between worlds,” Second snarled, rising to his feet. “Your stance helps nobody, Moon. Pick a side already, you coward.”

      “The Void is no more in the right than you are,” Moon replied. “But this Cycle will be different.”

      “The only possible outcome we will accept is complete and total victory,” Second said. Dark green snakes of energy wrapped around his feet, crackling before they disappeared into the air around them. “Your threats will do you nothing. Your only claim to power is evading the Cycle’s restart. Start learning to respect your elders, stupid boy. For all the words you speak, there is no power behind them.”

      The air around Moon warped, and his eyes grew cold. “You mistake my lack of action for a lack of strength, Second.”

      “More words,” Second sneered. “You’re quite keen to keep me away from that boy. For someone who doesn’t take sides, you’re quite desperate to aid the Void. Perhaps I should pay him a visit and finish what I started.”

      Moon cocked his head to the side. Second’s leg shattered. Fragments of bone and blood splattered to the ground, acid sizzling against the snow. His second leg followed suit, and he fell to the ground before the masked man.

      Bands of dark magic wrapped around Second’s mouth, gagging him before he could scream. With a sigh, Moon flipped the man over with his boot and knelt so they were eye to eye.

      “You will not show yourself at Blackmist. The Corruption will not so much as show its face beside Damien until the Intermurals begin, Second. Do you understand?”

      The bands vanished. Second drew in a ragged gasp. His limbs had already reformed. He stood up, the visible parts of his face pale.

      “How did—”

      Second’s chest caved in. The man’s eyes bulged, and Moon clicked his tongue.

      “That was a yes-or-no question, Second. You’re on my ground, and you’ve got no weapon capable of killing me here. I hold all the cards right now. At this point in the Cycle, if you set yourself directly against me, I’ll kill every last bit of Corruption on the mortal plane. Work with me or don’t work at all. So, I ask you again. Yes? Or no?”

      “Yes, damn it,” Second snarled. “Your time is limited, fool. You should spend some time looking for your partner instead of—”

      Moon was already gone. Second looked around, then spat on the ground. He vanished as well. The only trace that either of them had been there in the first place was the acid that still sizzled upon the snow.
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        * * *

      

      “It’s time.” Dredd leaned against his staff before Damien and Sylph, right outside of their room on the mountain plateau. “Delph and I have let everyone have the last week to practice entirely without interference. Have you both been able to manifest your companion in its combat form?”

      Damien and Sylph both nodded.

      “And what of the full manifestation?”

      This time, Sylph was the only one who nodded. Damien shot her a look of surprise before returning his attention to Dredd.

      “I don’t quite have a good control over Henry’s normal form yet,” Damien admitted. “But the combat form will be more than I need to handle any other student.”

      Dredd grunted. “We’ll see. We’ve got a few strong contenders, and the other schools aren’t slouching, either. In any other year, half of these kids would have been strong enough to be at the top of the pack. Now they’re only average. What in the Seven Planes are they putting in your water?”

      The question was clearly rhetorical. He tapped the butt of his staff on the ground and traced a circle in the air, creating a red portal. Sparks of energy jumped off it, scattering across the ground.

      “Whisp will be overseeing the competition to be the Blackmist Representatives,” Dredd said. “Only students that were able to manifest the battle form of their companion are permitted to enter. You may both step through.”

      “Fun,” Damien said. He and Sylph thanked Dredd, then entered the portal. It spat them out on the sandy arena floor, right beside around a dozen other students. A large stage had been raised several feet off the ground, and Whisp sat on the edge with her feet dangling off.

      A few minutes passed as Dredd collected the remaining students. Damien spotted the Gray siblings, Mark, Loretta, and Cody in the crowd as they waited. Once everyone had arrived, Whisp clapped her gauntleted hands to get their attention.

      “Congratulations on making it this far,” Whisp said. “The competition this year was fierce, but so are the rewards for winning the Intramural. For those of you that don’t know, the total number of competitors Blackmist can send for the Year Two competition is four—two more than normal. Delph managed to claim all of those spots for his class—don’t ask me why. Even so, I expect you all to show me exactly why I should choose you and not somebody else.”

      “What’s the format of the battles?” Mark asked.

      “One versus one, until one party is no longer able to continue fighting or surrenders,” Whisp replied. “Healers are on standby, as always.”

      Mark nodded his understanding, and Whisp scanned over the rest of the students.

      “Does anyone else have questions? This isn’t an official competition, so I’m not eager to stand on fanfare. Let’s just get this over with so I can get back to my job.”

      Nobody else said anything, and Whisp gave them a satisfied nod. “Good. In that case, do we have any volunteers to go first?”

      Several students raised their hands. Whisp pointed at Loretta and a dark-haired boy that Damien didn’t recognize. “You two, then.”

      They hopped onto the stage. Whisp lifted off into the air, floating to the side so she wasn’t in their way. “Right then. Remind me of your names?”

      “Loretta.”

      “Gavin.”

      “Wonderful. Well, go ahead and get started. If I say stop, I expect you to freeze no matter what you’re doing. No exceptions.”

      The two blinked, then realized that their fight had started. A bright flash lit the stage up as glowing armor formed around Gavin and a sword materialized in his hand. He’d called on his combat form right off the bat.

      He lunged at Loretta, thrusting the sword at her chest. She dodged to the side, water materializing around her and forming a protective bubble. Four octopus-like tentacles shot out from it and swung at Gavin.

      A beam of light fell from the sky, enveloping Gavin. The tentacles slammed against it, shattering the spell but losing all of their momentum. He slashed at the water, carving it apart with his glowing sword.

      The tendrils splashed to the ground. At the same time, the nubs formed new appendages. Gavin and Loretta paced around the stage, watching each other warily.

      This time, Loretta made the first move. She thrust her hands forward, and a water bullet shot out toward Gavin. The boy dodged out of the side and darted toward her. Loretta made a pulling motion, and the spell that had just missed him froze midair, then shot back toward her.

      Gavin managed to twist at the last second and the spell carved a furrow across his side instead of punching clean through his chest. It returned to Loretta’s hands, a few droplets of blood mixed in with it.

      “Tricky spell,” Gavin praised. He raised his sword, pointing it at the sky. Golden energy gathered at its top, and a dozen arrows formed in the air above Loretta.

      They peppered down on her, and her tentacles wrapped forward protectively. The arrows pierced clean through both barriers, and Loretta was forced to dive out of the way. Even still, several of them hit her. One went clean through her left calf, drawing a cry of pain from her mouth.

      Gavin charged at her with a roar. Loretta rolled over, concentration etching itself onto her face, and thrust her hands forward. The water surrounding her surged forward, slamming into the boy. He gritted his teeth as the magic forced him backward across the stage.

      Loretta let out a pained gasp and jerked her hand to the side. A tendril sprung from the water surrounding Gavin, wrapping around his right foot and fastening in a flash. It jerked him to the side, sending the boy tumbling off the stage.

      “Loretta wins,” Whisp announced, flicking her hand. Gavin froze midair, then floated back onto the stage where the acting dean dumped him on the ground unceremoniously. Sean appeared beside them and knelt beside Gavin. Once the boy was healed, he did the same for Loretta.

      “Not bad, Gavin,” Sean told the younger boy.

      “Thanks.” Gavin nodded, but he couldn’t hide the disappointment in his eyes.

      “Find me after the Intermurals,” Sean said. “I’ve got light magic as well. I could give you a few pointers.”

      “Too much blabber,” Whisp said, shooing all three of them off the stage. “Next volunteers, please.”

      “I’ll go,” Cody volunteered as he hopped onto the stage.

      Whisp gave him an approving nod. “Anyone else? Or do I have to choose?”

      Nolan stepped out from the crowd. He wore the green armor that he’d donned during the Year One ranking battles. Wind magic wrapped around his feet and lifted him into the air, depositing him across from Cody.

      “There we go. Get moving, then. Go punch each other.”

      The ground rose up around Nolan, forming extra armor as a blade of wind appeared in his hand.

      “He’s stealing my move,” Mark muttered from the crowd.

      Cody didn’t draw on any Ether at all. Nolan cocked his head to the side, then flicked his wind blade at the other boy. A curve of churning white energy shot out from it, slicing through the air.

      The other boy ducked to the side, allowing the spell to just barely pass over his head before dashing toward Nolan.

      Nolan rose high into the air, sending two more strikes flying at Cody. A few students muttered in annoyance at the unfair advantage, but nobody said anything beyond that. Cody avoided each of Nolan’s strikes, arriving directly below him.

      He grabbed a rock from the ground and lobbed it at Nolan. The noble flicked his hand, and a shield of wind formed, deflecting the strike.

      “You’re going to actually have to use your Ether if you want to fight,” Nolan observed. “I can only assume you’re trying to hide your secrets, but you can’t think you can win a fight at this level without actually using magic, can you?”

      Cody grunted. “I suppose not.”

      He picked up another rock and bounced it in his hand before lobbing it Nolan once again. Nolan flitted a short distance to the side, allowing it to sail harmlessly over his shoulder. Damien’s eyes widened as he spotted a whisp of Ether trailing off the stone.

      It shattered, transforming into a ball of fire and throwing Nolan through the air. The force sent cracks through his armor but didn’t break it. He righted himself, then glanced down with an impressed expression.

      “Runes?”

      “No,” Cody replied, picking up several more stones. “Good dodge, though.”

      “Enough chitchat!” Whisp snapped. “More punching. I don’t have all day.”

      Cody shrugged and put all the rocks into his right hand. He then lobbed them at Nolan. A series of explosions tore through the sky as it lit up with brilliant orange-and-yellow flames. No matter the size of the rock, each seemed to make an equally devastating fireball.

      Nolan dove out from within the fire, fragments of his armor falling in the air around him as he shot toward Cody. The bald boy ducked as a wind blade carved through the spot where he’d been standing and scored the floor of the arena.

      With a grunt, Nolan slammed one hand into the ground and used it to spin himself without losing momentum. He shot toward Cody again and drove his shoulder into the boy’s stomach as hard as he could.

      Cody tumbled across the ground, but he came back with several rocks in his hands once more. He hurled them at Nolan, who hastily erected a wind barrier before him. The arena lit up once again.

      When the flames faded, Nolan’s stone armor had been completely destroyed and the boy was covered with thin cuts and gashes. He gritted his teeth, then clenched his hand. The arena floor bulged as a large hilt punched out from within it.

      Nolan dismissed his wind blade and reached down to grab it, pulling the blade free from the ground. The weapon was easily as tall as he was, with a thick, rocky blade that hissed with Ether. Even though it was just a sword, the Ether around it bent and warped to Damien’s eyes.

      “That’s more than a combat form,” Cody observed. “Full manifestation?”

      “This is Rockbreaker, my companion,” Nolan said, pointing the blade at Cody. “A simple name, but I think it fits me.”

      Flames licked up Cody’s back and down his arms, forming into a heavy mace. “What a coincidence. Mine is called Firestarter, but I’ve unfortunately only got a combat form. Let’s see which one is stronger, shall we?”

      Nolan gave the other boy a nod. They dashed toward each other and swung their weapons with all their might. As Nolan swung the sword, it seemed to darken. Wind howled around the boy with such strength that it buffeted Cody back.

      It was only an instant, but that was all the time Nolan needed. His blade flared a brilliant white, doubling in speed and swooping for Cody’s side. A golden shield popped into being between the two, and Nolan’s strike slammed into it.

      What sounded like a massive church bell rang out. Cracks spread through the shield, but it didn’t fall. Nolan staggered back, and his huge sword faded away, crumbling into rock.

      “Nolan wins,” Whisp declared. “That strike would have chopped you in half.”

      “I could have blocked it!” Cody protested. “That’s not fair.”

      “You shouldn’t have let it get that close to you, then,” Sean said, appearing on the arena and waving his hand to dismiss his shield. He healed Nolan, but there weren’t any wounds on Cody.

      “I would have been fine,” the boy insisted.

      “I’ll consider it,” Whisp said, flicking her hand. “Just get off the stage. I have a lot of you buggers to get through.”

      Nolan and Cody exchanged a glance, then both followed her orders. It didn’t look like either of them were particularly happy with the way the fight had ended.

      “So, who’s next?” Whisp asked, hiding a yawn.
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      Damien lifted a hand into the air at the same time as another boy. As soon as the boy realized that Damien was the only other one with his hand up, he quickly lowered it. Whisp clicked her tongue.

      “No take backs,” Whisp said. “Get up here. Damien and—what’s your name?”

      “Evan,” the boy said, hiding a grimace as he and Damien climbed onstage.

      “Get it on with it, then,” Whisp said.

      Damien used Warp Step, appearing directly in front of the boy as a sphere of destructive energy formed in his hand. He held it below Evan’s chin. The boy’s eyes widened.

      Whisp cocked an eyebrow. “I don’t see anyone surrendering.”

      Damien narrowed his eyes. He dodged out of the way as a pillar of stone burst from the earth, narrowly avoiding him. Another one erupted below him, launching him a foot into the air before he used Warp Step.

      He reappeared directly behind Evan and drove a powerful roundhouse kick into the boy’s side. Damien was still far from Sylph’s physical strength, but the other boy hadn’t been expecting it.

      Evan rolled with the blow, coming to his feet at the edge of the arena. Rock started to gather around him in an imitation of the armor that Mark and Nolan used. Damien didn’t let it finish. He formed a gravity lance in his hand and hurled it at Evan.

      The spell caught the boy in the shoulder, launching him from the platform even as it detonated, breaking his arm and collarbone. Sean flashed over, catching Even and healing him before he could hit the ground.

      “That fight was already over,” Sylph said, sending a cold frown at Whisp. “He’s completely inexperienced. He didn’t have a chance and you knew it.”

      “He was just slow to call on his companion,” Whisp said. “His powers aren’t insignificant. He would have had a chance if he were faster.”

      Damien just shook his head. He hopped off the stage and walked back over to stand beside Sylph. She took the next fight against a girl that Damien didn’t recognize, but it didn’t matter. Sylph won within the first move, driving a fist into her opponent’s throat and knocking the girl from the stage without even bothering to use magic.

      The next few fights weren’t particularly interesting. Mark won just as easily as Damien and Sylph had. One by one, competitors were eliminated from the competition. Reena made it to her second fight against Loretta, but Loretta just barely managed to eke out a victory.

      Damien fought another boy he didn’t recognize, claiming victory within three moves once again. Sylph, Mark, and Nolan all had similar luck. After some time, it became quite clear who the top four were going to be.

      Nolan had to struggle for his last victory, barely managing to defeat the girl he’d been placed against. He didn’t dare challenge any of the other three, and nobody blamed him for it.

      “Well, that does it,” Whisp said. She cast a critical eye over them and then let out a heavy sigh. “All four from Delph’s class. He’s going to be insufferable. If anyone feels that they can defeat the winners, you may challenge them for their spot.”

      There was a long silence.

      “What about you, Cody? If only to tame my instructor’s ego. You wanted a shot, no? Do you think you can take any of these kids?”

      Cody examined them all before his gaze settled on Nolan. He rubbed the back of his head, then sighed. “Forgive me. I misspoke earlier. As much as I’d like to have another chance against Nolan, he won fair and square. It would be unfair to try to fight him again now that he’s tired and I’ve seen his moves. I’m not dumb enough to try against anyone else. Mark, Damien, and Sylph have all yet to reveal their companion’s manifestations. They’re the strongest ones here.”

      “So you don’t want to challenge them?” Whisp almost sounded disappointed. She probably was, Damien decided.

      “Not this year,” Cody said, shaking his head. “I believe the students that won have the best chance of representing Blackmist, Dean Whisp.”

      “Of course you do,” Whisp grumbled. “Fine. Now scamper. I need to speak with our lucky winners.”

      Everyone other than the top four promptly dispersed, not wanting to draw Whisp’s ire. Once they had all gone, the woman curled her nose in distaste.

      “There’s one week until the Intermurals begin,” Whisp said. “During that time, your teachers will not give you extra assignments. You’ll be free to either practice or relax as you wish. Just make sure you’re prepared to do Blackmist proud.”

      “Can you tell us anything about the tournament’s format?” Nolan asked.

      “It’ll be two main parts,” Whisp replied. “The first will be similar to what we just did. The top-ranked students will receive gold, contribution points, and some other useless crap. The second part is much more interesting. The deans of the schools will work together to open the Labyrinth. It’s stuffed full of just about everything you could want, and it even has some stuff that draws the attention of powerful mages. That bit is basically a free-for-all. We don’t care what methods you use, but your goal is to gather as much treasure as possible. You can either keep or sell what you find, I don’t care. If you happen to find something Blackmist actually wants, we’ll buy it off you for a fair price.”

      “Do you have information on our opponents?” Mark asked.

      “No,” Whisp said, curling her lip up in either a smile or a grimace. Damien couldn’t tell which. “If you want to learn about your opponents, go find out yourselves. That isn’t my problem. Any other questions?”

      “Where’s the tournament?” Damien asked. “Is it being hosted here?”

      “No. This year’s intramurals are held at Kingsfront. You can all report to the arena before sunrise in a week,” Whisp said. “I’ll have Dredd waiting to teleport you. Kingsfront has its normal methods of entry deactivated to make sure they don’t get flooded by new arrivals wanting to watch the tournament.”

      When nobody else asked any questions, Whisp gave them a satisfied nod. “Don’t kill yourselves before the tournament. I’ve got high expectations, and I would be very displeased if Blackmist doesn’t acquit itself well.”

      With that, she floated into the air and shot off into the sky. Everyone watched her go, then waited a minute just to be safe.

      “Interacting with Whisp always fills my stomach with happy little butterflies,” Damien muttered.

      “She’s a bitch,” Mark agreed. Everyone shot him a wide-eyed glance, but the boy just shrugged. “What? It’s true.”

      “You don’t just out and say it,” Nolan scolded. “What if she heard you?”

      “She’d take it as a compliment,” Mark replied.

      He was probably right. Damien held back a chuckle. “Either way, I’m looking forward to seeing what everyone can do. Are you all planning on practicing more before the tournament?”

      “I’m done,” Nolan said, shaking his head. “I can’t learn anything new in a week. I’m just going to try to find out what we’re up against and then relax.”

      “Then you’ll be the only one that isn’t training,” Mark observed. “I can hear you and Sylph training sometimes. Usually in the middle of the night. At least, I’m pretty sure that’s what the sounds of stone shattering are.”

      “Oops,” Damien said. “Sorry about that.”

      “Don’t care,” Mark replied. “I hear it because I’m also training.”

      “We can’t all work ourselves to death,” Nolan said with a good-natured grin. “I’m more than aware of my capabilities. I don’t stand a good chance against any of you, so I’ll work on bettering myself in other ways.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with that,” Sylph said, giving Nolan an approving nod. “Knowing your strengths and weaknesses is important.”

      After a few more minutes of unimportant chitchat, the four of them dispersed. Nolan and Mark returned to their rooms while Damien and Sylph dropped by the mess hall to buy some food. They hadn’t gone hunting recently, and their stock of meat had depleted.

      Over the course of the next week, Damien continued practicing with direct casting. He made decent progress according to Henry, but it felt like he was trekking through mud. The new form of casting was completely foreign, and the Ether bounced between completely refusing his commands or just misinterpreting them.

      Henry stopped working on making a full manifestation, deciding that a week wasn’t nearly enough time to get anything working nearly up to his standards. He vacated the training room so that both Damien and Sylph could use them. Instead of practicing, Henry carefully studied the new clouded runes that had taken residence within Damien’s mind.

      The week ground on faster than any of them could have expected. Both Damien and Sylph took the last two days off as break, resting their bodies and relaxing. When the week came to an end, they found themselves waiting at the arena along with Nolan and Mark.

      Nolan had donned his green armor once more. In addition, he carried a leather pouch at his hip. There were several rings of protective runes covering it. Damien got the sneaking suspicion that Nolan had packed some form of runed device or paper in there. He’d done the same and carried several sheets of paper that would go up in a brilliant ball of fire if he sent a dash of Ether into them. He’d given some to Sylph as well. Even still, if it weren’t for Nolan’s armor, Damien could have mistaken the boy for a scholar.

      Mark made sure nobody could have similar misconceptions about him. He carried two swords—a large, jagged blade had been strapped across his back and a more normal short sword rested at his hip.

      “I hope everyone’s ready,” Dredd said, eyeing them all with a critical eye. For lack of a better word, the professor looked tired. There were slight bags under his eyes, and he leaned more weight than normal on his wooden staff.

      “As ready as we’re going to get,” Nolan said. “So how does this work? Do you—”

      Dredd tapped the butt of his staff on the ground. A red portal sprung open beneath the group, swallowing them whole. Someone let out a quick scream as they plummeted through it. Flashes of red and orange shot past Damien’s vision.

      He grimaced, the familiar feeling of his body stretching and warping as it tunneled through space threatening to unsettle his stomach. The last thing he wanted was to have his first impression at Kingsfront be last night’s dinner.

      A jolt shot up his legs as they hit hard ground. The world shifted back, and the group found themselves standing in a large, gold-bricked courtyard. Tall arches containing portals stood around them at the edge of the open space. It looked almost exactly like the one at Blackmist. Damien pressed his lips together, fighting off the nausea until it passed.

      “That was a long teleport.” Damien grimaced, pleased that none of the Blackmist students had been separated from the contents of their stomachs.

      Several other groups of kids were already standing around the courtyard, and a fair number of them were doubled over. He didn’t see Princess Yui or her retainers anywhere in the courtyard.

      A small portal hissed open before the group. A thin man wearing bright purple robes trimmed with gold emerged from within it. He was bald and had a trimmed moustache that curled down around his lips.

      “Welcome to Kingsfront,” the man said. “You are the Blackmist group, correct?”

      “We are,” Damien confirmed.

      “I am Casper. The tournament will be starting in a few hours, so I’ve been assigned to show you around.”

      “Nah,” Mark said. “Take me straight to wherever the tournament will be taking place. I don’t care about your fancy buildings.”

      “Control yourself, Mark,” Nolan said with a frown.

      Casper chuckled, apparently unbothered by Mark’s curt words. “Eager, are you? I remember being quite excited for the tournament back when I was a student, although I didn’t actually take part in it. I can bring you to the arena, but you won’t be allowed to enter. Everything is still being set up.”

      “Fine with me,” Mark said. “You can show the others around if they want.”

      “We can stick together,” Damien said, giving a polite nod to Casper. “Thank you.”

      “Of course,” the man replied, waving them toward a portal. “Please follow me and try not to get lost. Kingsfront is quite large.”

      The portal Casper led them through dropped the group off along a well-kept road that was presumably somewhere in campus. Kingsfront had spared no effort in reminding everyone present of its wealth.

      Beautiful statues that must have taken countless hours to carve served as simple signposts, directing students to buildings. Lights floated in the sky of their own accord, illuminating the gold-rimmed pathway in the early morning light.

      Each building was several stories tall and stuck to a gold-and-white theme with purple banners flying from several roofs. Casper led them on a brisk walk toward a huge circular building at the end of the road.

      It resembled Blackmist’s arena in shape, but not in size. The Kingsfront arena was probably three times the size of the one at Blackmist. Huge marble gargoyles statues sat around the lip of second floor, looking down at them with glimmering gold eyes.

      “This is as far as I can take you right now,” Casper warned them as they drew up to a closed door about twice Damien’s height. “When the everything has been prepared, the tournament organizers will let you in.”

      “Works for me,” Mark said, sitting down against the Colosseum wall. Everyone else bid Casper farewell as the man set off at a brisk walk toward the portal they’d come from.

      Damien could feel a mixture of excitement and trepidation building in his stomach. While Mark’s methods hadn’t been the politest, he agreed with the other boy. He couldn’t care less about what Kingsfront looked like.

      He was curious to see how his power would match against the strongest students of the other schools. But, more importantly, Moon was going to be somewhere at the tournament. Anything that could interest Moon was something that Damien couldn’t afford not to pay attention to.
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      Damien was broken from his thoughts as Henry gave him a small mental flick. “You’ve got some eyes on you.”

      He glanced up, trying not to be too apparent as he scanned the area. There were a few other people milling about, either by the walls or moving between the buildings across from them.

      Henry nudged Damien’s head to the left slightly, aiming it at a group of girls wearing attire that he didn’t recognize. They sat on a bench near the side of the road. They weren’t even facing the arena.

      His newly enhanced sight picked up on the faint strands of Ether around them. It was ever so slightly twisted. Damien cast his mental net out, revealing them so he could get a better look.

      At first, there was nothing. However, with his full attention focused on the group, faint runes started to form in the air. Damien focused his powers and pushed past them. A golden eye was scanning the other teams.

      “Shall we introduce ourselves?” Henry asked.

      That might be fun. There’s no reason why I should hide my powers here, right?

      Henry gave him the equivalent of a shrug. With a small grin on his lips, Damien reached out with a tendril of mental energy and sent toward into the runes, obscuring the eye. He drove a spike of power into them, shattering the spell’s protection.

      The eye snapped into focus, revealed to the naked eye. It spun, looking straight at Damien before blinking out. One of the girls also raised a hand to her head and grimaced.

      “What did you do?” Sylph whispered.

      “They were watching us,” Damien replied in the same low tone. “I just said hello.”

      “You should have done it harder,” Sylph muttered. “They’re coming over.”

      Sure enough, the three had gotten to their feet and were walking toward the Blackmist group. The two at the back both had blond hair. One was nearly a foot taller than Damien, while the other was just about his height. The girl at the lead, a short girl with black hair and a light brown skin tone that had been powering the eye, crossed her arms as they came to a stop before Damien.

      “It was you, right?”

      “Sorry. I was a bit clumsy and just wanted to see what you were doing.” Damien gave them a grin.

      Nolan glanced between the two groups, then pursed his lips. “Pleasure to meet you. The red-and-gold robes—Goldsilk, right?”

      “Right,” the same girl said, giving them a cocky smirk. “I can’t help but notice you aren’t wearing any robes at all. Blackmist, then? They never cared much for decorum.”

      “Guilty,” Nolan admitted, rising to his feet with a charming smile. “What brings you here today? Just scoping out the competition?”

      “Your mage armor–wearing friend.” She poked a finger at Damien’s chest, and he had to stop himself from grabbing her arm. “You’re more observant than I’d expected. Are you the first-ranked student at your school?”

      “That would be me,” Sylph said. “Do your friends also speak? Or do you talk for them?”

      The other girl snorted and squatted down so she was at Damien’s eye level. “Only when someone’s worth their time. I’m Elania Vesh, the third-ranked Year Two at Goldsilk. What’s your name?”

      “Damien,” he replied. “The shielding runes you used for your spying spell aren’t very efficient. You were leaking energy, so it wasn’t hard to find a weak spot in the circle and unravel it.”

      “Oh? You a rune expert or something?”

      “Just a hobby.” Damien gave her a one-shouldered shrug. “And I don’t think they’re your main focus, either.”

      “They aren’t,” Elania agreed. “Not a lot of combat mages are interested in runes. My work is normally more than enough for other Year Twos. I’m interested to see what you can do. Try not to lose before the quarterfinals and maybe one of us will show you how strong Goldsilk mages are.”

      Mark let out a bark of laughter. “I can’t feel any significant magical energy coming out of any of you. Unless you’ve mastered controlling it or this competition is pitiful, none of you will be worth a second glance.”

      “Mark, please,” Nolan groaned, massaging his forehead. “Let’s not antagonize everyone for no reason.”

      “Your mouth is flapping a lot for someone who couldn’t even notice my spell,” Elania growled, narrowing her eyes and stalking over to him. Mark didn’t even bother looking up at her. He just let out an exaggerated yawn.

      “Your spell wasn’t worth noticing. I don’t care if someone can see me.”

      Nolan let out a weary sigh as the expressions of the girls behind Elania darkened.

      “Well, this is fun,” Henry said with a laugh. “Our little Demon vessel got even more angsty since the last time we talked with him. Do you think this little girl is going to stomp his face in?”

      I don’t think she can, and I doubt the tournament organizers would look kindly on anyone fighting before it started.

      A wisp of Ether drew Damien’s attention, and he glanced over as a large boy walked out from one of the other groups. He had a jagged scar running down one side of his face and carried a warhammer at his side.

      “What’s going on over here?” he asked, his voice relaxed and easygoing. “Goldsilk got all prissy before the tournament started, did they?”

      “It’s actually our fault,” Nolan said, trying to defuse the situation. “Mark over here is a little brash. He doesn’t mean anything by it.”

      “Yes, I do,” Mark said. “I want to see how strong they are, Nolan. Stop playing politics.”

      The large boy let out a deep laugh. Damien couldn’t help but notice that the three Goldsilk students had backed up several paces and were watching him with far more fury than they’d granted Mark.

      “What do you want, Bartholomew?” the tall girl asked. Her voice was surprisingly melodious, almost like she was singing instead of talking. “We have nothing to say to a disgusting, bloodthirsty ape.”

      “Your words wound me, Viv.” Bartholomew gave them a wide grin. The man’s teeth were so white that they sparkled in the light. He was the picture of charisma, but a glint in the boy’s eye put Damien on edge. “I’m just saying hello to some beautiful women. You’d be much better if you kept your mouth shut, you know. You might even land a man.”

      Ether started to gather around Elania. Viv gritted her teeth and put a hand on the shorter girl’s shoulder to hold her back.

      “Oh, I forgot,” Bartholomew said, his grin widening. “You had one, didn’t you? I don’t remember much about him other than how he felt under my hammer during the last tournament. Went squish, like a little rabbit. I heard he gave up on being a combat mage. That’s pathetic, even for him.”

      Elania’s features twisted, and a spark of lightning formed in her hands. She thrust it at Bartholomew before her fellow students could stop her. At the same time, the large boy whipped his hammer out and its base at Elania.

      Damien Warp Stepped to his feet between them, splitting his mental energy to cast Devour and harden his mage armor. He caught Bartholomew’s strike on his arm, and a dark circle appeared to absorb the lightning bolt before snapping shut.

      “I can’t help but feel slightly responsible for this,” Damien said with a sheepish smile. “But can we keep our fight for the arena, please? I really don’t want to get booted out of here because someone got blown up without any healers around.”

      Bartholomew cocked his head to the side, then lowered his weapon. “You’re fast. Are you really from Blackmist?”

      “Is that such a surprise?”

      “Yes,” Elania and Bartholomew said at the same time, then glared at each other.

      “Well, you can find out just how fast I am during a fight in the actual arena,” Damien said. “Or at the bare minimum, go kill each other somewhere far from me so I don’t get blamed for it.”

      Bartholomew’s eyes narrowed. The boy flipped the hammer and slung it over his shoulder, giving him a shrug. “Fair enough. What’s your name?”

      “Damien.”

      “Damien,” Bartholomew said, turning the word over in his mouth. “I’ll remember that, I think. Looking forward to it.”

      He turned and strode away. Once he was gone, Damien let out a sigh and shook his head. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a thin blade recede back from Sylph’s palm. She gave him a small nod.

      “He seems like he could be fun,” Mark said.

      “You are a menace,” Nolan informed Mark, but his words had no bite to them. The noble just shook his head and let out another sigh.

      “Thank you for the help.” Viv inclined her head to Damien. “That would not have gone well for us if a fight broke out.”

      “Is he that strong?” Damien asked.

      “He’s strong,” Viv said, her eyes narrowing. “Bartholomew is the second-ranked student at Mountain Hall. He placed second in a competition between our schools last year. He’s also an asshole.”

      “Evidently,” Sylph said. She pulled a strip of jerky out and tore a bite out of it.

      “We should take our leave now,” Viv said. “We wanted to check out our opponents, but that clearly didn’t work out very well. Good luck, all of you. I hope we meet in the intramurals…but not too early.”

      “Except for you,” Elania said, pointing at Mark. “I’m going to smash your face in.”

      Mark snorted. Viv grabbed her friend and gave them another nod before steering the group away. Once they’d gone, Damien let out a slow breath.

      “Oops. I didn’t think that would go south so fast.”

      “It wasn’t a bad idea until Mark started poking the bee’s nest and Bartholomew showed up,” Nolan said. “You can’t keep forgetting your manners, man.”

      “We’re all about to fight,” Mark pointed out. “Why does it matter if I’m polite?”

      “The way you act in the ring and outside of it don’t have to be the same,” Nolan insisted. “Don’t you want to make friends? We’ll graduate eventually, you know. And if you don’t want to travel alone forever, that means you’ll join an adventuring party or the frontlines. You know who else is in those places? The people you’re insulting.”

      “So? Why should I care about them?”

      “Look at Damien and Sylph,” Nolan said, nodding in their direction. “They smashed you during the ranking battles because they worked together. If they hadn’t, you would have taken first place. Did you already forget?”

      Mark opened his mouth, then closed it. A small frown crossed his face, and he gave them a thoughtful look. “I see.”

      “You better stop before you break him,” Damien said. They all chuckled at that.

      An hour passed without excitement. More and more students started showing up, especially toward the end of it. Nervous energy filled the air, and the distant sound of a crowd within the arena stands reached their ears.

      In perfect synchronization, the doors scattered along the base of the circular building started to rumble open. Damien and the others scrambled to their feet and brushed themselves off as a tall man in Kingsfront colors finished opening the door and gave them a nod.

      “Please follow me to the competitor viewing rooms,” he said, leading them inside. As dimly lit as the corridors were, Kingsfront hadn’t spared any expense on them. The pathways were still trimmed with gold, and there were a good number of tapestries that hung from the wall—all almost completely impossible to see, of course.

      They soon reached a large, open air room with a dozen soft chairs. The arena was only a short distance below them, granting perfect view of the fights to come. Despite all the hype the first Kingsfront representative had built up, the ground was the same plain sand that made up the Blackmist arena.

      “Make yourselves at home while you wait for your fight,” the man said. He gestured to a large cabinet at the back of the room. “There are refreshments and food within that. If you need more, please pull the small rope within it and someone will come to assist you.”

      “There are a lot of chairs for just us,” Damien observed.

      “Another school will be joining you,” the man said. “The Goldsilk representatives are also meant to use this room.”

      “Ah,” Damien said. At least it wasn’t Mountain Hall. “Good to know. How will we know when it’s our turn to fight?”

      The man gestured to the front of the room. The railing before the arena had several clear crystals on it, each with a small nameplate below them. “If your crystal lights up after a match, it is your turn. There are enchantments on the arena, so you can just jump out of the room and you will float to the ground safely.”

      “Neat,” Mark said, walking over to the cabinet and opening it. He found a glass of water and walked over to a chair, taking a drink before flopping into it. “Anything else we need to know?”

      “That’s it,” the man replied. “I wish you the best of luck. The Goldsilk students will arrive momentarily. Please ensure no combat arises within the rooms, or you will be removed from the tournament.”

      “Noted,” Nolan said. The man turned on his heel and left.

      “They didn’t spare any expenses,” Sylph said, peering into the cabinet. Damien poked his head over her shoulder. It was chock full of everything from salads to chicken drumsticks. There was even a bowl of what appeared to be colored ice. Runes along the shelves kept some warm and others freezing.

      “This is fancy rune work,” Damien said with an appreciative whistle. Sylph picked a long kebab of meat. He claimed a chicken drumstick for himself, and he and Sylph sat down beside each other.

      “I wonder how they decide who goes first,” Nolan said. “I’d hate for that to be me. Imagine getting knocked out of the tournament on the first round.”

      “There’s probably a loser’s bracket, no?” Sylph asked. “I doubt it’ll be as disjointed as how Blackmist did it.”

      “True,” Nolan admitted. “But for now, I guess all we can really do is sit around and wait.”

      “And eat,” Mark said. “I much prefer it when they bring the food to me, so I don’t have to sit around in some dumb restaurant and wait. They should have just brought us here from the start.”

      Damien couldn’t argue with that. He took a bite out of his chicken and was pleasantly surprised to find that it tasted quite good. Then he sat back, his eyes on the crystal with his name, and waited.

      The Goldsilk students arrived to see everyone stuffing their faces with the free food. Damien, who was halfway through devouring a chicken leg, just pointed at the cabinet they’d gotten the food from.

      “We have no need. We brought our own food,” Elania said, pulling out a small package and unwrapping it to reveal a rather plain-looking sandwich. The other two Goldsilk students mirrored her.

      Mark let out a snort. “That looks dry as shit.”

      “Mark! Why must you do this?” Nolan asked, throwing his hands up. He paused, throwing a small pastry into his mouth and eating it before continuing, “We just went over this, too. Make friends! Stop trying to alienate everyone.”

      Mark scrunched his nose. “I agreed that making friends was important, but I’ll save that for people that are strong. I don’t need weak friends.”

      “It’s fine. We’re no strangers to pre-fight talk,” Viv said, taking a small nibble from her sandwich. Damien bit back a laugh and nearly choked in the process. Mark had been right—it really did look dry.

      “Any reason why you brought your own food and don’t want to eat the stuff Kingsfront provided?” Damien asked once he’d finished the chicken leg.

      “We provide for ourselves. We need no help from anyone,” Elania said, crossing her arms.

      “If you provide for yourself, you should probably learn to cook better,” Sylph said. “Your sandwich is just bread and jerky. I’m pretty sure that only meets the definition of sandwich by the barest degree.”

      “You too, Sylph?” Nolan asked. He ran his hands through his hair and let out a groan. “Back me up please, Damien.”

      “It’s fine, Nolan,” Damien said. “I’m sure they can speak for themselves, and they don’t need to say anything here. Their actions in the tournament will speak far louder, even if their food choice is slightly questionable.”

      Henry howled with laughter. The third, still unnamed, Goldsilk girl polished her sandwich off and sat down in one of the chairs, crossing her hands. She snuck a glance at Mark’s heaping plate of food when it didn’t look like anyone was watching her.

      Mark glanced up, meeting her gaze. The grin on his face widened, and he took an exaggerated bite of a piece of steak. Her stomach rumbled. Elania glared at her.

      “Eve, really?”

      “I forgot to put the jerky in my sandwich,” Eve admitted.

      “How do you forget that? Your sandwich only has two ingredients,” Mark said.

      They all ignored him. Eve shuffled over to the cabinet in shame, claiming several dishes for herself. That broke any restraint that Viv might have had, as she followed suit right after. Elania threw her hands up and gave in as well. Soon, everyone in the room was eating.

      Damien finished his own food quickly, sitting back and letting out a yawn.

      What do you think, Henry? Anything particularly scary about their strength now that they aren’t paying attention?

      “Nothing crazy,” Henry replied. “Viv is the strongest of the three. She could probably give Nolan a run for his money unless he’s been hiding some serious strength. You and Sylph should beat her without any difficulty.”

      I honestly thought that would go without saying—but I’m not so sure after Bartholomew. He seemed reasonably strong.

      “He’s got some strength,” Henry agreed. “You’ll probably have a little fun during this tournament. Try to hide as much of your strength as possible. Winning is fun, but we don’t want you to seem a league stronger than everyone else. It’ll raise too many eyebrows.”

      Damien mentally sent his understanding, then relaxed as he waited for the tournament to begin.

      A few hours later, the arena shimmered. Particles of golden light floated down over it, and the sand started to morph. A large section rose up, turning to brilliant clear quartz. It rumbled to a stop at around their eye level.

      “Seven Planes,” Elania breathed, leaning over the railing with her eyes wide. “That’s some incredible magic.”

      “I think they’re going to change the arena every single fight to keep things interesting,” Viv said. “This one seems pretty plain, though. Maybe they’ll make them fancier as the tournament goes on?”

      “I’m more interested to see who goes first,” Mark said. “I wonder if—”

      One of the crystals blinked red. They all rushed forward to get a better look at it. It was Mark’s. The boy pumped his hand and let out an excited laugh.

      “Perfect. I’ll be back in a minute,” Mark said. He hopped over the railing. Golden light enveloped him as soon as he started to fall. It lifted the boy through the air, setting him down on the raised quartz platform a short distance away.

      “He’s awful confident,” Elania said. “I’m going to enjoy watching him lose. No offense.”

      “I can’t blame you for that,” Damien said. “But I don’t think Mark is going to lose.”

      “Everyone here is the best of their schools,” Viv pointed out. “I’m sure he was capable at Blackmist, but this is a whole different world. I can understand being confident in your abilities, but cockiness like that will just end up in defeat.”

      “I suppose we’ll find out,” Nolan said. Another boy floated through the air and landed on the other side of the arena. He wore blue and green—the colors of a school that Damien didn’t recognize.

      The air popped as the pressure shifted, and a roar erupted from the crowd above them. Damien winced at the sudden noise. Kingsfront must have been using a spell to mute the crowd’s sound until now.

      “Welcome all!” A powerful voice boomed from everywhere and nowhere at once, echoing through the arena and swallowing all other noise as it passed. “Kingsfront is beyond pleased to be the host of this year’s intramural tournament. We have ten brilliant schools in attendance this year, each with four contestants! Today will be our Year Two tournament, and we’ve got a lot of fresh talent to keep you all entertained!”

      The sound suppression spell released again, allowing the crowd to voice its approval before reactivating.

      “Now, the rules for this tournament are simple. It will be a series of one-versus-one fights that go until one combatant is either unable to fight or surrenders. The winner will progress, and the loser will enter the loser’s bracket. Two losses and you’re out! And, just to assuage any fears you might have, there is a very special guest this year.”

      A golden firework exploded overhead. The particles traced through the air, shifting colors and forming themselves into an image of a middle-aged woman with a kindly face. She held a huge staff that could have rivaled Dredd’s wore a golden circlet.

      “The SS-ranked mage known as Vinna the Lifegiver will be presiding over the fights. No injury is too great for her to heal, so our students won’t have to worry about holding back in the slightest. Of course, we also have fifty other healers on standby in case anything goes wrong.”

      The announcer paused, letting everyone process his words. This time, the sound suppression didn’t release.

      “Now, our first fight will be between Mark from Blackmist and Adam from Greenvalley! Mark is on the red side of the field, while Adam is on the blue!”

      As he spoke, streamers of color shot up through the quartz. It split the stage in half, turning the part beneath Mark red and the other blue.

      “Now, I’m sure you all want me to shut up so the fight can get underway. I’m more than happy to oblige! Students, you may begin channeling your Ether. This fight begins in three…two…one… Go!”
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      Fire roared around Adam, wrapping his body like a cloak. He thrust his hands toward Mark, and a beam of flame seared through the air.

      Mark drew the sword on his back, turning the flat side toward the spell and bracing it against his shoulder. The flame slammed into it, curling around Mark harmlessly. Adam yanked his hands toward his chest, and the flame followed, rearing back and looming over him like a serpent.

      “That’s some impressive control,” Viv murmured.

      “Not as strong as Eve’s, though,” Elania said, crossing her arms. “The heat is way lower. She never would have gotten her spell blocked by a normal sword.”

      “Elania? Please don’t forget that there are still competitors in the room with us,” Eve said. Her voice was little more than a whisper and carried no anger within it, but Elania still flinched.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t think—”

      “Just watch the fight,” Viv interrupted them.

      Mark had closed about half the distance between him and Adam. The ground was covered in a sea of roaring fire, but he didn’t seem particularly bothered by it. More surprisingly, Mark hadn’t brought out his sand armor.

      “Does he need to be close to the sand to use his magic?” Nolan wondered.

      “It shouldn’t be that weak.” Sylph shook her head. “He should have more than enough range to summon some of that sand up. Besides, it’s not like he’s got sand magic—it’s earth magic, so he should be able to use the quartz.”

      Damien and Henry came to a conclusion at the same time. “He’s just messing around.”

      “Doesn’t look like it. He’s not advancing anymore,” Elania said. “It just looks like he can’t use his magic.”

      Mark flicked his blade, batting a ball of fire to the side. He twirled the sword and slammed it deep into the quartz stage. Adam pointed both hands at Mark and the fire around him surged forth in a huge pillar.

      Red energy flared around Mark. He blurred forward, dodging the attack and appearing beside Adam. Mark let out a gleeful laugh and darted at his opponent. Adam backpedaled, sending bolts of fire raining down on him, but Mark dodged each one.

      If anything, Mark seemed to grow stronger with every passing second. His skin turned color to match the energy surrounding him and spikes jutted out of his back and shoulders. Adam desperately brought all the fire under his control crashing down atop Mark, enveloping him in a ball of fire.

      A red line flashed in a circle, and the fire dissipated, leaving Mark untouched. His face split into a grin, revealing two rows of jagged teeth. Mark walked toward Adam, now completely ignoring fire raining down on him instead of attempting to dodge it.

      Every time a spell got close, a flash of red light eliminated it. Adam backed up, but Mark matched his pace and then went just a little faster. It wasn’t long until Adam was pinned against the edge of the arena.

      Mark flicked his hand. A red line carved across Adam, and blood spurted from a gaping wound in his chest. He toppled back, plummeting over the edge of the arena.

      Two men wearing Kingsfront robes appeared in the air with a flash of gold light. They caught Adam and lifted him back up to the stage. By the time they were on it once more, his wounds had been completely healed.

      “What a fight!” the announcer boomed. “And right from the start, Mark has laid down a challenge to all the other competitors! He didn’t take a single hit throughout the entire match. Let’s hear it for Mark!”

      The crowd thundered in approval. Gold light gathered beside the arena, condensing into tiles that led back over to Damien and the others. Mark’s skin returned to normal, and he ripped his blade free of the ground, slinging it over his shoulder and heading back to join them.

      Elania watched him, her eyes so wide that Damien thought they might pop out of her head. Viv flicked Elania in the shoulder, snapping the girl out of her reverie. Mark hopped over the railing.

      “I hope the rest of the tournament has more to offer than that,” he said with a cocky grin, grabbing a charcuterie board from the cabinet and flopping into his chair.

      “What was that?” Elania exclaimed. “How did you—”

      “Elania,” Viv said, narrowing her eyes. “Control yourself, please.”

      Elania’s mouth snapped shut, and she turned away from Mark, much to his amusement. Damien caught Sylph’s gaze and raised an eyebrow. She thought for a moment, then waggled her hand.

      That was actually pretty impressive. He’s gotten stronger. Looks like Sylph still thinks she’s got a good chance against him, though.

      “So he has,” Henry murmured. “I wonder how you’d stack up against him without using my powers or direct casting.”

      We might have a chance to find out soon enough.

      Henry let out a noise of agreement. Damien relaxed, turning his attention back to the arena. This time, none of their crystals lit up. Two boys floated down to the quartz ring and the announcer started introducing them.

      He watched the two as the fight started, trying to take in as much information about both as possible. So long as he advanced in the tournament, any of them could be his opponent. Any information would be valuable. When Damien met them in the ring, he was going to see just how much he’d really grown in the past two years.

      Several fights went by, and while Damien took stock of each opponent, none of them were of any particular interest to either him or Henry. He could feel the tension building in his muscles—not from worry about the fight, but from wondering when it would happen. When the crystals on their panel finally lit up, he was almost relieved to see that he had been chosen.

      “Why do all of the Blackmist guys go first?” Elania complained.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure to make this quick so you can go up soon,” Damien said, hopping over the railing.

      Gold energy swept around him, tickling slightly as it brushed past his skin and stopped his fall. The light deposited him on the quartz and faded out.

      He’d been worried that the ground would be too smooth, but there were faint ridges running through the crystal that provided grip. A tall girl floated down across from him. Streaks of red ran through her hair, and she carried a short sword in each hand.

      We’re doing this fast then, right? The less people see, the better.

      “And the more fun it’ll be,” Henry said. His tone was so excited that Damien half expected him to let out a giggle.

      “Our next two contestants have arrived on stage!” the announcer boomed, his voice echoing over the arena. “On the blue side, Blackmist is represented by Damien! On the red side, we’ve got Nora from Flamewheel. Two strong contenders to be certain. I’m excited to see what they can do!”

      The crowd thundered its approval. The noise was so loud that it almost felt like a wave of force slammed into him. Thankfully, the sound suppression spell went back into effect a moment later.

      “Competitors, you may begin channeling your Ether! We will begin in three…”

      Damien drew Ether into both of his arms, preparing two overloaded gravity spheres. Flames sprung up along the blades of Nora’s swords, burning with such heat that Damien could feel it from the other side of the arena.

      “Two…”

      He was pretty sure that his mage armor wouldn’t be of much use against a strike from weapons putting off that much magic. Henry’s battle manifestation might have a chance against them, but he wasn’t willing to reveal that card yet.

      “One…”

      In fact, Damien didn’t plan to reveal any cards this match.

      “Go!”

      Damien thrust his hands forward. Two thumbnail-size balls of crackling black-and-purple energy sped out toward Nora. She charged toward him, twisting to allow the spells to pass by on either side of her.

      Why does everyone make the same mistake?

      He activated both spells. The orbs erupted outward, growing to half of Nora’s height and enveloping her before she could escape their pull. The resulting series of cracks were so loud that they were indistinguishable from each other.

      Nora didn’t even get a chance to look surprised before magic tore through her body. She crashed to the ground with a cry of pain, her swords clattering to the quartz beside her. The fire surrounding them blinked out, but the weapons themselves looked undamaged.

      Stunned silence washed over the arena—but only for an instant. Two healers blinked up beside Nora, healing light enveloping the girl. Her bones snapped back into their proper positions, and she groaned in relief.

      “Incredible!” the announcer roared. “Damien wins the fight with a single spell. That might be the fastest victory we’ve seen so far. What a showing.”

      The crowd cheered, and Damien turned to walk off the arena.

      “Wait!” Nora scrambled to her feet, grabbing her swords on the way up.

      Damien turned, drawing some Ether into his hands just in case she tried to attack him. Luckily, Nora stopped a few feet away.

      “Is something wrong?” Damien asked.

      “I— Look, please beat your other opponents just as fast,” Nora said, embarrassment mixing with anger on her face. “This is humiliating. Just make sure you put up a really good showing, okay? That trick won’t work on your next opponent, but you better still win soundly that people don’t think I’m a complete pushover.”

      “I think that can be arranged,” Damien replied, a grin tugging at his lips. “And I’m sorry for the overuse of force. I wasn’t sure how strong you were. If this wasn’t a tournament setting, I would have been much more interested to see how strong you really were.”

      Golden plates formed in the platform, paving the way through the sky back to the rest of his group. Damien bid Nora good luck in her next fight, then returned across the bridge.

      Elania looked even more stunned than she had at Mark’s victory. Her mouth worked, unable to form words as Damien hopped over the railing and sat down in his chair.

      “Good job,” Sylph said.

      “You’ve just painted a huge target on your back, though,” Nolan warned him. “Not that I don’t think you can handle it, but just be aware that every kid from here on out is going to be gunning for you. That was quite the statement you made.”

      “I didn’t say anything,” Damien said with a frown.

      “You crushed your opponent in one move,” Viv observed. “And, if she made it to the intramurals, she’s one of the top kids at Flamewheel. That’s the equivalent of throwing down a challenge to everyone else. If they can’t earn their victories as fast as you can, they’ll feel inferior.”

      “Oh.” Damien rubbed the back of his head and grinned sheepishly. “I just wanted to finish the fight quickly so people wouldn’t get a chance to figure out much of my magic.”

      “You certainly did that,” Elania grumbled. “What is it with Blackmist this year? Don’t tell me you’re all like this?”

      “Far from it,” Nolan said with a comforting smile. “I’m nowhere near Damien or Mark’s level. They’re both far beyond me.”

      “I notice you didn’t mention the girl,” Viv said, nodding at Sylph.

      “No,” Nolan said. “I didn’t.”

      They all settled down as the next two students were called up. Damien wasn’t paying attention to their names, but he immediately recognized Bartholomew’s large form as he landed on the quartz, his huge warhammer in hand.

      His opponent was an equally large boy. As soon as the announcer began the countdown, rock armor gathered around Bartholomew’s opponent, encasing him in the heaviest armor that Damien had seen used by a student.

      Bartholomew did nothing. He leaned on his hammer, miming a yawn as the countdown hit one.

      “Go!” the announcer yelled.

      Bartholomew raised his hammer with one hand. His opponent took one step forward and froze in place. Bartholomew walked up to him like he was taking a leisurely stroll, then swung his weapon in a slow arc.

      It barely looked like he was putting any force behind the strike. At the speed it was moving, it shouldn’t have been anything more than a love tap. The hammer rang like a church bell as it connected with the other boy’s armor.

      Fragments of stone spiraled through the air as it the armor shattered like fragile pottery. The boy rocketed across the ground, blood spraying from his mouth. He hit the ground once, then bounced and plummeted over the edge of the arena.

      As the healers caught him, Bartholomew turned to look in the direction of the open room that Damien sat in. The boy raised his hammer, pointing it in their direction. He gave them a wide grin, then ambled off to return to his seating as the announcer shouted above him.

      “Well, it looks like someone accepted your unspoken challenge,” Nolan said. “But what was that magic?”

      Damien shook his head. “I have no idea.”

      Any thoughts, Henry?

      “I’m pretty sure I’ve got it, but what do you think he used?”

      The way his hammer hit—that had to be Space, right? It’s a variation on Warp Step. Maybe he condensed the space that his hammer traveled, making it hit as if it’d gone a much further distance?

      “That’s part of it,” Henry agreed. “There’s more, though. How did he freeze the other boy in place? And, for that matter, even if something moves a long distance, it shouldn’t hit that hard at the speed it was moving at.”

      I’ve got no idea, then. I didn’t see him use any magic at all. Maybe the hammer is enchanted? Or maybe it’s an artifact of some sort?

      “Better,” Henry said. “The hammer has runes on it. I didn’t get enough of a look, but I suspect he’s storing energy in the weapon and then releasing it on impact. I can think of a few ways that could be accomplished. As for freezing his opponent—that was Time magic.”

      Sylph touched Damien on the shoulder. He blinked, snapping out of his internal conversation to find everyone in the room looking at him.

      “Sorry, I was lost in thought,” Damien said. “What did I miss?”

      “Elania asked if you think you can beat Bartholomew,” Sylph said.

      “Oh. I should be able to,” Damien said. “I guess it depends how strong his magic is.”

      “That’s dodging the question,” Elania accused. “What does that even mean? ‘It depends how strong his magic is?’ That doesn’t say anything!”

      “Elania,” Viv said, letting out a sigh. “Control yourself.”

      “Sorry,” Elania muttered.
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      The following few fights were far bloodier than the former ones had been. Damien’s challenge had struck at the pride of the other top students, and none of them were willing to back down without a fight.

      Several other students won their fights in a single blow, although most weren’t as fast as Damien and Bartholomew had been. The girls from Goldsilk all went, each managing to win. Elania barely pulled through her fight, while Eve and Viv both won handily. However, none of them won in a single strike.

      Damien was starting to wonder if the crystals in their room had broken when one of them finally lit up again. They all rushed forward to look at it. Sylph clicked her tongue in annoyance as Nolan let out a sigh.

      “Seven Planes,” Nolan said. “I was tearing my hair out waiting. Let’s get this over with already.”

      He hopped over the railing and floated over to the arena. His opponent was a girl by the name of Yennifer from Mountain Hall. She, like many of the other students, had a blade at her hip.

      Nolan inclined his head in greeting as the announcer finished introducing them. Yennifer didn’t return the gesture.

      “Ouch,” Elania said. “He got snubbed.”

      “He’s probably used to it by now,” Mark said with a snort. “Whatever. He’ll probably be fine.”

      As the announcer began his countdown, Nolan gathered his stone armor around himself, drawing from the sand beneath the arena. He kept the plates far thinner than most of the other students had, opting for speed over defensive capabilities.

      Yennifer drew her own sword. Dark energy enveloped the weapon, and she rippled like a mirage in the desert. By the time the match started, she had completely faded from view.

      The ground before Nolan bulged as the hilt of his companion’s manifestation, Rockbreaker, emerged from the quartz. He grabbed the massive sword and stood in a ready stance.

      Several moments passed. Nolan turned in a slow circle, but Yennifer made no moves to attack him. He narrowed his eyes and made a sharp gesture with his free hand. Sand shot up from the ground far below them. It twirled around him, forming into a powerful dust devil.

      “He’s trying to reveal her using the sand!” Elania realized.

      Yennifer came to the same conclusion. A shadowy line was the only warning Nolan got as the girl’s blade lashed out from just behind his right side. Sand surged to meet her, catching the blade right before it could hit Nolan.

      She pulled the weapon back, fading away once more. During the entire attack, the only part of Yennifer that had been visible was her weapon.

      “It looks like your spell, Sylph,” Damien observed. “Just…”

      “Better,” Sylph finished. “I didn’t have the magical energy to use it like she does. It’s the same spell, though. Darkness attribute.”

      Nolan’s sand had filled most of the arena now, but there were still no signs of Yennifer. It just looked like he was standing alone on the arena. Nolan raised Rockbreaker and swung it in a massive arc.

      A white blade carved off the edge of the weapon, slicing through the air and covering almost half of the arena.

      “That’s some strong Air magic,” Elania breathed. “Is he just going to try and swing around blindly, hoping he hits Yennifer?”

      Nolan swung his sword again. And again. He sent the attacks flying out seemingly at random. If any of them hit Yennifer, there was no indication.

      “He’s going to run out of energy at this rate,” Elania said, shaking her head. “That’s a terrible strategy.”

      Sure enough, Nolan’s attacks were coming slower. He finally stopped swinging Rockbreaker and lowered his hands, breathing heavily. That was when Yennifer struck.

      She flashed out, her blade carving toward Nolan’s side. He blocked it, but the sword redirected itself, converting its momentum into a powerful thrust toward his chest. It punched through his armor and out of his back.

      Nolan staggered backward. Yennifer faded into view and started to pull the blade from his chest. Rock surged out from Nolan’s armor, wrapping around her sword and up her arm. Her eyes widened, and she tugged, trying to escape his grip, but the spell was too strong.

      With a roar, Nolan drove his palm into her chin. Her head snapped back. Nolan struck at the same spot one more time. His armor swallowed even more of her, making it impossible to dodge the attack. Her body went limp in his hands.

      Nolan reared back and hurled her over the side of the quartz platform. Healers appeared, one catching Yennifer while the other drew the blade from Nolan’s chest and fixed the huge wound in his chest.

      “What a fight!” the announcer thundered. “I was certain that Yennifer had that until the very end. Well done to both contestants. That was a brilliant display of strategy, power, and perhaps a dash of luck!”

      Nolan returned to join them, dragging his feet as he walked across the gold bridge and hopped the railing.

      “Well done,” Viv told him. “You fought that better than I expected. Yennifer had a good matchup into you.”

      “Thanks,” Nolan said, slumping in his chair and letting out a heavy sigh. “It would have been humiliating if I lost in the first round. Father would have my head.”

      Another crystal on their dashboard lit up, interrupting the conversation.

      “Sorry, Nolan,” Sylph said. “I hate to leave mid-talk…”

      He waved her off. “I didn’t have anything important to say anyways. Good luck.”

      Damien wished her the same as she headed over to enter the stage. As always, the floating golden light wrapped her in a gentle cocoon and lifted her up to the quartz stage.

      Her opponent turned out to be a boy from Kingsfront. Damien didn’t recognize him from Yui’s group, but the way he carried himself didn’t seem as confident as he would have expected. That probably meant he was the fourth rank as opposed to the first.

      Damien really couldn’t care less about the boy, and he didn’t even catch his name. Sylph rolled her neck and lowered into a fighting stance as the announcer started counting down.

      Do you think we’ll get to see what magic Sylph’s companion gave her?

      “Her opponent doesn’t seem that strong,” Henry replied. “It’s getting harder and harder to sense exact things about people, especially when they’re weaker than you are. I might need to do something about that in the future, but I’m certain Sylph will win. It remains to be seen if it takes her much effort to do that, though.”

      The match started. To Damien’s surprise, Sylph didn’t go invisible. Two black-and-green swords formed in her hands, and she dashed at the boy on the other side of the stage.

      A wave of ice erupted from his feet. Jagged spears thrust toward Sylph, threatening to impale her. She leaped into the air, clearing the spell and landing on the slick ground. The boy jerked his hand toward himself, and a spike punched out of the ground before Sylph.

      She twisted her body, narrowly avoiding the strike and dropping into a roll. She shot to her feet without missing an instant and lunged at the boy.

      He exhaled, breathing white mist out over the field. Within instants, it billowed out and completely obscured the entire field. Damien could just barely make out two shadows within it, moving back and forth as metal occasionally rang against ice.

      The crowd let out cries of annoyance now that their entertainment was blocked off, but there was nothing to be done. Damien leaned forward on the railing and squinted, trying to make out a hint of what was going on.

      Can you see anything?

      “I can detect both Sylph and the other kid fighting,” Henry said. “Her energy is stronger than his, so she’s probably winning.”

      Several minutes passed. The sounds came less frequently until they finally stopped. The mist washed away, revealing the two combatants once more. Sylph stood behind her opponent, both of her swords protruding from his chest.

      She ripped them free, and he fell forward. Healers appeared, catching him before he hit the ground. One moved to examine Sylph, but he just disappeared a moment later without doing anything.

      “Well, that was a fight,” the announcer said. “I didn’t see a hint of it beyond those first few spells, but it looks like Sylph pulled ahead. Let’s have a round of applause for her!”

      The crowd cheered, but it was a bit less energetic than the last few fights. Damien couldn’t blame them. It felt a bit underwhelming, even to him. He’d been hoping he could see just how strong Sylph had gotten, but he supposed that would have to wait until she had a stronger opponent.

      “Good one, Sylph,” Damien said as she returned to join them. “Was he strong?”

      “Thanks.” Sylph grinned. “And not really. I just didn’t want to give too much away. Unlike you, I don’t have infinite energy to throw around. Unfortunately, I’ll have to leave all the crushing people with one spell to you.”

      “You say that, but I’m still not sure I could beat you in a fight,” Damien said, rubbing his chin. “Not easily, at least.”

      “Maybe we’ll get a chance to find out sometime during the tournament. I didn’t hear anything about us not getting put against members of our own college.”

      Nolan cursed. “I didn’t even think of that. Seven Planes, I really hope they don’t put you against me.”

      “You already know his tricks,” Elania said. “Shouldn’t you guys have a better chance against Damien than anyone else?”

      “I’m pretty sure he’d blow me aside like a fart in the wind,” Nolan grumbled. “I learned my lesson with Damien and Sylph long ago. If I meet either of them, I’ll probably just surrender to save my energy for the loser’s bracket.”

      Elania’s eyes widened, but she controlled herself and gave a disgusted grunt. “You’re a coward.”

      “He’s aware of his own abilities,” Mark said, rising from his seat to stretch. “Damien would wipe the floor with him. So would Sylph. Nolan is a talented mage, but only a fool goes into a battle they have no chance of winning.”

      A mutter ran through the crowds. The next match, which hadn’t even started, was over. Yui had been one of the competitors, and her opponent surrendered before the fight began.

      “What a joke,” Mark muttered as Yui returned to her seat. “Just because she’s the princess doesn’t mean she should get treatment like that. I’d like to face her myself. Girl probably got this far just by riding on her mother’s coattails.”

      “Princess Yui is a capable mage,” Viv said. “You’d be wise to show her respect.”

      “I’ll show respect after I see someone worth respecting,” Mark replied, crossing his arms and cocking an eyebrow. “And you too have yet to earn that.”

      “Mark,” Nolan said. “Put some food in your mouth before you stick your foot farther into it.”

      Mark scrunched his nose and shrugged, flopping back into his chair. A flash of brown light from the stage caught Damien’s eye.

      The quartz was morphing. Its smooth surface grew ragged and bumpy as it expanded, growing larger at the top. Small cliffs and hills formed upon it, providing hiding places and high ground.

      “Please bear with us, everyone!” the announcer called. “The arena is changing for the next round! Of course, none of the actual rules have changed. We will also wait thirty minutes to allow our competitors some time to regain their Ether. If you’re hungry, consider checking out some of the food vendors that are currently making their way throughout the stands!”

      Damien hid a yawn. “I guess I can’t complain about the wait, but it would have been nice to keep going. I swear I’m more anxious going up to the fight than I am about the actual thing.”

      “Just hope you don’t run into someone too strong in the early rounds,” Elania said. “If I got put up against Princess Yui, I don’t fancy my odds.”

      “She was okay,” Sylph said, scratching her chin. “She lacked fighting experience, though. I don’t know where you stand, but Yui really wasn’t all that intimidating.”

      “You’ve fought her?” Elania asked, her eyes wide.

      “Yeah. I won,” Sylph replied. “But that was before she knew my fighting style. It’ll be interesting to see if she’s improved since then.”

      Damien decided not to mention that Yui was only ranked third in her school and he’d taken on the student above her with a single move. Then again, it had been a pretty cheap attack, so there wasn’t much to brag about.

      The wait was agonizingly slow. When it finally ended, Damien could tell that everyone was thinking the same thing. Excitement and nervousness was thick in the air.

      “It’s time!” the announcer called. “I hope you’re all comfortable and ready to watch the next round. I know I am!”

      He paused to take a long—and very audible—sip from a drink. A gem lit up red on their dashboard, and the announcer continued, “So, let’s get right down to the action! Up first, we’ve got two very promising competitors. Representing Mountain Hall is Avon! And on the other side of the field, representing Blackmist, is Sylph!”

      “Again?” Damien asked. “You just fought a match ago!”

      “It’s fine,” Sylph replied with a shrug. “At least I don’t have to wait the whole round to go again. I didn’t use too much Ether in that first fight, so I’m back to full.”

      She leaped over the railing. Gold light caught her. After a short glide, she was deposited on the rough stone. On the other side of the arena, Avon was placed at the top of a small mountain.

      Avon was a tall, with ragged blond hair. He had two heavy metal bracers on his wrist but didn’t wear any armor aside from that. He and Sylph both tensed as the announcer started talking once more.

      “Let’s get ready, folks! Without further ado—competitors, you may begin channeling your Ether! This match begins in three…two…one…go!”

      Avon hit the backs of his wrists together. Stone warped around him and the ground shuddered. A rocky hand punched out of the ground. Behind it followed a small head and a stocky body. It was roughly humanoid, but the proportions were all off. The creature’s head was too tiny and its long arms nearly touched the ground.

      “That’s our first full manifestation of the tournament!” the announcer yelled. “And it looks to be a stone elemental!”

      Sylph flashed forward. Avon smirked. A pillar of stone erupted beneath his feet, lifting him far into the air. It stopped when he was almost two stories above the ground, leaving Sylph alone in the arena with Avon’s companion.

      “Have fun down there! My golem will take good care of you.” Avon laughed. Even with his cocky words, the boy manipulated the stone around him to form a shield at his lower half, blocking Sylph from striking him with any weak ranged attacks.

      “That’s a cheap trick,” Nolan said. “It wouldn’t be very useful in a real fight.”

      “But it’s great against someone close ranged like Sylph,” Mark mused. “I can’t fault him for it.”

      The golem let out a roar and swung a long arm at Sylph. She skipped back, avoiding the attack with ease. Sylph slashed the creature with her dark blades, but the wound just sealed over.

      Avon watched from above as the golem chased Sylph around. She’d stopped attacking it after her first few blows and was now just running in circles, not letting the monster reach her.

      “It’s a battle of attrition,” Elania said. “The golem is too slow to hurt Sylph, but she can’t do enough damage to it. As long as Avon has Ether, he’ll be able to keep healing it.”

      “That’s not good for Sylph,” Nolan muttered. “But she isn’t really using much Ether, either. She’s just naturally faster than the golem. This is going to be a pretty boring fight if it keeps going like this, though.”

      As if Sylph had heard Nolan’s words, she skidded to a stop at the far end of the arena. The golem was upon her a second later, bringing both of its hands down in an overhead smash. Sylph slipped past the strike and made a dash toward Avon’s tower.

      “She can’t be planning to try and climb that, can she?” Viv asked. “Avon will slaughter her. Touching earth that he’s actively controlling is a horrible idea.”

      Sylph showed no signs of slowing as she grew closer to the tower. As she ran, dark energy gathered around her right arm. She reared back once she was almost upon the tower and the Ether condensed, forming into a black gauntlet.

      She drove it into the tower with all her might and momentum. With an earsplitting crack, the base of the tower shattered. Fragments of rock flew everywhere as it tipped and fell, tossing Avon into the air.

      The golem lunged at Sylph, but she twirled out of the way. Its rocky fist crashed into the ground, and Sylph vaulted off its forehead, launching herself toward Avon. He scrambled to find his bearings midair, and the stone from the tower surged toward him.

      Sylph made it first. Her gauntlet faded as a shadow blade formed in her hands. She slammed into him, driving the blade into his chest. Sylph twisted them midair so that Avon was below her and ripped the blade free.

      She leaped off, aiming at one of the taller mountains to stop her fall. A healer appeared above her, grabbing Sylph by both arms before she could hit the ground. Two more healers caught Avon and set him down gently on the ground.

      “The Blackmist students do it again!” the announcer screamed. “What is it with them and surprise victories? Sylph, who spent the majority of the match running from Avon’s companion, struck him down in one blow!”

      Avon groaned, sitting up once the healers were done with him. His eyes narrowed at Sylph, but he just gave her a sharp nod and turned away. Golden plates of light manifested themselves before her as she rejoined everyone at the waiting room.

      “That was awesome!” Elania exclaimed. “How strong are you? You broke that pillar with one punch?”

      “Really? She reacts like this when you win, but when we win it’s just plain disbelief?” Mark asked. “I sense favoritism.”

      “That was really impressive, though,” Damien said, helping Sylph over the railing. “I don’t suppose you’re going to tell me what that gauntlet was?”

      “Not yet,” Sylph said, pulling back a few strands of hair that had fallen out of her bun.

      “Fair enough,” Damien said. “I’ve got a fun new toy as well, although I’m not sure I can use it properly quite yet. Do you need any food?”

      Sylph caught the caution in his voice and smiled. “No. I didn’t use that. This is something else.”

      “Now I’m even more curious,” Mark grumbled. “I hope they let us fight in the finals.”

      “That’s pretty bold of you to assume that you’re all going to make it into the finals,” Elania said. “You’re strong, but what if you get matched up against Bartholomew or one of the other crazy competitors?”

      “We’ll make it,” Mark said.

      “Most of us will,” Nolan said with a chuckle. “I’m not disillusioned. If I can reach the quarterfinals, I’ll be happy. I’ve already seen multiple students that I have no way to beat at my current level of strength. It’ll be fun to see just how much they can do, though. Maybe I’ll learn something.”

      The crowd’s roar drew their attention back to the arena. Two more students descended to the arena and the battle began anew. This time, everyone watched a little closer. After all, the farther students got, the less secrets they could hide. It wouldn’t be long until all of the true monsters at the tournament were revealed.
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      After a few fights, Damien’s crystal lit on the dashboard.

      “Finally,” he exclaimed, hopping over the railing. Sylph and Nolan wished him good luck as the gold light brought him to the stage.

      “I hope everyone’s just as excited for this as I am!” the announcer called. “We’ve got two mages that might have made it to the finals in this matchup. Now, only one can continue on in the winner’s bracket! Representing Blackmist, we have Damien. And, from our very own Kingsfront, Gaves!”

      Damien touched down on a rocky hill. Gaves had already arrived and was standing across from him, his arms crossed.

      “Who would have thought?” Damien said, grinning. “We meet again.”

      “You won’t beat me so easily this time,” Gaves said, cracking his knuckles and lowering into a fighting stance. “I’ve looked into your powers. You haven’t shown much here, but it wasn’t hard to get some information on you from kids at Blackmist.”

      “Let’s see if that helps at all,” Damien replied.

      “You can’t hear this, folks,” the announcer said. “But it sounds like Damien and Gaves have some history! I’m excited to see which of these two talented mages takes the victory, so let’s get to it! Mages, you may begin channeling Ether.”

      Damien called on the Ether, drawing it from his core and into his hands. He briefly considered trying the same strategy on Gaves that he’d done before but discarded it. It would be better to take Gaves seriously, especially given how much confidence Yui had initially had in the boy.

      The air around Gaves hissed and popped as his mace and armor formed out of lightning. His weapon was considerably smaller than Bartholomew’s, but Damien didn’t doubt for a second that it would be devastating if Gaves landed a hit.

      “Three…two…one…go!”

      A lightning bolt tore out of Gaves’ hand. Damien dodged to the side, and the spell struck the rock beside him, spraying fragments of stone everywhere. The air pressure changed with a pop, and then Gaves was standing where the spell had hit.

      Damien’s training overruled his surprise, and he flicked a gravity lance in Gaves’ direction. Gaves countered with another lightning bolt. The two spells struck each other and vanished with a hiss.

      The air crackled as Gaves sent another bolt screaming for Damien’s chest. Damien Warp Stepped to the mount that the other boy had started on and shot the other gravity lance at him.

      In the short time it took Gaves to deal with his spell, Damien dashed around the mountain, casting Enlarge on several rocks and then holding it in place with his mental energy.

      He dove out of the way as lightning screamed past him and struck the stone. Gaves appeared and brought his hammer crashing down over Damien.

      One of the Enlarge spells went off. The pillar shot out, catching Gaves in the side. It knocked the air from his lungs and sent the boy flying. He twisted midair and launched a bolt at the hill, appearing where it struck a second later.

      Damien greeted him by triggering two more of the prepared Enlarge spells. Gaves weaved away from the first, but the second struck him in the back. Gaves stumbled forward with a grunt, staggering right into the path of a gravity sphere.

      His eyes widened and he dropped his lightning hammer, bringing his hands together. A purple shield appeared just before Damien’s spell struck him. Cracks tore through the earth as the spell detonated, but the shield held firm.

      “You’re going to need to do better than—”

      Gaves launched into the air as Damien released his mental hold of the rock beneath him, allowing it to expand into a pillar. He screamed a curse down at Damien, then launched a bolt of lightning to the other side of the field.

      “How many of those did you prepare?” Gaves complained, shifting the shield to his left hand. The hammer reformed in his right.

      “Enough,” Damien replied, allowing his mental hold to release over the remaining spells. Three pillars exploded around him, obscuring the other boy’s view. Damien blinked over to the base of the hill behind Gaves and nearly caught a lightning bolt to the face.

      He fell back, and the spell hissed past him so close that it singed his eyebrows. Damien hurled himself to the side, and Gaves’ hammer obliterated the ground where he’d been moments before.

      Damien Warp Stepped again, appearing on the hill and rolling to his feet.

      “Need help?” Henry asked, amused. “This kid is pretty decent.”

      Not yet, but you’re welcome to act if it looks like I’m about to lose.

      “Sounds good. Just be aware that he hasn’t used his battle manifestation yet. That’s just a spell.”

      Wait, what do you—

      Damien’s neck prickled. Instinct took over, and he threw himself down the hill. A beam of purple energy flashed through the air and struck an invisible barrier at the edge of the arena. He scrambled to his feet as Gaves appeared at the top of the hill.

      Stones floated around the boy’s head, sparking with purple energy. Gaves grinned and pointed his hammer at Damien. Damien swore and started drawing the rune to cast Devour. Three beams tore from the makeshift crown.

      A dark circle sprung to life just before they hit Damien. The spells vanished into it, and Damien teleported to the other side of the arena.

      “You can’t run forever!” Gaves called. “Where’s your confidence, Damien? Scared?”

      Damien scrunched his nose, annoyed to realize that the other boy’s taunts stung a little. He wasn’t quite willing to demonstrate the multicasted Devour spell, as it was one of his two trump cards.

      Instead, Damien grabbed a rock from the ground. He overloaded an Enlarge spell on it, then teleported to the center of the arena. Bolts of lightning blurred toward him, and he dropped the rock, releasing the spell.

      An enormous pillar erupted beneath him, launching Damien into the sky and to safety. He pressed his hand against the rock and thrust even more Ether into it, casting Enlarge a second time.

      Dozens of spikes shot out from the pillar’s surface, continuing until they struck the ground. A crack followed by a curse told Damien that one of them had caught Gaves.

      Purple energy lit up the arena.

      “Protect yourself in every direction!” Henry ordered.

      Without a second of hesitation, Damien traced several runes in the air and surrounded himself with a cube of black disks. Not a second later, an ear-shattering explosion tore through the arena.

      The spells around Damien wavered and his pillar shattered, his control over it broken. He teleported back to the ground, taking cover behind another hill. A huge cloud floated above the arena, lightning crackling around it.

      Smoke rose from several spots around the rocky stage. It started to grow brighter above Damien. He swore and raised a hand, casting Devour right before a huge bolt crashed down on top of him.

      “What do you think of my full manifestation?” Gaves called. “My companion is a lightning elemental. If you want to have any chance of winning, you’re going to need to manifest your own companion. Assuming you can, that is.”

      “We’ll see about that!” Damien yelled back. He’d stored quite a bit of Gaves’ lightning with that last Devour, and he was curious to see if the boy could handle it as well as he could throw it.

      Damien formed a gravity sphere and teleported toward the sound of Gaves’ voice. He appeared a short distance to the boy’s side and threw the spell before Gaves could attack.

      Gaves raised his shield to block the spell. As it detonated, Damien cast Devour in front of himself.

      With a laugh, Gaves launched a bolt of lightning straight into it. Damien let the spell vanish into his own, then cast Expunge. The disk bulged, giving him just enough time to see Gaves’ eyes widen before a beam of lightning the thickness of his torso exploded forth.

      The other boy ducked behind his shield, but his own gathered-up spells struck him like a cannonball. They ripped the shield to shreds and struck Gaves in the chest, blowing a hole clean through it. The beam of purple energy continued on and struck the invisible barrier with a loud explosion.

      Gaves staggered, grasping at the cauterized hole in his chest. Before he could recover, Damien teleported in front of him and drove his elbow into Gave’s throat. Sylph had used that move on him more than a few times, and a flicker of satisfaction rushed through him at not being on the receiving end for once.

      With a garbled choke, Gaves crumpled. Healers appeared around them, dropping to their knees and enveloping the wounded combatant with golden light.

      “I’m uninjured,” Damien said as one of them turned to him. The healer nodded and assisted in healing Gaves. Once the wound was repaired, they vanished. Gaves stared up at Damien, then let out a bitter curse.

      “You didn’t even use your battle manifestation.”

      “Sorry. Saving that for later,” Damien replied, extending a hand. Gaves took it reluctantly and let himself get pulled back to his feet.

      “How much more do you have saved?” Gaves asked.

      “A good bit.”

      “Then I hope you don’t end up against Yui,” Gaves said. The announcer yelled out the results of the match for anyone who had somehow managed to miss it.

      “What about your first ranker?” Damien asked, cocking his head. “What do you think my chances are there?”

      “Fishing for info? Really?” Gaves glared at him. “Not like it matters. You’re going to need more than what you showed here if you want to beat her. She’s much stronger than me.”

      Gaves stormed over to his glowing bridge to rejoin his team. Damien shrugged and did the same, heading back to his own viewing room.

      “Well done,” Nolan said once Damien had returned to his chair. “That was a pretty exciting fight. I thought Gaves had you when he used his full manifestation.”

      “He nearly did,” Damien admitted, recalling Henry’s warning. “I didn’t expect him to be able to attack so fast with that much power.”

      “It still wasn’t enough, though,” Sylph said, a note of pride in her voice. “You didn’t even use your combat manifestation.”

      “I had to keep a few secrets,” Damien said with a grin. The next match started, and they all settled down to watch.

      The Goldsilk students watched Damien out of the corners of their eyes, but their discretion was pointless as Henry noticed it almost instantly. Since they didn’t bring anything up, he didn’t address it and instead settled for talking with Henry.

      Don’t you think it’s strange that Goldsilk only has three students? I thought everyone sent four.

      “I wasn’t paying all that much attention to them,” Henry replied. “It is a tad weird, though. Maybe their fourth ranked student was so weak that they didn’t want to get embarrassed?”

      It’s possible, but I was under the impression that Goldsilk was at least decent. All three of them have done okay, and I suspect they’ve got at least some degree of strength if Bartholomew bothered them.

      “You could always ask,” Henry offered. “Otherwise just wait. If they don’t all get knocked out by the finals, you’ll figure it out then.”

      He couldn’t argue with that logic. The girls were all focused on the fight, so he put the matter to rest for the time being. If the opportunity presented itself, he’d ask. Otherwise, there really wasn’t a point bringing it up.

      The next few fights went by largely without surprises. Nolan just barely managed to pull through once more, defeating his opponent just moments before collapsing himself. Sylph’s next round was a stark contrast to Nolan’s—she won with a single blow, striking down a student from Greenvalley.

      Mark evidently took that as a challenge. When he was called up for his fight, he didn’t move once after he landed. He sat there for nearly a minute, deflecting every spell his opponent threw, before walking over and throwing the other kid off the stage.

      Elania, Eve, and Viv all won their fights handily as well. Before long, the second round of the tournament was done. The stage started shift once more, and the announcer let everyone know that the next round of the tournament would be starting later that day.

      The crowd wasn’t particularly pleased with having to wait, but he managed to tide them over by promising that the final arena would be something far more exciting than anything else they’d ever seen.

      One of the people working for Kingsfront entered the viewing room once the announcer had finished speaking.

      “I’d like to congratulate you all,” the man said, bowing. “Not losing a single student up until now is truly impressive. Both of your schools should be proud.”

      “Thank you,” Nolan said, rubbing his eyes. His hair was messy and the green armor covering his body was slightly askew. “Kingsfront has been very kind to us. Truly, no other mage college could have handled it as well as you have.”

      The man stood straight, beaming with pride. “Your words are kind. You are certain to be shocked by the next round, though. I have come to let you know that the next five hours are yours to do with as you please. If you venture into any of property owned by Kingsfront, all food and drinks will be provided free of cost. We do request that you avoid fighting with the other students, though. Any injuries will result in disqualification.”

      “Thank you for your kindness,” Viv said, inclining her head.

      The man bowed, then swept out of the room.

      “It’s a miracle you didn’t go to Kingsfront,” Viv said, turning to Nolan. “You’ve got a silver tongue. You would have fit right in.”

      “Like you’re one to talk,” Mark said, stretching his arms and yawning. “Goldsilk has more nobles than any college other than Kingsfront.”

      Damien nudged Sylph with his foot. “You want to go see what food they have?”

      “I was about to suggest the same,” Sylph said. They rose to their feet.

      “What about you guys?” Damien asked.

      “I’ll be staying here,” Mark said. “I want to see what they do to the arena, and food is food. The stuff here will be just as good as anything in a restaurant.”

      “I’ll stay as well,” Nolan decided. He slumped back in his chair and rubbed his eyes. “I need to get some sleep if I’m going to have the slightest chance of doing anything in the quarterfinals. This should be the end of the run for me, but I’d at least like to put on a good showing.”

      Eve tugged on Viv’s shirt sleeve. The tall blonde tilted her head, then shrugged. “We might as well. It’ll be interesting to check out more of Kingsfront.”

      “I’m going to stay here,” Elania said, plopping down in a chair and glaring at Mark. He ignored her.

      “You want to come with us?” Viv asked as the four walked out of the arena.

      “Fine with me,” Sylph said. Damien nodded, and they fell in behind the Goldsilk students.
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      The group walked down the large road and deeper into the Kingsfront campus. Other students flooded out from the arena, and the dull roar of excited chatter filled the air. Viv and Eve walked at a brisk pace, not even pausing to peer at the expensive buildings as they passed.

      They reached a road lined on either side by densely packed stores. Despite it being little more than a glorified alley, students and faculty bustled from door to door, chatting and eating eagerly. Several bore bags stuffed full of everything from groceries to weapons.

      “This is Kingsfront’s Market Street,” Viv explained, keeping to the right side of the road and shoving through the crowd. “As you can tell, it’s busy. This is where the good restaurants are. Supposedly.”

      Even as she spoke, she didn’t pause to look at the building’s names once. She pressed onward until they reached a dingy hole in the wall. The door was old and worn, the orange windows matted with dirt and stains. A lone lantern hung above the entrance, swaying in the breeze.

      “This is the place,” Viv said.

      “It…doesn’t look like what I was expecting,” Damien admitted, squinting at the window. Try as he might, it was impossible to make anything out behind it.

      Viv pushed the door open. A warm, inviting smell wafted out from within the room as golden yellow light spilled out. The inside of the building was nothing like its exterior. Circular wooden tables had been arranged in a row along the wall. The seats around them were beautifully carved and padded with red cushions.

      Several well-dressed waiters ferried food from a door in the side of the building to the tables, taking orders and carrying glasses with polished practice. At the back end of the room was a tight stairwell that ran up into the ceiling.

      A good number of people were seated around the tables. Almost all of them wore Kingsfront colors. While the four took in the scenery, a waitress approached them with a polite smile.

      “Are you competitors in the intermural tournament?” she asked.

      “We are,” Viv said. “I’d heard great things about this location, so I wanted to visit while I was in the area.”

      “Of course,” the waitress said. “I can get you a room on the second floor. If you’d follow me, please.”

      She grabbed several menus from a pile behind a counter, then led them up the stairwell. The second floor was almost identical to the first, except there were more tables. She brought them to the side of the building that looked down over the alleys, right beside a large window.

      It was perfectly clear, granting everyone a view of the energetic alley beneath them. The waitress pulled one of the extra chairs away and laid the menus on the table. She gave them a small bow. “I will return in five minutes to get your orders.”

      Viv and Eve sat down with their backs facing the window. Damien pulled a chair out for Sylph and then took the one beside it, picking up a menu and scanning through it. He breathed a small sigh of relief. The menu items were all largely normal and easily pronounceable, unlike the ones at the restaurant Whisp had brought them to.

      He scanned through all the items, but his eyes kept going back to the buttermilk pancakes. Eventually, he gave up. There was nothing wrong with sticking with what he knew was good.

      “Try something new,” Henry said. “Get the waffles.”

      Waffles are just crunchy pancakes.

      “Then crunch it up. Besides, I can read your thoughts, doofus. You’re already thinking that your mom’s pancakes are going to be better than whatever they serve you here.”

      Bah, fine. Just stop talking right now. The Goldsilk girls are going to realize that I’m talking to myself.

      Right on cue, Sylph nudged him in the leg with her knee. He gave a miniscule nod and set his menu down.

      “How’d you know about this place?” Damien asked.

      “I’ve been to Kingsfront before,” Viv replied, putting down her own menu. “One of my brothers goes here.”

      “Is he—”

      “No.” Viv shook her head. “He’s not in the tournament. He ranked fifth.”

      “That’s unfortunate,” Sylph said. “I guess it’s good that you won’t have to fight your brother.”

      “In a way,” Viv agreed. “But the finals this year are going to be brutal. I can tell already. If we can make it past quarterfinals, we’ll be lucky. Between all of you at Blackmist, Mountain Hall, and the Kingsfront students, this is the most dangerous tournament I’ve ever fought in.”

      “You’ve got some talent yourself,” Sylph pointed out. “You’ve managed to avoid showing too many of your cards. None of you have used more than a combat manifestation, but I’m certain that you’ve got a full one.”

      Viv winced. “How do you know?”

      “Call it instinct,” Sylph replied, a tiny grin pulling at her lips. “I won’t press. We’ve got our secrets. I’m looking forward to meeting one of you in the tournament.”

      “Speaking of you guys, is it rude to ask why there are only three of you?” Damien asked. “Everyone else has four members.”

      “We’ve got four as well, actually,” Viv replied. “Our fourth member just isn’t here right now.”

      “Fair enough,” Damien said. “And, for the record, I’m also excited to fight against you. Elania has quite the temper on her. Honestly, I’m hoping she goes up against Mark. I can tell she’s seething to.”

      “She doesn’t hide her emotions well,” Viv admitted. “And she’d like nothing more than to go up against him. You’ve got quite a strange group, you know. Most of the other colleges have some similarities within their representatives, but you four are almost on completely different pages. Mark is like a wild monster, Nolan is a polite noble, and then there are the two of you. You communicate almost wordlessly. That isn’t a common level of bond between students.”

      “Sylph and I have been training together ever since we got to Blackmist,” Damien said. “We’re roommates.”

      Viv tilted her head and watched them for a few seconds. Then a tiny smirk played across her face. “Ah. I see now.”

      Why does that make me think she doesn’t see at all?

      Henry didn’t get a chance to answer. The waitress approached their table, flipping open a small notebook. “Are you all ready to order?”

      “I’ll get the eggs benedict,” Viv said, then nodded at Eve. “And she’ll have the steak. Water for both of us, please.”

      “Of course,” the waitress replied, then turned her gaze to the other half of the table.

      “The waffles, please,” Damien said.

      “And pancakes for me,” Sylph added.

      “I’ll be back shortly with your food,” the waitress said, collecting their menus and leaving.

      “Tell me something,” Viv said, her tone growing somber. “Do you know anything about the second half of the tournament?”

      Eve’s eyes widened, and she sent a sharp glance at Viv. The taller girl inclined her head imperceptibly, signaling something to Eve.

      “A little,” Damien said, interlacing his fingers. He wasn’t about to share any information about Moon. As nice as Goldsilk students were, he didn’t know what they were aiming at. “Why do you ask?”

      “There’s going to be an opportunity to get some very powerful artifacts,” Viv said, worry knitting her eyebrows together. “But we aren’t here for that.”

      “What do you mean?” Sylph asked.

      “We’re here to stop Mountain Hall from getting them,” Viv said. Her hand clenched into a fist. “Especially Bartholomew and Drew.”

      “Drew?” Damien frowned. “I assume that’s Mountain Hall’s rank-one student?”

      “It is. Bartholomew is bad, but Drew is a complete psychopath. He shouldn’t even be allowed to attend a mage college, but he’s such a powerful space mage that people overlook it. He’s a menace that’s crippled multiple people.”

      “Seriously?” Damien leaned back in surprise. “How? Healing mages are powerful. They should be able to take care of almost all wounds.”

      “It’s not too hard to stitch an arm back on, but regrowing one is much more difficult,” Viv said. Her lips thinned. “And not all colleges have good healing mages. If you aren’t wealthy, it can take years to earn enough money to get your injury healed. There are also rumors of Drew killing students, but none of them have been proven.”

      “You think he’s going to do something like that during this tournament?” Sylph asked.

      “Almost certainly,” Viv spat. “He won’t kill anyone during a fight, but he’s broken his opponents in fights even if they can get healed afterward. He’s an evil bastard, and the world would be better off without him.”

      “You’ve got personal history with him, then,” Damien said.

      “Unfortunately,” Viv said. “Elania’s sister is one of the people we suspect he killed. Mountain Hall covered his tracks too well, but she vanished after being seen with him during a competition between our schools. I’m convinced he did it. In addition to keeping him from getting any artifacts during the second half of this tournament, I plan to force him to tell me the truth.”

      “Are you asking for our help with this?” Sylph asked.

      “No. I don’t expect you to stick your neck out for people you don’t know,” Viv replied. “I’m just warning you of him. You seem nice enough, so I don’t want one of you to go missing during the second half of the tournament.”

      This is worrisome. I didn’t think about this much, but when we’re doing the second half of the tournament, the teachers won’t be able to see us, will they? So whatever Moon was talking about…we might not have any help from anyone if things go south.

      “Think of it a different way,” Henry said. “If there’s nobody watching, that means I don’t have to cripple myself. We can fight at full power.”

      The waitress came back up the stairs, carrying several plates of food. She distributed them before everyone, putting an end to the conversation as everyone dug in. Damien’s waffles had been lathered in cream, syrup, and fresh fruit. He carved off a small piece and popped it into his mouth. It was good, but…

      He glanced at Sylph, who was already eyeing him. She’d also taken a bite from her pancakes, but she was making no moves to go for a second. They wordlessly exchanged plates and dug in once more.

      The rest of the meal passed without incident. There were still a few hours before they had to get back to the arena by the time the food was done. They left, Viv leading them back through the tight alley and out into the main street.

      “We can part ways here,” Viv said. “My team needs to discuss some strategies, and I’m afraid the two of you would be the target of some of them.”

      “That’s understandable,” Damien said. “Thanks for showing us the restaurant. It was fun. We’ll see you in a few hours.”

      Viv nodded farewell and headed off with Eve at her side. Damien spotted a bench down a less busy road and wandered over to it.

      “What do you think of the opponents so far?” Damien asked, sitting down.

      “The majority of the weak ones have already been eliminated,” Sylph said. “There are three students that still seem like they could pose a threat. Bartholomew, Drew, and a girl from Windseek.”

      “Did you notice anything special about Drew?” Damien asked. “I can’t even remember his fights or anything about him.”

      “No. The only reason I mentioned him was Viv. It’s the same here—I don’t recall his appearance. Speaking of the Goldsilk students, the only reason I didn’t list them is because we know them. They’ve all gotten through the initial rounds of the tournament, and that last member of theirs is a mystery.”

      “Maybe they’re some kind of substitute?” Damien guessed. “I don’t know what the rules say about those, but I’m sure they’ve got something hidden. Bartholomew certainly seems like he could be a problem. Do you have any way to fight against him? He’s using Time magic.”

      “It depends on how strong his magic is,” Sylph said, crossing her arms. “I’m at a serious disadvantage against him with that hammer. I’ve got a few tricks I can use, but I would never want to fight him on the battlefield. An assassination would be much more effective.”

      Damien chuckled but stopped when he realized she was serious. “Sometimes I really wonder about exactly what you were doing before you came to Blackmist.”

      “Win the tournament,” Sylph said with a wry smile. “Maybe I’ll tell you as a reward.”

      “Deal,” Damien said. “Do you think you can handle the Windseek girl if you get her instead?”

      “She’s using mental energy. Her opponents all lost before she cast any spells. I don’t think she’ll be particularly effective against either of us.”

      Damien started to nod, but the back of his neck prickled. Henry gave him a mental warning at the same time. He glanced over his shoulder to see a sandy-haired boy ambling toward their bench.

      He raised a hand in greeting when he realized that Damien had spotted him. “Cheers, folks. You had some fun fights.”

      “Thanks,” Damien said, frowning. The boy wore plain clothes and carried nothing other than a small dagger at his side. “Are you in the tournament?”

      “Yup,” he replied. “I hope I’m not barging in. I just wanted to drop by since I recognized you.”

      “You’re fine,” Sylph said. “Did you want anything in particular?”

      “Just to chat,” he said with an easygoing grin. “You mind if I sit?”

      “Help yourself,” Damien said, despite the tiny seed of unease in his chest. Something about the boy unnerved him. “I’m Damien.”

      “Pleasure, Damien,” the boy said, tipping an imaginary hat and taking a seat. “Name’s Drew.”

      Of course it is.

      “You’re still in the winner’s bracket, right?” Damien asked.

      “Sure am,” Drew said. “I’m fairly certain that one of you will be the other finalist, so I’m quite looking forward to fighting you.”

      “You’re Mountain Hall, aren’t you? Don’t you think Bartholomew will win as well?” Sylph asked. “He’s got some strong magic.”

      “Nah.” Drew shrugged. “He’s okay, I guess. Bit of a meat head, but we can’t all be perfect. There are two people in the tournament that will probably win against him right now.”

      “Those being?” Sylph asked.

      “Damien over here is one,” Drew said, tapping his chin. “Viv is the other. You seem to have a good shot as well, but I can’t get a good read on your abilities yet.”

      “Do you have history with her?” Damien asked, watching Drew’s face carefully. So far, the boy felt more like a friendly farmhand than the monster that Viv had described.

      “Old stuff,” Drew said laughing. “She doesn’t like me much. It hurts my feelings a bit, if I’m being honest. I take my fights real serious, but she doesn’t.”

      He stretched his arms, then smacked his lips and stood. “It was nice talking to you two. I just really wanted to meet before we came across each other in the arena. It’s going to be so much fun!”

      Drew strolled back to the main street and faded into the crowd.

      “That was barely a talk,” Damien grumbled. “We said like three sentences.”

      “He puts me on edge,” Sylph said, narrowing her eyes. “I think I’m inclined to believe Viv about this one.”

      “Agreed,” Damien said. “But I’ve got no clue what about him is actually so unsettling. He came across as nice enough.”

      “We’ll find out soon enough. Did you notice he didn’t include Mark as one of the people who could beat Bartholomew?”

      “That is weird,” Damien muttered. “I wonder why? Mark is pretty strong.”

      “Another thing to find out,” Sylph said.

      They fell silent. It was oddly comforting to sit and watch the crowd ebb and flow like the ocean tides. The two remained there for a few hours before heading back to the arena. Everyone else had already returned to their viewing box.

      Kingsfront had gone all out with the arena’s change this time. A rocky river rushed through the center of the platform, frothing with white waves and splitting it in two. Each side had a small forest and some rocky hills to hide behind.

      It looked like they’d taken several biomes and smushed them together. The arena had also grown larger by about fifty percent. The crowd trickled back into the stands above them as well, raising the ambient noise levels until the silencing enchantment activated to keep them down.

      About an hour later, the announcer cleared his throat. “Thank you for your patience, everyone! It’s about time for us to get the next fight going, so go buy your snacks from the vendors and settle down!”

      The enchantment dropped just long enough for them to cheer before springing back up.

      “Let’s get to it,” the announcer said. “Here’s an exciting round. The last remaining student from Windseek college in the winner’s bracket, Priscilla! She’s their rank one and doesn’t plan to go down silently! On the other side, hailing from the still undefeated Blackmist college, Nolan! Let’s see what you two can do!”

      “This is the girl that uses mental energy,” Sylph said, leaning forward. “Good luck, Nolan.”

      “Damn. It was just one round until quarterfinals.” Nolan let out a heavy sigh and hopped over the railing.

      Gold light brought him to one end of the stage. A girl with long, brilliant red hair touched down on the other side. Damien couldn’t hear what she said to Nolan, but she winked and blew him a kiss.

      “All right, contestants! You may begin channeling your Ether! The fight begins in three…two…one…go!”

      Nolan took a step forward, then froze. His hands twitched at his sides. Priscilla laughed and strode toward him. Wind currents formed over the river, keeping the water from touching her.

      Priscilla reached Nolan and ran a finger down the side of his face. He didn’t budge as she leaned forward and whispered something in his ear.

      “I surrender,” Nolan called.

      The arena burst into confused muttering.

      “What was that?” Damien asked. “Mind control? Is that a thing?”

      “She hasn’t won her other fights that way,” Sylph said with a frown. “She just froze people in place and then put a dagger to their neck. She’s making a point, I suppose.”

      Nolan returned to their box, downcast. Priscilla waved at him as he left, but he didn’t return it. “That was pathetic. I thought I’d at least be able to hold her off for a few seconds.”

      “What happened?” Damien asked. The announcer called out the next combatants in the background.

      “Her mental energy is incredible. She crushed my defenses,” Nolan said bitterly. “I couldn’t control myself at all. If she’d told me to jump off the arena, I would have. I don’t think I’ve ever felt so violated. I’m pretty sure she dug around in my head.”

      “Are you okay?” Mark asked in uncharacteristic sympathy.

      “No,” Nolan said, sitting down and clenching his hands. “I don’t have a word for what she just did, but I hate her. She—”

      His voice broke. The other Blackmist students exchanged a glance.

      “No mercy if we get her?” Mark asked.

      “None at all,” Damien said, his eyes narrow. “I’d like to see her try to get into my head.”

      “Oooh,” Henry said with an evil cackle. “That would be fun.”

      The current fight finished, and Damien looked down in time to see Yui ascending back to her box. Cheers rose from the crowd for what had apparently been an interesting fight.

      On their dashboard, Elania’s crystal lit. Everyone but Nolan wished her luck as she went to the arena.

      “This next match is between Elania of Goldsilk college and Bartholomew of Mountain Hall!” the announcer boomed.

      Viv’s hands tightened over her the armrests of her chair, and Eve’s features scrunched in fear.

      “She needs to surrender,” Viv muttered. “Bartholomew is too strong.”

      “She won’t,” Mark said. “She’s not a coward. She’ll face him like a real mage.”

      “Was that a compliment?” Viv asked, glancing in his direction.

      Mark grunted. “She’s going to lose, but give her the respect of watching the fight.”

      Bartholomew raised his hammer in greeting as he landed. Elania clenched her hands, her face turning red with fury. The announcer started the countdown, and glowing yellow light enveloped her hands.

      “Go!”

      Bartholomew brought his hammer down on the ground with a roar. A shockwave ripped out from where it struck, blasting Elania from her feet even as a bolt of light leaped from her fingers. It flew wide, missing the boy by a wide margin.

      With a gleeful laugh, Bartholomew leaped over the river. Elania thrust a hand toward him. A large gold sword formed and thrust toward him. He flicked his hammer, striking the spell and shattering it effortlessly.

      Elania scrambled backward, but Bartholomew’s pace was relentless. He knocked aside every spell she threw until he was standing before her.

      “You don’t belong here,” Bartholomew said, raising his hammer. “You’re weak, Elania. Goldsilk would be better off without you holding them back. I don’t know how you weaseled your way into a spot or got this far in the tournament, but it ends here.”

      A shield of light formed between them. Bartholomew broke it with the butt of his hammer and brought the weapon down on her leg. She screamed in pain.

      “Surrender,” Bartholomew said. A golden spike shot from the ground behind Bartholomew, aiming for his heart.

      He crushed the spell without even turning back, green magic sparkling around his hand. Bartholomew shook his head like a disappointed father and brought the hammer down on Elania’s other leg.

      “Surrender,” he said again. “This is pathetic. You’re shaming your school.”

      Golden energy wrapped around Elania’s body, encasing her in heavy armor. She let out a defiant scream and thrust her hands at his chest. A beam of burning white light lit up the arena, driving into Bartholomew’s chest and sending him skidding back through the dirt.

      She let it fall after several seconds, revealing Bartholomew to be completely unharmed. A green rune circle floated before him, motes of Elania’s magic curling up off it.

      “As I said,” Bartholomew growled. “Pathetic.”

      He blurred forward and grabbed Elania’s neck. Her armor shattered beneath his hands, and he raised her into the air. He threw her down so she landed on her broken legs. She bared her teeth at him, refusing to scream again.

      Bartholomew smirked and grabbed her arm, jerking it sharply. Damien winced as a sharp crack echoed through the arena.

      Viv bit her lip so hard that blood started to trickle down her chin.

      “Don’t do it,” Mark warned as Viv started to stand. “If you yell at her to surrender, she’ll be humiliated.”

      “What do you call this?” Viv snarled.

      “There’s a difference between defeat and your friends losing their faith in you,” Mark snapped. “Sit down and shut up.”

      “Do you really think she’s going to even have the slightest chance of winning?” Viv demanded. “This is torture!”

      “She’ll be healed in a few minutes,” Mark replied coldly. “You open your mouth, she’ll never recover. Elania’s fighting her own battle, and it isn’t with fists or magic. It’s with will.”

      Bartholomew had Elania in the air again. “Surrender, damn you! Your mouth works fine!”

      She spat in his eye. Bartholomew took a step forward and, with a roar of fury, launched her over the edge of the arena. At the same time, a tiny spike of light floated out of her finger. It blurred forward, catching Bartholomew by surprise and carving a thick line across his face.

      Four healers appeared, grabbing Elania and enveloping her with healing light before she could even fall below the edge of the arena. Bartholomew raised a hand to his cheek, where blood had started to trickle down his face.

      He snarled, grabbing his hammer and stomping away. The crowd didn’t cheer when the announcer called out his victory. There was only silence. Elania’s wounds were extensive, but with four healers working on her, they were fixed in a few minutes.

      Gold light took her back to the box, where she slumped into a chair. “I’m sorry, Viv. I lost.”

      “You did your best,” the taller girl replied, her words catching in her throat.

      “There’s nothing to be embarrassed about,” Mark said. “He was stronger than you. There was no way to win that fight. Frankly, you shouldn’t have even landed a blow on him. Bartholomew will never live that down.”

      “Is that supposed to be comforting?” Elania asked.

      “Take it how you want,” Mark said. “I don’t care. Just train harder. It would be fun to fight against you some day.”
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      Damien was still searching for something comforting to say when another crystal on their dashboard blinked on.

      “Again?” Viv asked. “Who is it this time?”

      “Me,” Damien said, peering at it. “It’s too bad Bartholomew just went. I’ve got some words for him. I’m going to have to make this fast so we can get to the next stage.”

      When he reached the arena, Yui was waiting for him. The princess nodded politely as Damien landed, and he returned the gesture.

      “It’s a shame we’re meeting so early,” Damien called.

      “Likewise. Your fight against Gaves was fantastic, Damien,” Yui said. “After the tournament, would you and Sylph like to have lunch with me? I’ve got some things I’d like to discuss.”

      “I wouldn’t dare to refuse,” Damien said with a wry smile. “I’m sure Sylph will be happy to come as well.”

      The announcer finished their introductions while they spoke and began the countdown. Damien channeled his Ether, preparing to Warp Step into the forest as soon as the round started.

      “Good luck,” he said.

      “And to you as well,” Yui said. Twin orbs of fire and water started to form in her hands.

      “Go!” the announcer roared.

      Damien vanished, taking cover within the forest. A thick tendril of water sprouted from the river, slamming into the ground where he’d been standing. Yui thrust hand at the ground and the bubble expanded around her, forming a cage.

      Yui looked around, then focused on the forest. A small smile crossed her face, and she snapped her fingers. The ball of fire leaped forth, expanding as it flew. Damien teleported to the side.

      The fireball struck the forest and bloomed like a lotus. Flames roared, enveloping the trees and setting them alight. Even though he’d avoided the attack, the heat from the spell washed over him.

      Damien briefly considered trying to take the princess out without harming her too badly, but he tossed the thought aside. She was as capable of an opponent as anyone else, and underestimating her could result in getting knocked to the loser’s bracket.

      He teleported out of the forest, drawing the rune for Devour before him. As he expected, another fireball shot toward him. Damien activated the spell, and a dark maw opened before him, swallowing it.

      Damien channeled a spell through his foot, expanding a stone under him into a pillar. It shot at Yui and crashed into the churning water around her. The spells crackled, but the water chewed through his attack, stopping it before it could strike the princess.

      “You’ll have to do better than that, Damien!” Yui yelled.

      She stomped her foot on the ground. A powerful earthquake shook the arena. Damien instinctively used Warp Step, launching himself high into the air. His eyes widened as the forest crackled, trees turning on their sides as the arena surged.

      The entire forest section folded in on itself with a huge crash. A plume of dust rose into the air, and Damien teleported once more, appearing within Yui’s forest.

      Eight Planes, that was insane. How much Magical Power does she have?

      “More than you, I think,” Henry said. “It’s likely she’s got less Magical Energy, though. She’s not going to be able to cast something of that caliber too often.”

      Wind whipped around Yui, growing in intensity until a violent gale surrounded her. Yui sent it forward, and the spell kicked up another notch, evolving into a tornado and tearing through his side of the arena.

      Do you think Devour could have stopped that?

      “If you overloaded it, maybe,” Henry said. “But you don’t know it enough to do that yet.”

      “Come out, Damien!” Yui called, mirth in her voice. She was clearly enjoying this. “I want to show you my power. After our last sparring match, I felt a bit embarrassed at my poor performance against Sylph. I’m going to show her how strong I really am, and that means I need to beat you!”

      “We’ll see about that,” Damien said, his lips curling in a grin. He formed two gravity lances and teleported, appearing on a hill behind Yui. He threw both spells and teleported before seeing the results of the attack, already forming another two lances in his hands.

      He threw them as soon as he arrived. The first round of spells crashed against her watery shield, tearing through it and finally cancelling it out. She spun toward Damien, thrusting her hands out as the last two attacks flew at her.

      A fiery lotus bloomed around her, stopping both of his attacks.

      “There you are!” Yui said. She swept her hand and a blade of wind shot out, carving across the ground and flying in his direction.

      Damien cast Devour and teleported while he was covered by it. At the same time, he released the first spell she’d thrown at him. A ball of fire shot out of the dark circle. It collided with Yui’s protection and the two spells erupted with an explosion.

      He sent an overloaded gravity sphere at Yui, but she shot it out of the air with a bolt of fire.

      She’s better than she was last time. Was she holding back against Sylph?

      “Either that or she got a wakeup call,” Henry said. “You’re going to have to start playing some of your hand. You won’t beat this girl while holding back.”

      Agreed. Please get ready to suppress my mental exhaustion. I’m going to cast a few spells at once.

      Damien teleported again, materializing directly before Yui. He blurred, teleporting twelve times in rapid succession in a circle around her. He placed Devour each time he appeared, then locked it in place with a tendril of mental energy.

      “Are you sure you want to get close range with me?” Yui asked, cocking an eyebrow and creating two huge balls of fire into her hands.

      Damien formed a gravity sphere in each of his own hands. They threw the spells at the same time. He released his lock on the spells surrounding them, and a circle of dark energy snapped to life, disks forming a ring around them.

      His spells flew wide and vanished into the darkness, missing Yui completely. Damien threw himself out of the way, and Yui’s own magic vanished as well. He ducked and dodged, throwing spells past the princess.

      She couldn’t use her own large-scale magic because she’d get caught in the blast, so Yui was forced to stick with the smaller spells that Devour could absorb. She probably could have escaped the ring if she wanted to, but the princess was evidently confident in her protective abilities.

      “Move faster,” Henry warned him. “End this now before you fry your brains.”

      Damien ground to a stop, sweat pouring down his brow.

      “Did you give up?” Yui asked, pausing right before she cast another wind blade.

      “I was about to ask you the same,” Damien said.

      “Damien!” Henry snapped. “Now!”

      Damien released every single spell, casting Expunge on them all. He teleported out of the ring. The dark circles spat out dozens of spells, all centered at Yui.

      A brilliant explosion rocked the arena, throwing Damien from his feet as a plume of fire the size of a large building rose into the air. The pressure in his ears popped several times as it rapidly changed from all the gravity spheres detonating.

      Wind howled outward in a shockwave. It buffeted the leaves off trees and emptied half the river. Damien managed to warp step behind a boulder mid-fall, taking cover as the manmade disaster tore through the arena.

      When it died down, Damien stepped out. Yui laid on the ground, smoke rising up from her. Several healers stood around her, their golden magic enveloping her body and healing the burns.

      “I haven’t seen an explosion that size in a student tournament,” the announcer said, a note of genuine awe in his voice. “What a brilliant showing by both Princess Yui and Damien! Blackmist was truly hiding their strength this year. And fear not, my good people! Princess Yui has not been severely injured. The wounds look worse than they are.”

      Damien’s skin prickled. What must have been thousands of furious glares were piercing into him from the crowd.

      “If you don’t want your princess to get hurt, don’t send her to a tournament,” Damien muttered under his breath.

      The healers finished with Yui and helped her back up. She caught Damien’s eyes and shook her head. “You’re a monster. That hurt, you know?”

      “It was mostly your own magic,” Damien said with a smirk. “It would have hurt me just as much.”

      “You’re mean.” Yui blew the hair out of her face and pouted, but she gave him a wink. “Good fight. I wish I had the chance to fight Sylph. Maybe I’ll find her in the loser’s bracket, but somehow I doubt it. Don’t you dare lose your next fights. If you beat me, I expect you to take first place.”

      “I’ll do my best,” Damien promised, returning to his viewing box.

      “You’re out of time,” Henry warned him once he’d climbed the railing. “I’m going to drop my protection. Get ready.”

      Spikes of pain drove into Damien’s brain. He staggered and the world went dark for a second. Sylph caught him before he could fall and helped him to his chair.

      “Are you okay?” Sylph asked, getting him a glass of water.

      “What happened?” Viv asked. “It didn’t look like you got hit by any of her spells.”

      “Don’t answer that,” Mark said, cutting Damien off before he could talk. “You’re still a potential opponent, Viv. I respect you enough to know that we shouldn’t be giving you any advantages. You’ve gotten this far in the tournament without revealing anything about your true abilities, so we have no idea how strong you really are.”

      “That’s understandable,” Viv admitted. “And you’re right. Sorry for prying.”

      “It’s fine,” Nolan said. “You were just being kind.”

      Sylph dug around in the food cabinet and found a napkin. She brought it back to Damien and poured some of the cold water onto it. After wringing it out, she put it on Damien’s forehead. He muttered a word of thanks.

      Why does this hurt so much?

      “You exerted yourself for too long,” Henry reprimanded. “Using your mental energy like that is incredibly taxing, and you’ve only recently started to do it. I’m going to put you to sleep to accelerate the recovery. When the next round of the tournament starts, I’ll wake you up.”

      Please do.

      Henry muttered in annoyance, and a dark ocean rose at the edges of Damien’s consciousness. It flooded into his mind, and he accepted the release with relief. His mind went blank and he was asleep within seconds.
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        * * *

      

      Damien blinked awake slowly. The pain was now little more than a muted ache at the back of his head. He yawned and sat up, grabbing the damp napkin as it fell from his head. Sylph sat in the chair across from him, watching him with a worried expression.

      “Are you recovered?” she asked.

      “Yeah,” Damien said. “Thanks for catching me there. I might have gone a bit overboard. Is this round of the tournament over?”

      “No problem. And yes, it’s been over for a few hours. The next one is going to start in a few minutes. I was wondering if you’d wake up before it.”

      “Did anyone we know get eliminated?”

      “Eve lost, and the rank-one student from Kingsfront got completely crushed by Drew,” Sylph said. “I’m not sure what magic Drew was using, either. He literally walked up and beat the shit out of the Kingsfront kid with his hands. It almost looked rigged.”

      “Seriously? What is it with Mountain Hall and having weird magic?” Damien ran a hand through his hair and chewed his lower lip. “Wait, does that mean every single Kingsfront student is out?”

      “Yep.”

      “Man, Kingsfront has to be pissed.” Damien laughed. “Imagine not even a single one of their students making it to the quarterfinals.”

      “At this point, I think they’re just hoping that Drew doesn’t win,” Mark said from a corner. “Sylph was right, though. His magic is weird. I don’t fancy being the one that has to face him.”

      Damien voiced his agreement. He turned his chair around to get a look at the stage. Surprisingly, instead of making it even more complex, Kingsfront had reverted to a flat arena. It was the largest one yet, but they evidently didn’t want anyone running around or hiding during the final rounds of the tournament.

      Viv and the other Goldsilk students had retreated to the far corner of the room and were talking in hushed whispers. Damien felt a pang of sympathy for them when he recalled Elania’s brutal defeat at the hands of Bartholomew.

      The announcer began his speech to rile up the crowd, but Damien tuned him out. There was only one thing on his mind. Out of all the remaining students, Bartholomew and Drew included, the person he wanted to fight the most was Priscilla. Within his mind, Henry growled in agreement.
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      There were only eight remaining people in the pool, and Damien was sincerely hoping Kingsfront would avoid putting Blackmist students against each other until they got to the finals. After all, if Kingsfront wanted to take out Drew, he and the other Blackmist students were likely the best bet.

      “All right, folks, welcome back!” the announcer proclaimed. “It’s time for our next fight. I’m sure I’m sounding repetitive now, but this is going to be something to remember! Priscilla from Windseek will be taking the field once more! Her mental energy is seriously impressive. I wonder if she’ll manage to walk through the rest of the tournament without even breaking a sweat?”

      Damien leaned over the railing. His hands tightened on the metal and his knuckles turned white as the crowd murmured their muted agreement through the silencing spell.

      “On the other side,” the announcer continued, “Damien! Another student from Blackmist, and a strong contender for first place at that. Will his brute force be enough to handle her strange magic? I can’t wait to find out!”

      Henry let out a dark laugh. “Someone’s looking out for us. This is going to be fun.”

      Damien let out a shaky breath. The excitement felt like a coiled snake within his stomach.

      “Be careful,” Nolan warned Damien as he started over the railing. “Her power is terrifying. I didn’t even have a chance to defend myself.”

      “Don’t worry,” Damien said. “Just watch this fight. I’m the worst possible opponent she could have gotten.”

      “Don’t kill her,” Sylph warned. “You’ve got a look in your eyes, and there are a lot of people watching. We can always take care of her later.”

      “I wouldn’t kill her,” Damien said, affronted. “Well, I guess it depends on exactly what she did to Nolan, but I’m not about to pry. I’ll just remind her about what happens when you go poking around in people’s heads.”

      Sylph nodded, and Damien leaped out of the viewing box, allowing the golden light to carry him to the stage. Priscilla already stood on the other side wearing a cocky grin. She blew a kiss in his direction when he landed. Damien didn’t acknowledge it.

      When she tries to influence me with her mental energy, is it possible to make it look like it worked? I know the runes on my head will stop her from getting in, but I want her close enough so that we can pull her into my mental dimension.

      “I’ll intercept her commands and make it look like they’re working,” Henry said with a dark laugh. “If she does what she did with Nolan, she’ll stroll right up to us. I’ll yank her in as soon as she does.”

      “Contestants, you may begin channeling your Ether!”

      Damien formed a gravity sphere in each of his hands, just to keep appearances up. The announcer started the countdown and, like her previous fights, Priscilla did nothing.

      “Go!”

      A faint trickle of energy brushed across Damien’s mind. Henry stiffened his body, and the gravity spheres sputtered out. Priscilla waved to the crowd and sashayed toward him, victory in her eyes.

      “You’re all so pathetic,” she said, smirking as she reached Damien. “One little brush of mental energy and all these strong mages crumple. Open up for me, pretty boy. Let’s see what you’ve got in that head of yours.”

      She leaned in close and her lips brushed Damien’s ear. The trickle assaulting Damien’s mind grew stronger, but the runes on his head halted her intrusion. Priscilla’s head jerked back and her eyes went wide. “You’re resisting it?”

      Henry lashed out with powerful tendrils of mental energy, wrapping her in a cocoon. The stiffness holding Damien’s limbs faded. He grabbed Priscilla’s arm and squeezed. She only had time for a pained yelp before Henry dragged her soul into Damien’s mental space.

      The arena faded and a grassy hill sprung up around Damien, but it wasn’t the one he was used to. Green grass had turned yellow and wilted, and the smell of death and decay hung low in the air.

      Wind howled in the distance, and an uncomfortable heat bore down from a dim sun. It flickered in the cloudless sky as if it were struggling to stay lit. Damien’s clothes turned dark and ragged and dark purple flames flickered at his feet.

      A black portal snapped open, and Priscilla tumbled through it. She fell to the ground and scrambled back on all fours, her eyes wide in terror.

      “What’s going on?” she stammered.

      “You wanted to get a look inside my head,” Damien said. His voice came out as if dozens of people were speaking like once, much like Henry’s had when he’d first met the eldritch creature.

      “I don’t know what magic you’re using, but you’ve made your point,” Priscilla said, crab-walking backward. “Just let me out. I’ll surrender.”

      “What did you do to Nolan?” Damien asked.

      “What? Just let me go! I surrender. That means the match is over!”

      A wooden pole rose from the ground behind Priscilla. She bumped into it and jerked her head back in surprise as chains whipped out from it, snapping around her arms and yanking her upright.

      “I asked you a question,” Damien snarled. “Answer it.”

      “I just searched his brain for what he’d hate or fear and made see it to break his will to fight. If I hadn’t done that, he would have been able to resist my command to surrender. That’s it!”

      “What did you show him?”

      “A few things, I don’t remember! It’s not like I keep track of everyone I fight,” Priscilla snapped, tugging on the chains covering her. “Let me go already. Or are you a pervert that just likes seeing me chained up?”

      Damien snorted. “Taunts aren’t going to help you. You only fought Nolan a round ago, so you haven’t forgotten shit. I’ll ask you one last time. What did you show him?”

      Priscilla spat at him. The chains tightened, pulling her hands above her head. A dagger appeared in Damien’s hand, and he jabbed it into her stomach.

      She cried out, her eyes bulging as blood started to trickle down her stomach. “Just so you know, if you die here, you’re just as dead as if I killed you in the arena. That wound isn’t deep enough to kill you, but I’ll fix that if you don’t start talking.”

      “Seven Planes, I just showed him visions of his girlfriend getting messed up while he couldn’t do anything and house Gray getting torn down by its rivals. Now will you let me go?”

      “Messed up?” Damien asked, his eyes narrowing. He hadn’t realized Nolan had a girlfriend, but that wasn’t important. “If I ask you to clarify on that, am I going to regret it?”

      “I might have made her enjoy it in the end, too,” Priscilla sneered, growing more confident. “And you can drop this charade. If you kill me, you’ll never leave Kingsfront alive. All you can do is make threats.”

      Damien’s hands clenched. “You’re right. You aren’t worth killing, but you disgust me.”

      Priscilla spat on the ground. “Just let me go. You’ve got your win, oh high-and-mighty mage. There’s no reason to keep me here any longer, unless you want me to demonstrate exactly what I did to Nolan’s girl. Actually, he had a few thoughts about you and a girl called Sylph as well. Maybe I’ll find her outside of this fight and show her a few things.”

      The flickering sun vanished with a hiss, plunging the hill into darkness. Icy wind tore across the hill. Henry formed piece by piece, drawing in every last drop of warmth.

      “Illusions don’t scare me,” Priscilla said, jerking the chains.

      “This isn’t an illusion,” Damien said, his eyes thin.

      Show her what I saw when I was thirteen. All of it. This is just a recreation, so she’ll survive.

      “With pleasure,” Henry whispered, approaching Priscilla. The faint purple energy coming off his body was the only light left on the hill. He extended an arm and grabbed her by the head.

      Priscilla went still. The chains holding her vanished and the wooden pole slipped back into the ground. She let out a horrified cry and threw her hands up as if to fend something off.

      The screams didn’t stop. The girl rolled around on the ground, completely unaware of the wound on her stomach as the vision Henry had forced into her mind played out.

      “She’ll be dealing with that for a while,” Henry said in a satisfied tone. “What an amusingly evil bitch.”

      “That should feel ironic, coming from you,” Damien said with a distasteful glance at the screaming girl. “But she did come here looking to peer into my mind. Maybe this’ll teach her to keep her mental energy to herself. You can take us back.”

      “With pleasure. Have fun explaining this,” Henry said, snapping his fingers.

      The dark hillside vanished, and Damien found himself standing in the arena once more. Priscilla’s pupils had shrunk to the size of pinpricks and her mouth opened in mute horror. Tears streaked down her cheeks, but her eyes were glassy and distant.

      Priscilla didn’t even budge at the sight of Damien. He put a finger on her forehead and pushed her over. She hit the ground without making a noise.

      “She’s incapacitated,” he called out when the announcer failed to say anything.

      A few moments passed as the announcer gave Priscilla time to get back up since she hadn’t yet left the stage. When the girl showed no signs of movement, two healers appeared and knelt beside her.

      “What a shocking turn of events!” the announcer roared. “Damien defeats Priscilla, and it looks like he might have beaten her at her own game!”

      When the silencer was released, the cheer from the crowd was loud, but nowhere near the volume of the previous fights. Damien couldn’t blame them, as he doubted the fight had been much fun to watch for a spectator.

      “What magic did you use?” a healer asked, rising to his feet with a frown. “There doesn’t appear to be anything physically wrong with her, but her mind is in the worst turmoil I’ve ever seen. If you’ve still got a spell on her, you need to release it.”

      “My hands are completely off,” Damien replied. “I just reflected her own magic back at her. She’s getting a taste of her own medicine.”

      “I see,” the healer said as he rubbed his chin. “I won’t keep you any longer, then.”

      Damien inclined his head and headed off the platform. Once he rejoined the others, he gave Nolan a nod. “I took care of her.”

      “Her magic didn’t work on you?” Nolan asked. He looked considerably more composed now, but Damien wasn’t sure if it was Priscilla’s defeat or time that had helped the other boy.

      “I happened to have precautions specifically for people that try to get into my head,” Damien replied. “And I think Priscilla will think twice about ever trying to invade people’s minds again—whenever she starts thinking coherent thoughts again, that is. It might be a while.”

      “Good,” Nolan said. “Her magic is vile. I don’t know what you did to her, and I don’t care to find out. Thank you, though.”

      “If she’d used her powers without screwing with people like that, I would have let her off easier,” Damien said. “But she started threatening other people while we were having our little chat. I’m not a huge fan of that.”

      “You fancy yourself judge and executioner, then?” Viv asked, watching him warily.

      “Someone had to do it,” Damien replied. “If I told you that I was going to attack Eve as soon as this tournament was over, would you just sit around and do nothing?”

      “No,” Viv admitted. “But not many people have the strength to actually carry out on their threats. You’ve made an enemy of her when she recovers. Considering Priscilla is still twitching on the ground, I can tell you did some serious mental damage. When she recovers, she won’t forgive that.”

      “If she recovers,” Damien corrected. “And frankly, I don’t care. If you’re going to toss your weight around like that, you should be ready to catch what’s coming to you. There was a time when I would have tried to avoid unnecessary conflict, but I’ve long since made up my mind to never revert to that state.”

      “It’s probably best that Damien handled her here,” Sylph said. “Mental wounds last a long time. If I’d gone up against her, I would have had to make sure the wounds were significant enough to really last with her long after the fight was done.”

      Viv shook her head. “I’m not arguing that she deserved it, but Blackmist has really raised some insane students. What’s with you all?”

      “Like you’re that much better,” Mark said with a snort. “Elania got the shit kicked out of her just to make a point. That’s a lot harder than crushing a weak opponent that threatened your friends.”

      Elania glanced up at Mark. She looked like she wanted to say something, but the announcer started speaking again before she could.

      “It’s time for the next round, folks!” he boomed. “This one should prove to be quite explosive. Once again representing Blackmist, we have Mark. And bringing forth the might of Mountain Hall is Bartholomew. These are two deadly mages that have both won all of their fights without much trouble at all. I can’t wait to see who comes out on top!”
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      Mark leaped over the railing before anyone even had a chance to wish him good luck. Everyone headed back to their chairs, their eyes fixed on the stage as Bartholomew floated down on the other side.

      “Do you think Drew was right?” Sylph asked. “Because if he was, Mark is going to lose.”

      “I have no clue,” Damien admitted. “I think Mark has a lot of strength, but I have no idea if that’ll be enough to overcome Time magic. Out of all the schools, that one seems like the hardest to fight against.”

      The announcer started the countdown. Red energy formed around Mark’s body while Bartholomew’s hands lit with green light.

      “You seem a bit better than the other rabble I’ve seen so far,” Bartholomew said, spinning his hammer. “Try to make this fun for me.”

      “If you’re asking me for a favor, you’d better be able to pay for it,” Mark replied, baring his teeth. “How attached are you to your right arm?”

      Bartholomew snorted. The announcer called out the start of the match. Mark went stiff and the large boy shook his head in disappointment, dragging the hammer along the stage behind him as he walked up.

      “You went down just as fast as Elania. That’s honestly pathetic,” he said, raising the hammer. “I must have overestimated you. Do you have anything to say for yourself?”

      “Yep,” Mark replied once Bartholomew was nearly upon him. “I learn from watching the previous fights.”

      His hand snapped forward, and a stream of blood red energy lanced out. It struck Bartholomew in the stomach. A green rune circle sprung up, barely blocking the spell. Mark grabbed his sword and whipped it forward.

      Bartholomew raised his hammer, blocking the blow with the hilt. Mark dropped the sword, keeping the momentum and turning it into a brutal spin kick that caught the other boy in the side of the head.

      Red energy flared from Mark’s foot, and Bartholomew rocketed across the stage. He spun midair, landing on his feet with a laugh. “Impressive hit, but you’ll have to be a lot stronger than that if you want to do any real damage!”

      Mark picked his sword up and cracked his neck. “I was playing it safe. Your magic is pretty weak.”

      Bartholomew smirked. He snapped his fingers, and green light enveloped him. Without a sound, he blurred into motion and appeared before Mark. His speed had more than tripled. A gleeful laugh escaped Bartholomew’s lips as he swung the hammer at Mark.

      With no time to deflect the strike, Mark threw himself out of the way. The hammer obliterated the ground where he’d been standing, sending fragments of stone flying everywhere.

      Before Mark could stand, Bartholomew was upon him again. The huge weapon crashed down once more, forcing Mark to roll out of the way. Bartholomew prepared to strike once more, but the stone underneath him erupted.

      Bartholomew hopped back, narrowly avoiding a spike that would have gone straight into his chest. He blurred again, moving to the other side of the ring as the spikes chased him. Bartholomew roared and brought his hammer crashing down. A thrum of green energy washed over the arena and the spikes crumbled away.

      “Is that all you have?” Bartholomew demanded. “I want more!”

      Mark lowered into a fighting stance. Stone traveled up his legs and encased his body in brown armor. It was thicker than what he’d used to fight Sylph, but it still had enough gaps to give him full mobility.

      He darted forward, red energy curling down his sword and hissing like a snake. Bartholomew met his charge with a powerful hammer swing. Mark leaned back, sliding on his knees and slashing at the other boy’s knees.

      A green circle sprung forth once more to block the blow, but the red-wreathed blade carved clean through it. It continued on and bit into Bartholomew’s upper thigh, leaving a thin line of blood behind.

      Mark leaped to his feet behind Bartholomew and thrust his sword at the larger boy’s back. Green light flashed and a rune circle snapped to life, blocking the attack with a loud crackle and throwing Mark back several feet.

      He skidded across the ground, a savage grin on his face. “How’s that?”

      “Better,” Bartholomew admitted, turning back to him. He pressed a hand to the wound on his thigh. Green runes traced across his clothes, and the cut stopped bleeding. “Interesting enough for me to go all out. I hope you’ve still got more, because I’ll be very displeased if this is the extent of your strength.”

      Mark flicked a finger. Two red lines carved through the air and crashed into Bartholomew’s rune shields. The attack fizzled out harmlessly, and Bartholomew laughed. He raised his hammer and flipped it over, driving the head into the ground between his feet.

      Particles of green light erupted from his hands, flooding the arena in moments. Mark’s movements grew sluggish and his eyes widened, but Bartholomew wasn’t done. He drew a deep breath, inhaling hundreds of the tiny motes.

      As he exhaled, his eyes lit up a vibrant green. A translucent specter flooded out of his mouth. It grabbed the hammer and raised it with an empty grin.

      “Look at that, ladies and gents!” the announcer roared. “Bartholomew has used a full manifestation of his companion.”

      Mark snarled, batting at the dense magic surrounding him. His skin turned a deep burgundy as bright red flame covered his body, pushing Bartholomew’s magic back. He threw his head back and let out a roar.

      Blood-colored mist rose from Mark’s body, and his rock armor turned to ivory and a faceplate snapped down, concealing his features. His eyes burned like two cherry red coals within it. Details started to etch themselves into the mist above Mark as it formed into a spectral warrior.

      “And Mark has also released his own full manifestation!” the announcer screamed, his voice cracking. “This is what we’re here for, folks!”

      “Interesting,” Bartholomew said. His voice thrummed with power. “It certainly looks intimidating, but can it do anything?”

      His specter shot forward, swinging the hammer at Mark’s head. The spectral warrior let out a roar. Mist condensed into a huge broadsword, and it brought the blade down.

      The specter shifted the trajectory of its swing to meet the red mist. The two companions’ weapons clashed with an enormous explosion of red and green magic. Bartholomew’s hammer lit with brilliant light and the mist sword shattered.

      Mark leaped forward, the green motes of light burning away as soon as they touched his body, and darted past the specter. It turned to swing at him, but the mist warrior drove a fist into it, sending the specter tumbling across the ground.

      Bartholomew roared with laughter and ran to meet Mark. Green runes wrapped his right hand and he sent a savage uppercut into Mark’s chin. At the same time, Mark drove his sword into the other boy’s chest.

      His sword broke through the rune barrier, but the force of Bartholomew’s punch snapped Mark’s head back and threw him into the air before his weapon could taste more blood. Another sword formed in the mist warrior’s hands, and it thrust it at Bartholomew.

      Bartholomew raised a hand. Two rings of green magic formed between him and the huge sword. The spells struck each other with a mighty crash and a flash of blinding light.

      When the light faded, Mark and Bartholomew stood on either end of the arena, both breathing heavily. The specter had returned to the larger boy’s side.

      “I like it!” Bartholomew roared. “Show me more!”

      “With pleasure.”

      Mark’s grip tightened on his sword. He shifted his stance and the mist warrior above him mirrored his motions. Mark and his companion each carved an identical line in the air. Two crescent moon–shaped blasts of energy screamed across the arena, burning with blood-red energy.

      Bartholomew’s specter thumped his hammer against the ground. A ripple of green mist rose up to meet Mark’s attack.

      Neither boy waited for them to hit. They both charged. Magical power clashed in the center of the stage with an earthshaking roar, followed by the clang of metal on metal as the specter intercepted Mark.

      Bartholomew appeared on Mark’s other side, but a vicious strike from the mist warrior forced him to raise his protective magic instead of attacking.

      Mark ducked under a hammer swing and drove his sword into the specter’s chest. The blade went through harmlessly. He snarled and ripped it free. The mist warrior reached down, forming a cage around Mark with its hands moments before the specter slammed the hammer into him.

      His magic deflected most of the blow, but Mark was still sent flying across the stage. He crashed to the ground and skidded before coming to a stop a few feet from the edge. He scrambled to his feet, parts of his armor cracked and shattered.

      “You’ve put up a good fight,” Bartholomew said. “But this is it. You’ve got good instincts, but my magic is stronger than yours.”

      “Don’t talk like it’s already over,” Mark snarled.

      “It’s been over for a while,” Bartholomew replied, shaking his head. “As thanks for you putting up a fight, I’ll show you my favorite spell.”

      The specter tossed him his hammer and raised its hands into the air. The motes of green light covering the arena darted toward it like they were being sucked in. They condensed into a large ball that grew progressively brighter until it was like a miniature sun.

      “Don’t worry,” Bartholomew said. “I’ll leave enough of you for the healers to fix. First: freeze.”

      A rune circle spun open beneath Mark’s feet. He stiffened, green light snaking up his body and wrapping him like vines. The magic mirrored itself on the mist warrior, freezing it in place as well. Mark struggled, but he couldn’t get his body to do anything other than twitch helplessly.

      The ball above the specter grew brighter and started to condense. Bartholomew adjusted his grip on the hammer and leisurely paced a few feet over so that the ball was directly between him and Mark.

      He reared back and the specter lobbed the ball into the air. Bartholomew swung the hammer, striking it with all his might. Runes lit on his hammer and the orb of magic rocketed at Mark.

      Mark roared in defiance, but the spell moved so fast that it struck him even as the sound reached the stands. There was a brilliant explosion. Green magic tore through the arena, blinding everyone and sending a shockwave so strong that Damien could feel it from where he stood.

      “Seven Planes,” Elania yelled. “How is that legal? That might have killed Mark! Where are the healers?”

      Damien blinked furiously. He’d been caught unaware by the flash, and his vision was slow to return. Squinting at the stage as hard as he could, shapes started to blur back into visibility.

      Mark stood across from Bartholomew, smoke curling up from his body. The mist warrior had vanished and his armor with it. Two black horns curled from Mark’s forehead, and blood trickled down his chest like a river. Mark’s fingers had lengthened into long claws, and he stood hunched, his breathing a rattling hiss.

      Bartholomew’s eyes widened in surprise. “What are—”

      A savage snarl tore from Mark’s throat. He lunged forward, slashing at Bartholomew’s neck. The larger boy’s eyes widened, and he raised a hand, forming a protective rune circle. Mark’s claws tore through it like paper, gouging five thick lines across Bartholomew’s chest.

      He cried out and scrambled back. His specter dove at Mark, and he slashed at it. Unlike his previous attacks, Mark’s claws ripped the green mist apart. It dissipated, and he turned back to Bartholomew.

      The larger boy gathered himself and hopped back, putting space between himself and Mark. He swung the hammer at Mark’s chest when the smaller boy lunged again.

      Mark twisted to the side, and the strike whistled over his head. He straightened his fingers and thrust them into Bartholomew’s chest. His hand punched through and out of the other boy’s back. With a roar, Bartholomew staggered backward and whipped the hammer into the side of Mark’s chest. Bone crunched under the blow.

      Mark and Bartholomew both staggered back. Then, as one, they both fell back to the ground. Pools of blood quickly spread beneath them, and Mark’s demonic features faded back to his normal ones. Healers appeared all around them.

      “That was unexpected,” the announcer finally managed several seconds after the fight had ended. “I think I can speak honestly when I say that none of us expected that resolution. What a brilliant showing from both students. However, since they both appear to have collapsed at the same time, I’m going to have to commune with the judges and healers to figure out exactly who won this match. Please bear with me.”

      The suppression spell on the crowd dropped and excited yelling and chatter filled the arena. A minute passed before the announcer spoke again.

      “Well, I’d like to congratulate everyone on being here for such an exciting tournament,” the announcer finally said. “This is indeed a first. The healers have proclaimed that Mark and Bartholomew were both struck with the equivalent of fatal blows. Even with healing, they’ll both be too exhausted to continue fighting. As such, this match will be considered a draw. Neither student will move forward, but they can both be very proud of their performance.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      The announcer paused to let the crowd absorb his words. After the excited chatter was once again muted by the silence spell, he resumed talking.

      “We will have whoever was meant to fight the winner of Mark and Bartholomew’s match progress to the semifinals. This isn’t ideal, but we will not be allowing either of them to seriously injure themselves. Kingsfront thanks you all for your understanding. Please turn your attention back to the arena, where we’re about to have our next two contestants fight!”

      A crystal on the dashboard lit. Everyone leaned forward, and Sylph clicked her tongue in annoyance. It was Viv’s.

      “Good luck,” Damien said. Viv bit her lower lip and clenched her hands.

      “Only one person from our viewer box. That means there’s a fifty percent chance I’m against Drew.”

      “You’re going to have to use our last card,” Eve said in a low tone. “You can’t take a risk and fight him yourself.”

      Viv nodded reluctantly. She hopped over the railing and allowed the gold light to carry her over to the stage.

      “Representing Mountain Hall, we have Drew! We’ve still yet to determine exactly what his magic is, but I think we’re all in for quite a show. Goldsilk has sent in their own trump card—Agon. This might come off a little confusing to those of you who have been paying attention, as this isn’t a familiar name. However, you’ll recall that all the colleges were actually granted four spots, not three. In exchange for only being allowed to compete in a single fight, Goldsilk was allowed to keep their last member hidden.”

      Mutters rose through the crowd. Viv touched down on the stage and pulled out a thick sheaf of leathers covered in runes. She tossed it onto the ground, and the leather unfurled into a rough circle.

      Viv knelt and pressed a hand to the runes. Ether warped around her hand and flooded into the circle, lighting the runes with yellow energy. With a sharp pop, a young man appeared in the center of the circle.

      The strong smell of ozone rose into the air. He stretched and pushed long blond hair out of his eyes. Viv whispered something into Agon’s ear, and his eyes narrowed. He gave her a curt nod, and Viv retreated from the stage, heading back to the viewing box.

      Drew arrived shortly after. He and Agon observed each other. Drew wore an easygoing grin while the other boy’s features were set in stone.

      “I was wondering why you only had three members,” Damien said when Viv got back. “But why save him for a single round? If he’s strong, wouldn’t it be better to field him normally?”

      “He has very little Ether,” Viv said, her lips thinning. “He can only get one good fight in, even with a lot of recovery time. We have an arrangement that allows us to substitute him in at any point we want, but he can only participate in a single fight.”

      The announcer cleared his throat. “Contestants, you may begin channeling your Ether.”

      Lightning snapped and popped around Agon’s hands. Drew stretched down and touched his toes, then hid a yawn while the announcer started the countdown.

      “Go!” the announcer roared.

      A beam the thickness of a tree trunk roared from Agon’s fingers. It tore across the arena toward the other boy.

      Drew tripped over his own feet and fell to the ground. The spell flew over his head and struck the barrier around the arena, sending powerful ripples rushing through it. Drew got back to his feet and rubbed the back of his head. “That was embarrassing.”

      Agon thrust his hands into the air, palms facing up. Brilliant white light flared around him, surrounding his body with pearl-colored armor. His face paled and a silvery portal snapped open beside him.

      A massive wolf paced out from it. The creature was nearly twice Agon’s height and had eyes like burning suns. It nudged Agon with the side of its head, then turned its baleful gaze to Drew.

      Drew’s smile flickered. “You’re getting serious right from the start? Where’s the fun in that?”

      Agon tightened his hands into fists. The wolf howled and bounded across the arena. Drew snapped his fingers and the shadows around his feet twisted, exploding up around him and concealing the boy in a pillar of darkness.

      They receded, revealing a ratty spear in Drew’s hands. It was made from pockmarked black metal and had a thin red scarf tied near the top.

      The wolf had no interest in admiring the weapon. It lunged at Drew, snapping at his neck with huge jaws. Drew whipped the spear up, knocking the wolf’s head to the side. He blew black mist out into the monster’s face.

      With a howl, the wolf leaped back and shook itself off. A beam of silver light shot from Agon’s hand, forcing Drew to dodge before he could follow up the attack. The two boys charged each other.

      Flashes of black and silver lit the arena with bursts of lightning dispersed between them. Black mist rose into the air, obscuring the fight for long periods of time. Damien could dimly make out a huge pool of silver on the arena floor through Drew’s magic, but it was only for a few moments.

      I don’t suppose you’re having more luck watching?

      “It’s just a huge wall of magic,” Henry said. “Drew is using Dark magic, but that isn’t all of it. His spear isn’t a companion. It’s an artifact, like what Sylph had. Just…much stronger. It’s got some interesting Time magic as well. It’s probably best described as Corrosion magic. It’s accelerating the age of anything it touches at an incredible level.”

      A huge pillar of silver light crashed down on the stage from the heavens, blowing the dark mist away and revealing the students once more. Both were breathing heavily. Jagged cuts covered Agon’s face, and Drew was bleeding from a thick score across his side.

      Agon’s wolf was limping heavily. Its fur was matted down with blood, and a huge cut across its back marked a timer for how long it had left to fight.

      “Look what you’ve done,” Drew accused. “How is this any fun? It would have been way more interesting to play around longer.”

      Agon growled. A bolt of lightning tore from his hands. Drew rolled to the side, avoiding the attack. He rose and pointed the spear at Agon. Sickly gray magic hissed across the stage and lashed at Agon.

      The wolf lunged, putting itself between its master and the attack. The magic tore through its hide, and it snarled in pain. Agon slipped around it and darted at Drew, silver light pooling in his hands.

      Drew laughed and reared back, hurling the spear at Agon. He shot forward, keeping pace with the weapon. He and the spear reached Agon at the same time.

      Agon clapped his hands, forming a large silver disk between them. The spear struck it, and the spell blew away like dust in the wind. Drew drove his fist into the other boy’s stomach. His armor cracked, and Agon doubled over, staggering backward.

      Drew whipped his knee up, catching Agon in the face. There was an audible crack, and he laughed in glee. In the moment of distraction, Agon spun on one foot and unleashed a vicious hook kick into the side of Drew’s head.

      The strike sent the boy tumbling across the ground in a bundle of limbs. Agon dove after him, grappling Drew and pinning the boy down so that he was sitting on his chest. He sent a hail of blows raining down into Drew’s face, each one reinforced with silver magic.

      A dark spike shot out of the ground, piercing Agon’s armor and tearing him off Drew. He twisted away from it, but Drew was already back on his feet. His nose was crooked and every trace of amusement was gone from his eyes.

      Drew raised a hand, and his spear shot into it. Shadows reached up, enveloping him and turning his form blurry. When Drew struck, several dark afterimages appeared around him, making it difficult to tell which spear was the real one. He pushed Agon back, each blow tearing through the defenses Agon put up.

      The wolf lunged at him, but Drew seemed to know the attack was coming. He spun, bracing the spear against the ground and driving it into the wolf’s chest. He ripped it free in time to block one of Agon’s attacks.

      Silver light flooded from the wound, and the wolf stumbled, transforming into a stream of energy that returned to Agon. Viv’s hands tightened around the railing.

      Agon is going to lose. He was barely holding on with the help of his companion.

      “Good assessment,” Henry said. “And it’s just a matter of time now. His magic was pretty interesting, too. He used a variant of light magic. Nothing that I couldn’t have handled, but it wouldn’t have been easy.”

      Damien grunted. Agon was accumulating more wounds and slowing down while Drew only seemed to be getting stronger. The spear-wielding boy slowly pushed Agon toward the edge of the arena with an unrelenting barrage of strikes.

      Agon’s face was growing paler by the minute and his magic was visibly fading. What remained of his armor was growing translucent and covered with cracks. He clearly knew that time was running out.

      One of Drew’s strikes broke past his defenses and hit into his shoulder. Instead of twisting to avoid the strike, Drew threw himself into the attack. The spear punched through him and sprouted from his back, but he didn’t let go. With a roar, Agon grabbed Drew by the neck and threw himself over the side of the arena, taking his opponent along with him.

      “He’s trying to force a tie,” Sylph muttered.

      “It won’t work,” Viv said bitterly.

      Shadows enveloped the two falling boys, and Agon was suddenly falling alone. Drew shot up, two huge black wings beating behind him. He flew back to the arena and touched down with a smirk. The wings folded in behind his back, and he peered over the edge.

      Healers appeared, catching Agon before he could hit the ground. While they started to heal his wounds, the announcer called out the win and the crowd burst into cheers.

      “Damn it,” Viv said. A trickle of blood ran down from her lip. “He can’t win this.”

      “Why does it matter so much?” Sylph asked. “It sucks that he won, but the way you’re acting, it feels like more than a tournament win is at stake.”

      “Mountain Hall and Goldsilk frequently compete for resources and access to training areas near the frontlines,” Viv said. “And if we can’t beat Drew here, we’re going to lose even harder in the second half of the tournament. The higher you place in this round, the earlier you can enter the second round.”

      “Well, there’s still Sylph and me,” Damien said. “And whoever Sylph is about to go up against, I guess. She’ll win that, though.”

      Viv sighed. “I really do hope you can manage to beat him, but he’s already made it to the semifinals. That’s a big advantage already, and I don’t want to think about how dangerous Drew will be during the second half of the tournament, when there are far fewer people watching to keep him accountable.”

      The announcer returned, announcing the start of the next fight. Sylph was already moving before the light went off. It wasn’t a hard guess—there were only two people left that hadn’t fought in the quarterfinals yet.

      Her opponent was a girl from Redriver called Winnea. She used Fire magic. As soon as the match started, Damien knew Sylph was going to win, although he’d never entertained the thought of her losing.

      Winnea’s magic was flashy, but it was slow. Compared to Yui’s versatility, Winnea only had power. Sylph danced circles around the other girl, using her camouflage to easily avoid the majority of the magic.

      Against anyone else, Damien suspected Winnea probably would have put up a good fight. Her magic was certainly impressive, but she was a horrible match up into Sylph. The huge balls of fire Winnea threw around created the perfect cover for Sylph, obscuring much of the stage.

      The battle was over within the first thirty seconds. Winnea copied Nolan’s strategy of throwing magic everywhere in hopes of forcing Sylph out. Her efforts were a little too successful, and Sylph appeared behind her, putting a thin blade up to the other girl’s neck before she could even respond.

      It was the least bloody battle of the entire tournament. Neither combatant was even injured, and the announcer called her win with more than a little reluctance.
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      “Good job,” Damien said when Sylph returned. “But I’m starting to get worried I’m not going to see your companion at this rate.”

      “I’m sure either you or Drew will force me to use it,” Sylph replied, brushing a little soot off her clothes. “There are only two fights left, after all.”

      While they spoke, the stage changed once more. Beautiful golden lines traced up its sides and the quartz turned to thick sand. Kingsfront flags unfurled themselves along the edges of the arena.

      “That’s got to be a bit embarrassing,” Nolan observed. “They’re flying their flags without a single representative in the semifinals.”

      “It’s not like the semifinals will be very long,” Damien replied. “Since Bartholomew and Mark knocked each other out, it’ll only be one fight. The other person just goes on to the finals.”

      Sylph made a face. “I’m going to rely on Kingsfront being petty, then. They probably don’t want Mountain Hall to win, and it would be pretty interesting to see two students from the same college fight each other for the finals.”

      “You’re talking as if you know that either you or Damien will beat Drew,” Viv said. “Don’t you think you’re getting ahead of yourself?”

      “I saw scarier things than Drew when I was twelve,” Sylph said with a laugh. “And both Damien and I have been through some pretty unique training. Drew doesn’t have anything on our teachers.”

      It was Damien’s turn to make a face. Compared to the Corruption and the Void, Drew really wasn’t all that dangerous. Still, his strange spear and Dark magic were far from pushovers.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” the announcer started, clearing his throat to get their attention. “The semifinals will be starting momentarily. We know you’re all eager to get started. The arena’s transformation will be rather quick this time, so there’s no reason to leave your seats. Due to one of the previous fights, there will only be a single round in the semifinals.”

      Murmurs rose from the crowd. The announcer let people talk amongst themselves for a few minutes before he spoke again.

      “Keep in mind that the tournament is far from over! This is simply the first half. While there is great glory to be earned in this half’s victory, redemption may be found in the second part and the loser’s bracket.”

      The stage finally stopped changing. Damien leaned over the dashboard, his eyes firmly fixed on his and Sylph’s gems. After a few more words from the announcer, red light finally showed itself within the crystal. Damien’s name lit up.

      “We got lucky,” Sylph said. “Again. I’ll see you in the finals, Damien. If you ever want to figure out what my companion is, you better not lose.”

      “With motivation like that, I don’t think I can,” Damien replied. He leaped over the railing and floated to the arena.

      Drew landed on the other side and rolled his shoulders. “And so we meet once more, Damien. I’ve been looking forward to this.”

      “There was an equal chance Sylph could be here in my place,” Damien said.

      “Unlikely. Her fights were impressive, but her magic isn’t flashy enough,” Drew said. “A fight between me and her wouldn’t be fun for the spectators. They want to see magic, not swordplay.”

      “Well, in that case, I can say that I’ve been looking forward to this as well,” Damien said. “Your prediction was wrong, by the way. Bartholomew didn’t beat Mark.”

      “Mark was slightly more capable than I had imagined,” Drew said, a small frown flickering across his face. “He hid his strength well, but he was lucky to avoid any powerful opponents in the tournament before Bartholomew. You lack such an advantage.”

      “So, between us, who do you think will win?”

      “It will be a hard fought battle with serious injuries to both parties,” Drew said. “But you will succumb to your wounds. You have a lot of Ether, but your destructive power isn’t on par with my Time magic.”

      “It’s not yours,” Damien said, his eyes narrow. “It’s an artifact. That’s borrowed power.”

      “We’ll see,” Drew said with a laugh. “I’m looking forward to seeing the look in your eyes, Damien.”

      “The combatants have taken the stage!” the announcer roared. “It’s time for the one and only match of the semifinals. Combatants, you may begin channeling your Ether!”

      I think we should start slow and test his defenses. It’s possible that Drew was able to hold back in his fight with Agon.

      “Wise,” Henry said. “I’ll be waiting to step up whenever the time calls for it. I’m getting bored of just sitting around and doing nothing. I want to be cool, too, you know.”

      Damien snorted and formed two gravity spheres in his hands, starting conservatively. Drew showed no intentions of doing the same. Dark Ether wrapped around him, and with a flash, his spear was in his hands once more.

      “Begin!” the announcer yelled.

      Damien threw both of the gravity spheres. Drew’s spear whipped, slicing both spells when they grew close. The orbs fizzled and vanished without a trace.

      “You can’t hope to stand against me in my combat manifestation without your own,” Drew said, pacing toward him. “I know you’ve got one, if not a full manifestation. You should bring it out now, while you still can.”

      “Is taking out an artifact really a combat manifestation?” Damien asked, creating a gravity lance and sending it hurtling at Drew. He detonated the spell before it got in range of the other boy’s spear, using the distraction to create a gravity sphere at the tip of his right foot and kick it at Drew.

      The black spear flashed, and Drew vaulted over the gravity sphere, narrowly avoiding the explosion and flinging himself at Damien in the same motion.

      Damien teleported to safety as Drew’s spear carved through the air where he’d been standing.

      “Make this interesting, Damien!” Drew yelled, thrusting his palm out. A beam of dark energy erupted from it, and Damien Warp Stepped again, appearing on the other side of the arena. The beam hit the protective shield around the arena noiselessly and sent powerful ripples through it.

      Drew spun, snarling, and slammed the butt of his spear into the ground. The faint lines of Ether in the air around him warped, and a shudder ran through the ground. Damien teleported high into the air.

      A second later, a ring of dark energy washed across the arena. The sand that touched it hissed and popped, turning to powdery white ash and blowing away in a faint breeze.

      What in the Eight Planes is that spell?

      “That’s strange,” Henry said. “It was Time magic mixed with Dark magic, but Drew doesn’t seem to have Time magic of his own. It should just be his spear. You can’t just combine magic you’re borrowing with the stuff you’ve got naturally.”

      Well, he’s doing it. I think I’m going to have to kick things up. I don’t want to get hit by that magic.

      Damien threw a barrage of gravity spheres down at Drew, then teleported back to the ground as he fell. He grabbed a handful of sand grains and cast enlarge on them, binding it in place with his mental energy.

      When Drew charged at him, Damien threw the handful of sand in the other boy’s direction. The particles expanded into dozens of thick pillars, shooting out in all directions and slamming into the sand with loud explosions.

      Three arcs of dark energy carved through the pillars, dismissing the magic. Drew shot past them, laughing as he thrust his spear. The weapon was inhumanely fast, and Damien barely managed to Warp Step to safety before the weapon hit him.

      “I know your Ether storage is rather large,” Drew said, spinning the spear and dropping into a fighting stance, “but you’re using a lot more than I am. If you try for a battle of attrition, this is going to be pretty boring. You’ll lose without hitting me once.”

      Damien pulled his lips back in a grimace. Devour was borderline useless against Drew, since he mostly used his spear and had already seen how the spell worked. That only left two things the other boy didn’t know about yet.

      All right. You’re up, Henry. Can you stop his spear without getting injured?

      “It’s Time magic,” Henry said with an eager laugh. “What is time to an immortal?”

      Shadows stretched out along Damien’s mage armor, enveloping it and turning it black. A cape unfurled from his neck, dark tendrils emerging from its base and brushing across the floor.

      “Ah, you’ve finally brought it out,” Drew said with a savage grin. “Now we can enjoy ourselves!”

      Damien flashed forward. A tendril expanded, reaching out as Drew thrust the spear at Damien. It batted the spear to the side, and Damien threw a gravity sphere into the other boy’s stomach.

      Drew’s eyes widened and black energy erupted around him moments before the spell went off. Instead of a sharp crack, there was a muted thud. A powerful gust of wind forced Damien back as Drew flapped the two huge wings that had emerged from his back.

      “Is this your full manifestation? I would have thought your companion would be more than just wings,” Damien said.

      “I am my companion,” Drew snarled. The wings snapped, and Drew rocketed forward, moving far faster than he had been before.

      Henry intercepted the other boy with two tendrils. Drew’s spear flashed, carving the tendrils apart. Damien rolled to the side as the tendrils regrew.

      “All you do is run!” Drew taunted. He raised his spear to the sky and then pointed it at Damien. An orb of rippling gray energy gathered at its tip. Damien drew a rune in the air, casting Devour just before a beam shot out of the spear.

      It vanished into the dark circle, and Damien reversed it, using Expunge to send the spell flying back at Drew. With a flick of his spear, Drew redirected his own spell. It slammed into the shielding around them.

      The clear barrier wilted, growing opaque where the spell had struck and flickering before snapping back to its normal appearance.

      Drew shot at Damien, who Warp Stepped to the other side of the Arena. The huge wings whooshed as Drew redirected himself, hurtling for Damien once more. The two of them played a cat-and-mouse game for nearly a minute.

      Whenever Drew got close enough to attack Damien, Henry would entangle him with dark tentacles while Damien teleported to safety. Every passing second made Drew angrier and angrier until he was practically frothing at the mouth.

      “How much blasted Ether do you have?” he roared. “You were almost exhausted after your fight with Yui, but you must have used more energy now than you did then!”

      Damien burst into laughter. “I wasn’t out of Ether. I used too much mental energy. I’ve still got easily half of my magic, Drew. How are things looking for you?”

      The dark expression that crossed the boy’s face told Damien everything that he needed to know.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Drew snarled. The crazed, savage look in his eyes seemed familiar to Damien, but he couldn’t quite place it. “I was going to keep this under wraps, but if you’re going to play like a coward, then I’ll just have to overwhelm you through sheer strength.”

      Drew tightened his grip around the spear. He let out a roar, his wings snapping out. The lines of Ether around him warped and shot to him. Power flooded into Drew, and motes of sickly green energy started to emit from his hands.

      He slammed the butt of the spear into the ground. The green energy shot out, passing through the barrier and washing over the crowd. All noise vanished as the arena went completely still. Damien’s limbs stiffened, and he suddenly realized where he’d seen this power.

      Shit, this is Second’s power. He’s Corrupted!

      “What do you think, Damien?” Drew asked, a crooked grin crossing his lips. “This is my real strength. Complete control over time. We’ve got all the time in the world now. I’ve left you your sensations and awareness, but you can’t move. That way, I can make sure to leave you some lasting memories. Can you even comprehend power like this? Does it feel unfair? This is what I’ve been waiting for. That look in your eyes. It’s delicious.”

      The stiffness permeating Damien’s limbs faded away.

      “I’ve neutralized his hold over you,” Henry said with a smug note in his voice. “I told you that Second wouldn’t get the jump on me again, and his low-quality ripoff certainly isn’t going to, either.”

      “Is this it?” Damien asked, glancing around. The crowd seemed well and truly frozen.

      Drew’s eyes bugged out of his head. “How can you move? T-that’s impossible! He said that this magic was greater than any other. You’re cheating!”

      “You know, this is pretty convenient,” Damien said. “If nobody can see what we do right now because time is frozen, I don’t have to hold back, either.”

      He reached out to the cloudy circle of runes in his mind and firmly established the connection, clearing all other thoughts from his mind.

      “Kneel,” Damien commanded. His words thrummed through the Ether around them, impressing his will into it.

      Drew slammed to his knees. The spear clattered to the ground beside him. He roared, trying to stand, but he was slowly forced lower until he was laid out flat. The magic surged, grabbing Damien and nearly slamming him to the ground as well. He was only saved because he'd managed to center it on Drew instead of himself. His control over it was still far from what he needed. “What is this magic?” Drew asked, his words strained. “This is impossible.”

      “Gravity,” Damien replied, choosing not to tell Drew that he was equally as surprised that it had worked. One of Henry’s tendrils reached out and picked up the spear, flipping it around so that the point was facing down. “I don’t suppose you’ll tell me where Second is?”

      “No need. Second will find you. He’ll rip you limb from limb,” Drew snarled. “And then he’ll do your friends. This world is cursed. Your fate has already been sealed.”

      “He’s more likely to try to recruit me,” Damien replied, sending Henry a mental approval. The tendril shot down and drove the spear into Drew’s back. The boy screamed, arching his back. His skin wrinkled and his cry turned to a wracking cough as the spear ravaged him.

      The magic holding them in time vanished, and the world snapped back into motion. Henry retreated, leaving the spear lodged in Drew’s back and returning Damien’s mage armor to normal to avoid giving away too much information.

      “And the two are locked in a game of— Wait, Drew is down!” the announcer exclaimed. “When did that happen?”

      Healers teleported onto the stage, huddling around Drew’s fallen form.

      “It looks like Drew is unconscious,” the announcer said reluctantly. The crowd muttered in bafflement, but cheers started to rise from them. “I don’t know what happened either, folks. Judging by the weapon, it looks like Drew tried to use some form of Time magic against Damien but got beat at his own game. What a baffling victory! Perhaps Damien would be willing to give us an interview explaining what happened once the tournament is over.”

      Absolutely not.

      “Absolutely not,” Henry agreed. “And we’ve got a big problem on our hands. Second must have given Drew that artifact. We need to get it away from him somehow, not to mention that the evil bugger is probably watching us from somewhere.”
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      Damien walked off the stage, and gold light enveloped him, returning him to the viewing box. Sylph cocked her head as he hopped the railing.

      “What happened, Damien?” she asked. “Unless that was your trick, I don’t think you can move that quickly. Did Drew really use Time magic?”

      “I’ll fill you in later,” Damien replied. “But it involves the thing we were training against over the summer.”

      Sylph’s eyes narrowed. “Seriously? How’d you beat that?”

      “He was like a weaker version of the person you’re thinking of,” Damien said. “Now isn’t the time. I don’t think there’s an imminent threat. Drew has to want something, and it’s probably in the second half of the tournament.”

      “I’ve got no idea what you’re talking about,” Nolan said, clapping Damien on the shoulder, “but good job. That was a hard-fought win. A small part of me almost wishes you lost, because I am absolutely dreading meeting Delph once school starts again.”

      “Two Blackmist students are fighting for first place,” Viv said, crossing her arms. “I don’t think any college has ever done this. In fact, Blackmist hasn’t even made it to the quarterfinals in recent years. How is it that there were three of you that were at the level of the best students in the tournament?”

      “Probably something in the water,” Damien replied.

      Viv scrunched her nose. “I suppose I can’t expect you to say anything more than that. Thank you for taking care of Drew, though. We might not have won, but he’ll be furious at only reaching third place.”

      “You’re welcome, I guess. I would have done it either way,” Damien said with a small grin. “Sylph has something I really want to see, so I couldn’t afford to lose.”

      Viv’s gaze flicked to Sylph, and she raised an eyebrow. “Ah. I see.”

      “It was a good fight,” Mark said, nearly making Damien jump. Sometime during the fight, Mark had returned to the room. He was seated against the far wall, a short distance away from Elania, and chewing on a large chicken drumstick. “Even if most of it wasn’t visible. You’ll have to fight me when the tournament is over. I want to see how I match up against you.”

      “Is fighting all you think about?” Elania asked.

      “Yes,” Mark said. He tilted his head. “And getting stronger. It’s an addictive cycle. Is there anything else worth thinking about?”

      Elania rolled her eyes and didn’t grace him with a response.

      “I see Mark is finally taking your advice,” Damien told Nolan. The announcer started speaking again, hyping the crowd up for the final match, but Damien tuned him out.

      “Took him long enough,” Nolan replied irritably. “He’s in a surprisingly good mood. I would have been furious if I’d gotten a draw and been blocked from competing in the next round.”

      “He made it pretty far, though,” Damien pointed out. “And I don’t think Mark ever cared about winning. He just wanted to push himself further by fighting strong opponents. What about you, though? Don’t you have to impress your father with your performance or something?”

      Nolan chuckled. “If my own performance was the only thing that counted, then I would be in trouble. Luckily, he’s in a splendid mood after learning that Reena and I had made a connection with Princess Yui. Aside from that, I think he just wants me to stay in your good graces.”

      “Is telling me that straight up wise?” Damien asked. “I mean, don’t you usually pretend that you don’t have any ulterior motives to get closer to people?”

      “I already told you what my goals were last year,” Nolan replied. His brows lowered. “Although they might have changed since then. I’ve been thinking that Reena should— Ah, never mind. This isn’t your problem to worry about. Don’t worry about me. I won’t be trying to drag you into any politics intentionally. Just have fun fighting against Sylph. I’m really eager to see which of you wins.”

      “As am I,” Sylph said. “It doesn’t look like they’re changing the stage this time, so I think they’re just letting Damien rest before the next match.”

      “I’m going to make you show me your companion,” Damien said with a grin. “You’ve been dangling it in front of me for too long.”

      “We’ll see if you can make me bring it out,” Sylph replied with a playful grin. “If you struggled that much with someone like Drew, you might lose in the first few seconds. Half of your magic won’t even work against me.”

      “Don’t make me teleport around until you run out of Ether,” Damien threatened, returning the expression.

      Almost half an hour ticked by as everyone relaxed. Damien’s Ether was mostly recovered by ten minutes, but he supposed the tournament organizers were playing safe. He was starting to get bored when two red lights appeared on their dashboard.

      “All right, folks,” the announcer called. “It’s time for the final round of the first half of the tournament. In an unprecedented event, both remaining competitors are from Blackmist College! It’s been years since Blackmist won an intramural, and now they’re going to take both first and second place. The only question remaining is who will take home the prize. I’m sure you all know them by now, but please welcome Damien and Sylph to the stage one last time!”

      “Don’t hold back,” Sylph warned him. “I’m going all out right from the start—aside from my companion, of course. You’ve got to earn that. Aside from the stuff we need to keep hidden, I expect you to do the same.”

      She hopped the railing and floated down to the Arena. Damien followed after her. It deposited him on the far side. Cheers rose from the crowd, and Damien caught more than a few peeved expressions from the spectators wearing Kingsfront and Mountain Hall colors.

      “I’ll stay out of this fight,” Henry said. “We were able to keep what I could do hidden from everyone other than Drew, so there’s no reason showing it off just for an ego boost.”

      Agreed. And I want to fight this one on my own, anyways. You’re more than just an ordinary companion, so I feel like it would be a little unfair to use you.

      “Damn right I am,” Henry preened. “About time you started treating me with some respect.

      Don’t let your ego get any larger than it already is. You’ll inflate and float away.

      Henry retreated into the depths of his mind with an annoyed grumble.

      “Ready?” Sylph asked.

      “I was about to ask the same,” Damien replied. “You’d better get ready to bring your companion out.”

      “Competitors, you may begin channeling your Ether!”

      Damien swapped his opener for the first time in the tournament, preparing to cast Enlarge through both of his feet onto the sand beneath him. Sylph liked getting up close and personal, and he wasn’t confident his reactions with the mage armor would be as fast as her sword.

      “Go!”

      Sylph vanished. Damien released the spell and a pillar burst out beneath his feet, launching him into the air. The pillar didn’t get to last long. Sylph appeared from her camouflage, a black gauntlet on her wrist.

      Damien recognized the attack and teleported to the other side of the arena right before Sylph struck the pillar. It shattered and his magic faded. Sylph slipped back into her camouflage, fading from sight.

      The air pressure to Damien’s left changed with a subtle pop. He instinctively raised a hand, hardening his mage armor just before a dark blade slammed into him. The weapon failed to pierce his defense, but the force was enough to send him staggering.

      Sylph pressed the attack, two swords flashing like a blooming flower as she forced Damien back. Whenever he teleported, she camouflaged herself and followed after him.

      “When did you get this fast?” Damien called, teleporting into the air to give himself a small reprieve.

      Sylph threw a black dagger, and he teleported back to the ground, narrowly avoiding getting impaled. She was upon him again in an instant.

      She moved so fast, slipping from shadow to shadow like a wraith, that Damien realized that almost all of his normal magic would be worthless against her. The gravity spheres and lances were both far slower than Sylph.

      Damien cast enlarge on a dozen grains of sand, dropping each spell as soon as he cast it to avoid fatiguing his mental energy. Pillars erupted around him in every direction, forcing Sylph to dodge backward.

      The spell only bought him a second. Sylph vaulted onto a pillar and sprinted at him. Damien cursed and dismissed the spell. She didn’t miss a beat and hit the ground running.

      Damien teleported to safety once more. Without being able to use Henry’s combat form or direct casting, he was at a serious disadvantage. He had to do something about Sylph’s incredible speed if he was going to even manage to land a hit on her.

      Sylph didn’t have any plans of letting him plan. She emerged from camouflage a short distance from him, pressing the attack once more. Damien used his mage armor to block a hit, then channeled a gravity sphere into his foot.

      He kicked it at Sylph, who predictably spun out of the way and managed to almost completely avoid it. Still, the spell bought him a moment. Damien drew a deep breath and reached out with his mental energy, casting gravity sphere six times and fixing it in place with his mental energy.

      When Sylph shot at him again, Damien bided his time. He hardened his mage armor, protecting his face as she slashed at him. As soon as he felt the weapon touch him, Damien Warp Stepped and detonated every single gravity sphere.

      He appeared on the other side of the arena as a loud crack tore through the air. A wave of air rushed past him as his spells combined into a large explosion, ripping huge chunks of sand and stone free of the arena.

      There was no sign of Sylph. Damien didn’t let his guard down. The detonation had been too loud to hear if he’d actually managed to hit her. Several seconds ticked by. Damien felt a droplet of sweat run down the back of his neck.

      His instincts screamed a warning. There wasn’t even enough time to Warp Step. Damien hardened every part of his mage armor moments before a dark blur slammed into him from the side, picking him off his feet and throwing him to one knee.

      Before he could stand, the blur flashed by again and struck him in the shoulder. He spun, only to catch another blow to the chest. Damien was knocked flat. Sylph shot at him again, leaping onto his chest and pinning him to the ground. She thrust the sword down at his chest.

      Damien gathered raw Ether in his hands and knocked Sylph’s sword to the side so that it hit the sand beside him harmlessly. He grabbed her arm and tried to throw her to the side, but Sylph redirected the motion and managed to spin him over so that his face was in the sand.

      He tried to gather the Ether to Warp Step, but something blocked him. Damien’s eyes widened, but he didn’t have time to think. He grabbed a paper from his pocket and whipped his arm around.

      His hand struck something, and he detonated the runes. A ball of fire erupted over Damien, and the weight holding him down vanished. He tried using Warp Step again.

      It went off without difficulty, and he teleported a short distance away from Sylph, landing on his feet. A few strands of Ether hanging in the air caught his eye. They were infused with faint purple energy and were receding into Sylph’s body. From their position, it looked like they’d been connected to him. When he focused harder, faint ribbons of white energy whirling around Sylph faded into vision.

      “You little liar,” Damien exclaimed. “You’re already using your companion! But what is that?”

      Sylph stuck her tongue out and stepped back, fading into her camouflage.

      “She’s getting help, so I’ll join as well,” Henry said, interrupting Damien’s thoughts. “Her companion is what’s letting her move so fast. She’s using Wind magic. However, the strands of Ether that she had on you—those are new. They feel like the Corruption…but not exactly. She’s done something to it.”

      Sylph shot out of camouflage and dove at Damien. He kicked a gravity sphere into her path, but she redirected herself midair, avoiding the spell’s radius and darting straight back at him. Damien teleported to the other side of the arena before she could reach him.

      I’m going to need you to suspend my mental energy fatigue. Without your combat form or direct casting, she’s going to crush me.

      “Don’t hold it as long as last time. You can give yourself permanent damage by overdoing that.”

      I won’t. This’ll be over in the next move—one way or another.

      Henry gave him a grunt of affirmation. Damien drew Ether into himself and overloaded several gravity spheres, wrapping them with mental energy to keep them in place. He let enough of the spells show so that Sylph could see the dark orbs forming in the air around him.

      He stood there for several moments, waiting. A dagger flew at him, but Henry gave him a warning and Damien ducked it. Sylph stepped out from her camouflage, her arms crossed.

      “You recognize these, then?” Damien asked with a laugh. “They’re all overloaded. It doesn’t matter how fast you are. If you get near any of these, you’ll get hit.”

      “You’ll hit yourself as well,” Sylph pointed out. “And you can’t teleport quickly enough to avoid the detonation. We’ll both get hit, and your Mage Armor can’t block that spell. Do you think you’re more durable than me?”

      “Not particularly,” Damien admitted. “But this will buy me time to think.”

      A strand of Ether that ran past Sylph and up to Damien twitched, but he wasn’t fast enough to dodge it. A purple pulse ran down it as it touched him, and the gravity spheres in his hands fizzled out.

      The Wind magic surrounding Sylph faded as well, and she dashed at him, moving at her normal speed. Unfortunately, that was still faster than Damien. She drove a palm into his stomach, and he hardened his mage armor, only to catch a fist to the chin that sent him staggering back.

      Sylph pressed her advantage, hitting him twice more before Damien got his feet under him. Further attempts to cast his magic failed, so he matched Sylph in physical combat. He dipped out of the way of a punch and drove a knee into her stomach.

      She spun, striking him hard in the solar plexus with enough force for him to feel it through his mage armor. They moved in a brutal dance of limbs and strikes, all magic completely forgotten.

      Punches started to land home more often as Damien’s reaction speed faltered and more of Sylph’s attacks made it through. He managed to land a few on her as well, but she was relentless. Her techniques were leagues better than Damien’s, and she was faster than him as well.

      A surprise sweep took Damien’s legs out, and he hit the ground hard. Sylph was upon him instantly. He drove an elbow into her stomach with enough force to make her grunt in pain, but she grabbed his arm and twisted it, sending a jolt of pain through his body.

      He managed to hit her in the chin but was rewarded with a powerful blow to his head that temporarily stunned him. His connection to the Ether returned right as something cold pressed against his neck.

      “I win,” Sylph gasped, panting heavily. She held a blade below his chin. Blood trickled down from her nose and hit the sand beside Damien. Her hair had been knocked out of its bun and hung ragged, framing her face.

      Damien let his head fall back onto the sand with a groan. Every single part of his body ached. “How did you stop me from using magic?”

      “Later,” Sylph said through gasps for air. The announcer yelled something, but Damien’s head was ringing too much to hear what it was.

      Sylph got off Damien with a groan, then extended a hand, helping him to his feet. Healers teleported to the arena, sending instant relief through Damien as they healed him. His wounds faded and the fog that he hadn’t even realized was there left his mind.

      “There it is, everyone!” the announcer roared. “The winner of this year’s intermural tournament is Sylph from Blackmist!”
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      They returned to their viewing box together, the cheers of the crowd ringing in their ears. The silencing spell had dropped completely, allowing people to make as much noise as they wanted.

      “Congratulations, Sylph,” Nolan said. “It looks like you’re still the strongest student at Blackmist.”

      “I’m not so sure,” Sylph said. “The circumstances were in my favor. I’m going to have to spar Damien again to see him at full strength.”

      “I was going to ask about that,” Viv said. “How come you both stopped using magic at the end? Did you run out of Ether?”

      “Something like that,” Damien said. “I’d overused my magic a bit, and Sylph doesn’t have very much herself. I suppose it wasn’t particularly exciting for the spectators once we ran out.”

      “Hardly,” Mark said with a laugh. “It was the most fun I’ve had watching a fight. There’s just something different about watching two people wail on each other with everything they’ve got.”

      “You’re weird,” Elania said.

      Mark shrugged. He wandered up to the food cabinet and opened it, pulling out a sandwich and taking a large bite from it. Damien and Sylph both got food as well. They ate over the next few minutes, the roar of the crowd slowly dying down as the announcer wrapped the first half of the tournament up and people started to leave.

      The Goldsilk students headed out as well, bidding everyone farewell and promising to meet again in the next round of the tournament.

      A few minutes after they’d left, Henry sent Damien a mental warning. Footsteps rang down the hall to their room, and Whisp stepped out from the doorway, a pleased grin on her face. Nolan scrambled to stand, but nobody else budged from their spots.

      “Dean Whisp!” Nolan said, inclining his head. “Were you watching the tournament?”

      “I was. You all performed admirably,” Whisp replied. “I’m here to deliver on a promise. The second half of the tournament will be starting tomorrow when Kingsfront opens the Crypt. You all need to learn more about it before you enter.”

      “Is that where the artifact you want us to get is?” Damien asked.

      Whisp nodded. “The Crypt has multiple floors. Each one is essentially a maze. Monsters are drawn to it by the high amounts of Ether in the air and rare objects that put off auras that interest them. Your target is on the fourth floor, but we don’t know the exact location. Just the general directions to get there.”

      “Why is that?” Damien asked. “If you know where it is, shouldn’t you know the exact location, too?”

      “The maze changes,” Whisp replied, waving her hand dismissively. “You’ll have to find it, but we’ll get to that. You’ll have to make it to the fourth floor before you can even start thinking about getting the artifact. Since you and Sylph were the finalists, you’ll be starting on the third floor. Everyone in the quarterfinals and semifinals will start on the second floor, and the remaining competitors will start on the first floor.”

      “Sounds like they’re at a big advantage,” Mark observed. “Should the rest of us rush to the higher floors?”

      Whisp shrugged. “It’s unlikely you’ll make it in time to aid the contest for the artifact. Each floor is exceedingly hard to clear, but there are more than enough objects of power or interest to be worth your attention, even on the lower floors. The Crypt was the underground fortress of a mage army that figured out a way to enslave monsters thousands of years ago. Even the lower-level members had weapons that would be worth their weight in gold.”

      “So there are a bunch of monsters and other students competing with us to get the loot,” Damien said. “What about healers?”

      “There will be some present on each floor, but they can’t follow you too deep. The monsters in the Crypt are bound by a set of rules. We believe it’s due to an artifact very deep within it, but we’ve never confirmed or denied that theory. Either way, all we know is that the monsters appearing within the maze are scaled to the people entering it. If a mage such as myself or Dean Happenstance were to enter, we could be put against something so strong that there would be no chance to win. The healers will stay near the exits, which will make it so that you don’t have to deal with empowered monsters while you delve deeper.”

      “That also means that fights are a lot more dangerous,” Sylph observed. “And there isn’t going to be anyone watching when we’re deeper into it.”

      “Correct. You will have to be careful. Students aren’t supposed to fight in the Crypt, but I’m sure you’ve gathered that it is likely to happen anyways,” Whisp said. “I’ll let you deal with that. I really don’t care what happens. I just want the artifact. It’s located near the center of the fourth floor, behind a plain black door. The door is usually surrounded by options that seem vastly superior, but you have to choose the door. Don’t ask why—I don’t know. Every time someone chose something else, they were unable to find the door again.”

      “You’ve yet to say what the artifact actually is,” Damien said.

      “It’ll be behind the door,” Whisp said. “I don’t know what it looks like. It changes appearance, but you’ll know when you see it. And before you ask—trust me, you don’t want to know what it does. It’s largely worthless on its own anyways.”

      “Remind me of the reward if we get it?” Sylph asked.

      “A copious amount of gold and contribution points,” Whisp replied. “Artifacts, too, if you want. That artifact is vital to gaining ground in the frontlines.”

      “We’ll do our best to get it,” Damien promised. There were too many things going on that he had to deal with, and the less Whisp saw of his thought process the better. Even with her good mood, he still didn’t trust the woman in the slightest. “I’m feeling quite tired after Sylph beat the crap out of me, though. Are there rooms or something we can stay at?”

      “Professor Delph was tasked with purchasing you all lodging for the night,” Whisp said, her lip turning up in a smirk. “With all the money he won betting on the results of the tournament, he could more than afford it. He gave me these to give to you.”

      Whisp pulled several brown papers out of a pocket and passed them out. Damien’s simply listed a street address and the name “Mighty Willow.”

      “I’ll leave you all to it,” Whisp said. “Don’t disappoint me. Get the artifact.”

      She turned and swept out of the room. Several seconds passed before anyone spoke again.

      “That was weird,” Damien said. “She wasn’t as horrible to speak to as normal.”

      “I didn’t smell any alcohol on her breath, either,” Sylph said. “I’m pretty sure she’s been drunk every other time we’ve met.”

      “Delph put me in a stable,” Mark said, holding his paper up. “That asshole.”

      “He put me up in a Kingsfront dorm,” Nolan said with a groan. “The one where the nobility stays. It’s where I would have been if I’d gone here instead of Blackmist.”

      “His idea of a joke, huh?” Damien asked. “I’m just in some place called the Mighty Willow.”

      “So am I,” Sylph said.

      “It’s an upscale inn,” Nolan said. “I guess he gave you guys the nice place since you did the best. Congrats.”

      “I’m going to throttle him,” Mark grumbled. “I’m going to go find an inn to sleep at. I don’t want to be tired tomorrow.”

      He headed out of the room. The others followed his steps, heading down the main road and into Kingsfront. Nolan split off after a few minutes. Damien wasn’t sure if Nolan planned to actually stay where Delph had put him, but the peeved expression on Nolan’s face stopped him from asking.

      They traveled for several more minutes, consulting the occasional street maps at intersections to figure out where they were going. The Mighty Willow turned out to be a huge, six-story building made of beautiful gold-and-black stone. A massive tree had been carved into its front, presumably giving the inn its name.

      The inside of the building was sickly extravagant. Gold paved the floor and a crystal chandelier hung from the ceiling. Several couches and lounge chairs along one wall had lush red velvet cushions.

      A handsome man with a sharp jawline and snow white hair stood at a desk beside a staircase, watching them with thinly veiled distaste. His black suit was plain, but something told Damien that it cost as much as a small house.

      “Might I be of help?” the man asked. “If you are looking to purchase a room, I am afraid that the Mighty Willow does not rent on demand. You must have a referral to stay here.”

      “Shit,” Damien muttered. “Do you think he didn’t even get us a room?”

      “Let’s find out,” Sylph whispered back, then raised her voice so the man could hear her. “I think we might have a room booked. Is there anything under Damien or Sylph?”

      “There is not,” he said, his brow lowering.

      “What about Delph?” Damien asked.

      The man opened his mouth, then closed it, reexamining the two students. A flicker of surprise crossed his features, mixed with something that Damien couldn’t place. “You are the first and second place winners of the intramurals?”

      “We are,” Sylph said. “Our teacher said that he booked us a room here, but he’s also a bit prone to messing with us.”

      “He did not say your names, but there is indeed a room in Delph’s name,” the man said. “And he stated that you would identify yourselves as the winners of the tournament. I suppose it is your room, then.”

      “Can we get the key, then?” Damien asked. “Or is something wrong?”

      “No, nothing is wrong.” The man cleared his throat and straightened his suit, waving for them to follow him as he ascended the stairs. “He simply had your room custom designed about a week ago. I had forgotten.”

      They walked up to the third floor and down a short hall, arriving before a nice wooden door. The man pressed his hand against it, muttering something, and the lock in the door released.

      “Your dinner and breakfast will be both provided when you pull the rope on the other side of the door,” he said. “The door will lock again in one minute. It is runed, so do not worry about intruders or locking it yourself. If you leave and need to get back in, please visit me in the lobby.”

      He slipped past them and down the stairwell without another word. Damien and Sylph exchanged a glance.

      “That was weird,” Damien said. “What’s his deal?”

      “No clue,” Sylph replied with a shrug. She pushed the door open, and they headed into the room.

      It was pitch black at first, but as soon as their feet passed the door, faint light started to emit from a small chandelier on the ceiling. It grew brighter, illuminating the surroundings slowly.

      “Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me,” Damien groaned.

      The room was every bit as fancy as the inn’s lobby. A thick, fuzzy pink rug covered the floor and ran up the walls. There was a single, huge bed large enough to fit ten people in the center of the room, surrounded by tall arches of beautiful pink flowers.

      Stuffed animals larger than Damien sat along the walls. They carried a variety of plush weaponry—bright pink, of course. In fact, Damien was struggling to find anything in the room other than the animals that wasn’t some shade of pink. Even the rope that hung near the entrance was fuchsia.

      A door at the side of the room led into the bathroom. Not even it had been spared from the plague of pink rug. Damien made a face when he realized that the rug was even inside the shower.

      The lock automatically clicked shut behind them.

      “I think I’m going to join Mark in throttling Delph when we next see him,” Sylph muttered. Damien nodded in mute agreement.

      He walked up to the bed and tested it. It sank under his weight, forming around his hand like a glove. Despite the horrendous stylistic choices, it still felt incredibly luxurious.

      “I want to take a shower before I even think about lying down on this monstrosity,” Damien said, nodding at the bed. “But that shower is something straight out of the Void.”

      Sylph walked into the bathroom and tugged on the rug in the shower. “It’s fixed to the floor, too. I was hoping he’d just had a tiny piece put there to mess with us.”

      “We don’t have a choice, either,” Damien realized. “I’ve got no money, so we can’t stay anywhere else unless you do.”

      “No such luck,” Sylph said with a sigh. “On the bright side, they did appear to provide toothbrushes.”

      “Fantastic.” Damien let out a miserable sigh. “Do you want to suffer first in the Void-shower, or does that privilege go to me?”

      “Cold, wet rug floors sound worse than dry ones,” Sylph said with a smirk. “I’ll try to be fast so you don’t have to wait too long.”

      True to her word, Sylph finished up in the shower within a few minutes. Damien took on the daunting task next, washing himself in record time to minimize the amount his feet would have to spend on the rug.

      When he finished, Sylph had already slipped under the covers of the huge bed. Damien fiddled with his collar, struck with indecisiveness. The bed was massive, but it was still a single bed.

      “Stop that,” Henry snapped, giving him a mental flick. “You are manifesting displeasing things in my safe space. Just go to bed, the damn thing is as big as Delph’s ego.”

      Damien opened his mouth, then closed it when he realized that Henry was right. He hopped onto the other side and tucked himself in. It sank under his weight, enveloping him in a warm hug. It was, without a doubt, the most comfortable thing he’d ever slept on.

      “I’m still going to kill Delph,” Sylph said as if she’d read his thoughts. “The rug is unforgiveable.”

      “Agreed,” Damien said, shuffling to try and see if he could somehow get even more comfortable. The good thing about the enormous bed was that he could stretch out in every single direction and still wasn’t even close to touching anything. Compared to the tiny bed in their room, this was almost like a different thing altogether. “I don’t think I’m going to need any dinner. There was more than enough food at the tournament. What about you?”

      “I’m fine as well,” Sylph said. “I’ve gotten enough control over my power to restrict it from healing me unnecessarily, so I didn’t use up too much energy.”

      “Then I should probably fill you in on what happened,” Damien said. He ran her through the fight against Drew and Second’s involvement in the tournament.

      “That’s not good,” Sylph said once he’d finished. “If he does something in the second half of the tournament, there won’t be anything the professors can do to help us.”

      “We’ll just have to keep our guard up. I can’t imagine what he wants in the Crypt or why he had to wait for the tournament to do it,” Damien replied.

      “For now, we should just get some rest,” Sylph suggested. “We don’t want to be tired if the Corruption is involved with this.”

      “Good night, then,” Damien said, finally settling on a position on his side facing the huge stuffed animals along the walls. “Wait, how do we turn off the lights?”

      No sooner than he had spoken did the lights blink off automatically.

      “Oh. That works.”

      “Good night,” Sylph said with a laugh.

      Damien allowed himself to relax and close his eyes, snuggling deeper into the bed. With the lights off, the room wasn’t all that bad. It was almost completely black aside from the faint shimmer of light reflecting off the stuffed animal’s eyes.

      He paused, then opened his eyes again. There was no light to reflect in the room. He made eye contact with the large teddy bear against the wall in front of him.

      A minute passed in silence. Damien let out a slow breath, dismissing the irrational fear. There was no way that—

      “Sleep well, my little munchkins,” the teddy bear sang, its head bobbing up and down. “Strike down your foes with the force of your passion.”

      Damien threw his hands up as Sylph bolted upright. The other stuffed animals joined in the song, but Damien couldn’t even be bothered to get up.

      “We’re killing him,” he said, snatching a pillow and pulling it over his head to tune the animals out.
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      Ashes marred the pure white scarf wrapped around Moon’s neck. He sat on top of a blackened ledge at the edge of a room the size of an amphitheater. At the room’s center was a huge hole, easily big enough to fit a mansion into.

      Wind howled through the room, ruffling Moon’s clothes and shooting into the hole. He cocked his head to the side.

      “Is that all?” Moon asked. “It’s been a long time since I was last here, but I expected more.”

      “You do not belong.” The words came in a faint whisper, echoing up from the hole and around the room. “Your presence will bring destruction upon us both. The Guardian you beckon cannot tell friend from foe. Leave.”

      “Destruction?” Moon let out a mirthless chuckle. “I very much doubt it. Your ego has been inflated by preying on the weak. “If you want me to leave, you’re going to have to come up here and do something yourself.”

      A rumble shook the room, knocking debris free of the ceiling. It peppered the room around Moon, but he didn’t even budge.

      “It approaches,” the voice whispered from the hole. “You must flee before it is too late! If you wish death, do not bring me with you.”

      “I’ve grown attached to this ledge, unfortunately,” Moon said, supporting his chin with an open palm. “Besides, if something wants to meet me so badly, it would be rude to leave.”

      The wall exploded, showering the room with stone once more. A reptilian head snaked into the room, huge eyes fixed on Moon shining with unrestrained malice. The monster’s head was the size of a small house, and its neck snaked back and disappeared behind the wall.

      Its tongue flicked out and black miasma started to seep out from its scaly skin, filling the room like a dark sea.

      “A pleasure,” Moon said. “As much as I’d like to exchange pleasantries, I’m afraid I’m on a schedule. I need you to do something for me.”

      The snake opened its mouth, and a hiss echoed through the room. Ice crystalized over the ground and the temperature dropped sharply. Moon glanced down at his hand as his clothing stiffened.

      “Am I to take this as a refusal?” Moon asked. “I haven’t even had a chance to ask you my favor yet.”

      Waves of black miasma surged forth, reaching for Moon and enveloping him. The walls crumbled as the snake slithered into the room, crushing anything in its path. Its head snapped forward as it made to swallow Moon whole.

      “Stop,” Moon commanded.

      The snake’s head slammed into the ground with a deafening crack. A powerful thrum shook the room, and a violent gale erupted around Moon, dispersing the miasma in instants.

      “That was rude. We weren’t done talking,” Moon said. The ground crunched as the snake’s head was forced through it. Cracks raced through its scales as they started to shatter and crumble. “Now, let’s continue our conversation. I have a favor to ask.”

      The force relented, allowing the snake to raise its head. It hissed and spat a blob of green acid at Moon. A black shield enveloped Moon, and the attack splattered harmlessly against it. He dismissed the spell and sighed.

      “Very well. I don’t actually need you for this,” Moon said. He raised a hand, splaying his fingers out. Ether gathered around his hand, warping the air unnaturally. It wasn’t just dark. It was the complete absence of light.

      “Immolate,” Moon said. The snake froze. Shadows washed over it, turning the cracked green scales black. They crumbled, turning to ash and blowing away. Within moments, all that remained of the snake was a dark stain on the ground.

      Moon brushed his scarf off. It had gotten even more ash on it now, and it was almost impossible to make out the original snow-white color. He shook his head in disappointment. “Not even enough Ether to actually burn. What a waste of my time. Oh well. I’ll settle for you, hole dweller.”

      There was no response.

      “If I have to come down there to find you, I’m going to be very displeased,” Moon called.

      “I respond to your call, Great One,” the voice whispered up to him in reverence. “There are none within the Crypt that could stand against you. You have struck down the most powerful guardian. What could we possibly do for one such as you?”

      “A boy will be coming into the Crypt tomorrow,” Moon said. “He’ll wield Space magic and go by the name of Damien. A girl named Sylph will be accompanying him. I have arranged for them to arrive here.”

      “You wish for their safe passage?”

      “No,” Moon said. “On the contrary. The Crypt follows rules, if I’m mistaken. You send monsters to scale with the mages that enter it, correct?”

      “Yes, Great One. It is to—”

      “I don’t care why you do it,” Moon interrupted. “I seek to hone my students. You will challenge him as much as you can. Send your most powerful guardians, but they are not allowed to kill him. Push him to his limit.”

      “Forgive my presumptuous question, Great One, but is he close to your power? The loss of our greatest guardian will take much time to recover from. If the Crypt sends more against him for training, we will have no true defenses.”

      “He does not possess my strength,” Moon replied. “Not yet. Do not give him the slightest break, though. He should be an inch from death when all is said and done, but you have nothing to fear. He will not be able to injure your guardians.”

      “This is a relief. We shall do as you ask, Great One. Damien will be tested to his limits.”

      Moon didn’t grace the voice with a response. A dark portal stretched open behind him and he stepped into it, vanishing.

      Deep within the shadows of the hole, the voice let out a thoughtful murmur. “The Great One lies, I thinks. He seeks to use the Crypt to hone his blade, but we are not whetstones. No, no, we must observe this Damien.”

      It cleared its throat, unused to speaking after years of silence. “Overg, come out, if you will. I have need of your services.”
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      Damien woke the following morning, well rested and ready to face the day. The stuffed animals had mercifully stopped singing after a few minutes, and the rest of the night had passed silently.

      Sylph was meditating on her half of the bed. He slipped down, trying not to bother her, and padded over to one of the animals. Its head hung at a slight angle. Damien pulled it back, revealing a long slit running along its neck and through the runes that had been drawn on its inside. He glanced back at Sylph and hid a laugh. That explained why they’d stopped singing.

      When Sylph opened her eyes, he pulled the room service rope. The well-dressed man from the previous night arrived a few minutes later, carrying a platter laden with food. Damien now entirely understood why the man reacted the way he had.

      “Your teacher has passed along a message for you,” the man said stiffly, handing the platter to Damien. “The tournament officially begins in a few hours, but you should arrive at Kingsfront’s portal courtyard as early as possible to avoid trouble.”

      “Thank you,” Damien said. The man nodded and closed the door as quickly as he could. Luckily, it didn’t look like Delph had given any instructions to ruin their breakfast. The plate was laden with scrambled eggs, bacon, several types of sausages, and two large glasses of orange juice.

      He and Sylph ate quickly, polishing everything off before heading downstairs. They bid the man farewell, not receiving a response, and left the Mighty Willow.

      “I hope we never see him again,” Sylph said. “He’s going to be telling stories about us for years.”

      “If you don’t think about it, then it didn’t happen,” Damien said. “It was all just a bad dream.”

      The sun hung low in the sky, illuminating Kingsfront in pink and orange hues. The streets were already starting to get busy, but it was a far cry from the massive crowds that had been present for the first half of the tournament.

      They reached the portal courtyard after a few minutes of walking. A few students had arrived before them. Damien spotted Nolan and Mark in a corner and made his way toward them.

      “Dare I ask how your night went?” Nolan inquired. “Or were Mark and I the only ones that drew Delph’s ire?”

      “He put rug in our bathroom,” Sylph said flatly. “Bright pink rug.”

      “Inside the shower,” Damien clarified. “Have you ever sat on a fuzzy toilet? It’s not an experience I’m keen to recreate. I hope you two had better luck.”

      “Delph decorated my stable,” Mark said. “I just got a normal room, though. It wasn’t very hard. Why didn’t you?”

      “We forgot to bring money,” Damien said with a sigh.

      “So did I,” Mark said.

      “Then how did you get a room?”

      “I just climbed through the window of an empty one,” Mark replied, giving him a baffled stare. “What else would you do?”

      “Never mind,” Damien said. “What about you, Nolan?”

      “He hired a dozen prostitutes to sing me happy birthday and then leave immediately after,” Nolan said. “I have no idea how he got them past Kingsfront’s security or into the dorms, but I suppose it was pretty much fine aside from that.”

      “He’s gone mad with power,” Sylph said. “We need to figure out just how much money he bet on us.”

      “All of it, I think,” Mark said. “I overheard him speaking with Whisp. She banned him from betting with the other professors because he keeps putting up everything he has on bets, then winning and draining them dry.”

      “I knew it,” Damien said. “He’s a psychopath.”

      “I trust you’re all saying good things about me?” A hand fell on Damien’s shoulder as Delph formed behind him, his cloak fluttering. “I did just spend so much coin to make sure you’re all nice and excited for today’s half of the tournament.”

      Four glares pierced him. “Hmm. It feels like it’s getting colder.”

      “Professor, we haven’t sparred in a while,” Mark said. “How about a warm-up?”

      “I’d like that as well,” Sylph said. “It’ll be a good way to get the blood flowing.”

      “Nonsense,” Delph said. “If you want to spar, I’d be more than happy to take you on after the tournament is done. Although I do have quite a few things on my plate. If we don’t win this half of the tournament, Whisp is going to have me pushing papers for weeks, so you’ll have to wait until after that. I might even need to find a professor to take over the class until I can get back. Of course, if you win…”

      “You aren’t going to be seeing a single piece of paper when we get back,” Mark promised. “Enjoy watching the tournament, Delph. You might want to hope that one of us gets injured so we don’t all try to spar you at once when it’s over.”

      Delph smirked. “Looking forward to it. Good luck.”

      He shrunk down into a mote of gray light and vanished as quickly as he arrived, leaving them to wait as more students slowly arrived.

      “Is Delph just trying to get us angry at him so we win the tournament?” Damien asked.

      “Almost certainly,” Nolan said. “It’s working.”

      More students piled into the courtyard. A small crowd had formed, and there were a good number of teachers hovering around. Most of them were affiliated with Kingsfront, but there were a few from other schools as well.

      Princess Yui emerged from the crowd, the other Kingsfront students encircling her protectively to keep anyone from getting too close. She grinned and gave a quick wave.

      “Are you all ready for the second half of the tournament?” Yui asked. “You’ve got a big advantage, but don’t think we’re going to let Blackmist win everything.”

      “I’d like to see you stop us,” Mark said. “Your teachers aren’t too mad about Kingsfront not making the semifinals, are they?”

      “Mark!” Nolan snapped.

      “Oh,” Mark said, clearing his throat and screwing his eyebrows together in intense concentration. “Right. Friends. Uh, I hope you don’t get completely destroyed this time around. You can do it. Or something.”

      Yui hid a laugh behind a hand, but the other Kingsfront students looked much less pleased. “Thank you for the kind wishes. You’re Mark, right?”

      “Yup. You’re…uh, a mage with four elements. I could see that being pretty strong. It would be fun to spar against.”

      “That’s about as much of a compliment as you’re going to get from Mark, Princess Yui,” Nolan said apologetically. “He’s a bit rough around the edges, but he means no harm.”

      “I told you to call me Yui,” she said, crossing her arms. “And it’s quite refreshing. People never talk to me disrespectfully. Even Damien and Sylph were cordial. I must say, it makes me feel…excited to win. Perhaps I should hire someone to do it before every tournament. Gaves, how much would that cost?”

      “I don’t think you’d be able to find someone willing to insult you on a regular basis, Princess,” Gaves said, glaring at Mark.

      “I’d do it for free,” Mark said. “See, Nolan? Yui knows how to talk like a normal person. No tiptoeing around. If all nobles were like her, you’d be better off.”

      “She didn’t give you permission to use her name,” Gaves said. “Treat the princess with respect.”

      “Oh? Are you going to make me?” Mark asked, a hungry grin crossing his face. He paused and glanced at Nolan. With a heavy sigh, he took a step back. “Never mind. Find me in the Crypt and I’ll be more than happy to exchange friendly pointers with you over a cup of tea.”

      “I might do just that,” Gaves said.

      “Relax, Gaves,” Yui said, giggling. “Mark, you may use my name without honorifics. Really, I wish everyone would. I don’t need to be reminded that I’m a princess every time I talk to someone. We both already know it.”

      Damien scanned the crowd while the others spoke. Many of the other schools’ representatives shifted from foot to foot, their hands clenched at their sides and eyes darting around. Tension as thick as butter hung in the air.

      He locked eyes with Drew. The other boy stood at the far side of the courtyard, the other Mountain Hall students around him. Drew bared his teeth in something between a smile and a snarl.

      “Something tells me he isn’t going to follow the suggestion of avoiding combat with other students,” Henry observed. “We should keep an eye on him.”

      With any luck, we’ll find the piece of junk that Whisp wants and get out of there before he catches up. I’m sure we can take Drew on at full strength, but Second might be there as well. You don’t have a way to check for him, do you?

      “Not a good one,” Henry said. “Your human spark did a lot for me, but it’s eating my senses like a starving man. I can still detect anything that isn’t actively trying to hide itself, but Second and the Corruption are beyond me. You might have to ask Herald for help.”

      I’ll pass unless we’ve got no other choice. Herald has been blissfully silent recently. I’d like to keep it that way.

      “Students of all colleges,” a voice boomed. A hush washed over the crowd as everyone turned to look toward who had spoken.

      A barrel-chested man with flowing black hair and a thick scar running across his tan face floated in the air above them, a thick cape draped over his shoulders.

      “I’d like to thank you all for arriving early. For those of you who don’t know me, my name is Gerald. I’m the Dean of Kingsfront. There are still a few teams that have yet to arrive, but that’s all right. The second half of the intramurals will be starting in a few hours. We will begin opening the portals to the floors and sending the healers in to scout. I’d like to remind everyone present of the rules in the meantime.”

      He paused, waiting for everyone to process his words before continuing. “First, this portion of the tournament will be judged by the artifacts retrieved from the Crypt. The methods you use to acquire the artifacts do not matter, so long as you get them from inside the Crypt. Fighting between students is not encouraged, but it is not prohibited, either. You will be sent to a floor of the Crypt corresponding with how well you performed in the first portion of the tournament. Are there any questions?”

      “How is the judging done?” one student called. “Artifacts can vary a lot, so it seems like it would be hard to know if one was better than the other.”

      “We have a device that is capable of determining the magical power of an artifact,” Gerald replied. “It should be capable of revealing a definite victor between two artifacts. If you’re concerned, try to bring back more than one. It’ll improve your chances. I can promise that we’ll do our best to judge fairly.”

      Nobody had any further questions after that. Gerald floated back down to the ground. Several people wearing Kingsfront colors stepped out from the crowd and made their way toward the front of the courtyard.

      They extended their hands. The Ether around them started to twist and churn. Damien cast his mental net out to get a better look. Slowly, the lines before the mages started to form roughly circular structures.

      Faint red light lit the Ether, and Damien let his net fall as three portals stretched open, their edges wavering unsteadily. A new set of mages approached, relieving the previous set of their duties.

      The portals grew smoother and the ripples receded until there were three flat disks floating in the air like a painting. About a dozen healers lined up in front of each portal. They headed through them a few minutes later.

      Nearly an hour passed. Damien and the others passed it sitting around, observing the other students.

      “It’s about time to start getting ready,” Gerald called, breaking the muted chatters. “Vinna the Lifegiver herself has entered the third floor of the Crypt, and I’ve just received word that there is nothing amiss within it, so we can proceed. There’s still a good bit of time before we begin, but we can start getting students into the Crypt now. Once you’ve entered your portal, treat the word of the healers as law. Anyone that disobeys them will be treated as disobeying a direct order from the Queen. Now, please start lining up.”

      Gerald floated up again, taking position over the rightmost portal. “Students that made it to the finals, please come to this portal.”

      He moved over to the middle portal. “If you made it to the quarterfinals, please come to the middle portal. All other students, approach the portal on the left.”

      The crowd churned as people scrambled to follow the large man’s orders.

      “Good luck,” Damien said.

      “Thanks,” Nolan replied. “We’ve already put on a great showing, but it’d be nice to snag an artifact as well. Good luck to you as well.”

      “No need for luck,” Mark said. “You and Sylph better get something good. I’ll be on your tail before you know it.”

      “I look forward to seeing what you and Sylph can accomplish,” Yui added. “Come, Gaves. Let’s go get lined up so we aren’t the last ones in.”

      The group broke up, heading in the directions of their portals. Damien could feel hundreds of stares burning into him and Sylph as they pushed through the crowd and arrived at the right portal.

      It didn’t take long for people to reach their destinations. Of course, the vast majority of the students were lined up at the portal on the far left. Damien was grateful for the students in the middle line, as they blocked a few of the stares that were getting sent his and Sylph’s way.

      “As a reminder, the tournament does not start until the healers tell you it does,” Gerald said. “I just want to get you all ready as soon as possible to maximize the time you’ll have in the Crypt. Please keep in mind that we will keep the portals open for exactly eight hours before closing them. Do not be late. There is not another safe way out of the Crypt. Does everyone understand?”

      A murmur of agreement rose from the students.

      “Good. You may step through the portals. Good luck, and may you find the artifacts you seek!”

      Damien let out a slow breath to steady the jitters building in his chest and followed Gerald’s instructions. The moment his foot hit the red portal, tingles raced up his leg and the world went white.

      What felt like hundreds of little pinpricks raced across his skin, biting him. But, before he could properly react, his foot hit the ground and his eyes opened. The courtyard was gone. A dozen large torches illuminated a circular, high-ceilinged room. Sylph appeared beside him a moment later.

      Healers milled about the room, setting up tables of supplies. There were only two doors in the room—one in front of them, and one at the back. A tall woman with graying hair approached them with a kind smile.

      “Congratulations on winning the first round of the tournament,” she said. “I saw your fight. It was quite exciting. There’s about an hour before we can let you leave the room, so please feel free to relax as much as possible until then.”

      “Thanks,” Sylph said, glancing around. “Is there anything else we should know about the Crypt?”

      “It’s dangerous,” she replied, her eyes thinning. “But most things of value are. The artifacts are often guarded by monsters or puzzles of some sort. The opposition you will face grows the deeper into the Crypt you go. Do not descend deeper than the fourth floor, either. The monsters beyond it are significantly stronger.”

      “Aren’t they scaled to our strength?” Damien asked.

      “To a degree,” the healer said. “The monsters do seem to be proportional to the power of the people entering the Crypt, but past the fourth floor, they follow that rule less. I suspect they’re protecting something in the lowest floors of the Crypt, and this is a method to keep people from getting too bold. The fear of the unknown is more dangerous than a powerful enemy. Just keep to the third and fourth floors. You’ll find what you need here.”

      “We will,” Damien said. “Thank you for the advice, Miss…”

      “Just Vinna, please,” she said. “Getting called Miss makes me feel old. I am, of course. That’s besides the point, though.”

      Vinna cackled and headed over to one of the tables, gathering up several things into a bag that she brought back over to them. “Here. Food and emergency treatment supplies. Just in case you need them. With any luck, you won’t. If you get injured, come back here and we’ll take care of you.”

      “Thanks again,” Damien said, slinging the bag over his shoulder. “Is there anything else we should know?”

      “That’s it. The door at the front is the way into the rest of the third floor, and the one behind us leads to the second floor,” Vinna said. “I’ll let you know when you can start.”

      Damien and Sylph headed over to a section of the wall that had been yet to be claimed and sat down. Sylph took the bag and searched through it before giving an approving nod. “Bandages and poultices to stop bleeding. That’ll be useful.”

      “What about the food?” Damien asked.

      “Just jerky,” Sylph replied. “I carry my own around, but it can’t hurt to have. We might be able to use it to bait a monster away, too, depending on how smart it is.”

      “Good idea,” Damien said. He scrunched his nose and sighed. “I hate waiting, though. I wish we could just start.”

      “Normally I’d like to plan something out, but I’m not sure if that’s possible. Whisp said the layout changes, so all we can really do is try to get through the third floor as fast as possible to get the artifact in the fourth. Unless you want to try and get something while we go?”

      “Better not,” Damien said. “Unless it’s right in front of us, we should go with what you said. Drew is going to be on our heels, and Second could be anywhere. Besides, if we get the artifact that Whisp wants so badly, I’m sure we’ll win. She isn’t going to be drooling over something that isn’t worth a lot.”

      “Good point,” Sylph said, leaning back against the wall. With nothing else to do, the two waited for the next portion of the tournament to start, each lost in their own thoughts.
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      “All right, kids,” Vinna said an agonizingly long period of time later. “It’s just about time. Stand up and shake those legs off. You don’t want them falling asleep on you.”

      “Can we go?” Damien asked eagerly, hopping to his feet.

      “In a minute,” she replied. “Please remember that you’re on your own until you return to this room. I cannot go into the Crypt after you. It would draw even more powerful monsters after us both.”

      “We’ll be careful,” Sylph promised.

      “Then go,” Vinna said. “I wish you both the best of luck.”

      Damien and Sylph walked over to the door. It swung open under Damien’s touch, revealing a long hallway with faint red light at its end. With a final glance back at the healer’s room, he headed into it with Sylph close behind, the door clicking shut behind them.

      A sickly sweet stench tickled Damien’s nose as they headed deeper into the Crypt and a thin layer of murky water covered the floor. The light at the end of the tunnel turned out to be a torch burning in a small square room. There were three closed doors on the far wall, each unadorned and identical to each other.

      “Ominous,” Damien mused. “What door should we take?”

      “I don’t think it matters, but we should probably remember which one we went through,” Sylph said. “If this place is a maze, getting lost could be a problem.”

      She flicked her hand, summoning a black blade, and carved a gouge into the rightmost wall near the doorframe. After tapping the handle, she pulled it open while positioning herself behind it. Nothing emerged, so she continued drawing the mark into the hall behind the door.

      Damien opened the door on the left. A dark hallway greeted him. He was unsurprised to find that the middle door offered exactly the same.

      “Well, the right door it is,” Damien said. “They all look the same to me.”

      They headed into the hallway and continued deeper into the Crypt. Damien instinctively tried to make his breathing and footfalls as silent as possible, but he couldn’t stop the echo and splash of his footfalls completely.

      In stark contrast, Sylph seemed to drift across the floor. The water barely even rippled where her feet touched it. He wanted to ask how she was doing it, but the words died before they ever reached his lips.

      “Something is ahead,” Henry warned him a few minutes later. “It’s not even trying to hide itself, and it’s big.”

      Damien tapped Sylph on the shoulder to get her attention. She nodded her understanding when he pointed up ahead. The two readied their magic and continued forward.

      The hall slowly opened up into a large, rocky room. Stalactites the size of small trees hung from the ceiling, glistening with moisture. The only light in the room came from the faint glow of dull green moss that covered portions of the floor and distant walls.

      A low rumble echoed through the room. Damien tensed as what he’d thought was a huge pile of boulders shifted, rising upward as two glimmering yellow orbs opened on what must have been its head.

      “What unlucky little creatures,” the monster rumbled, rocks cascading off its body as it rose to full height and breaking several stalactites in the process. “You won’t even fill the gaps between my teeth. A waste of energy, you are.”

      “It’s sentient,” Damien whispered. “Maybe we can convince it not to fight us?”

      “It is called Ovurg,” the monster said. “And, unfortunately for little creatures, Ovurg is stubborn.”

      One of Ovurg’s huge hand reared back and whipped forward with surprising speed, sending a boulder flying toward them. Damien Warp Stepped out of the way as Sylph dodged to the side.

      The rock smashed into the entrance of the hallway with enough force to embed itself in the ground, blocking the exit completely.

      “Well then,” Damien said, pushing more Ether into his hands and overloading two gravity spheres. “Whatever Ovurg is, it’s scaled to our strength. It’s probably got horrible defense if its attack is this strong.”

      Damien teleported, appearing in the air above the rocky monster. He hurled both gravity spheres at it. The spells struck the creature in the back and detonated with two loud cracks. When the magic faded, two tiny dents had formed in its skin. The monster turned toward him as he fell back to the ground, finally close enough that he could get a look at its features.

      Ovurg was roughly humanoid. It had huge stone fangs that jutted out in every direction from its mouth, stopping it from closing completely. Its eyes were faceted like two sickly gemstones, and a faint fire burned behind them.

      Damien teleported moments before a stone hand blurred through the air where he’d been falling and obliterating a huge portion of the wall. He landed on the ground beside Sylph, his eyes wide.

      “Sylph? Are you hiding something? Because that thing is not scaled to my power at all.”

      “You’ve seen everything I’ve got,” Sylph replied, fading into camouflage. “Is it Henry?”

      “Tiny creatures talk a lot,” Ovurg rumbled. “Ovurg no mind talking, but too much get on his nerves. Ovurg tired, so you die now.”

      Henry!

      Ovurg balled its fists and brought them crashing down on the ground before it. Stone surged like water, rippling outward in a massive wave. Damien teleported into the air and hardened his mage armor as a fragment struck him in the chest.

      Henry surged forth, turning Damien’s armor dark and extending his tendrils. They shot out and wrapped around Ovurg’s arms and yanked them together.

      “Shit, this bastard is strong,” Henry snarled. “I could fight him if you give me control, but you won’t be doing much afterward.”

      That’s not an option.

      Ovurg roared and tensed its arms. The bands around them tightened, straining to keep them together. With a roar, Ovurg swung both arms like a club, striking the wall. An explosion rocked the room, and stone rained from the impact site.

      Henry’s tendrils reached their maximum length. He released the rock monster, yanking them back before the rock monster could strike the cavern again.

      “Is there anything Henry can do against this?” Sylph called.

      “Not for a price we want to pay right now,” Damien replied. “It’s just us.”

      “I’ll distract it, then,” Sylph said. “You try to figure out a way to do serious damage. My swords aren’t going to do much more than annoy this.”

      “No talk!” Ovurg lumbered toward them. Damien lobbed a gravity sphere at the creature’s head. It raised a hand, blocking the spell as if it were nothing more than annoying fly.

      Sylph darted at it, her weapon flashing when she grew close. If it did any damage, Damien couldn’t tell in the dim light. Ovurg growled, raising a clawed foot into the air and driving it down on the ground.

      Ribbons of wind enveloped Sylph. She shot out of the way, then leaped onto the monster’s other leg and sprinted up its side, dragging her sword through its rocky flesh. Ovurg roared in fury, slapping at its body to try and squish her.

      Damien gritted his teeth and mentally ran through his repertoire of magic. Direct casting was too unreliable and was unlikely to be of much use against something as huge as Ovurg at his current skill level. Enlarge wasn’t going to hit with nearly enough force to damage the creature, and Reduce didn’t work on living things.

      He summoned a gravity lance, pushing as much Ether into it as possible before sending it flying at Ovurg’s chest. Whether the monster was distracted by Sylph or simply didn’t care, it didn’t attempt to dodge the attack.

      The lance burrowed into its rocky skin and detonated with a series of sharp cracks. Ovurg snarled and threw itself at the wall. Sylph leaped off just before it struck, blurring into camouflage as she fell.

      A rumble shook the room and a huge cloud of dust billowed from the wall, obscuring nearly half of the room. Ovurg’s massive form turned to an ominous shadow concealed by all the debris in the air.

      “We can’t fight this,” Damien muttered.

      Henry, you have to go find Sylph. We need to run. This thing is too powerful. There’s got to be a doorway somewhere in the room, and it’ll be too small for Ovurg to fit through.

      Henry mentally sent his understanding and Damien’s shadow detached from his feet, darting off into the dark room without a sound. As soon as it was gone, Damien teleported to the far wall and started searching for the exit.

      “Where tiny things go?” Ovurg asked, stomping across the cavern in search of them. The dust cloud it had accidentally created was now working on their favor. The monster swept its hands through it, trying to regain its eyesight.

      It was no use. While Ovurg was so large that Damien could still make it out from outside the cloud, he was little more than a tiny dot to the monster. As for Sylph, spotting her by figuring out where the dust was absent was an impossible task. There was simply too much.

      Damien cast Warp Step in quick succession, blurring across the room at a rapid pace. He held the top of his mage armor to his nose, filtering out the air as best he could. His eyes watered and a cough begged to escape his chest, but he repressed it.

      A shadow at the base of a wall caught his attention. Damien stopped just before Warp Stepping again and ran over to it, waving dust away and squinting. There was a gap between the wall and the floor, just slightly taller than he was. It looked to lead deeper into the ground.

      “Come out, little things,” Ovurg yelled. “You making Overg bored. Overg need to pummel you so that Great One happy.”

      Damien glanced around for any trace of Sylph. The dust cloud worked against him now. He cast his mental net out, hoping that the increased Ether sense would help him spot Sylph, but the room was too large.

      “Sylph!” Damien yelled. “To me!”

      Ovurg spun and hurled a boulder in his direction. Damien cast enlarge on a rock at his foot, sending a pillar soaring into the sky and knocking the attack astray. Ovurg roared and charged toward him, each step shaking the room.

      Sylph slipped out of camouflage beside Damien, nearly making him jump. She spotted the exit and dove into it. Damien leaped after her. They broke into a sprint, darting into the hall as Ovurg’s furious screams followed them. The ground shook as the giant slammed a fist into the exit, but it had no way to follow.

      “I think we’re safe,” Damien said, slowing down and bending over to catch his breath. “But what was that? That thing was stronger than most of the Corruption I’ve seen!”

      “Most of the Corruption are fodder,” Henry said, rising up from the ground and forming a faint purple light above his palm. “The Seeds are the strong ones, and you only had to fight ones that had already fallen. I could have handled this thing, too, but you just don’t have the power to spare.”

      “That was only the first enemy, too,” Sylph muttered. “There’s no way the professors would have sent us here if everything was that powerful. Something is wrong.”

      “Should we just try to leave?” Damien asked.

      “That’s hardly an option anymore,” Sylph said. “When Ovurg punched the exit, I think it caved in. We’ll have to find another way out. But, exit or not, I’m more curious as to why the Crypt is stronger than it was meant to be.”

      “It could be Second,” Damien suggested. “Maybe he messed with it somehow to make it harder?”

      “But why?” Sylph asked. “He could just attack himself.”

      “I wonder if all the other floors are equally more difficult,” Damien said, chewing his lower lip in thought.

      “You think he’s trying to stall us so that Drew has a chance to catch up?” Sylph asked. “That could make sense. If monsters are really scaled to whoever enters, maybe Second can’t get deep enough for some artifact, so he’s using Drew to get it instead. He could have made this floor harder to keep us from some artifact.”

      Damien blinked. He couldn’t see Sylph beyond a bundle of faint lines of Ether in the darkness, and he was glad that she couldn’t see the stupefied expression on his face.

      “Yeah,” he said. “That seems reasonable. But, if that’s the case, we should double our efforts. Anything that Second wants this badly is something we need to keep away from him. And, if he really does want an artifact, I bet it’s the same one that Whisp sent us here for.”

      “Then we know what we need to do,” Sylph said.
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      They continued deeper down the tight tunnel, joined only by the echo of their footfalls and the faint patter of dripping water. The pathway sloped downward, often so sharply that Damien nearly lost his footing.

      After several minutes, a faint light appeared at the far side of the path. Damien exchanged a nod with Sylph and readied Ether in his palms as they approached it.

      A huge room stretched out beyond the tunnel. Dim glowing moss covered the walls, giving just enough illumination to make the rubble covering the floor. Great gauge marks had been carved across the floor, and some of the stone piles were nearly a building tall.

      An enormous pit in the room’s center seemed to absorb all the light that touched it, forming a pitch-black portal into the depths below them. A chill ran down Damien’s spine, but they stepped into the room carefully, scanning for any signs of life.

      A tepid breeze slithered out from the hole, washing over Damien. He froze, Henry tensing within his mind.

      “Who are you?” a voice whispered. It was dry, as if using vocal cords that had been abandoned for centuries.

      Damien glanced at Sylph. She shook her head, and he nodded. They slid up to the edge of the room, as far away from the hole as possible, and started to creep toward a jagged hole in the wall opposite to them.

      Another breeze slipped free of the tunnel, stronger this time. It buffeted Damien’s hair back, and the following inhalation nearly pulled him off his feet. He grabbed onto a dent in the wall to keep his balance.

      Henry? Do you have any idea what this is? Because I’m pretty sure it almost knocked me over just by breathing. I’m not optimistic about my chances against this.

      “No clue what it is with my senses muted and without being able to see it,” Henry said. “But you’re right about one thing. You’re dead if you fight this. Even if I took over, your body still can’t handle nearly enough of my power to fight this.”

      “Who are you?” the voice repeated, a note of anger reaching its tone. “I speak your language, do I not? My patience is limited, human children.”

      “Just some passersby,” Sylph said, making the decision to answer for both of them. “We mean you no harm, especially since you’re intelligent. We’re just trying to get out of the Crypt.”

      “Something is wrong with it,” Damien added. “We were lead to believe that the monsters would be fair fights, but we are vastly outclassed.”

      “There is nothing wrong with the Crypt,” the voice intoned. “All functions by design. My query was to why the Great One would care about the presence of two mere ants. What secret do you hold that draws his attention?”

      “I’m afraid I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Damien said. “We don’t have anything of interest.”

      “Impossible. Why would such a man take whelps like you under his wing? Or do you hide your power, seeking to play with the Crypt? Does the Great One wait in the shadows, watching with amusement and waiting for my demise?”

      “If we knew, I’d gladly tell you,” Sylph said, exchanging a baffled glance with Damien. “Unfortunately, I’ve got just as much of a clue as you do. I don’t even know who this Great One is. Ovurg mentioned him as well. Perhaps you could tell us so we could identify him?”

      There was a short silence before the voice responded again.

      “Are you a test?” the voice mused. “To see if I will follow my promise to the Great One? If I strike you down, will I be rewarded? Or vanquished myself, the rung of a ladder in your rise to power? The Great One works in riddles.”

      “Uh…no?” Damien guessed. “To the reward, that is. I know I can’t kill you, but I’ll do my best to give you indigestion. Are you sure you’ve got the right people? Maybe this Great One was talking about a different group.”

      “It was you,” the voice said, leaving no room for argument. “Why must you torture me so, Great One? To strike or not to strike. Both paths could lead to my end…”

      “Maybe you can just let us go and pretend we slipped your notice,” Sylph offered.

      “The Great One wasn’t a guy with green blood and a bunch of bandages, was it?” Damien asked. “Because that’s the Corruption. I can promise that if you made any deals with him, you’ll probably end up getting killed. The Corruption consumes everything. I’ve seen it.”

      The voice let out a hiss. “I know not of this Corruption, but I sense one such as you describe. The being is not the Great One, though.”

      “Second is here?” Damien asked, shooting a glance at Sylph. “And it wasn’t him? Wait, if he’s here, shouldn’t you be sending your strongest guardians at him? Second can tear this Crypt apart! Forget us and the Great One—that’s who you need to be worried about!”

      “You show fear for the Crypt’s wellbeing,” the voice murmured, amused. “The Great One did not. Most curious.”

      “Is it insane?” Damien mouthed at Sylph. She shrugged in response, then slowly started edging toward the exit again. He followed after her while the voice had an internal debate with itself.

      The muttering slammed to a stop, and the voice let out a startled hiss.

      “What do you know of this…Corruption?”

      “We’re trying to stop it,” Damien replied. “There’s an artifact on the fourth floor that we’re pretty sure it’s here for. If we can get it, we’ll take it away, and the strongest members of the Corruption should leave you alone.”

      “You can defeat it?” the voice pressed.

      “In a way,” Sylph said slowly.

      “Then I was correct. The Great One sought to trick me into dying for your own gain,” the voice mused, giggling to itself. “No, no. I am much too smart for that. I was wise to keep the greater guardians from seeking you out. You would have killed them to, servants of the Great One.”

      “Riiight,” Damien said. “So, can we go?”

      “You will take this artifact you seek,” the voice said. “The guardians you face will be appropriately scaled to the power you demonstrate. I will not break the laws of the Crypt, but I will not sacrifice our greatest warriors to you. In return, you will not speak ill of me to the Great One.”

      “Deal,” Damien said. “Nice to meet you. We’re going.”

      He and Sylph broke into a dash before the strange voice could change its mind. Its strange musings faded once they dashed out the room and into yet another tunnel. They kept running for several minutes, darting through several forks and tunnels before finally slowing to a jog.

      “I think I’m even more confused than I was before we found that thing,” Sylph whispered.

      “I’m pretty sure it was insane,” Damien agreed. “But it recognized Second. He’s here somewhere, and he isn’t this Great One.”

      “How many powerful people have you offended?” Sylph asked. “It sounded like this Great One wanted us to face the most powerful monsters in the Crypt, and the only reason we didn’t is because the thing in the hole is paranoid.”

      “Unless Whisp has decided she no longer wants the artifact, no,” Damien replied. “I can’t think of anyone else that would dislike me.”

      “Brilliant,” Sylph muttered. “Well, it sounds like we’ll be fighting normal opponents. We need to move quickly, get that artifact, and get out of here before Second catches up with us.”

      They set back off through the tunnels. Their trek brought them to yet another room. It was much the same as the one that the hole had been in, except the walls were undamaged and there was no well in the center.

      Instead, a crocodilian man the height of a small building stood in the center of a small pool, leaning on a massive battle axe. The creature’s scaly lips peeled back in a savage grin as the two entered the room.

      It took a step back, hoisting the weapon into the air. Damien launched two gravity spheres at the monster, half expecting it to completely ignore his magic.

      The monster raised its axe protectively, shielding itself with the flat of the blade. One of the spells struck it, and the other shot past its guard, catching the creature in the upper arm. Both detonated with sharp cracks.

      The axe shattered and a hissing scream tore from the lizardman’s mouth as dozens of sharp cracks split the air. It staggered, one arm hanging limp at its side, and turned its baleful eyes toward Damien.

      A black dagger spun through the air and caught the creature in the throat, snapping its head back. It took one step, then crashed to the ground and didn’t move again.

      “Bit of an overcorrection, no?” Sylph asked.

      “I’m not complaining,” Damien replied as they ran past the monster’s body and into the exit at the far side of the room. “I’ll put in all the good words I can with this Great One if we can get out of here before Second reaches us.”

      A tremor ran through the floor. Damien froze, but it faded a moment later.

      “That’s not ominous,” he muttered.

      “Let’s go,” Sylph said. “We’re wasting time.”

      He nodded, and they broke back into a run. The two pressed deeper into the Crypt, taking several other monsters on as they descended. While the monsters grew stronger, none were even close to the strength of the first ones they’d run into.

      The tremors kept the two company, recurring at an ever-shrinking interval until they were happening almost every few minutes.

      Damien and Sylph stepped out of a tunnel, their magic at the ready, into a small, spherical room. A staircase descended into the ground, spiraling into a pool of dark fog beneath them. No monsters appeared to hinder their journey.

      After exchanging a glance, the two headed in. As soon as their heads passed the fog, Damien felt a crackle of Ether wash over him. He glanced up to find that the fog had vanished, replaced with plain stone. They had appeared in a plain stone room with a single exit and no trace of the stairwell or any other entrance.

      “It’s been a bit since the last earthquake,” Damien whispered as they peeked outside. “What do you think it was?”

      “Maybe we got lucky and it was someone beating the shit out of Second,” Sylph replied, taking off down the hall at a steady jog.

      They reached a fork in the road a few minutes later. While each pathway looked identical, there was a jagged chalk line drawn across the top of one of them.

      “That’s not suspicious,” Damien said.

      “Someone wants us to go through that one,” Sylph mused. “Could it be the voice?”

      “I can’t imagine Second would help us, and nobody else should know we’re here—unless it’s that Great One person that may or may not want to kill us.”

      “Good odds,” Sylph said, starting into the marked tunnel. “And the Great One can’t be any worse than Second.”

      The marks continued for nearly an hour, leading them through the maze. Damien wasn’t entirely convinced that they weren’t just going in circles, but he didn’t voice his concerns. Directions weren’t his strong suit, and Sylph seemed confident enough.
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      Warm white light greeted the two as they stepped out of a tunnel and into a wide room. A huge black door rose up at its back, a single red gem the size of Damien’s head embedded in its center. The area was clean and well kept, as if it were the entrance to a nobleman’s house rather than a room in the Crypt.

      The only blemish in the room was a pile of rubble at the feet of two boys facing the door. Drew and Bartholomew, both covered with dust and blood, turned toward the newcomers. There was a ragged hole in the ceiling above them, dripping with the green acid native to the Corruption.

      Henry’s power rippled across Damien, turning his mage armor black. Damien’s hand was moving before his companion finished. He hurled a gravity sphere at the two Mountain Hall students.

      Drew raised his spear, and a beam of black light shot out of its tip, striking Damien’s spell and destroying it.

      “So eager to see me?” Drew asked, a grin stretching across his face. “The feeling is mutual.”

      “Why would you work with the Corruption?” Damien asked, channeling more Ether while he spoke. “You realize Second is trying to destroy the world, right?”

      “Not destroy,” Drew replied. “Improve. He’s told me everything, unlike the Void creatures you work for. This world will be reborn once the Void is cast out, and we will stand atop it.”

      “Seven planes, you’re a moron,” Sylph said. Trails of wind twisted to life around her, forming a faint layer of armor. “Do you really think the Corruption is going to give you anything?”

      “Sylph, can you cancel his magic?” Damien whispered, leaning in close.

      She shook her head. “That only works on magic I understand well, unfortunately. That means just Dark and Space.”

      “Deal with Bartholomew, then. I’ll handle Drew.”

      Damien cracked his neck and summoned two gravity spheres to his hands, starting toward Drew.

      “Decided on the opponents? Wonderful,” Drew said. “I’m so pleased that you picked me again. I was planning on doing the same to you, and I’m sure Bartholomew will…enjoy himself.”

      The way he ended the sentence brought a scowl to Damien’s face. One of Henry’s tendrils slipped off to the side, hiding in the shadows of the room as it wrapped around toward Drew.

      “What do you want here, anyways?” Damien asked, trying to buy time.

      “An artifact,” Drew replied. “A pretty important one. You don’t have to worry about that, though.”

      Henry’s tendril shot from the shadows, reaching for Drew’s legs. The boy leaped over it, cutting the tendril in half with his spear. He pointed the weapon at Damien. A beam of black light launched from its tip. Damien cast Devour, blocking the spell. He threw both gravity spheres, then ducked behind the dark circle to avoid another blast of energy that screamed over his head and slammed into the wall, melting rock to slag.

      Drew charged him, leveling the spear and thrusting it at Damien’s chest. Henry hardened the mage armor, blocking the strike as Damien swept Drew’s legs out from under him. Drew fell, dropping into a roll and swinging the spear at Damien’s side.

      Henry blocked the attack with the mage armor once more, and Damien thrust a gravity lance into Drew’s stomach. Green light flared, and Drew blurred back, appearing on the other side of the room.

      “He’s accelerating himself,” Henry informed him. “It’s not teleportation. You’re still faster than he is in that regard.”

      “Not going to try to draw me into your time freeze?” Damien taunted.

      “I’ve learned my lesson there,” Drew replied with a smirk. A loud clang rang through the room, and Bartholomew skidded several feet back, a shallow cut weeping on his cheek.

      “Doesn’t look like Bartholomew is having as much luck,” Damien observed. “How long do you think it’ll be until Sylph guts him?”

      Drew blinked out of sight with a flash of green light. Damien teleported, appearing behind Sylph and bringing his leg up in a kick. Drew materialized right before him, catching Damien’s foot right between his legs. His eyes widened, and he let out a curse, blurring to the other side of the room.

      “That wasn’t the smartest move,” Damien said. “I think you’ve been relying on Second’s magic a bit too much recently.”

      “It’s more than enough to fight you,” Drew yelled, his voice a slightly higher pitch than normal. He reared back and hurled the spear at Damien.

      “Don’t dodge,” Henry warned. “Sylph is directly behind you.”

      Damien flicked the gravity sphere in his hand back and detonated it moments before throwing himself out of the way despite Henry’s words.

      The spell yanked Sylph to the side, and the spear blurred past her, nearly impaling Bartholomew and slamming into the stone behind him. It sank several feet into the rock. Sylph threw a dagger at Bartholomew. He raised a hand, catching the blade in the forearm instead of his neck.

      Drew snarled and snapped his fingers. The spear ripped itself out of the ground and flew back to his hands. Before he could throw it again, Damien teleported before him and drove a fist into his jaw.

      Unprepared for a physical attack, Drew staggered back. Damien pressed his advantage, landing another blow on his chin before Drew sped away. A tendril grabbed at him, but he sliced it apart with the spear.

      “You’re nothing without Second’s magic,” Damien said. “I bet even one of the Goldsilk girls could handle you if you didn’t have that spear. That’s pretty pathetic.”

      Drew bared his teeth. “We’ll see how long you’re laughing.”

      Bartholomew cried out. Out of the corner of his eye, Damien saw the boy clutch a hand to his left arm, where a river of blood flowed down to his fingers. Damien teleported, taking a page from Drew’s book and appearing behind Bartholomew.

      “Kneel,” Damien commanded.

      The Ether surged around him, responding to his command. The gravity multiplied several times and Bartholomew crashed to his knees. Damien’s eyes widened as the spell expanded, slamming him to the ground as well.

      He immediately dropped the spell, teleporting right before Drew’s spear buried itself in the spot where he’d been moments ago.

      “Still don’t have control of it,” Damien said through gritted teeth.

      “Avoid using direct casting if you can,” Henry said. “A mistake like that will get you killed. It should have, but Drew seems weaker than the last time we fought.”

      The back of Damien’s neck tingled. Something about Henry’s words sat wrong with him. He teleported beside Sylph, grabbing her by the shoulder.

      “Something is wrong,” he said. “They should be putting up more of a fight than this. What are you playing at, Drew?”

      Henry, you’re up. I don’t think we can afford to mess around here any longer. Take control.

      Henry grabbed control of Damien’s body. Ether flowed into his hands, forming into a spell that Damien didn’t know. The cocky expression on Drew’s face flickered as Damien thrust his hands out. A purple wave of churning energy ripped out toward Bartholomew.

      The large boy struck at it with his hammer, but the spell wrapped around his weapon like a blanket. Bartholomew cried out as the magic whipped around him. While he was distracted, Damien snapped his fingers. Dozens of eyes materialized around the room.

      As one, they fired beams of acrid gray light at Drew. He yelped, raising the spear before him. A sphere of green light ballooned out, blocking the beams and shattering once they faded. Damien’s neck prickled.

      Henry dropped the spell he was forming and drew sharply on the Ether around them, forming an orb around him and Sylph. No sooner than it had consolidated did a wave of acid cascade from the ceiling. It washed over all of them, hissing as it burned through stone.

      The magical shield crackled, evaporating the acid surrounding them. The shield faded at a concerning rate, giving out just moments after the deadly liquid above their heads evaporated.

      Bartholomew and Drew both stood across from them, uninjured. Damien’s heart dropped as the acid on the ground twisted into a lump, slowly expanding and gaining features until Second rose from the ground.

      “And so we meet again, Damien Vale,” Second said, letting out a hacking cough that sprayed more acid onto the floor before him.

      “I did what you said, master,” Drew said. “We kept him here. Can I have my power back so I can kill him?”

      “In due time, boy,” Second said, wiping his mouth with a green, pockmarked arm. He glanced back at the door, then let out a hissing laugh. “You were foolish to come here. Your protectors are tied up elsewhere, fighting my soldiers.”

      “What do you want with us?” Sylph asked.

      “Your friend has caused me great grief for more time than you could ever possibly imagine,” Second said, approaching them. “It will bring me great pleasure to finally put an end to you.”

      “Bullshit,” Damien said, temporarily taking control of his body again. “You’re trying to buy time for something, aren’t you? If you really hated me so much, you would have killed me already. What are you waiting for?”

      “Perceptive,” Second said. “It won’t help you, but perhaps you can die with a sense of pride.”

      His hand curled into a claw and the acid on the floor surged, forming into a spike and driving toward Sylph. Henry’s tendrils shot to intercept it, but neither spell reached its mark.

      A black portal snapped open in the center of the room and a ripple of purple energy tore across the floor, evaporating any acid it came into contact with. Second snapped his fingers and a green barrier formed around him and the Mountain Hall students.

      Moon stepped out from within the portal, his long white scarf trailing along the ground behind him.

      “There you are,” Second said. “I was wondering how long you would hide. I couldn’t have you popping out of the shadows while I worked.”

      “We’ve seen this play out before, Second,” Moon said. “I was attempting to train my student before you rudely interceded. Remove yourself.”

      “So bold,” Second mused. “But you’re wrong. The last time we fought, we were on your home ground. This time, we’re on mine.”

      He reached out, and the spear leaped from Drew’s hands. It flew to Second, transforming into a ragged wooden staff with the insignia of a sun carved at the top. A cold aura washed over the room, and Moon’s arms stiffened at his sides.

      “That’s right,” Second said, running a hand along the wood. “It’s not so easy to forget an old companion. The Corruption takes all, no matter how mighty. This is the great toll of the Void that even you must be subjected to. The Cycle must be ended, no matter the cost.”

      “Your words are wasted on me,” Moon said, his voice ice cold. “Parading my friend’s corpse turned weapon before me will do nothing.”

      “Just kill him, master!” Bartholomew said. “Why are we wasting time—”

      A tendril of dark energy whipped out from the shadows, piercing through both the shield and Bartholomew’s throat. His eyes widened and he raised a hand to the wound as blood started to pour down his chest.

      Bartholomew drew a wheezing breath, but the words died on his lips. He staggered and fell to the ground, his hammer crashing down beside him. A tendril of green energy ran out from his mouth and sank into Second’s leg.

      “Petty,” Moon said, unperturbed while Drew watched on in horror.

      Second chuckled. “He possessed my power, and I respect you enough to know that I will need it. Don’t act as if you aren’t the one that killed him in the first place.”

      “Are you truly prepared to fight me?” Moon asked. Hundreds of thin tendrils slipped out from under his cloak, churning on the ground like a mutated octopus. “If you had that weapon before, you would have used it. You’re forcing your hand by trying it so early.”

      “I think I’ll take my chances,” Second said. He jabbed the butt of the staff into the ground. A wave of purple light flowed from the staff and washed over Moon. His own magic rose to meet it, clashing in the center of the room with an earthshaking blast. The light in the room momentarily vanished. When Damien’s sight returned, Moon had been pushed several steps back.

      The staff in Second’s hand shimmered, and a purple scythe blade slid out from either side of the sun at its top. Second flickered, appearing before Moon and swinging the weapon. It pulsed with dark energy. Damien and Sylph both slammed to the ground as the gravity in the room rose exponentially.

      Moon roared, twisting his body in slow motion as he struggled to resist the magic. A tendril rose from the ground and punched through Second’s stomach just as one of the scythe blades carved through Moon’s arm, severing it.

      Second grabbed the tendril in his stomach and tore it free. The wound sealed itself. “I’m surprised, Moon. You normally run when you’re at a disadvantage, and I quite literally have two times your strength right now. If I didn’t know better, I’d think you still had a trick up your sleeve.”

      “You always talked too much,” Moon said, grabbing his arm and sticking it back onto his torso. Strands of magic reached out, pulling it back to his body and fixing it in place. “You’re trying to get me to leave so you have a free shot at Damien and Sylph.”

      “And the artifact,” Second said. “Which is why you’re here as well. Your students are just the icing on your cake.”

      Moon snorted. “I’ve said it already, Second. You’re still acting as if this isn’t the last Cycle.”

      The tendrils swirling at his feet retracted, twisting together and growing thicker. The ground started to rumble, and the faint light in the room faded. Moon’s scarf rippled at his neck. Lines of Ether warped, redirecting themselves to Moon. Two of them snapped out, wrapping around Second’s legs.

      Second struck at the magic holding his legs with the blade of his staff, but it bent like rubber instead of splitting. “What are you doing? Are you a fool?”

      Black fire rippled across Moon’s cloak, burning it away to reveal pale skin covered with runes. He turned to look back at Damien and Sylph. His head was still concealed by the cloak, but it wouldn’t be long before that too was gone.

      “I got a bit cocky,” Moon said. “Don’t make the same mistake. You must succeed. One way or another, this will be the last Cycle.”

      “Moon!” Second screamed. The shield around Drew dropped as he started to layer dozens of shields before him, backing away from him. “You can’t kill me!”

      “I’m well aware,” Moon replied, raising his hands into the air. He brought them down, releasing an explosive breath. His runes flared, burning a brilliant purple. “But I don’t need to. I just need to break your weapon.”

      “Void magic,” Henry breathed.

      Moon blinked out of vision, reappearing before Second. He struck the bandaged man in the stomach, and a loud, clean note rang like a massive bell. Second let out a hideous scream. Bands of purple light ripped off Moon’s body punched into Second, pinning him into the wall.

      “This is what the Corruption feels like when enhanced by the Void, Second. I thought you might like to give your own magic a taste,” Moon snarled. He grabbed the staff from the other man’s hands. Dark energy poured off it and into Moon. Parts of his body started to fade, turning translucent. Loud cracks emitted from the staff, and it started to vibrate violently.

      The light flared to a crescendo, blinding Damien. Silence washed over the room. He cracked his eyes open, staggering to his feet and trying to make out his surroundings. His vision slowly returned over the next few seconds.

      There was no trace of either Moon or Second. All that remained of the two was the wooden staff. It had split in two and rested on the floor where they’d stood, several feet away from a pale and shaking Drew.
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      A magical dagger sprung to Sylph’s hand, and she flicked it, sending the weapon tumbling end over end before it buried itself in Drew’s throat. He let out a gargle, pulling it free and staring at the dark blade with uncomprehending eyes.

      Blood bubbled to his lips and poured down his chest from the hole in his throat. His mouth moved, trying to make words, but all that escaped was a gargle. Drew fell forward, hitting the ground with a muted thud.

      Neither Damien nor Sylph said anything for nearly a minute. Damien’s thundering heart slowly returned to its normal speed, and he wiped the sweat from his brow, glancing uneasily around the room.

      He walked over to the broken staff and knelt beside it. The knotted wood rested partially within a fading pool of acid, undamaged by the green liquid. A strange sense of melancholy washed over him as he touched it.

      “What just happened?” Damien asked, breaking the silence.

      “I was hoping you could answer that,” Sylph replied. “It doesn’t seem like Second is dead, though. Moon seemed to know you. Who was he?”

      “The person that taught me direct casting, the new spellcasting technique I mentioned to you before the tournament,” Damien said. Something tugged in his memory, and he strained to figure out what was bothering him. “He’s like Second, I think. Outside of the Cycle.”

      “Outside of the Cycle?” Sylph repeated, a frown crossing her face. “What does that mean? Isn’t everything in the Cycle?”

      Damien’s shadow peeled away from him and rose, forming into Henry.

      “Not exactly,” Henry said. “The Void is outside of it, and the Corruption rests within the Void. This Moon character is—or was—probably hiding somewhere within the Void as well. It’s an enormous place, so it’s not hard to escape detection.”

      “So what does he want with us?” Sylph asked. “Is he working for the Void?”

      “No,” Henry said. “He isn’t working for the Void or the Corruption, as far as I could tell. He’s got his own goals. I couldn’t get any sort of read on him while he was fighting Second. It was like he was just a blank space.”

      “So we’ve got more questions and still not a single answer,” Sylph said with a weary sigh.

      “No, we got at least one answer,” Damien said, glancing at Henry for confirmation. The eldritch creature nodded.

      “We’ve come to the same conclusion,” Henry agreed. “The tendrils that Moon used to fight—those were the ones that modified your rune circle when you summoned me, weren’t they?”

      “They were,” Damien confirmed. “Is it some sort of Dark or Space spell?”

      “There are some that could emulate it, but that wasn’t one of them,” Henry replied. “It wasn’t a spell at all, actually. The tendrils were more like part of his body. They didn’t draw any Ether from the environment.”

      “So he’s been manipulating things for a while,” Sylph said, rubbing her chin. “Working against both the Void and the Corruption. But what is he going to get from that?”

      “He wanted to stop the Cycle,” Damien said. “But not by smashing all the planes together like the Corruption want to.”

      “Then how?”

      “Unfortunately, he didn’t tell me that much,” Damien said with a helpless shrug. “Henry, did you see what happened between Moon and Second before they disappeared?”

      “Use your mental energy,” Henry said, gesturing out to the room. “If you can, that is.”

      Damien blinked and cast out his net of mental energy. The room remained the same. No lines of Ether appeared in his vision. Sylph’s baffled expression showed that she’d had similar results.

      “What happened?” Sylph asked, a note of fear creeping into her voice. “Did they somehow damage our connection to the Ether?”

      “Nothing like that,” Henry said, holding up a hand to stop her. “Your magic is fine. Moon ripped all the Ether out of the room and detonated it. If he survived, he’s not going to be in good shape. Second blocked the attack with whatever that staff is. I’m pretty sure he escaped with minor injuries, but the lack of Ether in the room was doing more damage to him than anything else. He almost turned to stone before he managed to slip away.”

      Sylph let out a relieved sigh.

      “Then we’ve got at least a little time,” Damien said, stepping over Drew’s body and walking up to the black door. It was pockmarked from acid damage, but it still stood strong. The gem at its center twinkled invitingly. He drew a deep breath and let it out slowly, forcing the worry to the back of his mind. “Let’s get the artifact that everyone seems so interested in and then get out of here before the Crypt realizes that the Great One isn’t here anymore.”

      Sylph walked up beside him and pushed on the door. It didn’t budge. She pursed her lips and took a step back. “Do we try to brute force it open? Or can you or Henry somehow get to the other side and open it?”

      “I need to see where I’m going to use Warp Step. What about you, Henry?” Damien asked.

      “I should be able to slip past it,” Henry said. “I’d be willing to bet it’s trapped, though. It would be stupid to just have a powerful artifact protected only by a fancy door. Give me a few minutes and I’ll have it open or destroyed.”

      He thinned, flattening back into a shadow and slipping through a miniscule gap at the bottom of the door. Damien turned away, pulling on his mental energy to look around again. A tiny strand of gold light appeared at the far corner of his vision, nestled in the room’s corner.

      “Looks like the Ether is regenerating a little,” Damien said, squinting at it.

      “That’s a relief. I don’t want to imagine what would happen if the Ether didn’t replenish after Second or Moon used it,” Sylph said. “It’s moving pretty damn slow, though. It’ll probably take weeks before the room is back to its normal state.”

      Damien started to nod, but he froze as stone clattered above them. Elania’s face appeared in the hole in the ceiling. She peered into the room, her eyes widening when she spotted Bartholomew and Drew’s bodies lying on the ground behind Damien and Sylph.

      Before Damien could say anything, Elania gave him a small nod and rose, steeling her face.

      “There’s nothing here,” Elania called. “Just some dead rats.”

      “We’ll go through the other path then,” Viv’s voice called. Elania vanished, her footfalls fading away.

      A click rang out, and the black door ground open reluctantly, revealing a short hallway that led up to a cubical room with a statue of a priestess in the center. She was entirely stone aside from a golden rune-covered necklace that hung around her neck.

      Smoke curled up from Henry’s shoulders, and he cocked his head. “What are you waiting for?”

      “Nothing,” Damien replied, heading into the room. Henry slipped back into his shadow as he passed.

      When he reached the foot of the statue, Damien stopped and examined it closely. He scanned the area to see if the Ether was connected to anything that might set off a trap, but it looked unprotected.

      “All this trouble just for this?” Sylph asked. “It certainly doesn’t look very impressive. Do you know the runes?”

      “Some of them,” Damien said, moving to try and get a look at the backside of the necklace without touching it. He still wasn’t convinced that there weren’t any traps on the statue. “I think it’s some sort of storage device. Can’t imagine what it’s storing, though.”

      “Information,” Henry said within his mind. “I checked the runes already. There’s some sort of written information saved in that necklace, and it’ll be imprinted into the wearer’s mind. It wipes your memory of the information once you take it off, though. Interesting little piece of work.”

      Damien relayed Henry’s words to Sylph.

      “So is it safe to take it?” Sylph asked. “It would be pretty ironic if we got killed by a trap after surviving Second.”

      “I’m going to try to break the statue,” Damien said. “If it’s runed, the runes will be damaged when the statue falls and any traps would be less likely to go off.”

      “Wouldn’t whoever made the statue have put in some form of trigger if you use a spell on it?”

      “Probably,” Damien admitted. “But I won’t be using any sort of spell that they’d have seen.”

      He drew a steadying breath and sent a tendril of mental energy into the ring of runes floating in his mind. The runes hummed in response, establishing connection.

      “Crush,” Damien said, focusing on the statue. Air warped around the statue as if it were obscured in a haze. A crack ran across the stone woman’s chest, starting from her shoulder and traveling down to a foot.

      The statue withstood his power for a few more seconds before shattering to pieces and crumbling to the ground, sending a large cloud of dust into the air. Damien coughed, waving the stale air away from his nose and taking a step back. He tried to release his command, but the Ether didn’t stop. It continued flowing, crushing the statue to powder. A creak escaped the necklace.

      Mercifully, the magic finally let up before it crushed the artifact into powder. Damien and Sylph scanned the room, but nothing happened.

      “That was your new casting method, wasn’t it?” Sylph asked. “The one you were hiding during the tournament.”

      “Yup,” Damien replied, kneeling beside the necklace. He chewed his lower lip and shuffled around in his pockets, pulling out a broken piece of chalk wrapped in a handkerchief. Tossing the chalk to the side, Damien picked the necklace up using the handkerchief and stuffed it into his coat pocket.

      “How does it work? I thought I had a decent understanding of the Space magic you know, but I didn’t feel you using any Ether at all,” Sylph said with a frown.

      “I’ll tell you if you tell me how your new anti-magic works,” Damien offered.

      “Deal,” Sylph said. “I figured it out after thinking about how the Corruption works. They draw the Ether out of the natural world and use it to keep themselves alive, right?”

      Damien nodded.

      “So I thought I’d tweak that a bit. I’ve got a bunch of Corruption in me, so I realized I could do the same thing. It was a lot harder than I thought, and I can only do it on elements I can control—for now, at least.”

      “I think I see where you’re going,” Damien said. “You’re drawing the Ether right out of the spells—or maybe me—while I cast them, aren’t you?”

      “Exactly,” Sylph said.

      “Hold on. You said you could only draw Ether from elements you know, which makes sense. I didn’t see you using any Space magic—did you learn it but just not use it?”

      “No,” Sylph admitted. “My companion gave me Wind magic, as you’ve probably figured out. You’re actually an exception. I practiced with Delph and wasn’t able to stop any of his spells other than the Dark ones. I think Henry left enough of himself behind when he saved me that I indirectly became attuned to you. Your magic feels natural to me, even though I can’t actually see most of the Ether you work with.”

      “You’ve literally got anti-me magic?” Damien asked, aghast.

      Sylph smirked and flicked him on the forehead. “Too late to regret having Henry save me now. Your turn to fess up—what’s your new magic do?”

      “It lets me directly command the Ether without actually drawing it into myself,” Damien replied, shaking his head. “I can barely control it, but it’s really strong when it works.”

      Sylph stared at him. “You just…command the Ether? What?”

      “That’s what I said.”

      “Doesn’t that mean your Magical Energy doesn’t even matter? You can cast indefinitely.”

      “Until I accidentally crush myself,” Damien said. “And the Ether doesn’t respond to long commands. If I’m not careful, it’ll end up doing something I don’t want.”

      Sylph shook her head in disbelief. “That is so unfair. What’s the range on it?”

      “I’ve kept things close to me for the time being,” Damien admitted. “I wasn’t sure what would happen if I lost control of a long-range spell.”

      “And you don’t know the maximum amount of damage it can do, either, do you?”

      “Not in the slightest.”

      “You’re a monster,” Sylph said, rubbing her forehead. “I was hoping I’d finally get ahead of you for once.”

      “Hey, you won the tournament,” Damien pointed out.

      “If you’d used that, you’d have broken every bone in my body. I wouldn’t have known what was coming until it was too late since you don’t draw on the Ether to do it,” Sylph replied. “I had to use just about everything I had to win, but you kept your strongest spell back.”

      “That doesn’t make me feel that much better about getting the snot beat out of me.”

      Sylph laughed. “Keep whining and I’ll add an extra hour to our training sessions. You shouldn’t be getting your ass handed to you by a girl half your weight.”

      “You’re hardly half—” Damien paused, cutting his sentence off midway before narrowing his eyes. “You know what, we should probably get out of here. Who knows how long Second will be licking his wounds, and I don’t think I’m up to spelunking around the Crypt and waiting for that thing in the hole to get testy.”

      “After you,” Sylph said, gesturing toward the hall with a grin.
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      The trek out of the Crypt was considerably easier than the one in. Several other monsters attacked them on the way out, but none posed any significant threat to the duo. They didn’t encounter any students the entire way.

      Damien had initially been unsure as to how they were supposed to escape since the exit was blocked, but the maze had solved that problem for them. The pathway to the portal room had shifted, and after about two hours of plodding, they found themselves standing before Vinna.

      The healer gave them a wide grin as they approached her. “All done?”

      “We’ve had our fill and then some,” Sylph said wearily.

      “The Crypt is a bad place to hold an exam,” Damien said, watching her expression closely. “It almost gives me the feeling that the mage colleges care more about artifacts than the safety of their students.”

      Vinna’s lips thinned slightly. “Whatever gave you the impression they cared about the students at all? There’s a reason I work independently instead of for one of the colleges.”

      “I would have thought you wouldn’t speak bad about them,” Damien said, raising an eyebrow. “Aren’t they funding you?”

      “Bah.” Vinna laughed, ignoring the stares the other healers sent at her. “I’ve got more money than I know what to do with. No, I do this for fun. The colleges look out for themselves, and you aren’t really one of the in-crowd until you’re a professor.”

      “You sure you should be telling us that?” Damien asked.

      “It’s not like you didn’t know,” Vinna said with a scoff.

      “True enough,” Damien admitted. “Although I do think a few teachers do genuinely care—even if they disguise it.”

      “Care might be a strong word to use for Delph,” Sylph said.

      “I was thinking Dredd, actually,” Damien said with a laugh. “But I suppose Delph counts as well. We do make him a lot of money, after all.”

      “Delph bets on you?” Vinna asked with a disapproving frown.

      “That’s the least of our problems with him,” Damien replied. “But his methods work. He’s a good teacher.”

      “He’s a battle-crazed lunatic that got kicked off the frontlines for being too dangerous to his own allies,” Vinna said. “Perhaps he found his calling teaching kids. I treated him a few times, and he was always impatient to get back to the fight.”

      “Did you treat a lot of people on the frontlines?” Damien asked.

      “A fair number,” Vinna said, leading them over to a bench and sitting down. “Someone in particular you’re asking after?”

      “Derrod Vale,” Damien said. “He’s on the frontlines a lot.”

      “I know of him,” Vinna said, her eyes widening. “Never had the pleasure of taking care of him, though. I don’t recall him ever coming back from a mission injured. He works directly for the Queen now. Way beyond my station. How do you know him?”

      “He’s my dad,” Damien replied. “I haven’t heard from him in a while, though. Is he okay?”

      “Don’t see why he wouldn’t be,” Vinna said. “I met him about two months ago. He’d just killed a dragon that was getting too close to some of the cities near the frontlines. Nice guy. Pass my good wishes on to him when you see him next.”

      “I’ll be sure to do that,” Damien said. Sylph gave him a curious glance, but he shrugged it away.

      They waited out the rest of the competition in the portal room. A few other students came through it to press deeper into the Crypt, but none of them spent more than a minute there before dashing out.

      When the second half of the tournament finally ended, Vinna herded them and all the other waiting students through a portal and into Kingsfront’s arena. A huge crowd filled the stands and excited cheering rang out so loud that it threatened to overwhelm the silencing wards.

      The dean of Kingsfront stood on a large, raised platform before them, pacing back and forth with his hands behind his back. When the students arrived, he turned toward them with a massive grin.

      “And so the competitors have returned!” Gerald boomed. “I hope your endeavors within the Crypt were fruitful. We are all very excited to see what artifacts you were able to retrieve!”

      Damien scanned the students around him while the loud dean spoke. As far as he could tell, most if not all of the other people that had gone into the Crypt had returned. The only missing students were Drew and Bartholomew. An image of Elania’s face flickered through his mind, but he dismissed it. There hadn’t been any explicit rules against fighting other students.

      Several teachers wearing Kingsfront colors emerged, walking around the students and collecting the artifacts they’d retrieved. They wore runed gloves and clothing. By placing the artifacts within bags, they avoided any excess contact with them.

      Damien wasn’t particularly excited to give the necklace away after all the work he’d gone through to find it, but he reluctantly handed it over when a woman stopped before him.

      “What about you?” the woman asked, turning to Sylph.

      “We worked together to get that one,” Sylph said, nodding at it.

      “You’ll share your ranking, then,” the teacher said. She headed back to the stage to deposit the artifact beside Gerald.

      It took a few minutes for everyone’s findings to be gathered. Whisp and several other people that Damien suspected to be the deans of the other schools descended on the stage, avidly discussing over the artifacts and their worth.

      That took nearly another hour. When they finally dispersed again, Damien let out a sigh of relief. His legs had long since started to ache. He spotted Mark laid out on the ground, his hands behind his head.

      “He’s relaxed,” Sylph observed. “You think he got something good?”

      “I don’t think he cared about this portion of the tournament in the slightest,” Damien said. “If I had to bet, he probably just went around looking for strong monsters and didn’t even bother picking up any artifacts unless he found a sword.”

      “There’s a bet I wouldn’t take you up on,” Sylph said with a chuckle.

      “Students,” Gerald called out. “The judging has been completed. I thank you all for your patience and hard work traversing the Crypt. You’ve done what the mighty professors you see before you could not. Truly, your generation will be a great blessing upon the world. We have done a fantastic job in preparing you.”

      “If he rubs his own back any harder, he’ll set it on fire,” Sylph murmured.

      Damien pressed his lips together as tightly as possible to avoid bursting into laughter in the middle of the pompous man’s speech.

      “I will now announce the top five students or teams,” Gerald said. “All artifacts found during this half of the tournament will remain with the schools of the students that found them, so don’t worry if you didn’t get to the top five. This was some of the toughest competition we’ve ever seen, so you should all be proud.”

      Sylph rolled her eyes, and Damien spotted Nolan doing the same.

      “Starting with fifth place, please give Damien and Sylph from Blackmist a round of applause! They took first and second place in the first half of the tournament, and they were able to secure their place in the second with just a single artifact! It took a lot out of them, though, as both returned to the portal room and waited for the tournament to end for several hours.”

      The crowd cheered loudly.

      “Only fifth place?” Sylph whispered. “Not that I care much about the ranking, but shouldn’t Whisp’s artifact be more important than that? She seemed pretty insistent on getting it.”

      “They might be trying to hide how important it is,” Damien replied, waving at the crowd with a grin. “Or maybe Whisp didn’t tell them. Who knows? But I’m just happy to have technically won both halves of the tournament.”

      “They should be giving me some credit here,” Henry complained. “I did all the work to get that thing anyways.”

      I’ll get you some books when we get back.

      “You should have led with that.”

      Damien pushed Henry back as Gerald raised his hand for silence.

      “In fourth place, let’s have a round of applause for yet another student from Blackmist—Mark!”

      Mark, who was still laying down on the ground, reached up and picked his nose.

      “Mark was able to locate three artifacts on his own,” Gerald continued. “Truly an impressive showing.”

      The crowd seemed slightly less enthused about Mark, so it took Gerald less time to get them back under control.

      “In third place…” A small frown pulled at Gerald’s lips. “Blackmist. Again. Nolan Gray brought back six artifacts. While many of them were minor, he was still able to secure some valuable pieces.”

      Damien caught Nolan’s eye and gave him a slight nod. Nolan returned it with a halfhearted grin, but his mind seemed to be elsewhere.

      “Coming in second place, and the first team that isn’t from Blackmist, is the Goldsilk team! They worked together to bring back a collective twenty-one artifacts. Please give them a cheer!”

      “Twenty-one?” Damien asked, whistling. “How did they get so many? That’s ridiculous.”

      “Maybe they knew the locations of some, like we knew about the door,” Sylph suggested. “Or they just got a lot on lower levels. It’s not like everyone had to deal with those overpowered monsters at the beginning.”

      The crowd continued cheering for several seconds, ignoring Gerald’s attempts to silence them until the sound wards finally muted them out.

      “And finally, we get to first place,” Gerald said. “Again, I’d like to repeat that we had some of the most impressive students I’ve ever seen this year. Everyone should be very proud, and it was only through great deliberation that the other deans and I were able to choose first place. However, we are all confident in our choice. First place goes to Kingsfront’s team composed of Yui and Gaves. Together, they were able to bring back ten artifacts. While this is fewer than the second place team, their artifacts were all from the fourth floor.”

      The crowd’s thunderous cheers shattered the sound ward like a flimsy plane of glass and washed over the arena. Gerald tried to control it, but it seemed as if the sound wards had actually been broken.

      He waved his hands around impatiently, and several mages ran up, raising their hands and closing their eyes in concentration. The sound from the crowd muted slightly, but it was still almost deafening.

      “That concludes this year’s intramurals!” Gerald screamed over the din. “All rewards will be distributed to the deans of the colleges so they can deliver them to you at a later date. A huge congratulations to my own students at Kingsfront for winning the second half of the tournament and Sylph from Blackmist for winning the first. I will watch all of your careers with great interest!”

      Portals snapped open around them, and teachers headed out, gathering their students. The air beside Damien twisted, and he stepped back as Delph appeared from a tiny gray dot. The professor was riddled with cuts and had heavy bags under his eyes.

      “Good job in the tournament,” Delph said. A trickle of blood ran down the side of his face, and he wiped it away with an annoyed frown.

      “You’re injured,” Sylph observed. “Is everything okay?”

      “You’re very observant today,” Delph said dryly. “Perhaps you should consider becoming a detective. They have great need for minds as sharp as yours.”

      Mark and Nolan made their way over to join them.

      “You got the shit beat out of you,” Mark said, laughing. “Who did that? I wanted to be first in line.”

      “Don’t get too eager,” Delph growled. “I’m not above smacking you around here and now if you keep that up. I could sweep the floor with any of you even if I only had one arm to work with. We can work out our sparring arrangements once we get to Blackmist. Whisp is waiting by the portal.”

      He nodded over to a portal close behind them.

      “Looking forward to it,” Nolan said, heading over to it.

      Mark made to follow him, but he paused as Elania and the other girls from Goldsilk stopped beside them. Damien tensed, and Sylph cocked her head, putting on a poker face.

      “You both did really well,” Viv said to Damien and Sylph. “Actually, everyone from Blackmist did. I’m seriously impressed. The other colleges are going to have to start taking you a lot more seriously if they want to have a chance of winning any of the future competitions.”

      “Thanks,” Damien said with a wry grin. “You’re the ones that got twenty-one artifacts, though. How did you even manage that?”

      Elania flushed and nodded at Mark. “Him.”

      “What?” Sylph asked, blinking. “Mark?”

      “I made a bet with them,” Mark said with a sigh. “I lost, so I gave them all the artifacts I had.”

      “And you owe me a sparring match,” Elania added. “Don’t forget that.”

      “What did you bet?” Damien asked. “And how many artifacts did you give them? Those seem like some pretty high stakes.”

      Mark grimaced. “I thought I could kill a monster in three hits.”

      “It took four,” Viv added helpfully. “It was quite funny. We offered to let him renege since it felt like cheating to get nine artifacts for doing nothing, but he refused.”

      “That was stupid,” Dredd said, shaking his head. “But that’s also Mark. I can’t say I’m surprised. It’s why he got sent to the stables.”

      Mark rolled his eyes. “Make sure you’ve gotten stronger before you show up at Blackmist, Elania. I expect at least a little bit of a challenge.”

      He swept off, following Nolan through the portal. Viv glanced at Delph, then walked up to Damien and reached out to shake his hand. When he took hers, she pulled him in and whispered into his ear. “Elania told me what she saw. I won’t tell anyone, don’t worry. You did us all a favor.”

      She leaned back and headed into the crowd. The other Goldsilk students fell in behind her.

      “What did she say?” Sylph asked.

      “Just that we had nothing to worry about,” Damien said. Sylph gave him a small nod.

      “Enough dawdling,” Delph said. “Come along. We have a lot to discuss, and not all of it is good.”

      “You can say that again,” Damien said, his lips pressing together as he recalled Moon and Second’s fight. “I bet our story is more world-threatening than yours.”

      “I’d take anyone else up on that,” Delph said, rubbing the bridge of his nose. “But not you two.”
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      Instead of taking the portal back to Blackmist, Delph teleported Damien and Sylph to his house. Damien almost didn’t recognize it at first. Large rends ran through the walls and books were torn to shreds. The couch was split in two, and scars pockmarked the ground. Damien and Sylph sat down on the remains of the couch while Delph gingerly claimed the miraculously unharmed chair across from them with a weary sigh.

      “What happened on your end?” Damien asked. “It looks like you’ve been in a fight.”

      “The Corruption attacked my house,” Delph said. “A bunch of the weaker ones and what I suspect was a Seed. It took everything Dredd and I had to keep them back without leveling the forest.”

      “The Seed we fought was strong, but it wasn’t that dangerous,” Damien said with a frown.

      “That one was already stone when you fought it, wasn’t it?” Delph asked. “To my understanding, they only turn to stone completely after they’re nearly dead. The one I fought was flesh and blood—well, acid, I guess.”

      “So what happened?” Sylph asked.

      “Dredd showed up and helped me scare the thing off,” Delph said. “We got a bit cut up, but there weren’t any serious losses. Unfortunately, we couldn’t kill the Seed, either. There were just too many creatures attacking us.”

      “Well, I’d say surviving generally means you came out on top,” Sylph said.

      “That does add some context to what Second said, though,” Damien added. “He mentioned our protectors were tied up.”

      “You spoke with that scary bastard again?” Delph asked, blinking. “Shit, he was at the Crypt?”

      Damien and Sylph filled the professor in on everything that happened in the Crypt. When they were done, Delph rocked back and rubbed his gristly chin with a frown. What might have been sadness marred his normally unreadable features, but it faded as quickly as it had come.

      “I’m glad I didn’t take that bet,” Delph said, rising his feet and walking to the other side of the room to leaf through a bookcase. “And you didn’t catch what happened to Moon after he attacked Second?”

      “He was just gone,” Damien confirmed. “Second ran right after, so he must have done some pretty serious damage.”

      Delph grunted. “Hopefully not at the cost of his own life. I was really hoping Moon would be an instrumental ally against the Corruption. Losing him now bodes badly for us.”

      “All we can do is wait and see. What about the artifact we got?” Damien asked. “Second seemed interested in it.”

      “It’s a map to what we believe to be a weapon vault beyond the frontlines,” Delph said. “I don’t think it’ll be of any immediate use against the Corruption, but it’ll be a big benefit if we can get our hands on it. But that does bring another question to mind. Second is outside the Cycle, so I’d think he’d have little difficulty getting his hands on powerful weapons and keeping them through the Cycles. What could be in a vault that’s strong enough to draw his interest?”

      “I hope that was rhetorical,” Sylph said. “Because we have no idea.”

      “It was, thank you very much,” Delph said. He rubbed his forehead and turned back to face them. “Enough about this. Dredd and I will look further into it on our own, then let you know what we find. Damien, is there any news about the Void creature that I inadvertently freed?”

      Damien passed the question along to Henry, who responded with a mental shrug.

      “It’ll be hard to know until it starts to make a move,” Damien said. “Henry seems pretty unsure of what it’ll do right now, but when it starts, we’ll know. It might be quite some time before that happens, so who knows? Maybe it’ll even help us fight the Corruption before trying to end the world.”

      “Like we could be so lucky,” Delph scoffed. “Always plan for the worst. The damn thing will probably end up allying with the Corruption just to spite you.”

      “Maybe we should start hunting the Corruption again,” Sylph said. “It might slow down Second’s plans.”

      “No,” Delph said. “Let Dredd and I handle that. We can deal with all but the strongest of the Corruption, and I can hold my own against Second. You need to focus on training and being able to harness more of your powers. Both of you have the potential to become incredibly powerful mages that can tip the scales of this conflict, while Dredd and I have little left to learn from studying at Blackmist. It would be a much better use of our time to deal with the annoyances so you can eventually pose a greater threat to Second.”

      “Business as usual, then,” Damien said with a shrug. “Fine with me. Both Sylph and I have some new magic that is going to take some time to master. We’ll find time to work on it between classes.”

      Delph sat back down in his chair and ran a hand through his hair. “When’s the last time you took a break?”

      “What do you mean? We’ve hardly got time for that,” Sylph said. “We have to get stronger.”

      “I expect better from you, Sylph,” Delph said, his eyes narrowing. “No muscle can improve through constant work with no rest, and that includes your magical prowess. We spent all of this summer fighting the Corruption because we didn’t have a choice, but you’ve both been running at full tilt for too long.”

      “Are you telling me that we’re training too much?” Damien asked, squinting at Delph as if an imposter had taken the man’s place.

      “I’m telling you you’re training wrong,” Delph corrected. “And it’s an oversight on my part to have not noticed it earlier.”

      “Well, I guess we can take a break this summer,” Damien said. “So long as Second doesn’t try anything crazy during it, that is.”

      “Too far away.” Delph shook his head. “You’re wasting a large amount of your training by constantly pushing yourself like this. You’ll actually learn more if you do nothing too intense for a week and then get back into things.”

      “That would mean we’d both get behind in our classes,” Sylph pointed out. “And Damien and I both still don’t have a full manifestation of our companions. We’ve got a lot of catchup work to do.”

      “Something tells me you’ll be fine,” Delph said with a wry grin. “There’s a Quest Week coming up in a few days. Whisp timed it to happen right after the tournament. I want you to both take it off. Go do something that isn’t training. I’ll sign off that you’re doing a quest for me.”

      “I don’t do anything other than train,” Sylph said.

      “Then it’s a good time to learn,” Delph replied. “Maybe take up juggling. It’s good for hand-eye coordination.”

      “I guess we can figure something out,” Damien said, rubbing the back of his head. He’d been ignoring it for some time, but he was tired. With two different threats to the Mortal Plane floating around, he hadn’t had much time to deal with it.

      “Ooh,” Henry exclaimed. “We can read for a week!”

      “I expect you to both be completely relaxed when you get back to school,” Delph said. “In fact, I’m kicking you off campus entirely. Otherwise, I suspect you’d both end up in the library.”

      Henry and Sylph deflated at the exact same time. Damien had to keep himself from laughing.

      “But—” Sylph started.

      “Nope, denied,” Delph said, cutting her off. “Find Auntie and have her teleport you somewhere. I’ll find out where you went and pick you up when the week is over. You can leave a few days early. Dredd won’t have any complains, and we’re your only teachers right now, so Whisp can’t say anything, either.”

      Before either of them could respond, Delph rose to his feet and cracked his neck. “Right then. You don’t have anything you need in your room.”

      “Wait, how do you know that?” Damien asked. “There’s my travel bag—”

      A gray portal split open beside Delph. He reached inside it and pulled out Damien’s leather bag while quirking an eyebrow. Damien reluctantly took it from him and slung it over his shoulders. Delph reached back into the portal and removed a small package wrapped in brown paper.

      “As I said, nothing you need,” Delph said, handing it to Sylph. “You’ve both got enough money to live rather well for a week, too. Don’t stop doing your cardio training for an hour or so every day, but nothing more.”

      “All right,” Damien said, baffled by the complete change in events. “But—”

      “Time to go,” Delph said. “Auntie shouldn’t be kept waiting. She’s a busy woman, you know.”

      “She doesn’t even know we’re coming yet!” Sylph protested.

      “Semantics,” Delph said dismissively. He strode up to them and put a hand on each of their shoulders. “Have a fun trip, kids.”

      Gray light enveloped them, swallowing the room. The last thing Damien saw was Delph’s mouth curling down in a frown as he turned, heading back to his pile of books. Then the light filled his vision and he was gone.

      When Damien’s sight returned to him, he was standing in the center of the Treasure Pavilion. Sylph was an arm’s length away from him, and Auntie was watching them both from behind her desk with upturned lips.

      “Damien, Sylph. It’s a pleasure to see you here again. Have you come to use some of your contribution points? You’ve both earned a fair bit of them. I was wondering how long it would take you to come around.”

      “Actually, we’re here on Delph’s orders,” Damien said, rubbing the back of his head. “He’s ordered us to take a break, and he said that you’d teleport us wherever we wanted to go.”

      Auntie scrunched her nose and shook her head. “Of course he did. Never asks me about the surprise teleportations, does he? Just sends his packages right on over.”

      “Does he do this a lot?” Damien asked. “I’m sorry, we can go if it’s a hassle. I don’t mean to cause you difficulty.”

      “Don’t speak nonsense,” Auntie said, sliding down from her raised chair and gesturing for them to follow her. “I can’t very well leave you to his ministries, can I? He’d probably make you run to wherever you’re going instead.”

      Despite her short stature, Damien and Sylph had to jog to keep up with Auntie as she led them deeper into the treasure pavilion. They passed hallways of doors, most of which were closed. Through the few that were open, Damien saw rooms full to the brim with everything from weapons to jewelry.

      They arrived at a small wooden door, and Auntie pushed it open, revealing a small room with two arches that Damien recognized as an inert portal. Auntie strode up to it and brushed her hands off.

      “So, where would you like to go? I can send you anywhere in the kingdom that isn’t warded or beyond the frontlines. Ladies first, Sylph.”

      Sylph shifted uncomfortably. She glanced around the room and paper crinkled in her hands as she squeezed the package Delph had given her. “I—uh, do you know the Redfern forest?”

      “I do,” Auntie said, her brow lowering. “You want to go there?”

      “I suppose.”

      “Why would you want to go to such a dreadful place? It’s full of monsters,” Auntie said. “Seems like a horrible place to take a break.”

      “Wait, you’re going back to where you were raised?” Damien asked.

      “Where else?” Sylph asked. “I don’t want to wander around a city for a week. I’d much prefer the nature.”

      “Absolutely not,” Damien said. “As your friend, I’m not letting you wander off into that particular forest on your own while we’re supposed to be relaxing.”

      “What do you want me to do, crash at Nolan’s house?”

      Damien turned back to Auntie. “Could you please make a portal to Ardenford? We’ll both be going there.”

      “Quaint little village,” Auntie said with a small smile. “Much better for relaxing in.”

      She snapped her fingers and a spark of blue energy leaped from her hand and into one of the pillars. With a loud crackle, a hazy blue disk appeared in the air.

      “There you go,” Auntie said.

      “Thank you very much,” Damien said, inclining his head. “Come on, Sylph.”

      “To your house?” Sylph asked. “I can’t intrude, that wouldn’t be—”

      Damien grabbed her hand and reached forward, touching the portal. It sucked both of them in with a pop. The world warped, and then they were gone.
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        The story continues in Voidwalker, My Best Friend is an Eldritch Horror 4!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank you for reading Duskbringer

          

        

      

    

    
      We hope you enjoyed it as much as we enjoyed bringing it to you. We just wanted to take a moment to encourage you to review the book. Follow this link: Duskbringer to be directed to the book’s Amazon product page to leave your review.

      Every review helps further the author’s reach and, ultimately, helps them continue writing fantastic books for us all to enjoy.
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        Also in series:

      

      

      
        
        Blackmist

        Greenblood

        Duskbringer

        Voidwalker
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      Want to discuss our books with other readers and even the authors like Shirtaloon, Zogarth, Cale Plamann, Noret Flood (Puddles4263) and so many more?

      Join our Discord server today and be a part of the Aethon community.

      
        
        Facebook | Instagram | Twitter | Website

      

      

      You can also join our non-spam mailing list by visiting www.subscribepage.com/AethonReadersGroup and never miss out on future releases. You'll also receive three full books completely Free as our thanks to you.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Want to own your very own Eldritch Horror?
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        Looking for more great books from Actus?
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        A ruthless tactician. A pantheon of traitor gods. A quest for revenge.

      

        

      
        The Gods were believed to be immortal. To exist so far outside the natural laws of the universe that their crimes were unpunishable. Countless had tried to break free of their rule, but all were left broken.

      

        

      
        A clock hung over the head of every mortal, counting down from their birth to the inescapable day that the Goddess of Death claimed them.

      

        

      
        Knell Coda was never born. He came into the world outside the reaches of the gods, to a family who had committed the cardinal sin of defying their rule. Had they left him alone, perhaps the world would have remained as it was.

      

        

      
        Instead, their meddling wound the hands on a new clock – one that hung above the heads of the gods rather than mortals. Because of their blunder, Knell learns the one secret that they desperately wanted to keep.

      

        

      
        The Gods can be tricked. They can be defeated. They can die.

      

        

      
        To most, seeking the head of a goddess would be the actions of a madman. To Knell, it is an inevitability. Together with his loyal crew, he will use his deadly cunning and grow strong enough to claim his revenge – no matter the cost.

      

        

      
        Don't miss the next action-packed, strategic LitRPG Series from Actus, bestselling author of Blackmist and Cleaver's Edge, about a tactician with access to a System, his crew, and his quest for mortal revenge.

      

        

      
        Advent of Eternity
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        Adventurers seek dungeons for riches. Heroes storm great fortresses. Gods clash far above.
        Arek cooks lasagna and tops it with a dash of finely chopped basil.
        An orc who has seen more than his fair amount of fighting, Arek wants nothing more than to spend the rest of his days cooking and away from the chaos of combat.
        However, when Ming and her group of adventurers hire him as their full-time chef, his plans of avoiding violence crumble. He longs to leave his blood-soaked mistakes in his past, but old friends and foes have different ideas.
        Cleaver's Edge is the first book in a Fantasy / LitRPG lite series with a cooking element that's perfect for the Holiday Season. It contains status windows and other RPG elements, but it is not set within a videogame. It will appeal to anyone that enjoys reading a slice-of-life fantasy about a group of adventurers as well as fans of Food Wars!

      

      
        
        Get Cleaver’s Edge Now!
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        Ancient Magic brought the world to its knees. Now, Angel is bringing it back.
        In the time that passed, society rebuilt, mixing machinery and magic to form something new. Great blimps took to the sky, belching steam and smoke as metal city-states sprouted like weeds below.
        Angel, a daring adventurer, scours the desert endlessly in search of ancient magic. When he’s given an offer he can’t refuse, he finds out that he’s not the only one seeking lost knowledge. His opponents wield magic that the world has forgotten, and their methods leave cities razed and the innocent in their wake.
        In a race against a group who has lived in the shadows since the Great War, Angel will have to determine just how far he’s willing to go to accomplish his goals.
        Experience the start of a Magitech LitRPG Series by Actus, the author of Cleaver's Edge. Set in a Steampunk Fantasy world, it's perfect for fans of Arcane, Final Fantasy, and lovers of all things Gamelit, LitRPG, & Progression Fantasy.

      

      
        
        Get Steamforged Sorcery Now!

      

      

      
        
        For all our LitRPG books, visit our website.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Groups

          

        

      

    

    
      Don’t forget to join LitRPG Addicts and come hang out with me!

      I’m also very active and thankful for LitRPG Books and LitRPG & Gamelit readers, and GameLit Society

      Also, check out www.amazon.com/litrpg for more books in the genre!

    

  


  
    
      To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group
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