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CHAPTER ONE

I stared at myself in the mirror and took in a deep breath.

Malachi – was I sure I was committed to that name? My brother had said it was too edgy, though personally, I was a fan of it.

To me, at least, it conjured up the image of a mage with solar and lunar mana, throwing a fireball while blending into the shadows. Or maybe someone using desolation mana to level a building with one stroke of their hand.

Powerful. Strong. Maybe with an exceptionally powerful legacy well, like Liz’s. Her legacy – Tidal Twin, inherited from her late mother – was even more powerful than Ed’s, and probably the strongest one I knew. 

But all of Liz’s family had powerful legacies that were suited for combat.

My own dad’s legacy allowed him a powerful resistance to infection and disease. It was useful, certainly: a life free of sickness. But it wasn’t exactly going to qualify me for a job with the Wyldwatch.

My brother, Ed, had a potent legacy, though I wasn’t sure who, if anyone, he’d inherited it from, since I wasn’t aware of anyone in the family with a legacy like Ed’s.

Maybe I’d be able to get lucky, too. It was possible. New, spontaneous legacies appeared every day, even if it was more likely to inherit one from your parents, or else blend theirs together into your own.

I realized that I was letting myself focus on legacies and magic in order to avoid having to think about the day ahead.

I looked back up and stared at myself in the mirror again, trying to clear my worries out of my head.

I was too small, not even five and a half feet. My wavy black hair was wild, and my eyes were a bright green.

My shoulders were too narrow, though I’d been lucky enough for them to be fairly broad, just not filled out.

The suit that I was wearing – raided from the depths of Ed’s closet the night before – was far too large on me.

I must have been thinking too much about Edward, because my brother chose that exact moment to stick his head in the door next to me.

“Hey,” Ed called, his voice a deeper rumble than my own. “Dad said that breakfast is ready.”

He glanced at me and raised an eyebrow.

I wasn’t sure if it was over the fact that I’d stolen the suit from his closet without asking, or if Ed hadn’t even noticed that and was instead focused on something completely different.

“Feeling nervous?” Edward asked.

“Yeah,” I admitted.

“Don’t be,” he said with the wave of his hand. “You go up and put your hand on a crystal, have a few spells cast, do some paperwork, and that’s pretty much all there is to it. You’re probably better at ungated spells than I was at your age. You’ve got nothing to be worried about.”

“You’re telling me that you weren’t nervous when your test came?” I asked skeptically.

“Well… I knew that I’d always be able to work in the bakery, even if I couldn’t join the Lightwatch,” Ed said, waving as he turned to head downstairs.

I grumbled. My brother was correct… technically.

But I didn’t really want to spend the rest of my life working at the family bakery. It was fine, and I didn’t actually mind baking that much, but… it was boring.

And even though our dad catered to a lot of wealthy clients, the profit margins of a bakery were always thinner than people expected, so it’d have me living the exact same life, forever.

I needed a powerful legacy. More than that, I needed good mana types.

Life would be preferable. Most of the monsters that the Wyldwatch was called in to deal with were biological, and many prowled in the thickly forested mountains around Mossford, which meant that trees were abundant.

Death wouldn’t be too bad. The Spiritwatch was always accepting people with death mana, and they would be better than the Lightwatch.

Even though becoming an ordinary civic guardian with the Lightwatch didn’t interest me as much as the other Watches, I didn’t hate the idea. They’d take any mana type, after all.

But the pay of the Lightwatch was worse, the hours were longer, and I’d have to deal with petty criminals all day.

Not to mention, both the Spiritwatch and the Wyldwatch would give me more privacy and independence than the Lightwatch would.

I checked myself one final time in the mirror, turning to make sure that the new binder I’d put on was fitting well, then turned and headed downstairs for breakfast.

When I came downstairs, my nose was filled with the smell of eggs and bacon, and I blinked, surprised for a moment.

I probably hadn’t had a meal that was distinctly breakfast in… months.

Most mornings, we just had some leftovers that hadn’t sold the night before, and my dad would be so busy working to have the shop ready that he wouldn’t be able to cook.

Today, however, dad was standing behind the grill, and he traced a quick ungated spell in the air to dispel the flame as he slid the last strips of bacon onto a platter. He smiled when he saw me coming downstairs.

“Morning, Malachi. You look… nice,” dad said.

Ed was already seated at the table, and he’d somehow piled his plate with two slices of bacon, an egg, and a piece of toast in the time it had taken me to get downstairs.

“Thanks,” I said in response as I piled my plate with breakfast. I was so nervous that I could barely taste the food, nor pay attention to the small talk that my father and brother were making.

Once I was done, my father clapped me on the shoulder.

“So, how are you feeling?”

“Nervous,” I said honestly.

“Don’t be,” my father said. “You’ll be fine. Even if you manifest a gate for a useless mana type, like abnegation, you’d still be able to work in the shop. I almost only use ungated magic anyways.”

I made yet another noncommittal noise and ate some more bacon.

I actually wouldn’t mind abnegation mana. Though joining the Wyldwatch with abnegation mana alone was a more doubtful prospect, abnegation’s powerful defensive spells meant that plenty of adventuring guilds would take me.

Liz could probably even get me into her guild.

Once I finished breakfast, I rose and gave Dad a hug, then gave Ed one as well.

“Want me to walk with you?” Ed asked as our dad walked into the shop.

I flushed with embarrassment and shook my head. My older brother escorting me for my mana check? That was beyond embarrassing.

“I can walk,” I said. Ed gave me a nod and a thumbs up.

As I exited the house, I heard Ed call out behind me.

“Wait, isn’t that suit one of mine?”

I swiftly shut the door and darted away. There was no need for Ed to know about that.

The trip downtown wasn’t too far, and I quite enjoyed the warmth of the Petal-Bloom – the spring months were always my second favorite, after autumn. By the time Suns-Birth or Summers-Heart rolled around, it’d be too hot for my tastes.

Mossford was never too warm – even in Summers-Heart, it rarely got hot enough to need shorts, so my suit jacket was definitely not necessary. Even though I didn’t need it, I didn’t want to take it off, even if it made it a bit hard to breathe under the binder and the suit.

Instead, I tapped into my mana-garden and cast an ungated spell, drawing mana out into my fingers and tracing a simple pattern in the air.

It was a common cooling spell, the kind that most people used to cool down drinks. Casting it over my entire body did mean that it drained my mana-garden to nearly empty, but it provided excellent relief, and I wasn’t too worried about draining my mana.

It took me about ten more minutes to arrive at the testing site, only to see people had formed a line stretching outside the college already.

As I entered the line, I glanced around to look at the other people my age. Some looked to have just turned eighteen, probably literally today, whereas others had surlier expressions – probably those who were about to turn nineteen and felt cheated that they’d had to wait so long. But even among those who were almost nineteen, there were plenty of excited and nervous faces.

The line slowly chugged along, and I eventually came to the front of it, where I was directed to one of the testing chambers.

I took a deep breath and stepped inside.

Like Ed had promised, there was a set of silver crystals floating in midair. The centermost one was about the size of a fist, and there were nine smaller ones floating around it in a semicircle, each about the size of a fingernail.

Behind the crystalline apparatus was a middle-aged woman with a severe ponytail, but a gentle smile.

“Hello,” she said, reaching out to shake my hand. “My name is Elicia Dee, knowledge mana Spellbinder. I’ll be the one getting your identification card sorted. Now, what do you want your full legal name to be? Are you fine with your birth name, or would you prefer to change it?”

As she asked, she gestured towards the crystal. I put my hand on the crystal and felt it slowly begin to suck mana from my mana-garden.

I’d spent most of my mana on the spell to cool down earlier, but in the time it took me to finish the walk, it had recharged a little bit, and the crystal only needed a drop of my ungated mana to identify what my mana types were.

“I’d like to change it to Malachi Roth Baker,” I said after a moment of hesitation.

She nodded, and after a series of standard questions for my identification, she raised her index and middle fingers to tap the crystal I had my hand on.

“I’m going to be testing your legacy and mana types now,” she said. “They will be added to your ID, but it won’t be publicly available. Are you ready?”

I nodded, and the woman sent a pulse of mana into the crystal. Abruptly, two of the smaller crystals lit up, glowing a soft silver color.

“Two mana types,” she said, then frowned at the silver. “Undetermined mana type. Interesting. Did either of your parents have the ability to choose their mana types as their legacy?”

I shook my head, and she shrugged.

“Well, it’s a common legacy with tons of variations, like Artificial Gates or the legendary Chosen Hero. You probably inherited this from an ancestor, or maybe manifested your own. Let’s look at the specifics of your gift, then.”

She cast another spell into the crystal, and I felt a strange sensation as the spell scanned me. Her eyebrows rose, and she consulted her clipboard for a moment.

“Your legacy is called Mana Mirror. It’s not one I’d heard of before, but it did come up as one that we have a recording of. Do you want me to call the details for you?”

I nodded, and she lifted her hand from the crystal, then began to trace her fingers in the air.

A complex spell drew itself out, and then a moment later, a powerful surge of mana poured into it. Third gate at the very least, maybe even fourth gate mana.

She spoke some sort of passphrase into the spell, and after a few more moments, she raised her eyebrows as the knowledge spell came to an end and a sheet of paper appeared in her hands. She read it, then passed it to me.

“Mana Mirror,” I read aloud. “This legacy was last recorded by Arcanist Lorkum Sratz in the year four hundred and seventeen of the Mossford calendar.”

I’d never heard of them, but it was possible that Lorkum had been a relative of mine. Arcanists were powerful, exceptionally so, and I wasn’t aware of being descended from any of them, but three centuries was more than long enough for the records of something like that to be forgotten. 

“This is a choice type legacy, as your spirit is more protean and malleable than normal. This causes your spirit to reflect its mana and create its equal-yet-opposite affinity, and for spells using said opposing mana types to have an increased efficiency,” I read aloud.

That was a pretty unique legacy. I didn’t have two mana types, after all.

Or rather, I did, but when I chose to convert them from blanks and open them, I’d have four.

And opposing mana types at that…

“I advise you to choose your mana types with a lot of care,” she said.

“I already know one of the ones I want,” I said. “How do I transform my mana types from unspecified to the type I want? I need life mana, and that’ll also grant me death mana, too.”

As I said that, I felt something deep within my mana-garden stir. Energy began to swirl, and abruptly, one of the silver crystals dimmed. It went dark, and then light shone from two of the stones, one green and one purple.

She shook her head and sighed.

“Not the choice I would have advised on – that would be tempest and telluric – but I’ll record it. Do you know what your second choice is?”

I resisted the urge to roll my eyes at her as I considered what other mana types I may want, then shook my head.

“No,” I said. She nodded and added a few notes onto her clipboard.

“Alright. I’ll record your other as undecided, and once you select it, just swing by any Mossford records building, and you’ll be able to update your ID.”

I nodded, and she cast another spell. A few moments later, a thin wooden card appeared, printed with my name, picture, mana types, and date of birth.

“Just go through there,” the official said, pointing at the back door. “There’s a career fair going on in the gymnasium, and there are even a few mages who are looking for apprentices.”

I nodded and pushed through the doors. With life and death mana, I should be able to join the Wyldwatch or the Spiritwatch.

Maybe a mage would even take me in as an apprentice, though that was doubtful.


CHAPTER TWO

Orykson floated in his castle, tinkering away with one of his projects, when a spirit flickered into existence next to him. He turned and glanced at his bound elemental.

“What is it?” he asked, his voice a rich baritone. “Have the results for the testing arrived already?”

As he asked, he floated down towards the floor on a current of tightly controlled air and began to walk in the direction of his rooms.

“Yes,” the elemental said. “There were two candidates who partially met your requirements this year. In the city of Pennington, there was a new college student with both life and spatial mana, who possessed an awareness-enhancing legacy.”

Orykson hummed as he stepped into the shower.

“And the other?”

“In Daocheng, there was a dropout with life and death mana.”

Orykson hadn’t been to Daocheng in almost a decade…

He hoped Ikki was still doing well. The Time Prince was one of the few people for whom Orykson held genuine respect.

“What was their legacy?”

“An extremely powerful fire resistance,” the elemental answered.

Orykson nodded slowly.

“Neither are perfect matches. Oh well, there’s always next year… though the one in Pennington could be interesting. Remind me to set them up for a job with the Wyldwatch, and if they are able to reach third gate with those resources, offer them a job in my life magic labs. Oh, and remind me to visit Ikki within the next few weeks.”

“Of course,” the elemental said, bobbing its head. “But… there may also be one more. He’s an even less perfect match, but the records were updated almost immediately on his choice.”

“Hm?” Orykson asked, drying off his hair and slipping on one of his suits.

“He possesses two mana types, and a legacy that allows them to choose which mana to use.”

“That’s hardly worth mentioning. If I wanted something so imperfect, I’d just visit the student in Pennington. They at least have a useful legacy.”

“His legacy is a bit unusual,” the elemental said. “This particular legacy is Mana Mirror. It grants him –”

“I know what Mana Mirror does, though I am surprised that it’s still around. He could potentially possess life, death, spatial, and temporal. I suppose enhancing the blending effects of life and death mana could be useful, too…” Orykson mused. “He’d certainly need to do some extra tinkering in one of the Sepulchers, but it possesses potential. Like all choice legacies, it will have advantages and disadvantages when it comes to deep mana, but that has potential too… But it’s pointless unless he’s willing to adhere

“Indeed. That is why I overrode your protocol to avoid normal choice legacies – the boy immediately selected life and death mana.”

“Really? Now that is curious…”

Orykson ran a comb through his hair, tucked in his pocket watch, and glanced at the elemental.

“What are their records like?”

“No criminal record,” the elemental said. “Mediocre performance in school, though recent psychological and physiological medical records lead me to believe that had to do more with struggling in a setting where he needed to stay still and read, rather than a lack of intellect. He performed exceptionally well in their mana flow studies, after all.”

Orykson nodded his acknowledgement.

“Where?”

“Mossford’s capital city. Less than two hundred miles away.”

Orykson cast a teleportation spell and appeared in a hall of Mossford College, where the government performed the testing. As he walked towards the gymnasium, an unpleasant sight crossed in front of him.

“Meadow,” he said flatly.

The woman in front of him was nearing two centuries old, and she looked it. Her dark skin was covered in wrinkles from head to toe, and her hair had gone gray eight decades ago. She was hunched over on her walking stick – a simple wooden affair.

“Orykson,” she croaked, her eyes narrowing. “What are you doing here?”

“Hardly any of your business, old woman,” he said, though in truth, he was more than four times her age. She let it show, unlike him, and that grated on him more than it should have.

A Magus should comport themselves better than that. Even when he’d been mortal like her, he never would have allowed himself to age so visibly. He was certain that Ikki wouldn’t have ever let himself look so decrepit, either. “I don’t fear death, Orykson. Not like you do.”

“Why keep yourself alive past when your body would normally fail, then?” he retorted, and she just sighed and shook her head.

“I’m here to teach someone,” she said.

“What a coincidence,” Orykson said, “I’m here for a similar reason. Though, if he meets my criteria, I plan to actually take him on as an apprentice, not just teach him a handful of spells.”

“You know full well what happened with your last apprentice,” Meadow said. “The others won’t stand for you taking a new one so soon.”

“If you feel so strongly about it, then stop me here and now,” Orykson said with a slight sneer.

The woman was silent for a few moments as they walked towards the gym.

“Let me teach him life magic,” she finally said. “Plant magic, at the very least, maybe a little bit of healing magic if he’s the interest.”

Orykson blinked. Out of everything his fellow Magi might have said next, that wasn’t what he’d expected.

“Why?” he demanded. “You’re a better plant mage than I am, and possibly a better healer. Why would you make my apprentice more powerful?”

The only play that he could see was her pushing him into taking the imperfect fit as an apprentice, then corrupting the boy in order to help her kill him. 

“If you can’t unravel that mystery, Orykson, then you shouldn’t think quite so highly of yourself,” Meadow said. “The reason’s simple: humanity.”

“Humanity?” Orykson asked, bewildered.

“You’re catching some young person up in your games of power and politics, and it will be far too easy for him to lose their connections to others and become an island. Besides, if nothing else, it will set a precedent that he’s not solely your student. That should assuage Atsilla and Ama for a while at least.”

The last point was true, and his knowledge elemental pointed out how that could easily be leveraged to get another teacher. Perhaps this attempt at an heir would even surpass him, as he hoped… But the island part was nonsense.

“If you’re referring to the fact that I don’t take romantic or –” Orykson began, before Meadow cut him off.

“Primes no, Orykson. I mean the fact that you sit in your tower, playing games with human lives, toying with the fate of nations like a power-mad child,” Meadow snapped.

“I’m hardly the most inhumane or violent of the Magi,” Orykson protested. He was, admittedly, more than a little confused about what Meadow was trying to get at. He had friends, just not ones he’d die for. Was putting himself first really so bad?

“The Death Queen is far more destructive and crueler than I am,” he finally said. “Tom is more callous. The Storm King treats his citizens with disdain. At least my labs and research provide a great deal of the magical infrastructure that keeps this half of the continent civilized.”

“Vivian’s day will come,” the old woman responded. “There will always be someone to slay monsters like her and the others. But there isn’t always someone to stop the ordinary evils you spread in the world.”

Orykson shook his head. He had no idea what this madwoman was going on about. The part about the Death Queen’s demise coming was true – he accounted for her fall within the next two decades, at most.

But he didn’t know what she meant about ordinary evils. He wasn’t a good man – he knew that. But most of those he groomed for the tournaments between Magi went on to be successful spell crafters, warriors, or researchers. It was rare for his experiments to go so wrong that they would cause large-scale damage. At worst, he had to terminate a handful of people to contain them.

Well, there were a few cases that had gotten out of hand, like Vivian. But those were rather stark exceptions.

Still, her inane ramblings about hope and family aside, he couldn’t deny that she was an excellent plant mage. If she could pass on her lessons to his experiment, then it would likely surpass the baselines that he’d outlined for its end performance.

“Fine,” he agreed. “Conditions, however. He’ll still be my apprentice. That means anything you teach him has to be run past me first. In addition, I can call an end to your lessons at any point. Finally, no more than one day a week with him. Solsdays only.”

Meadow inclined her weathered head, and Orykson relaxed. That should stop her from being able to cause too much damage, at the very least.

“If you’ll excuse me, Springbringer, I need to ensure my future apprentice doesn’t wind up in the hands of someone else.”

“Of course, Analyst.”

Orykson teleported away then, annoyed by the conversation. He would have preferred to walk to the gym, but spending more time with Meadow would only irritate him further. Besides, he had to take care of the Wyldwatch and Spiritwatch before they could poach his new experiment.

Orykson appeared behind the Wyldwatch representative, a forty-year-old Spellbinder who had been picking his way through the gym, looking for anyone with the willingness to reach Spellbinder – as if it were some great accomplishment – and to also take the substandard pay as a member of the Wyldwatch.

As his teleport spell completed, his bonded elemental also appeared before the member of the Spiritwatch.

He put his hand on the Wyldwatch representative’s shoulder, and he turned.

“Oh, hello. How can I help you, sir?” the representative asked, a bland smile plastered on his face.

How refreshingly droll.

“Malachi Roth Baker. I presume he was on your list of candidates to check out?”

“That’s –” the representative started, but Orykson cut him off.

“You’re not offering him any work. He is my apprentice now. I’d be happy to allow you to contact me for more information. I am willing to have him perform missions and jobs for you.”

He handed the man a business card.

“I’m sorry, but I have the right to ask him and propose a counteroffer.”

His bound elemental was having a much easier time with the representative it was speaking to than Orykson was. The Spiritwatch had sent someone competent to deal with candidates who had death mana, unlike this man sent by the Wyldwatch.

This was stupid - every hospital, and even a few gardeners, would be going after people with life mana. Why send a buffoon like this to deal with the life mages?

He took a breath to center himself. It was fine. Then he allowed a tiny bit of mana from his seventh gate to slip into his mana-garden.

It wasn’t enough to cast a spell, certainly not one of seventh gate. But it was enough to send a message.

He pulled power from his fifth gate as well, this time enough to actually power a spell, and teleported away. The lingering strands of seventh gate mana hung in the air, excess power.

If that didn’t scare off the representative, he was more stupid than Orykson had given him credit for.

Then, Orykson set off to find Malachi.


CHAPTER THREE

I was wandering around the career fair when a mage approached me. The mage was taller than I was by only a few inches, making him rather short, and he was dressed in a sharply tailored suit.

His skin was a shade or two darker than mine, but more from a tan than natural disposition. He was probably a fellow Mossford native, and, like me, not one that saw the sun much.

The middle-aged man had dark hair that was only beginning to show streaks of silvery white, and he smiled genially as I nodded to him.

“Hello, Malachi,” the man said. “My name is Orykson. I wanted to discuss an opportunity with you. Would you mind speaking to me in my office about it?”

He had an office here? That was strange. Maybe he wanted me to go to school here, or something like that.

I’d done pretty poorly in school when it came to the memorization stuff, but I was good with mana, so maybe that had redeemed me some? A lot of guilds didn’t care about what your history class scores were, as long as your spellcasting was up to snuff.

“Sure,” I responded.

This was a job fair, after all. It was a bit strange, but it was hardly concerning.

The man nodded and flicked his fingers.

A portal tore open in space next to him. On the other side was a richly appointed sitting room, with thick red and purple carpets and plush brown leather chairs.

My eyes widened. Portal spells were powerful stuff. Even the weakest of them required you to be an Arcanist.

It also raised my mental alarms a lot more, and I took a half a step back.

“How will I get back?” I asked.

Orykson seemed to consider for a moment, then he gave me an approving nod and the portal shifted. Now, instead of looking out onto a private office space, it looked out onto a café. A few customers gave the portal a curious look.

“This is a café I frequent,” Orykson explained. “It’s on the corner of Fifth and Eighth.”

I relaxed a bit at that. That was a mile or two away from the bakery, but it wasn’t so far that I’d have to take an enchanted carriage back to the college. I actually thought I’d seen the café before, though I’d never visited it.

Plus, more importantly, it was a public location, and had other people.

“Alright,” I said, and stepped through the portal.

Orykson stepped through a moment later, and the portal snapped shut behind him.

“Hello there, Orykson!” one of the baristas, a tall woman with long blonde hair, greeted us. “Usual for you today? Who’s the friend?”

“Yes, please,” Orykson said. “And he’s someone I’m giving a job interview to.”

He turned to me a moment later.

“What would you like?”

“Just some coffee. Iced, if you can,” I responded uncertainly. The barista nodded and went to work on our order while Orykson took a seat at one of the tables and gestured for me to sit next to him.

I glanced at the door, just to reassure myself, before I turned my attention back to Orykson, dusted the crumbs off my chair, and sat.

“So, what is this about?” I asked.

“Exactly what I told our young barista over there. I’m here to offer you some work.”

I shifted in my chair as Orykson slowly raked his eyes over me, then steepled his fingers together.

“Malachi. You’re wearing a suit about three sizes too large for you - clearly something that you’re not entirely comfortable in. It has mild staining. That’s incongruous with your apparent fastidiousness. You instantly selected life and death mana, which happens to be rather interesting to me.”

I felt a jolt of annoyance run through me at that. I hadn’t come here to be insulted. Besides, suits were expensive, and it wasn’t like I’d had the money to purchase one of my own. My work at the bakery didn’t pay much, and I’d spent a lot of it on changing out my wardrobe for everyday wear.

“I’m going to guess you took that suit from your father or elder brother. Is that correct?” Orykson continued.

“Older brother,” I confirmed.

Orykson tsked.

“That won’t do at all. Every man needs at least five good suits. In my opinion, it’s actually closer to ten, but that’s a tangential point at best.”

I stared at Orykson, confused.

“Why would you bring me here to criticize my clothing?” I asked.

At least Orykson had done it in a… weirdly positive way? It was still negative, but it was better than the terrible jokes that Liz’s dad had made about my clothes.

“Ah, I suppose I didn’t tell you that, did I?”

He flicked his fingers and our drinks appeared on the table, having teleported from the counter where they’d been placed.

I took a wary sip of my drink. It tasted like a normal – if high quality – iced coffee.

“I’d like to ask you why you instantly chose life and death mana, first of all.”

“Is that really necessary?” I asked, bristling slightly. This was the second time someone had suggested it was a poor choice, after all.

“Quite necessary,” Orykson said. “I wasn’t lying to the barista. I am giving you a job interview.”

“What for?” I asked. “I haven’t heard of you before, and you didn’t introduce yourself as a member of a guild. The only magic I’ve seen you use is portal magic, which is spatial mana. I didn’t choose spatial mana.”

“Nor will you have to,” Orykson said smoothly. “Though, I won’t lie - I hope you eventually will. Now, let’s head back to why you wanted those mana types?”

I shifted uncomfortably in my seat.

“I wanted to join the Wyldwatch or the Spiritwatch. Their operatives make more than a baker does, and they usually operate solo or in small groups.”

“The higher salary and enhanced privacy would give you space and time to transition,” Orykson commented, his tone neutral.

I paused for a moment, then reluctantly nodded.

I wasn’t sure exactly how Orykson had put it together this quickly. Maybe he had some sort of diagnostic spell, like a doctor, or some sort of magical item with a similar purpose.

That was a more comforting idea than that I didn’t pass, and a nasty voice in the back of my head insisted that was a comforting lie I was telling myself, and that I didn’t pass at all.

“That was part of it. On top of that, I’ve always had an affinity for the forests and night. I was very invested in learning about spirits, undead, and monsters when I was in school. That whole aesthetic interested me.”

Orykson gave me a condescending smile, but nodded.

“I can hardly judge you for that. I had my moments in my youth as well. I’d like to offer you a better deal than what any of the three Watches could offer, however,” Orykson said.

I scrunched my eyebrows together and nodded for Orykson to keep speaking. He took a sip of coffee first, then he continued.

“I’m looking for an apprentice that meets certain parameters. A strong affinity for life and death, and access to at least one other type of mana. Spatial is preferred, but others are acceptable to varying degrees.”

“What’s the least acceptable?” I asked curiously.

“Desolation mana,” Orykson said disdainfully. “At least with the other major offensive types, like solar or tempest, there are multiple other spells to utilize the mana in different ways. Desolation is impossible to beat in terms of raw destruction, but in my experience, a bigger weapon is rarely the answer. The strongest mage in the world can lose to a smarter one.”

Liz had desolation mana, so I felt like I should be offended on her behalf. It was a powerful and destructive mana type, after all, and destruction had its uses.

Still, I couldn’t help but agree. Creation and desolation mana were an interesting pair, but they didn’t call to me in the same way as… really any of the other pairs of mana.

“Alright,” I said. “What would it entail?”

Orykson smiled and took another sip of his coffee.

“Your apprenticeship will have several phases. For the first phase, you’re going to learn plant magic on Solsdays from an… associate of mine. She’s a bit strange, but she’s harmless. On Telsday and Liday, I’ll have you working in a butcher’s shop at first.”

“A butcher’s shop?” I asked, confused. That didn’t sound like a proper mage apprenticeship. It sounded like being apprenticed to a butcher.

“Learning about different sorts of bodies is important if you want to master both life and death magic. What’s more, it will allow you to master your first handful of spells there. On Temsday and Phyday, you’ll be pursuing public contracts for the Spiritwatch or the Wyldwatch, or else ones that I give you. You will have the weekends off.”

“I… see,” I said slowly. That still didn’t sound like any apprenticeship I’d ever heard of, but it at least explained the butcher shop section.

It was still strange, though. The only time that I’d be learning spells was from someone who wasn’t my mentor. 

“Your pay will start at thirty-five thousand silver a year, paid biweekly, and increase as your magical skill and power increases. Anything that you bring in through the contracts that you take will be yours to keep in full, of course. Housing will not be provided; however, uniforms and tools will be.”

That made my eyebrows shoot up. Thirty-five thousand silver wasn’t a lot, but it was also… a lot. At least, it was to me.

It was at least five thousand more a year than what I’d make if I stayed as a baker – probably even more than the pay I’d make if I worked at home, since I was part of the family, and would likely need to sacrifice some of my pay.

I didn’t know how lucrative contract work was, but even if the pay wasn’t great, I’d still be making more than at any other point in my life.

“What’s more, if you stick with me, I can assure you that you’ll reach the point where you can begin transitioning with your own power within a year, rather than pouring money down the drain.”

I repressed a swell of hope inside me – transitioning was expensive. Having the tools to do it myself would be incredible…

…And completely unreasonable to achieve within a year.

“Even the most basic of those spells are third gate,” I said suspiciously. “Are you claiming you can make me a Spellbinder within a year? That’s ridiculous. My brother just advanced to Spellbinder, and he’s four years older than me.”

“It only takes four years if you’re doing it wrong,” Orykson said with a blandly confident smile.

I frowned and shook my head.

“I’m not sure I believe that, to be honest. You’re telling me every school in the world is going about it the wrong way?”

“No, their way of going about it is correct. They’d likely consider the method I use to be fundamentally flawed. You likely won’t even know a dozen spells before you open your third gate and become a Spellbinder. I plan for you to perfect three utility spells, one mana harvesting spell, and one offensive spell.”

Five spells to advance to Spellbinder? That was ridiculous. Ed had known six combat spells before he’d even opened his second gate, and those were only combat spells.

Liz knew more than thirty combat spells, despite her only having opened her second gate.

And that wasn’t accounting for non-combat spells for either of them!

“That’s it?” I asked in disbelief. “There’s no way I could reasonably do Wyldwatch contract work with one spell. And that’s… still not a lot of spells.”

“There would also be the plant magic that you’d be learning from your other tutor. And if you decided to gain spatial mana, I would also add the spatial anchor and spatial recall spells of first and second gate,” Orykson said with a shrug. “But ultimately? Yes. Not very much real magic can be taught until you’re a Spellbinder. The jump in mana from a second gate Practitioner to third gate Spellbinder is simply too large.”

There was still one thing that was bothering me, though.

“You said I would perfect those spells. You expect me to master five spells in less than twelve months?”

“Hardly,” Orykson said. I felt a bit of relief at that. He must have just meant that I needed to learn those spells well.

“I expect you to ingrain those five spells,” Orykson continued.

I stared at him, mildly uncertain. I’d heard of ingrained spells, but I didn’t know much about them – it wasn’t something you could do with ungated mana, so my classes had glossed over them.

“Have you mastered a spell yet?” Orykson asked. “To be frank, I assumed you had, given the scores in your classes. If you haven’t…”

“Four,” I said, letting a hint of pride leak into my voice despite myself. “But they’re all spells I use constantly as part of working at the bakery. It took me years to master them.”

That actually seemed to give Orykson pause for a moment.

“Then you should have nothing to worry about,” he said. “Ingraining is only one step further than mastery. You should be practicing the spells I teach you far more than you would the ones at your bakery. So, what do you say?”

I studied the mage across from me. I didn’t see how it was possible for me to ingrain any spell within a year, let alone five of them.

At the same time, he was an Arcanist, and I wasn’t. Surely, he’d know better than I would.

“Fine, I’ll agree, but I want some clauses added to the contract. I need an out that will allow me to leave without punishment if I can’t meet your insane expectations.”

“Absolutely not. I will, however, include a failure clause. If you can’t match my benchmarks within a certain time period, then you’ll be stripped of your title as my apprentice, and you’ll instead need to repay me ten percent of money from whatever job you go on to get, in order to compensate me for the waste of my time. That will include the pay I spent on your salary, equipment, and my own personal time invested.”

“I’m not paying for your time,” I said. “I don’t even know what you’d charge for, and that’s a basic duty as a mentor anyways. Either manage the expectations, or don’t charge for time.”

“No,” Orykson said simply.

“How much for your time, then?” I rebutted.

“Ten thousand silver an hour,” he said, his voice completely level and serious.

I almost spat out my coffee at that. That kind of hourly price was insane. Even most professional mages didn’t charge a hundredth of that. Ten or fifteen hours of that much was enough to bring home an entire year’s worth of a doctor’s salary.

“You’re an Arcanist, but I don’t think your time is that valuable,” I said.

“I’m not an Arcanist,” Orykson responded, and my eyebrows shot up.

“You’re not? What are you, then?”

In response, Orykson drew power from his seventh gate and let it fill the air around us. Even without a spell to structure the power, it hung in the air like an oppressive weight, gravity amplified a thousandfold.

I struggled for breath at the crushing weight of the power.

My vision started fuzzing and going gray at the corners.

I sucked in a desperate gasp of air…


CHAPTER FOUR

Then the power was gone, sucked back inside Orykson.

Even with it gone, I was having a hard time breathing.

Orykson was an Occultist?! I’d never felt seventh gate mana before, but that was unmistakably what he’d released into the air.

There were only a handful of people with that kind of power in all of Mossford.

Most common laborers just used ungated mana. Ungated spells were more than sufficient for most basic daily spells, like heating water for tea. If they were specialists in their field, like construction workers with telluric mana, they may have opened their first or even second gate.

Most professional mages – battlemages, doctors, members of the Watches, engineers, and the like – were Spellbinders, with access to third gate mana, and perhaps fourth as well.

Arcanists, those with fifth or sixth gate mana, were much rarer – lead engineers, head doctors at the top of their game, mages capable of opening portals across hundreds of miles, or battlemages capable of slaughtering a town’s worth of people singlehandedly. Liz’s grandfather was a battlemage Arcanist, and I had liked the man during our handful of meetings.

Occultists… Occultists simply didn’t exist, at least not to ordinary people. They did exist, but they were the kind of person that you only heard about in stories. Teleporting anywhere in the world, leveling a city alone, creating pocket worlds…

The powers of an Occultist were almost limitless, and it was the peak of magical power.

Unless, of course, you believed that there were Magi still out there. There were always rumors about those who had opened their ninth gate. The nation-state of Nightflock was supposedly ruled by a Magus, but most people agreed that the Death Queen was simply a powerful Occultist with an equally powerful legacy.

Standing in front of an Occultist, even one that hadn’t opened their eighth gate…

I gulped, suddenly wishing that I hadn’t been quite so demanding and blasé during this interview. I’d thought it projected strength, but that was stupid in front of him.

“Do you think I can actually succeed?” I asked nervously.

“Your success is definitively possible,” Orykson said confidently. “So, what do you say?”

Lessons from an Occultist were invaluable, quite literally, so it was no wonder that Orykson prized his time so highly.

If I did fail, though… there was no way that I’d be able to pay back all the hours that I would owe him as his apprentice.

On the other hand, if I succeeded, I’d be a Spellbinder within a year, rather than the average three to five years it took most people. Spellbinder salaries were much higher than basic Practitioner salaries, so even getting an extra few years of higher pay might be worth it.

On top of that, even if I failed, I’d only be paying ten percent of my salary. That was annoying, but it wasn’t the sort of thing that would cripple me for life.

“Where does my apprenticeship end?” I finally asked.

“It ends when you’ve become an Arcanist. Anyone can reach Spellbinder with little more than dedication. Reaching Arcanist is more difficult, a more personal path. Possible to be guided through, however. The walk from Arcanist to Occultist and beyond? That’s a path that can never be walked twice. I took my route, and I’ll set you on a strong route to ensure that you do one day reach Occultist. But I can’t lead you down it.”

A standard apprentice contract was for four to ten years, but it sounded like Orykson wasn’t planning on measuring in time.

What did he get out of this deal, though? Most people who took in apprentices did it to continue their craft, or at least to have cheap help while they were teaching. What was Orykson’s craft, though?

“That’s all to the deal?” I asked, trying to make my tone hold less suspicion and more respect. “You don’t expect me to perform great acts of service or anything?”

“Oh no, I do,” Orykson said. “The missions that you’ll be going on will grow significantly more advanced as your skill and power grow. But you’re of no use to me with only ungated mana. Even once you’re a Practitioner, your power will be too low for me to get any real use out of it. Furthermore, once you are an Arcanist, you’ll owe me three favors.”

“I get the right to refusal on the favors,” I said, all but instinctively. I’d been tricked into agreements too many times by my older brother to not add a clause like that.

“Of course,” Orykson said. “I’m an analyst, not a monster. It’s not like I’ll be asking you to kill a member of parliament. I’m actually quite happy with the current trajectory of the nation. It doesn’t produce the most powerful mages per capita, but it is a bastion of civilization and poise.”

“It’s a deal, then,” I said, holding out my hand. Orykson took it and shook it once, firmly, then removed two copies of a contract and an ink pen, seemingly from nowhere, and pushed them both towards me.

I stared at him. How had he been able to conjure a fully written contract, complete with all of the clauses and provisions I’d negotiated for?

“Then all I need is your signature, and we can begin by getting you your uniform.”

Orykson hadn’t been joking about wanting me in uniform – he immediately dragged me to three different tailor shops. The first one apparently had the highest quality suits, made of tenebrous-weave.

I would never have been able to afford a suit that wasn’t secondhand, let alone one made of a magical material, so I had no clue what tenebrous-weave even was, but it had to be expensive, given that there was no price listed.

After the suits, he took me to an entirely different tailor to get the measuring, hemming, and fitting done, before taking me to a third tailor for accessories such as ties, clips, shoes, and cufflinks.

As I was looking over a selection of different colored pocket kerchiefs, I glanced up at my new mentor.

“How much will all of this cost?” I asked, looking up at Orykson.

“I’ve no idea,” he admitted. “Likely somewhere in the vein of twenty or thirty thousand silver for all five suits and their accessories?”

“What exactly did they make that suit out of?” I asked, some of the shock leaking into my voice.

“Silk from Tenebrous Lacewings,” Orykson said. “A monster – though I despise that nomenclature – which is able to use its magic to spin bundles of flexible shadow silk. It’s capable of shedding all dirt and grime, as well as a degree of physical and magical force, and it can reconstitute itself from shreds when left within shadows. Of course, as you grow and change, your suits will need to be retailored, and once you’re combating beings capable of third gate magic, you’ll need to upgrade to a stronger defense. But, it’s a fair start.”

I felt like I’d been doing a lot of staring at Orykson in disbelief, but I couldn’t help myself from staring again. A moment later, a question formed on my lips.

“Why did you pick me? An Occultist could have their pick of students.”

“You met certain parameters I needed for this particular experiment,” Orykson stated calmly. “Now. I think that the red tie you were looking at would work well with your charcoal and black suits, but you really ought to pick up a handful of lighter colors as well. I forced you to buy a tan suit for a reason.”

I felt a flash of irritation at being called an experiment, but at the same time, I couldn’t be that mad.

I would be happy to be an experiment when I was getting these sorts of benefits.

It took us another hour or so to finish up the shopping. I wouldn’t actually get the suits for another few days, since they were being tailored, but it was a good start.

When we left the final shop, Orykson began to walk in the direction of the bakery, and I followed him.

“Malachi, are you ready for your first two spells?” he asked.

“I haven’t opened my first gate yet,” I said, “but I’d be happy to have them for when I do so.”

“A simple enough matter. I assume you were taught the theory behind opening a gate?”

“Push your mana up against the gate while attempting to cast a spell that draws on mana from behind it.”

“A bit overly simplistic, but adequate for the purposes of reaching Spellbinder, at least. Open your life mana’s first gate, then.”

As he spoke, a thin, leatherbound volume appeared in his hands from nowhere. He opened it to reveal hand drawn spell formulas on each sheet of paper. He tapped the first page.

“This spell.”

I’d known that spells generally got more complicated as mana intensity increased, but this spell was more complicated than any ungated spell I’d ever even heard of. I’d seen my brother trace out spells before for his practice, and none were ever even half as complex as this one.

I studied the book and drew my mana into my fingertips, straining against the limits of where I could – just barely – feel the life mana waiting to be unlocked.

I slowly and deliberately began to trace out the spell in the air as we walked. It took me the better part of fifteen minutes to get the spell cast correctly, and it drained my mana-garden to nearly nothing to even try to trace it out.

I poured the fragments of power I had left in my mana-garden into the spell, and I felt something crack.

Then the world went green around me.

I stood in the middle of a small field of grass, with four berry bushes around me. A thick stone wall ran around the grass in a roughly circular shape. There were gates of wrought iron at each of the cardinal positions in the garden. The northern gate was set with a green gemstone the size of my head, and the southern gate was set with an identical stone in a shade of purple.

The green gemstone cracked, then dissolved into dust. The gate swung open, and I felt air rush into the garden.

I felt a hand on my shoulder and I almost screamed.

Orykson was behind me, hovering in the air like a ghost.

“What is this?” I asked him. “My mana-garden? How are you here?”

“Mana-gardens are a part of the soul,” Orykson said blandly, “And I am a death mage. Soul manipulation is well within my field of expertise.”

He glanced around and nodded.

“I scanned your mana-garden when we first met, of course, but there’s nothing quite like seeing it in person. A reasonable size.”

He gestured forward to the open gate.

I began to walk forwards, then passed through the gate. The grass here was brighter, taller, wilder, but there was only grass. No bushes or trees dotted the landscape.

It was large, though. The land hidden behind the first gate was nearly four times as large as the area that had been in the ungated land.

I expected to see another wall and gate, but instead I could only see a thick bank of mist swirling around the edges.

“Where’s the gate to second realm mana?” I asked, curious.

“Please,” Orykson said, a frown tugging at the corner of his lips. “You don’t think you’ve expanded your first gate mana enough to find the gate, do you?”

“I suppose not,” I said, then bit my upper lip. “Wait, does that mean once I’ve expanded enough to hit the walls and gate, I’ll be unable to grow any more first gate mana? I’ve been able to expand the amount of ungated mana I have, though, despite already seeing the walls.”

“You’ll be able to grow quickly, pushing back the mists, until you reach the walls. After, you can still grow by raising the walls, but it’s much slower.”

“Alright,” I said with a nod. “And why is it so… barren?”

“You’ve barely even begun to use it,” Orykson said. “You’re going to cultivate your first and most important spell here – Analyze Life. That was the spell you were drawing out earlier.”

He gestured at the ground to one side of the gate. I looked over to see a patch of loamy earth, where it looked like the ground had been tilled.

“You’ve cast the spell once, now. By the time you master it, it will be a small sapling. When it’s grown into a full tree, it will be ingrained into your soul permanently, with all the benefits that entails.”

I didn’t know what benefits he was talking about, but I didn’t ask him. I didn’t want to come across as stupid, after all.

“How real is this place?” I asked instead. Orykson shrugged.

“Perhaps not at all. Perhaps entirely real. That’s a question that’s up to you to answer.”

Well, that was a vague and annoying response.

“May I see your mana-garden?” I asked.

“No,” Orykson said. “But when you learn the spells to examine someone’s mana-garden, you may observe mine.”

I nodded and looked around again.

“How do I get back?” I asked.

“You’re within the boundary of your own soul. You have absolute control. Simply will yourself back.”

I closed my eyes and focused, then I was back on the street, in my own body again.


CHAPTER FIVE

I could feel a new pool of power laying just outside of where I’d always associated my mana-garden being, much larger than the power in my ungated section of the garden.

“Cast the spell again, this time with mana from your first gate,” Orykson said.

I did as he said. It still took me almost as much time to sketch out the spell in the air with my mana – that was a matter of skill with the spell and sketching, not a matter of magical power.

But it didn’t drain the mana from the first gate the same way that it had drained energy from my ungated mana. In fact, it barely drained anything to sketch out the spell.

When it was done and I poured mana into it, that quickly shifted. My mana began to slowly drain, and I estimated I could hold the spell for maybe five minutes.

That was barely an idle thought in the back of my mind, however, because I was far more interested in what I could see with my eyes.

Everyone looked… different. It was almost as though their outer skin had turned translucent. I could see their hearts beating, the blood pumping out into the rest of their bodies. I could see the muscles drawing the blood to move. I could see blood emerging from the bone’s marrow, which gave me pause. Did bone marrow make blood? It seemed to have something to do with it, at the very least.

Even stranger than that, though, was a vibrant green glow that surrounded everyone. Some people’s glow was stronger than others, and some were streaked through with dark, forest green shades. The green swirled into a red color around the heart, pink around the head, and a dozen other smaller colors at other points.

The natural patterns of life energy in the body?

I glanced over at Orykson, trying to examine him as well, but he’d clearly used some form of counter spell to stop me, because he looked utterly normal.

It wasn’t just people, either. I could see the composition of animals, and even plants. Plants looked alien compared to humans, with their tissue looking altogether different.

I stared around myself in wonder, walking up to an old oak tree and tracing along its branches. I could see where it directed the water and nutrients to flow, absorbed by the roots and taken up to the leaves.

“It is rather pretty, isn’t it?” Orykson asked. “Congratulations on casting your first gated spell.”

“Thank you,” I said, leaning down to look at an ant on the tree. It looked almost more alien than the trees did, the biology distinctly animal, but still so different than the people on the street.

“Are you ready to open your death mana’s first gate?” Orykson asked.

I released the spell and nodded.

“Sure, but my ungated mana is still gone. Can I use life mana from my first gate to do it?”

“Pull mana from your first gate into your ungated pool,” Orykson instructed. “Just a little bit.”

I closed my eyes and did as he said, envisioning pulling a small stream of first gate mana into my ungated mana.

As the first gate mana trickled in, my ungated mana began to rapidly refill itself.

Far faster than it should have. It was like every droplet of first gate mana was creating four times as much ungated mana.

Within moments, my ungated mana was completely refilled.

After two uses, my first gate mana was already about half empty, though it was slowly refilling.

Out of curiosity, I poured some of my ungated mana into my first gate. I expected it to be a fourth as efficient, needing four times as much mana to refuel.

It wasn’t.

It took about four times as much mana as I’d expected, meaning it took sixteen times as much ungated mana to form gated mana.

I quickly cut off the flow of mana and used some more first gate mana to refill my ungated mana.

“A lesson you needed to learn,” Orykson said. “Converting power down is easy and efficient. Converting power upwards is much less efficient.”

“Good to know. If I had full life mana, and wanted to convert it to death mana to use in a spell, I’d get… about a fourth of the mana I spent converted?”

“You can increase your efficiency through training and other methods, but that’s about correct.”

“What about spells that require you to mix multiple mana types?” I asked. Orykson actually smiled at that.

“Good question. There, you aren’t mixing the mana inside of your body – doing that would make you a magical creature. Not in the metaphorical sense – that’s quite literally how dragons and other magical creature’s magic works. No, humans mix their mana in the spell. Watch closely.”

Orykson raised his hand and pulled life mana from his first gate, then a moment later, he pulled death mana from his first gate as well. He mixed them together in the air, then shaped the composite mana into a spell.

He let the spell dissolve, and flipped the book a single page to another spell.

“Now, cast this one.”

It was a similar level of complexity to the first spell he’d shown me – Analyze Life, I think he’d called it?

A few moments of sketching later, I broke open the first gate to my death mana. I half expected to appear in the same hallucination of my mana-garden again, but nothing so dramatic happened this time.

I did abruptly feel a pool of death mana open up inside me, however.

I drew power from it and set about casting the spell properly. This time, the effect was incredibly different, but almost as drastic.

I could see faint traces of ghostly light over the brown patches of the grass, where it had died in the summer. I could see bones of animals buried beneath the ground.

I glanced at one of the people walking by on the street, expecting to see their bones as well.

I didn’t.

“Why can’t I see their bones?” I asked. Orykson raised an eyebrow.

“Why would you? They’re not dead. This is Analyze Death. You’ll be able to identify dead things, death energy, death magic, as well as many types of spirit. Stopping someone’s heart is life mana, primarily, with only the faintest twinges of death mana to enhance the actual killing effect.”

Huh.

I shook my head and let the spell dissipate.

“Excellent,” Orykson said. He tore out the first two pages of the book and handed them to me, then continued speaking. “You’ve begun the first step of your apprenticeship. Meadow will visit you on Solsday, and she’ll have the location of the butcher’s shop where you’ll be using the Analyze Life and Analyze Death spells at the same time as you break down the meats brought there.”

“I don’t –” I started, but Orykson cut me off.

“Have enough mana? I know. Your mana-garden will grow as you train it, and your own efficiency with the spells will increase as well, but for now, just maintain the spells as long as you can, then let your mana recharge, then cast them again.”

“Alright,” I said.

“You should have both of the spells mastered within two months. If you manage to master them in one month, I’ll give you a reward.”

I perked up at that, and my determination redoubled. If his rewards were anything like the suits he’d bought me, they were going to be incredible assets.

“How long until I have the spell ingrained?” I asked.

“I expect you to have it done within a month of having the spell mastered. If you can do it in two weeks or less, however, you’ll gain another reward.”

The hint of a smile flashed across Orykson’s face.

“Oh, I should mention… any rewards you gain from exceeding my expectations will be free of charge. You won’t have to reimburse me for them if you fail. So… I advise you to push yourself.”

I sucked in a breath and nodded.

“Alright. I’ll have the spells ingrained in six weeks, then.”

“That’s what I like to hear. Enjoy the rest of your weekend. I’ll see you again when you’ve mastered the spells.”

Orykson snapped his fingers and vanished.

I glanced at the spells in my hand.

If repeated casting and maintaining the spell was the secret to letting it take root in my mana-garden, then…

I began to sketch the spells out into the air. My life mana was more drained than my death mana, but I’d hold onto each of them as long as I could while I walked back to the bakery.

My life mana ran out two minutes later, and my death mana ran out a minute after that, leaving me to take the walk back to the bakery just studying the spells.

Memorizing them would be of minimal help with ingraining the spells themselves, but it would help me sketch the mana out faster, and that meant less time wasted. If I was going to get both rewards, then I’d need to not waste twenty minutes sketching out two spells.

They were still more complicated than any other spells I’d seen before, though, so I hadn’t even memorized the first one by the time I got back into the house.

I was abruptly slammed against the wall as my older brother rushed at me and wrapped me in a hug.

“Mal!” he said. “Primes, you worried us! We thought you’d gotten kidnapped. You left almost five hours ago!”

I let out a strangled sound that may have sounded something like ‘gak,’ and pushed him off of me.

“Ed, I’m fine. Better than fine, actually.”

He stepped away and looked me up and down, then noticed the bag I was holding in my off hand.

“Did you really go shopping?”

“No,” I said. “I didn’t spend a single silver coin, in fact.”

I reached into the bag and withdrew the contract I’d signed with Orykson, then passed it over to him.

He scanned it, skipped over the legalese, then went to the bottom.

“Orykson… no other name listed, and I’ve never heard of him before. I’m guessing he’s a mage who offered to take you on as an apprentice, then?”

“Yep!”

Ed let out a low, impressed whistle.

“What happened, exactly?”

I waved for him to follow me as I went to my bedroom and began to put away the accessories in my wardrobe, explaining the meeting I’d had with Orykson, my mana types, my legacy, and that we may be descended from an Arcanist a few hundred years back.

“Huh, that’s pretty great! Four mana types, huh… you should pick telluric as your other type. I could show you a ton of tips and tricks with combat spells with telluric mana. Plus, you’d get access to temptress mana, too! And who doesn’t want to learn to fly?”

“Tempest, not temptress,” I corrected automatically. “That isn’t a horrible idea, but Orykson made it pretty clear he wanted me to learn spatial and temporal magic like him.”

“Ooh, yeah, that’d be so cool too!” Ed said with a goofy grin. “Or you could pick lunar. Liz could show you a buncha cool tricks with it, and solar mana is a pretty dope spell set too. Bolts of light and fire, purifying spells…”

“I’ve got a lot of good options,” I said. “Really, the only ones that don’t call out to me much are creation and mental. Their opposites, desolation and physical, are a bit more interesting, but not worth wasting my only new type of mana on.”

I paused as I remembered something.

“Oh! What is ingraining a spell? I vaguely remember it being on a test in school, but I honestly just memorized it then forgot. But Orykson wants me to ingrain the Analyze Death and Analyze Life spells.”

“Really? They generally don’t bother working on ingraining spells at the Lightwatch. Mastery is generally more than enough.”

“Yeah, actually, he’s having me ingrain those before he’s even willing to teach me anything else.”

“Huh. Well, I guess it makes sense that an Occultist has high standards, given that’s a full realm above Liz’s grandpa. Anyways…”

I did feel like Ed was making too small of a deal about the fact he was an Occultist – there were only a few of those in the entire country! But I was distracted by his continuing to speak.

“So, ingraining a spell… Well, when you first cast a spell, you have to move the mana manually. As you get more skilled and use it more, your mana-garden grows and gets used to supplying mana in that particular shape. The spell costs less and less of your mana. Once you’ve trained enough, you don’t even need to sketch it, you can just… Boom!”

He held out his hand and his skin turned a dark shade as he flooded his body with telluric mana to cast the Skin of Stone spell.

I’d already known that, but I assumed that he was working up to an explanation, so I kept quiet.

Instead, he dismissed his spell, nodded to himself, and picked up a cufflink to look at it.

“How do you even use these? I don’t think I’ve ever seen a cufflink in person before…”

“Ed, ingrained spells?”

“Oh yeah! Uh… So. As you get more and more good at the spell, it takes root in your mana more and more and more and more.”

He’d said the word more so many times back-to-back that it had stopped sounding like a real word, but I nodded for him to continue.

“Well, once you’ve gotten really good at the spell, it begins to permanently consume some of your available mana. The amount of mana you have to cast spells shrinks, and your mana recovers slower as some of the recovery flows into the ingrained spell.”

“Why would you ever want that?” I asked, confused.

“Because, it’s super useful. First of all, casting an ingrained spell costs way less mana than casting even a mastered spell does. Plus, the constant trickle of mana it absorbs from around you gives you a permanent passive benefit.”

Now that did sound better.

“Like what?” I asked.

“Well, I’ve only ingrained one spell,” Ed admitted. “Usually, you just slowly ingrain spells over time as your mana-garden grows, so you don’t really feel the loss in how much your mana grows and how quickly it recharges.”

“What does it actually do, though?” I asked, a bit exasperated. I loved my brother, but he could be a bit… distractible.

“Oh yeah. Well, the spell I ingrained is a first gate spell, Stone Strengthen. Since my legacy lets me form weapons out of stone with just ungated mana, learning a spell to make those weapons stronger made sense to me. The passive effect it bestows makes any stone I shape stronger. When I make a stone spear, it’s almost as strong as iron now, even without me pouring mana into it. A buddy of mine in the Lightwatch, he can basically see out of the back of his head, cuz he has knowledge mana and has used some spells to see around corners and stuff so much that it’s permanently enhanced his peripheral vision. Makes it hard for me to launch any sneak attacks at him. Though I did once see a goose manage to surprise him…”

That did sound quite useful – not the information that geese were apparently capable of surprising one of Ed’s friends. I doubted I’d ever use that.

But the effects of the spell did sound useful. I wondered what the effects of ingraining the Analyze Life and Analyze Death spells would be? Probably something similar. Maybe just a general sense of life and death? That could definitely have its uses…


CHAPTER SIX

While I’d been thinking and putting things away, Ed had wandered off to do something of his own, so I sat down on my bed. My mana had more or less recharged, so I laid the spells out on my bed in front of me. I sketched them out slowly, then began to pour mana into them.

Strangely, the wood of the floorboards leaked some death mana. I’d never even considered that a necromancer would be able to affect wood to some extent. What were its limits? Was there a spell that used life and death mana in tandem to regrow new wood from a table? Could it be animated like a golem?

I’d have to go to the library and see if I could learn anything about that. I felt a flicker of excitement about being able to visit it. I’d always loved the Mossford library, but as a child, I’d only ever been allowed to the parts where the nonmagical books were. I’d been allowed some access to the ungated mana spells once I’d turned sixteen and begun training with mana, but ungated spells were much less interesting than even what could be done with first gate mana.

Was it wise of me to look at other spells, when Orykson had told me he wouldn’t teach me anything else until I had ingrained the two that he’d given me?

Probably not. But if he’d really wanted me to only learn those two, he wouldn’t be allowing his friend to teach me, and he would have put a stipulation in the contract for me to learn only the spells that he’d given me.

Once I’d drained my mana dry, I wandered down to help dad out in the front of the shop. That night, once we sat down to eat dinner, I broke the news to him.

“Really? A proper apprenticeship to an Arcanist? That’s excellent news,” Dad said as he stuffed a potato into his mouth.

I pressed my lips together in mild irritation. Orykson was an Occultist, not an Arcanist. Being chosen by an Arcanist would still be good, but I’d been picked by someone even stronger.

“He’s an Occultist,” Ed said, sticking up for me.

“Of course,” my father said in a tone that made it clear he didn’t really believe me. “Listen, as long as he isn’t charging you money for the apprenticeship, or having you funnel magic to him like one of those lottery-masters… You’re young. Go for it. Maybe he’s really even strong as he says.”

I gritted my teeth and smiled.

That night, once my mana was recharged, I cast the spells again. I’d only sketched them out a handful of times, but I’d already shaved a minute or so off of the time it took for me to cast them.

Not that it meant anything – taking nine minutes to sketch out a spell meant very little when it came to being able to use the spell.

The rest of my weekend passed in a rather normal fashion for me – I woke up at four in the morning to begin making dough for the bakery with Dad, then spent the rest of the day selling it in the front of the store.

The exception to my normal routine was using my first gate mana to cast the spells Orykson had shown me. It only took me about two or three hours to refill my mana, since my reserves were brand new and hadn’t had much time to grow, so by the end of the weekend, I’d cast the spell at least a dozen times.

Draining myself empty over and over again had made my mana-garden feel sore and strained, like a muscle that I’d been working out too much.

But even still, my mana-garden had noticeably grown. It wasn’t by much, but being able to see even a little bit of growth in two days was impressive.

I was beginning to rethink my idea to go to the library and research new spells. It still felt like a good idea to do it eventually, but while I was focused on mastering these spells, I burned so much of my gated mana that I wasn’t going to be able to effectively learn anything else anyways.

Six weeks to ingrain these spells.

I was nowhere near mastery of them yet, but maybe it was possible. Maybe.

That Solsday, I woke up, burned through my mana, and went downstairs to eat some leftover toast and jam when I heard a knock at the door. I wandered over and opened it, assuming that it was the teacher that Orykson had mentioned.

I’d been expecting someone rather like Orykson – someone well-dressed and composed.

What I found was… rather different.

The woman who met me at the door looked like the very picture of a kindly old grandmother. If someone had told me that she was Liz’s great-grandmother, in fact, I probably wouldn’t have contradicted them.

She was shorter than I was by at least three inches, though part of that may have been the fact that she was bent over an old, worn walking stick. She wore a frumpy, light green dress with a floral pattern that gave a distinctly old lady feel, and that contrasted vibrantly with her dark skin and iron hair. She smiled as I opened the door, then reached up and pinched my cheek.

She literally pinched my cheek.

My head shot back, but she didn’t seem to notice, having already hobbled inside with surprising speed.

“You must be Malachi,” the old woman said as she waved for me to follow. “Lovely to meet you. My name is Meadow.”

“Nice to meet you too, Miss Meadow,” I said as I followed her.

“Oh, just call me Meadow, dear,” she said, waving her hand dismissively as she led me through the house and out into the backyard.

Our backyard was rather barren. Before she’d passed, my mother had apparently liked to take care of it, but it had been a withered and muddy field as long as I could remember. Years of neglect had caused trash to slowly accumulate in the yard, blown in by storms.

That had only gotten worse once Ed turned eighteen, and for the past two years, he’d been using the backyard as his personal training ground for his telluric magic. The earth was ripped up in several places now, and there were stones scattered all over the field.

“Seems like we’re going to have a lot to do,” Meadow said as she surveyed the yard, tsking with disapproval.

“What should I do?” I asked.

“For a start, we’re going to clear the yard. Your brother is a member of the Lightwatch –  he can use one of their gyms for free.”

“He says it’s more convenient to train here,” I said as I began to pick up the stones and move them into a pile. Some of them were quite heavy.

“I’m sure it is. Does he work today?” she asked, poking at some of the largest stones with her cane. They began to break apart, dissolving into smaller chunks for easier transport.

“He usually works Liday to Cretday, so he’s off on Solsday and Telsday,” I responded.

“He should join us,” she said. “You move rocks while I go fetch him.”

I nodded and did as she said, piling the rocks into a spot on the side of the garden.

A while later, a very sleepy-looking Ed in his workout clothes came outside, being prodded along by Meadow.

“Morning,” my brother said as he yawned and stretched.

I let out a grunt as I shifted a particularly heavy rock and dropped it onto the pile.

“Edward,” Meadow said, drawing in the mud with the tip of her cane. “I’m going to need you to cast this spell.”

He walked over, and a look of confusion came over his face.

“What is this?” he asked. “It looks kinda like my Tremor Sense spell, but even more complicated.”

“Analyze Earth,” she responded. “The spells to sense motion on the earth are rather similar, and they were the roots that I used to make this version of the spell. So are the spells to look at the composition of rocks, to look at the minerals and quality of the soil, and many other things besides.”

“Why not use separate spells for each of those? I mean, I’ve already got a decent Tremor Sense spell, and I’ve almost mastered it.”

“Plus, if he ingrained all those different spells, wouldn’t he gain a bunch of useful effects?” I asked.

“Possibly,” she admitted. “It depends on what spells he ingrained. But it isn’t likely. The composite Analyze spells are more complete versions, and while they take more effort to master and ingrain, they also ingrain more powerful and useful passive benefits.”

I nodded, and Ed began to sketch the spell with his telluric mana.

“Keep it running the entire time you clear the yard out.”

“The entire time?” Ed asked, “That’s going to take so much mana. I’m gonna have to convert from my second, maybe even third gate.”

“Yes,” she said, gently patting his shoulder. “I know it’s no fun, but your brother’s going to be doing the same with Analyze Life and Analyze Death. It’s the best thing for you in the long run.”

“If you say so,” Ed said, sounding unconvinced.

We spent the next several hours working on clearing the lawn of rocks and other trash that had built up there, until we had it all in a single large pile. About an hour into the work, Meadow wandered away, returning a few hours later with a pot filled with some sort of piping hot mix of onions, carrots, and beans, with all sorts of spices, like pepper, garlic, and ginger all mixed in. She had also nicked a loaf of bread from the bakery, and cut it into thick, hearty slices.

We set upon the meal with enthusiasm, and even though it was spicier than most of the food that I was used to eating, it was still delicious.

After that, it was back to work. Ed began using a spell to fuse the stones of the same type into larger bricks so that he could have something to easily train with, and I was tasked with bagging up the trash and taking it to the dump to be eaten by the moldmongers.

The day came to a close before I knew it, and Meadow gave me the address of the butcher’s shop where I’d be working the following two days. I thanked her, and she pinched my cheeks a second time before she left.

I slept hard that night, worn out both in my mana-garden and my body, but I was up at four the next day as well to head out to my new apprenticeship.

The butcher’s shop was owned by a tall man with large biceps and an even larger stomach. He greeted me with a cheerful smile and took me through the back to show me the different knives and how to use them. I spent my first day spatchcocking chickens and then taking them apart to sell their different cuts.

Using my Analyze Death spell was actually really interesting. It let me see through the skin and the bones, noting the flows of death energy that now ran through the chicken instead of life energy.

The next day went similarly, though I was working on lamb, rather than chicken.

I didn’t have much issue with the butcher’s shop, to my surprise. I’d expected working with the bodies of dead animals to weigh heavily on my conscience, but it only made me vaguely uncomfortable.

I wondered if my death mana was shielding me from some of the trauma. It seemed like it might be, but at the same time, I didn’t feel any different. But would I?

Even without the worst parts of trauma, the work was a bit gross at times, but I’d gotten used to working with slimy textures and food at the bakery, and this wasn’t that different – just with meat, rather than with dough. Not to mention, customer service was the same no matter where you went – customers would always find a way to be the worst possible types of people.

That Temsday, as I was leaving the house to pick up the suits, I was startled to find a letter with my name on it resting on the doormat.

I picked it up and tore it open.

Inside was my identification card, stamped with the freelance operative symbols of the Wyldwatch and Spiritwatch, along with a list of missions – one from each of the Watches and one from Orykson himself. Each mission had a small, silver knot on the bottom of the page, into which I could channel mana to accept the contract.

I shifted the missions to the side as I saw a note from Orykson. It indicated I was to complete as many of the missions as I saw fit, and to prioritize matching them to my skillsets.

I looked over the sheets. The mission from Orykson was to track down a handful of cow bones, break them into shards, and then clean and bleach them for storage in the interior lining of my suit.

There wasn’t a listed reward for that job, presumably because it was so easy. I wish I’d known to pick them up while I was at work the day before, so I could start bleaching them already, but it wasn’t a big deal.

The other jobs were more interesting, and I wasn’t sure which I wanted to work on.

The Spiritwatch job was to track down a restless ghost and find their body. The ghost had been spotted walking around on Twenty-Second street, and had occasionally accosted someone to help find their way home.

The reward it offered was twenty silver and a first gate Mana Restoration Elixir.

I stared at the job offer and felt like an idiot.

Mana restoration.

Restoration pills or elixirs were usually meant to restore a mage during combat or other intense activity, and they could instantly refill an average person’s mana. There was a limit to how many could be processed in one day, but...

A full Mana Restoration Elixir, even an ungated one, was expensive – at least fifty silver for an ungated elixir, and it only got exponentially pricier from there.

But there were plenty of cheaper methods – namely, energy drinks.

Plenty of energy drinks also included some plants with known mana-restorative properties, or other spells mixed in to help recover mana faster, along with caffeine and sugar to help stay awake.

They weren’t the best for you, but they weren’t as toxic as overdosing on a restoration elixir, and I was young. I’d be fine.

The Wyldwatch job was to find some moonwater lilies, since they were just starting to bloom in the lakes, streams, and canals, both inside and outside of the city. I’d seen them before, and the sheet also contained a short description of the silvery water lilies, presumably to help avoid any misunderstandings.

The reward for that job was three silver per lily, so it could potentially be quite lucrative – depending on how well I did with tracking them down.

It had a secondary reward listed for the person who was able to bring them the most flowers in the next two weeks, though – a pair of Verdant Pasture pills. I didn’t know exactly what those did, but they sure sounded impressive.

I needed to pass by a pharmacy to grab energy drinks anyways, so I could always ask the pharmacist there – they knew plenty about pills and supplements, generally speaking.

First, though, I sent a pulse of ungated mana into Orykson’s paper, then tucked them all into my pocket and set off.


CHAPTER SEVEN

I decided to start with the easiest task first, so I swung by my work. I was able to acquire a quarter of a pound of cow bones for two silver, and I went home to clean them out and break them into shards.

After that, I headed off to the tailor’s shop. The tailor, an old man, and his apprentice, a young man with paler skin than I had and brown hair with a green cloak, laid out the five suits that Orykson had gotten for me.

I nodded appreciatively at them.

The first was a black dinner jacket. After that came a charcoal single breast, a black double vest, and a navy single breast. Finally came the one I’d been the least interested in – pale colors weren’t my favorite – a light tan summer suit.

“These are all made from Tenebrous Lacewing silk?” I asked curiously. The tan suit looked like it was made of linen or something similar.

“They’re mixed into the weave,” the old man said. “The silk mixes into it with the help of a spell, and that makes it resemble the fabric it’s laid into.”

Huh.

I thanked them and took a enchanted carriage to the pharmacy. The covered carriages had physical mana enchantments in the wheels that let them operate with just a driver as well as a wind and rain shield – and I was not willing to risk ruining the suits on a walk. Orykson may have said the suits were grime resistant, but I wasn’t in the mood to test that out just yet.

I directed the coach driver to the nearest pharmacy and headed inside.

I hadn’t bought energy drinks for a few years, and even when I had been an avid caffeine junkie, I hadn’t been drinking the mana-infused variety. Thus, it took me a moment to even find the part of the store with the drinks. They were amongst the dried herbs, teas, common medicines, and assorted foodstuffs.

One brand called Thunderjolt looked promising, but it was imported from the Redsummer Isles and too pricey for my tastes, so I settled on a brand called Mana Shock.

Apart from price, the reason I settled on it was that it boasted a mild, fruity taste.

As I was paying for the case of Mana Shock, I broached the topic of the pills.

“Hey, have you ever heard of Verdant Pasture pills?”

The pharmacist, a young woman with gray eyes who was only a few years older than me, gave me a curious look.

“Yeah, I have a few in stock. They’re about three hundred silver a pill, why?”

Primes, that was expensive.

“What do they do?” I asked.

“Life mana expander,” she said. “If you haven’t opened your first gate, then taking one is a pretty common way to flood your body with enough life mana to almost be guaranteed a breakthrough. If you have opened your first gate, it’s good at expanding your base of mana.”

“What if you’ve already tapped out your first gate and the growth has slowed?” I asked.

“It’ll help expand it, but it’ll be less effective. The pill is designed to imbibe you with first gate mana; even though it takes much more potent mana to create, it doesn’t help with anything past first gate.”

“I see…” I said, nodding.

Orykson would be paying me what broke down to about six hundred and fifty silver a week. I could, in theory, afford one of those pills and whatever the death mana equivalent was.

But that wasn’t really right. I picked up dinner fairly often, and I needed to be able to afford other things, too. 

“Are you looking for ways to rapidly expand your life mana?” the pharmacist asked.

I looked up and nodded.

“Yeah, I’ve got some spells I’m practicing. They’re pretty draining.”

“Oh, what spells?” she asked.

“Analyze Life,” I said, and she winced.

“Ah, yeah, I remember when I was working on that one. Do they still make you master it for the end of the year test?”

I nodded and she gave me a conciliatory pat on my shoulder.

“I’m sure you’ll get it. What school are you going to?”

Now I was in an awkward spot, so I said the closest thing to the truth.

“None right now. I’ve been taken on as an apprentice, and he’s running me through it.”

“Huh. Sounds pretty standard for right now. You’ll probably move on to Lesser Regeneration once you’ve bashed your head against the Analyze Bodies wall for a few more days.”

I wasn’t learning Analyze Bodies. That sounded like the sort of thing Meadow had been talking about – a subcategory of the larger Analyze Life spell.

Even still, I nodded and smiled.

“You asked about me expanding my life mana?” I asked, trying to steer back to the point that was most relevant for me.

“Oh, yeah. If you’re looking for a cheaper method to expand your life mana, there’s one trick that helped me through my first year of school: Lithetic Tea.”

“Lithetic Tea?” I asked.

“It’s a type of tea, imported from Daocheng. It’s got a small amount of life mana in it naturally – barely more than ungated mana. But it’s still external life mana, so your body has to work hard to process it. Drink a cup before bed, and your body will work through processing it overnight, letting you train some in your sleep.”

“That’s… fantastic, thank you!” I said.

“Of course! I’ve been there. Well, I went to school, but close enough. Here, I’ll show you where the tea is.”

I followed her to pick some up. It was more expensive than I would have liked – fifty-two silver for a case large enough to last me two weeks.

But that was a lot cheaper than a Verdant Pasture pill.

I left the store and took an enchanted carriage back home. On my front step was a note, written by Orykson again. I wondered how he was getting these notes to me, but given that he was an Occultist spatial mage, I felt like he could have gotten it to me anywhere.

The note was quite simple – it said that while I was out on the job, I would be expected to be in uniform.

There was only one thing that could mean.

I headed upstairs and changed into my black, single-breasted jacket, with a white shirt and a loose black tie. I clipped on a silver tie clip and cufflinks, said bye to Dad who joked that I looked like an accountant, picked up one of my Mana Shocks from the icebox, and then headed out to find the ghost.

I’d decided that would be better than the lilies, at least for now. I wasn’t likely to be the top performer for the competition anyhow, and it wouldn’t let me exercise my Analyze Life spell in the same way.

The paper had said that the ghost was most commonly spotted on Twenty-Second Street, so that’s where I headed. I burned through my life mana on the way, looking at the various trees and the life auras around them, as well as around plants and animals.

Once I was on Twenty-Second Street, I sketched out the Analyze Death spell and pumped mana into it.

I could actually see the faint purple outlines of death mana wandering around the area, but it looked more like the lingering afterimages of where the ghost had been than the ghost itself.

That was annoying, but ultimately expected.

So, I headed into the bodega and asked to climb their roof. To my surprise, the owner actually barely put up a fuss – maybe the suit was giving me an air of authority, combined with the fact I was on a job from the Spiritwatch, so they quickly showed me the trapdoor that led up onto their roof. I thanked them, then sketched out the spell and cast it again.

It took me a while to look through the neighborhood, but eventually I spotted two stronger points of glowing purple light and headed back down from the roof.

I dropped the Analyze Death spell as I returned to the street and cracked open a can of Mana Shock.

I took a sip and blanched. The label had said mild and fruity, and the fruit was definitely there, but the mildness was not. It tasted like I’d mixed pineapple juice, maraschino cherry juice, and orange juice with isopropyl alcohol, then licked a chalkboard.

It wasn’t… terrible. It wasn’t good, but it wasn’t terrible. I may have to see if there were any milder options, though.

But as I walked around, I could feel it enhancing my natural mana recovery, just as promised. I headed in the direction of the first large blob of death energy that I’d seen and sketched out the spell again.

A few minutes later, once I was done with the spell, I pumped mana into it and looked around.

I’d gotten fairly close. The death energy was still a few doors down, so I headed over to it.

It was a seedy looking apartment building, with concrete walls and cheap wallpaper. I followed the trails of death energy to one particular door, where the majority seemed to be leaking out of.

I raised my hand to knock on the door, then hesitated.

It was possible that this was just some normal death mage living here, who’d bound some spirits or something like that. But I didn’t really know, and I didn’t want to annoy someone who lived in a place like this.

I took another sip of Mana Shock and turned around to leave. If the second spot of death energy didn’t turn up anything, then I could always come back.

I paced up Twenty-Second Street, headed for the direction of the other source of powerful death mana that I’d seen earlier.

With the Mana Shock helping me recover mana somewhat faster, I left the spell up as I walked, trying to trace the patterns of death that I saw in the air.

It took me almost two more hours and the entire can of Mana Shock, along with a thirty-minute break, but eventually I stepped into an alleyway where I could see a middle-aged balding man staring aimlessly at the trash bins.

That would have been a bit odd, but nothing too unusual, if it weren’t for the fact that he was positively radiating death energy.

“Hello?” I called uncertainly.

He turned around and stared at me, then blinked.

“Help me get home,” he said. “I was taking out the trash…”

He gestured at the trash heap.

“Do you remember where you live?” I asked.

“Can you help me get home?” he asked again. “I was taking out the trash…”

Well, that wasn’t great. But maybe his body was what had been giving off all that death energy?

“Follow me,” I said and turned to walk away, glancing over my shoulder to make sure the ghost was following.

He drifted behind me, and I walked back to the place where I’d seen the death mana emanating before. I pointed at the door.

“Is that your home?”

The ghost looked at me, then looked at the door. He let out a sigh of relief and faded away into nothing, his death energy dispersing.

Well, that had been… interesting.

I headed into the nearest station to report my success to the Spiritwatch. The Spirit, Light, and Wyldwatch all shared office space, each one dominating one level of a four-story building, with the fourth for holding cells.

I explained the location of the ghost and the ghost’s body to the person behind the desk, and she had me wait in the lobby while a cleanup crew went to retrieve the body and sanitize the place.

While I was waiting, I took a moment to look around. Interestingly, it looked like the mission I’d completed had come from a jobs board. Anyone could take a copy and mark it to indicate that they’d be working on it. I’d have to move quickly with the quests that Orykson sent me, or else someone else may be able to claim them. There was also a ranking system based on the difficulty of the quest, along with the recommended gate of mana for it, if applicable.

I didn’t have to wait too long before one of the crew sent back a Whispering Wind to report that the body had been found and identified, and a few minutes after that, I was leaving the Spiritwatch with a new first gate Mana Restoration Elixir and twenty silver.

That was two of the three missions completed, but there wasn’t nearly enough time to hire a carriage out of town to look for the unpicked moonwater lilies.

There was always a chance that there would be a few left unpicked in the canals or parks, so I decided that I may as well walk home.

I passed through a few parks that I knew had some water in them and over a few canals, but I wasn’t able to find any lilies. It was still nice to stretch my legs, though, even if I did have to take a break every once in a while to stop myself from overheating in my binder.

When I finally got back home, I found Ed and his girlfriend sparring in the street in front of the bakery.

Because of course I did.


CHAPTER EIGHT

“Oh, hey Malachi!” Liz called as she finished tracing a spell in the air. She rapidly filled it with a mix of lunar and desolation mana, then sent a lance of pressurized water firing out at Ed.

Ed crossed his arms in front of his face in an x-shaped block, calling on his spell to give his flesh the strength of stone, and the water stream broke apart into a harmless spray.

Then Liz’s legacy activated.

The spell she had cast earlier lingered in the air, and with only a little bit of mana – far less than the initial casting – she created a twin of her first spell.

It lanced out at Ed’s legs, but he twisted and kicked the spell out of the air, shattering it.

Ed raised his hand and called his own legacy. The street melted around his hand and formed into a stone spear. He then poured power into two other mastered spells and threw the spear at Liz’s chest.

She raised her hand and released a spell of her own.

Desolation mana wasn’t well-suited to shielding spells, so I was surprised to feel her channeling it. I’d expected her to use lunar mana, since that was far more flexible.

A stream of some liquid shot from her fingertips, draining her first gate rapidly. It hit the spear dead-on and started to eat through it.

Acid.

I wondered why she’d put in the work to master an acid spell, but not her water spell. I felt like water was generally much more useful.

I continued to watch them spar, and by the time it wound down, Ed was using a spell to repair the cobbles on the street that their fight had caused.

“So,” I asked them, “can you tell me why you decided that the street was a good place to spar?”

“Well, your teacher said that we couldn’t use the backyard anymore, since that was gonna be a garden. So… we used the front. But since we don’t have a front yard, that meant the street.”

Ed said it as if it was the most obvious thing in the world.

“Ed, my dear idiot brother… You’re a member of the Lightwatch.”

“Yeah?” he said, clearly confused.

“You have training facilities. Ones with physical mana enchantments to keep them from getting torn up while training.”

“Come on, Malachi,” Liz cajoled, “you know how boring those places are? They’re just gyms.”

“Elizabeth Davis,” I said, putting my hands on my hips to glare at her, before quickly tucking them into my pockets instead. “Don’t give me that. Your family has training rooms, too – you have even less of an excuse than Ed. Not only do you have your house’s training facilities, you’ve also got your guild’s.”

Liz sent a blast of hot air at me with ungated mana and stuck out her tongue, her silver piercing shining in the evening light.

“You’re no fun. By the way, how’d your test go? That was a few days ago, right?”

In response, I let some of the power from my life and death first gates leak out into the air. Liz nodded, opened her mouth to speak, then a look of confusion came over her. She double checked the mana in the air, then her eyebrows shot up.

“Life and death?” she asked.

“Yep,” I said. “I got a legacy that lets me choose a pair of mana types for each gate I manifest, so when I chose life mana, I also got death mana.”

“Nice!” she said. “Having inverse mana types is super rare. Your legacy sounds pretty decent. I still prefer mine, or even your brother’s – his all-around increased efficiency with telluric mana is really good – but it’s definitely better than your dad’s legacy.”

“Thanks?” I said, not sure what to make of that.

“So, are you gonna join the Lightwatch, or did a hospital snatch you up? They’ve probably got some pretty competitive offers; I doubt the Watches could compete… My guild may be able to, though.”

“He did even better,” Ed called from where he was studying one particularly busted-up section of the cobblestone.

Liz glanced at him, then back at me expectantly.

“I got an apprenticeship to an Occultist named Orykson.”

Liz froze in place for a moment, and I felt a knot of dread in the pit of my stomach.

“Orykson, Orykson?” she asked, then pressed on before I could answer. “Of course it’s that Orykson. There aren’t any other Occultists out there with that name, and nobody would be stupid enough to try and imitate him.”

“What do you know about him?” I asked curiously.

“He’s definitely an Occultist, and no Occultist is weak, but Orykson seems to command a lot more respect than even the other three that live in Mossford. He lives in an old castle in Mortshire, and he rarely takes visitors.”

“What does he actually do?” I asked.

“Whatever he wants, generally speaking,” she said. “From what I’ve heard, he’s primarily a researcher. He’s interested in new spells, cutting-edge magic, that sort of thing. Last year he donated ten million to the library system.”

“Huh,” I said. I wondered why he’d want me as an apprentice, then. He’d said I met the parameters for one of his experiments. Was he going to have me casting experimental spells?

That actually sounded sort of cool. Dangerous, too, but I assumed it wouldn’t be anything too bad or it wouldn’t have been approved for human testing.

“Yeah,” Liz said.

We lapsed into silence, but before we headed inside, I needed to get something out of the way.

“Liz, Ed, can I have your help with something?”

“Sure!” Ed said with a grin. “With what?”

I tugged at my suit jacket.

“Orykson said that this was resistant to grime, physical attacks, and magical attacks. He suggested that I’d have to replace it at Spellbinder, so no third gate attack spells, but…”

I wouldn’t have risked it if the suit hadn’t possessed some ability with self-repairing, but I’d rather know the limits that it could handle.

“Oh yeah!” Liz said. “It’s always a good idea to know the limitations of your equipment. So, let’s try it out.”

She raised her hand and began to sketch out the second gate water spell that she’d been attacking Ed with earlier, and I rapidly backed away.

I’d been assuming that we’d start with something relatively harmless and work up, but it seemed like she’d heard not to use third gate mana, and jumped to using second gate.

It was too late, though. I wasn’t able to scramble out of the way before the water shot at me. I crossed my arms in front of my face in a poor imitation of my brother’s block.

The piercing force of the spear of water hit me and I stumbled back, lowering my arms. I tried to examine the suit, but another water spear was already headed my way. It struck me in the chest, and I let out a ‘wumph’ noise as I was knocked onto the ground.

“Sorry ‘bout that!” Liz called as she rushed over to help me up. Ed, for his part, seemed to find it hilarious and was doubled over with laughter.

“Second gate attacks, right off the bat?” I demanded as I looked at her.

“You said not to use third gate!” she said.

“You did say no third gate,” Ed said as his legacy formed a throwing knife of stone in his hand, which thudded into my arm. I let out a groan of pain, and rubbed my shoulder, then my arms, then my chest.

“Okay, I think that’s enough,” I said.

“Nah, you haven’t tried it against first gate mana yet,” Ed said, “My knife was purely physical, though it was reinforced some. I’ll stop if you want, but I do think you should try at least one first gate spell.”

I gritted my teeth.

“Fine.”

Liz raised her hand and a whip of shadow coalesced, then struck me.

To my surprise, it barely hurt at all.

A moment later, I remembered Orykson mentioning that tenebrous silk reconstituted itself when it was left in shadow. Even though the whip was a shadow attack, rather than natural shadow, the silk must have retained some natural affinity for it that allowed the suit to resist the attack. That was good to know.

“Okay, water now.”

She nodded and a spinning ball of water struck me. This time, I felt the force of the blow fully, and I stumbled back. Once I was up again, having taken Liz’s twinned version of it as well, I looked down to examine the damage.

My shirt and suit had several small rips and tears, but they looked like the kind of thing that would happen to a normal suit from falling – not the sort of thing that you’d suffer from an attack.

I felt sore all over from where the attacks had hit me, and I was certain that I'd get bruises where the spears hit me, and maybe from the spinning water orbs as well.

But I wasn’t bleeding at all, and if all that I suffered was a few bruises after taking a small barrage of different attacks? That was pretty good.

“What’s it made of?” Liz asked curiously as Ed started to fix the street again.

“Tenebrous Lacewing silk,” I said.

“Oh, nice!” Liz said with a surprised look. “Guess being his apprentice has some benefits.”

As soon as Ed had finished fixing the street, we all headed inside. Dad was more than used to having Liz over for dinner at this point – she and Ed had been dating for almost a year. That night, Liz and Ed invited me to do some basic physical exercises, which I reluctantly joined them for, then I fixed myself a cup of the new tea that the pharmacist had recommended to me.

The tea tasted grassy, kind of like green tea, with a hint of mint in it. I added a spoonful of honey and drank it before I fell asleep.

I had a restless night tossing and turning, and when I woke up, my mana-garden felt sore. My life mana in particular felt like I’d spent the night casting – the effect of processing the foreign mana, most likely.

My death mana didn’t feel like it’d had the same exercise, which was what I’d expected – I’d half hoped that since they were crafted out of the same base gate, expanding one would expand the other, but that had been a long shot at best.

Either way, I went through my usual morning routine of draining my mana dry, then opened my closet curiously. Sure enough, the suit had entirely repaired itself – I couldn’t even tell that it had been ripped up the day before.

It was no wonder that a single suit cost thousands of silver. I just had to make sure that I successfully completed my apprenticeship so that I didn’t have to pay all of that invested money back.

Mulling over my future and my plans for the day, I went down for breakfast.

I’d head to the outskirts of town to look for the moonwater lilies, but I wasn’t nearly as excited about that as I’d been about the ghost. Maybe I was just a bit macabre, but I thought the ghost had been way more interesting.

After eating some of the leftovers from the day before, I went up to my wardrobe and contemplated what I was going to wear today.

I didn’t like the lighter colors, but I was going to be outside all day, and the heat difference between black wool and tan linen was too much for me to reasonably ignore, so I’d go with the light summer suit that Orykson had insisted on.

After a moment of indecision, I elected to skip the binder for today and go with a sports bra. It wasn’t as concealing as I felt comfortable with, but I didn’t want to risk going into heatstroke.

Finally, I grabbed a simple alchemical self-defense concoction, pepper-fire extract, and tucked it into my jacket pocket. Then I grabbed a bag to carry the moonwater lillies in, along with two bottles of Mana Shock.

Fully prepared, I headed downstairs and took a carriage to the edge of the city, where the city walls bordered on the Trollstone Forest.

On the ride there, I let my mind wander some.

Despite the name, nobody had ever actually been attacked by a troll in Trollstone Forest for years – the Wyldwatch did a good job of making sure they stayed well away from the city and surrounding forest. Even still, it was wise to be cautious, which was why I’d brought the pepper-fire extract.

That, and to defend against other people. People could be far worse than trolls.

Mossford was a fairly small country and had pretty low crime rates overall, but I could never be too cautious.

I was really hoping that I’d be able to find lilies, otherwise I’d be wasting a fair amount of money on the carriage there and back. I’d gotten a bit of silver yesterday, but it wasn’t enough to pay the round trip fare, and I didn’t fancy a twenty-mile walk just to save some cash.

Since I didn’t need to walk, I used the ride to practice my spells, sketching them out and funneling mana into them.

Eventually, though, we passed through the gate and headed to the edge of the forest, out where the trailheads started. I paid the driver and stepped out, ready to search for the moonwater lilies.


CHAPTER NINE

I studied the trail for a few moments as the carriage left behind me. I didn’t know the trails that well – it was rare for us to visit them growing up – but I checked the map for the trails that went by the most bodies of water.

I could have ignored the trails once I hit a river and headed downstream to search, but I didn’t fancy my odds there. I wasn’t an experienced rock climber, and I didn’t want to risk slipping and falling.

Instead, I selected a five-mile loop that would cross a stream as well as go over a large river twice, and set off.

Going for a hike was rather nice. Even though my suit was hot and slightly uncomfortable, it had clearly been designed to move around in. I wondered if Orykson had somehow ordered a combat suit. It seemed like the sort of over-the-top thing that he’d consider to be absolutely necessary.

The suit did also definitely get a few odd looks from the other hikers, but nobody stopped to question me – on a Phyday afternoon like this, a lot of the people were with their significant others, and most of those that weren’t were trail joggers, here for the health aspect.

As I hiked, I cracked open a can of Mana Shock and began drinking. By the time I’d gotten to the first stream, my mana was more or less restored, so I sketched out the Analyze Life and Analyze Death spells. I was getting faster at that – casting them so many times per day had me down to only about a four-minute sketching time.

The spells were still ridiculously complicated. I doubted that I’d ever be able to cast them within a few seconds until I mastered them.

Was that part of why he’d selected them? Maybe, but I wasn’t sure. Meadow had made Ed cast the Analyze Earth spell, so maybe masters of magic just valued the breadth of the Analyze spells. I didn’t know what tier of mage Meadow was, but she was good enough for Orykson to send her to me, so she had to be talented.

I realized that I was getting distracted and finished drawing the spells, then pumped mana into them.

Abruptly my world exploded in green and purple light.

The forest, even the parts that were well traveled by human hikers, were absolutely filled with life and death energy.

I could see the roots of life that shot through the earth, the ancient and powerful lines of energy making up the old rowan and alder trees. The worms that traced life through the ground, infusing everything with a bit of their vitality. The mushrooms that seemed to take death energy and slowly feed on it, harvesting it and turning it into life mana. The skeletons of ten thousand creatures, all a part of the cycle of life and death.

For the first time in my life, I understood why life and death were paired inverse mana types.

I knew about the cycle of life, of course; I’d learned about it in school. But there was a difference between knowing something and understanding it.

And in that instant, my mind was overwhelmed, but I understood. Life and death were distinct. Separate. They only overlapped once in a while.

But…

They were also twins, holding hands. All life energy eventually became death energy, and death energy was slowly filtered and converted back into life energy.

Abruptly, the spells cut off.

I was out of mana. I’d spent the entire time I was maintaining the spells just staring at the forest.

I took in a deep breath and closed my eyes, thinking over what I’d seen. Understanding a spell, how it worked—and, more importantly, what it did—was good for advancing how fast you could master it. Even I knew that much.

It had been a little overwhelming, but… it had been good to see. Like staring into a thunderstorm.

After a few moments, I took a sip of the Mana Shock and opened my eyes. I stretched, wiggling my toes and fingers, then shaking out my limbs one at a time.

Once I was feeling more in control of myself, I glanced around, looking for any moonwater lilies in the small creek. I didn’t see any, but then an idea struck me. I stepped a little bit off the trail and grabbed some of the cross bracing.

I didn’t trust myself not to fall over if I was unsupported, but since I was able to stabilize myself, I figured I’d be fine.

I ducked down. For once, I was glad that I was short, as it let me slip underneath the bridge.

There!

There weren’t many, but four moonwater lilies had gone unnoticed underneath the bridge. That was twelve silver, at least. Not enough to pay for the trip here, let alone a round trip, but it was a start.

I gathered up the flowers and tucked them into the bag that I’d brought, then set off again.

Sure enough, under each of the other bridges, I was able to find a few more lilies that had gone unpicked by the public, and by the time I finished the loop, I’d collected eighteen lilies total, each of the other bridges being larger and holding more. More than that, I’d gotten to experience the shock of using the Analyze spells in the forest three more times.

All things considered? I wasn’t sure how to feel. I’d made enough to pay for my fare one way and part of the way back, so I was taking a monetary loss.

But on the other hand, I felt like I’d advanced my understanding of Analyze Death and Analyze Life by a rather significant amount – more than I had at any other point in the week.

I could try for another loop, but none of them went over as much water as the first one, and I’d already hiked five miles. I didn’t feel super up for another three, which was what the shortest other loop was. But if I made myself go the extra mile – or extra three, in this case – I may be able to recoup the costs.

I stood there for a few moments, unsure of what to do. I glanced up at the sun. It wasn’t quite noon yet.

I gritted my teeth, let out a sigh, and plunged into the thicket of the three-mile trail. This route only passed over one bridge, and when I found it, there were only two flowers left underneath it.

Presumably, the shorter trail had attracted more junior Wyldwatch members and freelancers, which was something I really should have seen coming.

As I picked the lilies and put them into my bag, I briefly considered following the brook downstream. It was shallow enough that I didn’t think it would be too much of an issue, even without experience in climbing. Then again, if I thought I could do it, a Wyldwatch member would probably have thought so, too.

I was pulled out of my thoughts by a slimy voice and an arm patting my shoulder.

“Hey baby, what are you doing down there?”

I froze for a second as panic ran through my brain. I slipped my hand in my bag and wrapped my fingers around the vial of pepper-fire extract.

What should I do?

Liz would probably already have called up a storm of shadows around her, ready to attack if somebody tried anything untoward.

But Liz came from a family of battlemages, had fighting experience, and had both her family and their guild to bail her out if she got in trouble.

Orykson had made it pretty clear that I would sink or swim under my own merit, so the only person I’d have to bail me out was Ed, if it came to a fight.

I doubted that Ed had ever had to face anything like this, but I could only imagine him telling the person that acting that way wasn’t cool, and he needed to back off.

That might work, if only I wasn’t a five-foot-five shrimp of a man, without any skill in combat – physical or magical.

My dad would probably just serve the person what they wanted from the bakery and hope they left, but taking an entirely passive stance felt gross to me. It may be the smart choice, however – just ignore him and hope he got bored and moved on.

But it could also be the wrong one. He might take that as permission to harass me further.

What would Orykson do?

I didn’t have much time, so I went with it.

I stood up sharply and tucked my hands in the pockets of my suit, then turned to face the speaker.

The man who’d touched my arm was a few hairs shy of six feet tall, with greasy hair that was a dirty blonde color, and he reeked faintly of alcohol despite it being far too early for someone to start drinking.

I hardened my eyes to a point and scowled at the man, then I poured my death mana out into the air around me in a rush.

My mana-garden was only about halfway recovered, but I poured every last drop of it that I could out into the air, until it was thrumming with first gate power. I needed to give the impression that I was willing to throw away all of this mana on a single attack.

“What do you want?” I asked, deepening my voice and trying to fill it with as much derisive scorn, annoyance, and confidence as I could.

It seemed to throw the man off for just a moment and he took half a step back, so I stepped forward, seizing the momentum.

A moment later, I could see him starting to regain his composure, so I pushed forward again.

“Well?” I demanded, making my voice as impatient as possible. “I asked you a question.”

“Nothing,” he said a moment later, turning back to the trail. “Just wanted to make sure you hadn’t fallen.”

“Clearly I didn’t,” I sneered and stepped forward again, not turning, but instead heading down the opposite end of the trail.

My heart was hammering as I walked past him, trying to maintain an air of confidence and composure. Even as I was walking away, I didn’t let my composure slip, nor did I let go of my pepper-fire extract.

I kept an ear out as I walked down the trail, trying to make sure that he wasn’t following me, but I didn’t want to turn around. If he was, then showing any degree of nerves was just going to egg him on.

It wasn’t until I’d gone at least a quarter of a mile that I finally let my composure slip and turned to look behind me. I didn’t see anything, and I hadn’t heard anything other than forest sounds, so I wasn’t being followed – probably.

I let out a long, shaky breath and tried to stop my hands from trembling. I rubbed at my eyes and blinked them several times.

There was a twisted sort of irony in the situation.

I’d always been able to walk the streets of the city without too much fear, but that was because the Lightwatch were always around and on patrol.

I’d heard that in other countries, the constables weren’t as trustworthy, but Mossford kept strict rules on who was able to work as a Lightwatch member, and the people had a strong trust in the Watches.

Out here, my only hope would have been a wandering Wyldwatch member or a stranger.

But the ironic part?

I’d wanted to be a Wyldwatch member. I thought that the isolation would be useful for me.

I took a deep breath and centered myself. I wasn’t being entirely fair. There was a Wyldwatch station at the head of the trails; I’d let them know. Even if there wasn’t anything they could legally do against him for what he had done, they’d make sure to keep an eye out for him and police the trails a little bit more heavily.

Hopefully, this was just an isolated incident. Everyone I’d passed on the longer loop had been perfectly fine.

Even still, I made good time back to the station. I turned in the moonwater lilies and warned them, just as I’d planned, and I was pleased to hear that they’d send someone to talk to him. They couldn’t do more – just as I’d suspected – but having him confronted at all was more than I’d hoped for.

Once that was done, I flagged down a carriage.

“Where to?” asked the driver as I pushed the silver towards her.

“Uptown,” I said. It was decided, at least in my mind. I needed a spell to help defend myself, and Orykson wasn’t going to provide one until I had mastered the Analyze spells.

Which meant it was time to visit the public library.


CHAPTER TEN

When we arrived at the Mossford Central Library, it had begun to drizzle, and I wished that I’d brought an umbrella. My suits may be resistant to dirt and grime, but they did nothing against simple rain.

Even in the rain, though, I couldn’t help but admire the library. The central library was on Ninetieth and Ninety-First Streets, so it was usually too far for me to visit – normally, I went to the smaller one on my side of town, in the craft district.

Mossford Central Library had started out as a castle, long ago, belonging to one of the original rulers of Mossford before it had been donated to the public.

Rumors said that the original prince who had owned the castle had loved books so much that even the hallways began to fill with them, and the royal family had only donated it to get out of the mess of sorting the whole thing.

I wasn’t sure I believed that – even though the royals of today’s world only had a single seat in the parliament, they were still renowned for their generosity – but there may have been a kernel of truth to them not wanting to sort through the mess. I enjoyed reading as much as the next person, but I wouldn’t want to try and organize that many books.

Even to this day, the library still bore some resemblance to its original state. It was a square building, four stories tall, with five-story high towers at each of its corners, tipped with blue conical roofs.

The pure white limestone was streaked with age and covered in ivy, which was barely kept off the pointed, arched windows, lacing around the columns of the four large entry arches.

I passed under them through the old oaken doors onto the cold floors and started shivering. The light spells that mimicked braziers of flame on either side of the entry hall were excellent at shedding light without risking any of the books, but they were definitely not as warm as real fire.

“You alright there?” a young man asked. For a moment I tensed, worried that I was going to run into another creep, but the man who’d asked was just a library worker, coming to shut the doors from the rain. 

“Yeah, thanks,” I said with an awkward smile.

I tapped into my ungated mana and cast a spell over myself. It was the functional inverse of the spell that I used to cool myself. It gave me relief for a few moments – until my mana ran out.

I was tempted to convert some of my first gate mana into ungated in order to cast the spell again, but that would be a pointless waste. I needed as much mana in my Analyze spells as I could, and I’d already wasted half my garden of death mana scaring off the creep.

I wandered deeper into the library, heading to the stairs, starting to shiver some as I did. I may grab a book or two about butchery later, but for now, I needed a combat spell.

I used a spark of ungated mana to unlock the stairs.

The first floor of the library didn’t have any magical texts. The second floor held the ungated mana texts, and I’d never been allowed further.

Presumably, the third held texts about first gate spells, the fourth held second gate, and the third gate were stored in the towers.

Sure enough, I was able to use a tiny flicker of first gate mana to head on up to the third floor, and I headed to the section about death spells.

There were a lot more than I’d been expecting, which on second thought was pretty nonsensical. There were quite literally millions of ungated mana spells for everything from levitation, to shaving, to helping proof dough more consistently, to removing stains from clothing.

But I hadn’t expected to find literally thousands of books on death mana. Even if most of them were entirely theoretical, there would still be hundreds of books with actual spells in them, and there would be dozens and dozens with battle spells in them.

I began to browse the shelves, looking at some of the names on display. They looked entirely mundane: A Thousand and One Ways to Use Death Mana in Vegan Cooking, Studies of Death Mana Flows in Livestock, Bones and Butchery.

I frowned. Was I in the kitchen section? These seemed to be entirely about cooking…

I shifted down another row, looking for spells about combat, and then down another shelf.

“Oh, hey!” I heard someone call from the aisle, in a whisper-shout.

I looked up to see the man who’d closed the doors to the library. 

“I got you a towel,” he said with a wan smile, holding it out to me.

I looked at it for a moment, then took it and started to dry my hair out. It had probably been dripping all over the library.

“Yeah, thanks, sorry about the dripping,” I said. I took a moment to examine the man who’d brought me the towel.

He looked like he was my age, though he may have been a few months older. He was about three or four inches taller than me, and wore a thick brown turtleneck sweater, with a pair of large glasses. He was darker skinned than me, though it wasn’t as dark as Meadow or Liz’s skin, and he had wild black hair in a short cut.

“It happens. You didn’t get it on any of the books, did you?” he asked. “You can be honest. I’ve got restoration spells that should make simple work of ordinary water.”

“No, I haven’t,” I confirmed. “But… would you be able to help me with something?”

“Of course!” the librarian said, pushing up his glasses as they started to slip off his nose. “What did you want to know? Something about death mana, I’m assuming. The hospital texts are a few more rows down, since there’s a lot of overlap with the life mana spells.”

“Oh, I’m not a medical mage,” I said. He tilted his head, his glasses slipping again.

“Really? I assumed with your life and death mana, you’d have no problems getting an apprenticeship at any of the hospitals…”

“How did you know I had both?” I asked curiously.

“Oh, I didn’t mean to pry,” he said, backpedaling. “I’ve ingrained a spell that allows me to analyze mana-gardens, and it’s granted me a general sense of someone’s mana-garden, even without casting the spell. Just the type and what gates they’ve unlocked, as well as what sorts of spells they’ve ingrained.”

“You have death mana?” I asked curiously. Orykson had said there were death mana spells to analyze mana-gardens, after all.

“No, I’ve got knowledge,” he said. “As well as mental mana. It’s why I was recruited for the Librarians.”

“Wait, my mentor told me that spell was a death mana spell.”

“Oh, it is. Few robust spells can only be used with one type of mana. For example, what’s a fire spell?”

“Solar mana,” I answered easily.

“Then a fireball is solar?” he asked.

“Yes…” I said, feeling like I was walking into a trap that I didn’t realize was there.

“Then why can a desolation Spellbinder cast a fireball spell?”

“Because it’s destruction and desolation related,” I said, “Which… yeah, I see your point. Analyze Mana-Garden is designed to work with both death and knowledge mana?”

“Yep! If you had both, then you’d be able to mix them in the spell and cast it for less mana.”

Now, that did sound interesting…

“Where does it go in your mana-garden if it becomes an ingrained spell?” I asked.

“If you’re casting it evenly with both, then you’ll wind up with a bit of both of your first gate mana being absorbed. A smaller tree in each garden, but together a greater effect. Why the interest in ingrained spells?”

“My master has me casting the Analyze Life and Analyze Death spells until I have them ingrained,” I said. “Though, I suspect he’s going to want me to ingrain all of my spells. He seems like the sort.”

“Interesting. Are you sure you’ve got the name of the spells right?” he asked.

“Pretty sure,” I said.

“Can I see them?”

I drew out my life mana and sketched out the Analyze Life spell, then began to pour power into it.

“Woah, wait, what are you doing?” he asked, sounding mildly confused.

“Casting Analyze Life?” I said as I rapidly cut power from the spell. Was that not obvious?

“Did you already master it, and just decided to sketch it out for my benefit?” he asked.

“No,” I said, and waited for him to explain. He seemed like the sort of person who liked to explain things.

“Mastery of a spell is just teaching your mana-garden to flow out in a specific pattern,” he explained. “The best way to master a spell is to sketch the spell, then let your mana collapse, then sketch it again.”

“What about moving from mastery to ingrained?” I asked.

“Pouring gobs of mana into the spell is half of it, but the other half is learning to understand the spell. Using it to Analyze things, in your case. They’re also not mutually exclusive. Mastery always comes first, but you can usually go from mastery to ingrained in a month or two, if you’ve been regularly using the spell. Anyways, yeah, that is Analyze Life. Weird. Most people don’t bother with the comprehensive analytical spells. A plant mage doesn’t need to see how organs work, for example.”

That was strange, but I trusted Orykson, at least on this. Both he and Meadow had used more comprehensive analytical spells. But we were getting off topic.

“You were going to help me find a spell?” I reminded him.

“Oh, yes!” he said with a smile. “Sorry, I’m easily distractible. Which reminds me, I never introduced myself. I’m Alvaro.”

“Nice to meet you, Alvaro,” I said. “I wanted some help finding a combat spell, please?”

Alvaro’s cheerful demeanor dampened as he gave me a suspicious look.

“Why?” he asked.

“Self-defense,” I said. “I’ve been doing some freelance work with the Wyldwatch and Spiritwatch, and I encountered a real creep on the trail today. I bluffed out of it, but I have to wonder… what if it hadn’t gone as well?”

His face softened and he nodded.

“I understand. But you also should know that we don’t usually teach the public attack spells if they’re not part of the Watches or otherwise got dispensation, or else are friends of the library.”

I wondered if dropping Orykson’s name would let them waive that rule, but I dismissed the idea quickly. It could just as easily get back to him.

“I do freelance work for the Wyldwatch and Spiritwatch, like I said.”

He considered me for a few moments, then eventually seemed to make up his mind.

“How about a defensive combat spell?”

I considered that. It wasn’t ideal, since I’d want to be able to make people back off, but protecting myself was useful. Especially since the suit didn’t cover my head.

Plus, Orykson had mentioned getting me an offensive spell at some point.

“My clothes are enchanted to act as a strong defense against ordinary force and magic, up to a point,” I said. “Is there anything that can work with that?”

“I think so,” he said. “I’d also be fine giving you a control spell to limit mobility, if that would be better? Normally, I wouldn’t do that, but since you do contract work… I’ll make a copy of your ID and write down the spell you get, so don’t get any ideas about abusing it, okay?”

“I understand,” I said seriously. It was actually a bit reassuring to me to know that a spell like that was going to be recorded, and a control spell wouldn’t overlap too much with Orykson’s plans, or mean I was doubling down on defense.

“Is there anything specific about the spell you need?” he asked.

“My mentor also tends to favor long-term advantages, I think. Ideally, I’d like something that ingrains well, even if it isn’t as strong right off the bat. That being said, I don’t want it to be useless until it’s ingrained, as I do still need to be able to use it.”

He gave me a contemplative look, then nodded again.

“Is there anything else?”

I considered for a moment, then inspiration struck me.

“I have life and death mana, but my legacy makes mixing inverse mana types more efficient. A spell that uses both of them would be really helpful.”

A tiny smile curled at the corner of his mouth.

“You want something that will help your long-term growth, mixes two inverse mana types, and is also immediately useful? That’s an interesting challenge. I’ll see what I can do – wait here.”

He stepped away, turned behind a pillar, and vanished.

I walked around the pillar myself, trying to see if I could find any teleportation magic hanging around, but either my sense for mana wasn’t acute enough to pick it up, it was hidden, or there wasn’t one.

I waited at a table for him to come back. By the time ten minutes had ticked by, I wasn’t sure if he’d be coming back, but I figured that even for a librarian, searching a place like this had to be a chore, doubly so if getting to the combat spells was difficult.

So instead, I browsed the shelves. I was actually able to find a couple of combat texts, but a quick flip through revealed that they were entirely theoretical, so I put them down.

I went back to the book Bones and Butchery and picked it up. It was a medium-sized volume and it seemed to contain several spells for breaking down meats of all sorts. Interestingly, it made a claim early on that Analyze Corpse was the best friend of a butcher who really wanted to master their craft.

The Analyze Corpse spell did resemble the Analyze Death spell that I’d been given by Orykson, but it was about a third as complex, maybe even less. That seemed to corroborate what Meadow had said.

The rest of the book seemed to be half about breaking down food with a knife, and half about breaking it down with spells, or using spells to tenderize meat and other applications.

I was almost done paging through the book when Alvaro returned with a bundle of papers tucked under his arm, bound in twine.

“I found something that I think you may find interesting,” he said as he placed the papers down on the table and untied them. “It meets all three of your requirements. I do have a few backups prepared as well in case you don’t like this spell, but they’re not quite as effective for you.”

I glanced at the top of the small stack. It was a title page with the name of the spell.

“Fungal Lock?” I asked aloud.

“Yep! It mixes both life and death mana to create artificial fungi and mycelium all over an attacker, slowing their limbs down significantly and sapping their strength away. It’s limited to only one target per casting, which can be an issue for some, but for simple self-defense, that should be fine. If you have to cast it twice, you have to cast it twice.”

I wasn’t entirely sure I agreed, but I wasn’t going to argue with his logic, either. The spell did seem really powerful – slowing and draining someone at once.

“What does it do when it’s ingrained?” I asked curiously.

“That’s the most fascinating part. It increases the efficacy of draining spells, which… There are a lot of spells designed to drain someone – either their life energy to fatigue them, or their mana-gardens, or even harvesting spells designed to help restore your own mana! So, what do you think? Wanna take Fungal Lock?”

I hesitated for a moment. It did sound really good, but I wasn’t sure if increasing the efficacy of draining spells was something I’d be getting a ton of use out of, and I didn’t want to upset my teacher.

Then a memory sparked. Hadn’t Orykson stated that he was going to be teaching me a mana-harvesting spell? If that was the case, then he surely wouldn’t object to me picking up a spell that was going to enhance the effect of something that was in his syllabus.

I put my hand down on the pile, my mind made up.

“I’ll take it,” I said.

“Alright,” Alvaro said, laughing awkwardly and tucking his hands into his pockets. “I’m glad. I had to fight my supervisor to allow you to see the spell, since you’re not listed as a friend of the library. Anything else I can help you with? Preferably not combat-related.”

I thought for a second.

“Is there any way to become a friend of the library?” I asked after a moment. He gave me a small, almost shy, grin.

“Keep coming and reading. I’m sure we can figure something out.”

I nodded at the pile of papers.

“Do I just take this and check it out? Or is there something else I need to do instead? I’ve never been given a pile of papers when I asked for something here before.”

“It’s a copy service,” he explained. “One silver per twenty pages. It’s pretty standard when someone needs a copy of a spell that’s in our restricted areas.”

I nodded, then tucked away the book about butchery as well as the copied Fungal Lock spell. I glanced out the window to see that it was still raining and smiled.

“I think I’ll go read in the reading area while I wait for the storm to break, if that’s okay?”

“Of course,” he said, pushing his glasses up his nose, “I should get back to work. It was nice meeting you.”

“Nice meeting you, too,” I said, then headed downstairs and over towards the well-lit, warm reading area. I sank into a leather chair and undid the twine on the Fungal Lock spell.

It was eleven pages long, but the actual spell only covered one page. The rest discussed the theory behind the spell, ratios of mixing the mana types, mana efficiency rates, and more. It was interesting, but not the most immediately useful information.

I studied the spell itself until I was confident that I’d memorized it and would be able to sketch it when I needed to, then I started to read the details. As I read, I idly called up life and death mana and sketched out the Analyze spells until my reserves were drained again.

This method was… strange. Sketching out a spell to activate it only took a minimal amount of mana, but repeatedly shaping the mana into the complicated shape of the Analyze Life and Analyze Death spells was definitely increasing the efficiency with which I could draw the spell in the air. I could see how this would lead to mastery, but I didn’t think it would ever push the spell to become ingrained in my mana-garden.

Once my mana was dry, I shifted to reading the butchery book. I couldn’t see myself actually bothering to remember most of the spells in the book – several of them were aimed at breaking down large quantities of meat at once, which I wasn’t going to do – but even the non-magical sections were useful.

Once the storm had begun to lighten up, I stepped out and hailed a carriage. That night, I took more of the Lithetic tea and went to bed. As I laid there waiting to fall asleep, I contemplated how my first week of training had gone.

All things considered, I thought that I’d had a fairly successful first week. I’d managed to noticeably increase the size of my first gate mana, even though it wasn’t by much, and I’d learned ways to increase my efficiency in the coming weeks.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

The following morning, I was woken before dawn by a knock at the door. I headed downstairs to see that Meadow had arrived early today.

“Morning,” I said as I rubbed my eyes.

“Good morning, Malachi,” she said, patting my side as she bustled inside. “We have a lot of work to do today, so I expect you and your brother to be up bright and early. Eddy is going to be using some enriching spells on the soil, while you learn the Enhance Plant Life spell.”

Meadow was headed upstairs to Ed’s room, where she banged on the door and then walked on in. He was still in bed, so Meadow walked over and gently shook him awake.

“Morning, Ed. We’ve got a lot of work to do today, so we need you up early.”

Ed blearily shook his head and she poked his side with one boney finger. He sat up with a groan.

“M’ up, m’ up. What are we doing?”

He rolled out of bed, and Meadow immediately began to walk towards the kitchen.

“I’ll make you boys some breakfast while you get started with some spells. Eddy, have you ever used the Soil Enriching spell?”

“No,” he said, “but you’re breaking makefast?”

“Yes, dear,” she said with a chuckle. She picked up the notepad and pencil that we normally used to write grocery lists and wrote out a spell, then passed it to him.

“This is the Soil Enriching spell. It’s a common first gate spell used by gardeners the world over. Why don’t you do some stretches to wake up, then use that and Analyze Earth in the garden out back?”

Ed picked up the piece of paper and glanced over it, then nodded and began to rotate his arms, presumably the stretches he’d been told to do.

“Now, Malachi,” Meadow continued as she pulled out a heavy skillet and went through the pantry. “You’re going to be scattering clover seeds over the garden.”

“Clover, not grass?” I asked curiously. Most rich people had grass lawns, didn’t they?

“Bah,” Meadow said, waving her hand dismissively. “Lawns are terrible. They suck nutrients out of the soil, while clover adds more. We’re going to be attempting to form you a good place to harvest life mana, as well as get you the proper skills with plants. No, you’re going to be best served with clover, trust me. Between the clover and enrichment spells, you should have a solid base for a great deal of the plants that you grow here.”

“Where did you get the clover seed?” I asked anxiously. Orykson had provided the suits – though of course, I’d have to pay him back if I failed. But Meadow wasn’t Orykson.

“Don’t worry, child,” she said with a kind smile as she began to grate tomatoes into the pan. “While you’re going to need to budget for many of the plants that actually produce mana, I’m not too worried about spending twenty silver for a bag of seed.”

I relaxed a bit at that and nodded.

“Now,” she said, pointing at me. “I took the liberty of leaving the bag by the door. Go get it and start seeding the back.”

I nodded and left to do as she said. The seed was lighter than I’d expected, but having to spread it across the entire lawn still took a while. As I worked, Ed moved around the garden slowly, sketching out the spell in different places. Apparently, some parts needed more nutrients than others.

By the time I’d finished, Meadow had emerged with the skillet of food and some plates. It held some roasted red peppers, onions, lemons, and tomato, all mixed together and simmered, then with eggs poached inside the sauce. She’d also taken another loaf of bread from the bakery and toasted it. I idly wondered what my dad must have thought about her – he was working, after all, so he must have seen her.

All three of us piled the sauce and eggs on top of the bread and quickly scarfed it down.

Once we finished eating, Meadow held out another piece of paper, this time to me.

“Here, dear, this is the Enhance Plant Life spell I told you about. It invests life mana into a single plant. Use your Analyze Life spell along with it, and you’ll be able to direct the mana flow, to ensure it grows how you most want it to.”

I stared at her.

“So… I have to invest mana into every single seed?” I asked, incredulous. “I know we have a small garden, but there still must be thousands of seeds!”

“Oh no, dear,” she said with a grandmotherly smile. “We’re going to work on just investing it into a single seed today. While there are spells that can affect large areas, and a Spellbinder can enhance the growth of an entire field in just two weeks, I don’t see much of a reason for you to learn the middling spells. The Mass Enhance Plant Life that Spellbinders can do and the Enhance Plant Life that any Practitioner can do are sufficient for you, unless you plan to become a farmer.”

I scrunched my eyebrows together in thought.

“What about spells like Fungal Lock? That grows mushrooms all over someone to drain them.”

“Yes, but those sorts of spells—like Entangling Briars, which I plan to offer to show you once you’ve opened your second gate—don’t actually grow the plants. You can use life mana to turn your hands into claws, but that’s not a permanent shapeshifting. You’re using the mana to create artificial constructs. They resemble life, and may act like it in many ways, but they vanish once their mana supply runs dry.”

She gave me a shrewd look and smiled.

“You got your hands on Fungal Lock, then?”

I nodded. I’d already all but admitted it, so if it was going to get me in trouble, better to find out now.

“That’s a good choice for you,” she said. “We’ll practice it some today, as well as your Enhance Plant Life spell.”

“What on?” I asked. We’d taken out all of the large rocks, except for the blocks left for Ed to practice with.

“Oh, on me, of course,” she said with a chuckle. “What were you expecting, dear?”

“I don’t want the drain to hurt you, though.” I said. Meadow was old, and I didn’t want her to wind up getting injured in a training accident.

“Child, look at me with your Analyze Life spell.”

I sketched out the spell and did as she said.

To the purely biological part of the spell, she appeared to be an old woman. In excellent health, but still nothing more.

But…

The mana flows of life energy in her body were strong. Extremely so. I had no point of reference for converting life energy into mana, so I couldn’t even guess at her power, but she had the most life of anyone I’d seen. It had to have been magically reinforced.

“I’ve got plenty of energy,” she said, “but it’s sweet of you to worry. Now, onward to growing some clover!”

We spent most of the rest of the day working on growing a handful of clovers, while Ed was told to practice his fine control with a Stone Sculpting spell.

I did wonder why she was bothering to teach Ed. I’d only briefly met Orykson, but he didn’t strike me as the type to pay Meadow to train my brother as well. Maybe Meadow really was as grandmotherly as she seemed.

The Enhance Plant Life spell was an extreme tax on my mana, even more than the Analyze Life spell, and I wound up converting some of my death mana into life mana to keep it up. It was horribly inefficient, causing me to lose almost three quarters of the mana, but it let me keep practicing.

Meadow vanished around lunch but came back with some chicken sandwiches, which I happily devoured alongside a Mana Shock. I was starting to get used to the flavor, and the mana restoration was definitely useful.

I spent a few more hours working with the Analyze Life and Enhance Plant Life spells before Meadow eventually called for me to stop.

“I’ve got to head home soon, but I want to give you a chance to practice the Fungal Lock spell.”

I nodded and checked my mana reserves. My death mana was mostly full, but my life mana was almost tapped out. I converted a little bit, regretting the loss. I needed to find a way to convert more efficiently.

“Go ahead, dear,” she said.

I held up my hand and traced out the spell in the air. This was the first spell I’d ever cast with mana mixing, but to my surprise, it came easily to me. The inverse mana types didn’t blend, or at least, not fully.

It wasn’t like mixing blue and red to make purple; it was more like a gradient moving from red to blue. There was some purple in between, but there was still distinct blue and red.

Once I was certain I’d done the spell correctly, I focused it onto Meadow.

Instantly, a bright purple and green glow burst over her and transformed into the shape of mushrooms, with long mycelium tendrils running over her body. The mushrooms were more like the polypore fungus that lived on trees than the button mushrooms that went in food.

The drain on my mana was large, but not as much as I’d been expecting. Presumably, that was the secondary effect of my legacy, assisting me with the spell’s efficiency.

“Now use Analyze Life and Analyze Death,” she said.

I did as she asked, and though my mana was draining extremely quickly with all three spells active, I was able to get a decent look at her and the spell.

The spell’s mushroom constructs definitely weren’t real, like she’d said. More than anything, they resembled the flows of life and death energy I could see with the spell.

More interestingly, the mycelium tendrils were digging into her own energy flows. They didn’t get very far, but they did dig in and sap away at her energy. They then used some of that energy to reinforce the mushrooms, making them stronger and inhibiting her movement even more.

Then she moved her hand, and her flows of life energy flexed. The Fungal Lock spell blew apart.

I let the analysis spells drain the rest of my mana while she talked.

“That’s a pretty good spell, for being first gate. You’ve got plenty of room to improve the efficiency of it, and you’ll need to sketch faster in an actual fight, but it’s a solid start.”

“Thank you,” I said, glad that she approved of my choice.

We spent a little bit longer talking about the spell before Meadow had to leave. Liz came over for dinner again that night, and I drank a cup of Lithetic Tea before bed.


CHAPTER TWELVE

For many people, even most Arcanists and Occultists, teleporting into Daocheng from outside of the nation without being attracted to one of their teleportation anchors was impossible. Teleporting within the nation itself was unimpeded, of course, but getting inside from the outside normally required a special pass, otherwise you had to allow yourself to redirect to an anchor.

That was a matter of national security, and most nations had something like that around their borders. For almost everyone, that was sufficient.

Orykson wasn’t just anyone, however.

He pushed through the spells directing all teleportation without even setting off the alarms. His bound elemental hummed strangely as Orykson cast his spatial mana around himself.

“Have you found him?” he asked the spirit.

“Yes,” the elemental said. “But it remains likely that he’s going to attack us upon our arrival. I do not advise that we stay unannounced.”

“It’s best this way,” Orykson said, then waved his hand.

He appeared on the top of a mountain, his shoes crunching into the snow. At the edge of a rough footpath, seated with his legs dangling over the edge of the cliff, was Ikki.

The Time Prince was on the short list of people for whom Orykson held some actual respect. He was tall, over six feet, but slender. He had an androgynous beauty to his face, and his almond-shaped eyes glimmered with intelligence. He wore a sensible suit, and though it was simpler than Orykson’s own, the sleek look fit him.

As soon as Orykson appeared in the snow, Ikki reacted.

A curved, single-edged blade appeared in the air and slashed at Orykson, leaving a trail of time echoes in the air. Before the blade could touch him, however, he had already teleported away.

In those brief moments, Ikki had gotten to his feet. He burst at Orykson with temporally enhanced speed, but Orykson teleported again before the fist drove into the air where his chest had been.

Ikki immediately whipped around with a back kick, which would have caught most people that used short-ranged teleports in battle – the temptation to teleport directly behind a target was hard to resist.

But Orykson wasn’t an amateur, and he’d teleported back and to his left, causing the kick to whistle past him harmlessly.

Ikki turned the momentum into a backslide, whipping his fist in a hook, as his blade and their time echoes began to move around him, making it hard for Orykson to teleport nearby without being in arm’s reach of the blade or an echo.

The blow connected with Orykson’s chest before he could teleport away, striking with enough force to crumple a normal man’s chest.

Instead, it merely knocked Orykson back, sending him flying over the cliff – where a current of air caught him. He teleported a moment later, as the blades started to push towards him.

Ikki had certainly recognized Orykson by this point, meaning that this wasn’t a real fight. It was a test, to make sure Orykson had enough strength to be worth his time.

Orykson had expected as much, but he did find Daocheng’s insistence on strength being everything a touch taxing.

Well, if Ikki wanted a spar…

Orykson stopped Ikki’s heart and caused it to cave in on itself. The Time Prince faltered for only a moment, though his hasting spell remained active.

The damage repaired itself an instant later as Ikki used a spell to bring forward an anchored moment in time into his body – presumably, a moment where Ikki had been at the peak of health.

The waving blades and echoes had stopped while he fixed the heart problems, however, so Orykson took advantage and locked the swords in their own pocket universe. That took a noticeable drain on his mana, but Ikki’s bonded sword had enough power to utterly destroy this body with a single good strike.

That wouldn’t stop him, but it would be inconvenient.

By the time the sword was gone, Ikki was fully recovered. Around him, time began to warp, rolling off of him in a wave. Ikki was moving much faster, but the world around Orykson began to slow.

His thoughts would have slowed, too, if he hadn’t bonded a knowledge elemental to his death mana so many years ago.

But even though his mind was able to keep up, his body was slow and lethargic.

He teleported out of the way of a fist, but realized then that he’d fallen for Ikki’s trap.

Time froze inside of the bubble, entirely ceasing to flow except around Ikki. Even Orykson’s spirit wasn’t able to keep his mind going as it, too, got caught up in the frozen time.

But in Orykson’s pocket, his stopwatch’s hour hand ticked forward once, and Orykson vanished.

He appeared inside of his own pocket universe and let out a groan.

He’d built the pocket watch explicitly for countering time mages like Ikki. Freezing time was beyond the power of anyone but a Magus, but he’d taken that into account with the artifact.

By having to rely on the watch, he’d lost the duel, at least in his eyes. He should have gone stronger on offense – Ikki’s offense was impeccable, but the only defenses he had were slowing time and bringing forward a healed version of himself into him to repair damage, both of which were taxing on his mana.

Within the pocket world, Orykson watched and waited for the frozen time to undo itself. As soon as it did, he reappeared.

Not in the same spot from which he’d vanished, of course. That would be foolish beyond belief.

Ikki turned to face him and tucked his hands into his pockets.

“I win,” the Time Prince said.

If it had been a real fight, then Orykson having a contingency against a time stop spell could have saved him, and the battle could have continued.

But for a simple spar? Needing to rely on a contingency was showing weakness.

Of course, losing was showing weakness as well, but it was a conclusion to the spar. If he kept pushing after being forced to admit weakness, he’d look like a brat.

He couldn’t stand Daocheng at times.

“You do,” Orykson admitted, dusting off his clothes. “Not that you should have used ninth gate mana for a spar, but since you did…”

“What are you here for, Orykson?”

“Is it not enough to visit an old friend?” Orykson asked, a teasing smile on his face.

Ikki let out a soft laugh, and he began to walk back to the cliff where he had been seated before. Orykson followed and sat next to him.

“It would be, yes. But if you wanted that, you wouldn’t have shown up unannounced.”

“True enough,” Orykson said, sighing and stretching.

“So, what are you here for?”

“I’ve taken an apprentice.”

Ikki stilled. Not the unnatural stillness of being frozen in time, just the ordinary stillness of someone hoping that they’d heard incorrectly.

“Orykson, you remember your last apprentice. She’s been nothing but a menace.”

“She was a failure for multiple reasons. I’ve reviewed everything that I did wrong with her, and I plan to correct those failures in my current experiment.”

“Explain,” Ikki said.

“First, the mana types. Lunar and mental are acceptable, death was excellent, but that was it. Her desolation mana was worthless. The lack of life mana also provided a psychological error, in my belief. She became used to working only with the dead, and thus stopped worrying about life, considering it only a precursor to death.”

“Hm,” Ikki said. “I am not certain that was a result of mana, so much as it was from you keeping her cloistered in your castle of the dead. After all, many death mages are able to overcome such effect by simply retaining their human connections.”

“Which leads into my second point: freedom. I attempted to control my previous experiment too much. I selected her spells, which is common in an apprenticeship, but I didn’t allow her to experiment with other spells. I gave her challenges suited perfectly to her skillsets and power level, designed to challenge her without risking her life. I monitored her companion spirits and every move she made.”

“True,” Ikki said. “You’re allowing this one to take actual risks, then?”

“I…” Orykson said, hesitating. He was guiding the boy’s growth, was he not? Selecting missions applicable to his skill level?

Ikki frowned at him.

“Orykson. A life without risk doesn’t produce Arcanists, let alone Occultists or Magi.”

“You’re right,” Orykson said with a slow sigh. “I’ll stop trying to control the work he does and allow him to judge for himself.”

“And if he were to die?” Ikki pressed.

“If he dies, I’ll be annoyed, but I’m not going to stop it. That would have been true regardless. If he isn’t capable enough to get out of a hole he’s dug for himself, then he’s not a true apprentice.”

Ikki nodded and let out a breath.

“Good. Your last apprentice was given a sense of delusion from only facing tailormade challenges, so I am glad to hear you will not repeat that mistake. What else?”

“Meadow is going to be teaching him plant magic. She spouted her usual drivel about family and community around it as well.”

Ikki considered that for a moment, then nodded.

“I see. And why are you here, then?”

“The boy’s legacy… Mana Mirror.”

“How many mana types does he have?”

“Two. He’s already chosen life and death, but I expect him to have chosen his second pairing within a year.”

“Spatial and temporal…”

“I’m not forcing him,” Orykson said. “But I will strongly advise him to choose that, yes.”

“If he does, you want me to teach him?”

“You’re the strongest time mage on the planet. Who else?”

“I suppose that’s true. I am not motivated by wanting to ensure this project goes differently, however. What do I get?”

“A favor,” Orykson said.

Ikki considered for a few moments, then took a long breath.

“You know how much weight that has, Orykson. The scales between us are even, and they have been for over a century. But at the same time, you’d have me help you craft a powerful weapon.”

“I would. I’m not controlling him or protecting him like I did her, so I can’t promise he’ll never take up arms against Daocheng, but I don’t think he will. He has no reason to.”

“I’ll… think on it.”

“That’s all I can ask,” Orykson said. “Care for a drink?”

He waved his hand and a pair of glasses appeared, along with a wine bottle.

Ikki poured them both a drink, and as they sipped at their wine, they stared down at the village miles beneath them. If their spar had escalated, it could have been destroyed.

But it hadn’t. So instead, Orykson merely took another sip.

“When do you plan to kill your father?” Orykson asked dryly. He’d had his flaws exposed, so he saw no reason to not drag out Ikki’s. “The Storm King is almost as bad as Vivian.”

“Father isn’t that bad,” Ikki said. “But… I can’t win against him. You know that. Could you?”

“Maybe,” Orykson said. “I’m not the strongest in combat, you know that. You could win.”

“I cannot,” Ikki insisted. 

Rather than argue, Orykson shook his head and watched the sun rise with his oldest, and perhaps only, friend.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The next two days passed without much trouble. I could definitely see the value of working in a butcher’s shop, but its limits were becoming obvious as well, especially while I was more focused on sketching out the Analysis spells than I was actually using them.

Still, they weren’t bad, not by any means. I made significant progress in sketching the Analyze spells, and I thought that I may actually be able to master Analyze Life by the end of the following week, which would put me at three weeks out of four.

Analyze Death was a bit harder – I had less opportunity to train it, and my first gate death mana was smaller than its life counterpart, likely due to the Lithetic Tea and extra practice with Meadow.

I still was nowhere near its maximum, of course, but it was nonetheless impressive – or at least, I thought it was.

After my shifts at the butchery, Liz and Ed dragged me into sparring with them. Usually, it was Liz and me against Ed, since Ed was already a Spellbinder and Liz wasn’t, but sometimes it was reversed.

Despite only knowing one combat spell and it not even being an attack spell, Fungal Lock did a surprisingly good job of slowing Ed down. It was nothing extreme, but the extra drain and mycelium bindings helped Liz get off an extra attack more than once.

They tried to convince me to go back to the library and get more spells, but I declined. I’d already pushed the limits asking for the Fungal Lock spell, and I didn’t want to ask for another combat spell until I was at least second gate. I’d be happy to go back and look for a non-combat spell, of course, and a part of me wanted to see Alvaro again.

That Temsday, the letter I found on our doorstep was a little bit different. It contained four missions, unlike the previous week, and the note in the front was rather different as well.

Malachi,

Given your apparent interest in combat skills, it has become clear to me that you’re interested in doing more than simply training at home. As such, I’ve included four missions in this letter: but not all of them are created equally. The first missions from the Spiritwatch and Wyldwatch are simple enough that you should be able to complete both over your two-day period.

However, the second Wyldwatch and Spiritwatch missions are significantly more complex and will likely take at minimum two days, if not longer. As such, there is no feasible way for you to complete all four missions.

If you wish to prove yourself capable, I recommend choosing one of the second tier missions. If you wish to stay the course, complete one of the first.

In addition, from this point onward, I will no longer be selecting specific missions for you. I expect you to work on them on your time, and I may send you offers as well, but I expect you to use your judgment to select the best quests for your skills.

Regards,

Orykson

Interesting. I was actually rather glad he’d be giving me more freedom. If he wasn’t going to bother teaching me himself, then he may as well let me work as a free contract agent.

I glanced at the missions. Luckily, they were clearly labeled, with a one and a two on each of the respective agency’s missions.

The first mission for the Wyldwatch was to relocate a hive of sol-bees from a tree in the forests to a new home deeper in. I’d never heard of sol-bees, but from their name, I was guessing that they were bees with solar mana.

Literal fire bees.

Lovely.

I supposed that I may actually be able to do this mission. If I locked down the hive itself, rather than targeting a bee, I may be able to stop them from emerging and stinging me, which would let me transport them. The only trouble was, I wasn’t sure that I had the mana necessary.

The reward was one hundred silver pieces, which was a fair bit of money, but it didn’t offer anything else.

The first mission for the Spiritwatch was a diplomatic mission – apparently, the spirits in Ilima’s Way Cemetery were becoming unruly. Nothing violent, but seemingly people had been reporting hearing strange whispering in the park at night and seeing a shadowy figure walking around.

Successfully pacifying the spirit or spirits would award me fifty silver and a Lesser Marrow Death Mana Extract.

The silver was fine, but the extract was what really caught my attention. I didn’t know exactly what the extract did, but if it was anything like the Verdant Pasture pills, then I might be able to use it to help catch up the size of my first gate death mana-garden since it was lagging behind my life mana.

Alternatively, it might be more like my first gate Mana Restoration Elixir, only for death mana.

I supposed that I could stop at the pharmacy to ask, but if I completed the mission, I’d get a description on the label anyways.

I started to look at the second missions for the Watches, but then I paused.

The secondary missions were supposed to take two, maybe three days. I had the weekend to do whatever I wanted, but outside of hanging out with Liz – which always felt odd, since she was dating my brother – or just working at the bakery, I didn’t actually have a ton to do on weekends.

I could complete one of the first quests today, then go on one of the second quests tomorrow. It’d stretch into my weekend, but that wasn’t a bad thing. If it took two days, I may even be able to complete the other minor mission on Cretday – assuming no other contractors had claimed it – then head into Solsday lessons with three of the four quests completed, one of them being the quests to prove I could do more than run around town.

If it took all three days, then I’d still have completed two quests, one of them being the quest to prove myself, so I would still count that as a win.

I supposed that I could also try to do both of the more important missions, but that would be really risky, especially if someone claimed one while I was on the other. Waiting a single day was one thing, especially since I’d be able to monitor the papers and make sure nobody claimed them, but I felt like multiple days was a pointless risk.

I marked the Spiritwatch’s mission and tucked away all three. I’d get that one knocked out, then I’d look at the second ranked mission.

It didn’t take long to get a carriage to take me to the cemetery that had been listed. I burnt through my mana sketching the Analyze Life spell on the way, but I saved my death mana. I’d probably need it.

Once I hopped out, I sketched out the Analyze Death spell and began to walk around the cemetery.

It was a strange experience. I could see the energy contained in the human remains deep underground, and it burned with power. Not quite as intense as the forest, but it was more overwhelmingly death. That was obvious, even without Analyze Life.

More strangely, however, there were other peaks of death energy around the graves and the graveyards. Some were faded, so far gone that I was barely able to make them out. Others were solid, clear, and…

Human-shaped.

I took a breath as I realized that I was looking at a field of ghosts. The one I’d tracked down before was a distinct ghost, left after an accidental death, full of emotion and longevity.

These were older. Some had grown stronger with age, but most had grown weaker. They’d certainly lost some of the distinction and clarity that the ghost of the dead man I’d seen had possessed.

I wandered the graveyard, staring at the spirits. Any of them could have been the one that people had heard.

But as I walked deeper into the cemetery, ghosts began to slip away from me, no longer wanting to walk in the area.

“Get out…” came a groaning voice, like the autumnal wind given life and form.

I froze and glanced around. Then I spotted the ghost approaching me.

While the other ghosts had been fuzzy, indistinct shadows, this was sharper and clear, but just as old. They were strangely different from the ghost I’d seen before.

That had been sharp and clear as well, like a fresh painting.

This was more like someone had allowed a painting to stain and fade with age, and then had gone to restore it without having an exact idea of what the painting was supposed to be.

“I’ll leave, if that’s what makes you happy,” I said defiantly, “but I don’t think it will.”

The ghost stared at me, then raised an arm and pointed away.

“Leeeeaaaave…”

“No. I want to help.”

I stepped forward, towards the ghost. It let out a growl, and the shadows in the graveyard began to flicker and grow long.

I walked past the ghost and headed deeper into the cemetery.

There.

A grave had been graffitied and messed up, probably by some teenagers who thought they were being cool and daring. I knelt and picked up the vase of flowers that had been knocked off, straightened it, then collected the flowers and put them back in the vase.

Behind me, I heard a long, slow breath.

“Whyyyy?”

“I told you. I want to help.”

I reached into my ungated mana, which had remained full, since neither of my analysis spells could actually run off it, and converting upwards was so inefficient that I didn’t bother.

I cast a cleaning spell. Technically, the spell was supposed to collect and scrub away food residue, but I figured it may help here, too.

It was inefficient and imperfect, but it did work.

It took me several minutes, but I picked up the broken glass of the second vase and scrubbed the headstone clean, then looked at the ghost. My death mana had long since drained away, but the spirit remained in my view – they must be allowing me to see them.

“I’ll be back to finish this,” I said.

I left and headed to a store, where I got some cheap incense, a vase, and some new flowers. It cost me ten silver, but I was getting paid fifty, so I would still net positive.

My mana had recovered enough to recast my Analyze Life and Analyze Death spells as I returned to the cemetery.

The other ghosts had stopped clumping at the edges of the walls, which I took as a good sign. I went back to the grave, lit the incense, and replaced the broken vase.

As I stood and admired my handiwork, the ghost that had been disturbed approached the grave. They put their hand on the grave and began to fade, their anger leaking away.

“Thank you…” I heard them whisper as they slipped away.

I nodded and affectionately patted the tombstone, then turned and left the cemetery. I reported my success to a Spiritwatch station.

This time, they didn’t confirm my story – presumably because there wasn’t a dead body on the scene that needed to be verified. They just warned me that if it came to light that I hadn’t completed the task, I’d be fined heavily, and had me file some paperwork about what I’d done and what had been wrong.

Then, I was handed the extract and the silver.

“What does the extract do?” I asked the clerk who’d brought it to me.

“If you have a bone spell, taking that potion will enhance your understanding of it.”

I frowned and examined the bottle.

“It’ll help me master and ingrain it faster?” I asked.

“Exactly,” the clerk said. “The Lesser Marrow Death Mana Extract will only really work on first gate spells, but it’s still useful.”

It did sound useful, at that. It wasn’t quite what I’d been hoping – it wouldn’t expand my smaller pool of death mana – but I had no doubt that I’d learn a bone spell eventually. I did have death mana, after all.

I headed home and tucked the extract away with my restoration elixir and then looked over the rank two missions Orykson had given me.

The Wyldwatch mission was a lot more interesting than moving some bees. A village a day’s travel by enchanted carriage – less on a broom, but I couldn’t afford one of those – south of the capital had been attacked by an acidbubble-toad that was using first gate mana to destroy crops and buildings. The Wyldwatch would provide an acid-resistant cage to transport it, but the mission was to catch the toad, then bring it back here so that they could harvest some of its acidic mucus before releasing it back into the western fens that it was native to.

That sounded really fascinating, and my spell might actually be perfectly suited for capture missions. Plus, I’d be helping people out, which was a double victory in my book.

The reward was pretty hefty as well. Five hundred silver, as well as the ability to go to the Wyldwatch Research Garden and choose any magical plant that produced first gate mana. I could then take a clipping of the plant and grow it at home.

The Spiritwatch mission was also really interesting. I’d frankly assumed that it would be related to pacifying a ghost, since that was one of the largest points of the Spiritwatch.

In a way, it was, but it wasn’t a ghost.

An asomatous, a spirit that was the physical embodiment of a concept like wrath or pride or joy, had been patrolling around a town to the north and had been preying on people, infusing them with anger. Several people had been hurt in spontaneous fights that had broken out, and it was only a matter of time before someone got permanently injured.

Nobody knew what had spawned the asomatous, so this was a combination mission. I had to capture the asomatous and bring it back, determine what act of rage had spawned it, then resolve that issue as best I could.

Since the asomatous was capable of using first gate mana, it had to have been a strong source of hate, probably spawned by multiple people at a large event.

The reward was two hundred silver, but more interestingly, it specified that I was allowed to keep the Practitioner-grade spirit trap that I’d be given to capture the asomatous, which could hold spirits of up to second gate in strength.

In addition to the spirit trap, I’d also get a Lesser Eye Death Mana extract, which might help my Analyze Death spell along nicely.

Would that be more useful than the plant and extra silver, though? Could I capture an asomatous at all? I didn’t know if my Fungal Lock spell would be able to hold one in place long enough for me to use the spirit trap, nor how often I’d get use out of one.

I stroked my chin as I thought. I wished I had stubble that I could stroke, but… I would eventually.

I shook my head and refocused on my task, not wanting to slip into annoyance and depression, and instead picked a mission.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

After a few moments of hesitation, I used a pulse of mana to mark the Wyldwatch mission and tucked it into my pocket. I thought the plant clipping could be a useful thing for the garden that Meadow was helping me to construct. Besides, I still wasn’t sure if my Fungal Lock spell would be able to lock down the asomatous – assuming I could even find it.

Five hundred silver felt like a lot, but when I thought about it, it wasn’t nearly as much as it seemed. Two days meant about ten silver an hour, and I had to pay for the transport down to the village, a room for the night, all the food I ate there, and transport back. I notified the attendant, who gave me an acid resistant collapsible cage, and then headed out.

As soon as I got home, I went about sorting everything that I’d need for the trip. It was still early enough that I should be able to make it to the village. I was working, so I’d need to pack another suit. I wasn’t going to be bringing the summer suit – no matter what Orykson said about everyone needing one, I was not going to be caught dead wearing that in a village. It was by far the least concealing of my suits, and small towns could often harbor strange views. Sure, they were generally fine, but I didn’t want to risk it.

I put on my navy single breast suit for now, and packed the charcoal single breast for tomorrow. It would be hot and sweaty, and since I was going to be running around in fields, I’d need to wear my sports bra again tomorrow. At least I could wear a binder there and on the way back. That was something.

Should I bring my Mana Restoration Elixir? If the toad was especially slippery, I might need it.

I bit my lip, then tucked it into my pocket. It was so valuable that I didn’t want to leave it in my bag.

With that, I tossed my duffel bag over my shoulder and headed down into the kitchen. Ed was out somewhere, maybe at work, so I left a note for him and popped into the bakery to let my dad know that I was going on a trip, making sure to grab a couple of the meat buns from the bakery while I was there, then headed towards a long-distance carriage station. Not many of the carriages in the city would be willing to take me all the way out to the village. If I’d been willing to hire a broom or a flying carpet service, it would have been faster, but it also would have been way more expensive. For now, at least, I’d stick with hiring a carriage.

“Good day! What can I do to serve you today?” came the voice of a far too chipper woman behind the counter. I was immediately suspicious – I’d worked customer service for years. Nobody was really that happy.

“I need a ride to South Valley Village,” I said.

“Of course! Will you be needing a return trip?”

“Tomorrow,” I said with a nod.

“Of course! Would you like to book a stay at the Heart Lizard Inn as well?” the attendant asked. She sure did say ‘of course’ a lot…

“Yes,” I said. It might not be the cheapest one in the village, but the village probably didn’t have a lot of inns to choose from to begin with. Plus, often places like this would be a bit cheaper than if you went there yourself.

“Of course!” she said. Again.

The attendant took a few moments to scribble something on a sheet of paper, then cast a set of basic first gate knowledge spells on it before she looked up again.

“That’s going to come out to two hundred and five silver,” she said, her smile still firmly affixed on her face.

That wasn’t too bad, actually. It was still quite pricey, of course, but between the five hundred that the job offered, and the fact that I should be getting my first payment from Orykson soon, alongside what I’d managed to squirrel away over the years working at the bakery, I’d have almost fifteen hundred silver in my bank account.

It wasn’t much compared to the price of the suit that I was wearing, but it was still more than I’d ever had before.

Of course, if I was on my own, that’d cover rent and not much else, but that was why people had roommates. Besides, this was only one job.

I quickly wrote a cheque for her, which she confirmed with another quick first gate spell.

“Excellent! Darren will be out to escort you shortly.”

Darren, as it turned out, was an absolute bear of a man. He stood at least six and a half feet tall, and his shoulders were the size of a pair of boulders.

I was struck for a moment that, while I wanted larger shoulders, maybe I didn’t want them to be quite so… impressive.

The entire eight-and-a-half-hour ride there I spent working on mastering the Analyze Life and Analyze Death spells. Alvaro’s tip was really paying off – I had to drink less Mana Shock, since sketching out the spell didn’t take nearly as much mana as powering it.

I still had more mana in my first gate for life than I did for death. It wasn’t a problem just yet, but it was obvious that it could become one if I let it fester long enough. I was already able to sketch the Analyze Life spell almost a dozen extra times before I needed to let my mana refill.

Maybe I’d find something to help with that in this village. It wasn’t likely, but stranger things had happened before.

I did also practice the Fungal Lock spell a few times, but since it wasn’t nearly as complex, I was less worried about how long it would take to sketch it in a fight.

Besides, a small, greedy part of my brain was looking forward to whatever reward I’d get if I managed to master the spells. Even if it was just another Mana Restoration Elixir, that would still be valuable.

By the time the carriage finally arrived in South Valley Village, it was already dark. Lanterns and floating orbs of light illuminated the village just fine, but the plains to the north of the village, where I’d come from, and the woods further south were eerily dark.

The door of my carriage slid open as soon as we came to a stop. To my surprise, rather than the living mountain of Darren, there was a petite older woman with short, spikey white hair next to the carriage. A golf club was slung over one shoulder, and a floating hand made of force was hovering over the other.

The hand swooped into the carriage to pick up my bag, and the lady held out her hand to help me down. I took it gratefully and stepped out.

“Ah, thank you,” I said, a bit uncertainly. She was helpful, but I had no idea who this woman was.

“Sure thing, dear,” she said, holding out her hand for a shake, which I took. “My name is Alice.”

“Malachi,” I said. “Are you with the inn?”

“Oh, no, no, nothing like that,” she said, laughing and shaking her head. “I’m the middle school mana theory and language arts teacher.”

For a moment, I was surprised that she taught three years of students in two subjects, but it did make a certain amount of sense when I thought about it. With a small village like this, they probably never had more than twenty or thirty students at a time. Of course it wouldn’t be like the schools in the city, with a dozen teachers for each age and each subject.

“Pleasure to meet you,” I said. She was very kind, but I still had no idea why she was here.

“I’m also on the village council,” she said, shifting her golf club to the other shoulder and beginning to walk. “I’ll lead you to the inn. You’re here to deal with the toad problem, I’m guessing?”

“Yes ma’am,” I said, nodding as I hastened to follow her.

“Good, good!” she said. “I thought you may be here for that. We’ve got plenty of mages, but most of us don’t know any combat magic. I know a little bit, but it’s no good for capturing a beastie like that. We can scare ‘em off just fine, but the little bugger just keeps coming back.”

The floating hand carrying my bag gently nudged me.

“But that’s what the Watches are for, eh?” she asked with a grin.

“I suppose so,” I said with a nod. “Do you know where the acidbubble-toad was seen last?”

“Old Edmund chased it off of his farm the day before today,” she said. “His farm is to the south, bordering the Delford Forest.”

Great. I’d have to go around the spooky forest.

I just hoped it was a little bit less spooky in the daylight.

“Anything else I should know?” I asked.

“Don’t let its bubbles touch your skin,” she advised, nodding her head sagely. “It won’t kill you, but the acid that it’s laced with leaves a pretty nasty burn. Kene, the village doctor, is a fair hand with their healing magic, but even they acknowledge that acid burns are hard to heal up.”

That was interesting – she’d called Kene they. Once could have been brushed off as coincidence, but twice in one sentence was rather strange.

“Where does Kene operate from?” I asked, curiously. “I should probably know, just in case.”

“They own a clinic over yonder,” she said, waving her hand to indicate direction. “They put up a big ol’ sign, can’t miss it. It’s our apothecary and doctor’s office rolled into one.”

“Thank you,” I said. A moment later, we stopped in front of the Heart Lizard Inn. Or at least, I stopped. Alice waltzed through the doors and began to chat with the receptionist.

I was too busy being transfixed by the Heart Lizard that was sitting on the roof.

I’d seen a few magical animals before, of course. Elysian Shrews were all over the place, and I’d seen the odd choruk rooting around in our garbage for scraps of meat.

This was a bit different. It wasn’t a drake, since it lacked the downward-facing legs, instead resembling an overgrown lizard. Really overgrown. The thing would have been longer than me, tip to tail, and its body was the size of a large dog.

Its torso was patterned with heart shaped scales, and there was a large splotch of red on its chest, like the diagram of a heart. It cracked its eye open at me as I stared, and then closed it, apparently dismissing me as not a threat.

To be fair, I probably wasn’t. I might be able to pin it down with my Fungal Lock spell, but that was about it.

The most overtly magical part of the lizard, however, was the red aura that perpetually emitted from it.

It was faint, barely there at all, like the thin whisps of cloud on a bright summer day, or the mist just after dawn. But it was there, soaking into the world around it.

Out of curiosity, I sketched out my Analyze Life spell and poured some mana into it.

The lizard lit up brightly. I was able to see the lines of life energy running through its body, more vibrant than most humans. I could see its heart, its brain, its bones, and more besides.

And, interestingly, I could see the power it was using much more clearly. It wasn’t a spell, not as I understood a spell at least. There were definitely aspects of life in it, but there were other aspects, too. I couldn’t see them, but I could see the absence of them, the blank areas where they would go.

The aura rushed through the body, travelling through the blood. It seemed to strengthen the lizard some, as well as anyone within its Aura. More than that, it seemed to do something to the blood. I couldn’t see it with my naked eye, but I got the sense of cleanliness. Purifying the blood, maybe? I wasn’t sure.

“You alright, hun?”

I practically leapt out of my skin at the sudden sound of Alice’s voice.

“Sorry if I scared you,” she said, smiling.

“It’s fine,” I said.

“Never seen a heart lizard before?” she asked curiously.

“No, never,” I said honestly. “They’re… Really cool. A little freaky. But cool.”

“They’re all over the woods to the south,” Alice informed me. “Docile enough. Patricia raised this one from an egg that had been abandoned. She’s a sweet soul. Named her inn after her.”

“Ah,” I said, nodding.

Alice held out her hand. In it was a room key.

“There you go, hon,” she said. “Good luck with your toad search tomorrow.”

“Thank you,” I said as I took the key from her.

The next morning, I awoke refreshed and ready for anything. After a quick breakfast of porridge in the inn, and having to stop the heart lizard from taking a bite, I headed down further south to the farm Alice had told me about.

The farm was in surprisingly good shape for having suffered the attacks of an acidbubble-toad. A few of its crops had withered away, but it couldn’t have been more than a hundred square feet.

The forest, to my disappointment, was not made any less spooky by the sunlight. It was, in fact, even creepier. The light that slipped through the thick canopy was barely enough to see by, and made every sound and shadow into a threat. It was far worse than Trollstone, which had plenty of trails, and a Wyldwatch station right near it.

“Primes,” I said under my breath. I’d hoped I wouldn’t have to go in there.

But there was nothing else to do, unless I wanted to wait around, just hoping that the frog would show up. Toad. Whatever. There wasn’t a difference to me, no matter what science may say.

I stepped into the forest, holding my breath.

No toad leapt out to attack me.

I took another step into the forest.

There was a gentle rustling, and something burst forth from the underbrush at me!

I lifted my hand to sketch a spell, then let out a breath.

It was just a choruk. The small, racoon-like creatures would eat just about anything. Some people found them gross, but I thought they were rather cute.

As if to prove my point, the choruk lifted a decaying leaf from the ground and stuffed it into its mouth, then wandered away.

I let out a shaky laugh and pushed deeper into the forest.

By the time a quarter of an hour had passed without me being attacked, I was starting to relax a bit. I stuck to the edge of the forest, since I wanted to be on hand in case the acidbubble-toad appeared to try and eat more crops or destroy more stuff.

Still nothing.

By the time two hours had gone by, I knew I was going to have to try something different. I had no idea what would bait the creature out, but it had attacked the wheat crops.

That didn’t track with what I knew about toads, but maybe its magic included some sort of enhanced stomach?

Or maybe…

I strode back to the farm to examine the remnants of where the toad had been making a meal of the farmer’s crops, then ran my finger through the ground.

I wasn’t an expert on melting wheat with acid – that would be a very strange thing to be an expert at – but it didn’t look like there was much left. I’d have expected some sludge, or something.

I set the cage down, with its trapdoor open. Maybe the toad would wander in and sleep. It wasn’t the kind of cage that could snap shut, but who knew. I’d already been really lucky. Maybe the luck would hold out!

But I needed to visit Kene first.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

I headed through the village in the general area that Alice had indicated the night before. Just as she’d said, it wasn’t hard to find the apothecary/doctor’s combined office.

It was one of the larger buildings in the village, which meant it was slightly larger than my dad’s bakery. Presumably the extra space was the doctor’s office part in the back, because it looked just like an apothecary shop. Dried herbs hung all over the place, and there were rows of bottles filled with pills, powders, and elixirs.

Kene, or at least the person who I assumed to be Kene, was standing behind a glass case in the back, crushing something up with a mortar and pestle. The case had piles of books, but my attention was drawn to a paper taped on the front of the case that read: ‘Kene. They/Them, He/Him. Use something else and I’ll lace all your medicine with laxatives for a year and a day.’

I let out a light chuckle, and Kene turned around. I paused for a moment as I took them in.

Their hair was a dark brown that bordered on black, which matched their eyes. They looked a few years older than me, though not by much, and their sleeveless shirt left their arms bare.

Their arms were well sculpted, with swirling tattoos and inked runes, and their fingers were stained black, as if they’d been dipped in ink. Their fingers were also oddly sharp – the nails were sharp, but the fingers were, too.

They also wore a large witch’s hat – the kind that had largely fallen out of fashion, except with traditionalists – and a pair of thigh-high laced up combat boots. He put a hand on his hip and looked me up and down.

They were far too young to be a doctor – they only looked like they were a year or two older than me. They must have had their magic awakened early, or something of that sort.

“You’re new in town,” they said. “What do you want?”

Their voice had a rough quality that sent a pleasant shiver down my spine. I swallowed and stuck my hands in my pocket.

“I’m here to catch the acidbubble-toad, and I have a theory. I think it liquifies stuff with its acid, and then eats it.”

“Work that out all on your own?” they asked, a smirk playing across their lips.

“Well… Uh,” I stammered, “I probably should have researched the toad a bit before coming here. But I put it together by the fact that there wasn’t really anything left over after the toad attacked.”

“’Attacked’ is a harsh word, but yes,” he said.

“So I was thinking that if I used some acid to dissolve food –” I started.

“– You could use it as a lure to bait out the toad,” Kene finished. “It’s not a bad idea, I’ll give you that much.”

The corners of my lips tugged up a little bit at that, despite my attempt to squash it.

“Alright, I’ll help,” Kene said. “But after you catch the toad, I want you to bring it here first. I want a mucus sample. It’s only a first gate creature, but that’s still useful, and it’ll offset the cost of the acid I’m spending.”

“You won’t hurt it, right?” I asked.

They let out a ‘tch’ sound of annoyance and put both hands on their hips.

“Of course not. What kind of a person do you take me for?”

They turned around and breezed into the back, the loose jacket they’d tied around their waist swishing as they did. A moment later, they re-emerged holding a brown bottle. It almost looked like a liquor bottle, but the markings on the outside made it obvious that it was a dangerous chemical.

“Alright, let’s go,” he said.

“Let’s?” I asked.

“It’s my lunch hour anyways,” they responded, shrugging, “and I don’t know you. I don’t want to just hand some stranger a bottle of acid, no matter how well dressed he is.”

I glanced down at my clothes self-consciously, which they must have noticed.

“You look good, don’t worry. But that doesn’t mean I trust you.”

“That’s… reasonable,” I said as I led them outside. “Hey, you’re an alchemist!”

“How astute,” they responded dryly.

“I wasn’t done talking,” I said grumpily. “What I was going to say was, what first gate plant do you think I should take?”

“Depends on what you need it for,” he said. “The best plant for alchemy is pretty different from the best one to use a mana harvest spell on.”

I frowned. I guess that made sense, but surely there was a single plant that stood out?

“My mentor, Meadow, wanted me to make it as a place to harvest life mana,” I said after a moment of recollection.

“Mmm,” they said. “Pretty common step for plant mages. You’ve got life magic?”

“And death,” I said. “First gate for each of them.”

“And death?” they repeated. “Interesting. Unusual. From your legacy?”

“Yeah,” I said. “But since I’d be using it for harvesting mana, do you have any advice?”

“I can think of a few useful plants there. If you want the most long-term potential, I’d advise picking a green star sapling. The strongest in the short-term is purpletongue thistle. A good general mix of both would be blood carnations.”

“I’m not sure how useful a short-term solution is going to be,” I said with a shrug.

They rolled their eyes.

“Have you never heard the parable of the woman who stored all her food for the winter, and died of starvation before Autumn hit? Purpletongue thistle absolutely gushes first gate life mana. If you get a harvesting spell that lets you tap into that, you’ll be able to advance your life magic to the limits of what your first gate can hold within a month. Plus, they can be turned into powders that advance plant magic of first gate, which means you could get a bit of use out of it once you were done.”

“Oh,” I said lamely. Admittedly, that was a lot more useful than I’d expected. “What about the other two?”

“Blood carnations aren’t one I’d normally recommend. They have to be fed both life and death mana, like a fungus, and they produce both to be harvested. They have the capacity for growth if they’re fed higher gate mana long enough, up to about fourth gate. They produce a fair amount of mana – nothing next to the thistle, but still a fair amount. Their leaves are used in making a tea that has some mild mana stimulating properties, though they only develop at second gate.”

“Interesting,” I said. I could definitely see uses for that, too.

“Green star trees are life only, like the thistle. They have the lowest amount of potential in the short term, that’s for sure, but they have massive growth potential. There’s a legend that in the far, far south, in Kijani, there’s a green star tree that reached ninth gate. I’m not sure if it’s true, but the fact that I’m not able to rule it out should tell you a lot. Once the tree hits third gate, it begins to bear fruit every Harvest-Fount, and they’re pretty useful sources of mana for making elixirs.”

“Thank you,” I said seriously, looking up at them. He smirked and shrugged.

“No problem. Now, if you want more advice, I think I’m going to have to start charging you. But you already showed me you don’t like to do your research, so it’s the least I can do.”

“Hey!” I protested, and they let out a small chuckle.

Before I could get a jab back at them, we arrived at the edge of the woods. I checked my cage, just in case I’d gotten lucky and the toad had wandered in to sleep. I wasn’t – it seemed even I wasn’t that lucky.

“Find a decent sized stone that I can melt the food on,” Kene said.

“The cage is acid resistant,” I said. “It’s meant to hold the toad.”

“Do you want to bank on it hopping into the cage and staying there long enough for you to rush over and close it?”

I shrugged and started to search through the woods. It didn’t take too long to find something that we could use, and I led them to it before I took out a berry-filled pastry bun and put it on the stone.

Kene lifted the bottle and uncorked it. A thin white mist drifted from the top of the bottle, but it didn’t seem to bother them too much. They gently poured a small splash onto the bun, which got wet and soggy.

I’d kind of expected it to melt into a puddle, but I was slightly disappointed. It turned a little black in a few places, and fell apart, but it looked more like I’d left slightly rotted food out in the rain than food that had been melted by acid.

“Not many acids work like that unless they’re backed up by mana,” they said, seeing my look. “And I wasn’t about to bring magical acid out into the woods with you.”

We backed off a few steps and I faintly sketched out the Fungal Lock spell with two fingers.

Holding the sketched spell would slowly burn away my mana, but I was hoping the toad was nearby.

Sure enough, after about five minutes, the toad leapt up onto the rock and let out a delighted ribbit. It slurped the bun into its mouth and started to hop away.

Before it could, I let fly with the Fungal Lock spell. Mushrooms and long bands of mycelium forged themselves out of mana, ensnaring the toad, who tried to let out a long croak of annoyance. My spell had him wrapped well though, including his mouth, so the sound was rather muted.

I set the cage down and walked over to the acidbubble-toad. It was bigger than I’d expected, about the size of a cat or small dog, with lumpy brown skin and big reddish orange eyes.

I picked it up, and it let out a fierce battle cry as bubbles began to explode from its skin. My mana drained sharply, and in shock, I lost control of the spell. More bubbles exploded from the toad as it leapt from my grasp and started to hop away.

I flung my arm in front of my face, letting my suit take the brunt of the incoming acid bubbles, but several struck my exposed hand. I let out a gasp of pain and took in a shuddering breath before I started to chase after the toad.

For something so lumpy, it was fast. I wouldn’t be able to catch it – it was slowly but surely pulling ahead, and it already had a lead.

So I sketched the Fungal Lock spell with my uninjured hand and sent the pulse of mana at the toad. It moved faster than either of us, and the toad was abruptly bound in mushrooms again.

It tried to release another explosion of bubbles, but the drain on my mana didn’t catch me off guard this time, and my spell held firm. I picked up the toad, who tried to free itself once more as I walked him back to the cage. I put the toad inside and latched it shut with a satisfying clunk.

I took a deep breath and assessed myself. Now that my adrenaline was wearing off, my hand hurt quite a bit. My mana was also nearly empty, though I still had a bit in each of my gates.

“Idiot,” Kene said as they stepped over to me. “Give me your hand.”

“I caught it, didn’t I?” I asked as I acquiesced, “and the suit blocked most of the damage. It isn’t like I was just charging in without protection.”

“It’s the damage you don’t block that kills you,” they said. They took my hand in their left, and placed their right hand on top. It hurt, irritating the acid burn.

A second later, green light began to leak from their palm and into mine, and the pain was soothed away, replaced with a warm, oddly tingly feeling. I let out a gasp as it happened and they sighed.

“Listen, you better appreciate this. Burns are hard to treat in general, and acid burns linger in the skin, more than fire burns. You’re really lucky I was here to treat you on site. Got it?

“Thank you,” I said. “How much do I owe you? I can’t imagine this is weak magic.”

I was pretty decent at sensing mana, and I suspected the spell they were using was second gate.

They bit their lip and then sighed. I noted their teeth were slightly sharper than I’d expected, just like their fingers and hands were.

“Don’t worry about it. It was a… fun way to spend lunch. More interesting than usual, at the very least.”

“Thank you,” I said. They finished cleansing the acid, then a different shade of green light emitted from their hands. It tingled even more, and didn’t feel quite as pleasant. It didn’t hurt, rather, it just felt like my hand had fallen asleep.

“Yeah, sure. Let’s get the toad back to the lab so I can take a mucus sample.”

They let go of my hand and I glanced down at it. The burns were still there, but they didn’t hurt anymore, and they were slowly starting to heal.

“Regeneration magic?” I asked, impressed, as I picked up the cage with my hand and started to head back.

“Yeah,” they said. “It’s a little more spiritual and mana intensive than a lot of healing spells, but I find it useful. If you want me to remove the scar, that’ll cost you, though. That takes a much more specialized cream, and it’s not cheap to make.”

“Isn’t there a spell to do that?” I asked.

“Sure, but I don’t know it, and surgical magic has a much higher chance to be messed up. I’m an alchemist, and I’d consider myself more of a healer and hedge witch than a proper doctor, despite what the locals say.”

“I see. I think it’s really impressive either way. Regardless of if you do it with a cream or a spell, you’re still doing it.”

“Thanks,” they said, a small smile – not a smirk, a real smile – flashing across their face for a second.

They unlocked the door to their apothecary and took the toad from me.

“Feel free to look around. I’ll be back in a moment.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

I was a bit nervous to let Kene take the acidbubble-toad into their lab without me, but at this point, I figured it was a sunk cost – if they really wanted to steal the toad, they wouldn’t have needed to heal me.

Which was still strange to me. I glanced down at my hand. The regeneration spell had done its work well, but there were faint white lines surrounded by bright pink, freshly healed skin running along my palm in circular shapes where the bubbles had impacted.

I spent a few minutes staring at the scars before I shook my head and looked around. Kene still wasn’t back yet, so just like they’d suggested, I browsed the shelves of the apothecary shop. There were plenty of things that I expected, like healing salves intended for livestock, potions to scare off predators, headache medicine, and more.

The interesting thing, however, was that the store didn’t just have the basics that a pharmacy would have. It was a proper apothecary shop, and it was stocked with several pills, powders, elixirs, and other magical supplements. Almost everything I saw was suited for either life mana or telluric mana.

After a second of consideration, that made sense. Even if a farmer would only need a handful of spells – which was something I wasn’t sure was true – getting extra mana would always be helpful. If they could tend an extra half an acre of land, that would be more profit for them, or more food for them to eat.

In retrospect, it was probably a bit foolish of me to dismiss the idea that farmers wouldn’t have plenty of mana. Even if they didn’t have fine-tuned combat spells, they’d still have plenty of skill and mana.

As I scanned the shelves, something caught my eye. It was a small glass jar, filled with a bright green powder, but that wasn’t what grabbed my attention. No, what grabbed my attention was the name: Verdant Pasture Powder.

I’d considered buying a Verdant Pasture Pill a while ago, but they had such a high price tag that it made the prospect not really worthwhile. This container of the powder was even more expensive than the pill was, at almost four hundred silver.

I bent down to examine the powder. The container was small, but it still looked like it would hold more than one powdered pill. It looked like it was about a quarter of a cup of material – I’d gotten the knack for volumetric measurements from years of working at the bakery.

“Considering buying something?” came the gentle rasp of Kene’s voice from behind me.

I took in a sharp breath, not having heard them sneak up behind me, then let it out slowly as I rose and turned around.

They were holding the acidbubble-toad’s case out to me, and they arched an eyebrow.

“Did I scare you?” they asked, a light teasing tone entering their voice.

“Never,” I said, putting on a smirk. He let out a light chuckle and pushed the cage forwards for me to take. I took it and nodded in thanks.

“I was considering buying something, though. I know that a Verdant Pasture pill costs about three hundred silver, but I’ve never heard of the powder. What’s the difference? Other than the fact that one is a pill and the other is a powder, of course.”

“Powders absorb faster in the body,” they said, “so it’s a lot faster acting and stronger.”

“Isn’t that a good thing? There has to be way more than a single pill’s worth of material in there.”

“I wasn’t done,” they said wryly. “It means that everything in the process is faster and stronger. Including the mana toxicity and the rest of the negative impacts it has on the body.”

“Oh,” I said, unsure of what else to say.

“Exactly. Have you got a decent resistance to the negative effects of elixirs?”

“Not really,” I said. I’d had the cheap, simple stuff that schools handed out to kickstart kids’ mana-gardens, but that was it.

“Then there’s no way I’d recommend you take this. Your body has no experience absorbing foreign mana, so most of the power would go to waste.”

“I do drink Lithetic Tea before bed, to expand my mana-garden,” I said. “It’s been pretty effective.”

“That’s not a bad idea to start off with,” they said, “but I still wouldn’t advise you get the Verdant Pasture powder, though. It’s still going to go to waste.”

“Well, what would you advise, oh all-knowing alchemist?” I asked. They smirked at that, but it had more amusement than teasing in it.

“I’d advise you take this,” they said, walking a few shelves over and picking up a small brown bottle with the sort of dropper top that I usually associated with scent vials.

“What is it?”

“It’s a mana enhancer. Taking a few drops on its own would have a similar effect to an energy drink – they actually share the same general active ingredient, though there are a few extra things in this. But mix it into the Lithetic Tea that you’re drinking, and those extra things will help the enhancer cling to the mana, and will boost the effect of your tea. You shouldn’t drink anything else mana related for at least four hours after that, but if you’re sleeping, then it won’t be a problem.”

“You overestimate how much sleep I get,” I said wryly. “How much is the bottle?”

“Hundred and fifty silver,” they said. “But it should last you about two months.”

I bit my lip before I pulled out my chequebook and wrote out a cheque for a hundred and eighty silver, then pushed it at them.

“Here,” I said. “The rest is for fixing my hand.”

They took the cheque and looked over it. One of their eyebrows quirked up and then they rolled their eyes at me, but they didn’t fight the extra money, and instead pocketed the cash and handed over the bottle.

“If you’re ever in the area again, you should stop by,” Kene said. “It’s a small town, but Delford Forest gets deep, and has some unexplored sections. That’s why I’m here – I cut costs by foraging my ingredients. I’m not a combat mage, though, so I can’t go too deep. ‘Course, neither are you – yet.”

They gave me another teasing smirk, but I just smiled at them and shrugged.

“Maybe… It sounds interesting. I’m pretty busy with my apprenticeship, but if I get a chance, I might.”

Of course, that’d preclude me from working to become a friend of the library, whatever that meant, or at the very least would delay it.

“Well… See you then,” Kene said, and for the first time, they sounded awkward.

“Yeah,” I said.

I returned to the inn then, packed up my stuff, and changed out of my sports bra and back into my binder. When I entered the lobby to return the room key, I found Alice chatting to the owner – Dorothy, I thought? Alice turned around when I entered and smiled.

“Ah, Malachi! I guess you found the little beastie?”

I lifted the cage I held in my now scarred palm.

“Good, good! I saw you went out with Kene.”

“I needed some acid to act as a lure,” I explained, before she could draw any conclusions.

“Of course,” she said. “You know, it’s good. They don’t socialize much. I think their… condition makes them self-conscious, and it does spook a couple of the people here.”

“Their condition?” I asked curiously. That would explain the dark, sharp fingers, and sharp teeth.

“They haven’t seen fit to tell me what it is,” she said, “and it isn’t my business to tell even if they had, unless they’d said it was fine to share.”

“True enough,” I said, bobbing my head in agreement. “Thank you all for your hospitality. It’s been a nice visit.”

“Of course!” she said, waving and conjuring the floating hand again. “Let me help you with your bag again, especially since you need to carry the cage now too.”

“You really don’t need to do that,” I said, shaking my head.

“I know, hon, but I’m not forcing myself to,” she said as she gave the inn’s owner a quick hug.

“Alright,” I said, exiting the hotel and starting the walk to where the carriage driver was waiting. 

“I have to ask,” Alice said as we walked. “What’s a young man of such means as yourself doing on a smalltime job like this?”

“I’m… not really of much means,” I said, flushing with embarrassment. “My dad’s a baker, and my brother and I chip in with groceries and rent and stuff. My brother more than me, to be honest.”

“Really?” she asked. “I assumed, with your suit…”

“That’s just the uniform that my mentor has me wearing. He says that every man should conduct their business in a suit, or something along those lines. He got me some suits as a uniform, and expects me to wear them when I’m doing missions.”

She let out a cackle at that and shook her head.

“I’m not sure I’d agree, but I suppose I’ve heard before that a suit makes a man. As long as you’re okay with it, that’s the most important part. Though, why did you take a carriage here?”

“It’s way too far to walk,” I said.

“It isn’t too far to take a broom, though,” she said.

I paused to consider that. I’d technically used a broomstick in Highschool, as part of my mana courses, but it had been a long time since I’d used one. They were expensive, and not entirely necessary, since everything in the city was either in walking distance, or close enough to take a carriage.

For longer trips like this, though? Sure, a broom would cost a lot more, but as I took on more and more complex missions, I’d need to be able to quickly travel further and further afield.

If I used my unattuned gate to gain tempest or physical mana, I’d be able to learn a flight spell someday, and of course I could teleport if I got spatial mana, but all of those were third gate spells.

I wasn’t even at second gate yet. According to Orykson, I’d be a third gate by the end of the year, but even then, that was in life and death mana.

“That’s a really good idea,” I said. “Thank you for bringing it up.”

I was definitely going to a broom store when I got back to the city. There was no way I’d be able to afford one right now, but I wanted to get a handle on what sort of prices I’d be dealing with.

“Of course,” she said. “We use a broom if we’ve really got to head into the city, though we don’t have many.”

What was with this village and people giving oddly excellent advice? There couldn’t be more than two thousand people here.

As we arrived at the carriage, Alice shook my free hand again.

“Lovely to meet you, Malachi. You’re welcome back in the village again whenever you want.”

“Thank you,” I said with a smile, shaking her hand back.

The ride back to the city was slow and uneventful, and I practiced my spells as we passed through hamlets, villages, and gently sloping plains. My attention did occasionally drift back to the new scars on my hand, however. I wondered how long it would take before they became normal to me.

Worse, what would my dad and Ed say? My dad was pretty passive, so I didn’t expect too much out of him, but Ed had always been protective of me.

I shook my head and continued practicing my spells. I needed to master these as fast as I could, and worrying about what they may or may not say wasn’t going to help anyone, and would make everything worse for me.

After a few hours, though, we finally arrived back at the city. The Wyldwatch was all but shut down this late, but the Lightwatch attendant took the cage from me and told me that I’d be able to swing by once the Wyldwatch opened the following day and pick up my rewards.

With that out of the way, I headed home.

I stepped inside and was immediately met by the sounds of Liz, Ed, and my dad all playing a card game. I knew it was a card game by the way Ed was insisting that Liz must be cheating – her luck at cards was the best I’d ever seen. Or maybe she really was cheating, but if that was the case, I’d never been able to tell.

I walked into the kitchen and all three of them looked up.

“Glad you’re back,” my dad said. “How was your trip?”

“You’re home!” Ed exclaimed.

“Hey Malachi,” Liz commented.

Since all three of them were talking at the same time, it took me a moment to sort out everything they said.

“Hey everyone,” I responded, waving my scarred hand, slow enough that they’d be able to see the scars.

“Woah, what happened?” Liz asked.

“I was tracking down an acidbubble-toad, and it got me a little bit. Luckily, I had a healer with me, and they were able to treat it fast.”

I braced myself for them to be mad at me for taking the risk, but Liz shook her head and rolled up her left sleeve. There was a thin, round scar there, almost perfectly in the center of her bicep.

“On my first mission for my guild, I was hunting down a guy who’d been holding up bodegas. I found the guy, but he attacked me. His stone arrow went right through my arm.”

Ed tapped his collarbone, where I could see a scar poking out from under his tank top. 

“I got this when I was in training, not even in a fight,” he said with a laugh. “I didn’t dodge a ball that had been thrown at me, tripped on my own feet in the attempt, fell, and broke my collarbone. Scars are a part of life.”

I squinted at him. I didn’t even remember that – it must have been from the time he spent in training.

“I can’t say that I love that you were doing something dangerous,” my dad said, “but I’ve burnt, cut, or tripped myself in the kitchen plenty of times. You’re a grown man now. It was smart to bring a healer with you, but I’m not going to chastise you for doing your job.”

I let out a slow breath and smiled.

“Alright, thanks… Can I get in on the next hand you all deal?”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

The next morning, everything ached when I woke up. For a moment, I wondered if I’d woken up early, but when I realized it was a spiritual ache, not a physical one, it clicked.

It must have been the enhancer that I’d bought from Kene. I’d gotten used to the strange ache that the Lithetic Tea left in my mana-garden. But if that ache was a middle-of-the-road pasta place that you wouldn’t take a date, but you would take your family, then this new ache was a ham sandwich that you hurriedly slapped together late at night, far after you should have already eaten.

Which is to say it was worse, but there were still plenty of ways that it could have backslid further.

I cycled my mana into the air, then back into my mana-garden for several minutes until I felt a bit better, then got up. I put on my binder, since I wasn’t going to be doing a lot of exercise, and threw on some much more normal clothes, since I wasn’t on the job today.

I was thankful that the cleaning and self-repair functions in the suits let me use an ungated spell and a bit of water to clean them, otherwise I’d have to spend a fortune on dry cleaning.

With that all settled, I ate a quick breakfast and headed to look at brooms. I could have stopped at the station where I’d left the acidbubble-toad, but I knew that five hundred silver wasn’t going to get me a broom – and if it did, it would be a broom I wouldn’t trust.

I had no idea what a good broom shop would even be. I knew that even if I was able to pull in fifty thousand silver a year, I still wouldn’t be able to afford a new, top-of-the-line broom. I wished I could just look up what I needed, but without that option, I checked the city maps a few times and wandered from store to store.

The first one that I found was near me, but just from skulking around, I could tell that the salespeople were really pushy.

The second one I found had less pushy associates, but it was the size of a warehouse, and I didn’t trust something so big and corporatized.

It went on like that, until finally I stumbled on one that I thought I might be able to deal with. It was smaller, and specialized in used brooms. It wasn’t far from where I’d taken my first Spiritwatch mission, in fact, and the woman who was there seemed fairly straightlaced.

Unfortunately, the smaller size meant that once she was done helping the man she’d been with, she turned to me.

She was a middle-aged woman, tall and with the kind of athletic build I was definitely a bit envious of, and she had her hair tied in a sensible bun. She’d cluttered the wall behind her with pictures of her and her wife.

“Hey, how can I help you?” she asked.

“I’m… I want a broom, but I know nothing about them. We’ve never been able to afford one, so…”

“Oh, alright,” she said, putting one hand on the counter and using it as a brace to casually hop over it. “I’m Vanessa, by the way. Let’s see if we can’t get you sorted.”

“Malachi,” I said, “thank you.”

“Sure. So, what kind of stuff do you need it for?”

“I work with the Spiritwatch and the Wyldwatch, and I’ve started leaving the city for more complicated missions.”

“Alright,” she said, scratching at her chin. “Well, how fast do you need it to be able to go?”

“At least as fast as a carriage,” I said.

“Oh, that’s not a problem,” she said, waving her hand. “Those move at somewhere between fifteen to twenty miles per hour. Almost all of my brooms can do that. Now, what sort of power source do you want, and does it need a storage reservoir?”

“Power source?” I asked. “I don’t know, what are the options?”

“Well, there are plenty of different types of broom, but the way that they’re powered makes a huge difference in price. If you want a broom that has a massive reserve of magic, can recharge itself by draining tempest mana from the air as it flies, and can hit a hundred miles an hour, it’ll cost you a lot. But there are other options. Do you have tempest mana?”

“No,” I said. I still wasn’t sure what I was going to do with my last mana type – or rather, types – yet.

“Then ones that you power directly to fly won’t be any good, so any model will need mana storage. The broom can do a lot of the heavy lifting for you, but converting something else to tempest is… Well, unless you’re a Spellbinder willing to only fly for short periods, it’s no good.”

“I’ve only got first gate mana,” I said dejectedly. “Does that mean this won’t work?”

“Not at all,” she said with a grin. “You could do a you-charging model, a passive-charging model, or a crystal model. The crystal one absorbs power from mana crystals infused with tempest mana. A third gate crystal will usually get you about eight to ten hours of flight time.”

“How much is a third gate crystal?” I asked.

“Usually runs for about eighty silver,” she said.

I winced. With a payment on a broom, and the crystals needed to charge it, I wasn’t going to be making a return on my investment for a long, long time.

“Yeah, that’s what I thought,” she said with a nod. “So, I’d recommend either a you-charging one, or a passive-charging one. A you-powered one is going to be a lot cheaper. You essentially pour mana in, it converts it into tempest, and stores it in a reservoir to be used later. The cost varies depending on the size of the reservoir, of course, and they’re pretty mana inefficient, but they’re easily the cheapest option. The passive-charging one has an inbuilt function to absorb tempest mana from the air. If budget’s a concern, I’d recommend the sort with a dedicated charging mode and flight mode, rather than one that charges itself constantly – those are much more expensive, even if they can, in theory, perpetually power themselves.”

I frowned. The cheapest option was always appealing, of course, but I already used up my mana, and I was pushing at the limits of what I could handle with mana restoration. That wouldn’t be a problem forever, but it wasn’t going to help me in the present, either.

“How much would it be for one that could switch on a charging mode, has a big enough reserve to fly for… six hours, and can meet a enchanted carriage’s speed?”

She hummed for a moment, then walked around the store, looking at the brooms.

“I’ve got a few that match your criteria, but I’d guess somewhere between eight to ten thousand silver?”

I boggled at the price. I knew, on some level, that Orykson had spent a lot more than that on the suits that he’d bought me to serve as an apprentice uniform, but… I hadn’t been the one to actually pay for them. Once I got my payment from Orykson tomorrow, and I got my pay from the toad mission, I’d be able to afford maybe eight hundred silver while still keeping enough for groceries.

“It doesn’t need to be all at once,” she said gently. “What could you do for a down payment?”

“About… Eight hundred silver?” I said, and she gave me a comforting smile.

“See, that’s not so bad!” she said encouragingly. “Most people pay about ten percent up front, then do a loan for the rest. Here, let me run some numbers…”

She sat down and did just that, and after a few moments, she looked up.

“Alright, so, with taxes factored in, and our interest rate, over a sixty month loan… You’d be paying about a hundred and forty silver a month.”

That… actually wasn’t too bad. Sure, it would wipe out my bank account now, but after that, I’d be able to afford it. It would cost me, but not so much I couldn’t do it – especially if I kept up with doing weekly missions for one of the Watches.

“What the hell,” I said. “Let’s look at the options.”

“Excellent,” she said. She waved her hand and four brooms leapt off their racks and floated over to us on currents of wind.

The first one looked like the most average broom I’d ever seen, with a mid-brown color, not a lot of distinct markings, and a bundle of sticks at the bottom, firmly attached with an iron band.

“This one doesn’t look like much, but it’s a solid broom. Thirty miles an hour, six hours of flight time, and a twelve-hour charge time if you park it on a roof with decent wind. It’s a bit messy, though – it’s gonna have a hard time steering, and won’t be good at making sudden stops.”

The second broom was a darker, richer color, made from Hawthorne with a bit of chatoyancy, and a few nobs in the wood. Its tail was made from sorghum fibers, waxed to a point that made it subpar to use for sweeping.

“This one can only reach twenty-five, but it can run for eight hours. Sixteen-hour charge time, and much better control.”

The third one looked almost ratty, with holes poking through it like it had been made from driftwood, and a twig tail.

“This one reaches thirty too, with a sixteen hour charge time, and has some stopping and turning issues, but it offers a windshield, which is nice. Not durable enough to stop or even blunt an attack, but enough to keep the rain off or stop the wind from getting into your hair.”

The final broom was also a little bland, though it did have a bit of purple running through it in veins, with a corn whisk tail cut into a diamond shape.

“This one can only reach twenty miles an hour, runs for six hours, and has a fourteen-hour charge time, but it has good control, and offers a windshield, too.”

After a moment of hesitation, I tapped the second one.

“This one.”

I had no experience with a broom, so I wanted to be able to stop and turn, which had eliminated the first and third right away. But the second could fly for much longer, which was kind of the point of a broom. Flying in the rain would be inconvenient, but I wasn’t going to melt, and if it was a storm that was really bad, I probably shouldn’t be flying in it anyways.

“Excellent choice.”

The next several hours was full of the litany of tasks that came with buying a broom – registering the broom under my name, registering it to respond to my mana signature for control, and getting the title for it.

When I finally left, it was almost two in the afternoon.

“Thank you for all of your help,” I said.

“Of course! You should be good to pick your broom up in three or four days, once all the paperwork processes!”

I shook her hand and thanked her one more time, then left to visit the Watch station I’d left the toad at.

Getting the payment for the toad was simple – they gave it in the actual coins, but handed over five platinum, rather than five hundred silver. I tucked them in my pocket and tried to not think about how easy it would be to lose a coin or have it be pickpocketed.

I had to sit a while after that, but before long, one of the desk workers came over and lead me to the greenhouse where the Wyldwatch kept samples for rewards.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

The greenhouse was huge – easily twice the size of a normal warehouse, with thick, balmy air – and if I hadn’t been given a bit of advice,  I’d never have been able to sort through the mass of plants to find one that suited my needs.

I scratched at my chin for a few moments, making sure I was confident, before I decided that it had to be the blood carnations.

While the green star sapling would be useful indefinitely, banking on the idea that I’d be reaching all the way to fifth gate was a bit foolish, regardless of what Orykson promised. If I somehow did get that far, then I’d probably be able to acquire a sapling to use.

The purpletongue thistle would be great, but all it would do would be to further the gap between my growing life mana and flagging death mana.

I found one of the Wyldwatch members who was attending the plants and handed them my paper.

“Can I get a cutting of a blood carnation?” I asked.

She glanced at the slip of paper and tucked it into her apron, then nodded. As she led me to the flower, she glanced over at me.

“We don’t really get many requests for a cutting of those. Do you have both life and death mana?”

“I do,” I said, nodding.

“Ah, good! I’ve got both as well – there aren’t too many of us. What are you planning on using the cutting for?”

“My teacher wants me to start raising a garden to harvest mana from,” I said. “I figured that I could probably harvest mana for both my life and death gates from the plant.”

“Yeah, that’s true,” she said. “I’d wait a bit before you tried to do any harvesting though, to let them grow back to full strength. What month is it right now… Petal-Bloom? That’s a bit late to start planting carnations of any sort, even a blood carnation. Two months ago, during New-Life would have been the best time to do it. But, since you’re planting a cutting and not sprouting it from seeds, it isn’t too late. Do you have any enchantments in your garden to prepare them for autumn?”

“No,” I said.

“If you want, it could be worth looking into. Carnations are perennial plants, so they’ll come back in the spring as long as you take care of them, but they’re going to start withering in Hearts-End or Harvest-Fount if you don’t, which could be an issue if you’re using them for mana harvesting. Hmm, do you know how to take care of a blood carnation, as opposed to a regular one?”

“No,” I repeated, mildly stunned by how much she was talking.

“Blood, of course!” she said, with far too much cheer, as if she’d been talking about the weather. “You need to feed it a few drops of blood every day to get it to keep growing. There are a few plants like that – grizzleroot, bloodroot vine, stingbulb, that sort of thing.”

“Ah,” I said, not really sure what else to say. Thankfully, I was saved by us arriving at the blood carnations.

They were bigger than most flowers that I’d seen before, almost the size of my entire palm. The stems all bunched together at the bottom, but spread out as they grew. Unlike most plants, the stems were gray, and they had an almost eerie vibe to them – though maybe I was overprescribing feelings to a flower.

The attendant reached under the planter they were on and withdrew a cheap paper pot, then after scooping a bit of soil into it, grabbed a knife and gently cut away a couple of the carnations, roots intact, and planted them in the loose soil. She handed them out to me.

“There you go! And make sure you stop by again sometime. If you’ve got both death and life mana, you could probably pick up a bit of part time work in the greenhouse.”

“I’ll… keep that in mind,” I said, taking the plant. “Thank you for all of your help.”

With that, I turned and left to head home. As soon as I got home, I grabbed one of the spare shovels that we had tucked away in a closet. It wasn’t a real shovel, only one of the hand-sized ones that my mother had probably owned, but it would get the job done.

When I went into the backyard, I was pleasantly surprised to see that a lot of the clover had begun to sprout. They weren’t full grown clover leaves yet, but there were small green shoots sticking out of the earth all over the place. I found a spot near the sides, where it would look good, and went to work planting the blood carnations. Once I was done, I cast the Enhance Plant Life spell and drained my death mana into them, then added an equal amount of life mana, before finally adding a bit of water.

Now for the blood. I bit my lip and headed into the kitchen, then returned and used it to prick the side of my upper right arm, where I already had a few scars. Several drops of crimson blood welled up, and I splashed them on the carnations, which seemed to swell for a moment. I washed the knife and put a bandage on.

I wasn’t entirely sure that I’d done everything exactly correct, but nothing awful had happened, and Meadow would be coming tomorrow anyways.

I glanced up at the sky. It was getting late, so my hopes of being able to fit in the mission to find the sol-bees were just about dashed. Still, I had several hours before dinner, so it wouldn’t hurt to work on mastering my spells.

I spent the rest of the night practicing my magic and making dinner, and I put a few drops of the mana enhancer into my tea that night before bed, bracing myself for the ache the following morning.

The next day, Meadow arrived bright and early, as always, and I opened the door with a small groan. She patted my hand as she moved inside.

“Remind me to give you a spell later.”

I glanced down at the tiny old woman with new interest.

“Thank you,” I said, seriously. She simply chuckled and nodded.

“Now let’s go look at your garden.”

As soon as we stepped out back, she wandered over to my new plant and leaned down.

“Ah, Malachi… Blood carnations, I see?”

“Yes,” I said, a bit nervous as to how she was going to react to them, but she simply smiled and nodded.

“A good choice for your particular mana composition,” she said. “Do you know how to take care of them?”

“Only the basics,” I admitted. She nodded and gestured to the ground.

“Sit, sit,” she said.

I took a seat and she spent a good while talking about the proper care for them. She was a good teacher, running through the concepts slowly enough for me to pick up on them, and not bothered that I spent the entire lesson fidgeting with my shoelaces, looking around, and picking at the dirt – something that would definitely have gotten a scolding in school.

By the time she’d finished, Ed had wandered outside and flopped onto the grass next to me, wiping the sleep from his eyes.

“Ah, good, good,” Meadow said, smiling at him. “Now that you’re both awake, we can begin.”

Meadow had me invest most of my power into my new plant before I did simple exercises – running, jumping jacks, pushups, and more. Ed was made to practice with his spear and join me in the exercises. Before she left to make lunch, Meadow had me spread some nutrients over the burgeoning clover, as well as prepare some patches of the garden for other plants. When she turned to go, I finally spoke up, asking something on my mind.

“Why do you have me do so much physical training?”

“Other than the fact that it’s good for the heart? I’ve spoken with your mentor about his plans for you, and it should help quite a bit for when you open your second gate life mana.”

I frowned. Orykson had promised that I’d be able to start the medical parts of transitioning within a year. I thought that I’d need to be third gate for it, but maybe I’d be able to get away with being second gate for a few basic body spells? Ed’s Skin of Stone spell was second gate, if I remembered correctly.

Meadow came back a while later with a peanut curry, and we spent the rest of the day enriching the garden with mana. As dinnertime began to approach, and Ed left to visit Liz in her home, Meadow gestured for me to sit.

“I believe that I owe you a spell,” she said. “Two, actually.”

“Two?” I asked, scratching the scab on my arm.

“Yes. The second one is crucial to your training, but I think you’ll find the first one quite useful.”

She reached into her pocket and withdrew a pen and notepad and drew two spells on it.

One of them was clearly a life spell of some sort, though I didn’t really understand what it was. It didn’t resemble in the slightest.

The other… I had never seen a spell like it. It didn’t resemble any of the spells I’d seen or heard of, and none of the core elements of spells that would let me at least recognize the mana type were there. It was too complex to be an ungated spell, but I didn’t know what else it could be.

“What’s that?” I asked, pointing to the weird spell.

“That is a spell in the Elohi style,” she said. “It’s an ungated spell that helps to reduce or eliminate aches and pains in the body or mana-garden. It doesn’t actually fix anything, mind you, it merely reduces the impact.”

I stared at her for a second, then let out a long breath. I could think of a lot of ways I could use a spell like that, and I wondered why Mossford’s spell traditions had never created something like it. I could get pain-reducing alchemical pills, but an ungated spell was far more useful.

I released my ungated mana around me and shaped it into the new spell. It was harder than I thought it’d be, not because of the complexity or power of the spell, but simply because it was shaped so… weird. It was like trying to write with my right hand, instead of my dominant left.

After a bit, I wrangled it into the right shape and cast the spell. A cool relief washed over my mana-garden and body. It didn’t fix my pains, exactly, but it was like the best parts of a heatpack and icepack at once.

“Thank you,” I said seriously. She smiled and pushed the other paper towards me.

“This is the Harvest Plant Life spell. It allows you to drain some of the energy from a plant. Not enough to do any serious harm – you won’t be withering any trees, though you may shorten the lifespan of a grass – but it will still convert it to mana and refill your life mana, as well as any other aspects that the plant happens to have. I wouldn’t advise you use it on your carnations for at least another week, but after that, you should be able to draw mana from it. Just use your instincts; don’t overdraw it.”

I studied the spell and nodded.

“Thanks. Is there a death version?”

She smiled and patted my hand.

“You’ll learn one from Orykson before too horribly long, don’t worry. For now, I’d advise you to just continue working. If you really want to help your death mana, ignore it for now and convert everything you don’t feed your carnations into life mana, then Master your Analyze Life spell and convert your life mana into death, and work on Analyze Death.”

I considered her words for a moment. I’d been splitting my focus between Analyze Life and Death, even though converting from death to life mana meant that I’d lost most of the mana in the transition. But even still, I’d essentially be adding a large amount of life mana into my training, and I could do it in reverse like she said.

“Thank you again,” I said, rising and offering her a hand up. She took it and smiled.

“Of course. Helping people’s just what any decent person would do.”

I didn’t necessarily agree with that, and I thought that there were a lot of people in the world who weren’t decent. But as Meadow headed off to do… whatever Meadow did when she wasn’t teaching me, I banished those thoughts and went to go make dinner.


CHAPTER NINETEEN

The next several days flew by, with me working at the butcher’s shop, practicing sketching the Analyze Life spell whenever I could, converting all my death mana into life. When Temsday finally rolled around, it was time for me to pick up my new broom. I met the broom mechanic at her store, and she smiled broadly at me.

“Malachi, right?”

“Yep,” I said, smiling back at her. She waved her hand, and with a surge of mana, the broom I’d selected flew off the wall and over to her, and she extended it to me.

“There you go!” she said. “Paperwork went through last night. Ever flown before?”

“Not much,” I admitted. She nodded seriously and thought for a moment before she responded.

“Visit a park first and start by flying low to the ground. Trust me, you’re going to appreciate the softer landings – I speak from experience when I say that the last thing you want to do is slam into a building at thirty miles an hour.”

I nodded and thanked her for the advice, then headed out to the park. The nearest one wasn’t too far away, but it had too many trees, so I actually wound up heading to one closer to my home.

When I finally arrived in the park and opened the brown paper packaging around the broom, I was surprised to feel it resonating with my ungated mana. I’d known that it had been attuned to the sample of my mana that I’d turned over, but I’d never owned a magic item of my own before – my suits didn’t count. Those didn’t have any connection to my mana, and anyway, I hadn’t bought them myself.

I ran my ungated mana into the broom and could instantly feel the two modes that I’d been told about. It was currently on the charging mode, with the spell array that had been built into it draining power from the energy in the air. But it seemed like it was almost entirely charged, so I used a spark of mana to change it to flight mode.

Instantly, third gate mana began to hum through the broom, tingling at my fingers. I’d never been connected to third gate mana before, since I’d only started using first gate a few weeks ago. It was harder than I’d expected. If my first gate mana was like moving my hand through water, this was like trying to run my hand through syrup – something I’d done in the bakery when I was a kid by accident, and which I don’t recommend.

But I didn’t need to shape the mana, and I wouldn’t have been able to even if I’d wanted to. I just needed to direct the output of the spell.

The mana began to stream into the flight spell built into the broom, and the tingling of the energy at my fingertips stopped. The broom shuddered once and then went motionless.

I frowned at it, willing it to move forwards.

The broom shot forwards out of my grip, where it abruptly came to a halt and fell to the ground.

I waved my hand, trying to imitate the gesture that the broom mechanic had used, but nothing happened. She’d probably been using an active bit of tempest spellcraft, then.

I walked over and picked up the broom, and this time, I straddled it. I felt it reconnect to my mana, shudder, and then go still. This time, I willed myself to rise off the ground just a few inches, hovering.

I shot several feet up in the air and my arms and legs shot out, trying to find balance on a wind stream that had no footing. I fell off the broom and smacked into the ground.

I let out a long groan of pain, then drew the spell Meadow had taught me. Once I was feeling better, I sat on the broom again.

I was dealing with third gate mana, the highest level that most professionals in their field ever reached, and I had to remember that. I used the tiniest bit of effort to guide the spell.

This time I rose a few inches off the ground. I used a similar amount of effort to nudge myself forwards, and inched forwards slowly.

Progress!

I spent the rest of the morning, and well into the afternoon, practicing with the broom, only taking breaks to sketch out spells with my mana.

I was also surprised with how comfortable it was. The wind and pressure magic in the broom lifted my weight quite a bit, so the broom acted more to aim than to support my wait.

By the time the broom ran out of charge, I wasn’t confident enough to use it at full speed yet, but I was able to hover above the rooftops, and to fly around faster than I could run when I was close to the ground.

A part of me was a bit disgruntled that I wasn’t making any progress on a Wyldwatch or Spiritwatch mission, but I reassured myself that I’d be able to make up for that lost time in the long run.

There was still a bit of time left in the day, so I figured I may as well look at the Wyldwatch and Spiritwatch missions. I set the broom to charging mode, laid it over my shoulders, and started the walk.

On the way, I popped open a can of Mana Shock and drank it, sketching the Analyze Life spell. When I was almost to the building, something changed.

I’d mastered ungated spells before. There was an odd sort of snapping sensation in the spirit when it happened, and then the spells just… worked.

This felt similar, but many times more intense. It wasn’t painful, not exactly, but it was strange. It was almost like the feeling of digging out a scab – annoying, yet somehow satisfying, and then a freshness to it. Inside my mana-garden, I could feel the sapling of the tree had grown into a young tree, even if I couldn’t see it without the spells. I took in a slow breath, then channeled my power into that part of my spirit.

Without even needing to shape the spell, the world around me changed, the light of life energy welling up in the grass, the biological structure interwoven with it, the skeletons and muscles and blood and life of everyone passing by.

I stopped funneling mana into the spell and my vision returned to normal. I felt a grin spread across my face and I thrust my fist into the air.

“Yes!”

I’d gotten the Analyze Life spell down faster than Orykson’s deadline. I still had eleven days until the month of Suns-Birth. I wasn’t entirely sure I’d be able to Master my Analyze Death spell before then, but I was hopeful that I’d be able to and claim whatever reward Orykson had in store for me.

I walked into the offices with a spring in my step and made my way to the bounty board. There were a few missions that I could do in the city that seemed somewhat interesting to me, but nothing really seemed to stand out. Eventually, I shifted to the next board and looked over them. I was mainly looking for missions that offered a reward that would either increase my death mana or grow my Analyze Death spell.

One of the missions offered me a two thousand silver reward, and I stared at it in shock.

All it wanted me to do was capture a handful of loose death crows trapped in a manor. I frowned and shook my head, looking for a catch.

I found it. The manor in question was in the backend of nowhere, easily an entire day’s flight, and away from any sort of town that would let me stay there. The manor might let me stay there, but I wasn’t sure.

I passed over it for now. I wanted to do a short mission first, and eventually I found something. I had skipped over it initially, but went back to it when I noticed the seal of the librarians on it. Alvaro had mentioned potentially becoming a friend of the library, so I figured that doing a mission for them couldn’t hurt. The posting was vague, though, simply asking for help with live capture of paperbeetles, and asking to visit the library for more specifics.

I pulled the paper off the wall and headed over to the desk to have it marked. I headed home to leave my broom in the backyard to charge, then walked to the library. When I finally arrived, the huge doors had been thrown open to let the spring light stream through, and the solar light spells were diminished. I wandered over to the help desk, where a middle-aged woman with a bald head and glasses almost the size of her entire face peered down at me.

“Oh, hello young lady…”

“Man,” I supplied, grimacing. It stung – I’d gotten better at passing, or at least, so I thought, but it seemed like every time I got closer, some people would move the goalposts. Short hair wasn’t enough. A binder wasn’t enough. A packer wasn’t enough.

Ugh.

“Yes… What are you here for?”

I held up the slip of paper with the mission, and she took it from me and examined it for a moment, then I felt a flicker of mana. I wasn’t able to estimate its gate, and that caught me by surprise. Even when Orykson had released his staggering seventh gate mana, I’d been able to feel the power and quality.

It wasn’t that this power exceeded his. If anything, it most reminded me of ungated mana, but… off. It was like a spell was using ungated mana as a mask to hide itself.

She must have noticed me staring, because she gave me a frown.

“It’s an obfuscation spell. If you had abnegation, lunar, or knowledge mana, you could cast it. Or you could just learn to veil your spells well. Wait, someone will be here soon.”

I took a seat in a chair for a while, until I saw Alvaro approaching. He smiled brightly when he saw me.

“Malachi!”

“Hey,” I said as I nodded back at him. “I’m here to help with the paperbeetles?”

“Oh, great, come on up then,” he said, unlocking the stairs and waving me up. I stepped into the stairwell and froze. There was a… creature… on the stairs.

I wasn’t sure what to call it. It looked like a frog, but its limbs were longer, and structured more like a cat’s than a frog’s, complete with a tail. There was no fur, only slimy, froglike skin. It looked up at me as I stepped into the stairwell.

“Why do you call it a sandwich, when it contains no sand?” the creature asked in a shockingly deep voice.

I stared at it even harder. Alvaro paused halfway up the stairs and turned around.

“What is that?” I asked.

“What is anything?” the frog-cat asked. “Are we all everything?”

“A frinx,” Alvaro said. “They show up in libraries sometimes. They’re generally harmless, though a few have grown powerful enough to completely brainkill people. Those are thankfully rare, though. This one’s harmless.”

“What is the worst part of the color orange?” the frinx asked.

I ignored the creature and moved up the stairs after Alvaro, ready to start my mission.


CHAPTER TWENTY

“What do you know about paperbeetles?” Alvaro asked as we arrived on the first gate floor of the library.

“They’re beetles that eat paper?” I guessed.

“Right,” he said. “Like a choruk, it uses death mana to break things down in its stomach and convert the death energies in what it ate into more mana for itself. Unlike choruk, they come in swarms of twenty-two, and also are able to turn invisible. Not so well a detection spell can’t find them, but…”

“Twenty-two?” I asked. “And should I use Analyze Life, or Analyze Death?”

“Twenty-two,” he confirmed. “That’s the size of a colony. They share a single mana-garden, and any outside of the twenty-second dies. And they’re technically classified as a type of undead, so death for sure.”

“Wait, but how do they reproduce?” I asked.

“They don’t,” he said, “they spawn as a natural condition of mana flux.”

“Huh,” was all I had to say to that.

“They’re fairly weak, but since they eat books, they’re a pain. They’re also rather slippery, and when captured alive, they’re honestly pretty useful.”

“Does the library not have anyone who can capture them?” I asked curiously. “Not that I’m not thankful for the opportunity, but…”

“We do, but most of our employees have knowledge, mental, or both. We of course have some with other mana types, but most of the people who have the power to easily capture them aren’t interested in spending hours hunting down bugs,” he said, looking almost ashamed.

“That’s fair,” I said.

Alvaro stopped in the middle of the room and gave me a nervous smile.

“So, um, for the next part, I need you to close your eyes. The area they got in is one of the secret areas, and you’re not friendly enough with the library to know how to get in yet.”

“Okay…” I said warily. I didn’t think the public library system was going to do anything too weird to me, but I couldn’t help the spark of nerves that ran through me.

I closed my eyes and felt Alvaro put a bag over my head, then gently take the sleeve of my suit and lead me… wherever we were going. The walk was long – too long for the library, or at least for this floor of it.

Sure, the library was built in a castle, but we had to be way out of the section about death mana now.

Eventually, however, Alvaro let go of my sleeve and took the bag off.

“Ok, you can open your eyes,” he said.

I did, and found myself in a room about twice the size of the bakery, with rows of shelves. Several of the books on the shelves looked new, but plenty looked worn out as well. Near me was a large reading table with a glass bug cage in it. I glanced around. There were no windows at all, and…

There was no door.

An illusion, maybe? I shook my head.

“Find the bugs?” I asked. “And I assume don’t read anything here?”

“Right,” Alvaro said, nodding. “Unfortunately, I’ve got to go, but once you’ve collected all of the bugs, uh…”

He paused, considering. He pushed his glasses up on his face and I felt a surge of mana, then he poked me on my wrist. A blue-green tattoo, shaped like a butterfly, appeared on it.

“Press that!”

I smiled softly and nodded. Alvaro turned behind one of the shelves and vanished.

I was becoming increasingly convinced that there was some sort of extraplanar chicanery at work.

But contemplating about that wasn’t going to get me much of anything, so I sketched the Analyze Death spell and fed my mana into it.

I spotted the first concentrated source of death mana almost immediately, gorging itself on a scroll. I sketched the Fungal lock spell, freezing it in place, and tossed it into the cage.

From there on, things got a bit harder. The bugs left trails of death energy that I could follow, but they’d been all over the room, which made the entire place glow faintly. As if that wasn’t enough, almost every one of the books gave off varying levels of death energy as well. I wandered around the room, trying to find some sort of central nest, but I found nothing.

After a bit, my death mana began to run low, and I poured my life mana into it. It was inefficient, but I had a fair bit more life mana than death mana at this point. I began to drink a Mana Shock, too, since it couldn’t hurt.

In the locked room, my mana seemed to refill faster than normal, which only served to further convince me it was an extraplanar pocket.

After an hour of searching, I had managed to collect three more of the bugs, but that still left eighteen of them.

I sighed and sat down for a break, but kept the spell running. There was a growing ball of death energy around the bugs I’d captured, just from them sitting there so long, the excess power of their mana building up.

I considered that.

“Oh,” I said, feeling dumb.

I’d been ignoring the death energy in the room to look for death mana, since death mana was going to indicate a bug.

But they were eating the books for their death energy, both what was naturally found in the paper, and anything else they had from spellcraft.

I focused and walked around, looking for the books with the strongest concentration of death energy.

Almost instantly, I found a bug feasting on a thick tome. I locked it with fungus, then added it to the cage.

With my new and improved searching method, it only took me thirty minutes to find sixteen of the remaining bugs, which left just one.

I spent another fifteen minutes checking the most saturated books again, but had no luck.

I frowned, considering what to do. After a moment of thought, I gathered up a pile of books that had been mostly eaten, but still had some pages and uneaten bits left. I piled them all together, and then cast the ungated spell that I used to proof dough.

It was just a guess, but most bugs liked heat and humidity. Sure, these were undead mana construct bugs, but it may work.

I had to maintain the proofing spell for several minutes, but eventually a bug did wander over. I sketched my spell to catch it, and…

The bug exploded with death mana and my spell tore apart.

It wasn’t even a spell, just a raw explosion of mana, using death to counter the death mana of my spell.

The beetle turned and began to skitter away, but I leapt forwards. I almost crushed it under my heel, but I managed to stop myself just in time.

In stopping myself, the bug had the time to crawl onto the shelves and dart away. I let out a curse and sketched a spell, then thrust my hand out, along with a generous portion of my mana.

A wave of mushrooms erupted over the shelves, covering everything. The mycelium wove between the gaps, through the books, and entangled the bug. It let out an explosion of death mana, but it had only worked the first time since I’d been doing such a weak spell to catch the bug.

This time, I’d easily overloaded the spell.

I let out a groan as my mana started to dwindle to nothing, and rushed to where the explosion of death mana had come from.

I grabbed the bug and dropped both of my spells.

Without the mushrooms around the bug, I could feel it squirming in my hand.

I shuddered and almost dropped the little monster.

It wasn’t real, I reminded myself.

When it was squirming so grossly in my hand, however, that was hard to remember. I ran to the tank and shoved it in, then wiped my hands on my suit jacket, gagging.

“I don’t think I’m going to take any missions related to bugs again,” I said to nobody in particular. I wiped my hands off a second time, this time on my pants. “And I’m going to buy some sanitizer and start carrying it with me.”

I wasn’t going to be getting any cleaner here, so I took a seat in the chair and touched the mark that Alvaro had left. The butterfly tattoo peeled itself off of my skin and fluttered a few times, then soared away.

It took a few minutes, but Alvaro appeared. He glanced around the room, then blinked.

“Did you freeze an entire shelf in place?” he asked incredulously.

“Yeah,” I said.

“Why…?” he asked. He didn’t seem mad, just completely befuddled.

“Well, the bug had gotten away, and it was the last bug, and I didn’t want to have to track it all down – I wasn’t really thinking about it, it just sorta… happened. Is that a problem? The mycelium tendrils aren’t fully physical, it shouldn’t have caused the books any damage, only locked them in place and drained some of their energy.”

Alvaro let out a giggle, covering his mouth with his long sweater sleeve.

“It’s alright, it’s okay! I was just surprised.”

I smiled at his giggle and let out a small laugh of my own, running my hand through my hair.

“Can I see your library card? And your full name.”

“Oh, sure,” I said, digging out my wallet and removing the thin wooden card. “And it’s Malachi Roth Baker.”

Alvaro took it, removed another card from his pocket, and began sketching a spell in the air. As he concentrated, his tongue stuck out of the corner of his mouth, and I found myself grinning.

After a few moments, the spell finished, the two cards melted together, fusing into one, and he handed me the new library card. I glanced at it.

The normal card was cheap balsa wood, with the symbol of the library printed onto it, and my library number on the back.

This had completely transformed. It was made of a glossy black substance that felt oddly like a mix of wood and metal. On the front was the symbol of the library, printed in a pearl-like off-white color. I flipped it over to the back. My name was printed in the same white, followed by my library number. In the center was a phrase in some old language used by a long dead empire I thought I’d learned about in history class.

I stared at it. I’d never seen a card like this before.

“What does this… mean?” I asked, confused.

“It’s the first step to a true library card,” he said, beaming up at me. “And that’s the library’s motto. It means ‘Wisdom, Knowledge, Might.’”

“Does the card do anything? Like let me check out combat spells?”

“Not with just a pearl seal, no. Basically all that does is waive library late fees. But once you’re trusted enough to get a ruby seal, you can check out a lot of the restricted areas, including the combat stuff. And hey, I’m sure you’ll get there!”

Honestly, just waiving late fees was a boon to me. I liked to read, but I’d often lose track of time and not read the book until weeks after I’d already checked it out.

“And your other reward,” Alvaro said, reaching into his pocket. “I had a bit of discretion in what I rewarded you with, and I actually, uh… picked it out with you in mind.”

He blushed slightly as he handed me a bottle marked with a skull.

“What is it?” I asked, opening it and sniffing. It smelled like cherries.

“It’s a pretty weird elixir,” he said. “It’s basically a Mana Restoration Elixir for death mana, but it isn’t an instant refill. It instead slowly trickles energy into you over the course of about ten hours. The trickle is too slow to be used in combat, or even actual spellcraft. Buttttt…”

“I’m trying to master spells, and just sketching them without fueling them doesn’t take much mana, so it’ll keep me topped off!” I said excitedly.

“Exactly!” he said happily. “I hope it helps you.”

“It does,” I said. I stepped forward and gave him a quick hug. He let out a small sound that reminded me of a mouse.

“I should lead you back now,” he said once I let go. I held out my hand for the bag and put it over my own head this time, and he led me back.

By the time I’d arrived back home, I realized I was facing another choice.

The elixir that he’d given me wouldn’t expand my death mana at all, but it would let me make great progress on mastering my spell. But if I did that, then I wouldn’t have the time for a longer mission – and that two thousand silver mission did call to me, I couldn’t deny it.

It wasn’t like taking that mission now would prevent me from using the elixir in the future. But at the same time, if I always put missions first, I’d definitely fall behind. Not on this mission, but eventually.

Two thousand silver was more than I’d ever had in my bank account at once. I could do a lot with that money, but it may be better to focus on mastering my spell first. Then again, I wasn't sure I'd see such a lucrative job posted anytime soon, so this may be my only chance.

My indecision tumbled back and forth in my mind as I ran my fingers over the vial. What to do, what to do...


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Orykson was sitting in his personal library, sipping from a glass of whiskey on the rocks and tinkering with a spell design when a skeleton burst in.

This wasn’t particularly unusual, in and of itself. Almost all of his staff were either spirits of a sort, or skeletons – zombies were horribly messy, tended to leak, and lacked refinement. Flesh golems were better, if they were crafted well, but that was simply avoiding necromancy for no reason, so he’d never employed more than a few experimental models.

What was unusual was the particular skeleton that burst in. It was jet black, its bones interwoven with purge-jewels fetched from one of the Sepulchers. Spells ran through the entire body, powering it and making it a superb vessel for a projected soul.

In short, it was a powerful lich. And a lich he recognized.

“Vivian,” Orykson greeted, rising from his chair and smoothing a wrinkle from his lapel. “To what do I owe the… pleasure?”

Orykson’s territory was incredibly well defended, of course. He’d known she was coming. He simply hadn’t cared.

“It’s the Death Queen,” Vivian spat.

Orykson idly noted how impressive it was that she managed to spit with such vitriol without a true tongue. Her skeletal vessel was better than many liches could manage, but he still thought it would have been better for her to construct a full body, not just bones.

“No, it’s not,” was all that he said, however. “What do you want?”

“You can’t talk to me like that anymore, Analyst,” Vivian said. “I’m a Holded Magi, just like you. We’re equals.”

Orykson felt a flicker of annoyance at that, but didn’t let it show on his face. Instead, he stared at Vivian silently, waiting for her to speak.

“I need help,” she finally admitted.

“Of course you do,” Orykson said. He knew it would antagonize her, but he enjoyed it.

Her skull snapped up and the pinpricks of light in the skull glowed a brighter purple.

“What do you need?” Orykson asked, affecting a mild-mannered demeanor.

“There’s a group of… heroes, you could call them. They’re only nineteen, but they’re already Arcanists, and their leader is an Occultist. If it was just one of them… but.”

She shook her head.

“Orykson, their legacies... Heart of the Sun. Godchild. Converse Immunity. Unbreakable. Aura of Fellowship. Five of the rarest legacies I’ve ever even heard of, all born together in my territory, only a few days apart. All from the same village. All friends.”

“If they’re truly such a threat, what makes you think I can face them?” Orykson asked calmly. “A group of five operating with such powerful synergy would be a challenge for even a competent Occultist or a Magus. I assume that the Cataclysm and Headsman have both failed?”

“You know they have,” Vivian said. The vitriol was almost gone from her tone, just dejectedness left. “Of all the other Magi, you and the Storm King are the only ones who might help me. But you know the price he’d ask.”

“I don’t work for free,” Orykson said. “In fact, it would benefit Mossford and the surrounding nations under my control greatly if Nightflock and your other territories fell.”

Vivian’s gave him an angry stare.

“You’d deny me? After everything that we went through? You owe me, Orykson. You destroyed me.”

As she spoke, ninth gate mana began to surge in her mana-garden, erupting into a lunar spell.

The spell, if it had completed, would have caused the shadows in the room to boil and come alive, draining power from everything in the area and converting it into annihilating void energy. It would have destroyed his body, fed upon the power of the wards, and continued to grow until everything he’d built was destroyed.

Before the mana could emerge from her mana-garden and take effect, however, Orykson had already cast a spell of his own. His death magic seized control of the connection from her soul to this body and shattered it. The skeleton fell to the floor uselessly, no longer connected to her soul.

He glanced down at the skeleton and shrugged, tearing open a portal in space to his storage room. Purge-jewels were an exceptionally rare material, and he wasn’t going to waste the opportunity. It wasn’t as if he could enter the Sepulchers anymore.

A few moments later, the wards triggered again as a ninth gate power erupted into his room, Vivian attempting to shadowstep in from thousands of miles away.

He waved his hand and redirected the shadowstep to a spatial anchor he’d placed deep within the nearest ocean. Her power surged again, gathering into a massive meteor that would crash down on Mossford and destroy it.

Orykson teleported to the meteor before it could enter the atmosphere and thrust a hand out. Space rent around the meteor, folding the massive attack into a private extraspatial pocket.

He smiled faintly. He really ought to thank Vivian. It wasn’t often that he got a chance to seal away a spell with this much power for later use. Between this and the purge-jewels, today was turning out quite well.

Then, just to prove a point, he teleported into Vivian’s sanctum. She tried to redirect him with her mental mana, altering his focus to target somewhere else, but his knowledge spirit pushed through her attempt with contemptuous ease.

When he appeared inside her citadel of dark stone and blood, her newest body turned to him and its bones erupted into spikes. He used a spell to shatter them, then sent them echoing through her sanctum, destroying things. She took control back a moment later, falling to her knees.

“Primes, Orykson,” she gasped, nonexistent lungs heaving for air. “How? We should be equal.”

That was true, if one judged only by the size of a mana-garden, and the level of gates they’d reached. But in truth?

The result of the sparring bout had never been in question.

She had more raw power than he did, but despite reaching ninth gate, she wielded it as a cudgel, rather than an elegant scalpel. Orykson hadn’t survived almost eight hundred years by being a fool, and he doubted Vivian would last long. He’d seen many of her type – Magi who relied on power their whole life, failing when they finally reached the pinnacle and had to face those who were equal.

Any of the other world powers, such as Tom or the Sun or Moon Queens, would have been able to defeat her. Even some of those who stood beneath the world powers, such as Spider, Ikki, or the Amethyst Mask, would have been able to win, though their victories would have been less certain.

“You were sloppy,” he said instead. “Now, let’s talk terms.”

They spent almost an hour discussing the exact payment, and in the end, Orykson walked away quite satisfied. He tucked his hands into his pockets and smiled, then withdrew a pair of crystals from one of his extraspatial pockets and tossed them into the air.

The first one floated over his shoulder, and the second one emitted a holographic image of everything that the first crystal could ‘see.’

“Watch closely, Vivian. This is how you kill a hero.”

Orykson’s knowledge elemental scanned Nightflock and found them, and Orykson clicked the stopwatch button on his watch.

The five heroes were in one of the smaller taverns outside of Nightflock’s capital city. Sarah, their abnegation Arcanist, had warded their rooms to block scrying and hide them from the agents of the Death Queen. The air inside the warded room thrummed with power, thanks to their five legacies.

Heart of the Sun caused the mana of the user to regenerate dozens, or even hundreds of times faster when in sunlight, made the power of the user’s solar spells increase by an order of magnitude, and decreased the mana costs of solar spells to a tenth of their normal cost.

Godchild grew the user’s mana-garden by a hundredfold, and made every spell cast much more efficient.

Converse Immunity made the user immune to spells of the converse mana types – lunar, tempest, death, spatial, mental, abnegation, and desolation – so long as the spell was of a gate that the user’s mana-garden had achieved. Even against converse spells of a gate that the user’s mana-garden hadn’t reached yet, it gave a powerful resistance.

Unbreakable gave the user an incredibly durable body, rendering them the next best thing to invincible.

And then there was Aura of Fellowship. On its own, it was the least dangerous. But with the others?

Aura of Fellowship created an aura around the user. Anyone within that aura that the user considered a friend would share their legacy with everyone else.

In essence, all of the heroes had massive mana regeneration, huge mana-gardens, resistance or immunity to the converse mana types, and incredible durability.

Orykson’s spatial mana tore through the resistance of their magic and their wards as he cast a True Teleport spell and appeared inside.

The leader, a powerful Occultist with solar mana, shouted and released a beam of golden light right where Orykson was standing. Orykson’s elemental whispered in his mind, he took a step back and to the left, and the beam missed him by mere centimeters.

In the same instant that he dodged, Orykson was funneling power in his mana-garden in a complex weave, activating multiple spells at once.

The others were slow to react, and that was what gave him the victory. His first spell sent out a pulse of purple-green magic that would destroy and cannibalize any flesh it touched.

The leader reacted with commendable speed, purging the spell as soon as it approached him, and their abnegation mage reflected it back at Orykson.

That was a mistake, as this had been nothing but a distraction. He caught his own power and spun it to throw at the one with the Godchild legacy. They used a physical barrier around them and released a blast of magical bolts.

At the same moment, the leader released six of the powerful golden beams, the abnegation aura user cast a spell to block teleportation spells, the Converse Immunity mage cast a lunar spell that summoned a moonlike construct that disrupted the water in his body, and the Unbreakable mage cast a gravity field to pin him in place.

The teleportation blocking spell was their mistake. Orykson didn’t release a teleportation spell. Instead, he twisted space around him.

All six beams, the power of the moon construct, the mana bolts, and the gravity field all slammed into the Aura user, their abnegation mage. The mage died before they could react.

And that was the game.

Orykson then released the other four spells that he’d woven. Two serpentine dragons, one forged from life mana and the other from death, erupted from him, as well as a life mana stag with tremendous antlers, and a single bone shard.

The life dragon tore their claws into the Unbreakable mage. Despite all her physical fortitude, her life energy was still vulnerable to attack from spells, and without the life energy to sustain her powerful body? She died.

The death dragon slammed into the Godchild and began to feed on their soul. Their tremendous power worked against them, strengthening the dragon. Without their power, they were unable to defend themselves. They died.

The stag’s antlers gored into the Converse Immunity. All his powerful resistance to converse magic did nothing to stop the stag, which was a construct of pure life mana. Its horns were sharp, and they tore through his throat. He died.

And the single bone shard ripped through the leader’s throat, moving faster than he could react. He released a last series of beams at Orykson, who tucked them into an extraspatial pocket for later use. And then? He died.

Orykson stopped the stopwatch in his pocket.

Three point two five seconds.

He smiled to himself and looked at the crystal transmitting his image to Vivian, nodded, then used a spatial spell to return it to its pocket as he stored the bodies of the heroes.

Then he teleported back to his sitting room. After a moment’s hesitation, he called for one of his butlers. He’d gotten a bit more exercise than intended today, and he was parched. He could do for a cup of tea, and perhaps a scone, while he went back to looking over his spell diagrams.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

I bit my lip and let out a low sigh, then started the walk back home.

As much as the two thousand silver did call to me, Orykson had been willing to drop five times that amount on my suits. There were decent odds that whatever he gave me would be valuable. Maybe even more valuable than the two thousand silver would be.

I comforted myself with the fact that, even if the gift was trash – which I didn’t think it would be, but that wasn’t the point – I’d still be permanently increasing my magical prowess.

When I got home, my nose twitching to the smell of someone cooking, I almost took out the elixir to drink right then and there, but I stopped myself. It was late, and the nose-promised dinner would probably be in an hour or two. I put the bottle on my nightstand and just practiced the spell with the mana I’d recovered.

I still had a little bit of time, so I dug around in my closet for a bit, then withdrew a journal that I’d never used before. It was a dark navy blue, with faux silver edge gilding, and a design of a serpent in more faux silver on the front.

Over the course of my life, I’d tried to journal several times, to varying levels of success. I’d often be incredibly invested in the beginning: buying new notebooks, pens, and other accoutrements and journaling every day, sometimes multiple times a day.

But eventually, I’d miss a day, and my entire rhythm would be thrown off, or else my motivation would slowly drain away to nothing.

I’d never had anything especially interesting to write in my journals, however. Maybe now that I was doing a lot more exciting things, I could keep it up. It couldn’t hurt to try.

I spent a while outlining all of my goals, both completed and uncompleted, as well as any rewards that were particularly noteworthy.

Fetch Cow Bones: Complete

Finding Runaway Ghost’s Body: Complete, one first gate Mana Restoration Elixir.

Set Cemetery Spirits to Rest: Complete, one Lesser Marrow Death Mana Extract.

Catch Acidbubble-Toad: Complete, cutting of blood carnations. Also money, but that was mostly spent already…

Catch Paperbeetles: Complete, Trickle Death Mana Restoration Elixir. Pearl Library Seal.

Master Analyze Life and Death: One week remaining. Unknown reward.

Ingrain Analyze Life and Death: Three weeks remaining. Unknown reward.

Pay Off Broom: One hundred and forty silver per month for five years. Broom was eight thousand silver, though. If I pay off more, even just a little bit, it should help pay it off faster.

Keep Working for Library: Higher seals? Probably? I don’t know. Higher rank seals apparently let you check out secret parts of the library, like combat spells. Might also let me check out some other types of spells.

Forage for Magical Plants with Kene: Magical plants. Could be useful for expanding the magical plants in my garden, and if Meadow is to be believed (and I think I trust her more than Orykson), this is a key element to growing stronger.

I hesitated for a moment, then added one more goal.

Decide on Final Mana Types: Need to decide before I’m about to reach second gate, or right after I do.

I still wasn’t sure on which mana types I actually wanted, so I decided to list out the pros and cons for each of them on the next page.

Solar/Lunar:

-         Pros: Very flexible mana types, with a lot of different spells, like illusions, purification, light, fire, ice, shadow, water, and stealth. Liz may be able to help me learn some Lunar magic. Some overlap with Lunar magic and some death spells. Most classic spells fall into these mana types, like flamethrower, fireball, or water wall.

-         Cons: Classic spells mean well-established counters, and more obscure spells have some quality control problems that could lead to needing to change them later. Redoing parts of my mana-garden would be a big waste of time, if I did need to.

Telluric/Tempest:

-         Pros: Good combat options for offense, defense, and utility. Flight can be achieved with both of them. Combining the two would let me fly fast and far under my own power. Ed can help me with Telluric magic. Some overlap with bone spells and Telluric magic. Has a lot of well-known spells too.

-         Cons: Just like Solar/Lunar, having well-known spells means a lot of well-known counters. Not a ton of non-combat uses (other than flying) that interest me. I don’t want to work construction.

Temporal/Spatial:

-         Pros: Orykson can help with both of these, and probably has stuff lined up for it. Gives me amazing combat mobility with teleporting and haste, and some defense too. Gives me the best out of combat powers, like growing extraspatial pockets, long range teleportation, and summoning things. By combining my life magic with temporal magic, even as just a Spellbinder, I can easily live an extra several decades. Longer if I really make it to Arcanist, like Orykson claims.

-         Cons: Not a ton of offensive power.

Physical/Mental:

-         Pros: A lot of use for both combat and non-combat applications. Just as much as Solar/Lunar, but in different ways. It also allows flight, though not as well or synergistically as Telluric/Tempest. It has plenty of well-known spells also, like force missile and shield…

-         Cons: Same as other well-known spells. Outside of that, messing around in people’s heads without their permission is super illegal and unethical. Even if it was legal, I still would not want to do it. I don’t want to become a mental healer or only use mental magic on animals, so I’d be giving up almost half of what I got…

Knowledge/Abnegation:

-         Pros: Tracking magic and counter magic could be useful for tracking down rogue shades or animals, or when fighting them. Abnegation also has some good general defensive spells too.

-         Cons: Even less offensive power than Temporal/Spatial. It can also walk on shaky territory ethically and legally, like with tracking people. Not as bad as Mental mana, but still can be pretty bad. I don’t really want to be a member of the Lightwatch or the Library – the library wouldn’t be bad, but that’s a completely different career path.

Creation/Desolation:

-         Pros: Really flexible, more than anything else. Liz can also help teach me desolation mana.

-         Cons: The spells are huge gluttons for mana, and my mana-garden is of an average size. Desolation is only offense. Most importantly, this would break my apprentice contract, and I’d be in deep trouble. If I had three types to pick out, not two, this would make an awesome support, but on its own?

I sighed as I paused my writing. There wasn’t an easy answer. Solar and lunar magic were great, but so was telluric and tempest, and spatial and temporal.

A greedy part of me wanted all of the mana types, but that would be impractical – I was already burning a lot of time with mastery for spells for two types. If I had fourteen, I doubted I’d ever be able to finish anything at all.

Besides, that was nothing but smoke and wishes, so I put it out of my mind, then went downstairs to eat dinner. To my pleasant surprise, Ed and Liz were both down there, though my dad had been called away – someone far richer than us wanted custom cakes for his party.

A much less pleasant surprise was that Ed had been the one cooking.

My brother wasn’t an awful cook, but of the three people who lived full time in the house, he was the only one who had taken to it from necessity, rather than enjoyment.

“Evening, Mal,” Liz said as I sat down across from her.

“Don’t call me Mal,” I groaned. “That makes me sound like… I don’t know. The kind of villain that would appear in a cheesy romance novel with dragons and damsels.”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Malbad,” Ed teased.

“Ugh,” was all I had to say in response.

“So, how’s the apprenticeship going?” Liz asked as she poked at the chicken on her plate.

“Well enough, I suppose,” I said. “I’m still working on mastering one of the spells, but then I’m going to move onto ingraining them.”

“Oh, he’s one of those?” Liz asked.

“One of those?” Ed said, asking the question before I could.

“A mega perfectionist,” Liz responded. “And a crazy person. Mastering a spell without really using it much first is like giving someone a sword without training them with a stick.”

“On the other hand,” I countered, “my goal isn’t to master the spell. It’s to ingrain it. Ingraining comes from understanding the spell.”

“Which is like handing someone a sword, and then training them with it,” she responded. “It’s too easy to access the power and hurt yourself with it.”

“I mean, it isn’t a combat spell,” Ed said in an appeasing tone.

“True enough,” Liz conceded. “But it’s still dangerous. You should take care if he ever teaches you a combat spell.”

“I will,” I said seriously. “Thank you.”

There was a moment of silence after Liz’s nod, so I decided to fill it.

“How’s guild work going, Liz?”

“Well enough,” she said. “The sea estragon are going to be migrating through the channel in about two weeks, so there’s going to be an open call to deal with any of them that are harassing people. If either of you are up for it, we may actually be hiring help.”

“I’ll help!” Ed volunteered happily.

“What’s an estragon?” I asked Liz. “It sounds like estrogen, which I know you may like, but it’s not to my tastes.”

Liz let out a snorting laugh at that, and so Ed responded instead.

“A non-sapient magical species, distantly related to dragons, hydras, drakes and the like,” he said. “Sea estragon usually have natural magic related to… the sea. Lots of water magic, some pressure. They’re usually somewhere around first or second gate, at least from what I’ve seen. Some mages like to take estragon as familiars or pets, so there may be some people bonding them or trapping them. Normally, they’re very solitary, but every Suns-Birth, they go on a mating frenzy up north, so they’ll be moving here.”

A curious look came over his face as he said that, but I didn’t press him, partly because I was chewing on a roasted carrot that hadn’t been cooked all the way to the core.

“What’s the actual job like?” I asked.

“Nothing too hard,” Liz said. “The migration usually only lasts about a week, give or take a few days. You may be helping to catch them for people who are taking them in, locking down the ones that get mad about humans existing and returning them to the sea, and preventing them from destroying any property, be it private or public.”

“Interesting,” I said. “I may be able to help on my days off. Does it pay well?”

“Decent,” she said. “About fifteen silver an hour for a freelancer, bonuses if you’re a member of a guild.”

I did a quick mental calculation. I’d probably be able to work about seven hours, since I’d need a break for lunch, so that’d be roughly one hundred silver. That wasn’t bad at all for a day’s work. It may not come with bonus items, but it could still be worthwhile. I’d have to look at other opportunities, when the time arose.

We finished up dinner, and since Ed had cooked, Liz and I did the dishes. Dad would likely be busy until well into the night, so I took out the trash, tossing it into the nearby bin where the Moldmongers would pick it up, and then went to practice flying with my broom in the backyard. Liz and Ed wandered in and out, and Liz gave me a few tips – her family was wealthy enough that she’d gotten a second hand broom at sixteen – but primarily they spent their time together, playing a board game inside as I practiced.

Eventually, though, it came to an end. I enhanced the lethetic tea, drank a cup, and went to bed, eager to finally test out my new elixir in the morning.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

The following morning, I rose early and prepared to use the elixir.

In my life, I’d only used a handful of elixirs, potions, or pills. The ones that I’d gotten for free in my classes growing up had all been intended to stimulate the growth and development of ungated mana.

I’d also used the lethetic tea, and Kene’s mana enhancer had boosted the power of that, so I was confident I could handle the effects of this mana, but I was still nervous.

I got some water, since I didn’t know how the elixir would taste, created a pallet of blankets for myself on the floor, and started to sketch out my Analyze Death spell until my death mana was empty.

I didn’t convert any of my life mana into death mana this time, wanting to leave myself a cushion of mana to fall back upon, in case the elixir was too weak to be very useful.

Finally, I opened the vial and drank it. It tasted vaguely like undiluted cherry cordial, sickeningly sweet, but with a sour undertone.

After a few moments, I felt new power start to slide into my first gate death mana. It wasn’t a whole lot, but I wasn’t casting the spell, only sketching it.

It didn’t refill me as quickly as I could expend it, even if I was only sketching the spell, however, so I focused and drew a trickle of power from my life mana into my death gate, letting it supplement the power with its own size.

It took a few tries to get a good pattern going, but as soon as I did, I fell into what felt like a fugue state. I was unaware of the world around me, caught up in only the interplay of my quickly regenerating death mana, the slower regeneration of life, the conversion between them, and the sketching out of the spell.

I finally broke out of the state when I felt something erupt from the ground in my mana-garden.

Unlike with life, it didn’t feel like digging out a scab. Instead, my whole body erupted into shivers, and in my mind’s eye – or perhaps in my soul – I could see what looked like a dead sapling, with peeling bark and no leaves, forming in my mana-garden. It was oddly white, almost like bones left to bleach in the sun.

I let out a slow, shaky breath and focused. I could still feel the power of the elixir feeding into my death mana, so I drew my attention to another spell I had that used it, sketching out the Fungal Lock spell.

It took a little bit to work out a new pattern, and not long after I fell into my new rhythm, I felt the trickle of power that the elixir had provided me taper off.

I was mildly disappointed that I wasn’t able to master both of the spells, especially since Fungal Lock was so simple, but I thought that I might be getting close to mastery.

But that was a small spark of disappointment when compared to the satisfaction I felt with the fact that I’d completed Orykson’s deadline with a week to spare.

I opened my eyes and stood up slowly. It was dark outside, and my legs had gone rather numb from sitting for so long. I half expected to see Orykson appear before me, now that I was done, but he didn’t.

I licked my lips, which were horribly dry. I glanced down at the water that I’d prepared, and sighed as I realized that I’d entirely forgotten to drink any. My stomach rumbled, and I realized that I also hadn’t eaten anything today.

I wandered downstairs to see my dad on the couch, reading a newspaper. He glanced at me as I came down and smiled.

“Evening, Malachi. How did… whatever you were working on go?”

“It went well,” I said as I riffled through the pantry and dug out some of the pastries that we hadn’t sold from the day, then sat down on the couch. As soon as I took a bite, there was a knock at the door.

I let out a sigh of annoyance and set it down to go to the door. I opened it, expecting to see Orykson.

To my surprise, however, there was a floating spirit there, flickering with a purple and blue light. Its shape was vaguely humanoid, but it had several nodes in it that gave it a slightly uncanny appearance.

I squinted at it, then sent a pulse of mana into Analyze Death. It had faint lines of death mana running through it, but it didn’t look like any of the ghosts I’d seen before. It might be an asomatous? Or maybe it was an elemental?

“Hello, Mr. Baker,” the spirit said. Its voice was completely calm and level, without any inflection or emotion. Definitely an elemental, then.

“I am here in lieu of Orykson. He has found himself indisposed with necessary duties at the moment, so he has instructed me to assist you.”

“Do you want to come in?” I asked.

The elemental’s nodes flashed in an incomprehensible pattern for a second before it responded.

“There is no need, unless you would prefer it,” the elemental said. “I am not inconvenienced either way.”

“Alright,” I said. “What are you here to tell me?”

In response, one of the nodes of the elemental separated and shifted into a ring that snapped open into a portal. Inside of it was a small separated space, which held the slender book that Orykson had carried when we’d met – the one he’d torn out two pages from to give me the Analyze Life and Death spells.

“Please remove the next page from the book, and then return it to the extraspatial pocket,” the elemental said.

I reached in and removed the book, then tore out the third page. It had been cut with a dotted line along its edge to help tear it, but it still felt wrong to rip a page out.

For a moment, a reckless part of my brain contemplated refusing to give the book back, or maybe tearing out more pages, but I dismissed it immediately and put the book back. I glanced back at the elemental.

“Is this all?”

There was another flashing pattern, and I wondered if it was supposed to indicate amusement.

“No,” the elemental said. Its voice was just as monotone as ever, so maybe I’d misread the flashing pattern. “You are still owed your reward. But first, let us review the spell that you have been given. Do you still have the bones from your first mission?”

“I do, they’re inside,” I said.

“Please fetch them, Mr. Baker.”

I did as the elemental requested. As soon as I stepped back outside, the elemental began to speak again.

“The spell you have been given is called Pinpoint Boneshard. It will be your first offensive spell, and will serve as a basis for greater power yet to come. It incorporates aspects of death and space mana.”

“I don’t have spatial mana,” I said. I wasn’t opposed to it, but I wasn’t fully set on it, either.

“I am aware,” the elemental said. “It is not necessary to cast the spell, but if you do choose to take up spatial mana, it will increase the efficiency and efficacy of the spell. This particular spell is seventy-five percent death mana, however, so it will be quite useful regardless. The spell is not extremely mana intensive, so the lack of perfect efficiency should not be a major impediment.”

I nodded, and the spirit continued.

“As you feed each iteration of the spell mana, it allows you to select points in space. The bones are charged with death mana and will travel in a straight line from point to point, after which the points may be removed or kept.”

I frowned.

“Aren’t most attack spells that fire like that guided by will? Otherwise it seems you’d just fire them in a straight line, or pick a spot. That seems a lot easier to intuit.”

“They are,” the spirit confirmed. “There is a version of this spell that eschews the spatial mana in order to rely entirely on will. However, this version of the spell allows for multiple existing patterns to be maintained. For example…”

An illusion of light began to swirl out in front of me. I saw myself standing in a blank room. Two points of purple light appeared in front of me, and a bone shard fired from my hand to strike the first, then the second. Then, it bounced back to the first point, then to the second, then back again.

But then, the pattern changed. I, or rather, the illusory version of me, added six more points. The bone shard now flew around me in an octagonal shape, forming a strange sort of offensive defense.

A pair of shadowy shapes appeared in the illusion, and then a new set of purple lights appeared: one in my hand, and one on each of the shadows. A second bone shard launched from my palm and struck the first shape before immediately bouncing to the second, and then returning to my hand.

“This sort of effect would be possible to manage with pure will alone,” the elemental said. “However, it would require significantly more active concentration. This takes a higher intelligence to use optimally, but allows you to concentrate on other spells.”

As the elemental spoke, the image faded away.

“I see,” I said. I wasn’t confident in my intelligence to make the most of the spell, but I didn’t protest.

“There is one other reason,” the elemental continued. “The utilization of spatial arrays into the spell has allowed the ingrained effect of this version of the spell to be radically different. The will-based version of the spell merely provides an increased efficiency with the spell. This version will allow a small amount of bone shards imbued with your mana to be stowed within your mana-garden, and easily summoned or dismissed back into it.”

My eyebrows raised at that.

“Really?”

“I do not lie, Mr. Baker,” the elemental said. “If you ingrain the spell, it will ensure that you never go unarmed, unless access to your mana-garden is suppressed.”

I let out a low whistle and glanced at the paper in my hand.

The spell was complicated – not as bad as the Analyze Life or Death spells, but it was still an order of magnitude more complex than the Fungal Lock spell.

I thought about what Liz had said about combat spells. With a spell like Fungal Lock, I definitely thought she was right – I could sketch that quickly in a fight.

With a spell like this, I wasn’t so sure. It would take far too long to sketch, so trying to use it in a real fight could just end with me getting hurt.

“How long do I have to master it?” I asked.

“Six weeks,” the elemental responded. “There is no reward for mastery of this spell early, as Orykson wishes for you to also ensure you have time and mana to work on ingraining the Analyze Life and Analyze Death spells, since those will serve as a foundation for all future magic you perform. However, once you have mastered it, Orykson has designated two weeks of his time to personally train you with combat magic.”

My eyebrows shot up again at that. Even if Orykson wasn’t a focused combat mage, nobody made it to Occultist by sitting around and collecting stamps. Training with him for two weeks would be a massive advancement to my ability to use the spell.

“As a reminder, you have three weeks to achieve the reward for ingraining, and six before you are failed out as an apprentice,” the elemental continued. “This means, at minimum, within six weeks, you must have ingrained your analysis spells and mastered the Pinpoint Boneshard spell.”

“Understood,” I said with a nod. “Is that all?”

“Not quite,” the elemental said. “As you have mastered both of your analysis spells before the requisite deadline, there is still the matter of your reward.”

Five nodes separated from the elemental and swirled out into portals, each one containing a different item.

“You will need to select one of the following items for your reward,” the elemental said calmly.

The first portal held a small ring, made of gold, with a red stone set in it. The stone had been carved into two different halves of a face, one half of which was laughing, while the other wept.

It vaguely reminded me of the two-faced masks that theatres sometimes used.

“This is the two-faced flame ring,” the elemental said. “It is both a defensive and offensive item. It is a solar enchantment that absorbs and stores heat, and that stored heat can be released in a pulse. The ring will diminish the power of fire- and heat-based spells used against you, rated up to third gate mana, with varying levels of efficacy. A spell using third gate mana will be reduced far less than one using first gate, for example. It can also be fed mana of any type to produce heat for storage, though this is extremely inefficient. The amount of heat it can store is enough to be comparable to a third gate fireball spell, if it reaches maximum capacity and is released all at once.”

That was certainly valuable, as it’d expand my range of offensive options, and having a bit of fire resistance was definitely useful, though I didn’t know how often I’d actually get use out of either of them. It wasn’t like I was fighting in a battle where I wanted to hurt someone very often, though I had no idea if that’d ever change.

I looked at the second portal and had to stifle a laugh.

The portal held a broom inside it. It was nicer than the broom I currently had, with a walnut handle and a tail made of delicately waxed horsetail. A set of three rings of gold leaf circled around the head of the broom.

“This is a middle model broom,” the elemental said. “It’s capable of being sustained by the user’s mana, though converting non-tempest mana is inefficient, and it requires six hours to refuel when on charging mode. Its charge lasts eight hours, and it is capable of traveling up to fifty-five miles per hour. Finally, it has a moderate wind and rain shield.”

That was… a huge improvement over my broom, and not one that I’d be able to afford anytime soon. I did already have my own broom, though.

But was that a bad thing? I’d be able to sell my old broom and recoup some of the costs. Maybe I could put the money into getting something for my spellcraft, or otherwise tuck it away in savings.

It may be simple, but both of those advantages were ones that I couldn’t underestimate. I’d seen just how potent some pills could be, and if I was able to save several hundred silver a month to get some…

Not only that, but it could move faster than my current broom by quite a bit, so I’d be able to get around a lot faster.

I glanced at the third portal.

It held a ring, much like the first, but it was a plain gray color, as if it was made of stone.

“This is what is often referred to as a dimensional ring,” the spirit explained, “though I find the overuse of the word dimension to often lead to confusion and misuse. While the space does contain dimensions, all things do. This is a separated space, but it still uses the same four dimensions that standard reality operates at…”

The spirit paused and its lights flashed in what I thought might be amusement.

“I apologize, Mr. Baker,” the spirit said. “I will not involve you in what is a tangential ramble at best.”

“It’s fine,” I said. “By the way, do you have a name? I keep thinking of you as ‘the elemental,’ but that feels wrong, like if I kept thinking of myself as ‘the human.’”

“You are a human,” the elemental said, “so your statement is not inaccurate, though it is broad. You may call me EC-K-forty-seven-thirteen, if you would like, or Aerde. To return to the topic at hand, however, the ring contains access to a separated space, also called an extraplanar or extradimensional space. It is roughly three point five three cubic feet in size, though it would be more accurate to say it is sixty thousand, one hundred and two point three seven four four zero nine cubic inches, or one hundred liters.”

“I have no concept of how large that is,” I confessed.

“There are many travel trunks or large military backpacks in roughly that size,” Aerde said.

“Oh!” I said. “Thank you.”

“Of course, Mr. Baker,” Aerde said.

I turned to the fourth portal. Inside of it was a pot that held a small plant – not one I recognized, though…

I used a flicker of my Analyze Life spell. It glowed brightly with life energy, though it seemed to have some components that I couldn’t see. I used Analyze Death and saw the bits of death in the soil, breaking down into nutrients, but the plant itself didn’t have much death energy.

Not like my blood carnations, then. It must have something else in it, just like the heart lizard had.

“This is a sapling of an emperor tree,” Aerde said, “a tree that can be found in Daocheng and some of its surrounding territories. It is somewhat uncommon, but not exceptionally valuable, due to the requirements to make use of it. It flows with life energy, as well as time energy. While it is in the realm of first and second gate, it can be harvested for mana, which is its most common use. At third and fourth gate, its power reaches a point where its leaves can be used to produce a potent healing salve. However, this salve only works for the creator, as it uses a temporal template taken during the creation process. Since this salve is time consuming to create, and only effects the creator, it is not often used. At fifth gate, the potency of the salve will ensure that a weekly application of it can delay, but not stop, the aging process.”

I bit my lip. That was a great gift… and also, a trap. Or perhaps a lure. If I took it, I’d need temporal mana to keep it fed.

But that wasn’t so bad, since it was one of my biggest contenders for the type of mana I’d be taking anyway. If I wanted, I could take it, and choose my mana types here and now.

Or I could take it, and hope I was able to find enough temporal elixirs to keep it fed. That’d be risky and expensive, but I could do it.

My eyes settled upon the last portal. Inside it was a single pill, about the size of a grape. It was jet black, with such a polished exterior that where the light hit it, it reflected off.

“That is a first gate Fundament Pill. Taking it will be a difficult process, leaving you in a coma for roughly a week; however, the power it offers is impressive. It will increase the grade of every spell that you have cast. Your Enhance Plant Life, Fungal Lock, Harvest Plant Life, and Pinpoint Boneshard – assuming you cast Pinpoint Boneshard before taking the pill – will all be pushed to mastery. Your Analyze Life and Analyze Death spells will both reach an Ingrained state. Warning, however, after you take this pill: you should not consume anything with mana for a week after awakening. Furthermore, it will likely cause some damage to your ungated mana, making it weaker and need repairs, as well as unrooting the mastered spells inside of it.”

I let out a slow, heavy breath. That was quite the boon, but it was also quite the harsh penalty as well.

But it had stirred something in my memory. One of the rewards that I’d gotten from the Spiritwatch was a Lesser Marrow Death Mana Extract, and it could enhance the growth of a bone spell. Sure, it wasn’t the same insane degree of growth that the Fundament Pill offered, and it would only work on my Pinpoint Boneshard spell, but I did make a mental reminder to use the extract once I started to get a handle on the spell.

I reached out my hand and hesitated, unsure which one to pick. All of the gifts would be amazing, and all of them were undoubtably valuable. Was one of them more obviously valuable than the others?

“Which one of these do you recommend?” I asked Aerde.

“I believe that any of these would be of great use to growing your skill and power,” Aerde said. “For general utility, I believe that the broom and storage ring are the most valuable, and they will serve you well regardless of what paths you choose. Even if you were to choose spatial or tempest mana, the broom and storage ring do not lose their utility, and can be sold or gifted once you reach a point where they are no longer used.”

The spirit paused to let me process before it continued.

“For advancement, the Fundament Pill. It will develop your power more directly than any of the other gifts, and will save a great amount of work. However, it is purely an advancement tool; it offers nothing you cannot seize on your own.”

It paused for another moment, and I nodded for it to continue.

“If you wish to become a combat specialist, rather than remaining an explorer and generalist, the ring would provide an excellent trick that would remain useful for a considerable amount of time, irrespective of the mana type you settled upon. Finally, if you decide to gain spatial and temporal mana, I believe the utility of the emperor sapling exceeds that of any other gift.”

I slowly nodded and turned over the rewards one last time in my head.

The two-faced ring was the easiest to eliminate. Life and death mana each already held a decent amount of combat potential, after all. If I wanted to focus more on combat, then I’d need to get more spells like Pinpoint Boneshard and Fungal Lock, but I was already working on getting more standing with the library, so it’s not like it was outside of the goals I was already working towards.

While having access to a third gate combat spell was great, it was also dangerous. If I messed up while flying with a broom, I’d end up hurting myself, or maybe crashing into someone. 

If I messed up and misused a third gate heat wave attack spell, it was likely to kill someone, or even lots of people. Third gate magic was in the same realm as a lot of famous spells, like Fireball, Lightning Bolt, or Lesser Haste. Those were serious power, and the furthest that most people would ever even think about seeing. 

But outside of the fact that I wasn’t sure I was ready to control that much power, the two-faced ring just represented less utility and ability than the others. 

The second thing that I dismissed was the broom. While it was nicer than my own, I felt a weird sense of pride about having bought my current broom myself. And while the extra eight hundred or so silver I managed to recover would be nice, it wasn’t an amount so high that I’d never be able to save up for it again. 

After that, it got harder. 

The storage ring, Fundament Pill, and emperor’s tree sapling were all exceptionally good, and no matter which of them I wound up picking, I wasn’t going to regret it. 

The storage ring… that was about on par with a third gate spell, if I understood correctly. I wasn’t an enchanter, but I wasn’t sure I needed to be an enchanter in order to make extraspatial pockets attached to a physical object. 

That may be a while off, but it wasn’t like it was infinitely far away. According to Orykson, I’d be third gate within a year – and less than that now. Almost an entire month had already gone by. 

But I also could buy them at a shop. Maybe I couldn’t afford one the size of a trunk, but it could be worth getting a smaller one. Even one just the size of a satchel would be useful. I didn’t know how expensive they were, though. 

That left the Fundament Pill and the emperor’s tree. 

If I took the Fundament Pill tonight, I could get another reward right away. Of course, that’d be an improper use of the pill. I was closing in on mastery of Fungal Lock, so I should spend a day or two focusing on that, and then take it. 

It’d represent a serious jump forward in my power, probably more than anything else I could do in the short term. I couldn’t even begin to guess how expensive it was, too. Thousands of silver, at the very minimum. 

The emperor’s tree wouldn’t be a huge jump in power like that. In some ways, it was the total opposite of the pill. The pill was an instant boost in power, but the tree was a long-term investment. Today it would do little more than provide a bit of extra life and temporal mana when I drained it for mana. 

In the long term, however, it would offer a potent healing effect. It might only be for me, but I was rather invested in making sure that I didn’t die or get injured, and the burn scars on my hand from the acidbubble-toad were a reminder of that. 

And once I made it to Arcanist, which Orykson seemed to believe that I could manage, if I worked hard enough, it’d extend my lifespan by quite a bit. 

That… was a hard power to turn down. I wasn’t sure if I’d want to be an immortal, even if I got the chance, but getting the opportunity to live a long and healthy life wasn’t the kind of thing I could easily blow off. 

With the tree, temporal magic, and life magic all working in tandem, how long could I live? Two centuries? Three? 

I abruptly realized I was being stupid: I had a knowledge elemental right in front of me. 

“How long could I live with the emperor’s tree, and the magic of an Arcanist level life and time mage?” 

The elemental flashed and pulsed a few times. 

“Variable,” it said. 

Of course it was. I rolled my eyes at it. 

“Ballpark it.” 

“The nearest park is one point four three miles away,” Aerde responded. Its tone was completely neutral, but… 

“Are you being deliberately obtuse?” I asked. 

“A gentleman should not roll his eyes at the people assisting him,” Aerde said. 

“You’re right, I’m sorry,” I said. Mentally, however, I added an addendum that I was hardly a gentleman. 

“Estimating it based on the files for your future growth that Orykson has assembled, it is still highly variable. On the low end, two centuries is not unreasonable. On the high end, six centuries is possible.” 

“Six hundred years…” I said quietly. That was hard to envision. 

Life six hundred years ago had been pretty bad. I hadn’t exactly been the best history student, since the teacher had been the kind to stand in front of the class and drone on for an hour without any interaction. 

But I knew that the world had basically been run by warlords who scrabbled for whatever power they could gather. Infant mortality was insanely high. Most of the modern enchantments that I took for granted, like stovetop heating, water pumping, and lighting spells were either nonexistent, or otherwise so expensive that only the richest could afford them. 

It wasn’t that the magic of the era was weaker – it was just as strong as modern magic. Many of the most powerful spells from that era, particularly battle spells, were still renowned today. 

But without the power of the library system that was so universal today, knowledge was hard to come by. Even though the library kept a firm grip on what was considered a public danger, they’d done a massive amount of work for the world. Farming spells, cooking spells, light spells… even the ungated spells for these purposes represented a massive improvement in quality of life. 

Would the people in six hundred years look back at what life was like today and think we were just as savage and primitive? 

Probably. 

I reached into the portal that held the sapling and pulled it out. Instantly, the other portals snapped shut and swirled back into Aerde’s body. 

“Excellent choice, Mr. Baker,” Aerde said. I closed my eyes and reached deep inside me. 

“Spatial and temporal,” I said aloud. 

I felt something deep inside me shift. My mana swirled, and abruptly, I could feel the crystalline potential dissolve and form into a new pair of gates. If my life mana was green, and my death mana was purple, then my new spatial gate was pale blue, and temporal was pale yellow. 

I opened my eyes to see that I was standing alone on the porch, Aerde presumably having departed already. 

I frowned at that. I wasn’t sure what exactly I’d expected: Orykson to appear, maybe? At the very least, I’d expected that I’d be given more spells out of the volume that Orykson kept for my future growth. Hadn’t he said something about teaching me an anchor spell? 

I waited for a moment, in case he was about to teleport back, but when nothing happened, I headed out back, using the old gardening tools to dig out a space for the tree. I removed the sapling from its soil gently, then slipped it into the earth. 

I was tempted to try my Harvest Plant Life spell, since Aerde had said that I was able to use it at first gate, but I wanted to make sure it was developed enough to handle having a drain on it. I’d check with Meadow on that later. 

Instead, I emptied some of my life mana into it, though I held off some, since I hadn’t opened the temporal mana and didn’t want to unbalance the mana and kill the tree. 

I headed inside, took a seat on the couch, and lifted my pastry to take a bite when the doorbell rang again. 

I let out a curse and put my pastry aside once more, then went to the door. I opened it to find Orykson standing on my doorstep, a portal hanging open behind him in the air.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

“Congratulations, Malachi,” Orykson said, the smallest hint of a smile tugging at the corner of his lips. “I think it’s time we redid your schedule.” 

He stepped backwards into the portal, and I could see the same richly appointed sitting room that I’d once been offered to enter when he’d first approached me. 

Unlike the first time, I willingly followed him into the portal. He was my mentor, and at this point, if he wanted to hurt me, there wasn’t anything I could do to stop him. To be honest, I wasn’t sure there was anyone within a hundred miles who’d even stand a chance. Liz’s grandfather was an Arcanist, but he was well past his prime, and even then, I wasn’t sure he could actually stop Orykson. 

Orykson’s sitting room was very nice, but it wasn’t ostentatious. Or if it was, it was the kind of incredibly subtle ostentatiousness that only the truly wealthy are able to pull off. 

The floor was made of a hardwood that was a deep ebony color, and the chairs were leather and well maintained. Given the fact that there was no wood stacked near the fire, and the fire shed no sparks, it was clearly an enchantment of some sort. The shelves were lined with books, many of which were in a language I didn’t recognize, though the Mono spell helped me grasp their meaning through the language gap. I thought it was probably the language they used in Daocheng or maybe one of its surrounding nations, but I wasn’t going to pretend to be an expert – for all I knew, it could be from somewhere entirely different. 

“Please, take a seat,” Orykson said, gesturing to the chair opposite his. 

“So, what’s this about?” I asked as I sat down. “You were too busy to drop off a reward, but now that I’ve done what you had hoped for, you can drop what you were doing?” 

“Partly,” Orykson said. “I am occupied with facilitating a shipment of structure-ore from Nightflock, but this warranted using a simulacrum.” 

“Structure-ore?” I asked curiously. It wasn’t relevant, but if I was a cat, I would have burned through all nine of my lives. 

“A fourth gate material that’s quite common in Nightflock. At least as much as any fourth gate material can be,” Orykson said, not seeming annoyed by the question. “It’s an exceptionally good material for storage rings and other extraspatial effects, bonding to spatial spells of fourth gate or below and adding a powerful stabilization effect, which allows significantly more mana to be poured into the size of the spatial pocket. Not only that, but it's able to burn mana for mass in order to lower the gate of spell it's working with to form more material - a common use being the formation of third gate storage rings. Due to the trade agreement, Mossford will now be receiving ten percent of its mined ore, and two percent will be going to Mossford’s closest allies: Suntorch, Dragontooth, and Thornfront.” 

“Sounds like the price of effects like that is going to see a pretty substantial dip,” I observed, glad I hadn’t picked the ring. 

“Indeed,” Orykson said. “It would be a wise investment to purchase some of this ore for your own training. Your brother could assist you in working the physical shape. The market should be flooded briefly in about a month, and since markets usually take some time to stabilize, an ounce will likely sell for about eight hundred silver if you buy directly from a supplier like Silver Barrow, rather than a shop.” 

I gave Orykson a blasé look. 

“So you want me to get an ounce?” I asked. With a month, that’d be two, maybe three more payments from him, and several missions, but given all my expenses for life, I wasn’t going to be able to set aside thousands of silver. 

“If that’s all you can afford, then yes,” Orykson said calmly. 

“Could I take out a loan?” I asked. Orykson’s eyes narrowed, but not like he was upset. It was more like he was thinking. 

“No,” he finally said. “However, I’ll give you an advance.” 

He lazily waved his hand and there was a brief flicker of power in the air, but it was gone before I could pick up on exactly what it was. 

“I’ve given you the pay for your next month, as well as the remainder of this month,” Orykson said. “I expect you to use it well and invest it into your training. Now, I believe it’s time for us to talk about your schedule.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

He clicked his fingers, and a pair of glasses appeared on the table. They were short, only a few inches tall, with an oddly bulbous shape. Each one had two large, clear ice cubes inside of them.

Orykson rose and stepped over to a globe, then lifted the top hemisphere to reveal that the upper hemisphere was empty, the globe acting as a small container. Inside of the globe, there were several crystal decanters filled with different dark liquids. Orykson picked up one that had a rich amber color, then poured a little bit in each of our glasses before returning it to the globe and setting the upper hemisphere back on it.

He took a seat in his chair, then lifted his glass.

“This is witchlight bourbon,” he said. “It’s a sipping whiskey, imported from Elohi, where it’s aged for fifty years in a charred white oak barrel, and I think you’ll find its effects to be quite enjoyable.”

I gave the glass a dubious look. I’d had a few drinks before, though I’d never been drunk, and I wasn’t sure what sort of effects it would have. I took a very tentative sip.

It burned some, but it had a deep, rich body of flavor, with slightly woody, almost vanilla notes, and a hint of smokiness. It wasn’t bad.

Power surged from the drink when I sipped, though none entered my mana-garden. I frowned, not sure where it was going. I hesitantly took another sip, straining my mind to try and sense the movement of the mana. It slid inside me, body and soul, and seemed to soak in…

Hesitantly, I tried to pull mana out of my mana-garden and into the air around me.

It hit a wall, a total blockage of power that hadn’t been there before.

“Give it time to work,” Orykson advised. “It’s a third gate spiritual potion, and it uses the death mana to reinforce the soul’s connection to the world. A single glass is hardly going to reforge you, but once it sinks in, you should find that your mana recovers ever so slightly faster, flows through your mana-garden a tiny bit faster, and your tolerance for pills and other supplements will have increased a little bit.”

I nodded and set down my glass for a moment, enjoying the power of the whiskey soaking into my soul and body.

“I think your time at the butcher’s shop has almost come to a close,” Orykson said. “It was valuable for you to understand the basics of bodies and their operation, but it will be unnecessary now. On Solsday, your mentorship under Meadow shall continue, but on Telsday you will be mentored by a… friend. His name is Ikki, and he is an exceptionally skilled temporal mage. He is also a figure of significant importance in Daocheng, so he will likely only be tutoring you for an hour or two, and you will be learning from those lessons on your own.”

“Aren’t I supposed to be following in your footsteps?” I asked. “When will I be learning spatial magic?”

“That will be on Temsday,” Orykson replied cooly. “I will likely only mentor you a few times, but when I do, you should find them quite enlightening.”

“How much weaker is Meadow than you?” I asked curiously. “You and Ikki can only afford to set aside a few hours, but Meadow spends a lot more time, and she’s even helped Ed. Is her time just so much less valuable?”

“She is not significantly weaker than myself,” Orykson said, and I mentally translated that to being sixth gate. “Furthermore, like Ikki and myself, she’s capable of creating simulacra. Unlike Ikki and myself, however, she is uninvolved with governments, and seems to have little personal passion for creation. When she was a Spellbinder, for example, she merely wandered around Kijani, helping anyone who she came across. Teaching and helping is simply her nature. It has made her many friends, but also many enemies.”

He sounded almost irritated by Meadow’s life, but I had to admit that I didn’t share the irritation. Wandering around, exploring the world, and helping people sounded incredible to me.

I kept that off my face, however, and merely took another sip of whiskey.

“Regardless,” Orykson continued, “she is the best plant mage of which I am aware, and she will certainly not steer you wrong there. But for right now… we savor the flavor, and let you adjust.”

We spent at least half an hour simply sitting by the fire, watching it and sipping the whiskey. I wasn’t sure what lesson I was supposed to have gained from this, if any, but it was strange. Not unpleasant, exactly, but nor could I say that I liked it that much, either.

He held up the book he’d used to give me the Analyze Life and Death spells.

“Are you ready to open your temporal and spatial gates?” Orykson asked.

That was probably a rhetorical question, but I nodded anyways. He tore out three pages and passed them to me.

“Analyze Space, Spatial Anchor, and Internal Pocketwatch,” I read aloud. “No Analyze Time?”

“Ikki was quite insistent on it,” Orykson said. “It provides very little useful information. If you’re moving under a temporal haste spell, you’ll know you’re accelerating in time. If you’re being attacked by a temporally accelerated attack, you’ll know that you’re being attacked with extreme speed. There are few instances where you’ll need to know specifics about the flow of time in an area, and in those places, your Internal Pocketwatch is modulated to the standard flow of time, irrespective of distortion.”

“How is it so much better than the Analyze version?” I asked. “It seems like it does almost exactly the same thing?”

“Oh, it does,” Orykson confirmed. “There are a few niche cases that the Internal Pocketwatch doesn’t cover, but by and large, it does the same thing. But its spell design principles are fundamentally different. Here…”

I shrugged, honestly just glad that I didn’t have another massive spell to master. Internal Pocketwatch was about the same size as Fungal Lock, or one of Ed’s spells.

But Orykson withdrew several books from his shelf, then shook his head and they teleported away, new ones forming. He flipped them open and spent a while discussing the differences in the underlying spell, and why it allowed for a simple and easy spell to do almost everything that a large analysis spell could.

Despite myself, I found the lecture to be rather interesting, and given the way that Orykson moved animatedly as he taught, and allowed me to move and talk with my hands, I felt like I internalized the information better than I would have at school.

“Regardless,” Orykson said, closing the books and teleporting them away, “you still need to open your temporal mana.”

“I do,” I said as I drew my ungated mana out and tried to form it into the Analyze Space spell, simultaneously pulling on mana from my first gate spatial mana.

There was a crack, and I appeared in my mana-garden. It seemed smoother this time, though I wasn’t sure why: experience, maybe?

Orykson appeared next to me and surveyed my mana-garden, and I took the time to look around.

My ungated mana looked more or less the same, though there were a few churned up patches of earth, presumably where I’d begun to cast the pain resistance spell.

My life and death mana, on the other hands, were quite different. My life mana had expanded significantly in size, and the mist was faint and wisp-like. I squinted, and thought I might almost be able to make out the faintest hint of a wall in the distance.

In the garden itself, there was a small evergreen tree. It wasn’t fully grown yet, but it came up to my chest. The mana around it swirled strangely. Orykson examined it and gave an approving nod.

“There are a few inefficiencies that you could trim off, but that can be done once it’s ingrained. In truth, if there weren’t any, I’d be far more suspicious.”

Around the base of the tree, and running along the walls, were small mushrooms. They were even less developed than the evergreen, and they were strangely colorless. It had to be my Fungal Lock spell.

There was a patch of churned earth, with sprouts of something beginning to poke through, which was probably my Enhance Plant Life spell, and it stood next to a patch of earth that had been torn up, but nothing new had started to grow yet.

We moved onto my death mana then. The fog was thicker here, and there was more of it. I certainly couldn’t see the wall. The mushrooms were there, too, surrounding a standing dead tree that I presumed was Analyze Death, and along the walls as well. The dead tree had dozens of branches, more than I would have expected.

“This needs work,” Orykson critiqued. “Your Analyze Death is full of inefficiencies that you will need to correct. You also haven’t taken the same steps to enhance your death mana’s development, that much is clear.”

We walked into the spatial mana then, which was just as bare as I’d expected. I wondered what would have happened if I’d begun practicing the Pinpoint Boneshard spell. Would it have developed in here, even if I hadn’t picked spatial and temporal yet? Or would it have grown solely in the death mana’s soil?

Orykson put his hand on my shoulder and I was snapped back into my body. I took a deep breath to calm myself, and when I was ready, I sketched the Internal Pocketwatch spell and cast it.

I appeared in my mana-garden once again, but there was a… settling feeling. I wasn’t sure how else I could describe it – it was like I’d been living with a weight on one finger for my whole life, and just had it taken off. I’d learned to deal with the weight, and maybe hadn’t even known it was there, but now that it was gone, everything felt better.

I appeared back in my chair, and Orykson nodded.

“Very well,” he said. “You have six weeks to master the Internal Pocketwatch, Analyze Space, Enhance Plant Life, Harvest Plant Life, and Fungal Lock spells. But if you manage to get that done, along with your current goal of ingraining your Analysis spells within three weeks, then I’ll increase the value of the reward.”

“I’ll get it done,” I said seriously, setting my jaw. It didn’t go past my notice that the deadline for mastery of spells had shrunk; it seemed like the reward for competence was more work.

“What about the Spatial Anchor spell?” I added after a moment. I almost didn’t want to say it, since I knew full well there were good odds it’d just result in more work for me.

“Beginning that before you understand the overlay of spatial mana is unwise,” Orykson said. “It’s going to lead to errors, and not the kind of errors that you can take advantage of, like inefficient spell arrays. These are the kind of errors that cause spell failure, or can even damage your mana-garden.”

“Understood,” I said seriously.

“See that you do,” Orykson said. He waved his hand, and I appeared back on my porch. I headed inside, and slumped down on the couch, even more tired than I’d been before. I eyed my still uneaten pastry with suspicion.

I had an unreasonable fear that if I picked up the pastry and tried to eat it, someone was going to knock on the door.

I picked it up slowly and brought it to my mouth.

Nothing happened.

I opened my mouth.

Nothing happened.

As soon as I took a bite, there was a thump at the door. I tossed my pastry back onto the towel and stared up into the ceiling.

“Why?” I asked to nobody in particular. “Why? Have I been cursed? I don’t think there’s a pastry curse. Is there a pastry curse? Is that why dad went off to wherever he went to? Did the curse drive him away, in order to forbid me from the sweet temptation of the strawberries and cream filling?”

There was another frantic thump, and I rose to go get it.

This time, thankfully, it was just Ed, holding several paper bags filled with groceries – so many, in fact, that he’d been unable to get the door.

“Thanks!” he said cheerfully. “I got some fennel and fish. Think you’d be willing to make that codfish fennel stew for dinner tomorrow?”

“Sure,” I said, taking one of the bags to lighten his load. We put away the groceries in the pantry and the chillbox, and I finally was able to sit down once again.

This time, to my relief, I was able to eat my pastry dinner, and I finally headed to bed.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

The following day was Knoday, which was the weekend, and thus one of my days off – even though I usually spent the time doing missions. As soon as I was up, I reached into my mana to sketch the Analyze Death spell, but caught myself, surprised I’d already formed the habit.

Alvaro had mentioned that mastery was just shaping your mana to be able to form the spell instantly, but that there were two parts to ingraining a spell.

The first was gobs of mana. My mana-garden was pretty average in size, but I had hoped that I might be able to get some assistance there.

The second was using and understanding the spell itself. That was something I had a plan for.

I drew out my life and death mana in equal measure and sketched the Fungal Lock spell until those gates were empty.

Well. Technically, I still had a bit left in the tank when it came to life mana, but my death mana was empty.

Then I sketched out the Internal Pocketwatch spell until my temporal mana had run dry, then did the same with Analyze Space.

With my mana-garden finally drained, I drank a Mana Shock with breakfast, then grabbed my broom and headed out.

My first stop was at the pharmacy. Not Kene’s pharmacy – I would have gone there if I could, but even on my broom, it would have taken me five hours. A tiny part of me regretted not taking Orykson’s broom, which could have done it in two and a half, but I ultimately felt like the tree was better for me long term.

The pharmacy I entered was the one I’d gone to when I’d just started practicing magic about a month ago – the one that had steered me to the lethetic tea.

The inside was the same as I remembered – more clinical and less herbal than Kene’s clinic, but still with walls lined with elixirs, pills, and poultices.

I headed over to the counter to talk to a young man with hair so short that he was almost bald, and bright orange piercings. He had a… thing… on his shoulder.

It looked sort of like a woodlouse or another isopod, but it was easily the size of my entire palm, and its shell was a riot of colors, each one of its segments a different shade that shifted from red to yellow to green to blue to purple.

It was kinda cute, but in a very creepy sort of way.

The guy looked up at me and waved.

“Sup?” he said in greeting.

“Hey,” I said. “I got a tip a little while ago about lethetic tea to expand my first gate mana. I was wondering if you had any advice about expanding death, spatial, and temporal mana?”

He gave me a strange look for a second, as if he didn’t understand why I was asking, then shrugged.

“Sorta,” he said. “Death’s the easy one. There are some mana-infused bone broths that can do something similar – just a trickle of death mana to push your boundaries. Not gonna lie, though, the time and space are a lot harder. Not a lot of foods or supplements out there for first gate time or space, let alone the cheap alternate stuff, like lethetic tea or mana broth.”

“Is there nothing?” I asked.

“I didn’t say there was nothing, just not the cheap stuff,” he said. “We have a few pills.”

“Any powders?” I asked.

“Nah,” he said, “we don’t stock those. Too easy for someone to accidentally wind up hurting themselves with those.”

I sighed and nodded, but didn’t press. I bought some bouillon cubes to turn into mana-enriched broth, since they were cheaper than buying the broth straight up. I dropped it off at home, practiced my spells a bit more, then flew out to make my next stop – Trollstone forest. I wasn’t certain about draining mana from my emperor’s tree yet, and my blood carnations needed a few more days of feeding before they were ready, but those weren’t the only trees in the world.

As I landed on one of the hiking trails, I slung my broom over my shoulder and set it back into charging mode. I could have left the broom, but I wanted to have it, just in case.

I’d recovered only a little bit of mana in the flight, but I had enough life mana left in me for one or two spells.

I sketched out the Harvest Plant Life spell and focused on the nearest plant. I felt mana slowly start to trickle into my life’s first gate. I sent that energy into my Analyze Life spell.

Instantly, the forest around me bloomed into color. Vibrant lines of life energy flooded through the trees in twisting patterns. The physical structure of trees was simpler than what I’d seen in humans, as was the energy, but they were much… deeper, perhaps?

I wasn’t sure that was the right word, exactly. But these trees were old, having stood in the woods for centuries. The power I was able to pull from them was weak, struggling to even be transformed into first gate. But…

There was so much.

Meadow had said that the spell wouldn’t let me drain enough to harm the plants, only slow their growth…

I cut off the flow to my Analyze Life spell, since that was draining my mana faster than my harvesting spell would refill it. Once I had enough life mana built back up, I sketched up another harvesting spell and focused on another tree.

My connection to the first tree faded before I even connected to the second, however.

That wasn’t right. I felt like Meadow would have told me if it wasn’t able to be used on more than one thing at a time. She’d mentioned wide area versions of the spell that existed at third gate, but that didn’t imply I couldn’t use this more than once, just that each casting would only effect one thing.

I drew mana from the tree until I had enough, then I intentionally split my focus. I kept part of my mind focused on the tree I was already draining, and turned another part of my mind to focus on a second tree. I slowly sketched out the spell and began to drain from the tree.

The rate of mana I was pulling in doubled.

As soon as I had enough mana, I connected a third tree to me. When I tried to do a fourth, however, I lost my concentration and was forced to start again.

For right now, I focused on holding the drain on three trees as stably as I could. I let the power stream into my life mana, then redirected it into my Analyze Life spell.

The power I was drawing in from the trees was less than the Analyze Life spell would drain, but it was still considerable enough that I was able to refill my mana fairly quickly.

Once it was brimming with power, I sent it into my death gate. It pained me that I was burning so much mana on a simple conversion like that, but I didn’t have a ‘Harvest Dead Plants’ spell, and even if I did, I didn’t have the ability to concentrate on six spells at once.

Once both my life and death mana were full, I fueled both the Analyze spells at the same time.

The world exploded into an endless cycle of life and death. The turning of the seasons represented it on a large scale, but it happened on a small scale every single day.

Every hour. Minute. Second.

Death happened, and its power was drunk in by the soil. The soil fueled the trees, who brought forth new life. The trees were eaten and consumed, broken down into death once again, then reforged into new life within the body. Then the body died, and the cycle began anew.

At every level, from the leaves and worms, to the birds, and even to myself.

I took in a deep breath, staring at the riot of colors and connections. I didn’t even realize I’d lost my concentration on my harvesting spells. At least, not until my mana flickered out.

My mana flickered out? Had I really burnt through everything so quickly?

No, that wasn’t right. I didn’t need to use the Internal Pocketwatch to tell me that more time had passed than I’d thought. It had been at least half an hour, lost to the trance of the endless cycle of life and death.

I sat down under the tree. I didn’t close my eyes – I’d never found that particular meditation practice effective for me anyhow. Instead, I let my hands run over the ground, feeling the earth, leaves, roots, and nature. I turned over the revelations I’d seen with my spells, both the harvesting spells and the analysis spell.

I didn’t know if my meditation would have any real effect, but I knew a lot of sects, guilds, and schools had their students do something similar. I was sure they’d refined their meditation to be optimally effective, but at the very least, thinking deeply about the spell wasn’t going to hurt.

Time ticked by, my mana refilling at its normal rate, and by the time it had refilled enough for it to be time to practice my sketching again, I somehow felt like I’d advanced my understanding of the spell, but I also felt… strangely empty. I knew I could do better; I just wasn’t sure how.

So, before I went home, I made one final stop at the library.

“Is Alvaro in?” I asked the first librarian I found, a woman as short as I was, with neon blue hair. It didn’t look like dye, so it was either an exceptionally well-done dye job, done with magic of some sort, or something else.

“Nah,” she said, her accent strange. It reminded me vaguely of the way that I thought they spoke in western Elohi. “But what did you need?”

I let out a small sigh of disappointment, but I supposed that I didn’t technically need to see Alvaro in order to get what I needed.

“I’m trying to find meditation techniques to help me ingrain spells,” I said, “but I’m… not great with sitting still? Especially if I have to have my eyes closed and also can’t move.”

“Oh!” she said brightly. “Moving mediation. Here, c’mere.”

She began to rapidly move through the library and led me up to the first floor, where she then proceeded to dart around some more. She came back with her arms filled with nearly two dozen different… scrolls.

Not books, scrolls.

She dumped them all out on a nearby table.

“Here, these are all really good. They’re movement meditations, and you’re supposed to move your mana around as you do them. There are pictures and stuff.”

I picked up one of the scrolls and opened it. It had a line running vertically down the center, with one half describing movements that I was supposed to make with my body, accompanied with pictures, and the other half doing the same with the motion of mana.

The movements I was supposed to hold reminded me oddly of dancing, or maybe like fighting. I rolled it up and picked up another. It was similar, but with a different set and style of motions, these using a short staff. The text in this one was in a language I didn’t recognize, maybe Kijani, but the diagrams were clear enough.

“So, there are all kinds of meditation techniques,” the Elohi librarian said. “I got the movement meditation kind, but there are still a ton of them. Now, there are purely mundane ones, and those are good to help you relax and focus, but these also use the circulation, flexing, and moving of the mana inside your mana-garden.”

“What does that do?” I asked curiously.

“Depends on the mana technique,” she said. “Let’s find one that’s right for you.”

We spent a while sifting through the scrolls, and I stood and tried most of the meditative exercises, at least for the ones that drew my attention.

In the end, I narrowed it down to three meditative exercises. No mana meditation was going to fundamentally rewrite the way a spell was written, but they could help improve small bits and pieces with enough practice.

It was a small thing, but enough small factors stacking together could be quite important.

The first, Thundercloud Faerie Steps, I’d almost discarded due to the name. To my surprise, however, it hadn’t been meant exclusively for tempest mana. Rather, it focused on the reach of one’s mana by stretching it out around in the mana-garden like elastic, expanding the range within which spells could be cast, and improve the mana cost of spells that effected an area. It wasn’t going to do anything extreme, but pushing the range of spells even a bit would be helpful for teleportation, and I’d heard of time area spells. The physical movements involved large, deep steps, as well as spreading the arms wide, rising and lowering them.

The second, Truths of the Mirror, was all about moving one way with a slow and deliberate movement, then mirroring it on the other side sharply. This motion bounced back and forth, pulling one side and relaxing the other. Its mana technique involved similar soft and then sharp movements, and it was designed for pushing the roots of your mana-garden into the sky, helping improve the speed at which mana could be pushed into a spell to cast it. That wasn’t much, but a half a second of speed would be quite important in a fight… or at least, so I’d heard. I’d caught a toad, but I wasn’t a master combatant.

The third, Depths of Starry Night, was focused on flowing motion with the body, with lots of steps and phases, some of which looked pretty difficult. It was a lot more complex than the others, and didn’t offer a huge advantage in the motion of the mana. Rather, it seemed to involve pushing your mana deep into the ground of the garden, and up into the sky, then pulling it around the spells you’d cast. Spells inherently grew with the caster’s power and experience, and this technique leaned into the growth. It didn’t bestow any particular change upon the mana, but rather, it made each spell more of itself, deeper and stronger, increasing their power and the power of their ingrained effects. It wasn’t going to transform a first gate spell into that of an Arcanist’s masterwork, but it could still help make every spell a little more powerful and effective.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

All in all, the choice was easier to make than I’d thought at first. The Thundercloud Faerie Steps was probably the most niche case. While boosting the range of my teleport spells would be nice, I had too many mana types for it to be an appealing choice.

That left Truths of the Mirror, and Depths of Starry Night. Both of them offered value, certainly, but I felt like Depths of Starry Night offered more.

Either one of them would provide me with a boon that was worthwhile, but there was something in the Depths of Starry Night that pulled at me more. A hidden, for lack of a better word, depth within it.

“Do these meditations work at higher mana gates?” I asked curiously.

“Certainly! Well. No. Not at all.”

I arched an eyebrow at the blue-haired librarian.

“Okay, so… No. None of these work for higher than first gate mana. But all of them have higher level variations. The Thundercloud Faerie Steps and Truths of the Mirror have evolved meditations that go up to third gate. Depths of Starry Night has evolved arts to… fourth or fifth, I believe.”

“Depths of Starry night it is, then.”

I paid the library for a copy of the technique scroll, then went home. I spent a while trying to practice the technique, though it was very difficult, and before too long, I put it away to feed my plants, excited for Meadow’s input.

When Meadow arrived that Solsday, she surveyed my growing garden, then shook her head and let out a quiet laugh.

“Well, you’ve certainly been busy, haven’t you?” she asked, one hand on her hip, the other leaning on her old walking stick.

“Somewhat,” I said with a soft laugh.

“Well, it’s a solid start,” she said. “You still need a source of spatial mana for the garden though, and when it comes time to construct your staff, you’re going to want to find an additional source of pure death, spatial, and temporal magic to balance it out. Maybe a source of knowledge mana too…”

“A staff?” I asked. “Like an enchanted item with spells built into it, kind of like a broom?”

“No, child,” she said, shaking her head. “Those are staffs. This is your staff.”

“I don’t follow,” I admitted.

“There are many types of staff. The oldest and simplest is simply a stick. Most modern ones are constructed by enchanters to hold spells and save a bit of time. This is an older practice that has gone out of practice in many parts of the world, with the commercialization of magic. Even still, most of those who are truly deeply immersed in magic for the sake of magic will find the time to construct one with this method. For simplicity, wood will be a normal staff, an enchanted item containing spells and mana will be an enchanted staff, and this will be called a true staff.”

I let out a sigh and ran my hand through my hair.

“Meadow, that’s lovely and ominous and stuff, but what’s special about this type of staff?”

She chuckled and shook her head.

“Patience, child. This method, the creation of a true staff, is keyed to you and you alone. It contains physical copies of the spell arrays for each spell you can cast, formed out of trimmed mana from your own mana-garden, integrated with natural sources of magic, and is then made to resonate with your own mana-garden.”

“And what effect does that have?” I asked, now more curious than annoyed.

“It gathers energy of its own, which it will add into your spells, making them more mana efficient, giving you finer control, and giving them an increased effect. When not in battle, it sends that power into your mana-garden to slowly improve the spells you have, push against the mists and walls, and increase the power and control you have over the ingrained effects that you have from spells.”

I stared at her.

“What?” I eventually said. “That sounds like a miracle power.”

“It is and it isn’t,” she said. “It takes a massive amount of resources to make a staff. At first gate or second gate, it isn’t too bad, and life magic users have the advantage of being able to use plants and empower them with their own magic to increase their power, at least to a degree. But it’s not a one-time investment. You’ll need to find appropriate second gate materials and go through a reforging process. When you’ve hit third gate, you will have to assemble more materials for the staff to perform another reforging. Then, and only then, will you be able to reduce the amount of work you need to do on your staff.”

“What do you mean by reduce?” I asked.

“If you chose to bond it to one of your third gates, then it will use the resonance of the staff alongside the power of the bond to allow it to slowly and automatically adapt itself to keep up with your power, and it can be fed other sources of mana to increase its power further. If you don’t, you’ll have to continue reforging and adapting the staff to your power each time you master a new spell or increase your mana gate.”

“How hard would that be?” I asked.

She tapped her own staff.

“I did not bond to my staff, and I have grown it with me manually every step of my journey. But with that being said, I’ve only one type of mana, while you have four.”

“True,” I said, nodding. Idly, I wondered if Alvaro or Kene had a staff. Alvaro seemed like the kind of person who’d want to construct one, and Kene was already a powerful alchemist, so doing something like this didn’t seem too far out of their wheelhouse.

“Is this how enchanting works?” I asked curiously.

“Not really,” she said. “This is more like constructing a part of your mana-garden in a physical shell, or perhaps an extra layer. There are some basic enchanting and alchemical skills needed for it, such as expelling excess formed mana, but by and large, the arts are rather different. I’m much more of an alchemist than I am an enchanter. Even bonding to a magical item, like an enchanted staff, is going to produce radically different results than bonding to a true staff would. The growth aspect is there, as it is with all Spellbinder bonds, but that’s all.”

“I still don’t know much about Spellbinder bonds,” I admitted.

“You don’t need to worry too much about them for now,” she said. “But the essence of it is very simple: Almost anything with mana can be bonded to, and it will allow the recipients of the bond to grow more easily. The specific benefits vary from individual case to individual case. There are broad strokes of similarities between the effects: bonding a spell is going to increase the power and effectiveness of that spell, for example, but the specifics of how it does that vary from person to person. Even two tempest mages bonding the flight spell wouldn’t get precisely the same benefits.”

“Alright,” I nodded. “We’ve gotten pretty far afield from what I’d intended to ask about.”

She chuckled and shook her head.

“Nonsense, child. You’re curious and want to learn. Learning in the way that best suits you is what’s most important, be it a straight sprint or an exploratory hike.”

I frowned. There was something about those words that struck a chord with me, in a way that was hard to really put a finger on.

I dismissed the thought after a moment, and turned to my sapling and flowers.

“Are these ready to harvest for mana now?” I asked. “I wasn’t too sure about the sapling, since it’s brand new, but it’s also not just a cutting, it’s a full sapling.

“Why don’t you tell me?” she asked.

I studied the plants for a moment, then poured power into Analyze Life and Death.

The flowers and tree lit up. I wasn’t able to see the temporal energy flowing in the tree, but the life energy was strong. Stronger than I’d expected, and stronger than the oak trees.

It wasn’t as deep – it needed most of its energy to grow still – but the power was richer. It was like comparing a lake of water to a bowl of jelly. The jelly was stronger than the water, but the lake had more liquid to give up without loss.

The flowers were shedding some spare life and death energy, which was sinking into the earth. I couldn’t follow the pattern from there, but I thought it was strengthening the energy of the garden.

“Yes?” I asked.

“Good,” she said with a smile. “Well then, why don’t you go practice, and test out refueling with the plants while I wake up Ed? He needs to work on his remodel, and you can learn the theory behind expelling the contents of your mana-garden.”

I sketched out Fungal Lock first, since it was the spell I was closest to mastering, then sketched out the Harvest Plant Life spell with the remainder of my life mana, until I only had enough for one sketch left. I connected to the power of the blood carnations and drained them.

Power swelled through my mana-garden, then abruptly cut off. I sent some into the Analyze Life and Death spells in order to try and figure out what was going on.

The carnations’ excess energy was already gone. It had refilled half my mana almost instantly, but I wasn’t able to drain any more. Even if I’d tried, it didn’t have any more to give that the spell could take.

I cut off the harvesting spell, then curiously watched the plant with my Analyze Life and Death spells.

The plant’s leaves began to slowly glow, converting the light into life energy, and tiny amounts of excess power began to shed from the leaves.

The amount was still tiny, of course. It’d probably take a few hours to gather enough excess energy to be worth draining the plant again.

I shrugged and used the power to sketch out the Fungal Lock spell several more times. As I was almost drained of my mana, however, I felt a familiar sensation roll through my mana-garden and shuddered.

Fungal Lock was now mastered, but the Internal Pocketwatch and Analyze Space spells would both be a lot harder. 

Meadow and Ed emerged then, and we began the process of feeling our mana-gardens. Everyone had a general sense of their mana, but picking out specific locations within the garden, shifting them around, and moving them was much less intuitive. I found myself slipping into the motions of Depths of Starry Night to help me focus.

As we took a break for lunch, I glanced at Ed.

“Why are you doing this? Are you going to try and build a staff?”

“Not sure about the staff thing, I think a familiar is more my speed,” he said. “I like the idea of having a little friend with me at all times. But I need to remove most of the spells in my first gate. I don’t use them, and they’re mostly going to waste. The only ones I really use are Basic Stonecarver and Analyze Earth. I want to master them, then pick up a few spells that I can actually use, with solid effects. I really need to rebuild my entire first gate, essentially.”

“I know a librarian who may be able to help you pick out some spells,” I said. Ed thanked me, and then we got back to work.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

The following morning, I had my first meeting with Ikki when he knocked on the door at precisely eight in the morning. I’d finished breakfast by then, and was just aimlessly milling about. I didn’t want to burn my mana on practicing spells, since I had no idea if I’d need any for Ikki’s training.

I opened the door and looked Ikki up and down. He was slightly taller than I was, but not by much, with dark hair quaffed upwards, tawny skin, and dark eyes. He wore a suit, much like Orykson, but his was sharper and slimmer, without a tie. I felt a pulse of envy at how he looked in the suit.

“Hello, Mr. Baker,” Ikki said, holding his hand out for a shake. “I am Ikki.”

I shook his hand.

“Please, call me Malachi,” I said. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“The pleasure is mine,” Ikki said. “Now, we have little enough time. I shall be here for two hours each Telsday, from eight to ten. Now. Let’s test your coordination.”

As he spoke, he began to move through the house as if he owned it. I wondered idly if he’d scanned the layout ahead of time. Had Orykson given him blueprints?

When we stepped out back, Ikki turned to face me.

“Drop into a fighting stance.”

I did the best I could to mimic one of the stances that I’d seen Ed use, and Ikki shook his head.

“Terrible. Here, move these.”

He appeared next to me in a blur, poking, pulling, and adjusting me into a new stance. I shuddered at the touch, not really comfortable with the fact he was poking me around like a slab of meat, and very aware of aspects of myself that I’d rather not face.

“This… doesn’t feel very stable,” I said hesitantly.

“It is not,” Ikki said. “If you want stability, that would be an entirely different stance. Can you shrug off a fireball?”

“No…?”

“Then you don’t want solid, you want moveable.”

He blurred so that he was standing in front of me, in a stance similar to my own.

“Dodge.”

He kicked at me. He wasn’t using temporal magic to move in a blur, but it was still fast, and I stumbled backwards, falling down and having to pick myself back up.

“Get back into fighting stance,” he said.

I did, and once again, Ikki corrected my form.

“Have you ever been in a fight?” he asked.

“Not really,” I said, still feeling unsteady in this pose. “I captured a frog once, and it burned my hand. That’s about it.”

“I see,” he said. “It shows in the way you move. I was hoping Orykson would have picked someone with more experience, but alas. Step back.”

I tried to step back, and he stopped me, then manipulated my leg to step back in a different way. It was slightly off, just enough that it felt unnatural.

“Step back again,” he said.

I did, and he prodded it until it was correct again.

We spent almost an entire hour just working on footsteps, stepping forwards and back, side to  side. By the end, I was sweating and gasping for breath, and definitely regretting my choice of a binder today, but I felt slightly more balanced in the pose. It wasn’t by much, but it was there.

“We have ten minutes until the spell training begins,” Ikki said. “Ready stance.”

I dropped into ready stance, and he prodded me to get it perfect again. He was having to do noticeably less prodding than he had when I’d begun, but it was still embarrassing.

“Dodge,” he commanded as he threw a punch at me.

I stepped back, doing my best to fall into the steps that Ikki had shown me. I thought I did a decent job, and apparently it was good enough for him. He nodded and kicked. It connected with my side with a loud thump, and I felt a flash of pain. I fell and hit the ground, and the breath was knocked out of me.

I gasped for air, but it wouldn’t come in. Ikki blurred next to me, hauled me off my feet, and gave me a sharp blow to my back. I took in a shuddering gasp, and his eyes narrowed.

“Idiot child,” he said, sounding both irritated and concerned. “You should have told me you were wearing a binder. I would have let you get changed. I am not in such a hurry that I would have someone risk their own health. What if you had cracked a rib?”

I was still having trouble breathing, but I was able to stand up. At least, I tried to. I let out a huff as he picked me up and threw me over his shoulder, then the world slowed around me. Ikki moved quickly to the door, then into the house. He dumped me into the bathroom, then time returned to normal and he blurred away, shutting the door behind him.

It was difficult, since my breathing hadn’t really slowed down yet, but I got out of my binder. I spent a while breathing until it returned to normal, wiped my face off, then redressed and headed outside.

I found Ikki in the kitchen with a glass of water, speaking to Ed while a cat strutted around on the counter.

We didn’t have a cat, and when I looked a second time, the cat was gone…  I shook my head. I must still be a bit woozy from the experience.

“Drink,” Ikki said, pointing at a glass left out, presumably for me.

I picked up the water and took a sip.

“Malachi…?” Ed asked, leaving the actual question unvoiced, and I wilted back.

“Well, uh. I was already wearing it, and… I didn’t want to interrupt the lesson. Also, you know, it’s… easy to do. To let myself just wear it and forget the consequences.”

Ed reached out a hand and gently rubbed my shoulder.

“Hey, it’s okay.”

“No, it is not,” Ikki said. “It’s understandable, but it is not okay. We both know that you did not just forget the consequences. You allowed yourself to backslide, self-deluding yourself into thinking that the consequences couldn’t strike you.”

I glared at Ikki. He wasn’t… wrong, exactly. But calling it self-delusion was a bit extreme.

“And what, exactly, do you know about this?” I demanded.

“I know the discomfort, the feel of unwanted motion on your chest. I know the shortness of breath that a chest compression can cause. The sharp pain that can come from tape, worn through a fight against a tectonic tiger. The dull ache in your back as you lay awake at night.”

He waved his hand through the air in a strange motion I didn’t understand, that vaguely reminded me of catching a fly out of the air.

“Do not make the mistakes I made. I do not wish to devalue your struggle by speaking about the difficulties I had with the magic of transitioning. But know that I do understand. It does not change what I said in the slightest. When it comes to your safety or your comfort, safety must come first.”

He gently put his hand on my shoulder.

“I am not saying to never wear a binder. But use your brain. It exists for a reason.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I shouldn’t have snapped at you. And you’re right.”

“Thank you,” he said, nodding and sitting down at the table. “Now, sit down. Let us use your magic.”

He glanced at Ed.

“I do not believe this will be useful to you. However, if you wish to join us for the martial training in the future, I will not stop you.”

“Cool,” Ed said, giving Ikki a thumbs-up. “I’m gonna head to Liz’s place, then. See you!”

I waved to Ed as he left, then turned my attention back to Ikki.

“I do not believe you have ingrained the Internal Pocketwatch yet, correct?” he asked.

“Right,” I said.

“That is a shame, but it is far from the end of the world. We shall begin with your next pair of spells. The first is Capture Moment.”

He reached out and picked up a pen from the counter. I felt a brief surge of mana, then he put the pen down.

“The second is Lesser Image Recall.”

There was another flicker, and an illusion of the pen appeared in the air. It wasn’t quite right: I could see through it, and when I ran my finger through it, it was nothing but air.

“This is a first gate spell, so do not expect it to recall a perfect image. Furthermore, it can only recall things which you have taken an image of. But it is a good foundation for later spells, like Material Echo.”

The image vanished, but the point of mana remained in the air. Another image of the pen appeared. This one was also slightly off, but in a different way. It looked… almost crystalline. It was clearly made of mana, formed into the shape of the pen. I poked it, and it was solid this time.

“Material Echo is a second gate spell, and it can only mimic inanimate, nonliving objects. Once you reach second gate, you will learn to use it. For now, let us focus on Capture Moment.”

He tossed the pen to me, and I fumbled to catch it. He drew the spell out in the air using ungated mana that had a faint glow to it. That glowing seemed like a useful spell… Maybe I should learn it too.

Focus.

“Cast this on the pen, then on the table.”

I carefully sketched the spell, then felt my temporal mana slide out of me and into the pen. It filled the pen, then began to shift. There were parts of the spell I couldn’t understand, and something began to drain the mana very quickly.

It was… strange. If casting a normal spell was like filling a bucket, this was like the bucket has several taps in it, and they were all turned on, but one was especially big, and draining out the power.

“For now, hold the power. Just use enough to maintain the spell; don’t let it channel into the next layer.”

I frowned and did my best to do what he said. It strained my ability to move mana, but I reduced the flow into the taps. I couldn’t stop it, but I was sure I’d be able to eventually. It was just a matter of skill with the spell.

“Now drop the pen.”

I did, and I felt the mana hanging in the air, despite the fact I’d moved the pen.

“Now cast this,” he said as he drew out another spell into the air.

I did as he said, and felt another drain on my mana-garden. But, just like Ikki, I got a translucent image of a pen to appear.

Just conjuring them had put a huge drain on my temporal mana, though.

“Good. Now the table.”

I sketched out the Capture Moment spell, and tried to fill the table. My mana began to spread throughout the wood, then abruptly went dry.

“A good first lesson,” he said. “Size, mass, magic, and a variety of other factors make it more difficult to capture a moment of time. If you want to capture a weapon in order to recall it, capturing a large, enchanted flail will take both more skill and mana than capturing a small, non-magical dagger.”

“Are these types of… anchoring spells… common?” I asked.

“In spatial and temporal magic, yes. Less so with other types of magic. I would hesitate to speak about spatial magic to you. I am no spatial mage, and your mentor would be a far better source of information than I. But the Capture Moment spell is an essential basis for much of time magic. It is not needed for every spell, but failing to use it will cut off roughly half of all temporal magic. I suggest you ingrain it.”

“I understand,” I said. I opened my mouth to ask another question, but Ikki vanished into thin air. I glanced at the clock. Sure enough, it was exactly ten in the morning.

“Huh,” I said to empty air.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

I spent the rest of the day on a short mission for the Wyldwatch. It didn’t net me anything of interest, but I wasn’t going to object to having a bit of extra silver in the bank. The following morning, Orykson arrived to teach me spatial magic. Much like Ikki, he arrived at exactly eight in the morning.

Unlike Ikki, however, he didn’t bother to use the door. He merely appeared before me and began speaking immediately.

“Goo–”

I let out a very deep, not at all undignified scream, and he cut off for a moment. I paused once I realized who it was, and Orykson looked at me.

“Are you done?”

“Yes…” I admitted, my voice laced with embarrassment.

“Excellent. Then, let us begin. I presume you have not yet mastered the Analyze Space spell, correct?”

“Right,” I said, standing quickly.

“Disappointing, but understandable.”

I rolled my eyes at him. It had been a few days, and without having pills, potions, and elixirs pumped into me, there was no way I would have been able to master the spell yet.

That did raise a question, though. If he was rich enough to have his simulacra drink third gate liquor, and he was an Occultist, why wasn’t he doing exactly that? The only pill he’d offered me was the Fundament one, and while that had been impressive, it was still weird.

“Why don’t you give me more magical training aids?”

“It would ruin you,” Orykson said. “First of all, the ability to integrate external mana into your body and spirit without the aid of a harvesting spell is something your body needs to build up a tolerance to. But there’s a far more important reason. Let us pretend your legacy inured you to the effects of mana toxicity. If I simply poured potions down your throat, I could raise you to a Spellbinder in a week. The monetary cost would be extreme, close to half a million silver. I could do it, yes.”

“But?” I asked. I wondered briefly if there was some inherent quirk of people with magically overwhelming power that made them want to ramble on, rather than cutting to the point.

Then again, Ikki had cut to the point. Maybe Meadow and Orykson were just like that.

“But you’d be ruined, like I said. Pills create inefficiencies in your mana-garden’s growth, and accelerating you that quickly would take well over a year of work to get them out. Even then, that could be repurposed, so it isn’t an entire loss. However, the inefficiencies would run into the foundation of your mana-garden. Your ingrained spell effects would be weaker, your spells would grow slower.”

“Didn’t you offer me a massively powerful pill? Would that have wrecked me?”

“It would have damaged your ungated mana, but that’s not a huge loss. It induces a repair coma after taking it to help mitigate such damage, and using a pill like that once or twice, especially early on in your development, when you will have plenty of time for your mana-garden to grow and repair itself, would be acceptable. That being said, things like the Fundament pill are intended to only be used once.”

“If I don’t use pills enough, my resistance to their mana toxicity is too low to make use of them. But if I use pills too much, I stunt my future development,” I surmised. “How do I know that I’m walking the line right?”

“You don’t,” Orykson said. “You simply have to use your best judgement. Now, let’s stop wasting time. Cast Analyze Space.”

I did as he said, pouring mana into the spell for the first time. The world around me… shifted.

I wasn’t sure how I’d describe it, not really. I could still see just fine, but there were faint lines of gray and blue everywhere, mainly in the faint edges of my vision. A pattern of space that described the area that I was seeing. Distances became clearer. It wasn’t like I had some sort of inherent distance calculation in my vision, but I did understand the distance better. Looking over the shapes, I felt I understood their volume better as well.

“Interesting,” I said.

“Indeed. Now follow me,” he said. He snapped his fingers and a portal ripped open in the world. In my spatial vision, it glowed brightly, clinging to the strands of gray and blue, and twisting them into a circular braid. The braid was beautiful in its complexity.

Orykson stepped through the portal, and I followed. I was struck immediately by a blast of cold, and I actually lost the spell for a second.

“Primes, where are we? It’s Suns-Birth in a few days, how is it so cold outside?” I asked as I sketched the spell again and looked around. We were on some sort of glacier or icy mountaintop, with the valleys underneath all blanketed in snow, dotted with the odd evergreen.

“We’re atop a mountain in Dragontooth. Recast your spell.”

Under the power of Analyze Space, I looked around. The spatial lay of the land over the area was radically different than in my bedroom, and the threads of space I could see seemed to stretch on forever into the horizon.

I studied the pattern for a while, and then Orykson opened another portal. This time we emerged in a skin-scorching desert, the sun high over our heads. After that, we traveled to a steaming, humid jungle, then to a large university on a series of floating islands, then an island in the sea that teemed with magical beasts, then a cave of huge amethyst crystals that bounced the light around wildly, then an inland sea with fish the size of my entire house in a rainbow of colors, then a forest where the leaves were made of fire, and a half a dozen other places besides.

Each part of the world had its own pattern made out of thousands of threads of space. Each pattern was unique, and each one was slowly changing.

We only spent a few minutes at each location, but I still had to convert almost all the other mana in my mana-garden into spatial in order to keep the spell running. When I eventually ran dry, we appeared back in my living room.

“That was…” I said, before trailing off. I wasn’t sure how I’d describe it. I honestly was highly regretting that I was just able to see those places as a training exercise. I would have loved to spend a week or more in each of them.

“Meditate upon the differences in space in each spot, and the changes each place underwent. I advise you to also travel the local area and look for the smaller, less obvious differences. I will likely not return until you have mastered the spell. Do you have any other questions?”

I considered for a moment.

“Do you know a place where I could get some spatial magic stuff? Both a plant, and something that’s purely spatial, in order to help balance my staff?”

“Ah, yes, your staff,” Orykson said. “I admit, I hadn’t planned for you to start construction on one yet, but gathering materials early is probably a wise idea. For a source of pure spatial magic, I advise you to search out a spatial lodestone. For plants, I recommend you find a sample of young folding cactus. They’re native to desert regions, so you’ll likely need it from a greenhouse or nursery, but they’re quite useful. They appear rather small, but that’s because most of their growth is internal spatial distortion. As they grow, they can reach up to fifth gate, and a fifth gate folding cactus actually stores a significant amount of mass and water in what has, essentially, become its own miniaturized pocket plane.”

“Any advice for something more… local?” I asked.

“Find a local plants expert,” he said with half a shrug. “Anything else?”

“No,” I said with a sigh.

“Keep working,” he said before he vanished into the air.

I practiced my Depths of Starry Night meditation for a while, and I thought I was making some good progress on it, but since it was still early, I went to find my dad. He was in the bakery room, using a small cutting spell to do some delicate chocolate work for the top of a cake. I waited until he was finished, then waved. He looked up and smiled.

“Malachi,” he greeted. “What is it?”

“I think I’m going to fly to South Valley Village,” I said. “I plan to gather some magical plants in the area with Kene?”

It was still half a question – I was an adult, sure, but it was hard for me to shake the idea of needing permission at times.

“Kene?” my father asked, with the kind of tone that only a parent figure could properly use.

Oh no.

I was doomed.

“Just… someone I met,” I said evasively. “They invited me to help them gather some plants for their alchemy shop in the forest around there, and since I mastered Fungal Lock, I can defend myself better.”

“I see, I see,” he said. “And this Kene. Are they cute?”

I felt the back of my neck heat up.

“Uh,” I said.

“Do you plan to spend the night with them? If so, you should bu–”

“No no no no no no no,” I said, waving my hands frantically to cut him off. “Nothing of the sort. I only sort of know him, I’m definitely not staying with him. I’m going to stay safe. From everything, ok? I’m going to be staying in an inn. It’s called the Heart Lizard Inn, because the owner has a big ol’ heart lizard that likes to hang out around the place.”

He let out a deep belly laugh and shook his head.

“I wish you could see the look on your face. But thanks for letting me know. Enjoy your trip with this… Kene.”

I flushed again as I went to my room to grab my broom and elixirs, then lifted up into the sky.

I had to admit to myself, even if to nobody else, I was uncertain about the flight to the village. There were roads to follow, and there was an okay amount of traffic that flowed through them, in both the sky and the land, but this was the furthest I’d ever flown with the broom.

The first hour or so, I didn’t push the broom to its top speed, but as the flight went on, I grew gradually more comfortable. By the time the second hour had gone by, I was zipping over the trees, and even felt comfortable enough to lean from side to side at times.

It was… really fun, to my surprise. Flight wasn’t something I’d put too much thought into, but maybe if I got more money, I could try and upgrade the broom. This one topped out at only twenty-five miles an hour. Some upper end ones could go well over a hundred, and even the one Orykson had offered me had been able to go twice as fast as mine.

I was still loathe to burn the money on something like that, though. A nicer, newer broom like that would probably cost fifteen or twenty thousand silver, maybe more. I didn’t have that kind of cash at all, and even if I financed it, it’d still be very difficult. The down payment alone…

While I could afford it, thanks to the forward that Orykson had given me, I didn’t want to dip into that – I needed it for the ore that he’d talked about.

If I saved money from my missions, I’d definitely be able to afford the down payment eventually, but the monthly payments would still be pretty high.

I was never the best with calculations, but oddly, I felt more focused as I navigated the broom through the air, and I tried to estimate the cost. I thought it would work out to probably be somewhere around four hundred silver a month or more.

Definitely not something for the short term, then.

But, once I was a Spellbinder, I’d be able to take on more dangerous missions, and those would have consummately higher rewards. Maybe I’d be able to afford one then?

As I landed in the village, I set the broom to charging mode and slung it over my back. Those were questions for later. For now, I set out towards the apothecary to find Kene.


CHAPTER THIRTY

I entered the door to his apothecary, the doorbell jingling.

“We’re closed; is it an emergency?” Kene said. His voice was muffled, coming from the back of the shop.

“Yes, such a dire emergency,” I said, letting my tone drip with sarcasm. “A super powerful crazy old woman ordered me to meet you, and she’s going to crush my soul if I don’t.”

Kene stepped into the doorway and waved his hand, turning on the shop’s runelights. I stared at them for half a second. They’d changed his hair; before, it had been a dark gray color, but now it was lighter, mixing in a sandy tan with occasional strands of pure white, and streaks of green.

It looked… good. Really good.

“Don’t even joke about that,” they said, sounding shockingly serious. “I had a terrifying moment where I thought that Grandmother had returned.”

“Grandmother?” I asked, once I got over my surprise. “No, I was talking about Meadow. And she’s not going to crush my soul, that was an exaggeration. She just suggested that I search out a plant that uses spatial mana, to add to my garden.”

“She’s an old witch who taught me a lot about alchemy, but trouble follows her like a colony of ants to a pastry left out on the counter. She’s also a bit of a prick, and I think she may have messed up her head a little bit. Some of it’s an act, I’m sure, but she’s… not all there.”

I shuddered. Losing myself had to be one of my biggest fears. I’d seen my grandmother’s descent into mental disease, slowly losing her awareness of where she was, and even who she was.

Some things even a mind mage healer can only stave off for so long.

“That’s sad,” was all I said, though.

I felt like smacking myself. That was all I could come up with?

“Yeah,” they said, frowning slightly. “Anyways, I’m glad to see you took me up on my invitation! But why do you need plants with spatial mana? It’s not exactly common, but I can think of a few.”

“I, uh, may not have opened all my mana gates last time we met?” I said. “Now I have.”

“Life, death, and space?” Kene asked.

“And time.”

“And time,” they repeated, their eyebrows climbing up their face. “That’s… quite unusual.”

“It’s my legacy. It provides the mirror of each of the mana types I chose. I have two gates, but it effectively made it four.”

“That makes more sense,” Kene said. “And you’ve already got a plant for death, if you picked the blood carnations from your mission. Speaking of, I hope your magic’s gotten a bit better since then. I don’t want to have to be patching you up a second time.”

I flushed at that. They’d said it in a teasing tone, not a mean one, but it was still embarrassing.

“I’ve mastered the spell, no more quick sketching, and I picked up a direct combat spell. And yes, I got the blood carnations.”

There was no need to tell him that Pinpoint Boneshard was so complex I was struggling to sketch it in a timely manner.

They let out a small chuckle at my defensiveness.

“Glad to hear it… But now you just need space and time plants for your garden?”

“Just space, actually. I’ve got an emperor’s tree sapling.”

“I’ve only vaguely heard of that one. It’s from… Daocheng, right?” Kene asked.

“Yep,” I said, before glancing awkwardly at the door. “Well, I should… probably be going? I need to book a room at the Heart Lizard Inn.”

“Probably,” Kene agreed. “It’s getting late. I’ll pick you up at nine tomorrow morning?”

“Sure.”

“It’s a date,” they said, with a smirk that managed to be both teasing and charming at once.

“Yep!” I said, my voice cracking on the word. I cursed myself internally as I rushed out.

Primes knew that was a common enough expression. That was probably all they meant. Besides, I barely knew them. They might be attractive, but that didn’t mean that I’d necessarily be attracted to them as I got to know them.

But what if they’d meant it as an actual date?

I let out a slow sigh. I was being ridiculous.

The heart lizard outside of the inn cracked an eye open as I approached, and I waved to it. Inside, the inn’s owner, Dorothy, was laid back in her chair, half asleep. Her eyes flickered open as I entered, though, and she gave me a smile.

“Evenin’, Malachi, wasn’t it?”

“It was,” I said. “I need a room for tonight.”

“’Course, ‘course!” she agreed. “Here on Watch business, then?”

“Nothing so exciting. I’m just here to help Kene look through the forest for some magical plants.”

“Glad to hear it,” she said. “He’s a nice enough fellow, but he rarely speaks to anyone unless it’s about medical things.”

“Mmm,” was all I could say in response. They’d been chatty enough to me, but I wasn’t sure why. “Well, I’m glad to help. How much do I owe you for the room?”

“Eighty silver,” she said, and I wrote out a quick cheque for her. It was only when I got to my room and put the broom aside that I realized something.

I’d forgotten to pack anything.

That wasn’t too bad when it came to things like soap, since the hotel had complementary, but…

I’d forgotten to pack any thrice-cursed clothes.

“Primes,” I swore out loud. “Well, at least my suit has a self-cleaning function woven into it.”

When Kene showed up the next morning, he glanced over my clothes.

“Same suit?” he asked.

“I didn’t pack anything else with the same defensive magic as what’s woven into this,” I said. “Besides, it’s got a self-repair and self-cleaning enchantment, so it’s cleaner than if I’d actually ran it through a wash.”

“You wore your defensive magic flying here?” he asked.

“And I may have forgotten to pack anything else…” I admitted reluctantly.

He shook his head and ran a hand through his hair, shifting the old-fashioned witch’s hat on his head to do so.

“And the truth is revealed at last,” they said. “Well, for our trip into the forest, wearing defensive enchantments makes sense, at the very least, so I’ll refrain from teasing you too much.”

“Thanks,” I said.

“Too much,” they clarified. “I’m still going to tease you.”

“You know, I could hit you with a Fungal Lock spell.”

“Of course,” he said. “But you won’t. You’re still first gate, you need to save the mana for the forest.”

I funneled my mana around me and grinned at him.

“Not gonna get too much use out of temporal mana out in the forest. As long as I keep it to what my temporal can maintain…”

“Oh no, please forgive me, my fearsome bodymage battleguard.”

They paused a second.

“Wait. No.”

“I mean, my mentor is gonna teach me spells to transition,” I said. “So you could call me a bodymage. Not sure about battleguard though. What, does that mean that I guard battles? Can’t let battles get out of control, that’d be ridiculous. It’s not like they’re battles and inherently chaotic.”

“No, you battle guards,” Kene said, keeping a straight face. “Whenever you see a member of the Watches, or a rental watchman, you just can’t help yourself from battling them. It’s a real problem. This is an intervention.”

I snorted, and Kene’s mask of seriousness dissolved as they started laughing. His hat fell off, which only made him laugh harder, and I started laughing too.

“To the forest, then?” Kene asked once we finally wound down. “We should probably head on. It looks like it might rain later.”

“Sure thing,” I said, and we began walking towards the farms that bordered on the forest. “By the way, you mentioned you had a few ideas for a plant that produced some spatial mana yesterday, but we didn’t really talk about it much. Mind expounding?”

“Oh, sure,” Kene said. “The easiest one is pointer moss. It always points directly north, which leads to some really funky placement. It doesn’t glow or anything, but it’s got both knowledge and spatial magic. You don’t get much use out of the knowledge parts of it, but if you ever get into doing a bit of alchemy, it could be useful.”

“Can it be fed mana to grow?” I asked.

“Everything can to an extent,” Kene said. “Even normal trees eventually produce enough life energy to equal first gate. But pointer moss doesn’t grow past second gate. Honestly, not many plants naturally make use of space mana, or the ones that do tend to be third gate or higher, and those don’t usually last too long around people; they’re snatched up for spell amplification or such. It also looks like normal moss, so just keep an eye out?”

“That… is very fair,” I said. “Do you have any other recommendations, though?”

“Transivy,” he said.

“Trans ivy? Good for it,” I said.

They grinned, but shook their head.

“Not that kind of trans. Translocation. It’s a kind of ivy that, at lower gates, teleports itself slightly to stay in the sun. Only a few inches. But it can grow up to third gate, and it’ll teleport around an area to avoid predators and get more light. It’s also got a bit of knowledge and solar, but that sort of mixing’s common in natural plants. They really only tend to have such a strong polarization to one or two types of mana if they’re bred to be that way, like blood carnations, or if there’s elemental intervention, like with the emperor’s tree.”

“Elemental intervention?” I asked.

“Yep,” Kene said. “Even then, there are still tiny traces of solar, death, and other things mixed in.”

“That wasn’t the part I wanted clarity on,” I grumbled.

“I know,” Kene said, grinning. “But truthfully, I don’t know what the story behind that specific type of tree is. Sometimes it’s as simple as being the result of two elementals working together to make something new; sometimes it’s more complex, like the aftershocks of the death of a powerful elemental altering the world around it, magical resonance, or a bunch of other things. Anyways, shoosh, you’re going to make me ramble about plants all day. Let me ramble about plants in the way you asked. There’s only one more plant I know of that makes any significant use of spatial mana, at least in this area. In the desert, there’s some cacti that do, and in the…”

“Kene, focus,” I reminded them.

“Right. Anyways, this one’s called Null-Ranunculus, it has bright blue and white flowers. It gathers spatial and abnegation magic, and emits a pollen that shuts down teleportation. It’s actually pretty interesting: it has a symbiotic relationship with predators that try to hunt blink-animals. A fox hunting a blink-rabbit, for example, may try to drive the rabbit into a field of these.”

“I’ll keep an eye out for them, thanks! Anything you’re looking for?” I asked.

“Anything with a decent amount of mana, honestly,” he said.

We stepped into the forest then, and I felt an instant change in the air around me. It was darker, with the thick branches above us providing intermittent shade, and a touch of older power and majesty, an untamed wilderness that Trollstone forest lacked.

“I’m going to cast my Analyze Life spell now,” Kene said. “You should too.”

I nodded and cast Harvest Plant Energy, targeting one of the thicker, older looking trees, then cast Analyze Life. Next to me, I felt Kene’s mana stirring as he did the same.

We wandered through the woods for a few hours. Kene would stop every once in a while to grab a plant and take either a cutting of it, or pick its flowers, leaves, or something else before finally tucking it away in a storage ring. They’d ramble a bit about the plant whenever they did, and it was fascinating to listen to them talk. It got increasingly dark as we headed in, and Kene wound up pulling out a glow crystal that hovered over their left shoulder to help provide a clearer path.

It was only once we’d gone at least two or three miles in that we heard the stomping of something heavy coming towards us.

“What was that?” I whispered. It had to be bigger than the choruks and squirrels that we’d run into thus far. Maybe a bear?

“Dunno,” Kene said, scanning the area. I did the same, and we turned to slowly start to back away when I noticed a huge mass of life energy charging towards us, alongside a sudden pounding of feet.

A giant form burst through the thicket, and it let out a bellowing roar.

“Troll!” I shouted.

“Primes!” Kene swore. “Do we fight or flee?”

I rushed through my brain. Trolls had powerful regenerative abilities, but they turned to stone in the sunlight. They were intelligent, but not enough to speak, and while they were stronger than gorillas, their true strength lay in their regeneration. If I fought, I’d need to focus on luring it into sunlight, or maybe opening some up in the branches above us.

It would be dangerous, certainly. Trolls weren’t mages, but they were hard to put down, and strong. I did at least have my mana restoration elixir…

On the other hand, I needed some combat experience against something that wasn’t a toad, and trolls were known to collect treasures like mana-rich stones, magical plants, and most things shiny.

I grimaced.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

“We fight,” I said, my voice a little bit shakier than I would have liked. I had to fight, or at least try to fight. Kene had taken me along to defend him from threats like this, after all. If I ran away at the first sign of danger, how would that make me look?

Besides, if it went horribly, we could always run away.

Well, unless I was dead, but if the troll was so strong that it could kill me before I even got a chance to realize I was outmatched, I wasn’t going to be able to run from it anyway.

The troll turned, sniffing the air, and faced our direction.

“Do you have any spells that create sunlight?” I asked, channeling mana into Fungal Lock. Mushrooms began to sprout all over the troll’s body.

“No, that’s a third gate spell, and I’m only second gate,” Kene said.

“Plant manipulation?” I asked.

“A bit,” he said.

“Can you move the branches to let sunlight through?” I asked.

“Maybe,” Kene said. “It’ll take me a while.”

“That’s fine,” I said, flashing a cocky grin. “I’ve got it pinned, and it doesn’t seem to be able to resist.”

As if to prove me wrong, the troll rose to its full height and the mushrooms shedded off of it.

“Or not,” I said. “Go, get behind me, I’ll keep it busy!”

Kene turned and bolted back, and I could only hope that I wasn’t making a terrible mistake. I cast Fungal Lock on the troll again, and with my Analyze Life active, I could see why the troll had taken so long to shake it off the first time.

Normally, the spell’s artificial mycelium tendrils sunk into a person’s life energy and drained it, slowing them. But the life energy paths of a troll were very different than the ones that I’d seen in humans – namely, they had massively oversized flows of life energy that swirled through the heart, lungs, brain, spine, and more.

If Kene or my life energy flows were like a garden hose, then these were like the high-power blasts released from a fireman’s pressure crystals.

These made the troll able to recover from damage incredibly quickly.

It also gave the Fungal Lock spell an ample source of power within the troll to draw upon.

When the spell locked onto the troll a second time, the mycelium roots grew rapidly, but the troll wasn’t mindless. It may not be intelligent like a person, but it still had enough animalistic intellect to recognize a pattern.

It let out a bellow, and more life energy flooded through its oversized flows, shredding the mycelium apart.

My eyes widened. It was overwhelming the spell with little more than raw power.

I’d spent too long thinking, though. The instant the troll was free, it snapped forwards, and a huge green hand slammed into me. I managed to turn and take the blow on my shoulder, rather than my chest, but it still sent me stumbling back. A sharp pain shot from my shoulder, and then my arm went numb.

I cursed under my breath and sent more power into casting another Funal Lock spell. The troll was caught in place again, and I took the moment to begin stirring my mana. I drained my temporal and spatial into more life and death, and then began to flood Fungal Lock. Once. Twice. Three times.

I layered the spell on the troll over and over again. It let out a bellow and began to intensify its regeneration, but for each layer of mycelium it shredded through, there was another there to take its place.

I glanced around, desperately hoping that Kene was almost done shifting the trees. I was running low on mana.

Then the troll let out a roar that was unlike any of the previous ones. It seemed to reverberate, shaking my body, and tearing through the remaining layers of mycelium.

It seemed to take something out of the troll, though, as even free it didn’t move. I flooded the last of my mana into another Fungal Lock spell.

The troll exploded into motion, ripping through my spell. I stumbled back, tripping over a root.

That trip saved me from a swipe of the troll’s meaty hand where my head had been, and I twisted around to roll between the troll’s trunk-like legs.

It sent another roll of pain through my shoulder, and I felt tears stinging the corner of my eyes. The troll sniffed the air, seemingly confused by the stunt, and glanced around.

I reached into my inner suit jacket pocket with my good arm and withdrew the elixir, as well as a single shard of cow bone. I popped the cap and swigged the small draft.

It was only a few ounces, a single good swallow, and I felt a burn in my mana-garden as it flooded with mana. It wasn’t the steady tide of the elixir Alvaro had given me, nor was it the slow trickle of Mana Shock. It was as if I’d broken a light, and all the mana was now flowing into me. My hair stood on end, and I poured the power into a Fungal Lock spell. The layering technique had worked for a while before, and breaking it had clearly drained the troll fiercely.

Then, as the troll began to fight through the layers, I began to sketch out Pinpoint Boneshard.

It was slow going – the spell was complex for a combat spell, but with the troll trapped, I had time.

Kene appeared next to me, and I nearly broke my sketching.

“I thought you were opening the trees?” I whispered. I wasn’t sure why I was whispering – it wasn’t as if the troll was going to become more aware of us.

“I did,” Kene said. “But the clouds – it’s about to rain.”

“Primes,” I swore. “Hold on.”

I completed the spell, and felt an odd sensation wash over me. I had to target the spell, but it wasn’t a simple matter of will, like it was with Fungal Lock. It needed to lock onto a point in space.

I sent it firing at the troll’s neck. I felt bad, but the troll wouldn’t have shown us mercy, and given how strong their regeneration was, it would likely survive.

The attention I needed to give the spell vanished, and the bone shot out of my hand like an arrow, impaling itself in the troll’s neck.

Inside the troll, the flows of energy to the rest of its body slowed and weakened, redirecting to its neck. The shard slowly pushed itself out of the neck and hit the ground, but the damage had been done.

Unable to pour the regeneration into tearing away layers of Fungal Lock, five separate layers of the spell had all sunk their greedy mycelium tendrils deep into the troll, siphoning away its energy.

The troll let out another pounding roar, the same one that had ripped through the multi-layered Fungal Locks before, but unlike the first time, it was almost out of energy. The roar wasn’t nearly as loud, and it didn’t reverberate through my bones the way that it had the first time.

It still tore three levels of the spell, but that wasn’t enough to stop me from converting my spatial and temporal mana and layering five more Fungal Locks right back onto it, fixing all the damage it had done and then some.

The troll bellowed one last time, and then sank to the floor.

I didn’t release my layers of spells, though. I held them steady until they fell apart, out of spare life energy to feed on.

“How long does that buy us?” I asked wearily. Kene’s eyes flashed with magic as they studied the troll. In my own vision, the troll looked… strange.

On a purely biological level, it looked fine. Its heart beat, its lungs drew in air, its kidneys filtered toxins, as well as everything else important to life. But on the more metaphysical level, it looked wrung out, like a sponge someone had been too rough with.

“At least twelve hours,” they said. “Trolls rely on ambient life energy a lot more than humans do, and you took everything. It’s going to need good rest to even be ambulatory, and then it’s going to need a good meal.”

Despite myself, I felt a grin spreading across my face. I’d done it!

Admittedly, I’d had to use the elixir, which I would have preferred to not to do, but I’d still done it.

“You’ve hurt yourself again,” Kene said disapprovingly. “Come here.”

I walked over, and they scanned me up and down.

“Dislocated shoulder,” they said distantly. “Fair bit of damage to the tissue, probably from when you fell… If you didn’t get to a healer quickly, it would have some internal scarring. Pink elephants.”

He reached out and grabbed my arm and shoulder. I let out a yelp of pain as he sharply popped the arm back, and then felt a gentle warmth as green light spread from his fingers, running through my shoulder.

“This is only a regeneration to help you recover quickly, so it may still be a bit twingy for a few days,” they warned.

“Thank you,” I said quietly. “How much do I owe you?”

“Nothing,” he said. “You protected me from the troll, and you’ve helped me collect a bunch of plants. Besides, I invited you along. It’d be a bit of a faux pas for me to charge you.”

“Alright,” I said. I still wasn’t entirely comfortable with letting them heal me for free, but I wasn’t going to press or push that onto him.

“Good,” they said. “I was worried you’d be stupid and try to argue with me.”

“Would there have been a point?” I asked, trying to project exasperation into my voice, but only managing a half-smile. “But why did you say pink elephants earlier?”

“Nope,” they said, popping the p. “It would have been pointless. And it was a distraction, so you didn’t think or react too much when I put your shoulder back into its socket. I don’t have any pain relievers on me, or I’d give you one, but we can grab one once we’re back at my clinic.”

They removed their hand from my shoulder.

“There, I’m done.”

I rolled my shoulder, and felt a couple of mild twinges, but nothing like the strange mix of pain and numbness that had rushed through it after the troll’s attack.

“Thank you,” I said seriously. “You’re a good healer. And a good alchemist.”

The tiniest tinge of pink spread across their face, and he glanced away.

“Sure,” he said. “Let’s go find the troll’s cave, though. They collect all sorts of random junk, after all, and some of it’s pretty valuable.”

“Why?” I asked. “Afraid of compliments? You’re great. Your combat boots look nice on you. You’ve got a good sense of humor. You can pull off the witch’s hat shockingly well. You –”

“I surrender, I surrender,” Kene said, holding up their hands and laughing. “Please, show me mercy.”

“Fine, fine,” I conceded. “It’s important for… What did you call me, a battlegaurd bodymage, or something like that? It’s important for those to have mercy.”

“Of course,” Kene said dryly. “I’m glad you’re adhering to their honor code, or I’d have to report you to the battleguard consortium.”

“Of course,” I agreed. I glanced at the collapsed body of the troll. “You’re sure it won’t wake up?”

“Twelve hours was my conservative estimate,” Kene said seriously. Actually serious, this time, no hints of a sardonic smile lurking just out of sight.

“Alright,” I said, nodding slowly. “Then, yeah. Let’s go look for the troll’s cave.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

We spent at least half an hour combing through the nearby woods, looking for the troll’s cave, when Kene stopped. They turned and looked at me, then nodded to a mossy boulder leaning against a rock face. The moss had coated the rock on all three of the sides I could see, though I couldn’t check where it leaned against other rocks.

“Can you cast Analyze Space?” they asked.

“Sure,” I said, sketching out the spell and trickling mana into it. Instantly, the tapestry of space, distance, and energy spread into my vision. It reminded me of the way it had been in my own living room some, but it was… different. The difference was subtle, not like the extreme changes I’d seen when Orykson had been portaling me around the world.

But the moss had spatial energy streaming gently off of it.

“Pointer moss?” I asked.

“I thought so!” they said.

“But it’s not facing north, it’s all over the boulder.”

“True, but here, look.”

They beckoned me closer, and I looked more intensely. The moss seemed to be straining northward.

“It’s pulling,” I said.

“Meaning it’s probably been moved a lot, forced to change directions,” they concluded. “Help me push it. But just use your good shoulder, please.”

I put my hand next to his and we strained to push the boulder. I found my eye being drawn to the slight curve and definition of the muscle on their arm, and the swirling ink over it that…

I blinked rapidly to clear my head and leaned more weight into the boulder. It slowly lifted and rolled away, revealing a hidden tunnel.

It was a short entry – the troll would definitely have needed to hunch over in order to fit inside – but that was only the entry. The tunnel inside quickly grew wider and larger, expanding until it could fit us both easily. Both of us, or one troll. A nasty smell wafted faintly out of the hole, and I wrinkled my nose.

Kene let go of the boulder and let out a slow huff.

“Heavy,” they said. “Here.”

They conjured a slightly brighter orb of light over their palm, illuminating a crude path down into the earth.

“This had got to be it,” I said. “When we get out, I’m going to take a sample of the pointer moss.”

“Good idea,” they said, their sharp, darkly-stained fingers twitching some as they rolled their wrists. I felt a bit ashamed that I hadn’t been able to help more. They strode into the tunnel, and I followed behind them.

After about twenty feet, the cave spread out further, revealing a space that was roughly the size of my living room. There was a pile of scraps and moss in one corner, which probably served as the troll’s nest, and there was some rotting meat right next to it that made the entire room stink horribly.

I scrunched my nose, then sketched out an ungated spell and let out a sigh of relief.

“What was that?” Kene asked.

“Scent blocking spell. Not going to stop something with magic behind it, but I’ve had to clean up too many messes at the bakery to not learn something of the sort. Want me to show you?”

“Please,” they said, half sounding like they were begging.

I sketched the spell in the air slowly, and they copied my motions and let out their own sigh of relief.

“I’ll definitely remember that one,” they said.

We turned to continue surveying the room until we spotted what looked like a large iron cauldron, the kind that a witch would use to prepare a potion, or that a chef might use to prepare stew for an entire hotel.

I walked over and lifted the heavy iron lid, and some things sparked in the light of Kene’s spell. We both reached in and began to pull them out, piling them in the center of the room.

Further inspection of the room revealed that where were a few more things stashed inside the nest itself, which Kene had bravely dared to search, and I turned up a handful of loose silver that had been shoved in one corner. We added everything into our growing pile, and once we were confident that we’d found everything, we started to sort.

There was close to a hundred silver, which was the easiest thing to split between us. I wound up with forty-nine silver, and Kene with forty-eight.

The other items were a bit harder to evenly divide. I pulled out a lump of bronze metal that had a strange warmth to it. I could sense some mana coming off of it, probably around second gate in terms of strength.

“Suncopper,” Kene explained. “A second gate solar material. Used by enchanters to make a lot of stuff, and has a few alchemical uses, especially for stuff that’s used to enrich soil.”

“You can take it, then,” I said. “You’ve got infinitely more use for it than I do, since I’m not a solar mage, nor am I an alchemist.”

Kene looked like he was going to argue for a moment, but then thought better of it and took the ball of suncopper.

Then they pulled out a dull gray stone and tossed it to me. I could immediately feel the spatial mana coming from the stone – first gate, but strong.

“Natural spatial lodestone,” they said. “Troll probably felt the mana and grabbed it from somewhere.”

“That’s great!” I said. “I needed one of these for my staff. Oh, that reminds me, do you have one? I was curious.”

“Did you really just ask me if I had a staff?” they asked. “And here I was thinking that you’d have more tact.”

My face flushed and I coughed.

“You know full well that’s not what I meant. I meant a true staff, a magical item that interlinks with your mana-garden.”

“I know,” they said. “But I liked the look you got when you were embarrassed. And no, I don’t. It always seemed like too big of an investment. There are other ways to achieve a resonance, if I ever got to the point where I needed to worry about it.”

“Really?” I asked curiously.

“I’m pretty sure,” Kene said with a nod. “Grandmother doesn’t have a staff, but she’s definitely got the resonance. I think she managed it through alchemy, which may be how I’d do it. The Amethyst Mask supposedly has it through his mask.”

I was pretty sure I’d heard of the Amethyst Mask before – something about Kijani’s unification, maybe?

“Interesting,” I said. “Either way, my mentor plans on me constructing a staff, and I trust her.”

“Makes sense,” they said.

I pulled a bottle from the pile next. It was old, green, and there was a spark floating inside it.

I pulled the cork out of the bottle, and the spark flowed out of it, floating into a ball of opal-colored fire that hovered gently in the air.

“A peacepyre,” Kene said, sounding interested. “I’ve only seen them a few times.”

“They’re rare?” I asked.

“Not… Rare. Uncommon, maybe? And not usually worth the effort.”

“The effort?” I asked, staring at the opalescent fire and trying to remember what I knew about peacepyres.

“They’re cousins of will-o-wisps,” they explained. “Living balls of fire that burn without consuming fuel or producing heat. They can be trained somewhat, and they’re sensitive to mana. Some people use them to train their mana manipulation skills. But all in all, they’re usually not worth the effort to catch and train one.”

I expelled some temporal mana into the air around me, and the peacepyre floated closer to it. I bent the mana into a river and guided the flame to float over the pile of treasure that we’d gathered.

“Do you want it?” I asked curiously.

“Nah,” they said. “My shop just has normal lights, and if I really need light on demand, I can grab a glowcrystal or just create some myself.”

I considered for a moment and then lifted the bottle to the peacepyre. It flowed back into the bottle of its own accord, but I didn’t put the cork back in. It could leave whenever it wanted, but as long as it wanted to hang around me, I’d be happy to have one.

Kene pulled out a red gemstone that glowed faintly with telluric and solar mana, and took it for use in alchemy. After that came a bottle gourd with a shimmering blue liquid inside of it, an abnegation enhancement potion, as well as a set of jars that had been enchanted with preservative magic, both of which Kene took. Finally, we were left with a small steel ring.

“What’s this?” I asked, turning it over in my hand. There was definitely mana coming off of the ring, but it felt… complex. It wasn’t strong, it couldn’t have been more than second gate, but it was complicated, mixing together multiple mana types in a way that made it hard for me to figure out what exactly they were.

I tossed it to Kene, who frowned and rolled it between his fingers. He pushed a spark of mana into it, but it didn’t seem to react at all.

“Definitely an enchantment of some sort,” they said. “But it reminds me more of draconic mana than human. Interesting.”

He flipped the ring back to me.

“Take it. I’ve no idea what it does, and I don’t especially care to take it to a larger town or city to have it identified.”

We poked through the rest of the items to make sure we hadn’t left anything, and though we found a few more coins, most of the other items the troll had gathered, like a chunk of pyrite, weren’t actually valuable.

By the time we left the troll’s cave, it had begun to rain, fully and heavily, thick lashes of water sloughing off the canopy of trees overhead and splashing down on us. Or at least on me. I noted with envy that Kene’s hat seemed to repel the water to some extent, stopping him from getting too wet, though some did still splash off the ground and onto his ankles.

“We should probably head back!” Kene shouted to be heard over the rain.

“Probably! But my moss!” I responded, pointing to the pointer moss.

Kene nodded and took out a knife from his storage ring to cut a sample, then tucked both of them back into the storage space.

We hurried back into the village, moving as quickly as we could without tripping over ourselves in the rapidly developing mud. The storm only worsened as we drew into the village, and I followed Kene into his apothecary shop.

I was shivering at that point, and even with the water resistance of Kene’s hat, they were looking pretty chilled themselves.

“I’m going to go change out of these,” Kene announced. “Here, I’ll turn the heat on.”

He pointed to a small iron stove and sketched an ungated lighting cantrip. Sparks danced inside the stove, and the wood caught. Kene headed into the back, and then I heard the thumping of feet on the stairwell.

I sat in one of the chairs he had near the woodburning stove and rubbed my hands together. There was the thumping of feet again as Kene came back down a short while later, and then something hit me in the side of the head.

It was soft, and as it fell to the ground, I realized it was a bundle of clothes.

“You can use my bathroom,” Kene said. “They may be a bit big on you, but it shouldn’t be too bad.”

“Thank you,” I said seriously. “I… yeah, I probably should have packed a bag or something. Maybe I should look into a storage ring.”

“Look into a bag,” Kene advised. “If you don’t need to rapidly place and withdraw things, then there’s not much of a point in a ring.”

“Noted,” I said. “Where’d you learn so much about alchemy, enchantment, and healing?”

“I went through a two-year alchemy certification,” Kene said, “And my… Grandmother. She’s an alchemist and enchantress, as well as a powerful lunar and life witch. She’s been on and off teaching me since I was a kid.”

“Interesting,” I said, and I meant it. “She taught you about healing?”

“She did,” they nodded. A moment later, the doorbell jangled, and someone came in.

Kene smiled, showing his slightly too sharp teeth, but there was something fake about it. After a second, I realized that it was just their customer service smile.

I took the opportunity to head into the back. It was a small workshop, with lots of hanging herbs, a mortar and pestle, and a heating enchantment with several pots and pans over it, as well as a large, heavy, leatherbound book left open. In the corner, there was a stairwell leading up.

I headed up the stairs into an attic. It had been renovated nicely, and had a very open floorplan. I could see Kene’s bedroom, walled off in one part, and resisted the urge to peek through, instead heading to the bathroom. I avoided the mirror as I changed into the clothes they’d lent me.

It was simple, just a t-shirt and some denim slacks, and as he’d said, they were a bit big on me. I used the belt from the suit, since it was leather and only needed to be wiped down, and rolled up the hem of the pants some. By the time I was done, I wasn’t going to be tripping over myself.

I headed back down to see if Kene was done.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

Kene had finished up with the customer, and they were now standing in the laboratory at the bottom of the stairs, sorting out the plants that we’d harvested. He’d put my pointer moss in one corner, and had laid leaves out to dry as he crushed up some root in his mortar and pestle. There was a fragrant, clean scent, almost citrusy in the air as he did, and he grinned when he saw me.

“What?” I asked self-consciously.

“Nothing, you just look cute,” they said. I felt my neck flush and shrugged.

“I guess. Thanks for the change of clothes.”

“Sure, it’s no big deal,” they said, reaching up onto one of the shelves and measuring out a few ounces of a red powder on a scale, then mixing it into the pestle with a splash of water. A spicy, peppery scent filled the air alongside the minty one.

“What are you making?” I asked curiously.

“Just a medicine for a condition I have,” they said, though their voice stuttered a little bit on the word condition. I glanced at their too-sharp, black dyed fingers, and they nodded to confirm my thoughts.

“I won’t press, but if you want to talk about it, you can,” I said.

Kene seemed to consider that for a moment, then sighed.

“Maybe sometime.”

They added a pinch more of the red powder, then mixed it, poured it out onto the counter, and rolled it into a long, thin tube, then used a silver knife to swiftly cut it into one inch pieces.

“It’s just got to dry out now,” they said, then glanced out the window. “I don’t think the storm’s going to let up for the rest of the day. Do you have a weather shield on your broom?”

“No,” I admitted. “I figured that if the weather got nasty, a novice probably shouldn’t be flying anyways.”

“True enough,” they said. “Do you want to prepare the moss?”

“How?” I asked curiously. Kene shot a strange look over their shoulder.

“Did you collect a magical plant without knowing how to grow it?” they asked. “Then again, you rushed after an acidbubble-toad without looking up anything about them, so maybe I shouldn’t be surprised.”

I decided to take the comment with dignity, and so I stuck my tongue out at him. He grinned at me, his sharp teeth flashing.

“It’s not too hard to care for moss, to be honest. It’s a shockingly hardy plant, generally speaking. You can even reconstitute new moss from dried moss.”

As he spoke, he took his knife and began to slice large chunks of the moss and place them in a bowl.

“They just need a decent source of nutrition, in particular, protein and vitamins. The easiest thing to do is to blend them up with buttermilk.”

They opened a small fridge underneath the counter and withdrew a bottle of buttermilk, then poured it into the bowl that contained the moss. He removed a stick blender from a drawer and ran some mana into it, blending the moss up into a greenish-blue slurry.

“Once you take it home, you just need to pour the slurry over the part of your emperor’s tree that’s facing northward and feed it a good amount of life mana, and it’ll sprout almost instantly. Without mana, it’ll probably take… Oh, two weeks or so?”

He then removed a mason jar from the shelf above his head and poured the slurry into it, lidded the jar, ran mana into the sealing enchantment on the jar, and tossed it to me. I fumblingly caught it out of the air.

They grinned at my fumble and shook their head.

“Just make sure you water and mist the moss at least twice a week.”

“Thank you,” I said, lifting the jar.

“It’s no big deal,” they said, shrugging. “Mind helping me clean up?”

I headed to the sink and started washing the tools he’d used, as Kene put a kettle on the hot plate and tossed some herbs into it, then moved to help dry the tools and put them away.

Once we were done, they poured us each a cup of tea. I took a long sip of it. It was floral and faintly spiced, like cinnamon, vanilla, and rose. It sent a small tingle through my mana-garden, sinking into my life spells.

I frowned. It wasn’t sinking into all of my life mana spells, only some of them.

“It’s a plant magic enhancer, nothing particularly potent,” Kene said. “But you used Harvest Plant Life in the forest, and the herbs to brew the tea were cheap – I grow them myself.”

“It’s also touching the Enhance Plant Life spell,” I said.

He tilted his head, his eyes sharpening on me.

“Not Enhance Plant Growth?”

“No, Enhance Plant Life.”

“Interesting… Are you planning on being an alchemist?”

“Nope,” I said. Then I paused. “Though I’m not opposed to some alchemical skills. Why, is Enhance Plant Life something that’s used in alchemy?”

“Definitely,” they said. “It’s how most of the most common potions are made. It may not be able to make something like a Verdant Pasture pill, but if you’ve ever taken a sleeping draught, anti-bacterial medicine, or a headache pill, you’ve been using materials enhanced by Enhance Plant Life.”

“Really?”

“Here,” they said, beckoning me over to them. I walked over, and they bent down, pulling out a brown paper bag and taking out a root. They put it next to me, then added another root, and a plant with long, green, waxy leaves.

“Turmeric, ginger, and eucalyptus. They’re all mild pain relievers on their own. Slice about an inch off of the ginger and turmeric, and then take three leaves off the eucalyptus.”

They watched me as I followed their instructions, nodded, then put the plant and roots away.

“Good. Now, cast your Analyze Life spell, and sketch your Enhance Plant Life and Harvest Plant Life spells.”

I did as they said, focusing on the plants. I could see the mana substrate of life energy, the strange flows through each of them.

“Lots of plants have different properties. You can see them in the different flows still active in the roots.”

“I can see them,” I said, nodding.

“Good! Now, which ones are the ones to help with relieving pain?”

I frowned and looked over the roots and leaves. They had loads of different flows, but they all had a few in particular.

“I can see three that they have that are similar, but they’re all also rather different.”

“You’ve probably identified the anti-microbial, pain relief, and inflammation. Now, I want you to power your Harvest Plant Life and focus it on draining everything but those three flows. Be careful – the materials are still alive, but they’re only sort of alive. They’re not connected to a living plant, so your spell may be able to damage them.”

I focused on a leaf and sent mana into the harvesting spell, focusing on the three flows and trying to not touch them.

The leaf shriveled up, dissolving into dust.

I jerked my hand back, and Kene shook their head.

“That’s fine. Here, try again with a new leaf.”

They plucked another leaf from the plant and put it down.

I focused and tried again, this time sending the barest trickle of energy into the leaf. It didn’t shrivel this time, but I was still draining everything, so it slowly curled and crackled.

“A trick that I use is ignoring the flows I want to keep, and focusing on the things I want to drain,” Kene advised. “If I focus too much on the flows I want to keep, I accidentally wind up draining them.”

They handed me another leaf, and I tried to do what he said, focusing on everything but what I cared about.

The leaf drained and turned slightly brown, but this time the flows I’d ignored were still there… mostly.

“It worked!” I said.

“Good!” they replied. “Now let’s work through the rest.”

I nodded excitedly and cast the spell on each of the other leaves. Each time, more of the flows that I wanted were left intact. As I worked on the leaves, the peacepyre floated out of its bottle and hung over my left shoulder, gently bobbing and shedding a bit of extra light onto the leaves.

I glanced up at it, as did Kene, but it seemed content to just bob up and down over my shoulder, so we let it be.

“Now, I want you to use the Enhance Plant Life spell, focusing on the flows that you’ve left in them,” Kene said once I finished.

I channeled mana into the spell, then into a leaf. The flows began to swell with power. I felt them strain against something, and then they broke, and the spell fizzled as the leaf popped into smoke.

“Alright, did you feel the resistance before the leaf broke?” Kene asked. “That’s where you need to pull back; you’re hitting the maximum flow rate for the material. That’s part of why even the energy we drain from really old oak trees is only first or second gate in terms of mana – they may have huge reservoirs of life energy, but they can only flow out so much at a time.”

I tried again on another leaf, and cut off the spell as soon as I felt resistance. The leaf fluttered and tossed around a bit, but it stilled, and Kene nodded.

“Great!”

I cast it on the rest of the leaves, each time getting a little bit closer to the edge without pushing over it. I was left with a pile of what looked like half decayed root slices and leaves.

“Alright, now what we need to do is the simple part.”

He began to add the plants into a large mortar and pestle, and I helped him. He poured in a bit of water, added a tiny pinch of salt, and a tiny pinch of sugar, and then passed me the mortar.

“Grind it up?” I asked.

“Please,” they said.

I smashed the pieces up with the pestle, and in my Analyze Life vision, I could see something strange happening. The life flows from each of the plant parts began to connect, growing together and forming a spell array, part of which looked vaguely familiar.

“It resembles the ungated spell to help deal with pain,” I said.

“Most spells came from the natural world first,” they said. “The first flamethrower spells came from flame drakes. The first regeneration spells came from trolls. It can be hard to remember sometimes, with how advanced some spellcraft has become, and how a new spell practically takes fifty mages to design, but it’s true. Sometimes there’s nothing like going back to basics.”

As they spoke, the paste slowly began to transform physically as well, becoming thinner and thinner, until it was little more than a slightly soupy liquid. Kene handed me a strainer lined with cheesecloth and another mason jar, though this one was tiny – only about a quarter of a cup of liquid could fit into it. 

I strained the liquid into the jar, and then Kene screwed the cap on and channeled a bit of mana into it to enhance the seal.

“There you go. It should be good for about a month or so, and it’s not perfect, but it’s a basic pain reliever and anti-microbial. If you take three spoonfuls of it with tea and honey, then it’ll help you get better faster. After a month, it’ll begin to really lose potency, and after about two or three months, it’ll basically be water.”

“Are you sure you want to give this to me?” I asked, holding the jar carefully.

“Totally,” they said. “If I sell something in my shop, I add more components for stability to let it last at least a year, and… No offense, but I’m just a lot better at it. There’s nothing wrong with that, but you still lost quite a bit of efficiency.”

I wrinkled my nose at them, and they laughed and pushed their hat back.

“Don’t get me wrong, it’s very good for a first attempt,” they said. “And it will work. I just can’t sell it. Besides, it’s your first potion! That’s something to celebrate.”

“I just hope Meadow isn’t going to be mad about me learning things early,” I said. “Actually, I can’t imagine Meadow would be. But Orykson might be a bit annoyed.”

An odd look flashed across Kene’s face.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Nothing, I just… I think my grandmother’s mentioned someone named Orykson before, and grumbled about him. But I’m honestly not sure. She’s told me about a lot of people and grumbled about even more in passing. Maybe I’m wrong, though. But why do you have two mentors?”

“Orykson arranged for Meadow and a guy named Ikki to teach me on plant and time magic respectively,” I said. “Meadow’s nice, and Ikki’s… strange. He seems nice enough, but he’s very intense. Orykson’s a bit of a prick at times, but he seems to genuinely want to help me… yet he’s also very busy. He’s definitely got some sort of political influence, and seems to be busy with that a lot.”

Kene frowned as they scratched at one of the tattoos on their arm.

“I see. Just… keep in mind that not everyone who offers power really wants what’s best for you.”

“I will,” I promised. “But for right now, as long as he’s offering free power without needing me to do anything morally objectionable, I’m happy to go along with his plans.”

Kene chuckled at that and nodded.

“Fair enough. I think the storm’s supposed to lighten in the morning. For tonight, let’s just make some dinner, and you can have the couch upstairs?”

“Sounds good to me,” I said with a smile.

The next morning, I said my goodbyes to Kene, thanked them once again, and flew home. After all, I had a few more days to complete Wyldwatch or Spiritwatch missions.

There were three that caught my eye this time.

The first was the mission to capture a handful of loose death crows trapped in a manor in the middle of nowhere. The reward had been increased to just over three thousand, five hundred silver, which was… unheard of, at least for the kind of job that a freelance, first gate mage would receive. There was definitely something strange going on there, but I had no idea what.

The second came from the library – they’d received a donation of books after someone had passed away, and there were two shades and a ghost that were haunting the books. Someone had to help lay them to rest.

The third one had the crest of a family that I didn’t recognize stamped on it. Their eldest daughter had just advanced to Spellbinder, and would be journeying out to find a moonlace pixie to bond. She was an illusionist without any combat skills, and so even though she was stronger than I was, she needed a guard to watch over her as she performed the ceremony in the Trollstone Forest. The reward was eighty silver and a portable communication mirror.

We had a large communication mirror in the bakery – in the past ten years, the price had begun to really drop, and a fair few people had them in their homes now – but a portable mirror was still pricey. Too pricey for this mission, in fact, which made me think that the family probably had gotten better ones and were trying to offload their junk, but that wasn’t a problem for me.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

I wanted a deeper connection with the library, and I wanted a communication mirror.

That being said, a lot of my problems right now did come down to cash, or at least a fair few of them did. Based on comments Kene and Orykson had made, I thought a few more advancement resources would be useful, but no more than that.

But… I liked money.

That felt so greedy to think about, but it wasn’t like I was going to be some monster and take advantage of others. I didn’t need Orykson’s centuries of compound interest, the bank accounts of one of the Tower-City’s mass corporations, or the bloody fortune of a conquering warlord in the Unclaimed Lands.

But I did want enough to not have to budget down to the last silver, and still live comfortably. Maybe someday I could own a condo or small house of my own, or… something.

Of course, owning a place, even in the suburbs, would easily cost three hundred thousand silver, maybe more. Three thousand wasn’t enough for a down payment.

But it was a start. I could invest it into my own future, and make more money as a second gate mage, or as a Spellbinder.

And I wasn’t going to lie to myself – I was curious as to why the mission hadn’t been taken yet, or if it had, then why everyone had failed.

I peeled the mission off the board and headed to the attendant. As soon as she saw it, she winced.

“You sure you want this one?” she asked. “A bunch of people have taken it, and they’ve all come back empty-handed.”

“Did they say why?” I asked.

“They said it was haunted,” she said. “We, as well as the Lightwatch, did a brief investigation, but with nobody seriously hurt, the isolated manor, and the owner openly swearing under truth spells? There’s… not much we can do. We think it’s probably some sort of local elemental or spirit stirring up trouble, and the crows are a byproduct.”

“That sounds like… quite a mess,” I said.

“It is,” she agreed. “But hey, since the owner’s willing to put up this much of a reward, if you actually succeed, you might be able to negotiate for an even higher reward than what he’s provided us to post.”

I might fail, sure, and if I did, I’d have wasted a weekend. But if I succeeded, I’d get at least three thousand silver, maybe more.

“I’ll take it,” I said decisively.

“Okay,” she said with a shrug, stamping off on the mission. I headed home and let Ed know I was going to head out for a mission in the morning tomorrow, since dad was busy in the shop. I’d tell him at dinner.

“Oh, really?” he asked curiously. “Need me to come? I can probably get off if I run down, Josie owes me like… four shifts anyways.”

“Is that allowed? I don’t think you’re a contract worker for the other Watches. Are you?”

“It’s allowed,” he said. “Not often done, since we have our own work to do, but it’s not like I’m taking the glory from you. I could just go as backup.”

I considered that seriously for several seconds, then shook my head.

“The spirit, or whatever it is that’s calling the crows, hasn’t used any powerful attacks yet, and it’s only had first gate mages investigating. Bringing a third gate mage with me might be like pulling out a spell or a knife in a bar fight.”

Ed bit his lip, then let out a long, slow sigh.

“Fine, you’re probably right. But stay safe, okay?” he asked.

“I will. And hey! Next weekend, we have Estragon cleanup,” I said. “We can work on a mission together then. That’ll be fun.”

Ed gave me a goofy grin and nodded.

“Sounds good,” he said.

“Oh, but… do you have a spatial storage artifact?” I asked.

He shifted uncomfortably from one foot to the other, then nodded.

“Yeah,” he said. “We’re given them as a part of the standard kit for the Lightwatch. I didn’t want to say anything, cuz I know they’re pretty expensive. Also, I can’t use it for daily stuff, or I’d never carry groceries again.”

“Great,” I said. “Mind grabbing it? If you want to hang out some, then I need to purchase one. I don’t think I’ve the money for a storage ring or anything, but Kene said spatial bags were usually a lot cheaper.”

“Sure, but why do I need my own?” he asked.

“Negotiation tactic, brother-mine,” I said with a grin.

“Brother-mine?” Ed asked, scrunching up his nose. “What kind of middle-ages nonsense is that?”

I shrugged and shoved him towards the stairs. Of course, with the fact he was a full foot taller than me, and easily weighed a hundred pounds more, it was more like a leaf hitting him than anything. 

“Go get it,” I said.

A few minutes later, he came down the stairs wearing a dull gray storage ring on his right index finger, and we set out to find a decent shop.

“Any idea where to go?” Ed asked.

“Well,” I said, “Orykson would probably want me to go to the same shop I got my suit from. But it’s also a luxury shop. I’m pretty sure that the enchantment on my suits was one of the less important parts of their cost. So I’m not going there – they’ll sell me some fancy leather bag that costs five thousand silver for no discernable reason to us poor peasants.”

“So… I’m gonna assume that’s a no?” Ed asked, gently bonking me on the head.

“I know where to not go,” I said. “That counts for something. Probably.”

We headed towards the nearest shopping center, which was a few miles away, and I was struck by the fact I was able to keep up with Ed a little bit more easily. It wasn’t much, but over the past month, I’d been doing a lot of running around.

I smiled a bit. Maybe if I started working a bit more, I’d be able to actually develop some muscle tone. That would be really nice… It could probably help me pass better.

Of course, if Liz’s family was anything to go off of, I could get absolutely shredded and still present very femininely, but that… wasn’t something I wanted to think about.

So? I didn’t, instead choosing to sketch my Pinpoint Boneshard spell. I hadn’t been as vigilant as I should have been while I was with Kene, so I wanted to catch up.

Ed gave me a strange look, but didn’t say anything.

When we arrived at the shopping center, I shifted to sketching Internal Pocketwatch. It was a lot less threatening, and I didn’t want to scare someone.

“I’ve been to Irio’s Sporting Goods before,” Ed said, pointing at a shop with a brightly glowing red sign. “They… actually, nevermind. They have bags enchanted to clean your gym clothes, but I don’t know if they’ve got any storage enchantments.”

“Yeah, we can pass then,” I said. “How about that place?”

I pointed to a sign labeled ‘Bags, Bags, and More Bags!’ which… I mean, it had the word bags in it more than any sane person should.

We walked past the window, but it seemed to be a custom print shop. Interesting, but not what we were looking for.

There were a few large consignment stores, and some of them may have had one, but they’d probably put it at a mark-up.

“How about that one?” Ed asked, pointing to a store labeled ‘Every-Budget Enchanters.’ I perked up. That definitely might work.

We went inside, past rows of fishing poles fitted with simple fish attraction charms, and under a canoe that they – for a reason that was completely alien to me – had decided to show off the flotation magic by having it float in the middle of the main walkway, then past a display case full of shoes, labeled with different running, stamina, or climbing enchantments woven in.

“Anything I can help you fine young gentlemen find?” a man said from behind us, smiling with the glazed look of someone who was nearly at the end of their shift.

“Enchanted stora–” I started to say, but at the same time, Ed spoke, and I tripped over my words.

“Dimensional rin–” he said, also stumbling.

The employee gave us a long-suffering smile, and led us through a section of the store filled with enchanted cooking supplies until we stood in an isle of bags. Of course. Because every good backpack would be behind the cooking supplies. That was clearly logical.

If the owner of the store had been the one there, instead of a very tired employee, I would have rolled my eyes.

“Oh!” Ed said. “Duh. Why didn’t I look here? Thanks man! That’s all.”

Perhaps there was some strange logic to it that Ed could detect.

But… more likely he was just being nice.

The employee nodded and meandered away, sharply turning down an aisle to avoid a gaggle of young teens who passed by. I grinned to myself, then turned back to the bags and rings on the shelf.

Everything new was kept behind a layer of enchanted glass, and the pricier items weren’t even on the shelf, but reading the descriptions of them – and more importantly, the prices accompanying those descriptions – I skipped to the far end, where the cheapest items were kept. I didn’t need a thirty-thousand-liter sized storage space anyways. I was pretty sure everything I owned could fit in that with room to spare.

The cheapest items were, as Kene had promised, bags. The most inexpensive of those were only fifty silver, but they were so pointless that I had to wonder if anyone even bought them – like a backpack that had the internal space of a duffel bag. Considering a backpack wasn’t much smaller than that, I didn’t see why I wouldn’t just carry the slightly bigger bag.

“How much do you have to spend?” Ed asked, pointing at a bag just under a thousand silver.

“Not that much,” I said, shaking my head and laughing. “Two hundred silver, tops.”

I paused. With the forward pay that Orykson was sending me, I could probably afford a thousand silver bag, and if I got the payment from the mission, I’d be able to put it back – and then some.

Nah. That was a stupid idea. Everyone else had failed, after all, and it wasn’t like I was some prodigy. It was a bad habit to get into anyway – something in the apartment could break, I could be forced to buy some healing potions, my broom’s magic could suddenly require repairs, or a dozen other things besides.

“Secondhand would probably be a good idea,” I said, gesturing to the boxes of used storage spaces.

“Hmmm…” Ed said. His fingers hovered over a bag for a moment, then he pulled it away.

“What?” I asked.

“The bag was used to transport sand for a construction crew. It’s an okay deal, but everything is going to come out sandy.”

“Yeah, no thank you,” I said with a shudder.

I looked at a belt bag that could hold twenty liters, but since storage bags were limited by the mouth of the bag itself, I discarded it. I may be able to fit everything I needed into it, but it would be horribly awkward to fish it in and out.

Ed showed me a backpack that could hold over a hundred liters and was absurdly cheap, but it had some holes in it that left its storage space somewhat unreliable to access at times, so we put it back.

I looked at a ring that could hold ten liters, but decided that was too small to be worth the two hundred and twenty silver.

A few more dead-eyed employees passed us and asked if we needed help as we sorted through their used goods, and about twenty minutes into the process, the peacepyre floated out of the bottle on my belt and hovered over my head. Ed glanced at it, so I quickly explained what it was.

I half expected the peacepyre to start diving in and out of the storage spaces, but it just hovered peacefully, occasionally drifting one way or another. I shrugged and gave it a pat on its…

Well, it didn’t have a head. It was an orb of opal fire. I patted the top of the ball.

After another thirty minutes of digging, I pulled out a black leather briefcase. Its handle and strap were cracked and weathered, a few bad days from falling apart, and there was some staining on the leather of the briefcase, but the body of the briefcase seemed mostly unharmed. I unlatched and relatched it a few times, and the extended space within was completely solid.

I cast my Analyze Space spell, looking over the bag. The magic ran through the body, but not through the straps, so I could safely get those replaced once they broke…

I wasn’t an enchanter, and I didn’t understand the strange bending of space in the bag, but it didn’t fluctuate. I grabbed a few other bags for comparison, as well as looking at what was behind the glass. None of the new enchantments fluctuated, so I took the lack of fluctuation as a good sign.

The internal space of the briefcase was just under eighty liters, and the briefcase cost two hundred and twelve silver…

I picked it up.

“This is it,” I said.

Ed made a sour face.

“That makes you look like an old man,” he said.

“Great, I’m sure Orykson will approve, then,” I said with a slight grin.

We headed to the counter, behind which was a tall, lanky man who spread his arms as we approached.

“Ah, hello, hello!” he said. “My name is Larry, owner and proprietor of this fine establishment.”

He seemed to be the only happy person in the store, and I took an immediate dislike to him. The fact he was so joyous, while all his employees looked like they wanted to die?

My dad was hardly the perfect boss, but our employees looked better.

“Nice to meet you,” I said with an equally happy, fake smile. “You see, I’ve just turned eighteen, and I was hoping to get a storage space of my own. My bother here…”

I gestured at Ed, who waved, which showed off the storage ring.

“He’s been kind enough to let me use his for a while, but I figured I should probably start looking at one of my own.”

Step one of negotiating for secondhand goods: devalue how much you need their product.

I tapped the bag.

“This one seemed decent enough under my Analyze Space spell, but… I’m sure you can see the quality of the straps. One good yank and they’d come right off.”

“One-ninety-five,” he said, seizing the initiative. I should have put my offer out first. Oh well.

“Come on, I’m going to have to spend fifty to replace the straps,” I said. I would, in fact, be doing no such thing – I’d just get some cheap cloth straps, and I may even fix it myself. But if I wanted to really replace the leather straps, that wasn’t a horrible guess.

I withdrew a ring from my pocket and placed it on the counter.

“I’ll do one-seventy-five, if you identify this, too,” I said.

He picked it up, turned it over in his hand, then pushed it back.

“Sorry, we only identify elemental and human enchantments, nothing else. I’ll do one seventy, though.”

“You know,” Ed rumbled. “My first storage space was about the same internal size, and I paid the same price, but it was way smaller on the outside.”

I nodded to him.

“How about one-fifty?” I asked.

“One-sixty-five,” he said. “That’s as fair as you’re likely to get from me.”

If this had just been a normal negotiation, I’d have taken the deal, but… I didn’t really like him that much.

“Nah,” I said, shaking my head and turning to go. “I’ll check with Rick’s, see if –”

I hadn’t even finished turning away before the owner spoke.

“Fine, fine. One-fifty-five.”

I tilted my head as if considering, hoping he’d go lower, but when he didn’t budge, I nodded.

“Deal,” I said.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

The following morning, I packed things in my new storage briefcase, hung it from my broom with some sturdy cord, and flew off towards the manor. This flight was longer than the one to visit Kene, and also… boring.

It was very pretty, especially at first. Trollstone Forest’s bright greens and shadowed blues contrasted with the reds and yellows of the rising sun, and the layer of dew over everything cast an iridescent sheen over the world that vaguely reminded me of the peacepyre.

The peacepyre seemed to think so too, if the fact that it joined me for that section of the flight was anything to go by.

But before long, as the noonday sun was beating down on me, exacerbated by the black suit I’d chosen to wear, and the peacepyre had returned to its bottle, I was much less amused with the flight. The fact that instead of passing over villages, towns, forests, and other interesting sights, I was met with nothing but plains and the occasional bit of heathery fenland certainly didn’t help. I took a brief break to eat some of the buns I’d packed away in my new storage case, then set off again.

By the time the sun was lowering again, the sights had begun to get more interesting. A new forest had begun to come into view – I wasn’t sure of this one’s name, but the trees were gnarled with age, and the setting sun cast long shadows over the whole scene.

I landed in the village closest to the forest, where I’d hopefully find the owner of the manor, or at least pick up some local gossip.

I glanced around. The place was even smaller than the village Kene lived in, and I was tempted to call it a hamlet. Much like Kene’s village, floating orbs of light, glowing crystals, and other spells and enchantments lit and warded the village, but here on the edge, it was unsettlingly dark, even before the sun fully set.

Until, that was, the peacepyre flickered out of its bottle and over my shoulder. It crackled cheerfully, letting off the soft popping sounds of a campfire and lighting the area around me in a silvery glow.

“Thanks, buddy,” I said to the peacepyre, then headed into the hamlet. There were still a few people out, mainly on their way home from work.

“Oi!” an elderly lady called, waving her walking stick at me. “You another one of them Watchmen? Here to take a crack at Ol’ Davies’ manor?”

I turned fully to face her, using a flicker of mana to switch my broom to charging mode, then nodded.

“Yes ma’am,” I said, doing my best to be polite. “Do you have anything you can tell me about it?”

She let out a very undignified snort and leaned on her walking stick.

“Course I know what’s goin’ on. We all do; it’s obvious.”

“May I ask what it is?”

“Old Man Davies passed on ‘bout two years ago now,” she said, looking off into the distance. “He was real good with the forest. Life mage, like you I reckon.”

I kept a smile plastered on my face. I did appreciate oral history, but I did wish she’d just tell me.

“When he passed, though, his daughter was gonna take hold o’ his business. Was a bit controversial – the eldest son wanted the money from it, but he weren’t ever that good with plants the way Old Man Davies or his daughter were.”

“The son got the business, though?” I guessed.

“Nah. Daughter did for a year and a half, then she died. Terrible thing,” the old lady said wistfully.

“Is it possible that the son had her killed?” I asked warily.

“I ‘spose anythin’s possible, but he ain’t done it,” she said. “She died of a bad fall, plain an’ simple, and he wasn’t anywhere near. But now he does run the business, and that’s why he’s been driven out of the mansion.”

“I see,” I said. “But… why?”

“I told you, boy!” she said, waving her walking stick aggressively. I warily took a step back. “Forest’s angry at him.”

I frowned and slowly nodded.

“I suppose I can see that. Is there any way to speak to any of the local forest spirits?”

She stared at me as if I’d grown a second head, which I felt was entirely uncalled for, then spit over her left shoulder, and sketched a symbol to ward off evil in the air.

“Only a fool goes knockin’ door to door askin’ to speak to the reaper. Knock enough, an’ they’ll show up.”

“Well, I suppose I’ll take a crack at the manor tomorrow,” I said. “Do you know where I can find the son?”

“Young Davies’ bought a small house off that way till he gets his manor back, an’ you can stay with him. We ain’t got no inn or nothing,” she said, waving her walking stick vaguely to indicate direction.

“Thank you,” I said, bowing my head slightly.

In truth, I was extremely uncomfortable staying with someone I’d never met before.

From a purely objective standpoint, I knew there were good odds nothing would happen. They’d hosted multiple other members of the Wyldwatch or Spiritwatch without trouble, and if they actually wanted it solved, they’d probably do everything they could to be nice to me.

But I still couldn’t shake the discomfort of having to stay with someone I didn’t know, especially if they’d done something to piss off the forest itself.

I groaned to myself. I should have taken the library mission.

But I wasn’t going to be able to do anything about that now, so I shoved that away. I could at least get some information from the son, even if I didn’t stay with him for the night.

I headed in the direction the old lady had indicated, the peacepyre bobbing along happily as I did, and eventually found what had to be the son’s temporary home.

It was a two-story house, already a rare thing in a hamlet, and was painted with a dark blue color that contrasted against the woodsy feel of all of the other houses. It had enchanted lights strung through its garden, which had to have been magically sustained.

As soon as I crossed over the property line, I felt the faint buzz of a ward triggering. It wasn’t anything strong – if anything, it reminded me of the bakery’s alarm ward.

By the time I’d gotten to the home, the door was already open. A tall man with tightly curled black hair and a navy-blue suit was standing there. He looked me up and down, a faint frown touching at the corners of his lips.

“You’re the Watchman? Well, at least you dress properly.”

“My name is Malachi,” I said, trying to project as much confidence as I could. “I plan to get this done tonight, so let’s not waste time. What can you tell me about the situation? I understand that there’s multiple death crows, but they’re hardly the real problem, are they?”

It came out slightly too fast, and the confidence sounded a bit more like annoyance, but it still seemed to throw off the well-dressed man.

“Well, why don’t you come in an–”

I cut him off by raising my hand. It was probably nothing, but this whole mission had me a bit on edge.

“I intend to get this sorted out quickly, Mister Davies. I appreciate the pleasantries, but I don’t have time for them at the moment.”

“I see. Well, you’ve done your research. I presume you know how I inherited the lumber business that keeps our lovely little hamlet operating?”

“I do,” I said. I hadn’t known it was lumber, sure, but that hadn’t been too hard to guess. “Let me ask you this – have you made any substantial policy changes since taking over the company?”

“We’ve expanded!” he said, a fierce pride showing in his eyes. “My family never wanted to expand our business, only saying we made enough for our manor and to keep the village aloft, and that was enough. Under my guidance, we’ve more than tripled, and we’re approaching the size of a true village now. Four new shops have opened, and we’ve an inn opening in a month.”

“Admirable,” I said, though I wasn’t sure it actually was, and was beginning to get my suspicions of what exactly was going on. “Then you’ll understand why, if I can get you back in your manor, I’m going to have to–”

This time it was his turn to cut me off, nodding. I didn’t let any annoyance show on my face. Not only would that help break the veneer of power and competence that I was trying to put on, but it would be hypocritical.

“Of course, of course. I’m happy to add a piece from my personal collection if you manage to do it.”

“Most kind. I should be back shortly.” I said, turning to leave.

“Don’t you want me to fly you out to the manor?” he asked. “It’s at least a mile out. Well, you have your own broom, but I’d be happy to give you directions.”

“I appreciate the offer,” I said. “But I need to walk there.”

I left, heading out towards the edge of the forest to try and confirm my suspicion.

Sure enough, as I walked the path towards the forest, then into the forest and towards the manor, I began to see evidence of my theory. The trees in the area were slightly too thin, and there were too many stumps. They’d not entirely deforested – at least the son had possessed some sense – but there were certainly fewer trees than I’d seen in either Trollstone or Delford forest.

From above, the old tree branches were so spread out and filled with leaves that it would have been hard to tell from the air – which was how most people would have reached the manor, and since the mission had been filed with the Spiritwatch, and the investigation had been done by them and the Lightwatch, nobody had looked too closely.

After all, nothing illegal or overly spiritual was going on with these trees. It was his right to cut them down, at least as far as the law was concerned, as long as he wasn’t causing environmental damage.

Which technically, he wasn’t, but he was certainly happy to dance along the line. Certainly willing to push it in a way that the previous owners hadn’t been. If the old woman’s words about the old man and his daughter were right, I was guessing that they were far kinder to the forest than the mere legal minimum. They cared about the forest itself.

As I drew up to the gates of the manor, I stepped off the path and took a seat on a stump.

“Leeeavvvveeee,” a voice said, carrying hauntingly on the wind.

“I’d actually like to talk to you, please,” I said, pouring power into my Analyze Death and Life spells to look around, but not seeing anything.

The peacepyre over my head floated from one side to another as if caught in a gust of wind. I extended my mana senses, but whatever it was, it was either tightly controlled, shielded, or – and most likely in my opinion – so closely matched to the natural mana of the world here that I wasn’t able to notice the fluctuation.

I opened my new suitcase and withdrew a bag of pastries I’d pilfered from yesterday’s leftovers.

“I’ve got food,” I said. “You’re welcome to have some, if you’re willing to talk to me.”

I took a bite of a cheese-filled scone.

“Also,” I said conversationally, “I’d much rather sleep out here with… I’m guessing you’re an asomatous? Or maybe a Genius Loci? Well, whatever you are, I trust you more than I do the guy who keeps cutting down trees. That is, if you give me permission to stay – if you really do want me to leave, I’ll do so. But I’d rather eat and talk, I promise.”

After a moment, I caught something out of the corner of my eye. Foliage shifted slightly, and a man emerged from the brush.

He was attractive, though perhaps his features were too delicate to be classically handsome, with long brown hair that fell to his waist. Ivy and other plants were woven in his hair and across his body, peeking out and around his clothes. He wore a simple pair of trousers and shoes, both of which seemed oddly natural, as if they’d been grown rather than made. He wore no shirt, and I glanced away from that quickly, my cheeks burning.

But strangest of all, he had… antlers? Horns? I wasn’t sure what the right word was. They rose off his head, and looked almost like they were made of wood.

In my Analyze Life spell, he looked utterly bizarre. The flows of life energy in his body were incredibly peculiar. They seemed to branch out into ten million little capillaries, almost like capillary veins, weaving in and out of his muscle structure. At the end of each of the strange, tiny flows, there was a small knot, almost as if to bind it more directly to the muscle itself.

Even weirder, while several of the large flows of life energy came from the heart, brain, and spine, like they would with a human, quite a few were along other bones as well – in particular, those in his arms and legs.

I wasn’t sure what the exact effect of this was going to be, but I was certain that this was no human I was dealing with.

“Very well,” he said, and his voice was deep and rich, nothing like the creepy sounds on the wind. “I shall speak with you.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

My breath caught as I ran my eyes over him one more time. A few patches of green that I’d thought were leaves… weren’t.

Oh, sure, he still had ivy and other plants trailing through his hair and draping over his skin in a few places. But behind his ears, and in the center of his chest, some of what I’d mistaken for leaves?

Those were scales.

Hurriedly, I ran my mana senses over him. It was a bit rude, but I had to confirm if what I was thinking was true or not. Oddly, the man didn’t seem to mind, instead probing me with his own senses.

The first sensation I got was that of a blazing torch of power, compared to the bright candleflame of power that I’d managed to gather. He was probably a Spellbinder, and even though it felt like he’d only recently advanced, his power was solidly built. In a head-to-head contest against Ed, I’d have to give it to the man in front of me.

His blend of mana was complex, integrating large amounts of what felt almost like life mana, but it had so many other aspects that it was hard for me to say with any certainty. I’d only felt a mana composition this complex once before.

My hand ran over the draconic enchanted ring in my pocket.

“Dragon?” I asked, my voice half caught in my throat.

He studied me, and in the faintly shimmering light of my peacepyre, I could see him lift one eyebrow.

“Human?” he asked, his baritone voice full of mirthful amusement.

I closed my eyes and took a breath to steady myself, then opened them.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I was caught by surprise.”

I gestured to the stump across from me.

“Please, take a seat. Would you like something to eat? Let’s see, I have egg custard-filled tarts, bean buns, pork buns, jam-filled croissants…”

He took a seat across from me and tilted his head.

“Pork buns? How would a rabbit be made of pork? Or beans?”

I froze for a second, not sure how to respond to that. I glanced at the dragon, and I caught the faintest hint of an amused sparkle in his eyes.

“You’re messing with me, aren’t you?” I asked.

“I am,” he said with a laugh. “I grew up in the city of Teffordshire.”

I tried to picture a mental map in my head. I knew that was one of the larger cities in Mossford, and I was… pretty sure it was to the south. Not too far from here.

“My name is Malachi,” I said, laughing with him. “I’m from the capital.”

“Ivy,” he said. “May I have a pork bun?”

I handed one over, and he took a bite, leaning back some and crossing his legs on the stump.

“So, Malachi. Why are you here?” He said it casually, but the way his eyes studied me, I was certain my response would change how he reacted to me.

“When I first picked up the mission, I figured I’d just do it to get a good paycheck,” I admitted. “But given that you’re here, far from home, and the fact that you’re presumably the one who’s been keeping people out, I want to hear your side of the story. And I want to know why you spoke to me.”

“You were the first to reach out to the power of the world and hear its heartbe–”

“Spare me,” I said. “You’re a dragon, and I get that your mana is a lot more natural than mine, but acting all mystical and druidic won’t work. I guarantee that some of the other members of the Watches who came out here tried to speak to the forest.”

He gave me an amused look and took another bite of the pork bun.

“You’re right. Of course, a few of them did, and I spoke to them, and explained why they had to leave. But what do you want?”

“A solution,” I said.

“Being vague doesn’t help your case,” he said seriously.

“I’m not being vague. I don’t know the details. If I could make a perfect solution, I’d have it so that the tree farming doesn’t damage the natural mana flows in the area, and I still got paid. What do you want? Why are you here, so far from home? Why did you speak to me, as opposed to the others?”

“I’ll start with the last one, since it’s the easiest to understand. You’ve got a draconic enchanted ring built for humans in your pocket, and that made me curious. Two other people have tried to speak to the forest, but they did elaborate ceremonies that were just as much superstition as they were magic. You just plopped down and announced you wanted to talk, which was rather bold of you and caught my interest. And…”

He shrugged.

“I’m getting tired. I’ve been here for almost four months, and people just keep coming. I figured that Jacobs Davies would try for a few weeks, then give up. I mean, the request has spread all the way to the capital now.”

I fished the ring out of my pocket and tossed it into the air, then caught it.

“I’ll be honest, I don’t know what this does,” I said, holding it up to the light of the peacepyre. “I got it from a troll cave after a – friend? – and I knocked the troll out.”

“Really?” he asked. “May I see it?”

I almost didn’t pass it over, but eventually decided that I was already in deep enough that if he decided to steal it, there wasn’t anything I could do to stop him, and so I passed it over.

He examined it for a few moments, then passed it back to me.

“Cavern Dragon magic,” he said. “I’m not sure what it does, but it’s designed to imbue a permanent effect to the wearer, like an ingrained spell does. It shouldn’t be harmful to you. It’s also old. Not ancient, but the magic has gotten rusty from disuse, though it should eventually fix itself. It’s been sitting there for… twelve years or so?”

“You can tell all that from just holding it?” I asked, slipping the ring onto my right index finger.

There was a weak tingle in my mana-garden, but it was incredibly faint. I closed my eyes, chasing down the elusive feeling. It seemed to be coming somewhat more powerfully from my death mana, but I wasn’t even sure if it was, or if I was just deceiving myself.

“Dragons have better mana senses than humans,” Ivy said, though I barely heard him, since I was focused on my mana-garden.

I opened my eyes and refocused on him.

“Alright, I buy why you approached me. But let’s talk about the rest.”

He finished his pork bun and rose.

“Walk with me?”

I rose and slung my briefcase over one shoulder, the leather strap creaking some as I did. I gave it a stern look before I followed.

We walked through the trees, and I felt something strange tingling at my senses. We were moving faster than we should have been able to, though I didn’t understand how exactly we were doing that, since the world wasn’t blurring around us.

I shuddered. Draconic magic was strange stuff.

“I was sent here by my mother,” Ivy said. “She’s what you’d call an Arcanist, back home in Teffordshire. She sensed the disruptions, and sent me out here to fix them. I figured that if I could stop Jacobs from being able to get home, and make it hard for him to run his business, he’d stop.”

“That hasn’t worked,” I said. “But, and I mean this… I… No offense, but you didn’t seem to care much about ceremony. He’s keeping it within legal limits. I don’t like what he’s doing, but why would your mother notice?”

“If this was a normal forest, like Trollstone, I’d agree with you,” he said. “But the trouble is, this isn’t a normal forest.”

I waited for an explanation, but the strange magic around us retracted back into Ivy, and we stepped into a clearing.

It was lush and bright, despite how late it was in the evening, and I abruptly realized the glow was leaking out of the earth itself. The trees were a verdant green, but there were spots of purple, pink, yellow, and other flowers mixed throughout, leading to a riot of color.

And the mana…

At first, I thought it was gushing out of the ground, but I abruptly realized that wasn’t quite right. It was pouring into the clearing, yes, but it wasn’t being directed up. It was funneling into something.

Ivy turned and focused on me.

He stepped into the clearing and shifted leaves to reveal a large egg. It was covered in what looked like green scales, and a faint green glow throbbed from the inside.

“What is that?” I asked.

He laid his hand on the egg’s smooth surface.

“This is a terragon egg.”

“Is that like an estragon?” I asked.

“Far stronger,” he said. “Many human myths about dragons are about terragon. Once it hatches, it will be powerful enough to be able to defend itself, but terragon eggs are incredibly powerful components. Mother’s been keeping an eye on this one for almost a decade now.”

“Why not tell the Watch?” I asked.

“I will, once it hatches, but like I said, the eggs are valuable. Old Man Davies knew about it, and his daughter may have. Once it’s hatched, it should have the power to protect itself, and the law is clear about their territory. It’s less clear about their eggs, and while it’s so vulnerable to poachers…”

A sickening feeling formed in the pit of my stomach.

“It seems like the options are to either tell Jacobs Davies about this, and watch him try to poach it, or tell the Watch and force him to back off, but risk the information leaking, and someone poaching it anyways. Why tell me, though?”

“You’re not acting purely for the money. Of the other two who spoke to me, I told one of them, though not that it was a terragon egg. I simply told him about the dryad grove that he was beginning to encroach on.”

He glanced at me.

“And before you ask, yes, Davies is aware of the grove. That’s not a secret, like the egg. He’s sure to steer clear of their territory, making sure to only cut down mindless trees, but the lumber operation he’s running is still damaging the egg’s growth.” I shifted from foot to foot.

“Can you hide the egg from him?”

“I am hiding the egg, but I can only do that while I’m within the forest.”

“What about setting up an enchantment, so you can leave?” I asked.

“I don’t know anything about enchanting,” he said. “My father may be able to, but then…”

Ivy sighed and ran a hand through his long hair.

“This is something like a coming-of-age ceremony. I’m given a difficult task to solve on my own. I can recruit people, but I don’t want to be running back to my mother’s skirts, or relying on someone more powerful than I am. That’s… another reason I’m speaking to you, and keeping my efforts at first and second gate. I can’t draw a Spellbinder into this.”

“Hmm,” I said. I didn’t necessarily agree with his philosophy – after all, a spell engineer might have no power at all, but still come up with a spell designed to perfectly solve this exact situation – but I wasn’t going to contradict his coming-of-age ceremony. I didn’t know if it was a Teffordshire thing, a dragon thing, or even just his family, but it felt rude regardless.

But more than that… The way he was talking about not being able to draw a Spellbinder into this, but coming forward to speak to me as his plans had failed and he was running low on options.

“You have a plan, don’t you?” I asked. “One that requires my help. Something to help stop the deforestation and protect the egg, all in one fell swoop?”

Ivy’s grin was fierce, and I took the opportunity to look at his teeth. They were slightly inhuman, but nowhere near as sharp or triangular as Kene’s were. That scratched dragon off of the list of things that Kene may be, though in truth, the moment I’d started to feel draconic mana, I’d begun to suspect Kene couldn’t be one.

“Here’s the plan…” Ivy began.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

Several hours later, I stepped onto Jacobs Davies’ garden path again, the familiar tingle of abnegation mana washing over my skin.

I strode up the garden path and hammered on his door, then stood back and waited, slowly counting to thirty. It was late, too late for him to reasonably be up at this hour.

Once I hit thirty, I pounded on the door again. A few seconds later, a maid opened the door, looking at me blearily.

“Mister Davies is asleep right now,” she said. “You…”

She trailed off as I lifted the body of the death crow I held in my left hand, visibly swallowing.

I hadn’t actually killed this crow, of course. This corpse was old, but Ivy’s magic had kept it in a preserved state until it was ready to be enacted as a part of his plan.

“I… Uh… You really did it, then?”

“There are no more death crows in his manor,” I said flatly.

“I’ll wake him, right away,” she said. “Please, why don’t you come into the foyer. You, uh… you can leave the bird in the garden. I’m sure you’ll be wanting to sell it to an alchemist.”

I tossed the bird aside as if it was no concern. A small part of me felt bad about treating it with such disrespect, but I needed to play my part. Unbeknownst to me, my rudeness to Davies earlier had actually done quite a bit to help me there.

The maid led me into the foyer, where I sat. I didn’t have to wait long, however, as Jacobs Davies entered the room only a few minutes later. The maid busied about getting us set up with a cup of herbal tea, then left the room in a hurry.

“So,” Davies said. “You actually did it? Breached the barrier, got rid of the crows?”

“There’s not a single crow, magical or otherwise, left in your manor,” I said.

“Excellent!” he said cheerfully. “Then I’ll just lead you to my personal collecti–”

“No,” I said. I didn’t raise my voice, but I spoke firm and hard, as if I was a parent disciplining a child about to put their hand on the hot stovetop.

“You don’t want the –” Davies started to say, but I cut him off again.

“I’m certain your collection is admirable, but you stated that I would only get that reward if I got you back in your manor.”

Davies frowned, but I continued before he could say anything.

“I’ve removed the death crows from your manor, but I have not cleared the magic that stops people from entering it. Your attempts to enter would be just as fruitless as before. I’ll take my silver, but I’d hate to have to meet in the Teffordshire Small Claims Court…” I let my voice trail off for just a moment, long enough to let him hear the threat. “…For taking something wrongly from your collection.”

Davies stared at me, something flinty and hard in his eyes, and he didn’t speak for a long moment.

“I see,” he finally said. “Well, you should know that a claim such as yours requires proof. As the locally ordained magistrate, I have legal recourse to administer a truth serum.”

I rolled my eyes and waved my hand in a ‘get on with it’ gesture. He stared angrily at me, but then let out a rattling sigh.

“Give me just a moment.”

He left the room and returned a few moments later with a silver potion in a clear vial. He precisely added three drops to an ounce of water, and then handed it to me.

“Drink.”

I picked it up and threw it back like a shot of cheap liquor. The liquid was frighteningly cold, and it tingled through my veins strangely.

“I, Malachi Smith, swear that I entered your manor alone. I removed the death crows that were haunting it, including the one that I have left in your garden as proof.”

“How did you get past the tangling vines and briars at the entrance?” he demanded.

“Not all first gate mages are created equal,” I said, adding a sardonic quirk to my lips. “I simply broke through the defenses. They reformed once I left, however.”

“I…” he trailed off, staring at me. “That’s nonsense. I paid a Spellbinder to try and break through, and he couldn’t! There’s no way that you could do that.”

I turned to face him, then let power leak from all four of my gates. Rather than bend it into a spell, I tried to smash it together, compacting it, almost as if I was converting it up.

Then I drew it back into my mana-garden.

“Mister Davies,” I said. “You put up an independent contract with the Watches. I fulfilled my obligation.”

“I can’t get back into my house!” he shouted.

“Then I will see you in court,” I said.

“No, wait, hold on,” he said. “Fine, I’ll pay you. But… you really broke through the spells around my manor?”

“I tore through them like a hot knife through cold butter,” I said.

“Then, please… Can you get me back home?”

I gave him a wolfish smile.

“Certainly,” I said. “But there are some rules you’ll need to follow.”

“What rules?” he asked warily.

“Do you know why your house is being locked away from you?” I asked.

“Well…” he said. “I can make a guess.”

“Your father and sister were quite intelligent. Do you think they maintained a slower lumber pace for no reason?”

“They lacked vision,” he said.

“No,” I said. “They had common sense. Your forest is sitting upon a powerful, completely natural mana sink. The natural world was barely able to keep itself operational before you began your idiotic expansion.”

The potion burned like ice in my veins as I said that. It was true… technically. But it was definitely more artful wordplay than pure honesty.

“What?” he said, frowning. “None of the surveyors ever…”

“The surveyors you hired weren’t able to understand the whole story. I went to parts of the forest that they would be unable to.”

“I see,” he said, leaning back some. “So then… how can I keep my profits? From what I understand, if I don’t let enough natural energy flow into the sink, it’ll destabilize, and I could risk losing the entire forest.”

I felt a knot of revulsion in my stomach. That was his reaction? He cared more about finding a way to save a silver than anything.

Ivy had the perfect dramatic timing, because at just that moment, the entire house shook wildly. Jacobs let out a scream, and I smoothly rose to my feet – at least, as smoothly as I could.

“What the hell is that?” he demanded.

“What do you know about dragons?” I asked, holding up my hand to show him the ring, and trying not to let a smile touch my face. “They’re quite interesting. This ring, for example, is a draconic artifact, as is this broach.”

I reached into my pocket and withdrew a leaf-shaped broach, wrought of gold, ignoring the ice in my veins. It also wasn’t technically a lie. Ivy’s father was an enchanter, and Ivy had knocked out this broach in about half an hour while I cleared the manor.

Of course, all it did was produce light, but Jacobs didn’t need to know that.

“Are you telling me a thrice-cursed dragon is behind this?” he yelped.

Before I had a chance to respond, the room’s windows shattered as Ivy, transformed back to his fully draconic form, leapt through them.

Ivy’s dragon form was beautiful, in a strange way, though beauty wasn’t really the right word. Elegant and majestic, certainly. Powerful, without a doubt. He was quadrupedal, with a long neck, and tapering antlers coming from his head. His green scales shimmered with a magical glow, and power radiated off him, dense and inhuman.

“The creature in your forest is a terragon,” I said calmly. “They physically resemble dragons, and are roughly equals to dragons and hydras in terms of power, but they’re significantly less intelligent, closer to drakes or estragon.”

As I spoke, Ivy took in a deep breath and released an enormous stream of green dragonfyre at me. I raised my ‘protective broach,’ green light spilling out. As soon as it met the dragonfyre, the stream cut off, and Ivy staggered back, as if struck.

“Well,” I said. “I suppose I’ll be taking my leave, then.”

I turned to go, and Jacobs reached out to clutch my arm, grabbing onto it so tightly that it was actually mildly painful.

“Don’t you dare,” he said. “Get rid of that thing!”

“I don’t see why I should,” I said, waving the broach to ‘dispel’ another wave of dragonfyre.

“Are… are you extorting me right now?” he demanded. “You’re a Watch member! Do your duty and protect!”

“I’m a contract worker,” I said blandly, casting Fungal Lock on Ivy, who collapsed to the floor as if my spell had been far stronger. “I’m not required to protect anyone while my own life is in duress. I might be able to win a fight, but if the terragon and I were to come to blows, it would absolutely endanger my life.”

The potion in my veins burned as I spoke, unhappy with the manipulation of the truth, but I ignored it, crossing my arms into an X shape to block Ivy’s spell, a conjured, gnarled tree branch that sliced against the defensive magic woven into my suit. It was only a first gate spell, but backed up by Ivy’s power, it still did damage.

“I’ll pay you,” he said. “You can take anything I have here!”

I nodded and leapt at Ivy, who tore free from my Fungal Lock. I let loose streams of mana, shaping them together in the air as if to form complex spells around the dragon, and Ivy’s mana shrunk back. I pretended to deflect a blast of dragonfyre, and as Ivy forged roots to bind me in place, I flared the light again and twisted the mana in the air. Ivy shattered his spell, and I stepped forward aggressively.

All my twisting mana in the air had been for show, but there had been some real spellcasting going on behind the scenes.

The next move had taken some time to choreograph, but…

Ivy leapt into the air and I conjured my mushrooms over him, as if I’d been just a microsecond too slow. I hit the ground and rolled, then stood back up and thrust my hand to the side. At the same moment, I drained a massive chunk of mana from my temporal gate, finishing the spell.

An image of Ivy, a bit blurry but still clearly a draconic form, appeared next to me, where Ivy had been standing a moment before his leap.

At the same instant the image of Ivy appeared, the death mana finished shaping, snapping into the shape of Pinpoint Boneshard. The shard flew out of my hand and scored Ivy across his nose.

Ivy turned and fled through the window, and I let out a sigh of relief.

“Luckily, terragon aren’t the brightest,” I said. “My illusion was only that – an illusion. But I figured that if Sir Andas of Estwrite could defeat a sky dragon with only illusions…”

I reached into my pocket and withdrew the healing potion that I’d made with Kene, pouring a little over the wounds from where I’d blocked an attack. It was more of a pain reliever and cold medicine than it was a proper healing potion, but it still soothed the sting some.

Jacobs surveyed the room and let out a slow, sad sigh.

“It’s a good thing this is just a temporary abode,” he said.

“And you’re lucky that I was here,” I said seriously.

“Yes,” he said, “I suppose I am. You may be… abrupt. But I cannot doubt your competence.”

“Thank you,” I said, inclining my head. “But… we should speak about the terragon and your family operation.”

“We should,” he agreed with a nod. “Here, let’s move to my library. I… don’t think my sitting room is in any state to be used for some time.”

I let out a laugh at that, a real one, and we headed to the library.


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

“Do you think the terragon presents a threat to my business?” he asked as soon as we sat down, sounding more concerned than he’d been for his own safety.

I reminded myself that now that my supposed fight with Ivy was done, I needed to act nicer. The carrot, and the stick.

“Do you have any advice on dealing with the foul creature?” Davies asked.

“It’s not a foul creature,” I said, allowing some irritation to leak in.

Oops.

“Regardless, terragon are an endangered species,” I said. “Their territory is protected by law. I’ve got a dragon friend whose mother is excellent with this sort of law, and has a vested interest in terragons. I’m sure she’d be willing to handle the Watches. I’ve also spoken with the local group of dryads, and they’re willing to cooperate with you. Here, let’s draft out a contract, and I’ll call the dragon I know?”

“I… suppose,” Jacobs said.

I plucked a stone off the broach and crushed it into powder, flowing spatial mana through it, whispering a message into the dust, and then blowing it. It was just another trick, of course, but Jacobs didn’t need to know that.

I did feel bad that the talcum dust would have to be cleaned up by the poor maid, however. It wasn’t like she’d asked to be drawn into all of this.

“Ivy or his mother should be here before too long,” I said. “I’m not powerful enough to teleport them right here yet, but…”

“Not to worry,” he said with a weak smile, and we set to work drafting the contract.

The basis for it was rather simple. He legally needed to move his logging away from the forest anyways, and I was providing him with a contact with local dryads. Ivy was the one who’d actually worked out most of the deal, but it would be too conspicuous for him to appear without a human to act as an intermediary.

The druids would begin helping him grow a grove of black cherry trees and provide training to any of his employees with relevant mana types on how to do the same. In addition, they’d help him set up a large barley field, which could be sold as food, or made into drink. They would also assist in the moving of the manor house – though the house itself wouldn’t be able to move, there was still plenty of stuff in there that could be.

The house itself, Ivy had other plans for.

Naturally, the rest of the terms were horrendous. If anyone in the town did anything other than low-level foraging from the terragon’s forest, not only would they suffer the legal penalties for harvesting on protected land, but the harvester’s entire property would be forfeit, sold to a conservation group. If there was ever proof of the terragon’s death by human intervention, the business would pass ownership over to me.

Even if proof didn’t turn up, I would take a fifty-five percent stake in the business, as well as other large fees which would go to various conservation groups.

Jacobs had just begun to draft a counteroffer when Ivy knocked on the door. He’d switched out his forest-nymph look for much more sensible looking button-down shirt and slacks, and he had a sheaf of papers tucked under his arm.

“Sorry I’m late,” he said, huffing slightly. “As soon as I got the signal, I flew straight out. Your message mentioned a baby forest terragon?”

Jacobs frowned and studied Ivy, his eyes lingering on the antlers, which unfortunately were the same in both of his forms. I lifted the broach, and let the light spill out.

“Jacobs Davies, this is Ivy, the enchanter who made this for me. He’s also a law student at Mossford University. You’re really in luck he happens to be a friend of mine. I only have magical artifacts from forest and cavern dragons, so if the terragon had happened to be any other breed, I’d have had… much more trouble.”

“I see,” he said, squinting. “Do all forest dragons have horns like that?”

“Oh, it isn’t just forest dragons,” Ivy said. “Many types of dragons do, and it isn’t really all about our magic. It’s a bit like asking why so many humans have brown hair. That being said, it is especially common among forest or river dragons. But it’s by no means a hard rule. Why do you ask?”

“The terragon’s horns were quite similar to your antlers,” I said. “Though theirs were a little pointier at the tips.”

Ah, manipulation. The further apart I could drive Ivy and the supposed terragon, the better.

“Yes,” Jacobs said.

“So, you both saw the terragon?” Ivy asked as he was ushered towards the library.

“I’d say that,” I said, trying to add some wry humor to my tone. “It did try to burn me to death. Several times.”

“That’s quite unusual behavior for a terragon, especially a newborn one.”

“Ah, Mister Davies here was unknowingly harvesting lumber from his land. It’s no harm, no foul, we’re just working on a way to get things sorted out so he can continue his business.”

“Oh really?” Ivy asked, his eyes sparkling with sudden interest. “I happen to have worked as a paralegal for several years. Mister Davies, could I perhaps offer my assistance?”

“Certainly, certainly,” he said.

“Now, before we go into that…”

Ivy withdrew several sheets of paper, then began arranging them.

“Here are some papers to indicate that you witnessed a terragon. Malachi, you fought it, so you’ll need to sign some of these… Alright, and then, if I could get you to sign these papers and deliver them to the Wyldwatch…”

It took us nearly two hours to get through the paperwork that would allow us to officially register over three hundred acres as protected wilderness, then register that a terragon was living there, and that I’d fought it, but hadn’t dealt serious injuries, instead scaring it off with some binding spells, an enchantment, and temporal illusions.

It shouldn’t ding my record, since this would all go on it as self-defense from a dangerous animal, but it would definitely remain on my record. I was okay with that, though. At the end of the day, it meant saving a baby animal from poachers… even if that animal still likely wouldn’t hatch for another year.

We left filing the damage claim to Davies – his insurance would have to figure out what exactly a terragon attack was.

After that, we turned back to the contract. The terms I’d offered were intentionally awful, and now Ivy got to play the kind, generous, and helpful assistant, and I got to show I did have a reasonable side by folding.

This took up another several hours, and at least three pots of tea, but in the end, it was determined that Davies’ Lumber Co. would now be refiling as Davies’ Lumber and More as they expanded to include sustenance farming for the town.

Given time, Davies’ company could essentially turn the small hamlet into an actual village, not unlike Kene’s own, with him acting as a mass job creator and mayor.

I couldn’t say that I was… happy. I didn’t love the idea that Jacobs Davies was going to have a lot more power, considering he’d already shown himself to be untrustworthy with the little he did.

But the clauses were solid, and the punishments for getting out of line were high, with the company, any subsidiaries, or separate companies started by Jacobs funneled into different conservation groups if he slipped up. The dryads would be regularly speaking to Ivy about the place, as well as checking on the tarragon, so nothing too terrible should come of it.

In truth, I thought the punishments hurting Jacobs’ profits were going to do more to deter him than any laws would, so I was glad that Ivy had kept them pretty stringent.

But the part that really excited me was the rewards. Admittedly, they weren’t framed as rewards, but that’s what they were.

Since Ivy was going to be handling most of this, he got much better rewards than I did, but I was still presented with a few options. I’d be walking out of here with three thousand silver, regardless, but these were some pretty excellent bonuses.

The first was a pair of potions that Ivy had actually provided. The first one, brewed by his father, was made using draconic magic. That meant it was substantially different from one made by a human, but if there was one thing that forest dragon magic was good at, it was plants. The potion would soak into my mana-garden over the course of three days, and provide a steady, nourishing power to my more plant-based spellcraft. 

The second potion was actually one Ivy had been planning to use himself. It was designed for second gate magic, but it should still work on third gate, and it was meant to assist with sensory spells. Ivy, apparently, had been struggling to ingrain the Forest Dragon’s Senses spell, but he was willing to hand it over as a part of my reward, given everything he was getting from Davies.

If I wanted to collect Orykson’s reward, I only had two weeks remaining to master the Internal Pocketwatch, Analyze Space, Enhance Plant Life, Harvest Plant Life, and Fungal Lock spells, as well as ingrain the Analyze Life and Death spells, so this was a tempting offer.

I didn’t want to ruin myself with elixirs and other training aides the way that Orykson had referred to, but none of these were anywhere near the power of the Fundament Pill, and I was confident my resistance to mana toxicity was enough to make use of them. Probing around my mana-garden felt stable and solid, nowhere near worrying levels.

The second option was simpler, but much more tempting than I’d expected: four percent of the net profit that Davies’ new company would produce each month.

I had no idea how much he’d make. Our bakery was successful, and catered to some wealthy clients, but we still only took home about thirty thousand silver in a year. When starting most businesses, the net profit could be zero for a few years.

But, if he successfully managed to grow the company ethically, and turn his tiny hamlet into a real village around the business, it could eventually make a decent amount. With the business being the center point of industrialization for an entire village, even four percent could bring in as much as the entire bakery did.

But there was no guarantee he’d become successful, and even if he did, it would take years, maybe a decade or more.

The final option was just as appealing, but of an entirely different sort. Eleven thousand, five hundred silver. When I took that and combined it with the reward placed for the mission, I’d have made fifteen thousand silver in a single weekend.

I doubted I’d ever see a windfall like that again, not until I was a Spellbinder at least, and even then, it’d definitely be politically or professionally entangled, and I’d probably not have a powerful dragon standing next to me to help out.


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

I clacked my tongue in thought as I stared at the contract. The extra cash in hand was appealing, but it didn’t hold a candle to the other two options. The real money – literally – would be in the potions or the profit percentage.

In the end, there were three factors that swayed my choice. First, the draconic potion was going to be the kind of absurdly rare item that I’d probably not encounter again, unless I spent a fair amount of time around Ivy – enough to get his dad to make me custom potions.

Second, the profit percentage would take at least a few years to mature into anything, and if Orykson was to be believed, I should be running towards third gate by then, and I’d probably have better ways of making money. Staking everything on future growth wasn’t a strategy I loved, but that was something I’d have to do with the profit percentage or myself. Between Davies or me, I trusted myself more.

Finally, Orykson. He’d offered some pretty intense rewards last time, and if I managed to meet all of his deadlines, then I’d be able to get something like that again, according to him.

I did note that I was starting to base a lot of my choices around what made him happy. I paused for a few moments, thinking about that, but ultimately, I shrugged and still signed under the potions, as well as on the triplicate copies that Ivy had prepared.

If Orykson started asking me to do some horrible stuff, then I’d worry more about following his orders, but for right now I was happy to just grow under his guidance. Especially since he was fairly hands off about it – he’d let me get the Fungal Lock spell, after all, despite it not being in his perfectly planned book.

“Excellent,” Davies said. “Now, if you don’t mind, this spot of late-night excitement and horror has left me exhausted. I’ll be headed to bed. Both of you are welcome to a guest room, if you’d like.”

“I may take you up on that,” Ivy said with a nod. “The flight here took a lot out of me.”

“I’ll probably head back to the city,” I said. “This took a lot out of me.”

Of course, the truth of the matter was that my broom was nowhere near recharged, but neither of them had to know that. I didn’t fancy my odds of sleeping out in the wilderness, but I also didn’t much like staying with a man who I very deeply mistrusted.

Ivy gave me a strange look, but nodded. After another second, he spoke.

“You know, Teffordshire is about two or three hours away by enchanted carriage. If your broom could manage it, you could rest up there and then make the flight back.”

I glanced at my broom and bit my bottom lip. That’d be cutting it close, but… I thought I’d just have enough juice in the tank to make it.

“Thank you for the advice,” I said with a nod.

“Sure,” Ivy said.

Jacobs Davies made a noise that was probably intended to come out like a polite cough, but instead sounded more like an angry bullfrog. I glanced at his rakish frame, impressed by the sound, but nodded.

“I’ll be off. Thank you for your hospitality.”

I shook his hand, and then shook Ivy’s, though I was much warmer with Ivy. As I switched my broom back into flight mode, Ivy called out to me.

“If you ever visit Teffordshire, you should visit the shop ‘The Emerald Scale’ – it’s where my parents work, and we could hang out. Teffordshire’s got one of the best enchanted item markets in Mossford.”

“I may take you up on that!” I called as I started to rise into the sky.

In truth, I didn’t actually stop in Teffordshire that night. My broom had recovered a bit of juice from the rest period, but a few hours of recharge was nowhere enough to get me all the way out there. I just flew back towards Mossford, stopping in one of the larger villages that I’d passed on the way, and rented a room for the night. The following morning, I finished the trip back home.

I sorted everything out with the Wyldwatch, submitting my copy of all the paperwork, then set things up with the Spiritwatch to get my money. By the time I had all of that sorted, I swung by the bank to deposit the silver.

As I glanced at the slip they’d given to represent the account balance, my eyebrows climbed up. Between Orykson’s forward payment, and the money I’d been earning in my missions – this new one in particular – I’d actually managed to sock away quite a bit of cash. Orykson had suggested I invest it in that ore that we’d be getting a shipment of soon, and I probably would at the end of next week, since I thought that was when the price should be dropping.

Still, there was just something nice about having a bit of extra money in my account.

With a few hours left in the day, I went home and greeted my dad and brother, then headed to my room. I laid out the two potions I’d just gotten and put the Lesser Marrow Death Mana Extract next to it.

These weren’t trickle potions, like the one Alvaro had given me, so I didn’t need much time for their effects to kick in. I was a bit worried about overloading my mana-garden, but I’d just take things one at a time.

I’d start with the hardest to digest first, then work my way down.

I picked up the sensory potion. The draconic potion was probably going to be a bit harder to focus the effects of, since it wasn’t human magic, but the sensory potion was second gate, so it’d put more strain on me.

I twisted off the cap and took a long sip. It tasted completely empty. If it had possessed a little more flavor, I might have worried that Ivy had scammed me with water, but this was a complete void. It was like trying to stare into thermal light without a spell – it just wasn’t there.

The effect on my mana-garden was far more substantial, however. Power rippled through me, pushing hard against my spells. I tried to use my own mana to push it towards my Analyze Life and Death spells, but it was like pushing through mud with my hands. If I hadn’t spent some time pitting my mana against Ivy, and hadn’t suffered the crushing power of Orykson’s seventh gate, I wasn’t sure I would have been able to do it at all.

I managed to shove most of the power into the Analyze spells before it bled out of my garden, then I paused to take a breath and close my eyes. I didn’t need to condense the power around the spells, since it was already so dense compared to what I could do, so instead I just fed my normal mana into them, trying to mix it in with the potion’s power, diluting it and letting it change into my own.

Some of the power clung to the Internal Pocketwatch and Analyze Space spells, as well as the Analyze Life and Death spells, but instead of building them up, it seemed to slide down. It wasn’t hurting me, so I let it happen, focusing on continuing to blend the energies.

When I opened my eyes, I could feel something strange happening in my mana-garden. If the mastery of the spells had been a near-painful splitting of the plants from the earth, this seemed more like a stretch. They were reaching deeper into my mana-garden, accessing power I didn’t even know I had. The power rolled up the roots of the tree, and then there was a sense of… right.

My senses expanded. It wasn’t sudden or extreme, but it was there. My mana sense grew sharper, and I realized that it now let me sense some of the flows of life energy in my own body. That was definitely not something I’d been able to do before – energy was like the potential state for mana, as far as I understood it. My mana senses shouldn’t be able to pick up on it.

I felt a small tingle under my feet, then glanced down. I could feel the small flows of death energy in the wood there. Neither this new death-sense or life-sense gave me anywhere near the level of detail that the Analyze spells did when cast, but I was sensing some of the flows. 

It was strange. The new information feeding into my mana sense, alongside the increased clarity of the sense itself, should have been a lot to process. It should have taken concentration to block it out and keep myself.

Curiously, I felt around in my mana-garden. Like Ed had warned, by rushing for the advancement of the spells, rather than letting it come naturally, I’d actually decreased the amount of mana I could pull from.

But Orykson wouldn’t have had me do this for no reason. I curiously fed power into my Analyze Life spell. The world blossomed with lines of viridian light, just as always.

But the burden that it put on my mana-garden was tiny. I wouldn’t be able to keep the spell up all day, or anything like that, but I’d be able to keep it up far longer than I would have been able to before.

More than that, the spell seemed to interact with my new senses well, letting me interpret the knowledge it brought me far more intuitively than I had before.

I cut off the power I was feeding, and my vision returned to normal, a grin slowly spreading across my face.

If this was what ingraining a spell was like, then I definitely wanted more. I’d ingrain all of my spells if I could.

I took a fifteen-minute break to let the mana flush out of my system, using the time to walk around the house and get a sense of it with my new ingrained abilities, then returned to my room.

I took the draconic potion next. This one was far less weighty in my mana-garden, though it did feel strange, as if I was shoving a square peg into a round hole.

Once it slipped inside, though, it went to work completely on its own. It built up around the Enhance Plant Life and Harvest Plant Life spells, and to my surprise, it also built up some around Fungal Lock.

Mentally, I gave the spell some side-eye. Mushrooms weren’t really plants, and in some ways, were more like animals than anything. But they were distinctly part of the forest, and this was made by a forest dragon, so perhaps that was more important than taxonomical classifications.

All three of the spells drank the potion in like a man in the desert did water, and a moment later, I was met with a strange mix of sensations as my Harvest Plant Life, Enhance Plant Life, and Fungal Lock spells broke through to the mastered and ingrained states, respectively.

I was a little surprised that Fungal Lock had been ingrained, but I had used it a lot recently, and it was a fairly simple spell, so perhaps I shouldn’t have been.

There was no expanding of senses with the Fungal Lock spell. Instead, I felt something settle into place, mycelium tendrils touching the roots of my Harvest Plant Life spell.

I took another short break, then turned to the Lesser Marrow Death Mana Extract. I put the thick, jelly-like substance onto my tongue and swallowed.

I felt it settle into my mana-garden, congealing around the Pinpoint Boneshard spell, but there was something wrong.

It hurt.

It wasn’t the worst pain I’d ever experienced in my life, but it was a deep ache that grew worse each second as the mana passed into me. By the time it reached its crescendo, I was clutching my head, my eyes squeezed shut, taking long, shuddering gasps.

“Mal?” came Ed’s concerned voice, followed by a sharp knock on my door.

I looked up at him, blinking away tears.

When had I started crying?

I didn’t know.

“Yeah?” I managed to rasp out.

“Are you ok? I heard… Well, it sounded like you were in pain. Can I come in?”

I walked over and opened my door, and Ed pulled me into a gentle hug. He must have seen the potion bottles over my shoulder, because he murmured “Overtraining?” to me as he held me.

“I overdid it on potions,” I confirmed. My head, throat, and soul all still ached dully with the remnants of the mana-toxicity.

“I did that a few times,” Ed said, “especially when I first started.”

He guided me downstairs and got me a glass of water as he told me about how he’d thought it would be a good idea to burn through his entire month’s training supplements on his first day and had wound up in the academy’s infirmary for nearly a full day. He lost his supplement privileges for the next two months.

To my surprise, the water and conversation helped some. After an hour, I checked on my mana-garden.

There wasn’t damage, thankfully, but most of the power of the extract had gone to waste. Some of it had clung to my Pinpoint Boneshard spell, but most had simply passed in and out of me like water.

That night, I skipped the lethetic tea and bone broth, giving my mana a chance to recover from my ordeal. Instead, I just spent it with my brother and dad, talking about the bakery and an order he had coming up for some uptown party, before finally turning in.


CHAPTER FORTY

Meadow arrived bright and early the following morning, and when I opened the door to greet her, she frowned and leaned on her weathered old walking stick.

“I see you’ve had your first training accident,” she said.

I nodded and explained what I’d done the night before. She listened calmly, then clucked her tongue.

“Well, it could have been much worse. Let’s get you started with a nice cup of chai, and then we’ll see about your lessons for the day.”

“Okay,” I said, then snapped my fingers. “Oh, and before I forget. One second.”

I sped up to my room, then returned with my jar of buttermilk-moss mixture, and a large lump of stone.

“I got some pointer moss,” I said, tapping the jar. “It’s not ideal, but it can be incorporated into the staff and serve as a source of first gate spatial mana for me. I also got a spatial lodestone, which should help form the staff, too.”

Meadow’s eyebrows raised, and a small smile appeared on her wrinkled face.

“Excellent work so far, Malachi. You’ll still need a source of death and temporal mana, to help balance out the overall flow of mana in the staff. No need for any extra life components, since you’ll be integrating so many sources of it with your plants.”

“Do you have any suggestions?” I asked as Meadow led me out back and we started to paint the moss mixture onto the emperor tree.

“Hmm,” she said, thinking. “Well. I’m not as familiar with temporal components or death components as I am life ones. That being said, anything dead does slowly accrue death energy. If you found some old bones, fallen logs, or that sort of thing, they would work wonderfully, especially if they’re from deep in a forest, where nature has been allowed to run wild with energy. Outside of that, there are things like Marshdrops, which are a naturally forming mix of many types of mana that form at the bottom of marshes. They’re…”

She eyed me, and then grinned and gave me a wink.

“Well, they’re not unlike a terragon’s magic, but they do have a large amount of death, and would work well. Then, of course, there are paper items. Many a book has eventually gathered enough death energy to turn into a natural death locus item, like your lodestone. Then there are items from the desert or the glaciers – summer and winter are both mass provokers of death, but… I do think those are slightly out of your reach for right now.”

Bones from a deep forest, Marshdrops, or books.

Framed a different way, that was either Kene, Ivy, or Alvaro.

Delford Forest had a lot of magic, as evidenced by the trolls and other magical things found around there.

Teffordshire was built atop a marshland – I’d even seen multiple marshes as I approached the manor, and that wasn’t in Teffordshire itself.

And there was no better place to look for a magical book than in the library.

I sighed and finished painting the moss on the tree bark, then focused and cast my newly mastered Enhance Plant Life spell, mixing my life and spatial mana in equal measure. Mana streamed out of me, the moss like a thirsty man in the desert, and it shifted from a thin paste into a vibrant greenish-blue that coated the trunk of the tree.

I walked around the garden, feeding mana to each of my plants, and Meadow watched me.

“Very good, dear,” she said. “But now it’s time for the next three steps in your career as a life mage.”

“What are they?” I asked curiously as I sat down in the clover across from her. “I assume Ed can’t learn from them, since you haven’t woken him up?”

“Oh, he can learn from one of them, and we’ll fetch him in a moment,” she said. “But first and foremost, do you know why you learned Enhance Plant Life, rather than the more basic Enhance Plant Growth spell?”

“Alchemical uses?” I guessed.

“That’s one potential path,” Meadow agreed. “And, if you’d like, we can study that. Orykson’s told me a bit more of his plans, and I’ve been forced to adjust my own, so the second gate briar spell is off the table now. But we can spend your second gate focusing on alchemy, if you’d like, or refining other skills.”

“What’s the plan he has for me, then?” I asked curiously.

“Oh, I’m sure he’d dislike it if I spoiled his plan, but it’s safe enough to tell you that your second gate life mana will be largely devoted to transitioning you in a way that will interact well with your magic, regardless of what sort of other life spells you pick.”

I nodded at that, and she continued speaking.

“The reason I had you learn the Enhance Plant Life spell was simple enough – plants, as much as anything else on the planet, have an energetic substrate. You can use Enhance and Harvest Plant Life to manipulate them, which is the foundation of alchemy, like you pointed out, but there’s more to it than that.”

She waved at the cluster of three mana-producing plants – the emperor’s tree, blood carnations, and pointer moss.

“These all produce power that can easily be converted into mana, yes? Why don’t you point out what substrate is responsible for that?”

I sent power into my Analyze Life spell and examined the plants, looking for the commonalities, like Kene had taught me. After a few moments, I shook my head.

“I can’t. There are at least seven or eight flows they all share, and I don’t know which one of them creates the pooling effect.”

“They all do,” Meadow said with a smile. “At least, to some degree. There is no single energy-pooling function. But there are multiple functions that can all be strengthened to help its magical generation. Why don’t you try feeding just those functions, rather than feeding the plants overall?”

I focused, and the mana spun out of me, sliding into the patterns of the plant. It wasn’t easy, but Kene had made me practice on leaves. Compared to that level of precision, targeting the substrate in an entire plant was easy.

Meadow’s eyebrows raised and she smiled.

“Very well done. Have you done some of this already?”

“A little bit,” I said. “I was taught the basics of it by a… friend.”

“Well, they taught you well,” Meadow said, dipping her head. “I admit, I’d expected you to take longer to manage that. Let’s move on to the next topic, then. Go wake up your brother.”

“No need,” came the sleepy voice of Ed from the doorway. “I noticed when you arrived and started getting ready.”

Meadow nodded and gestured for him to join me on the clover across from her.

“Now,” she began, “this next topic is one that applies to every mage. It’s a small matter, the kind of thing that’s easy to overlook, and easier still to neglect: mana-garden cultivation. Ed, you have already begun reworking your first gate, so you’ll likely have an easier time with this than Malachi. Let’s begin in your mana-garden.”

“How?” I asked. “I haven’t learned Analyze Mana-Garden yet. Also, is there a way to use life magic to analyze someone’s magic like that?”

“Anyone can learn to enter their own mana-garden, with nothing more than meditative exercises,” Meadow said, “but for today, we will simply be using potions to spiritually enter Ed’s garden.”

She removed a vial of inky black potion and took a sip, then handed it to me, then to Ed.

A moment later, we stood in Ed’s mana-garden. The ungated mana in the center looked similar to mine, though its walls were higher than my own, and…

There was a pile of rocks off to one side that resonated with first gate telluric mana. I frowned and pointed at them.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“That’s what I’ve been working on,” Ed said proudly. “Remember how we talked about me getting some new first gate spells? Well, in order to make room for new stuff without diminishing my total mana, I’ve had to expel mana.”

“Sure,” I said. “I’ll do the same stuff for a staff, and it can be sold to enchanters or alchemists.”

“Right,” Ed nodded. “Well, I’m not great at expelling it all yet, so instead, I’m stacking it in here, and expelling it when I have the spare time.”

My eyebrows raised. It was easy to forget that my brother wasn’t entirely made of muscle, that he was a competent enough mage, and a lot stronger than I was. It made sense.

“It’s a good short-term solution,” Meadow said. “But those skills are ones I’ve already touched on before. Today, we’ll be doing something similar, but a bit different, and one more useful to you, Malachi.”

She led us through his first gate and into his second. It was dominated by a massive statue of Ed holding his spear. It was smooth and polished, beautiful, and shockingly large.

“How much of your mana does this ingraining take?” I asked Ed.

“About a third of it,” Ed said, “but it makes me a lot tougher and a fair bit stronger. I definitely don’t regret pushing it to ingrained. You and Meadow actually helped me make that decision, with how much you’re pushing yourself.”

“Oh, stop it, dear; you’re going to make me blush,” Meadow said, patting his shoulder. “It’s well done, and it’s clear you’ve built a great understanding of the spell. But it’s not perfect.”

“What do you mean?” Ed asked. “It’s done; there’s no stage after ingrained.”

“It’s ingrained,” Meadow agreed. “But look here.”

She pointed at the base of the statue, which was just a large lump of rock.

“Rather than a carved and polished pedestal, your inefficiencies in the spell have been allowed to build up, forming a stone you stand on. This is nearly perfect, but not all of your spells are.”

She pointed at another spell, which was a roughly-carved statue of a man with a shield. Its base was a huge lump of rock, rather than a pedestal, and the lump was almost as wide as the statue was tall.

“Stoneshield,” she said. “You’re close to mastery with the spell, but it’s full of inefficiencies and flaws.”

I grinned and elbowed Ed.

“I think I’ve heard Liz say the same thing about you.”

“Hey, you little!”

He waved his hand, and I was thrown back into the stone wall on a crashing wave of mana. It didn’t hurt, so I stuck out my tongue.

Meadow watched us, a small smile on her face, and shook her head.

“Now, now, none of that. You can rib one other when it’s not lesson time. Ed, why don’t you cast that Stoneshield spell?”

He frowned, the effort of trying to sketch it in the real world without losing his grip on the mana-garden illusion clearly putting a strain on him. After a few seconds, though, the statue lit up, mana running through it.

“Now,” she said, nodding to the base of the pedestal-rock. “Start chipping.”

“What?” Ed asked.

“This only works while you’re casting the spell. You’re flowing power through it as you alter its metaphysical form, and you can remove small inefficiencies in the spell. It’s not fun, or easy, but it will give back some extra mana that was otherwise going to waste being solidified in your garden. Not only that, but it will increase the power and efficiency of the spell.”

Ed walked up to the statue and tried to pull at the base. Instead of stone, it was like his hands hit natural clay. Small bits came off, staining his hands and falling to the ground, but it was still hard and didn’t budge easily.

“That’s enough for now,” Meadow called, and Ed cut off the flow of mana.

“Now, Malachi’s turn.”


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

The scenery around us shifted and blurred, and then we were in my mana-garden. She led us into my death gate, and to the nearly dead, skeletally white tree that was my Analyze Death spell. It had several huge branches, and many, many small ones, though they seemed to be mainly concentrated around the left side of the tree.

“What’s wrong with it?” Meadow asked.

“It… looks dead?” I asked.

“This is a death gate, influenced by your life mana being the first type you unlocked,” Meadow said, shaking her head. “That it looks like a dead tree is natural. No, it needs pruning.”

“Like the juice?” Ed asked, then blushed. “No, that was stupid. It was just the first thing that came to mind.”

“Pruning a tree is essential for its health as it grows,” Meadow said. “All of your spells will need consistent maintenance, though the first time is always the hardest. You’ll want to prune the extra small branches that are overbalancing the tree. Cast the spell.”

I sent mana into the tree, and it began to glow. I was glad I didn’t need to sketch the spell, like Ed had – that would have been a pain.

“Now take off some of the short branches up top that are overbalancing it to the right. Not too many, just enough to balance the tree.”

I reached up and pulled on one of the branches. Nothing happened. I pulled harder, and the tree branch bent, but didn’t break. After a few long moments of me applying continuous pressure, the branch snapped off. I glanced at it. The snap was unnaturally even and clean, and hadn’t even left a cut node where I’d removed it.

“You can cut off the spell now,” Meadow said.

I did as she said, and the scenery around us blurred. We were sitting in the normal world once more.

“Now, before I leave you all to practice removing or increasing the efficiency of your spells, I’ve one more thing to talk to you about, Malachi.”

“What is it?” I asked.

“It’s about your life mana. You’re rapidly closing in on the point where it’s time for me to give you a spell, and the spell you pick will do a lot to determine your path.”

She held up a hand to forestall questions.

“Now, this is not me telling you to pick your path. The higher gates in your mana-garden have larger areas to add more spells, by and large. You could potentially learn a random assortment of spells. But I find it’s best to pick a main specialty and grow that, with other supporting spells. For example, a summoning-focused life mage may learn some healing spells, but instead of an intensive, powerful spell, they may learn an aura of regeneration. And the categories aren’t firm, solid things. Many empowerment spells can affect the self just as much as they can others.”

“So, what are the general forms, then?” I asked.

“Empowerment spells, like the infamous body-based haste spell. It overlaps quite a bit with healing magic and transformation magic, and they can even be considered the same at times. I could teach you the Quickfoot spell, which will increase your speed, and when ingrained, will increase your body’s overall ability to absorb empowering spells. This is the category I least advise you to take – you already have a great number of mobility and self- or group-empowering spells from your temporal and spatial mana, and doubling down, while it would make you strong, may be narrowing your focus too much.”

I didn’t hate the idea of becoming a physical powerhouse, but it didn’t especially tickle my sensibilities, either. Pairing a time-based haste with a body-based haste would be nice, but I couldn’t really see myself zipping around and punching people, either, at least not as my primary form of combat.

“This brings us to healing. Light Regeneration is a weak generalist healing spell I could show you, and the ingrained effect would increase the efficacy of all future healing spells. You’re not a doctor, and field healing is likely to be the best you could manage. I actually advise you pick up a third gate healing spell, regardless of which path you wind up following, as it’s useful to have a bit of field healing. It will also highly reinforce your transitioning magic, as an added bonus.”

That didn’t sound too bad, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to focus that much on healing. Picking up an odd healing spell definitely sounded good, though. That being said, reinforcing my transitioning was a hard thing to argue with.

“Transformation magic is next,” she said. “Typically, these are short transfigurations to do things like grant yourself claws, scales, gills, or the like. Eventually, full body transformations into birds, fish, or other animals is possible, but it’s a long way off. Transmogrify is a powerful fourth tier spell that lets you shift to a huge variety of forms, but it’s highly limited in the short term. I’ll note that it will have some synergy with your transition, but far less than you may expect, based on the method Orykson has planned, and may actually cause it to have less utility in the short term, given most transition spells begin with altering the flows of life energy inside yourself, much as transformation does. In the long term, of course, it would be the most ideal way to permanently change however you’d like, but those benefits are far away. I can show you Scaleskin, which will grow a thin layer of scales on your body to allow you to take blows better, and, when ingrained, will reduce the potential negative interactions of your future transformations somewhat.”

I didn’t mind waiting for power, and transformation magic seemed pretty cool, but I hated the idea of limiting how I was going to be able to transition. It also was highly melee-focused. It wouldn’t have as much double dipping as empowerment spells did, but it was still much more useful to punch than stand back and catch people.

“Now for the two paths I truly do advise,” Meadow said. “Plant magic and summoning. Summoning is another powerful and flexible discipline that can handle scouting, offense, and even some defense. It involves a great deal of forging solid mana and imbuing it with a degree of life energy flows and your own will to create semi-autonomous creations, which naturally means that the spells are extremely mana-hungry. I could teach you to cast Swarm of Bees, which has utility as both a scouting spell and an area offensive spell, and its ingrained effect will boost the power of all your future summoning spells. Not only that, but it will pair well with the reanimation spells you’ll learn to do.”

That also sounded amazing, but in a totally different way. I could imagine forging a dragon made of mana around me to take attacks and destroy my enemies – not that I had that many enemies.

“Now I fully admit that I’m not an impartial judge when it comes to plant magic, as it’s my own specialty,” Meadow said with a laugh. “But it would allow you to fight well at range or in melee. Its spells are also powerful and flexible, ranging from good options for constraining people, to alchemy, to offense, to defense. You have, to some extent, begun to practice this path. Fungal Lock is a solid starting spell. I’d teach you the Briarthreads spell.”

Thin green threads wove themselves in the air around her, covered in sharp thorns at the ends.

“It’s a spell that combines both offense and defense,” she explained. “The threads rearrange themselves to injure attackers. It likely won’t stop a Flamethrower spell, granted, but it’s a good incentive to not punch you, which a surprising number of mages do. It should provide some limited defenses against any physical attacks, magical or otherwise.”

To prove it, she tossed me a small rock. I tossed it at her, and the briars intercepted it, knocking it away and scoring it with small, sharp marks.

“But that’s only half of the spell.”

She flicked her hands outwards, and the sharp threads of briars slashed out like a whip, slicing through the air

“Depending on the power of the attack, they can cause minor pricks and injuries, or they can open lacerations. I’ve enough power to slice them through steel, though admittedly, I’ve had years to let the spell grow. You certainly won’t be doing that right away.”

She let the threads fade, and smiled.

“When ingrained, it will reinforce the power of all your plant-related spells, which will likely include Fungal Lock. Mushrooms aren’t plants from a biological standpoint, not even close, but it effects Harvest and Enhance Plant Life, neither of which are technically plant spells, either. It’s certainly a fringe case, and one I’m interested in seeing the results of.”

It seemed like Meadow had been steering me down this path to some degree already, given my garden, but I couldn’t muster up the energy to be upset with her over that. Having a steady extra source of mana would be useful, regardless of which path I took. Having synergy in my power would be great, and while it lacked scouting options, it had excellent defense, offense, and utility.

“It’s a big choice,” I said.

“It is, but it’s not the one and only time you get to choose,” Meadow said. “As I said, at third gate, you’ll have much more mana to experiment with, and you can learn some spells from other methods. Not only that, but there’s plenty of overlap between the different methods of using life magic, such as summoning a small army of animated bushes. If you wind up not liking what you pick, you can remodel to remove it, though that will take time and effort. But yes, this is the first major step down your path. I recommend plant magic or summoning, but it is your choice.”


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

“Briarthreads,” I said. “It synergizes well with my existing powers and items, and I’m not afraid of getting my hands dirty.”

Summoning did still sound good, though… Maybe once I was third gate, I could pick up a summoning spell to pair with my plant magic. Was there a spell to summon plant monsters? It was worth looking into.

Meadow smiled and nodded.

“I think that was a wise choice, dear. Here, let’s get it written out for you.”

We headed in and she pulled a sticky note from the pad and wrote out the spell array for me. I examined it – it was definitely more complex than the Fungal Lock spell was, but not quite as bad as an Analyze spell. It was about the same difficulty as Pinpoint Boneshard.

We spent a while practicing with the spell until I was beginning to run low on mana, and then I worked on feeling out my mana-garden without the use of any potions or spells. By the time the evening rolled around and I went in to make dinner, Ed was alight with the faint glow of his telluric mana.

I frowned as I sliced the fennel bulb up, glancing at him. Something had really gotten under his skin recently, pushing him to work on polishing his mana-garden. I wondered what exactly it was.

Probably Liz. She had a massive disadvantage when sparring with him, given that she was still just a second gate mage, and he was a Spellbinder, but she still managed to keep up pretty well. Her mana-garden was just much more polished than his, letting her express power to bridge the gap.

The following day, Ikki showed up exactly on time, as he had before, leading me and Ed to the back part of the garden.

“Before we begin, are you still wearing your binder?” Ikki asked, looking at me seriously. He wasn’t angry, but I got the distinct impression that trying to lie to the time mage would be a bad idea.

“No,” I said honestly.

“Good. Now, let’s begin. Malachi, hold the basic fighting stance that I showed you last time.”

I dropped into it, doing as he said. He poked and prodded at me until he was content with how it looked, then nodded.

“Hold it,” he commanded.

I did as he said, and he turned to Ed. They spoke rapidly, and then began to spar. I watched them, my form starting to relax some.

Ikki blocked a punch from Ed lazily, then zipped back over to me. He pushed me back into the stance quickly, then shook his head.

“Hold it, don’t slack.”

He returned to sparring with Ed, and before long, I realized just how devious his training had been.

Holding still seemed easy. It wasn’t doing anything, after all.

That was horribly wrong. Within thirty seconds, my muscles had begun to gently ache, and by the time a minute had gone by, Ikki was having to streak back to correct my form again.

By the time five minutes ticked by, I was clenching my teeth to keep from groaning at the burning sensation in my legs. Ikki zipped back over to me and nodded.

“You can release the form now.”

I did as he said, shaking out my limbs to try and work out some of the tension in the muscles.

“I want you to do that every day,” he said seriously. “Perhaps you can combine it with your meditation exercises. Now, kicking. The basic roundhouse kick. Show me.”

I twisted and kicked, and Ikki shook his head.

“No. Here, go slowly.”

He took my leg and guided it through the motions – pulling my leg up, then twisting, and striking out with power. Then he guided me through a few more times, before he finally stepped back and nodded.

“Now, try.”

I did my best to imitate the motion, and Ikki frowned for a second.

“Place your hand against the wall,” he finally said. “Get close. Use it for balance.

“Now kick,” he told me once I was up against the wall.

I did as he said, and my leg grazed against the wall. I instinctively pulled back, correcting my form slightly as I did. A small smile graced his lips and he nodded.

“Go through five hundred kicks like that, then we can move on.”

“Five hundred?” I asked, and he gave me a flat, unimpressed look.

“Yes,” was all he said before zipping away to spar more with Ed. I groaned internally, but started kicking.

By the fiftieth kick, I had to let go of the wall and shake out my legs a second time and walk around the garden for a few moments. I took the opportunity to focus on enhancing the plants in the way that Kene and Meadow had helped show me, then returned to my wall and started kicking again.

By the time I finished, my leg was aching and sore. Ikki zipped back over to me and studied me for half a second.

“You took longer than I’d hoped, so I’m nearly out of time for the day. When I’m gone, I want you to turn around and do the other leg five hundred times, understand?”

“Yes,” I said, though it came out as half a groan.

“Good,” he said. “Now, since you took so long, the magical part of your lesson is going to likely be a little bit shorter. You have not progressed much in your understanding of Internal Pocketwatch, Capture Moment, or Lesser Image Recall, so there is little for me to teach you. I suppose I could go into detail about them, but I find that your experience will serve better than a lecture. So, let us talk about your meditation.”

He turned to look at Ed.

“Since this is not specific to time magic, you may also join us. Your performance in the spar was abysmal, so let us hope that your cultivation exercise is better. You two, go get some water, then come back and show me.”

I thanked him and went inside and poured myself a glass of tap water, chugging it down quickly. It was normal water, but it felt like drinking the most potent of restoration elixirs. 

After a second glass, I went outside and fell into the stances of Depths of Starry Night, moving my mana to sink it deep into the foundation and up into the sky, pushing at the limits of what my spells were able to do. It actually felt pretty nice to do after the burning sensation in my legs, stretching them well.

Ikki examined me closely for a few moments, then nodded.

“It’s an adequate technique, well suited towards a generalist mage with a variety of mana types. You got it from the Librarian Sect, yes? To increase the power of your spells?”

“It’s from the public library,” I agreed. “And the idea is that it will slowly but steadily do that.”

“Don’t dismiss the advantages that sort of slow improvement can offer,” Ikki said seriously. “Now, Edward, go.”

Ed sat down and closed his eyes and began his movement meditation. To my surprise, with my enhanced mana senses, I got a general sense of what he was doing. He was pushing his mana out of his garden, running it through his body, and then pulling it back into his body.

It wasn’t quite a standard sitting meditation, since with each area of the body that the mana passed through, he moved the limb, but it wasn’t as movement-heavy as mine.

Ikki’s eyebrows shot up.

“Granitebody?” he asked.

Ed cracked an eye open and nodded.

“Yeah, it was described in the spell manual for my Skin of Stone spell. It seemed a better fit than the generic one that the Lightwatch gave me, so I figured it’d be a good one.”

“Do you plan to be an endurance-based melee fighter?” Ikki asked.

“I kinda am already,” Ed said with a shrug. “A lot of the spells that I’m going to put into my first gate are going to improve that as well.”

“Then it’s a suitable technique for you,” Ikki said. A small, wry smile touched the corners of his mouth. “It seems that both of you conspired to ensure that I’d not be able to use my lesson plan for the time period between your learning and mastery.”

“Sorry,” I apologized.

He waved a hand dismissively and shook his head.

“I was not actually upset. Just surprised. I had planned to show you the Time Viper’s Dance, and encourage you to search out a more suitable one, but since you already have, let us move on. Have you begun to ply using the meditation during exercise yet?”

I felt my legs groan in protest, but shook my head.

“No, I don’t. Doesn’t it need to go with the motion?”

“Not at all,” he said, shaking his head. “Your motions are designed to help focus your intent and make your mana control better, but it’s not necessary. You can do it any time that you’re not using your mana or recovering much of it. Now…”

He pointed to the wall.

“Get to kicking with your other leg and start trying to move your mana in the exercise.”

I let out a sigh and did as he said. Mixing the exercises made concentrating on the mana flow much harder, and I lost my balance a few times, even with my hand on the wall to help support me.

By the time I was just over two hundred kicks in, Ikki vanished, leaving Ed to stumble mid punch. After he regained his balance, he meandered inside, then came back outside to watch me finish, occasionally calling out small bits of advice. When I finally stopped, I let out a frustrated sigh.

“Is it weird to you that MY mentor is spending more time with you than me? Also that he’s teaching me more about exercise than he is time magic?”

“Nope,” Ed said, taking a sip of water. I made a gimme gesture, and he scrunched up his nose and held it up high, well outside of my reach.

“You’re a terrible brother,” I said, sticking out my tongue.

“Die of thirst, brat,” he said, chuckling. As I headed inside to get some more water of my own, he continued to speak.

“Well, you’re… really green. Like, part of the two-year training for the Lightwatch had me do some really similar stuff to what you’re doing. Yeah, sure, Ikki’s probably a time magic Arcanist, but you’re not. He can’t teach you much with time magic until you’ve got the fundamentals down, and since hasting is one of the major aspects of time magic, enhancing your coordination is necessary. Even if you stand in the back and cast magic, you need to be able to move well. He probably kinda feels like he’s wasting his time here until you’ve got your fundamentals down. I’m not a time magic user, but I’m at least enough of a fighter that he can engage me in sparring.”

I glanced at him. It was easy to forget that there were different types of intellect, and while Ed’s scholarly intellect may be way lower than mine, his emotional intellect and understanding of people was pretty spot-on.

“Yeah, I guess that makes sense.”

“Yeah!” he said, then gave me a goofy grin. “It’s pretty cool you’re training, though. Maybe I can finally get you into the gym with me!”

“Maybe,” I said noncommittally. It wouldn’t be too bad, hopefully…

But I still had a lot on my plate, so for now, I took a seat on the couch and began to sketch my Analyze Space spell, then my Internal Pocketwatch spell. I was getting close on Internal Pocketwatch, I could feel it, though I still had a little while left on Analyze Space.

Twelve days left to master them. I thought I should be able to make it, but it was definitely less of a comfortable deadline than the first one that Orykson had given me. If he kept shrinking them, I wasn’t sure how much longer I’d be able to keep it up.

But that was a problem for later. I began to shift my life and death mana into temporal and sketched some more.


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

True to Orykson’s word, he didn’t appear on Liday, leaving me with an extra day off. I sketched out my Internal Pocketwatch spell, then used the same trick that Meadow had suggested I used when I was working on mastering the Analyze Life and Death spells, converting all of my mana from my other gates into temporal and continuing to sketch.

I felt myself edging up on the border of the mastery, so I headed outside and drained some extra mana from my emperor’s tree. To my surprise, I got a lot more mana than I had the first time I’d taken from the tree.

I frowned. There was no way that only two days of enhancing their production would make such a significant increase in the plant’s power.

Then it clicked. The last time I’d drawn from the plants, I hadn’t ingrained my Fungal Lock spell. Its ingrained effect increased the efficacy of draining spells, after all. With that boosting the transformation of the plant’s energy into my own mana, I was able to claim a lot of power that would have otherwise been completely lost to me.

Nodding to myself, I sketched out the Internal Pocketwatch spell again, and then again, and then…

Crack!

I let out a groan as I felt the temporal tree that was the representation of the spell explode out of my mana-garden, reaching up into the air. It took up noticeably less space in my temporal gate than any of my analyze spells did, which I supposed did make some sense. It was definitely an odd sensation, though. I’d expanded the size of my life and death gates far more than I had my spatial or temporal ones, but I actually had about the same amount of free mana available in each gate to work with, since so much of my life and death mana was caught up in my mastered and ingrained spells.

Still, I couldn’t say that the advantages of having ingrained my spells weren’t worth it. Besides, if I worked out the inefficiencies in my spellcraft, I’d be able to reclaim some of the power that I’d lost.

I drained some power from the blood carnations and pointer moss, then began to sketch out the Analyze Space spell, idly wondering what its ingrained effect would be, then began my morning exercises.

I did fifty kicks on each leg, doing my best to hold the Depths of Starry Night mana meditation during it, and then dropped into the neutral stance for five minutes. By the time I headed back inside to eat breakfast, my legs were burning, but I was far more distracted by the fact that Ed was already awake, and cooking.

I could hear my dad in the other room, speaking to a customer on the communication mirror, too, but that was far less unusual. He did keep baker’s hours, after all.

“What’s the occasion?” I asked.

“Did you forget already?” Ed asked teasingly. “And after reassuring me that we’d be able to spend the time together, too. So heartless.”

It took me a moment, but I put together what he was talking about.

“I thought the sea estragon migration wasn’t happening until this weekend?” I asked.

“Shockingly, wild animals don’t tend to have a sense for human time measurements,” Ed said.

There was a meowing sound coming from the windowsill at that, and we looked up to see a small gray cat sprawling on the open windows. It looked vaguely familiar…

“Well, maybe cats do,” Ed acknowledged.

“Is that your cat?” I asked.

“Does anyone really own cats?” he asked. “I mean, they’re pretty independent, and move on their terms, not yours. But no, I didn’t get a cat. It showed up when Ikki was here the first time, and he called it… something. Ixolotl? Ixtlit? It was an ix-something for sure.”

The cat meowed again, and I shook my head.

“I don’t think your guesses were right,” I commented. “Anyways, are you even able to attend? Isn’t today your first day of work for the week?”

“I got work to write off me being there as helping public safety, which is one of the biggest factors of the Lightwatch. I can’t get the twenty an hour, but I still pull my normal paycheck, so that’s nice.”

“I thought contract workers got fifteen an hour?” I asked, then felt a strange shift in my mana senses. There was a new source of life that had just entered my range.

“There was a change,” came Liz’s voice from the entry hall, followed by the sound of the door shutting. A moment later, she entered the kitchen, tucking her keys into her pocket.

“Yeah, the national budget got some sort of boost from a trade deal or something, so they allocated extra for public service and contract works. I know that the art budget got a boost, too, so you may see some new statues and stuff goin’ up.”

Had Orykson really negotiated a powerful enough trade deal to alter a national budget, or was it just coincidental timing?

Probably a coincidence.

Probably.

“Hey, if it means more cash in my pocket, I’m not going to protest,” I said as Ed separated some eggs and toast onto four plates.

He wasn’t the most amazing cook, but he wasn’t able to mess up something as simple as scrambled eggs on toast, so I dug in.

“Have either of you heard of a mana-based goods provider called the Silver Barrow?” I asked in between bites.

“Nope,” Ed said, and Liz shook her head. To my surprise, my father actually nodded as he entered.

“I have,” he said. “They primarily deal in stones and metals, but I made a cake for a vampire a few years ago who wanted Bloodrubies as part of the decoration.”

“Where can I find them?” I asked. “I was told by my mentor that I should get some structure-ore from them around this time.”

I got up and started to make a cup of coffee, then looked over at them.

“Anyone want some?”

“Yes,” all three of them chorused, and I laughed.

“If y’all don’t mind, I’ll throw in some mana enhancer; it should boost your recovery for at least a few hours. Probably healthier than cracking open a Mana Shock at this hour of the morning.”

“Sure,” Liz said. When nobody else objected, I poured water into the percolator, poured in the rich-smelling grounds, added in the mana-enhancer, and set it on the stove.

“You should be wary of having to buy stuff as a part of your apprenticeship,” my dad said. “It’s not a great idea. Usually scammers start small, but before you know it, you’re throwing thousands of silver down the drain.”

Liz laughed and shook her head, the beads in her hair clinking softly.

“Trust me, Mr. Baker, that’s not an issue with his mentor.”

“You know him?” he asked, more curious than challenging.

“My grandfather does,” she said. “I actually asked him about Orykson, since I was curious. He’s the real deal.”

“Good to know,” my dad said with a nod. “But either way, you should be careful.”

“Caution never hurts,” Ed said neutrally.

“True,” I nodded. “But can I get the directions to the store anyhow? I do actually need to go there.”

“Oh, sure. They work out of a warehouse down by the docks. If you all are headed down there to help with the estragon stuff, you’ll be pretty close. I want to say it was near an ice cream parlor? But I don’t remember.”

“Thanks,” I said with a slow nod. “I’ll keep an eye out.”

I took a few more bites of my eggs while I waited for the coffee to be ready, then poured each of us a cup – mine and my dad’s with milk, Liz’s black, and Ed’s with milk and sugar.

I took a sip of the enhanced coffee and felt my mana start to recover a bit faster.

“Malachi’s learning to fight from his mentor. Not Orykson, one of the other ones who Orykson’s sent to him,” Ed told Liz, and I immediately saw a dangerous glint enter her eyes.

“Oh?” she asked.

I held up my hands.

“Nothing so fancy. He just wants me to be able to move fluidly, since I’ll be learning haste spells and stuff. I don’t think he wants me to actually learn to be a melee fighter.”

“What sort of style?” she asked, sounding innocent. Too innocent.

“I… don’t know?”

“It’s a soft style,” Ed said. “I sparred a bit with him. His style reminds me of the Singing Springtime style, or maybe Green Viper style. I’m not sure if that’s what he’s teaching Malachi, but he’s definitely laying the groundwork for a soft style of some sort.”

“Makes sense. You’re short and small, and Singing Springtime is a good choice for those who want to learn defense.”

“The weird thing is,” Ed said, “I’m not sure that Singing Springtime is the style that Ikki used. Like I said, it also reminded me of Green Viper. But there were also some parts of it that were classically Mossford Boxing style…”

The two of them started talking about the specifics of Ikki’s style, speculating about how he learned it, and what styles he may be mixing to find his own blend. I started to tune them out, only nodding along when needed. I really had no idea what they were talking about, but they were clearly happy, so I was happy for them.

And I was happy to have my coffee, too. That was definitely worth being happy about.

My dad excused himself shortly after he finished his eggs to head into the bakery, and I collected the plates to do the dishes. Not long after I finished, Liz sighed and stretched.

“Alright, we should probably get heading out ourselves if we want to make it there in time.”

“Hold on, I’ve got to change,” I said. “Orykson wants me to look fancy if I’m representing him as an apprentice.”

I headed upstairs and changed into my suit and grabbed my broom from my closet, then we headed outside. Ed sat behind Liz on her broom, and all three of us lifted up into the air, headed towards the beach.

Mossford was too far north to have proper sunny beaches, and it was too rocky to have the glistening white sands that I’d seen in pictures of some of Elohi or Kijani’s beaches, but there was a certain charm to the pebble beaches of Mossford, and the cold, dark sea.

At least, I thought that there was, but I was also inherently biased, given that they were the only kind of beach I’d experienced growing up.

There were already a few people on the beach from the night shift, or who’d already shown up early, and there was a series of weak abnegation blockades along the edge of the beach to stop people from entering.

It was actually probably a good thing that our beaches weren’t like some, actually. If we’d had more than the ten miles of dock and beach to protect, then containing them would have been way harder.

I wondered how some places like the Redsummer Isles kept their sea creatures from getting into their population. Could they? Or was there so much sea around them that they just had to learn to live with it?

Probably a bit of both.

Near the barricade’s entrance and exit point, there was a sign-up booth, and we headed over, showing our IDs and putting down some bank information for the transfer.

“Excellent,” the man at the booth said. “Now, each of you will need these.”

He handed us each a wand, and I looked it up and down, examining it. It was giving off a low amount of knowledge mana.

“It’s got some internal reserves, but it’s mainly designed to be powered by ambient mana,” the man said. “Just point it and send the mana at each estragon that you get back in the water, and it’ll tag them with a basic tracker. Now, I’ve got three spots open in zone three, so head on that way.”

We looked over the map, then flew off towards the marker to begin our work.


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

When we landed in zone three, the woman who was in charge of that zone had us put our brooms down in a designated charging spot, chose Ed as our supervisor, since he was a Spellbinder, then sent us down to the shore.

As we trudged to our positions, I passed by all sorts of interesting people. I wasn’t the only one in a suit, and there was a woman with red and gold tattoos, a man with a large snake-bird creature on one shoulder, a fellow with a bright red beard that had gemstones woven throughout, and more.

Once we were in position, we chatted a bit as we watched the beach, gossiping about some new jobs that Liz’s guild had gotten, and when she was thinking about ascending to Spellbinder herself.

The first estragon appeared a few minutes after we’d arrived.

To my surprise, it looked completely different from Ivy’s dragon form. It had scales, but that was about it. Even the scales were much smaller, more like a shark or betta fish’s pseudo-smoothness than the more distinct scales of a lizard.

It was about the size of a medium dog, and was a deep blue color, with a robin’s-egg-blue underbelly, and stripes of navy so deep that they were almost black running along its horns, which looked more frill-like than horned. Its wings were much more finlike than his had been, which made sense for an aquatic dragon, and it had a wide tail like a mermaid’s, rather than a sharp tail that Ivy had.

It was…

It was…

It was cute!

“Aww,” I said.

“They are rather cute, aren’t they?” Liz asked as she used an ingrained water spell to gently push it back towards the ocean.

I lifted the wand and tagged it before it got away, and Ed nodded.

“Definitely cute. Maybe I should get an estragon!”

“What type?” I asked as we looked around the beach for more.

“Well, I could get a sea estragon,” he said seriously. “Offer a bonding chance to one now. They’ve got a lot of water, pressure, and other ocean stuff. Mixing with my telluric mana would probably make some of the pressure stuff better, and it’d make my gravity spells likely develop a pressure component.”

I lifted my hand to glance at the cavern dragon enchanted ring I wore. Was that what it did? Add a gravity aspect to my magic?

That was unlikely. I definitely would have noticed something like that. But it could be some sort of additional aspect to my magic. I did need to get it identified…

Another estragon slipped out of the water, and Ed pulled it back into the sea with a gravity spell, Liz tagging it while I was lost in thought.

Another one emerged a few minutes later, and I paralyzed it with Fungal Lock, then gently pushed it towards the sea and released it.

“You know, given that they’re lesser dragons, I kind of expected them to put up more of a fight,” I said as it contentedly swam off. “They seem all too happy to go.”

“They’re not aiming to go ashore here; we’re just in the middle of their migratory pattern,” Liz said. “They’ve no real desire to stop here, so when they do…”

As she spoke, another one emerged from the ocean. She sent a pulse of water at it, but this one drew back its head and let out a breath of condensed water that hit her wave head on, neutralizing it.

Liz’s legacy activated then, a second crescent of water emerging from her fingers, but it was again pushed aside.

Ed cast his gravitational spell then, trying to pull it back, but a wave of pressurized water fought against the pull as it spat at Liz.

This time, I stepped in, blocking with the arm of my suit jacket and putting a lock on the estragon to drain it. Ed let out a surge of mana, slowly pushing it back into the ocean. The estragon fought hard, pushing out second gate mana like an arrow from a bow, but Ed drew out power to match it in equal measure, and more.

It thrashed around for a few moments as we held it in place, Liz tagging it with her wand, before it turned to leave, and I dropped my locking spell.

“Well, most of them are content to just go back,” Liz amended.

I laughed and looked at Ed.

“You good on mana levels?”

He glanced at me and blinked.

“I’m fine, why?”

“I mean… You used a lot of power?” I said.

“Nah, not that much,” he said, shaking his head. “I just refilled it from my third gate.”

“Huh,” I said. I knew that a Spellbinder had a lot more power than me, but it was weird to see in person.

We spent a long while chatting and sending estragons back into the sea. Most of them, true to what Liz had said, were happy enough to be sent back into the sea.

A few of them, however, took more aggressive approaches. There didn’t seem to be any real rhyme or reason to the pattern – some of the aggressive ones were so weak that I was able to send them back alone with an ungated levitation spell, and others were close to third gate, requiring us to cooperate to send them back safely.

For a short while I thought that maybe the powerful ones, or the ones with the greatest potential to become powerful, were aggressive, but after an estragon that was on the border of third gate went back in without protest, I had to revise my theory.

They may not be as smart as a dragon or a human, but estragon were still clever, at least as much as a cat or a dog was. Was it really so odd that some just had more aggressive personalities than others?

After about three hours of catching the odd estragon, there was a change in their frequency. One came ashore, and then another, and another. As quickly as I could, I locked them down and tagged them, waiting for Ed and Liz to push them out to sea. There were even a few non-estragon creatures that got caught up in the surge: I saw ordinary fish, a few sharks, and even a bright orange shark with bulbous yellow eyes.

A voice rang out over the beach, amplified through the use of some sort of spell.

“A school is inbound! Tag as many as possible, but focus on sending them back out to sea! If we let too many land, the rest of the school will follow suit. Hold out, we’re sending a squad to reinforce!”

I wasn’t able to catch them in my Fungal Lock spell much faster, but I leaned down to start pushing them back into the sea with my hands. A few of the creatures nipped at me, but I caught those on my suit since none of them were powerful enough to push through its protections.

It wasn’t very efficient, nor very dignified, but I did still manage to get a few back out to sea before the new squad arrived.

All three of the members were women, but they couldn’t be more different if they tried.

The first member was tall, almost as tall as Liz or Ed. She wore a black suit with a red shirt, had unnaturally pale skin, and hair that was snow white, with dark black eyes. She moved with a sharp, almost feral speed, picking up and tossing estragon back into the sea, tagging them in midair with her free hand. When one sent a blast of water at her, her shadow rose up in the shape of a wolf and took the blast for her.

I frowned. To my newly enhanced mana sense, the shadow had felt strange. Definitely second gate magic, but there had been a lot of life mana in it – probably more life mana than there was lunar. Maybe to animate the shadow? Creating living shadows was a strange, but interesting, magic.

The second member of the group was a short, larger woman in a white, flowy dress, who moved with a certain grace and elegance that surprised me. She was also pale, with long, fiery red locks of hair that fell to her waist, and bright green eyes. She waved her hands in complex sequences, her mana tracing behind her. It wasn’t sketching, though. She was layering spells together, like I had to defeat the troll, but rather than using the same spell over and over, she was combining multiple spells to create a greater effect.

I couldn’t see anything she was doing, but I could sense the third gate creation and mental mana, and I could definitely see the effects.

All around her, Estragons turned and fled back into the water. Since I wasn’t much use compared to the second and third gates, and lacked a way to push the estragon back into the water, I tagged as many of hers as I could before they got away.

The third member of the group was of middling height, with a slight tan, blonde hair in a short bob, wearing a ripped pair of black pants and a sleeveless leather jacket. She had long, swirling red and gold tattoos that ran up her arms and met in complex knots that somewhat reminded me of the life-energy flows that Ivy had possessed. She moved by far the fastest of the group, a second gate physical spell burning around her in a bright red aura. She didn’t try to get as many estragon back into the water as the others, but instead drew the attacks from the more aggressive estragon, targeting them and sending them back with a pulse of force.

Ed and Liz had cut loose at this point as well, sending out gravitational and water spells without concern for their mana levels, and within minutes, the five of them had pushed the estragon shiver – which was apparently the word for a school or flock of estragon, according to Liz – back out to sea, leaving me feeling rather inadequate.

“Thanks for the help,” I said with a small, embarrassed smile.

“No problem at all,” the mind mage said with a smile. “My name is Diana. This is Mallory, and this is Qwin.”

As she spoke, she gestured to the suited woman and the one in the torn jacket respectively.

“Malachi, Ed, and Liz,” I said in response.

“We should go,” Qwin said. “We’ve got our area to defend.”

Mallory nodded and gave us a nod, then turned and began to run back to her area. Qwin lit up a bright red aura again and streaked off, and Diana shook her head and sighed.

“It was nice to meet you all,” she said as she turned to leave.

“You too,” I said with a smile.

This sort of pattern continued for several days, with it mostly being catching the odd estragon that came ashore, interspersed with occasional surges. Sometimes we were near enough to the surges that we were sent to reinforce the people handling them, but often we only caught the edges.

On Cretday, however, one of the surges was stranger. Alongside the estragon, far more of the rest of the ocean life came with it, including a huge number of the bright orange sharks with yellow eyes.

A moment later, the reason for the strange surge became apparent as a huge creature that resembled a yellow jellyfish rose out of the sea, its tentacles lashing out to try and grab at the sharks and estragon.

“Hungerjelly,” came the calm voice of the manager. “Lightwatch and Guilded to me, everyone else back up to the barriers and stop things from escaping.”

I gave Ed and Liz a quick nod as they turned to go to the manager, and I headed for the barricade.

Just as she’d suggested, estragon and the orange sharks were pushing at the barrier. The team who we’d worked with at the very first surge was running up to the barrier as well, but before we could get there, one of the larger sharks flew backwards on the beach, then rammed forwards with a shocking amount of momentum, crashing through the enchanted barrier.

“I’ll catch it!” I said, “I have a locking spell. One of you come with me as backup; the other two, hold down the fort!”


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

Mallory seized the edge of the barrier and leapt over it, landing next to me.

“Come on, kid,” she said as she started sprinting down the road, following the quickly-moving shark creature.

I started to say that I wasn’t a kid, but I realized that might make me sound even more like a kid. In the end, I shut my mouth and started sprinting…

…And examining Mallory with my newly enhanced mana sense. There was something deeply strange about her life energy, something that I couldn’t really put my finger on. It seemed… flexible.

I didn’t know how else to say it. The flows of life energy were already flexible, since they moved with the body, but these seemed even more than normal ones. If my own life energy flows were flexible in the same way my body was, these were flexible in the way rubber was.

Maybe she’d done something with transformation magic to adapt them? Meadow had alluded to the idea that something like that was possible, after all.

The shark suddenly whipped around a corner with more speed and agility than should be possible with its body. Mallory and I stumbled, slowing our sprint to turn down the alley where it had gone.

“Slipsharks are strong enough for their gate, and they’re good runners,” Mallory said in between breaths. “But their offensive power’s pretty weak. And…”

We turned down the alley again, where it wrapped around a building, and saw the neon orange shark staring at the brick wall in confusion. It didn’t seem to understand why it couldn’t keep going. It rotated around in the air and blinked its big yellow eyes at me, then began sliding towards us.

“They’re not familiar with the surface,” Mallory finished.

The slipshark was actually kind of cute as well, but it could still potentially hurt someone. It was best to send it back to the sea where it belonged…

I thrust out my hand and cast Fungal Lock over the slipshark, but its own mana rose up. It was some strange combination of physical mana and lunar mana, with aspects of other things that were much fainter.

The slipshark wiggled forward and burst out of the Fungal Lock spell, shooting down the alley towards us. Mallory raised her hands and her wolf-shaped shadow rose to meet it.

The slipshark accelerated and released a small blast of water from its mouth, striking the shadow, which absorbed the hit with a stagger. The slipshark was on it then, hitting the wolf and knocking it out of the way as it streaked past.

Mallory frowned and let the spell dissolve to conserve mana. I was already running to follow the slipshark, calling mana through my mana-garden to twist around the fungi inside it, preparing to cast it again with more force the moment it stopped its absurd movement.

Despite not having understood the concept of a wall very well, it was still smart enough to realize that its acceleration spell was able to blow past us and back out onto the main street.

Mallory stopped at the edge of the alley, and I stopped, too.

“What are you doing?” I demanded.

“Shut up,” she growled, and then the life energy in her body went absolutely wild.

Her teeth began to sharpen and elongate, but in a very different way from Kene’s. His were almost like a shark’s, these were more like a dog’s.

Fur exploded from Mallory’s skin, and she fell onto all fours, her body shifting and rippling like water.

Her mana surged and boiled around her, and I abruptly realized why her spell had mixed together life and lunar magic together so strangely. It wasn’t that she was mixing mana – her mana was a composite of types, like a dragon’s was.

Mallory’s form stabilized into that of a massive black wolf, nearly the size of a pony.

A werewolf.

My eyes widened. I’d never actually met a werewolf before. They were more common than dragons, sure, but they were still rare.

The wolf let out a growl, and it took me a second to translate it.

“On.”

Mallory lowered her shoulder and I swung myself onto her back. She took off at a… gallop? I wasn’t sure if that term applied to a wolf.

She burst out after the slipshark, me clinging to her fur tightly so as not to fall off. The slipshark somehow must have noticed that we were catching up because it began to pour on the speed, sliding across the ground with increasingly absurd speed.

I went ahead and unleashed my spell. It tore through it quickly, but it slowed the shark down long enough to let Mallory start to catch up. I cast Fungal Lock a second time, pouring power into the spell to hold it down.

Mallory leapt at the slipshark, who spat another burst of water at her. She growled and shook her head, a smaller, shadowy copy of herself emerging to absorb the hit before she pinned the slipshark down with her body.

It shot out from under her, its three sets of fins glistening with gray energy. Where Mallory had been holding it down, the slipshark’s small scales left cuts and slashes on her.

She let out a yowl of pain, and I cringed, suddenly wishing I did have a healing spell after all.

The slipshark turned to face me, and I cast a Fungal Lock with one hand as I sketched with the other. A moment later, thin threads of green energy surrounded me, and the slipshark crashed against them. The briars cut into the shark, and it let out a sound that almost reminded me of the bark of a dog as it skittered back and stopped, staring at me warily.

My eyebrows went up. The Briarthreads spell had stopped the shark. It had drained a decent chunk of mana to do it, but it had worked.

I grinned as I cast the Fungal Lock spell onto it. I expected the slipshark to burst out instantly, but it seemed far more stymied than it had been the first time. It tried to wiggle, but it was struggling. 

A moment later, it clicked. They were slippery, but they must rely on movement somehow to amplify their power. Every other time I’d hit the slipshark, it had been moving already, and been able to escape. This time, it didn’t.

I cast another layer onto the slipshark and turned to Mallory.

She’d changed back to her human form, and the lacerations had begun to shrink, but between the tears and the blood, her clothes were definitely ruined.

“You know healing magic?” I asked.

“No,” she grunted. “Took a healing potion.”

Oh, right. Mallory was rich, if her suit was anything to go off of. I shouldn’t be surprised that she was able to afford commodities like that.

I turned and scanned the street, looking for…

There!

I darted over to a street vendor that sold skewers of fruit, vegetables, and meat and slapped down a handful of coins.

“I need meat to lure the shark back,” I said.

The person behind the stall, a large man with a bushy mustache that looked vaguely like a hamster, picked up several skewers and shoved them at me.

“Here, take ‘em. I’ll send the bill to the Watches later.”

I turned and ran back to the slipshark, then let out a loud swear.

Mallory had punched the shark in the nose, pushing it back, and giving it the momentum that it needed to free itself.

“Primes, Mal!” I shouted. “It was contained. You didn’t need to do that!”

“Well, it hurt me,” she spat.

I sprinted as quickly as I could to get over. The slipshark slid back, then rocketed forwards, landing right between Mallory and myself.

I started to cast Fungal Lock, but before I could, shadow and light twisted in the area, and then a burst of bright light shone from the slipshark’s scales. I shut my eyes, but I wasn’t able to block out the light before I was partially blinded and stumbled back. I heard Mallory cursing loudly, and I blinked rapidly to clear my eyes.

The slipshark had taken off down the street, thankfully in the direction of the ocean.

“Its powers are based on movement,” I said. “If it’s not moving, I can lock it down, and we can probably just carry it back to the beach.”

Mallory let out a growl, and we both tore down the street after it. The slipshark noticed, and began using its acceleration. I began to cast Fungal Lock after Fungal Lock to stop it from gathering any speed, and it mostly worked, though it drained me quickly.

Mallory leapt into the air and landed in front of the slipshark. It froze for half a second, and my Fungal Lock spell wrapped around it.

“Got it,” I wheezed.

“Good,” Mallory huffed, her irritation visible. “I’ll go ahead and kill it then.”

Before I could protest, she drew her hand back, shadowy claws forming around it.

The world slowed as her claws plunged down, towards the prone form of the slipshark.

My eyes widened, and the world seemed to slow down around me. It wasn’t a temporal spell, merely an effect of adrenaline, but it felt as if I’d gone under the influence of a haste spell.

How could I stop this?

I needed to free the slipshark first, and that would be easy to do.

I could entangle Mallory in a Fungal Lock, but she was second gate, and judging by the mana coming off of her claw spell, it was, too.

I’d need a second layer of defense, and if I got that, my suit could probably shed the rest of the blow with ease.

I reached inside my mana-garden, where I could feel the barely-formed shrubs of the Briarthreads spell. I slammed mana into them, forcing my garden to my will.

I knew the spell diagram for Briarthreads.

I just didn’t have the repetition to master it, to make it part of my mana-garden. And that would not do. I needed it.

There was a crack of something inside of me, and time seemed to resume its normal flow.

I cut off power to the Fungal Lock holding the slipshark, while casting one over Mallory. At the same instant, my life mana began dropping exponentially quickly as green threads of briars erupted from my body, and I raised my arm to block Mallory’s strike.

Mallory’s claws tore through the mycelium instantly, just as I’d expected, and hit the Briarthreads. The threads wrapped around her hand, opening small cuts and poking her, small pinpricks of blood forming, but she ripped through that layer as well, and my life mana guttered out completely.

The claws were starting to flicker, but they were still there. They came down on the arm of my suit jacket.

And stopped dead, the protections woven through the silk holding her claws at bay. To my surprise, I felt the soft nuzzle of the slipshark against my leg as it began to call water around itself.

It unleashed a powerful torrent of water that shot through the air and struck Mallory in the chest, sending her careening back. I took the opportunity to convert my spatial mana into life mana, and wrapped her in another Fungal Lock.

The slipshark shot forwards and circled her, a strange, watery slime encasing her as it did, and then it stopped back behind my feet.

Mallory tore through our spells and rose to her feet a moment later, staring at us.

“Fine,” she spat after a second. “If you want to defend that thing, you don’t get any more help from me.”

She turned and stalked off towards the beach, and I let out a sigh of relief. I was mildly worried that she’d try to keep fighting me. I might have been able to call enough mana to knock her off guard, but she still was far stronger than I was, and if she wanted to continue the fight, there wasn’t going to be anything I could do to stop her.

The shark let out a curious chirping sound, and I gave it a tired smile.

“Yeah, you’re safe now, buddy.”

I slowly led it back to the beach, feeding it bites off of the different skewers. For whatever reason, it seemed the most excited by the pineapple. That felt weird to me – why did a shark like fruit?

Did all sharks like pineapple? That was bizarre. I was pretty sure that sharks were almost exclusively carnivores, and wouldn’t be able to eat fruit.

Then again, this was a magical shark that could come on land, move with absurd slipperiness, and even blind people. Maybe it had adapted to eat some, since it could come on land.

When I returned to the barrier, leading the slipshark, I was pleasantly surprised to see Mallory wasn’t there, and the surge had mostly dissipated. The only one still blocking the gap was Diana, herding things away with her mind magic.

When she saw me approaching, she gave me a half smile.

“Hello, Malachi. Thank you for helping. Mallory told us what happened, but I’d like to hear your side of the story as well, before I report you.”
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I let out a long sigh and told her the story as we released the slipshark, and when I told her about Mallory punching the poor creature, she visibly winced.

“There’s a reason that we primarily kept Qwin on defense. If Mallory gets hurt…” Diana trailed off, then she shook her head. “She’s a decent person, she really is, she just gets aggressive.”

By the time I’d finished the story, someone had returned with a functioning barrier piece to replace the one the slipshark had broken, and Diana and I went off to gather a few witnesses, including the man who’d sold me the skewers. We returned to the center management tent where we’d first checked in a few days ago to find Mallory, Ed, and Liz all waiting for us there.

“So,” said the worn-out manager. “Mallory here says you attacked her and prevented her from doing her duty of putting down a dangerous animal. She’s not pressing any assault charges, but she does want you barred from taking any Watch freelance work again. I assume that you’re going to deny this happened?”

“I don’t deny that I did attack in order to stop her from killing an innocent slipshark,” I said. “But I do deny that I stopped her from doing her duty, and argue that if anyone should be barred, it’s her. She needlessly attacked an animal, not once, but twice.”

I proceeded to repeat my version of the story for the second time, and a few of the people we’d gathered made sounds of assent. When I finished, the manager turned to face Mallory and nodded.

“The slipshark was in a crowd of people,” she said. “It needed to be put down. Sometimes death is a part of the job. That’s just reality.”

“We brought some witnesses,” Diana said, stepping forwards. “Four people who saw the fight.”

There was a flicker of mana in the air, and Mallory’s eyes widened. I frowned, and then it clicked. Diana had hidden the witnesses from Mallory’s sight with her mental illusions.

It took a moment for anyone to come forwards and speak, but eventually the man I’d bought the skewers from stepped forwards.

“The boy’s tellin’ the truth,” said the mustachioed street vendor. “He was tryin’ for a peaceful solution with the shark. An’ it worked! The wolf chick was the one to attack out o’ line. And hey, by the way, he paid me part of the fee for the meat he used, but I still gotta file a claim for the rest.”

I winced when he said ‘wolf chick’, though I still appreciated him standing up for me.

There was a murmur of agreement from the rest of the people we’d gathered, and Mallory heard it this time, because her pale skin began to turn red with anger.

“Of course,” the manager said, sighing and wiping her hair out of her eyes. She looked at Mallory, and then at the other people we’d gathered.

“I… may have been too hasty,” Mallory admitted. She sounded like she was in physical pain to admit it. “I… apologize.”

“That’s it?” Liz said, incredulously. “C’mon! You were about to kill the poor slipshark!”

“The rest is up to me, Elizabeth,” the manager said. She turned to Mallory. “Six months suspension from taking Watch jobs, and no letter of recommendation for the Nightheart Guild.”

Mallory’s eyes went wide and she jabbed a finger at the manager, her shadow writhing beneath her feet.

“You can’t do that! You promised that you’d give me that letter! I was just one more thrice-cursed job away from getting it!”

The manager crossed her arms, and suddenly, third gate power radiated over the area, much denser and more solid than that of Diana’s, or even Ivy’s. She may have been stuck at third gate, but she’d had years to grow within it, and her spells carried a weight that nobody our age could match. Ed’s own magic swept out a mere second behind her, still third gate, albeit much less, and much weaker.

The manager crossed her arms and stepped forwards, until Mallory’s finger was aimed right at her heart.

“Mallory Emsley, you will put that spell out, or I will put it out for you.”

With a visible effort of will, Mallory’s shadow calmed, and she took a long, deep breath.

“Fine. You can send the pay to me remotely.”

With that, she turned and stalked off, her shadow boiling around her again.

As soon as she was gone, the manager’s mana swept back into her mana-garden and she nodded to all of us.

“You all can go. Take the rest of the day off; it’s almost over anyways.”

As we walked back to collect our brooms, Ed swept me up in a tight hug, followed by Liz.

“’M glad you’re safe,” Ed said. “It was pretty impressive what you did.”

“Stupid,” Liz said. “But impressive.”

“I’m sorry about all the trouble,” Dianna said, turning to face us. “And I am glad that you both made it out with little more than dented pride. Though it does sound like congratulations are in order for your rive. At least if I interpreted your story correctly.”

“Yeah!” Liz said, and even Ed nodded.

“My… rive?” I asked, not having heard the term before. “Is that how I mastered the Briarthreads spell in time to stop the strike?”

“Yeah!” Liz said enthusiastically. “It’s pretty uncommon. Of course, if rumors are to be believed, some real geniuses will rive all of their spells without any downsides.”

“But that’s not true, really,” Ed said. After a moment, he added “I’ve never rived a spell. Not that I’m some genius, but it’s still never happened to me.”

“I have, but only once,” Liz said. “Acidcutter. I was fighting an acrtic fox, and one of its ice spears was coming right for my head. I knew that I couldn’t dodge, and I didn’t have any defensive spells mastered. Everything slowed down, because I knew I could use the acid to burn though the ice, and then it just sort of snapped. The spell came out of me.”

“Two,” Dianna offered. “My version of an invisibility spell and Project Fear. They both rived from the same… event.”

I nodded, and Dianna split off not too long after, muttering that she was going to tell Qwin about what had happened.

“Is there any way to force a rive?” I asked. “I mean, I’ve got two spells I need to master, and Briarthreads was not one of them. If I could rive my Pinpoint Boneshard spell…”

“No,” Liz said. “It tends to happen in really tense situations, where your body, soul, and brain all just sort of force it. Unless you’re a genius who can force your default mana flows to alter with a thought, it’s gonna strain all three, and make it harder to actually advance your spells for a bit. Plus, there’s no real way to make it happen.”

“Just as often, people with the perfect spell for the situation wind up dead,” Ed said. “And riving a spell isn’t all good, either. It’s definitely not something to try to force, or to rely on.”

“Right,” Liz added. “A rived spell tends to have way more flaws in it that need to be worked out than one that’s been mastered through dedicated practice, and the flaws are a lot harder to work out. All the time you save by mastering the spell right away is paid back three times over in working imperfections out.”

“Fair enough. It was just a thought, anyways,” I said as we arrived at our own brooms. “Also, I need to stop by the Silver Barrow. Did you all want to come with me?”

“Sure,” Liz said. “Babe? Drop you off at home, or are you coming with us?”

“I can come,” Ed said as he kissed the top of her head.

“Gross, physical intimacy,” I joked, sticking my tongue out at them. Liz stuck her own silver-studded tongue back at me.

“You’ll get it when you’re older,” Ed drawled, then shrugged. “Unless you don’t, in which case, fair enough. Buuuuuttttt, given the way you talked about a certain healer… Or maybe a librarian? Or both, if you’re good at communication.”

“Not both,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m not even sure like any of them in a romantic sense, I don’t know them well enough, but I’m not personally interested in dating multiple people.”

“How boring,” Liz teased.

We landed at the Silver Barrow not long after. The store wasn’t really a store. It was a massive warehouse, with a front desk reception area, and a handful of offices that were adjoining it. When we walked in, the man behind the reception desk looked up and gave us a bland smile.

“No public restrooms, even for those on estragon wrangling duty, sorry.”

“Nah, it’s not like that,” Liz said. “We want to make an order. Or at least, Malachi does.”

“I need some structure-ore,” I said.

“Let me get a sales person,” he said. He pressed a small button on his desk, and tempest mana buzzed as he spoke into it. A few moments later, a tall woman with a short-cropped afro came in and led us into an office. She introduced herself as a local sales representative, and we got down to business.

“Now, don’t think you can haggle much on the price here,” she warned. “We do offer some discounts for bulk supplies, but if you’re purchasing a small order, what you see is basically what you get.”

I glanced at Liz. She’d know better than me if this was true, and when she nodded, I turned back to the sales rep.

“Alright. How much is it?”

We spent a short while discussing the details of the structure-ore, with me wanting to keep some money in my bank for emergencies, but the ore’s price being sharply reduced from normal. In the end, I left with five ounces of the ore, while still keeping a decent enough amount in my bank account that I felt confident I’d still be okay.

Each ounce was separately measured, formed into perfectly smooth marbles of a bluish-gray stone that was surprisingly small for being an entire ounce.

Once we were outside, Ed sketched the Analyze Earth spell and stared at them.

“Weird,” he said after a second. “It’s like I’m staring into a lake. I can see that it clearly goes deep, but I don’t know how deep it actually goes.”

Curiously, I sketched Analyze Space and looked at the stone.

It absolutely blazed with spatial energy, many times more than what my paltry natural spatial lodestone did.

It wasn’t as powerful as Orykson’s portal had been, and it was far less complex as well, but it still dwarfed anything else I’d seen.

“You’re rude,” Liz said, and I blinked, surprised.

“Huh?”

“I said, you’re rude. Ed has telluric mana to look at the rock, you have spatial, and what do I have? Nothing that lets me look at rocks. You are looking at a rock I can’t look at.”

“You still have your mana sense,” I pointed out.

“Suurreeee,” Liz said with a teasing tone, and I laughed. We flew back home, and I headed out into the garden to drain some power from my plants. I then reinforced all of their mana-producing aspects, and sketched out Pinpoint Boneshard.

I was getting more familiar with the strange blend of mostly death and a bit of spatial mana, but it was still far more complex than most of the other spells I had learned. I took a slow, steadying breath.

I had seven days remaining to master it, as well as Analyze Space, at least if I wanted to get the enhanced reward. I could do this. I just needed to buckle down and work hard.
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The following morning, Meadow arrived bright and early as usual, and woke Ed up as well. Once we were out in the backyard, she eyed me and smiled.

“I see you’ve managed to master Briarthreads, I assume through riving the spell. If you don’t mind, what happened?”

I told her the story, and when I was done, she took my hand and gently patted it.

“You did the right thing, saving the slipshark. You may not have gotten rewarded for it, but life’s often that way. No good deed goes unpunished.”

When she said that, she stared off into the middle distance, seemingly lost in her own thoughts, then she smiled again and glanced at the garden.

“You’ve made good progress with enhancing the plants’ mana production, but it’s mainly a matter of time and energy now, rather than skill. You have to burn mana to generate mana. Well, it seems like the time has come for you to start seriously focusing on pruning your mana-garden. Your rive may have let you master Briarthreads, but the spell’s full of inefficiencies, and as I’m sure you were warned, they’ll be much harder to work through. That’s fine; life happens. Let’s get to work, though.”

I began to fall into the stances of Depths of Starry Night, moving my body slower than the movement would normally have required while I focused on my mana-garden. I wasn’t quite skilled enough to manifest myself inside my garden without the help of a potion or a spell, but I could…

I was broken out of my mindset by Meadow chuckling and shaking her head.

“No, dear. That’s great for when you’re not with a teacher, but for right now, we’re going to be doing more active training.”

For a horrified moment, I thought she was going to start me on physical training in the same way that Ikki had, and I let out a sigh of relief when she spoke again.

“Go ahead and call your spell.”

I did as she said, powering my Briarthreads spell. Meadow stood across from me and did the same.

“Now, the defensive properties of this spell are automatic, but they rely on your sensory input. That means the more your mind gets used to the spell, the more effective its automatic shifting to block is. Not only that, but the offensive properties take a guidance of your will to use, and we will be training that as well.”

One of her briar-ended threads slashed forward, and my own spell twisted to take the hit. Given that Meadow had to be an Arcanist, I was surprised when it didn’t take an absurd amount of mana to stop her blow. In fact, it took less than the shadow claw had.

“How?” I asked.

“I lowered my power to that of someone roughly on par with you,” she said. “You’ll learn the skill eventually, but since you’re only first gate, you can’t push your gated power any lower. Now, strike me back.”

I did as she said, using a brief effort of will to send one of my threads slicing at her. Meadow’s spell effortlessly blocked it with the tip of just one strand, rather than all of them converging, and she countered with an attack almost instantly.

Now that I subconsciously knew I could take the hit more easily, only a few of the threads moved to intercept her briars, but it was still many more than her single defense had been.

We continued like this for a while, with my spell slowly adapting. Once I’d gotten a handle on defending one for one, Meadow began to switch it up. She’d send three, then one that was massively overcharged with mana, and then another that was just normal.

By the time we took a break for me to refill my mana and practice sketching my other spells, I asked Meadow a question that had been burning at me for a while now.

“Isn’t what we’re doing more or less training towards ingraining, not working out the flaws of the spell?”

“On the surface, yes, it is,” Meadow said. “But in truth, it’s… softening the foundation, for lack of a better word. Go and try to work out some of the issues with the spell now.”

I closed my eyes and began to move through stances, sending mana through the spell. I envisioned the overgrown briars with my mind, the long threadlike roots and branches reaching through my mana-garden, and then tried to break off some of the overgrown branches that were holding me back.

I had thought that trying to pry extra branches off of Analyze Death had been hard, but in comparison to getting this to budge, it was a breeze. The branch felt like solid iron in my grasp, and the briars dug into my palm.

I was in my own spirit – or perhaps my imagination, or somewhere in between, since I wasn’t fully manifesting in my mana-garden yet – so there wasn’t any blood, but it felt draining on a different level, a mental strain that wore me down quickly.

I let go of the branch when I felt Meadow put her hand on my shoulder.

“By increasing your understanding of the spell, you’re able to weaken it, allowing you to prune it more easily. As a happy coincidence, you do move closer to ingraining it as well. It’s a win-win, and you should always celebrate those in life.”

I nodded and thanked her. We continued to practice until my mana was nearly dry a second time, and she went off to check on Ed’s progress as I worked on using the dregs of my mana to improve my efficiency with my Analyze Life and Death spells.

I was so caught up in my work that when Meadow returned, I wasn’t even aware that it was lunch already. She’d made us a dish with bunches of fresh greens, garlic, onion, and more spices than I could guess, all made in a quick pickling, just long enough to infuse the flavors without letting any of the crunch of the ingredients be lost.

It was a bit spicy for my tastes, but it was definitely tasty, and better than most of the vegetables that I’d had in Mossford’s culinary traditions.

Either that or my dad was just really bad at making veggies. It really could go either way – he was a good cook, but everyone had their blind spots.

Meadow and I practiced for a while longer, and I spent the afternoon practicing pruning my garden. That evening, I worked on Analyze Space and Pinpoint Boneshard. I was absurdly close with Analyze Space – I just needed a bit more time to push it over the edge.

But without the money to drink potions like water, the best I could do was to use the mana I had and hope I had enough time.

The following day, Ikki and I worked together. He had me hold a fighting stance and practice my kicking again, all while working on maintaining the Depths of Starry Night’s movements inside my mana-garden. The moment either my physical or magical technique slipped, he had me start over again.

It was torture, and we’d gone through almost his entire two hours before I completed the routine and he moved on.

“You have mastered Analyze Space and Internal Pocketwatch, yes?”

“I haven’t with Analyze Space yet, but I’m close,” I said. “I have mastered Internal Pocketwatch, though.”

Ikki nodded slowly and seemed to contemplate something for a moment.

“Sketch it out, then power it and Internal Pocketwatch.”

This was actually my first time powering Internal Pocketwatch – I’d sketched it to mastery without using it a single time. No wonder some people complained that it should be renamed reflexive, instant, or instinctive. Mastery really was a terrible name for it.

I sent power into my sketched and mastered spells and felt the world change around me.

The lines and distances of Analyze Space were familiar to me now. Internal Pocketwatch wasn’t anything like it, but it still provided a flow of information into my mind. I knew what time it was, down to the second, in multiple calendars and timekeeping systems.

There were other functions to the spell, too. I could sense an alarm, something that would alert me with a small pulse of mana after a certain amount of time had passed. There was something like a timer as well, letting me track the time between moments for a bit of mana.

Lastly, I could feel the flow of time through me, solid and normal. I figured I wouldn’t get much use out of this feature until I was using haste spells, but it was there, part of the spell.

For such a simple spell, I was incredibly impressed with just how many functions it had managed to build into it, and how mana-efficient it was. Even with my still relatively undeveloped temporal magic, I was easily able to put enough power into the spell to set an alarm for the following morning, or run the timer function for a long time. Even just using the time-checking function of the spell, I could use it for hours without breaking a sweat.

No wonder he’d said that Internal Pocketwatch was essentially superior in every way to Analyze Time, with the sole exception of sensing for pockets of temporal energy. Even if it was twice as efficient as my other Analyze spells were, the Pocketwatch would still blow it away.

“Dodge,” Ikki said as I was reveling in the flow of information through me, and I felt a blow connect with my arm.

I lost my concentration on the spells and the world returned to normal around me.

“How do you expect me to dodge?” I asked. “That’s so much sensory input!”

“Yes,” Ikki agreed easily. “It is. Which is why I expect you to be able to dodge. The world is full of strange, dangerous things, and both of the spells offer an advantage. By using them in conjunction, you should be able to get a sense for how fast I’m moving, how fast you’re moving, and you can use that to help determine your pacing and moves in a fight.”

“Can’t I do that without sensory overload?” I asked as I sketched out Analyze Space again.

“Yes,” Ikki said. “It will simply be less effective. Once you have ingrained both of them, that should provide a solid enough stream of information for most fights, and help carry the burden of sensory overload. But will you always have time to ingrain your spells before a – dodge – fight?”

He struck me again as he spoke. Having not expected it, I didn’t move out of the way in time, and his palm struck me squarely in the shoulder. I winced. That was definitely going to leave a bruise…

We continued like this, with me trying to adapt to the sensory overload of using both of the spells while dodging Ikki’s attacks. As soon as I’d begun to adapt to that, he had me use my Analyze Life spell as well.

Oddly – or perhaps not so oddly, given his comments about ingraining the spells – adding Analyze Life didn’t strain me nearly as much as the other spells had.

It still left me beaten, bruised, and sore as I tried to adapt to the spells, but I hadn’t taken quite as long to adapt to it, which was an improvement.

At least, I told myself that it was.

Before Ikki disappeared, he asked Ed to keep sparring with me, so I could continue to work on my use of both spells, which Ed was happy to comply with.

Of course he was. He wasn’t a battle maniac like Liz, but he still did enjoy the feeling of exercise, and there were few things that did a number on your body like sparring did.

Sparring with Ed was very different from sparring with Ikki. Ed was a lot gentler, and gave me a lot more time to ready myself for the motions. I appreciated it, but I had to acknowledge that Ikki’s method was probably more realistic.

After another hour or so of practice, with plenty of breaks for water and to catch our breath, Ed called it for the day. He offered to show me his post-exercise winddown routine, and I accepted.

He flopped on the ground and led me through some breathing and stretching. It felt a bit strange, but I had to admit that it did make me feel less shaky. I made lunch, and then set to work on my spellcraft.
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I popped open a Mana Shock and sat down on the couch to sketch out the Analyze Space spell. Half a dozen sketches later, and I felt something crack deep inside me, the familiar, near-painful stretching of my spirit as the spell broke free and into the air of the mana-garden.

This time, however, it was different. There was a depth, a strange growing downwards as well as upwards. A moment later, I was able to place it.

Ingraining.

Between the sensory potion, Orykson portaling me around the world to examine the spatial threads, searching the forest for pointer moss, and my most recent training with examining distance, I’d accumulated enough understanding of the skill to push it over the limit. I’d only needed to master it.

Sensing the strange fluctuation of mana, the peacepyre slipped out of its bottle and bobbed around my head. As the sensation faded, and the peacepyre returned to its bottle, I felt around with my newly enhanced mana senses.

It was… strange. Definitely much more unnatural than the life and death senses that I’d developed.

Unlike when I had the spell active, I didn’t intimately know distances, and I couldn’t see the weave of space. But I did get a sort of… sense of it.

It was like the sense you have when you walk down stairs while carrying a bunch of boxes – unable to see the next step, but still instinctively knowing it’s there.

I couldn’t see that there was a window behind me. My mana sense hadn’t expanded to let me see it. Nor could I feel it, as if it was an extra limb. It wasn’t any sense I could name, but if I focused, I got the vague impression of a subtle shift in the space that the wall took up behind me. I swept my mana sense out, and I knew that there was a table in the living room, and a loveseat across from me.

Apart from the sense of space, there was an understanding that space was as it should be. Everything was normal and right.

Curiously, I headed to my room and swept my mana senses over my spatially enhanced bag. Space felt slightly warped there, bulging outwards like an overripe fruit.

I examined the rest of the house with my mana senses, but I wasn’t able to find much of anything.

This new sense – which I mentally dubbed spatial sense – was subtle, much more so than the life or death senses that I’d developed. If I wasn’t paying attention, then I’d be able to ignore it completely, but it was there.  I definitely understood why Ikki had suggested that my spatial sense, life sense, and a solid internal clock would be able to work well together to help me in a fight.

I definitely needed to work on ingraining Internal Pocketwatch. It wasn’t likely to have an effect, given how little room it took up in my mana-garden, but even reducing the already low mana cost even further would be pretty useful.

But first…

I returned to my seat on the couch and sketched out Pinpoint Boneshard until I was entirely dry on mana. The following morning, when Orykson didn’t appear, as expected, I spent the entire day working on sketching the spell, draining my plants to refuel, and chugging Mana Shock as quickly as my spirit could process the energy.

When Temsday rolled around, I decided to skip out on doing missions to focus on working the Pinpoint Boneshard spell. I didn’t want to make a habit of doing that too often, especially since I didn’t know what it would take to get Orykson upset at me, but I decided that, this time, it was worth it.

Phyday and Knoday both passed by with me spending as much mana as I could gather on simply sketching the spell, and I felt the strain on my brain starting to rack up. I wasn’t meant to sit around and just repeat the same spell over and over again, and if it weren’t for the impending deadline, I didn’t think I’d have had the motivation to do anything at all.

As it was, a part of me was tempted to give up. If I failed this deadline, I wouldn’t fail out as Orykson’s apprentice, just lose out on better rewards.

I put a stop to that thinking by leaning on my greed. His rewards last time had been good. Really good. I wasn’t going to lose out on the better rewards unless I absolutely had to, and I still had Cretday left to master the spell. It wasn’t much, but I did have one more day.

And hey, I’d reserved a bit of silver in my bank account, just in case I needed it. And given how close I was to the deadline, I definitely counted this as a worthwhile investment.

I headed to the pharmacy nearby, where I’d gotten the tips about bone broth and lethetic tea, and headed to the counter, passing some sparrhunks on the way.

I imagined Ed bonding to a choruk or a sparrhunk and chuckled. The raccoon-like choruk was cute, but it definitely wasn’t Ed’s style, and the fusion of sparrow and chipmunk creature was arguably even less so.

They could learn to imitate humans, though, which brought on a fit of giggles as I imagined Ed with a sparrhunk on his shoulder, reading out the rights to someone Ed had found breaking the law.

Behind the counter I spotted the pharmacist who’d given me the tip about the tea, and I approached her, hoping she could help this time too.

“Oh, hey,” she said with a smile. “How are thing’s going with the apprenticeship?”

“Pretty good,” I said. “Though that’s actually why I’m here. I need something to help me master a bone spell. I had a Lesser Marrow Death Extract; could I get something like that again?”

“Probably, but that particular extract is good for pushing a spell to ingrained status, not mastered.”

I immediately felt like smacking myself. She’d told me as much before, and I’d forgotten, only to stupidly waste it. Not only had I wasted it, but I’d wasted it trying to do something that it couldn’t even do!

“What about…”

I cast about for the name of the elixir that Alvaro had let me use, but no name came to mind. I described the potion effect and she frowned.

“I’ve heard of a few things like that, but they’re special order. We could make one, but it’d take a few days.”

“That’s no good,” I said. “I’ve got to get this spell mastered today.”

The woman made a ‘hmm’ sound and flipped through a book, looking for something to help. After a bit, she spoke.

“What about this? It’s not really a solution, per se, but it could help if you put in the work. It’s a huge temporary boost of mana, but it accumulates a debt of mana as well. You might be able to pump out more mana in a day than you could in a week, for example, but you’d be paying off the debt with interest. It might wipe you totally dry for a bit longer than a week, or you might spread it out over a month and run on less mana for the entire month.”

“That sounds… absurdly useful,” I said. “Even paying it back with interest, you could endlessly release a Flamethrower spell in a fight while maintaining a shielding spell.”

“That’s true, but the debt puts pressure on your spirit, so you can risk damaging the spells you’ve already got, or even collapsing your mana-garden entirely,” she said. “It’s all in the instructions of the pill. There are a thousand limitations to it, and it does present some risk. According to the notes in here, though, it really all comes down to how you use it. You’d be using it to give you enough power to sketch a spell to mastery, right?”

I nodded, and she pressed on.

“Then the debt you accumulate shouldn’t put so much pressure on you that you have to worry. If the pressure does start to get to be too much, stop using the pill and work on paying it off. And hey, if you’ve got a way to generate some extra mana, like through a legacy or ingrained spell or something, that should help you pay it off even faster.”

I waffled back and forth for a bit before I finally decided to take a leap of faith. I signed a waiver, paid far more than I was comfortable with, read through the instructions, and then went home with the pill. It was large, larger than any other pill I’d taken before, and a glossy black color. It tasted like rosewater and licorice, and as soon as its power touched my mana-garden, I could feel it.

It wasn’t like a wash of power entering my mana-garden from the outside, but instead, it was like there was a leech connected to my soul. It was happy to give me anything I wanted, but it would suck it all back out of me with a vengeance.

It felt almost alive, and I did not like the sensation one bit. But still, I had paid for it, and I needed to master the spell.

I fell into myself, sketching the spell out over and over again until my mana was gone, then began to draw from the pill.

It happily refueled my mana, and I could feel a bit of pressure on my garden, but nothing I wasn’t able to handle.

I kept repeating the process, burning through mana, and cursing myself for riving my Briarthreads spell. I knew I was closer than that, and if I didn’t have the lingering effects of the rive stopping me from advancing as quickly, I would have been able to get this already.

Finally, after I’d burnt through nearly four days’ worth of mana, I felt the familiar sensation of a dead tree bursting through the earth of my mana-garden. A part of it kept flickering between my spatial and death mana parts of the garden, as if it were teleporting back and forth every once in a while. It was strange, but it slowly seemed to stabilize into a superposition.

I stopped draining the pill for power as soon as I could, and began to feed mana into the parasite that was left inside my mana-garden. I might have to use mana tomorrow, when Meadow came, but I’d do what I could to focus on repaying the mana-debt.

I was relieved that Meadow had insisted I start growing a garden so early – that would definitely help me produce extra mana to pay it off quicker.

As I stood up from my bed to stretch my legs, Orykson appeared in my room.

I didn’t scream this time, though I admitted to myself that a large part of that was because I’d been expecting something like that to happen. The only question would be if it was Orykson or Aerde, his bound elemental, who showed up.

I felt Orykson study me for a moment, then he slowly nodded, a smile twitching at the corner of his mouth.

“You took on a mana-debt to make the deadline. That’s good – too many people are afraid of debt. Accepting debt as a step forward in life is a good thing, but only if it’s calculated. Taking on more than you can repay leads to disaster, but if it’s well managed, it can be an advantage. This goes for money, mana, and favors.”

“Thank you,” I said, and he nodded, then waved his hand and conjured a portal. We stepped through and arrived in a room made of smooth black stone, with a table laid out in front of us.

It was slightly dark, and my peacepyre slipped out and floated around my head, providing light. It was rendered pointless a moment later, when Orykson flipped the lights on, but I appreciated it nevertheless.

The table had several items laid out on it. The first was a bottle containing a single pill, then a plush pillow with a blood red orb the size of a marble on it. After that was a sword, with a shimmering heat haze around the blade. Fourth was a slender black thread that almost seemed to move on its own. After that came a jar with what looked like a preserved eye within, and then a wand made of a white chitinous, almost crystalline material, with blue light shining softly from the inside. The final item on the table was a key made of a slate gray material that reminded me of a storage ring.

I swept my mana sense over the room, and felt the power radiating off of each of these objects.

“I assume you would like a description of each of the items?” Orykson asked.

“Yes, except for this one,” I said, pointing to the pill. “That’s the Fundament Pill, isn’t it? It would push all my mastered spells to ingrained, and my non-mastered spells to mastered, but put me in a coma for a week to process the power.”

“Correct,” Orykson said with a nod. “It’s also the only item here that’s not a growth item. But on the plus side, if you took some time to master the few remaining spells you need, it could advance you to nearly the peak of power within the first gate, ready to build your staff and then advance instantly.”

That was a massive boon, but something else had caught my attention in his words.

“Growth item? Given the name, I assume those grow in power?”

Orykson made a so-so gesture with his hand.

“The enchanting principles for creating a growth item were based on the bonds that happen at Spellbinder, as well as the effects of an ingrained spell in the mana-garden. Each of these items will permanently decrease your total amount of mana, but they will provide more power than a normal enchantment could. Not only that, but given the proper materials, each of them will be able to grow with you.”

“Like an unbonded staff?” I asked. “It can grow and reinforce you without a bond, but bonding a staff allows most of the growth to happen automatically?”

“Similar, but these don’t produce resonance effects,” Orykson said. He tapped the orb. “This is a Mana Generator. It is perhaps the simplest of the items here, but don’t let that fool you. It, much like ingrained harvesting spells, will provide you with a steady stream of mana. Unlike harvesting spells, the mana is not aspected, and instead will fill all of your gates equally.”

“That’s useful. Will I ever learn other harvesting spells, though?”

“Yes,” Orykson nodded. “They’re all but necessary as you advance. You’ll learn one for each of your gates. However, this item will compound that effect. Your mana recovery will be more than most others would be. Don't underestimate just how useful this is. It may not be especially complex, but mana regeneration has made the difference between life and death for many a mage."

Orykson moved onto the next item, his fingers dancing along the hilt of the blade.

“This is an enchanted sword, wrought from suncopper and nightsteel. It’s little more than a flame blade would be now, but given the time and resources, its cutting potential will increase along with its burning potential. It’s a powerful offensive tool, if a bit… basic.”

With that, he moved onto the eye.

“This is the eye of a now-extinct magical creature known as an Argos Milia. I can implant this into you, merging it with your own eye. Unlike the others, it does not require materials to advance with you, but it will take up nearly a fifth of your mana in each gate. For now, it will enhance your ability to process visual and mana sensory input. Each eye is unique, and frankly, I’m not sure how it will develop, but it is likely you will gain a variety of sensory-related abilities from the eye. In the past, I’ve seen thermal vision, the ability to see mana, permanently active spell effects like Analyze Life, and more.”

He picked up the thread and twined it into a loop around his fingers before he put it back on the table, where it immediately became undone.

“This is an enchanted thread from Tenebrous Lacewing silk.”

When he looked at me expectantly, I tapped my arm.

“That’s my suit’s enchanted base, right?”

“Exactly. This thread will bind to the suit. In the short term, it will actually decrease the defensive properties to just that of your level, but in the long term, it will allow its defenses to expand with you, giving you a source of protection. It also allows you to shift the suit and control it with your will. Right now, that mostly means shifting the cut and color, but as you advance, you could use strips of cloth to bind your enemies, create shields, and more.”

I eagerly watched as he lifted the wand.

“This wand is one of the stranger items on the list, and it's based on principles of both Spellbinders, as all growth items are, as well as higher tier secrets. I picked it up roughly half a century ago from a lucrative deal with the Knowledge King's right hand, the Headmaster of Lledrith University. It will serve as a channel for your magic, allowing your spells to come out faster and be slightly more mana efficient. But that’s the smallest point of it. It contains a set of internal mana reserves, and can imprint a single spell per gate from a willing target. Those spells can then be sketched, and in time fully mastered, and cast from the wand’s internal mana. The larger the spell, the more of a strain it will place on your spirit, though. Absorbing an average spell like your Fungal Lock, Lesser Image Recall, or Briarthreads should be fine, but I’d advise against imprinting something like an Analyze spell.”

“Can the spells be ingrained?” I asked.

“Sadly, no. Mastery is the furthest you can go, and even then, there’s no way to work out the inefficiencies. The mana reserve is also fairly small – far, far smaller than your mana-garden is, and it will also recover mana at a slower rate. Even with all the limitations, it’s a worthy tool.”

Finally, he picked up the slate-colored key and smiled fondly.

“This one was actually made by one of my rivals, the Space King, initially to give to her protégé.”

“But what is it?” I asked.

“It’s the key which conjures a portal to a separated space that only you or those you allow may enter. Or those with enough power to force their way in, but that’s true of any defense in the entire world. Nothing is absolute,” Orykson said. “Right now, it’s roughly the size of a walk-in closet, which is quite impressive – that would normally take third gate mana to pull off, like with the standard spatial ring’s creation, and either wouldn’t be able to be bonded to someone as a growth item, or else wouldn’t be able to be handled by a first gate spirit. But she’s subsidized a significant amount of the mana from a well-built spatial core that’s just a touch smaller than what’s needed for the space, allowing its growth to outpace a normal spatial spell. It’s…”

He must have noticed my eyes starting to glaze over, because he waved his hand.

“Ah, never mind. Regardless, the attached space will grow, and more interestingly, in my opinion, has the ability to add rooms and adapt to spells, items, and materials that it is fed. If you were to feed it well, you could easily turn it into a small portable greenhouse at second gate. Perhaps by third it could be a small cottage with a greenhouse. Or you could take it in a completely different direction, creating a luxury bedroom and ensuite at second, and a home at third. Perhaps you use it to store weapons, and it becomes an armory. Its defenses will also grow with your tier.”

I stared over the table greedily. I wanted all of them, though I knew that wasn’t practical for many reasons.

“Do you have a growth item?” I asked as I looked over the table.

“No, the magic for building growth items wasn’t developed when I was beginning my journey,” he said. “I have the bonds I formed at Spellbinder, but that is all.”

“I see…”

I looked over all of them seriously. The Argos Milia eye was undeniably an excellent choice, and it wouldn’t take resources to upgrade. But the fact that it took nearly twenty percent of my total mana was too much for me to justify.

That left one option.

“The key,” I said, and Orykson smiled so wide that it actually scared me a little bit as he handed it over to me.

“Excellent choice.”

I turned it over in my hand. It was lighter than I’d expected, no heavier than a normal key would be, and perhaps even less than that.

That felt strange to me, for some reason. I felt like such an important object should be heavier, but it was a key made of stone. I supposed there wasn’t anything intrinsic to its physical weight at all.

“How do I bond it?” I asked.

“Run your mana through the item, a bit from all four of your gates, blending them in equal measure.”

I did as he said, and felt the mana trickle deeper into the item than should have been possible. It began to pull on my mana, harder and harder, until finally, something snapped into place and the key vanished. I let out a soft gasp as I felt… something… in my spirit. It was almost like when a spell was ingrained, mixed with when it was mastered, with a bit of something entirely new inside.

I could feel that I’d lost some of my mana permanently, but it wasn’t too horrible – about on par with ingraining the Analyze spells.

“If you search your ungated mana section of your mana-garden, you should be able to find the key and remove it back into the real world,” Orykson advised.

I closed my eyes and felt around inside. Sure enough, it was floating there, just as he’d said. I touched it as if I was going to push mana through it, and the key appeared in my hands.

I actually did flow a bit of mana through it, though only the smallest bit of ungated mana, and a doorway snapped into existence.

It led to a small room. Bigger than what I would have called a closet, personally, but I supposed that with how absurdly wealthy Orykson was, his perspective was a bit skewed. It definitely wasn’t big enough to be a bedroom, but it was a solid walk-in closet size.

The walls, floor, and ceiling were made from a gray-blue material that somewhat reminded me of the threads of space that I was able to see with Analyze Space, and to my new spatial sense, it felt kind of similar as well.

It didn’t drain any mana to keep the separated space open, but a tiny touch of ungated mana closed it again.

I opened and closed it a few times, and to my surprise, Orykson didn’t say anything to stop me. Instead, here merely watched me like a father would a child who’d just gotten a new toy.

That made me think of our relationship in an odd new way, and I wasn’t sure I liked it, so I let the key slip back into my spirit.

“Well done,” Orykson said. “I admit, I was worried that you’d take the Fundament Pill. It’s been shown that those raised in poorer circumstances have a harder time accepting delayed gratification, even when they should be.”

I bristled slightly at that. I wasn’t poor. I wasn’t rich, but my dad had put in a lot of work to set up shop in a nicer part of town, get us a spacious flat, and give us a good education.

Orykson reached into his pocket and withdrew a ball, one that was definitely too large to have fit inside his suit without me noticing it. At this point, though, it wasn’t the first time I’d seen him pull objects from nothing. He was a powerful spatial mage, so I shouldn’t have been surprised.

A part of me hoped I’d never lose interest in magic that made seeing people pull something from nothing fun, though.

“I’m not sure if you remember, but a while ago, Aerde did let you know that after you mastered Pinpoint Boneshard, we would be spending two weeks training your combat magic.”

I actually hadn’t remembered that, but I didn’t tell him that.

“What’s the ball?” I asked instead.

“It’s a training tool for your mana sense and manipulation,” Orykson said. “You’ll be expected to tinker with it when we’re not training. Your peacepyre should find it particularly interesting as well…”

I ran my mana senses through the orb. It registered with my overall mana sense, as it gave off a general feel of ungated mana, but it also seemed to react to my spatial sense. It gave me strange feedback of narrow pathways built into it.

A moment later, it clicked. The inside of the ball was a maze, but one that I had to navigate with my mana senses, and especially my spatial sense.

“Your spatial sense should work well with the Pinpoint Boneshard spell,” Orykson said, then he gave me a savage smile. “Well, you should head home. Fill your key, test out its ability to absorb materials – perhaps feed it some items and materials. Its mundane assembly ability alone is worth a small fortune. Take a week to repay your mana debt, then prepare. You’ll be training with me, eight hours a day, for two weeks.”

He waved his hand and a portal appeared.


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

Once I was alone in my room once again, I pulled out the key and opened the space.

The peacepyre, which had been idly floating around the lamp, shot over to me and spun around my body, then ducked in and out of the extra-spatial pocket excitedly.

Curiously, I held up the training sphere that Orykson had handed me. The peacepyre flowed into it, the opalescent flame contracting. I followed it with my mana sense.

The peacepyre moved forward, pushed by my mana sense, but since it was moving ahead of me, it was entering parts of the maze before I could sense them. Whenever I hit a dead end, I had to forcibly stop my mana sense from following the paths built into the sphere to instead pull it back manually, which added a layer of complexity.

No wonder he’d said that this would be good training.

After a few minutes of playing with the orb, the peacepyre got bored, so I put it to the side and returned my attention to the key.

I started with some mundane objects. Normal clothes, some dried fruits and nuts that wouldn’t go too bad, and a jug of water.

After that, I got one of my suits. It was enchanted, so the key might eat it to empower its own defenses – I wasn’t sure.

I carefully placed it inside the spatial pocket, but nothing happened. I let out a sigh of relief, then frowned. How did I feed materials to it?

I headed to my dresser and got out the case with the five ounces of structure-ore, then tossed one marble inside.

It clinked to the gray-blue floor of the separated space, where it rolled around a bit before stopping.

Huh.

I stepped into the separated space and picked up the marble. I poked it against the wall, but nothing happened. I imagined it absorbing into the wall, ran mana through it, and then tried poking the key to the marble.

Finally, something happened. There was a pull from the key, a hunger to consume the marble, constrained by my will.

I allowed it, and could feel two separate pathways, both carved within my own spirit. One of them felt like a fold in space, and the other felt like a pit.

There were dozens of other pathways that I got a vague sense of the uses for, but many of them were totally inactive right now.

I fed it to the warp in space first, and the sense of spiritual suction began, though it felt hard, like sucking mud through a thin reed.

After almost half an hour, the marble vanished, only to appear inside of the separated space open in the air next to me.

It was the power, I realized. Structure-ore was a fourth gate material; it had way more power than a normal first gate item was supposed to be able to handle. If it hadn’t been bound to my mana-garden, it may not have been able to work at all…

Now that the key was free, though, I could feel the first two pathways close, while the third opened. I ran my mana sense through it and got a mental image of the separated space.

It was oddly disorienting to have both the firm mental image and the physical space in front of me, so I used a touch of mana to close the space, then focused on the small box of peanuts I’d put inside.

It appeared in my hand after about two seconds, way better than the time it had taken for the structure-ore, presumably because peanuts didn’t have much magical power.

I spent a while experimenting with putting things in and out of the key, until I felt like I had a solid grasp on it. The storage and retrieval feature seemed to work on a few factors: mana, size, and mass. Putting my entire bed inside it had still taken ages, though not as long as the structure-ore.

Next, I experimented with the void feature. I fed the structure-ore into the void. It took even longer this time, absorbing after nearly a full hour. During that time, I was able to open and close the space, but I couldn’t use the storage or retrieval functions.

Once it was absorbed, it felt like a massive star of blinding power burning in a bottle too small to contain it, and I could feel the power slowly being directed. I could shape the changes to some extent, but only partially.

Since there wasn’t much that the key could do with structure-ore anyway, I simply helped push the burning power through the way the key naturally wanted to use the ore. My own power that I flowed into it was paltry compared to what the ore had, but it was enough to push at least a bit.

But it was slow going, and by the time another hour had passed, my boredom had set in, as well as my exhaustion. It was late, so I let the key absorb the material on its own, then went to bed.

The next morning, the key had finished absorbing the power from the structure-ore, and I opened the space.

It had gotten bigger, expanding outwards in all directions. Curiously, I applied my will to the key into the pathway that I thought would let me reshape the space, and lowered the height and width of the cube to about the same shape as it had been the day before. The space’s depth increased gradually, and by the time I’d reshaped it, I was confident the structure-ore had at least doubled the available space, if not more.

I picked up another marble of the ore – I could afford to burn one more – and tried to feed it into the key.

The key didn’t accept it, and I got a gut understanding that until I increased the key’s power to second gate, I wouldn’t be able to feed it any more structure-ore. I’d already strained the device.

What else could I feed it?

Before I went full in on the testing, I set all of my mana towards paying off the mana debt I’d accumulated, alongside the power of my plants, then I set off.

The first place I went was the hardware store. The key was happy to devour mundane materials, and it did so far faster than it had been able to absorb the structure-ore. It also gave me thousands of ways I could apply the materials to create mundane objects.

For now, I simply created some shelving, then checked it. They were simply built, seeming to have used my own understanding of how to make shelves.

No wonder he’d said this would be worth a fortune on its own. I’d definitely need to pick up some books on… everything… from the library. Especially if I wound up turning it into a cottage.

I burnt through my paycheque feeding the key a considerable amount of random mundane materials. Interestingly, they didn’t need to be used right away, though I felt like there had to be some limit of how many things it could store in the potential-creation state – I simply hadn’t hit it yet.

I was surprised when I heard Ed call out.

“Mal!”

I turned to see him and Meadow walking towards me.

“Hey. I didn’t think you’d be here today? I’m supposed to be paying off my mana debt.”

“There’s a lot more than just mana I can train you in, young man,” Meadow said. She said it sternly, but there was a crinkle in the corner of her eyes that indicated she was joking.

“Yes ma’am,” I said, chuckling.

“Besides, I want to help Ed anyways,” she continued. “And this was always going to happen eventually. It’s just not normally something you’d even get a start on until you’re a Spellbinder, and even then, not of this complexity.”

She rubbed her hands together eagerly.

“Let’s see the space then.”

I opened it, and she entered, poking around. When she entered, I got the vague sense I could try to stop her, and a much, much larger sense that it would be a bad idea to try.

After a bit, she came out and nodded.

“Well, you won’t be able to sustain an artificial sun until you’re second gate at the very least, but by reinforcing the structure with the ore, you’ve probably got enough space to begin working on your garden immediately. You’ll need quite a few growth lamps, lots of soil, fans, a heater, thermal monitoring, water producers, raised beds, and of course, plants! Ed, dear, you’ll actually be quite a bit of use in manipulating the soil and enriching it.”

“How much is this all going to cost?” I asked, my head spinning as Meadow grabbed a cart and began to head down the aisles.

“Oh, this is a fairly small greenhouse, so probably around two thousand silver,” Meadow said.

I almost choked on the air, and Ed coughed. Meadow smiled and shook her head.

“It could be far worse, dear,” was all she said. “You don’t think I had you two doing all the work in gardening in the back yard for nothing, do you? That was excellent training to get started with this.”

“Yeah, but the monetary cost…” I said, trailing off. I didn’t have nearly enough to start constructing a place like this.

“You don’t need to get it all done today,” she said, raising an eyebrow. “We’ll work within your budget, and you can build it up over time. Ed, dear, you don’t have a harvesting spell, do you?”

“No,” he said, and she tutted softly.

“Well, it seems that the library’s going to be the place we go to next,” she said.

We moved through the hardware store, and Meadow pointed out various things I would need to start constructing my greenhouse.

One thing was bothering me, though.

“Meadow, what if I don’t want to use the key as a garden? What if I wanted to use it to store weapons or something?”

“What makes you think you can’t?” she asked. “Or for that matter, what makes you think that you aren’t?” 

“How do you mean?”

Meadow removed a seed from her pocket and life magic coursed into it. It rapidly bloomed into a lotus flower, and heat began to pour off of it. She drained the seed and smiled.

“Nobody has ever said you need to only stick to plants with the mana types you have. All plants have life mana. A sun lotus flower, properly raised, can unleash waves of heat like a Sun Sphere. The world is full of plants with a thousand aspects of mana and uses. You can use them all, if you wish.”

That actually made me feel a bit better, and I set my mind to collecting more plants. We continued shopping, and after I’d emptied out most of what was left of my bank account, I had a complete list of materials to buy and feed to my key.

As we left the store, Meadow turned and announced we were going to the library.

“I’m a little surprised that you don’t just have a spell for Ed already picked out,” I commented.

“I’m only a life mage,” she said. “I’ve gone to a few libraries to gather resources to help him, but I hardly know everything about telluric magic, even if Darius is a telluric mage.”

“Darius?” Ed asked before I could.

“He’s a good kid, a telluric mage I ran across when he was just a second gate, and I was only fifty or so,” she said with a smile. “He’s actually taken on an apprentice of his own now, or so I heard. But my point is that just because I’ve helped out some telluric mages in the past doesn’t mean I’m a font of knowledge about the magic.”

Meadow didn’t flag down a carriage or flying carpet, so we took a leisurely walk towards Mossford Central Library.

“Does this mean I finally get to meet your secret librarian boyfriend?” Ed asked, smirking.

I sent power into my Pinpoint Boneshard spell and created a point in space right over his head, and then another in my hand. The bone shot out, paused over his head, then zoomed back to me.

“That was a warning shot,” I said. “Next time, it’ll be your eye.”

“Meadow, Malachi’s bullying me!”

Meadow simply chuckled and shook her head, increasing her pace a little bit.

When we arrived at the Mossford Central Library, I saw Alvaro in one of the stacks, and headed straight over to him.

“Hey!” I said in a whisper-shout. I didn’t want to actually make too much noise in the library, but I also did want to grab his attention.

He looked up from where he was shelving books and smiled.

“Malachi! I’d wondered when I’d see you again. It.s been a few weeks.”

“It’ll probably be a few more,” I said guiltily. “My mentor is going to be taking me on a two-week training sabbatical soon, so I won’t be able to do any missions for a bit.”

“Oh,” he said, then smiled. “Okay, well, I hope that goes well!”

His eyebrows knitted together as he looked at me.

“Oh. Wow. You’re already prepared to break into second gate, huh?”

“No,” I said. “I’ve only got my spells mastered, not ingrained. And I have three spells that I haven’t even mastered yet?”

Alvaro gestured to a table, and we headed over and sat down.

“Malachi,” Alvaro said after a moment. “By common wisdom, that is peak first gate. Most people focus on expanding their garden until they can advance as soon as they’ve got their core spells mastered. They might wait a bit for one or two really important spells to be ingrained, but they don’t wait until they’re at the very peak of what a first gate can do.”

“Did you?” I asked.

“…Yes,” he said. “Okay, but that’s different! My legacy means that I went ahead and built a pair of full-gate spells for my first gate, and those can’t advance until they’re ingrained.”

“Full-gate spells?” I asked.

“Spells that consume your entire mana-garden for a gate to imbue a powerful ingrained effect. My legacy makes them especially good for me, and they’ve allowed me to… Well, it’d be easier to just show you. Can I?”

He held up his finger, at the end of which was a spark of violet magic.

“Sure,” I said.

The spark leapt to my head, and I felt knowledge mana try to connect to me. I could have fought it, but I didn’t.

Instead, the world around me changed. We were suddenly standing in the center of what looked like an open-air pathway, with paths that lead to different buildings curling out to either side. Alvaro stood next to me with a small smile.

“Welcome to my mana-garden. Little known fact about Analyze Mana-Garden is that it can also allow others to view yours.”

“Interesting,” I said. I was definitely going to be picking up that spell when I was a second gate.

We walked into one of the hallways, and I could see a dozen different stained-glass windows that appeared to look out onto the real world, all of varying sizes, and seeming to depict different senses. The light from the windows streamed into a centralized crystal, then refracted into a single beam that shot into the ceiling. The crystal spun gently around, a vortex of mana pulsing out of it.

“This is my mental enhancement room. It enhances each of my senses and allows me to process them.”

He pushed the orb, and the refracted light shifted, no longer connecting to each beam of light.

“Or turn them off, respectively.”

He pointed up to the ceiling, which I only then noticed also had a massive circular dome of stained glass built into it.

“It also serves as a highly effective mind shield that will grow with me, and creates sensory feedback for when the shield is under strain.”

At the end of the hall was an open set of double doors that led out into another open-air auditorium, and Alvaro waved at it.

“Past there’s my second gate, which is a lot more boring.”

He led me back into the ungated mana and to the other building. This one appeared to be a massive library, with books spiraling up into the sky.

“This is my knowledge first gate. It’s an eidetic memory mind palace, essentially. It also lets me process the raw data I have faster. Give me a math question.”

“What’s twenty-seven times forty-one?” I asked.

The library spun as a book flew off the shelf and opened to reveal a giant textbook of mathematics, flipped to the right page, and then Alvaro read it.

“One thousand, one hundred and seven,” he said.

“That’s just cheating at life!” I protested. “That’s absurd!”

He gave me a cheeky grin, and we faded back into reality.

“That’s a full-gate spell.”

“Indeed,” Meadow said. I jumped, not having realized she and Ed had sat down next to Alvaro and myself.

Meadow pushed several books forwards.

“Librarian, do you mind helping us? Edward and I were looking for some suitable spells to help him round out his first gate. He’s in dire need of a mana generator, but even outside of that, we need to look at the options for him.”

Ed, Meadow, Alvaro, and I spent nearly three hours poring over different designs for Ed’s mana-garden. Alvaro seemed to relish the task, taking to it like a duck to water.

Since so much of Ed’s second gate was about defense and containment, with his Skin of Stone, Stoneshield, Enhance Gravity, and Footbind spells, and his third gate held his truly powerful offensive spell, Alvaro wound up working with Ed’s first gate to round out what he couldn’t do.

Harvest Earthen Excess joined his Analyze Earth spell. It didn’t give quite as much mana as something specific, like Harvest Nutrients, but it would let him pull a little power from just about any type of earth, including concrete. Given his job as a Lightwatch member, being able to pull power from the pavement felt relevant.

He’d already ingrained Lesser Stone Strengthen, which paired well with his legacy, but Alvaro also found him Stone Spear. While he would only need to directly cast the spear if he didn’t have time to use his legacy to shape a spear from nearby stone and launch it, having a backup was good.

Even better, the ingrained effect would also pair with his legacy to enhance his innate control over any of the spears he created, allowing him to adjust how much power each strike was packing, regardless of the source.

Finally, he rounded it out with Lesser Stonecall. Ed had actually already learned the spell, but he’d dismissed it. It forged earth out of mana to manipulate temporarily, which could be a lifesaver in an aerial battle, but Ed was mainly on the ground.

Meadow had already given Ed a general sculpting spell to help him practice his fine control, but Alvaro actually got him a different one. It was designed to sculpt weapons, which would further compound on his legacy.

It was a strange spell, older than most spells I recognized, but it was clearly polished, just out of use.

“It saw more use in the past, when people didn’t know any combat spells, and a lot of armies would just fight on foot with weapons,” Alvaro had explained.

The final spell that Alvaro had picked out for Ed was Earthskate, which let you slide over earth as if you were skating, and increased your speed when ingrained. It wasn’t an especially powerful mobility spell, but telluric mana wasn’t exactly known for speed. Since Ed already had massive strength and durability, even a weaker mobility spell would do a lot to help round out his abilities.

I was a bit jealous that Ed was able to get copies of all of the spells without having to do anything to prove himself to the library, but I supposed that he had signed on with the Lightwatch, and wasn’t just a casual contract worker for the Watches like I was.

I checked out a lot of hobby books about constructing different things, mainly greenhouses and gardens, but I got ones that ranged from framing and building a house to upholstery.

“What’s with all the hobby books?” Alvaro asked once he’d peeled himself away from designing Ed’s new mana-garden.

“I got a growth item,” I said. “It’s a separated space that will grow with me, and it has the ability to consume mundane objects to convert them and organize the internals of the spa–”

I was cut off when Alvaro pushed a finger to my lips. My eyes widened, and for a reckless moment, my heart stammered wildly, until he pulled it away.

He sketched a spell in the air, and then cast it. A moment later, I heard his voice in my head.

“Really?” he telepathically asked.

“Yep,” I thought back.

“That’s… Wow. People would kill for an item like that. Literally, people might try to if they knew you had it, and thought they could get away with it. The Lightwatch is good at their job, and most people aren’t inherently bad, but something that valuable… Keep that close to the chest, okay?”

I nodded seriously, and he broke off the telepathy.

“Did you want to get set up with a spell of your own?” he asked.

“Like what?” I asked. I wasn’t sure what else I really needed.

“May I see your mana-garden?” he asked, the purple spark appearing on his finger again.

I gave my consent, and we walked through my mana-garden. It hadn’t changed much since I’d been in there before, with the only main difference being in the strange, flickering, superpositioned tree of Analyze Space and Pinpoint Boneshard.

When we emerged, he let out a ‘hmm.’

“Well,” he finally said, “it seems like you’re making great use of your life gate. Seriously, it’s one of the better built ones I’ve seen – props.”

“Thanks,” I said, a slight flush creeping up my neck.

“Your time gate is also good, or at least, it will be when you master the spells in it. You may want to pick up one more, but I’ll leave that up to your mentor. Your death gate is decent. And your spatial gate is abysmal.”

“Oh,” was all I had to say.

“You shouldn’t blame yourself for the spatial gate,” he said. “Spatial magic’s one of those magic types that’s disproportionally better at higher gates than lower ones. One moment – I do have an idea!”

He bustled off to the spatial pockets in the library, which I could now actually feel with my spatial sense, and returned a while later, slapping down two items on the table. The first was a stack of legal documents, and the second was a scroll.

“This spell is one we only just got access to,” he said, his eyes sparkling. “It was developed by a crazy spell engineer, and my mom was able to retrieve it from him. Normally, harvesting spells for spatial magic don’t start until second gate, but this one is a first gate version. I can’t tell you more than that unless you sign the nondisclosure.”

I read through the legal documents slowly. It was essentially entering me as a test subject for the library’s beta trial of this spell. I had to accept that there was a risk the spell could be useless, or even potentially harmful, though any harm over a certain threshold would be covered by the library.

I’d be required to test the spell regularly, and make monthly updates about its utility, until I was a third gate mage, at which point any reports would be accepted gratefully, but not required.

In exchange, I’d increase my standing with the library, and be allowed to keep access to the experimental spell.

Meadow had wandered over, and she glanced at it.

“If you want to do this, you can,” she said. “I’ll keep the old man off your back about it.”


CHAPTER FIFTY

As Aerde, the Knowledge Elemental that Orykson had bound when he’d advanced to Spellbinder, broke down everything that his heir project had done, he found himself… dissatisfied.

Not with the boy’s growth. That was good. Admirable, even. The infuriating woman, Meadow, may be slowing him down in the short term with her prattling about efficiencies, but even he couldn’t deny that he would have eventually done the same – he simply would have waited until the boy had broken into the third gate.

But the boy had no spine at all. Using restrained tactics against a troll, a wild slipshark, and an enemy?

If it was only against the werewolf, he would understand. Killing sapient beings was always harder in this day and age, even for him, and he wasn’t sure the boy could have killed her regardless. Even the mercy he’d shown the slipshark was… acceptable. After all, it was part of his job to contain, not exterminate, and remaining in good standing with the Wyldwatch would be good for his future.

But the troll? Trolls were no good to anyone, and leaving one alive while you plundered its cave was a needless risk. Though knocking it out with the method he had was relatively safe, it was far from ideal. That would have been the perfect time to get actual experience with killing on Malachi’s hands.

But no, Malachi hadn’t killed the troll. Or the slipshark. Or the werewolf.

Perhaps…

Something smaller. Something to harden him up a bit first. It was easy to forget just how removed the modern age was from killing. Malachi may simply need something to push him, to make him tougher, and then Orykson would be able to work him up to killing.

Yes, that would do well.

But what could he use?

Ivy and Alvaro were both out immediately.

The dragon had immense potential and power, and was likely to be useful in upcoming events, and he’d need Ivy and Malachi to cooperate when they came to pass.

The librarian was under the protection of the public library, and Orykson wasn’t going to cross that faction lightly. Besides, the child didn’t have the disposition to be a good rival.

The witch’s grandchild…

Orykson and Aerde debated for a moment. It was a risky play, since Kene’s seal was already beginning to come loose, and if that broke, Malachi and Kene would both almost certainly die.

He supposed he could give the old crone the resources to reinforce the seal, but there were even odds that she’d use or sell them to try and reclaim herself, and simply risk his wrath. Her mind was too far gone to be entirely predictable.

His lips twitched up into a smile at that. Potions or peaches of immortality, divine wine, perfect golden apples from the silver branch… All of them paled in comparison to his immortalities.

But gloating was unbecoming of him. No, Kene was too much of a risk, to say nothing of the fact that he was turning out to be a surprisingly adequate tool for Malachi’s advancement.

Who, then?

Aerde hummed as he sorted the data.

Qwin’s aura tattoos could serve as a good warning to Malachi, and even present a potential path to immense power as a Spellbinder, though if he accepted them, he’d be worthless and Orykson would terminate the contract early.

But she was too strong already, and had no vendetta.

But her teammate, Mallory?

Aerde pulled up more information on her, and Orykson let out a sharp laugh. She was perfect. Middle-of-the-road second gate, with a few mastered spells but no ingrained. She’d leaned heavily into her werewolf mana composite, rather than learning to expand into more diverse spells, which meant she’d be predictable, but powerful.

The more he learned, the more perfect she became.

With a thought, he smashed through the wards and teleported to the Nightheart Guild-master’s office.

To the dragon’s credit, he unleashed a stream of cavern dragon’s breath enforced by a nascent truth of breath attacks the moment he felt a flicker of spatial magic force its way into his office.

Though perhaps giving the dragon credit was too far. A nascent truth wasn’t inherently an awful way to advance, though he always found them the least appealing, but to simply have a nascent truth of breath attacks? One spell, perhaps three or four could be reinforced with that.

Orykson let the attack rip through his body, shredding his torso completely.

Then he reformed it, his spell connecting himself back together, and his enchanted suit’s threads restitching themselves. In the time it took to blink, he was whole and healthy again, and arching an eyebrow at the cavern dragon Arcanist.

The Guild-master stared at Orykson, shock written across his face.

“Who the Primes are you?” he demanded. “An assassin?”

Orykson could feel the Arcanist gathering power to unleash a series of powerful spells as he spoke.

“No,” Orykson said, unleashing a strand of seventh gate mana, and holding up the official seal of a Darkwatch in personal service of Mossford’s Chancellor.

The Guild-master’s eyes widened, and he extended his hands.

“May I…?” he asked. “Not that I don’t believe you, honored Occultist, but… Chancellor Brannigan’s personal seal?”

It amused Orykson that the man thought he worked for the Chancellor, but these sorts of charades were necessary to keep the world in balance and running with the modernity that he so enjoyed.

“Of course,” Orykson said, handing it to him. The dragon looked it over, then handed it back and bowed.

“I apologize for striking you,” the Guild-master said. “I had… no idea. When the wards broke, I thought it was an attack.”

“Think nothing of it,” Orykson said dismissively. “Now, onto business. I’m going to recruit Mallory Cromwell into this guild. I will be providing you with two extra idyll-flume passes, and one of them will be hers. You’re going to make her work for it, and she is fully to believe that she has earned it on her own merit, and trust me, she will be engaged hard to work for it. The other pass is yours to do with as you see fit, as compensation for your cooperation.”

“Mallory Cromwell…” the dragon said thoughtfully. “She applied for a position here, but we didn’t let her in due to a lack of experience, and we didn’t want to take her in so soon after her mother’s embezzlement charges. Yes, I’d say enough time has passed for public opinion to have moved on, and she’s been working for the Watches. Actually, she should have a letter of recommendation coming in soon, if I recall correctly.”

“She won’t, but that’s a non-issue. She will remain a member of this guild until at least the idyll-flume is over.”

“Understood,” the dragon said, nodding. “Is there anything else we can do?”

“No,” Orykson said. “Some Lightwatch members will likely be over sooner or later to help take care of the paperwork.”

With that, he teleported into the hall next to Mallory’s bedroom. The Cromwells might have been disgraced after the embezzlement charges, but their personal wealth was still considerable for the common man, and their inner-city flat was luxurious.

Ostentatious, even.

Orykson sneered as he knocked on the door. After a few moments, the young werewolf opened the door and glared at him.

“Who are you?” she demanded.

He held up his Darkwatch identification badge.

“Mallory Cromwell,” he said, “it’s a pleasure to meet you. You may call me Agent Dhar. May I speak with you?”

To her credit, she didn’t flinch, scrape, or bow the way the Guild-master had. Then again, he hadn’t unleashed any mana on her, so perhaps he was giving her more credit than was due.

“If you’re wanting me to sell out my mom, you can take your fancy tie and–”

Orykson decided to cut her off before she had a chance to tell him what exactly he could do with the tie. The way that the richest and poorest members of society could both act so similar rather grated him…

“No. I’m here to offer you the chance to join the Nightheart guild.”

She stopped speaking immediately and sniffed the air curiously.

“Really?” she asked.

“Yes,” he said. “We were impressed with your decisive action under pressure, and upon reviewing your records, we believe that this would be the perfect start to redeeming your family name. We’re willing to pull a few strings and get you to enter the guild, if you’re willing to help us out a bit in return.”

“What do I need to do?” she asked eagerly.

“On the fourth of Frost-Creep, there will be a competition for several of the most promising youths in our nation and those of our allies, but it’s only open for those who haven’t advanced to Spellbinder yet. You’re ready to advance any day now, so you’re at the peak of how much power you can express, but you’ve still got more spells to master, and ingraining them never hurts. The top ten guilds in the nation have each been given three passes to this competition.”

She nodded eagerly.

“Then I have six months to push myself to the very peak of second gate?” she asked.

“Precisely,” he said, smiling in a broad, fake manner that many government officials used. “Before and during the competition… Do you remember Malachi? The boy who stopped you from putting down the slipshark?”

“Yes,” she said rigidly.

She really needed to learn to master her emotions if she wanted to get far in any sort of business or politics.

“He’s become… of note to us. His mentor is a dangerous individual with sociopathic tendencies, and we believe that he could present a potential risk to public safety. You’ve already formed a connection to him. We would like you to keep an eye on him when you can and interfere with his missions, though that’s hardly needed, as we’re watching him. The primary goal you should have above all is to enter the competition, and should he enter as well, we would like you to do what is necessary to stop him from winning. Even if it means you lose, so long as he does, too, you’ll be compensated greatly for it.”

She looked at him seriously and nodded.

“I understand, Agent Dhar. I’ll make sure that he doesn’t win, and I’ll do what I can to interfere with his missions when I can.”

“Excellent,” he said. “Keep the performance up, and there may be more rewards than simply getting accepted into the guild.”

With that, he teleported to the palace of the Lady of the Sunscorched Desert, satisfied with himself. Even if Mallory didn’t act until the idyll-flume opened, her actions during that period should be plenty to ensure that she pushed Malachi.

And then the sky tore apart.

His body was shredded too completely for him to be able to regenerate from it.

Orykson’s soul snapped back to his phylactery, and he took control of a combat body and teleported back to Suntorch.

He arrived to see the Lady of the Sunscortched Desert unleashing her own phoenix magic to counter the burning radiance of the Sun Queen.

“Oooorrrryyyyksoooon!” the Sun Queen shouted, her voice causing the air to tremble with rage.

Wherever the Sun Queen went, her wife and fellow Magi, the Moon Queen, was sure to follow.

His knowledge spirit began to access his battle plans for fighting the Sun and Moon Queens and he teleported a few feet to the left as the Moon Queen’s magic drove a spike of ice into where he’d been a moment before.

“You have prolonged the existence of Vivian,” the Moon Queen said, “as well as killed a prospective Occultist before he could form a Title. And you have taken another apprentice, despite the warnings we leveled.”

Her voice was cold and calm, befitting her name. She sounded like an executioner declaring a death sentence.

The Lady of the Sunscorched Desert soared up to float next to Orykson, ready to assist him in battle against the Sun and Moon Queens.

“Vivian is a plague on Ddeaer,” the Sun Queen said. “One that you shaped, and have allowed to spiral out of your control.”

“True,” Orykson acknowledged. “Her time will come, though. She’s fought her fate hard to simply survive as long as she has. Why should I be punished for turning a profit for my lands while I can?”

As he spoke, his spatial mana was reaching out, tapping into hundreds of contingencies and stored spells, each one sealed in their own private space. Attacks from dozens of dead Arcanists, Occultists, and even Magi. Defensive spells and enchantments. Even Experiment AM-DL-29.

He wasn’t going to be able to win this fight; he wasn’t too prideful to admit that. Against either one alone, certainly, but together? No.

But he would survive.

The Moon Queen was gone from both his sight and Aerde’s divinations, so he simply readied his attacks for nine different spots where they predicted she’d appear.

“It was well within my Magi’s rights to do what he did,” the Lady of the Sunscorched Desert said.

“That is debatable at best,” the Moon Queen whispered from nowhere. “But it was not right.”

As she spoke, both of the Queens unleashed their attacks. The sky thundered with purple fire that could injure both flesh and soul from the Sun Queen, and the air filled with a thousand spinning shards of ice, each one infused with a curse that would cripple his access to his mana, courtesy of the Moon Queen.

Orykson’s vassal Occultist, the Lady of the Sunscorched Desert, released her phoenix magic in a wave. In a circle around Orykson and herself, the cursed ice began to break apart, melting away to harmless water. The Lady wasn’t strong enough to counter the Moon Queen’s magic completely, even in her home desert, but it was enough.

He teleported in front of her and took the soul rending flames head-on, his own soul defenses and battle form able to withstand the blows.

“Morals are what the world decides,” Orykson said contemptuously, as he unleashed his own counters. Entrances to pocket worlds opened, and a wave of attacks struck at the married couple. Light, stone, fire, shadow, ice, water, lightning, and a dozen other elements lit up the sky in a chaotic blend of color.

The Queens joined their might, and a shell of creation and desolation formed a two-layer defense that ate through the attacks’ powers, then blocked what was left.

Orykson used the time to rip a tear in space that would take him and his vassal across the world to a location he’d set up several centuries ago in the unclaimed territories.

“Enough,” the Space King said as she appeared next to them all. “This childish squabbling can be sensed all the way in my tower.”

“Agreed,” the Knowledge King said as they appeared. “This fight benefits no one. Orykson, you should have consulted with the other world powers before you killed those adventurers. Atsila and Ama, you should not have tried to take justice into your own hands… again.”

Vivian’s body of black bones appeared from the shadows underneath them and floated up.

“I think Orykson was within his rights, as much as I dislike him.”

An avatar of the Storm King appeared, formed of clouds and crackling lightning, and the Space King waved her hand to summon Tom and Meadow.

“Since we are all here,” the Knowledge King said, their smile calming the entire world around them, “We should host a conclave. The world is changing, the Cult of the Primes is moving again, and we need to address the issue of Orykson saving Vivian, as well as taking on a new apprentice.”

Orykson disconnected from his folds in space and updated the situation in his mind. This wasn’t Ama and Atsila attacking him out of a sense of justice. It had just been a ploy to set up a conclave.

He gestured to the Lady of the Sunscorched Desert, and she descended to her palace. She was strong, but she was only an Occultist. This was a matter for Magi, and even then, none of the servant Magi like Ikki would be allowed to attend, only the true world powers.

“Good idea,” Meadow said, her face wrinkling in a smile. “I will represent Kijani in addition to my usual standing as representative of the unbound and wandering mages for the purposes of this meeting.”

“Agreed,” Orykson said.

“Yes,” Ama and Atsila said in unison.

“Fine,” Tom said, sounding bored.

“Agreed,” Vivian echoed.

“Aye,” the Space King said, her eyes rolling.

“Indeed,” the Storm King crackled.

“Then allow the eleventh world conclave to begin,” the Knowledge King said, clapping their hands.


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

“I’ll take it,” I said. Alvaro pushed a pen towards me, and I began to work though the paperwork and sign off. I made sure to read each line carefully, and it was in plainer language than most of the legal documents I’d read in my life.

“Excellent!” Alvaro said when I finished, then he handed me the spell.

The spell’s structure was… strange. It was utterly foreign to me in a way I wasn’t sure I was able to describe. The pain relief spell that Meadow had shown me had been from a totally different set of spell design principles that Elohi used, and this was somewhat similar, but even more extreme.

It was also large, about the size of one of my Analyze spells.

“What does it do?” I asked.

“It’s a harvesting spell that works off the principles of physical distance,” Alvaro said, “but I’m not supposed to tell you much more than that. Now…”

He held up his hand and another sheaf of papers appeared in them.

“These are the research notes that we ask you to use,” he said, “alongside some notes about the spell structure.”

“Thanks, Alvaro,” I said with a smile as I took them and put them inside my key.

We left the library not long after that, and I drained a bit of extra mana from the plants to work on the debt, then tested the harvesting spell.

The sketch took a while to complete, and when it did, my mana drained abruptly, at least a fifth of my overall spatial mana vanishing in an instant. The trickle that came after that was slower, but still noticeable. I waited for the mana to start flowing into me, but nothing seemed to happen.

I frowned and scratched my head. For just an instant, as my arms and fingers moved, a tiny burble of mana entered my spatial gate.

I took a step forward, and a bit more mana flowed into me. It still wasn’t much, but as I began to walk, I was able to recover about three quarters of the drain. When I jogged, I was able to nullify the drain’s cost, and recover mana on top of that.

I spent a while jogging up and down the street, allowing my mana to restore itself and flow into my mana debt, but eventually got tired, and returned to make dinner and head to sleep. The rest of the week passed by without much of note happening, though Ikki had me layer the combined effects of my Internal Pocketwatch, the ingrained effect of Analyze Space, and the new Harvest Distance spell – not its official name, but the one I’d decided to go with.

It was interesting – the spell did restore a bit of energy while I was fighting, and usually enough to pay for itself, but not always.

I was most interested to see what happened when I eventually ingrained it, though. Even if it didn’t add anything at all, the large reduction in mana cost would bring the spell from a useful way to generate a bit of extra mana to a good spell that could layer with other combat spells to provide a small but steady stream of mana.

I kept my missions short and in the inner city, just handling a few restless ghosts who’d not gotten the incense they were used to, and relocating a sparrhunk that had eaten some spirit fruits and overgrown its nest.

During the time I wasn’t working, I spent a lot of time training with my peacepyre and the new mana sense orb that Orykson had given me.

It was harder than I’d expected, but as I worked on it, I did improve, slowly but surely. I could feel some sort of mana in the center of the orb, and there seemed to be nine layers of shell around it, each layer more complicated and requiring more advanced control of my mana senses to work through. By the end of the week, I’d gotten about midway through the second layer, and between harvesting from my plants, my new Harvest Distance spell, and my normal mana regeneration, I managed to pay off the rest of my mana debt as well.

It was a surprisingly nice and relaxing time, especially after the stress of rushing my advancement for so long. But all good things come to an end, and that Solsday, rather than Meadow showing up, Orykson did to begin our training.

“The first thing you need to master with Spatial Anchor is forming the spatial points,” Orykson said as he led me through a portal and into a large, well-lit training hall.

Despite the size, state of the art equipment, and bright lights, it gave me the creeps. It was entirely empty except for the two of us, and there was something unnerving about that. A gym or training hall was supposed to be full of life, but this was just… cold and clinical.

“I have cast the spell,” I said. “I know how to create the spatial points.”

“Oh?” Orykson said. The portal snapped shut behind us, and he gave me a smile that reminded me of a shark. “Then by all means, let’s have a duel.”

“You’d win, you’ve ten times the power I do,” I pointed out. “Actually, ten times is a low estimate, it’s probably more like hundreds or thousands.”

Orykson took a deep breath and closed his eyes. The world around him shook with the power of seventh gate mana, my vision blurred for just a moment, and then he seemed to shrink in on himself. His shoulders slumped a bit, and his face became more weathered, heavier. The power he gave off began to drop rapidly until at last, he was giving off the power of just first gate mana.

“I’ve reduced my power down to that of someone at about your level,” he said. “It should be possible for you to defeat me.”

He took several steps back and smirked.

“Let’s go.”

I withdrew the bone shard from my inner suit pocket and cast the spell, forming points in space right in front of Orykson. I would have put another in my hand, but since he seemed to be underestimating me, I put one above his head, then back behind his back.

Across from me, Orykson withdrew some bone shards of his own.

I released the spell, and the bone shot at Orykson. His own bone hovered over his head for a moment, then crashed into mine. Both stopped dead and fell to the ground, but Orykson’s ricocheted against the ground and impacted against my suit.

“Dead,” he said. “Let’s go again.”

We clashed again, with me taking a more defensive stance this time. I set the bone to rotate around me. Orykson sent his in for an attack, and I set a point to intercept it, but before they clashed, Orykson’s shot upwards, then spiked down and struck my chest.

I rubbed it self-consciously. Did he have to hit me there?

“Again,” he said.

Over next hour or so, it quickly became apparent that, while I was fine in shooting the bone head on or spinning it around myself, I wasn’t anything compared to Orykson, even with his power reduced to my level.

“What now?” I asked as my mana-garden was finally wrung dry of all the mana it had held.

In response, he walked over to the switches on the wall and flicked one of them.

My mana senses lit up as mana absolutely gushed into the room, and my mana began to rapidly refill. It wasn’t as extreme as a restoration elixir, but my mana was refilling itself as fast as it was naturally able to.

“Practice your Depths of Starry Night technique while you focus on the techniques that I used to defeat you,” he said. “I should commend you for that choice, by the way. Well done. Once your mana is recovered, we will continue.”

I fell into the stances and began forming the swirl inside my mana as the scroll had shown me.

Over the next several days, that was the entirety of my routine. I woke up, trained with Orykson, ate a quick lunch, went home for dinner, and went to sleep. Three days into the training, however, I managed to finally score a hit on Orykson.

He had his bone shard rotating around him in a defensive hexagon, and I sent mine up into the air above him, as if I was going to smash down on his head. As soon as he sent his up to defend, I stopped holding the spatial point. The bone fell, hitting Orykson’s defensive shard and bouncing off.

Then I formed a point right at Orykson's face. The bone struck him, and I let out a whoop and pumped my fist in the air.

“Excellent,” he said, nodding. “Are you ready to begin actually delving into the spell’s potential?”

“Yes,” I said.

Two more bits of bone floated out of his jacket, and he set them about rotating around him. The original one flew to attack me, and when I intercepted it, Orykson fired off a defensive bone while pulling back the original attacker. The bone struck me, and he called out, “Again!”

I took out two more shards of bone to match him, and as I cast the spell, I noticed something interesting.

Each point in space I designated with the spell was active for all of the bones under my control, meaning that I could easily recall any offensive bones to a defensive point, or send a defensive bone firing at him offensively. It took a bit to get used to – a part of me was still trying to guide the spell with my will, as if it were my Briarthreads spell, rather than setting points for the bones to move between.

Four more days after we began working with three bones, I thought I had him. His three bones were all working on offense, and one of mine bounced off the floor to fire at him.

Then, out of the blue, his bone accelerated forwards, smashing its way past the one I’d sent to intercept it, and tagged me.

I recalled all three of my shards to my hand and frowned.

“What was that?” I asked.

“I overcharged the spell,” Orykson said.

“That’s… What?” I said. “This isn’t like Briarthreads; you can’t just pump more power into the spell to make more threads.”

“Not like that,” he said, shaking his head. “Has no one taught you the overcharging technique?”

“No,” I said. “You’re supposed to be my teacher, after all.”

“Hm. Well, it’s an essential technique to fighting those above your limits. It’s easiest to do with a spell you’re sketching, but it’s possible to do with any spell. Release mana into the air around you.”

I did as he said, letting a stream of mana billow out of my fingers.

“Now, condense it.”

I did as he said once more, my eyebrows knitting together. Ivy had suggested I do something similar when I’d been pretending to fight him, suggesting it would sell the story better.

“Keep condensing it,” Orykson instructed.

I did, and as I compacted the mana, I felt something in it change. It was like the transition from water to honey, a thicker but smaller drop of mana.

“Pull it back into you, and immediately send it into your Fungal Lock spell, targeting me.”

I pulled the drop into me, and I could feel it almost immediately start to want to disperse and restore my mana, but I managed to wrestle the drop into my spell.

Mushrooms exploded over Orykson, large, broad capped, with thick strands of mycelium digging into him and pumping power away from his body. Sustaining the spell at this level put an absurd drain on my mana, and in moments it was depleted, but for maybe half a minute, the spell was expressing more power than even what layering multiple levels of the spell on him would have.

As the spell vanished, he nodded.

“As a general rule of thumb, you can push your power to match that of someone one gate above you, at least temporarily. That’s not to say you’ll have the same amount of power as one of them – you were able to match Mallory for a few moments without this, because she’s done a far worse job of constructing her power, not because she had less mana. But it’s a good technique to know in order to punch through a shield. Of course, it’s no substitute for truly being at that gate of power, so don’t expect it to be.”

A small smile spread across his face, the sharklike one once again.

“Now, let’s get some practice in with you fighting up a level.”

His mana expanded to that of a middling second gate, and the bones unleashed themselves at me.

Midway through the second week, I broke through my understanding of Pinpoint Boneshard, the spell growing deeper and richer in my spirit as it was ingrained. Inside the dead standing tree that was the spell’s spirit, there was a hollow, and I was able to move bone in and out of the hollow and into the real world. It reminded me of my key, oddly enough, with the way I was able to put things in and out.

Unlike my key, however, it only worked for bone, which was unfortunate, but Orykson actually gave me a tip.

“You can create a bone knife, and store it in your spirit, rather than in your key,” he said. “Saves a bit of room in the key. It’s hardly as useful as a steel knife, but it’s still a useful tool, and you can eventually use it as a part of your spell, likely around third gate.”

By the end of the two weeks, I was exhausted and more than ready to return to my normal life. Despite the fact that Orykson's methods were exhausting, his explanations were short, useful, and concise, and my skill with using the spell had massively jumped….

When I was working on different spells, I could focus on one thing for a bit, then jump to another project, work on that, sketch the spell while I was busy… But with working on just this one spell, I felt like my brain was a fried egg.

As Orykson opened up the last portal to return me home on the final day, he asked me a question I didn’t expect.

“Do you have any plans for the Carnival of Color?”

“No, why? Did you need me to work on something then?”

“No,” he said, then gave me a smile that seemed a touch fake. “Take the time off and enjoy it. It won’t count against your deadline.” 

“Oh,” I said. “Thanks?”

“Yes…” he said, then sighed. “You have five weeks to master your remaining spells, apart from the Carnival, of course. Six if you count the carnival, which we aren’t. No reward for getting it done early this time – I want you to focus on upgrading and rounding out your other spells, too. You should play with the mana control orb as well. Just keep the deadline in mind.”

Was he giving me a hint? I wasn’t sure.

“I… see,” I said. He waved his hand to dismiss me, and I stepped through the portal and back home.


CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

The following morning, I eagerly met Meadow at the door as she entered our home.

“Good morning, dear,” she said. “I see that you’re up and ready today. Did you miss me that much?”

As she spoke, she headed into the kitchen and began to take out flour, oil, and salt, and started making a quick dough for a pancake or flatbread-like bread. As she did, she nodded to me.

“Go ahead and start dicing green bell pepper, tomato, and two chilies.”

I took them out and started chopping, but gave her a questioning look.

“Is this… training of a sort?” I asked.

“Of a sort,” she said, though she snorted as she did it. “Your mentor’s plans for your second life gate rather disrupted the ideas I had – I suspect that he didn’t share them at first for that exact purpose, in fact. But it’s no matter. Yes, many of the skills that you learn in the kitchen can be carried over into alchemy.”

She stretched the dough thin and started frying it in a pan as I added the vegetables into another pan.

“Now chop some spring onion greens,” she said. “Don’t add them to the veggies, they’ll get all soft and lose their crunch and flavor. They go on top in the end.”

As I chopped, she started to hum to herself.

“Malachi,” she said after a long moment. “Would you like to give up on Orykson? You’re almost at the pinnacle of first gate. I won’t lie – apart from life magic, alchemy, and general advancement theory, he’s going to be a better match for your mana than I am. I’ve also invested in things other than wealth and politics, so I can’t offer as many rewards as he can, nor can I offer a ton of advancement resources. You’d lose a lot of opportunities by joining me.”

“But?” I asked.

“I don’t like him,” she said with a shrug. “I can guarantee protection against his anger. In truth, he’d likely direct it more at me than at you. You’re just a new toy. If you break, you can be cast aside. I can’t promise much, but I can promise to continue doing what I’m doing, and that I’d do the best I can to help you advance in all of your magic, even if I’m not a perfect fit.” 

She gave me a conspiratorial wink.

“If you were to break on your own, and I was to take you up as my apprentice, then there’s not much he can do about that.”

I scrunched my eyebrows together in thought.

“And if I say no?” I asked.

“Go ahead and add four eggs into the vegetables, I’m almost done with the bread,” she said.

As I cracked them in and scrambled them, Meadow continued.

“If you don’t, then I’ll continue teaching you as long as I can,” she said. “Truthfully, I’m here on borrowed time. He wants you strong, but there’s already some issues arising. I suspect that he’ll have me stick around until you’re third gate, but once you’ve got your footing there, he’s going to decide that’s that.”

I contemplated that as we began to put the eggs and vegetables onto the flatbread-pancake thing. Meadow drizzled a little bit of honey over each of them, which seemed strange to me, but she was a good cook, so I didn’t question it.

“At the end of the day, dear, it’s about what you want. If you’re pursuing power above all, then I’d suggest keeping with him. If you want to be yourself, the path I offer may be slower, but it’s gotten me far. And even if you say no, don’t be surprised if others give you the option to jump ship. Some will be genuine; others will want to use you as a tool to get at Orykson.”

“I… don’t know,” I said, shaking my head. “I wasn’t expecting this, though in all honesty, I probably should have been.”

“That’s understandable,” she said, nodding sympathetically. “You have a bit of time. Not as much as I’d like, but a bit.”

“Alright…”

“Let’s eat,” she said, clapping softly as she began to carry plates to the table. Ed joined us, presumably awoken by the smell of breakfast cooking.

The dish was good. The flatbread was crispy on the outside, but soft on the inside, and while the egg-vegetable mixture was spicy thanks to the peppers, the drizzle of honey served as a nice counterbalance to the heat.

“What’s the plan for today?” Ed asked between mouthfuls of food.

“Well, you need to get to working on mastering and ingraining your newly picked out spells for your first gate,” Meadow said, pointing her fork at him, then swung it to me. “And you need to stop neglecting your mana-garden. You’ve done a great deal of work on your spellcraft, but what have you actually done to improve the garden aspect of it?”

“Nothing,” I admitted, a touch of shame and amusement in my voice. “I’ve been pretty busy, in my defense, but you’re right that I should have been working on it.”

While Ed washed up – his punishment for not being there to help cook – Meadow led me out back to the garden I was slowly growing.

“We definitely need to get you started on some other plants,” Meadow commented. “There’re more uses than just serving as an extra bit of mana. For one, if you raised some brambles and briars, you could use them to increase your Briarthreads spell.”

“I can?” I asked.

“Indeed,” she said, nodding. She reached into her dress and withdrew a dried stem, taken from some sort of thorny plant, then channeled the Briarthreads spell. They sprung to life, mixing into the power of the thorny plant, and the sharp briars on the spell grew sharper and denser.

Then she dismissed the spell, and I let out an appreciative whistle.

“I’ll definitely add that to my list,” I said. “Is that true for all plant magic?”

“Generally,” Meadow said, nodding. “There are always fringe cases. Did you read through the full notes on Fungal Lock? It may be the same.”

“Uh,” I said. I’d started to read through them at the library when I first got the spell, but that was so long ago, I didn’t even remember if I finished. I’d meant to go through them in my downtime, but I never had.

She shook her head and laughed.

“Don’t worry, you can go check later. That’s actually one benefit of the staff for us plant mages. We can incorporate them into the staff’s construction.”

“Good to know,” I said, nodding. “But for now, working on my mana-garden?”

“Indeed,” she said, handing me a vial of the inky nothingness potion that would allow her to enter my mana-garden.

As we slipped into it, I looked to Meadow.

“Do you have any advice on where to start?”

“Not with Briarthreads,” she said. “That came from a rive; I’d wait until you’ve used it more. Hmm, well, your Analyze spells are a good place to start.”

“Can you help me?” I asked as I began working to snap the excess branches off of Analyze Life.

“I’m only a projection here,” she said. “I picked the potion up in a six pack from the pharmacy; it’s not powerful enough to let me enter your soul.”

I worked on the tree as she watched, at least until the potion wore off. At that point, I actually stayed in my mana-garden, working away, until Meadow woke me for lunch.

Meadow had cooked a blended, chilled bean soup that was delightfully light and refreshing against the humidity of Suns-Birth, and as I washed up, Meadow broached the next topic.

“Much like I told you earlier, Malachi, the use of plants in plant magic can strengthen them, and the same is true of stone magic. You’ve unknowingly been using this, thanks to your Legacy, Ed. The stone spears you crafted have served to focus the power of your stone spells.”

Ed perked up at that.

“Really? That’s cool!”

“We’re going to find your brother some wild roses,” Meadow told Ed, “They’re common enough during this part of the year, and they’ll serve well for his Briarthreads spell. While we’re out there, you should both practice your harvesting spells.”

It was odd to be spoken about, but I just watched Ed’s enthusiasm with some amusement.

“Alright,” Ed said, bobbing his head in agreement. “Are we going to fly there?”

“I can’t fly,” Meadow said, shaking her head, “nor do I have a broom here. We’ll jog. That should give you both time to practice your harvesting spells, too. And Ed, you can practice your Stoneskate as well.”

I replaced my binder with a sports bra, and just as she’d said, we jogged from our bakery and towards Trollstone forest.

Ed used his spell to draw mana from the pavement and skated along the ground while I jogged, using Harvest Distance to keep a steady stream of mana flowing into me, and using the time to sketch out Spatial Anchor while we ran.

Despite her age, Meadow was able to keep up with Ed and myself. As I ran, I panted out, “How… are you… keeping pace with me?”

“Health is very important as you get older,” Meadow said with a laugh. “I’ve made sure to drink plenty of tea and exercise regularly.”

I grumbled. There was no way that was the entire story. Maybe it was a magical tea? With everything that Meadow had taught me about magical plants, there had to be some that kept you very spry.

Once we arrived in the forest, Meadow had us take a trail until we were about a mile deep in the forest before stopping.

“We depart from the trail here,” she said. “Wild roses that grow along the trail tend to wind up picked, especially this close to civilization.”

“Isn’t one of the very first rules about hiking to never, ever go off the trail?” Ed asked, frowning.

“Oh yes,” Meadow said. “We’re also going to further break the rules by splitting up, and meeting back together in three hours.”

“That seems needlessly dangerous,” I said. “Why would we do that?”

“I’ll be able to find you,” Meadow said. “One of my spells allows me to find anyone within my range, which is currently about a thirty-mile radius from me. We’re all powerful enough to handle any of the threats in a place as mundane as this. Though if you’re uncomfortable with this, I’d be happy to stay with either or both of you. I also have some emergency bracelets you can snap and I’ll be there in an instant.”

I considered it for a moment, then shrugged.

“I like your company, but I’m okay splitting up to cover more ground,” I said.

“I’m… not,” Ed said. “Malachi, you may have experience wandering around aimlessly in a forest with Kene, but I’m not a Wyldwatch member, and I don’t. Meadow, can you come with me?

“Of course, dear,” Meadow said with a gentle smile. She handed me a bracelet made from flowers, and I put it around my wrist. “Just break that if you run into trouble.”

“Can do!” I said, then stepped off the trail, sweeping out my mana senses around me to search for any sort of danger, or even better, magically-infused plants. I also connected a harvesting spell to two of the larger oaks in the area, allowing the mana to flow into me.

After an hour of walking, I’d found… nothing. A few plants that glowed faintly with mana, but nothing that felt even as strong as first gate.

That is, until something flickered on my mana senses. It was there for just the shortest of moments, then it was gone again, and my peacepyre, which had been floating over one shoulder as a bit of extra illumination, turned itself curiously, bobbing about.

The flicker I’d felt had been to my left, so I turned and started heading that direction, conjuring my Briarthreads spell, and setting points of space around me for two instances of Pinpoint Boneshard to rotate defensively.

I walked for a few minutes, then I felt a tiny pinprick of mana from behind me. I turned, but saw nothing.

Hmm… Had I walked past it?

I stepped forward and felt a source of chaotic mana bloom over my head, and then a second source of mana enveloped me. The second source felt mostly like abnegation, with some elements of telluric and lunar, but the first I’d only felt for a few moments and hadn’t been able to get a good read on it.

I stretched out my mana, trying to sense for it, but my senses butted up against what felt almost like…

A ward?

“I’m sorry,” came a voice that I didn’t recognize. I jumped and spun to see a tiny woman with a set of butterfly wings, only about four inches tall, glowing with magic, sitting on a branch behind me, kicking her legs. “I don’t think your senses can extend past the bwbatch’s barriers.”

She said bwbatch like boo-batch, but I barely heard her. I was entranced, staring out over the small area I’d somehow found myself in.

A small forest pool, presumably fed by an underground spring, dominated most of the area. Dotted all around the pool were tiny houses, the size of the dollhouses I’d had when I was young, creating a sort of miniature town.

All throughout the town there were people going about their business. I spotted several pixies, like the one who’d spoken to me, small, almost troll-like creatures who I presumed to be the bwbaches, and tiny spirits with elaborate clothing and big ears that I thought might be the household spirits called brownies. Within the pool itself, I saw tiny people made of water – nixies, most likely.

To my magical senses, the area pulsed strongly with magic. It wasn’t human magic, so I had a bit of trouble evaluating it, but I’d have bet good money that several of the people in this tiny town were stronger than I was.

“Wow…” I said, my eyes wide. “I had… no idea that this was out here.”

The pixie on the branch laughed, and it sounded like the tinkling of a bell.

“Most people don’t,” she said. “Truth be told, we really prefer it that way. The bwbaches wove powerful barriers around us, so that we couldn’t be found, seen, or disturbed. We’re happy to live our lives.”

“Then why am I here?” I asked, curiously. Over my shoulder, the peacepyre spun happily. I wasn’t sure how I knew it was a happy spin, but it distinctly was one.

“Yep!” the pixie said, pointing to my peacepyre. “We’re pretty good friends with will-o-wisps, peacepyres, and spook-lights. One of the peacepyres chose you, so you have to be pretty decent. That’s why I pulled you into the barrier to save you.”

“Thanks?” I said. “I’m sorry, I’m… not sure what I needed saving from.”

The pixie’s face fell, and the light around her dimmed.

“That’s the other part of why I pulled you into the barrier. None of us are really… fighters? I’m the best one in the village!”

Her tiny chest puffed out with pride at that, and the glow returned.

“But… I mostly just use illusions and flit around like wild. It’s enough that it’s driven away any of the magical beasts who’ve come after us before.”

“But not now?” I asked, frowning.

“Not now,” she said, her wings drooping. “It’s not a matter illusion magic can help with, this time. It’s a matter of raw strength and size. Will you help us?”

“Of course! Just tell me what I need to do.”

“We need you to get rid of the monster!” she declared. “We don’t care how you do it, just so long as you do.”

“What is it?” I asked. “I’ll do my best to.”

“It’s a big ol’ cat creature,” the pixie said. “It can see in the dark, and it seems to eat everything – rabbits, birds, and us! I don’t think it’s sapient, but it doesn’t seem to respond to any optical illusions. Auditory illusions seem to confuse it for half a second, but not long enough to do anything.”

“Does it use magic?” I asked.

“Hmm. I think so? It’s able to mask its presence from mana senses really well, but not perfectly.”

I paused. The flickers of mana that I’d felt all around me… had that been this cat-creature?

“It has strong aspects of abnegation, most likely,” I said. “I met someone who could mask themselves with an abnegation spell.”

“Bwbach magic has a lot of abnegation in it,” the pixie said. “Not me! I’ve got mostly solar, with some creation, tempest, and mental!”

As she spoke, her glow brightened, and I had to stop myself from smiling.

“Does the cat use anything other than masking its presence and seeing through illusions?” I asked.

“Hmmmm… Nope, I don’t think so. It’s just big. Too big for us to fight, and we don’t have combat magic, like I said. It’d come up to your knee or so.”

That was a surprisingly big cat, certainly. Far bigger than should roam a forest like this – foxes were about the biggest thing that I normally saw out here, and mostly they just ate garbage and screamed.

“How did it get here?” I asked, a bit confused.

“About half a moon cycle ago, a group of very fancy looking humans came by to try and get a moonlace pixie as a familiar,” the pixie said. “They had a big black bag, and while the smaller human set up a ritual to try and call the pixie, one of the bigger ones went off with the big bag, and opened it to dump out the cat-thing.”

I started at that. I remembered that mission – I’d almost picked it, since they were giving away a compact communication mirror.

“What?” she asked, seeing my surprise.

“I… I think that I may have an idea who did that,” I said. “I can report them to the Wyldwatch, if you want, but it may not go anywhere.”

“Hmm, maybe,” the pixie said, shrugging. “If you want to try, you can. We just want the cat monster gone. Do you think you can do it?”

With my harvesting spell running, and the fact I’d not really been expending mana on anything other than a handful of spells, I was pretty well topped off on magic. I wasn’t a perfect combat mage, but with my multiple layers of defense, and my Fungal Lock to capture it, I thought I could do it.

“I can,” I said.

“Good!” she said. “My name is Firtha, and I am the town’s guardian. I will ask you to keep quiet about the town itself. Everyone knows there are small folk in the forests, but this village is less known.”

I shivered slightly as she said her name, though I didn’t know why.

“I’m Malachi,” I said. “And I will.”

She nodded and waved her hands, and a moment later, there was a burning sensation on my left shoulder. I let out a soft cry and glared at her.

“What was that?!”

“I marked you with my magic!” she declared proudly. “It should help you see the tiny folk like us, and it’ll let you bypass this village’s wards. If you can get rid of the cat-monster, then come back, and you’ll be given a reward.”

“Thank you?” I said, though it sounded kind of like a question. She nodded and hopped off the branch, her butterfly wings spreading out to catch her as she soared out to the village.


CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

Alone in the forest once more, I closed my eyes and focused, spinning my mana around in my mana-garden. First, I conjured Briarthreads, then I set my Pinpoint Boneshard spell to orbit around me, though I made sure to have it covering my head as well. Finally, I sent power to my Fungal Lock, not casting it, but keeping it prepared.

Then I opened my eyes and stepped out of the village’s wards and back into the forest. I threw a glance behind me, half expecting it to be gone from my sight, but this time, I could see it. I wondered how many times I’d passed the village while searching for the wild roses.

I shook my head to refocus, and swept out my mana senses as wide as I could. It was under a mask to hide, sure, but I’d felt a few flickers already. Over my shoulder, my peacepyre glowed cheerily, then shot off to the west.

I frowned. Had the peacepyre understood the pixie’s request, in some way? I didn’t think it was that intelligent, but she had said they were allies…

And hey, the peacepyre did respond to minute fluctuations of mana, so I followed it to the west until it abruptly stopped and began darting north.

For several minutes, the peacepyre led me around, until I realized that I had an idea what might be happening. The cat was probably an ambush predator, and I was clearly prepared for it. Hunting it down would be hard – it had far more ability to move around the forest than I did.

No, I needed a new solution. I let my spells fade and sat under a tree, tapping the bottle at my waist to signal the peacepyre to go back into the bottle, which it obligingly did. I kept my mana tensed inside my garden, prepared for an attack, but not expelling any obvious spells.

Then I closed my eyes. There were good odds that I wouldn’t be able to see the cat anyways, and I needed to sell the illusion.

Ten full minutes ticked by without anything happening, and I was starting to get fidgety, playing with a blade of grass between my fingers.

Then I felt a flicker of mana above me. My eyes snapped open, and I called my Briarthreads spell around me. The cat’s claws struck the threads, and it let out a yip of pain as it was pushed to the side. I felt a touch of guilt spike within me. I didn’t enjoy hurting it – I definitely needed to pick up some sort of pure defense spell in the future.

When the cat landed, I flicked my fingers out and caught it in a Fungal Lock, then quickly layered two more on top of the first one. With the cat well and truly bound, I walked over to examine it.

It was large, about the size of a bigger dog, like a husky, with brownish-gray fur and sharp teeth. Its feet were slightly webbed, designed for swimming and movement in a watery area, and its ears were large and almost bat-like.

It would have been beautiful, if it had been taken care of, but the poor creature was thin – there was obviously something with this habitat that was making it sickly. I was half afraid that I’d see signs of abuse from the people who’d dropped it here, but it didn’t seem like there were.

Probably a rich family that’d gotten bored of their exotic pet, or else it’d outgrown their expectations. Still, as I approached, the cat flinched back and hissed loudly. It clearly had suffered some from negative treatment, even if it hadn’t been physical.

Honestly, that was probably why it’d attacked me. It had every reason to dislike people. Primes knew that if I’d suffered like this cat had, I probably wouldn’t like them, either.

I broke the bracelet that Meadow had given me, and after a few minutes, she approached with Ed.

“Why have you captured a giant cat?” Ed asked, sounding confused.

“And why is a Bodmin Moorcat out here? This isn’t their territory,” Meadow asked.

“That’s exactly why I captured it,” I said. “It had resorted to attacking small folk in the area.”

I was careful to not mention the town itself, but I felt that saying that was safe enough.

“That’s… none too surprising, unfortunately,” Meadow said. “They don’t leap as well as most cats, so catching birds is harder here, without water to hide in and ambush from. They’re okay climbers, but… This isn’t their habitat.”

“I’m going to hand it over to the Wyldwatch,” I said. “They can get it out to the territory that it belongs in. Probably the Bodmin Moor, if I was to guess? Anyways, I called you all to let you know. I’ll come back to look for the flowers after.”

“You didn’t find any?” Meadow asked in surprise. “We found a small patch and dug them up, then placed them in my storage ring.”

“Oh,” I said. “I… No, I haven’t. I’d still like to come back real quick, though.”

“Why?” Ed asked.

I shrugged, not saying anything. I didn’t want to draw more attention to the small folk than I needed to, after all.

“That’s fine, Ed and I can wait on the trail for you,” Meadow said with a gentle smile, as she looked at my left shoulder. I shifted it uncomfortably, then turned to pick up the cat. I wished I’d been able to summon a floating disk or something like that, to help carry the cat, but instead, I was forced to just grab onto the mycelium of the Fungal Lock spell.

With Ed’s help, carrying it the mile to the office wasn’t too bad, though they were certainly surprised to see it.

“What’s… Huh?” asked a woman with neon blue hair and a western Elohi accent. “Why are you carrying a Moorcat?”

I explained how I’d found it hunting out in the forest while foraging for wild roses, and she nodded as she fetched a cage to keep the it in.

“There is one more thing,” I said. “I think that it was probably released about two weeks or so ago, based on the evidence that I’d found from its scat, markings, and testimony of the local small folk. Around the same time, there was a family who’d posted for assistance in guarding them while they tried to contact a moonlace pixie. It lines up… uncannily well. I may look into the person who put up the posting, and see if they’ve done anything suspicious that could hide smuggling in a Moorcat.”

That was close enough to the truth for me. If it came to nothing, then it came to nothing, but it might be enough to get some animal smugglers in trouble, and that was enough reason for me to do it.

We spent a while filling out paperwork before we were free to go. As we were leaving, I looked at the woman and had to ask.

“Do you have a sister or something who works in the library? I met a librarian who looked uncannily like you.”

The woman froze and stared at me, then groaned.

“I leave Elohi to get away from my parents, and they send one of my sisters after me? Ugh! Thanks for telling me.”

“No problem,” I said as I left. I didn’t know what that was about, but I wasn’t about to inject myself into someone else’s family business.

After that, we headed back to the trail, and I returned to the tiny pixie village. The guardian, Firtha, glowed excitedly as I crossed the wards.

“You did it!” she said happily. “I saw! It was cool! You’ve got good plant magic.”

“Thank you,” I said.

“Uhuh,” she said. “Stay here while I get your reward!”

She buzzed off, returning a few moments later with a large seed. It looked about the size of a walnut seed, though it was a rich ochre, with streaks of blue, green, red, and even thin strips of a silvery color. She was clearly struggling to carry the large seed, so I held my hands beneath her to let her drop it.

She did, and I ran my mana senses over the seed. It was… complex. It almost reminded me of Ivy’s magic, bursting with life and vitality, a blend of all sorts of magic in a pattern that was hard to mimic.

There was something deeper though, something that hummed on a fundamental level that I didn’t understand.

“It’s a seed! It’s good for a lot of things, I think,” she said. “I do have one more request, though.”

“What is it?” I asked. I hoped there wasn’t another Moorcat around.

“Can I make that mark permanent?” she asked. “It’d help you fight off some illusions, especially small folk ones, so it’s useful to you, but it’s mainly for our town. I primarily ask because… There have been plenty of times our town’s needed or wanted something that humans have got, and it’s pretty hard to do on our own.”

“Oh! Sure, that sounds nice, actually.”

Firtha clapped, and it sounded like tinkling bells.

“Awesome! Would you mind if a few of us occasionally came with you to live with your plants?”

“How’d you know I had plants?” I asked.

“You’re a plant mage,” she said, as if it was obvious. I laughed – maybe it was obvious.

“I don’t mind,” I said. “It could be fun to have people hanging around my garden.”

I called my spatial key, and opened the doorway. The inside was still a mess, with boxes of lights, lumber, nails, and other random things I’d need for turning it into a greenhouse.

“If anyone wants to go, they can come in here,” I said.

To my surprise, almost two dozen members of the town came in – pixies, bwbatches, and even two naiads. It was still only a fraction of the town’s population, but I hadn’t expected so many.

I closed the doorway, thanked Firtha again, then met up with Meadow to find her staring at me.

“Where in the world did you get a Lushloam seed?” she asked, sounding genuinely surprised.

“Huh?” I asked, then recalled the seed from the key. “You mean this?”

“Yes indeed,” she said. “That’s the seed to a Lushloam tree.”

“I took that by the way you called it a Lushloam seed,” I said, a hint of amusement entering my voice. “But what does that mean?”

“Lushloams are exceedingly rare trees,” Meadow said. “They don’t sprout until third gate, maybe second if they’re provided with enough mana, but what they do is invaluable.  A fully grown Lushloam tree can convert a barren, droughted, overharvested piece of land into a vibrant field of nature.”

“Really?” Ed asked.

“Indeed. But that’s only one use. I can think of three others for you, Malachi. You could feed it into your key. I don’t know what it’d do with the power of a Lushloam, but it’d certainly be impressive, I can assure you of that.”

“What are the other two?” I asked, curious. That sounded pretty dang good to me. A bit wild and chaotic, but I fully agreed that whatever it did would be remarkable. Meadow had been surprised by the seed, so it had to make at least as much of a modification as the structure-ore did.

“Eat it, and either let it digest into your body, or pull it into your spirit. It’s filled with an absurd amount of mana that grows with you. If you let it digest into your body, it would send the life energy to reinforce your own – your muscles and body. The life would mix with other things in the seed, too: telluric could go into strengthening bones, solar into improving the immune system, lunar to the kidneys and liver, so on and so forth. It would almost be like taking in a second legacy of physical reinforcement. It may start out weak, but it would slowly ramp up over time with your own mana. It’d also pair well with the transition spell you’ll learn at second gate – Orykson has one picked out for you, and I have others in mind, to give you options, regardless of if you keep him as a mentor, or choose me. It would pair with that spell very well, and enforce its power.”

Ed let out a long, slow whistle.

“Those sorts of things are rare. You could probably sell that for… I don’t even know how much,” he said. “Maybe half a million silver? Maybe a bit more or less, depending on how it sold. Plenty of rich people would love to essentially purchase a new legacy for their kid who got a terrible one.”

My mouth hung open at that. That amount of money could straight up buy me a house. And not a tiny one either. A nice house, at least by my standards. A two- or three-bedroom for sure, depending on what part of town I was in.

“Oh, I suppose you could sell it,” Meadow said with a nod. “Or you could take it into your spirit. Much like the seed could go to reinforce your body, it could do the same to your spirit. It’s no match for truly having the perfect blend for every mana type done exactly, but it could help by quite a bit, making every spell more efficient and powerful, denser. It would pair especially well with your Depths of Starry Night technique.”

I hemmed and hawed for a moment, rolling the seed between my fingers uncertainly.

On one hand, I was a mage first and foremost, so taking it into my spirit would be undeniably useful.

On the other hand, enhancing the spells I’d use to transition was undeniably beneficial. That was one of my biggest goals right now, which… Something about that didn’t sit right with me. What would I do once that happened? Was I anything other than an extension of Orykson?

Meadow was also planning on giving me alternatives to the one Orykson had picked out for me, which just further complicated my feelings on who to pick as a mentor. She’d give me actual choices, after all, while he’d expected me to follow his path exactly. But he was strong. Was he right? Or was she?

I shook my head. It wasn’t like me to be so uncertain, but this was a big decision, after all.

Feeding the Lushloam seed to the key was another good option, and it didn’t force me to choose between my body and my spirit. I had no idea what it’d do, and it seemed like even Meadow didn’t.

Could I really turn that down?

“Meadow,” I said. “I’ve some small folk inside my key right now; they’re coming with me to see my garden and the city. Would feeding the Lushloam seed to the key with them inside be harmful?”

“Oh, no,” Meadow said, shaking her head. “Lushloam power isn’t harmful at all, and it’s a rare, rare spatial effect that can do anything to hurt people directly. I don’t know what it will do, but it certainly won’t hurt them. If anything, it will help them.”

With that, I drew the key out from my spirit, and tapped it against the Lushloam seed.


CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

The key hungrily devoured the Lushloam’s power, and I sent my mana senses inside it. Where the structure-ore had been a brightly burning ball of spatial power, too much for the key to fully contain, the Lushloam’s power seemed… different.

It absorbed it far more quickly, for one, and where the ore had pushed the boundaries of the key, the seed seemed to reach out to the boundaries gently, then… fold them.

The power finished passing through, and the key began to change.

It glowed with a celestial light, gold and cream and silver and blue all at once, and power began to drain from my mana-garden like someone had cast a harvesting spell on me, flowing into the key.

Something deep within me, a power that my own was built on, my legacy, began to tremble. It tried to reflect… something, only for that to form a reflection, and then that to bounce back to the starting place, three mirrors set in a triangle. My entire spirit shook like a leaf in a typhoon, and the key shattered.

My mana ran dry, and the key’s fragments reached out for my life energy, for the telluric energy in my bones, the lunar and solar in the blood, for everything I could give it.

It drained me to the brink of exhaustion, and though it didn’t take enough to be dangerous to me, it left me weary.

Somehow, I could feel that inside the key, the small folk were raising their hands, their own mana streaming out of them and into the key. Donating their power. I didn’t know why, or how, but I was grateful.

The four remaining pieces of structure-ore, which I’d been planning to feed to the key as it grew and use for my own experimentation, all evaporated in a flash of mana, swirling into the broken shards of the key.

The fragments then reached out, almost as if they were casting harvesting spells of their own, or…

Or like the terragon’s egg. It had absorbed all the power it could from the environment in much the same way that the key now was.

Power from the earth, the sun, the water, the air, everything around me began to swirl into what was left of the key.

Ed staggered up next to me, looking slightly worried, but he released his mana into the key’s shards as well. Good, solid, simple telluric mana began to stream into the key. After a few moments, he was drained dry.

Then Meadow was there, her hand on my shoulder, and another hand touching the remnants of the key. A wave of life mana, rich, vibrant, and reinforced by something deeper, something that reminded me of the Lushloam’s power, yet somehow different, flowed into the key. It began at first gate, but then quickly ramped up. With all of the sources of mana flowing into the key, it was impossible for me to tell what gate she was pouring it, but it felt strong. Gentle, but strong. It, too, touched my legacy through the bond, and the power bounced around wildly before settling.

The world froze for a long, crystalline moment. It wasn’t like a rive, though I could feel my spirit churning. I’d sort that out later, though.

No, it was simple adrenaline, one moment stretched into a thousand. Meadow’s mana cut off, and the key dissolved into a fine powder.

Then it swirled around in a whirlwind, forming together, compacting, changing, shifting…

A sharp pain shot through my mind for a moment, but then it was gone, and I felt fine.

And before me, sitting on the ground, was a tiny, slightly androgynous form. It leaned more towards a traditional feminine form than a traditionally masculine one, and with the strange connection I had, I felt like ‘mostly kinda feminine’ was the right way to describe her. She resembled one of the small folk in stature, being maybe eight inches tall. She was made of earth and water, with drifting bits of white that resembled clouds shifting across her body.

She resembled Meadow most of all, complete with an old lady dress, but I could see aspects of Ed in her, and several of myself as well. More of myself than I’d have thought, given that out of everyone, I’d had the least mana to donate. Then again, she was a bonded growth… spirit… to me.

Or was she? I felt around inside myself, and there was a strange, tenuous connection to the spirit, but it didn’t feel like that of the growth item that the key had once been. The mana that I’d been forced to share with the key was free again, back in my spirit, but there was still something there, something I didn’t understand.

“Sealed Primes,” Meadow whispered, staring at the strange creature. “It’s a worldspirit.”

In response, the spirit waved her arms and made a noise that sounded like the babbling of a brook mixed with the rustling of the trees in the wind. It was definitely a greeting, but I wasn’t sure if it was a language or not.

“What’s… What’s a worldspirit?” I asked.

“When an extraplanar space reaches certain barriers, it can change,” Meadow said. “Rather than relying on the planar barriers of our own reality, it forms semi-solid ones of its own, called demiplanes. Demiplanes are rare, but not unheard of. A spatial Arcanist can craft demiplanes with a single spell, and even a Spellbinder can create one out of an extraplanar space with enough mana and stabilization.”

“How do you know all this about spatial magic?” Ed asked. “You’re a life mage.”

She gave Ed a wry smile.

“You think I decided to make an apprenticeship offer without due research? Anyway, what you were using the key for before was a demiplane with no particular aspect. When you fed the Lushloam seed to it, I was expecting it to take on a forest aspect. Aspecting a plane is simply providing enough mana and resources to allow it to transform itself into a stable mana ecosystem. Ocean-aspected planes, for example, or taiga, or a thousand other types. It’s not so much an official designation as it is the completion of the mana ecosystem. But…”

She reached out and gently patted the head of the small spirit. The spirit opened her mouth and, for a second, I thought she was going to bite Meadow. Instead, she made a hungry sound, as if begging for more mana.

“Not now, dear,” Meadow said. “Regardless, I believe you have in fact aspected your key. But more than that… you’ve given it a spirit. Your key is gone, broken entirely, but it’s now formed this lovely dear right here. Why don’t you open the gate to the astral plane now?”

“Astral plane?” I asked.

“The next level of planar stability,” Meadow said, “One that’s planar barriers are stable enough to let it act as its own independent – albeit small – world anchored to our own.”

As Meadow explained, I willed the plane to open. The spirit gave me a curious look, but the doorway to the space snapped open. It felt… strange. Rather than sending my magic into the spirit to open it, as I had when she’d been a key, it was like I was reaching into my own ungated mana to make it happen.

When I looked into the key, however, all of those thoughts fell away.

“Woah,” Ed said, and I couldn’t help but agree.

The space had been utterly transformed. Where once there had been something akin to a void about twice the size of a large walk-in closet, there was now a large plot of land that stretched for at least an acre, complete with a sky that blazed the purples, blues, and faint streaks of orange of near-dusk.

At the thought of dusk, the spirit cheered, a sound like a grass whistle, and I smiled.

“Is that your name? Dusk?”

She let out another cheer, and I nodded in acknowledgement before going back to examining the space.

Light leaked from the sky, gentle, but more than enough to see with, though it didn’t have a sun or a moon in it.

The ground… it was loamy and rich, a vibrant black color that seemed healthy. Off to the left part of the realm was a gentle stream that seemed to start from nowhere, but cut across the landscape.

Dusk scampered in excitedly and clapped, and I stepped in, followed by Meadow and Ed. The wards around the world felt different too, more like the bwbach wards. Maybe it was the bwbach magic?

“You gave us a fright,” one of the pixies said, floating upwards to meet us. Dusk let out a sad sound like the low burbling of the brook.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t expect this much of a reaction.”

“It’s alright,” she said, looking around. “This place is a much better place to live anyways! You were planning on moving your garden here, right?”

Dusk looked at me with pleading eyes, and I laughed, nodding.

“I am,” I agreed.

“Good, good!” the pixie said. “It’s a nice place.”

It really was a nice place. Given some time to begin seeding it, planting my garden, and doing other work, it could be beautiful.

“In this realm, I suspect that Dusk has near complete control,” Meadow said. “Her mana seems much like that of a dragon’s now, with a good amount of every aspect. All of the key’s abilities and then some have been transferred to her, I suspect, and… Dusk, can you make us an illusion?”

Dusk made a sound like rustling tree branches and frowned, focusing. There was a strange flickering of mana in the area, and for a moment, I thought that they would be able to do it.

Then they sagged and let out a low wind-in-trees sound.

“That’s fine, dear,” Meadow said, then turned to me. “I expect that as she grows, she’ll be able to draw power from you, as well as from the inhabitants of her astral plane. She may even one day be able to channel those powers into you, akin to how a familiar does – especially if you bond her at Spellbinder. You’ll also likely learn to be able to call upon some aspects of the plane, like you could with the key, though not as much as Dusk can, and certainly not its inhabitants.”

Ed let out a low whistle, which I echoed a moment later. Dusk looked up excitedly, and they let out a whistle of their own, which sounded once again like grass whistling.

“I should head on,” Meadow said. “I’ve already stayed longer than I should have per the agreement with Orykson. He’ll understand, likely, but he’s not going to be happy with me. I’ll deal with that though, dear, don’t you worry. Oh, and congratulations to you both for your breakthroughs in harvesting.”

With that, she stepped away, vanishing into nothingness, much to Dusk’s amusement, who began clapping. Idly, I wondered how it was she did that. Ikki had time magic, but what was Meadow using? A magic item, maybe?

“What was your breakthrough?” Ed asked curiously. I blinked and looked up at him.

“Huh?”

“I rived my harvesting spell,” he said. “There was something about the way all the power was flowing into the key. It just… snapped.”

I felt around in my own mana-garden, and to my pleasant surprise, I had more life mana than I should. It was nowhere near full, not even close, but it was sort of as if I’d drank a Mana Shock.

I traced the flow back to my Harvest Plant Life spell. It had grown, expanding upwards and downwards, ingrained into my spirit. It was now providing me with a small, but steady, trickle of life mana.

“My Harvest Life spell,” I said as we made our way back to the shops, Dusk clambering up to sit on my shoulder.


CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE

By the time we arrived home, we’d decided that it’d be best to just describe Dusk as a small folk spirit that I’d picked up and would take care of. It was… mostly true, after all, and easier than going into the details.

I didn’t always agree with Ed on every decision, but I couldn’t deny – he was a good big brother for sure.

But when we entered the kitchen to meet Dad, I paused, my step stuttering. Dusk let out her rustling-leaves sound of curiosity, and Ed bumped into my back.

“What is it?” he asked.

I pointed to the top shelves of the kitchen. Dad had never used them, always saying that they were too far up to be reasonable. They’d lain barren as long as I could remember.

Or so I thought. Now, though, I could see another small village built inside the cupboards – tiny houses, with small folk moving throughout.

Dusk let out a grass-whistle, and I stared at her.

“You want to eat them?” I asked.

She let out a burbling-creek, and I relaxed.

“You know, having something inside your astral space doesn’t mean that you ate them.”

They pouted and whacked the side of my head at that.

“Hey!” I protested, and they giggled. Ed giggled too, and so I elbowed his gut a little bit.

“Okay, but what IS it?” Ed asked.

“Do you not see the brownies?” I asked Ed.

“You can see them?” dad asked, emerging from the shop, dusting flour off his apron. “I admit, with neither of your legacies or manas being sight related, I didn’t… Oh, who’s this?”

“This is Dusk,” I said. “Say hello, Dusk!”

Dusk let out a mix of sounds that I couldn’t place and waved their hand.

“No wonder you can see the small folk,” dad said with a chuckle. “Is it your familiar?”

“Yeah, pretty much,” I said with a nod. She kind of was one, after all. We were linked, and she was a spirit. Besides, lots of mages just used the word familiar to describe a creature they were companions with, bound or otherwise.

“I still can’t see what you all can see,” Ed complained.

“Here, I’ll see if I can get you some brownie milk, and Malachi, I’ll introduce you to Siùcair.”

He got out some step stools for us both, and had Ed wait back inside the house itself. I couldn’t help but laugh at him, even if I did feel just a tiiiiinnnnnyyyyy bit bad for him.

As he got out the step stools, though, I had to ask.

“How’d you get to know the brownies? Dusk and the other small folk are helping me see them, but… You don’t have a vision legacy either, and you’re a first gate physical mage.”

“Your mother,” he said. “She had a way with the small folk. Found them in our first apartment together, and we brought them with us when we moved here. You said you got some more?”

“Yeah, just for the garden,” I said. “They shouldn’t interfere at all with our life or anything. Mostly they were just forest folk who wanted to see the city and stuff.”

My dad had always been laid back – to the point some called him hands off, and a few called him negligent – but I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t a bit nervous he’d object.

“Alright,” he said, shrugging. “Just so long as they don’t make a mess. They’re people too, though, not pets.”

“I know,” I said. “Thanks.”

He nodded, then stepped up, with me standing next to him.

“Siùcair!” he called. “Siùcair?”

A few moments later, an elderly old woman brownie stepped out of one of the houses, putting on some tiny spectacles and squinting at him. She smiled broadly.

“Oh, hello, Baker! And hello, little Baker! I see you’ve found yourself a mark by a pixie.”

“Yes ma’am,” I said, nodding. “I just wanted to introduce myself, and Dusk.”

Dusk made her babbling-creek sound and bowed her head, then hopped onto the counter and made several more nature sounds. 

“Oh yes dear, very nice, very nice,” Siùcair said, patting her shoulder. Dusk wandered away to explore the village, the other small folk emerging from seemingly nowhere as she did, and I eyed her. 

“I can grab her, and the others too, if they’re too much trouble,” I said. 

“No, no, not at all. It’ll be good for us to get some socialization in. We mostly speak with the Cobbs down at Gulliver’s Shoe Emporium these days.”

"Oh," was all I could say in response. In truth, I didn't know WHAT to say, other than that.

"Elder," my father said. "I'd like to ask and see if you're willing to reveal yourself to my eldest son. Now that my youngest has told him, there's… not much of a secret left." 

The wrinkly old brownie looked at my father, then let out a low, weary sigh. 

"Oh, very well, I suppose that's fine. But I want an extra half-dozen eggs for the trouble." 

Dad nodded his agreement, and extended a finger to shake the tiny brownie's hand. 

"Bring him in, then," Siùcair said. I hopped off my stool and fetched Ed, who had to give a sample of mana to the small folk, then gazed in wonder at the village.

He turned on my dad.

"How long have you known they've been here?! Do they help in the bakery?" 

"Oh yes, we do!" Siùcair said proudly. "We help restock the custards and creams late at night, usually while your dad prepares the doughs to rest."

Huh. I'd just always assumed that my father's experience, and his use of force hands, allowed him to prepare so much in one night. But with a small army of brownies…

"We do ask that you don't tell too many others about us," Siùcair said. "We like our privacy, and while meeting new people is nice, we're not the chattiest of folk." 

"My lips are sealed, except among family," Ed said seriously. 

"I promise," I said. 

There was no twisting magic, like there had been with the pixie guardian, but Siùcair still nodded gravely.

"Thank you, dears. Now, if you don't mind, I'm going to have a rest…"

With that, she meandered back into her house, and I looked at Dad. 

"I can't blame you for not saying anything, but it's still kind of hard to believe," I said. "Do you have any othe–"

I was interrupted by Dusk, who let out a cheerful babbling-creek sound and hopped onto my head, declaring she'd eaten some brownies, and left a pair of pixies. 

"You didn't eat them," I reminded her. She burbled her disagreement, and I laughed, then looked back at my dad. "Do you have any other big secrets?"

"Not really," he said, shrugging. "None I can think of, at least. I think your grandpap and gramma may have a few, but his business is his own."

I stared at dad, suspicious of what exactly he'd meant by that statement. Of my grandparents, both on my father's side were gone – grandma from a malady of the mind, and grandpa from a heart condition. 

But on my mother's side, I was fairly sure both were still alive. I'd only met my grandpap a few times – he'd moved all the way out to Aergarde when I was three, and it was a long trip to get out to visit. 

My gramma I'd never met, but she was still alive, doing some sort of archeological dig somewhere in Elohi. She sent me and Ed cards each year for our birthdays, and for the Unlit Candle Feast, often with photos. But Elohi wasn't even on the same continent as Mossford, so getting out to see us was even harder. 

Truthfully, I'd not thought much about either for a while – probably not since my birthday, when I'd last gotten a card. I'd been closer to my father's side of the family, since they'd been in Mossford. 

"What sort of secrets do they have?" I asked, now curious. 

"No idea," my father said with a shrug. "They divorced long before I met your mom. They just seemed the type to have secrets. Your gramma once mentioned a sixth gate relic she dug up for Elohi, for example, and that sort of power always has secrets. Come to think of it, she's probably where Ed got his telluric magic." 

We chatted for a while longer, as Dusk pulled at my hair and tried to eat it, then she hopped over to my dad and opened her mouth, letting out a wind-whistle.

"She wants your mana," I said with a sigh. "I think it's what she eats."

Dad trickled some of his physical mana into her, and she let out a thankful burble before climbing back onto me. 

We had a light dinner of a spinach and mushroom salad, tossed in a lemon-mustard vinaigrette, then I went out back with Dusk. She stared up into her namesake, pointing and burbling happily about it. I smiled and patted her head gently, then focused on the tree, moss, and carnations. A good start to a garden, but only a start. 

When I focused on them, Dusk leapt off my shoulder and stared, entranced, then darted up and slapped the tree. The emperor's sapling vanished, and Dusk was off again, collecting the bag of leftover red clover, the carnations, the moss, and even some of my mom's old gardening tools. 

With a thought, I summoned the portal to the astral space and entered. Planted along the river was the emperor’s tree sapling, with the pointer moss growing along the northernmost part of its trunk, and somewhat spread through the soil. A bit further from the river, the carnations had been planted as well, and I could see the small folk getting to work with some of the wood and leftover materials that I'd purchased from when I'd initially planned for this to be a garden.

The small folk's number had swelled slightly with brownies, and Dusk studied them with an intensity that I didn't expect. 

"What is it?" I asked her. 

She let out a series of nature noises, layered and complex. Her meaning was hard to decipher, but I thought the gist of it was that she didn't understand how they were building their homes, so she wanted to watch in order to learn how to do it herself. 

Idly, I wondered if that desire had come from the constructive properties of the key, or if her understanding was somehow a limitation on her ability to alter the space. Maybe it was a bit of both?

I headed over to the hamlet and sat down. 

"Is there anything I can get for you all?" I asked to the hamlet at large.

There was a cry of half a dozen voices at once, then they seemed to quickly organize, and a pixie floated up. This one was very androgynous, with green hair and blue wings.

"If we could get some cream and eggs, please," they said. "That'd be for the best, I think." 

I agreed and left the astral plane, returning to leave them the ingredients they'd requested. Dusk played with the small folk for a while before she got bored and tired, and we headed up to bed. 

As I took off my shirt, though, I noticed a spot of color on my arm. For a moment, I just thought it was my binder, since I'd picked a slightly more colorful one today, but it was definitely on my arm. I twisted, looking fully in the mirror to examine it. 

It was in the same spot as the mark that the pixie had given me, so I assumed that was what it had to be. It resembled an emerald swallowtail butterfly, and the green along its wings shimmered and glowed ever so slightly in the dark. 

I rotated my arm, examining it. I'd wanted a tattoo for a while, and while this wasn't exactly what I'd had in mind, it did look nice. 

That opened an entire line of discussion on magical tattoos, like Qwin's, but it was already getting late, so I crawled into bed. Dusk spent the night curled on a pillow, like a tiny kitten. 


CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX

The following morning, Ikki appeared a minute before the normal time. I frowned – that had never happened before. He was always immaculately precise.

“What’s going on?” I asked. Next to me, Dusk made a curious cheep. Ikki shot her a strange look before suddenly doubling over.

"I have been instructed to give you an offer. Do not take it," Ikki said, his voice warbling as if he was speaking through thick mud.

"Okay..?" I said, my mind whirling. Meadow had said I'd be getting some offers that were traps, and I trusted her.

Then the clock ticked over, and he straightened, returning to his prim and proper demeanor.

"My father would like to break your contract with Orykson. He will pay you ten times the sum you currently owe, as well as grant you a peach from his personal garden, and give you a barony over some of his lands. All you need to do is bring this into your soul." 

He held up his hands, and a spark of lightning appeared in it. It exuded a pressure of power that was complex and frightening. It felt almost like the Lushloam Seed – deep in a way that I didn't understand. 

But where the Lushloam Seed was rich and vibrant, this was harsh and dark. Dusk shuddered and shied back from the spark.

If I wasn’t convinced already, that would have done it. She’d been voracious for mana, after all.

"What… is it?” I asked, genuinely a bit concerned. 

“A loyalty measure, to ensure you never betray him or your new country.” 

“Ah,” I said. “I’ll pass. Thank you for the offer, but I must decline.”

Wealth and power were nice prizes, but they weren’t worth selling my life and free will over.

Did Ikki have a spark like that in him? For his sake, I hoped he didn’t.

“Very well,” Ikki said, dismissing the spark. He seemed to relax some once it was gone, and then glanced at Dusk.

“Before we move on,” I said before he could ask, “I have a question. Should I stick with Orykson? Or follow Meadow instead?” 

“Well,” Ikki said, seemingly lost in thought. “When I first met Orykson, he was a brash young man, fleeing from the Death… The Death King, I believe. I was a simple courtesan in my father’s court, content to laze about, as I had for the past century or so. At the time, I was about as strong as your brother was when we first met, and I’d eaten one of my father’s Peaches of Immortality.”

“You’re immortal?” I asked, my eyes widening slightly. He smiled softly and waved for me to begin to head out back.

“Yes, I am. I have been for… far too long. There’s no point to it anymore. Regardless, Oryskon made quite an entrance into the court by killing my then-husband, Admiral Li Zhou. Zhou was an Arcanist, and not a weak one, either, as well as being from a wealthy and influential family at the time. Orykson was a peak fourth gate, yet to breach the wall to Arcanist. It was quite the upset." 

"What happened?" I asked, curious. 

"Zhou was arrogant, and sought to take from Orykson, demanding some of Orykson's spellbooks as tribute – they were quite rare at the time. Orykson shot a bone shard through his neck, gored him with a summoned deer, and then animated Zhou's skeleton to rip itself from his body before turning to the court and announcing that he would not be so merciful to the next person that sought to take from him."

My stomach churned at that, and my eyes widened. Ikki laughed, but it wasn't one of humor. 

"At the time, it wasn't seen as mercy, but it wasn't seen as cruelty, either, just an eye for an eye. One thing about the modern age is that, while softer, it is also fairer. Kinder. Better. Regardless, that sparked my interest in Orykson. Over the coming months, we became friends. He ignited something inside me, a passion for power." 

An actual smile split his lips at that point, and he let out a soft laugh.

"I followed him like a puppy. I even asked him to court me after we discovered the methods to allow me to transition."

"You wanted to date… Orykson?" I asked, a half-strangled laugh managing to escape. 

"I know," Ikki said, laughing fully now. "I look back on those moments now and wince. But it is true, I did."

He grew more serious after that, and looked at me somberly.

"We did many things together. Some of those things I take great pride in. Many others I wish I could go back and undo. And some keep me awake at night, even still. Orykson's path is soaked in an ocean of blood and pain, both his and others. From that blood and pain, he has made a base of power."

He nodded and raised his fists, and I dropped into a ready stance of my own, depositing Dusk onto one of the larger stones to watch us. She let out an interested grass-whistle noise, but sat.

"I can say without a doubt in my mind that a world without Orykson would be a far more brutal place. That if not for the actions of him and others, this world would be significantly darker. He is not alone – it took many others – but to say he did not play a role would be lying to you."

He struck me twice in rapid succession, so my next words came out in a wheeze.

"I sense a ‘but’ coming."

"But it is not that time," Ikki said, nodding. "Not anymore. The time of the old guard, of him, myself, and others? It is gone, and it is never coming back. Our way of thinking should do the same."

I managed to dodge a series of quick kicks, and Ikki inclined his head in approval. 

"How about Meadow?" I asked. Her method of teaching and thinking seemed radically different to Orykson. 

"Meadow is… Tell me, what do you know of Elohi?" 

I frowned as I shifted out of the way of a kick, confused. 

"It's always had strong wild magic, nature untamed by mortals. But in the past two or three centuries, it's risen to become one of, if not the largest, economic powers in the world."

"Yes," he said, nodding. "The unifiers of Elohi began their path similarly to Orykson. Blood for blood, an eye for an eye, death for death. But it did not create the world they so envisioned. Rather than retreat from the world, as my friend, my father, and others have, they pushed themselves. They experienced, and worked, and learned. They brought power into this world far greater than any seen before."

He sent a flurry of punches at me, and while I dodged a few, the others struck hard. 

"Justice. Empathy. Equity. They set these ideals above all others and changed. Now even Oyrkson has adopted their legal policies, by and large. What do you know of Kijani?"

"It started off as a bunch of small, weak groups and nations," I said between shaky breaths. "They unified into a republic about seventy-five years ago?"

"Yes," he said. "It is the first nation established entirely from the new world's rules. I will not say there was no bloodshed in its creation. That would be a lie. But rather than an ocean of blood, it was a forested pool. Progress. Meadow… She is like Kijani. New. Vibrant. And she has built her power on kindness, mercy, and a genuine love for this planet we call home."

"So you think I should go with Meadow?" 

"I think you should go with what you want. Orykson's last student became strong. Very strong. Stronger than Meadow's last student. But there are folk songs about Meadow's student's heroism. And there are horror stories told about Orykson's student's deeds."

"Who are the students?" I asked as I blocked a kick to my head. 

Ikki just shook his head and then held up his hand for a break.

"I cannot say. It is not that I will not. I cannot."

"I see," I said, dropping my hands and relaxing. "That was… illuminating. I do have one more question, though. If Orykson is so… dangerous… why hasn't anyone put him down?"

Ikki was quiet for yet another long second, one that seemed to stretch into eternity. 

"Orykson has long mastered the art of being the lesser of the world's evils. His bill may come due someday, but so long as there are worse threats in the world, they'll always take precedence over him."

Ikki sighed and held up a hand.

"No more. You have been neglecting your temporal magic for too long, and you've gotten enough physical fundamentals to not move like a total amateur. Let's work on your temporal magic. Cast Capture Moment on yourself, starting with your dominant arm."

I sketched out the spell, though I knew full well that I didn't have the mana to cast it on myself like he'd told me to. 

But to my surprise, as I tried to capture my own moment, the spell took far less mana than I'd expected. I still wasn't able to capture my full body, but I was able to do my arm. 

"Good," Ikki said. "Now, Lesser Image Recall." 

I sketched that spell too, and the temporal illusion of my arm appeared in the air. 

"Why did it take less mana?" I asked.

"Casting it on your own body or your own spells is always easier than on things that aren't connected to your temporal body," Ikki said. "Now. Watch." 

I did as he said, and he lashed out in a series of kicks and punches, bobbing and weaving. Each blow left a shimmering afterimage, and very quickly it became impossible to tell where his real fists were, and which were illusory, even though the illusions weren't perfect by any means.

Then he began to move. He leapt to the side, leaving a blurry image of himself where he'd been before, and then to the other side, creating another pair of images. He began to circle me, leaving a trail of illusions in his wake. 

The illusions were flickery and obviously fake, but there were still so many of them that it became disorienting to try and follow him. 

Then he stopped and they all faded. He nodded to me.

"When you break into second gate, I will teach you Material Echo, which can give your recall spell a semblance of reality – a physical shell of mana. Then, it can become even more terrifying. Mixing together illusions and physical echoes will allow you to create a minefield around a foe, where a misstep may cause them harm, or do nothing at all." 

"It's very impressive," I said. "I don't… I don't do much melee, though." 

"Cast Briarthreads," he said. "Then capture a strand, and call an illusion."

I did as he said, and between the small size of the thread of briar and the fact it was my own spell, it had a surprisingly cheap mana cost. 

"Now do the same with your Pinpoint Boneshard," he instructed. 

I released the bone in a zigzag pattern, and captured its moment along each point, then set illusions. 

It was an impressive sight… until my temporal mana guttered out, and all of my illusions died. 

"It's very effective," I admitted, "but it drains my mana like mad."

"The drain will decrease with mastery and ingraining," Ikki reassured me. "Futhermore, Lesser Image Recall's ingrained effect allows its image echoes to linger for a few moments after you stop powering them. There is a lot of strategy in using time magic well, for it is costly."

We spent the remainder of the two hours working on my technique and spellcraft, and I did eventually wind up telling him the story of how Dusk came to be, which seemed to interest him. But before long, the two hours were up, and he vanished.

As I cleaned myself off, I thought towards my next obstacle. I still needed a source of first gate death mana, after all.


CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN

I washed up and headed to the library – it was the closest anyways, and since I needed to turn in my report on the spell soon, I had plenty of reason to go there.

I scooped Dusk off of the stones where she was sitting and picked up my broom from my room. They looked at it and let out a questioning peep.

My head turned to stare at her. That… had sounded like a bird. She let out another series of three peeps, telling me she’d eaten some sparrows.

I didn’t bother to correct her this time, instead contemplating. She had several members of the small folk inside her. Would she learn to speak properly someday, using their voices?

That was… interesting. I wasn’t sure how I felt about it. Would she grow to the size of a person? That was even stranger, at least to me.

She let out a questioning peep again, and I walked outside.

“We’re flying to the library,” I answered her. I held her close to my stomach as I lifted into the air, maneuvering through the aerial traffic. It seemed especially heavy today, but that may have just been my imagination, since I was bringing Dusk with me for the first time.

We entered the library, and I started looking for Alvaro. To my surprise, I spotted him almost immediately, making a beeline for me.

“Hey Alvaro,” I said, waving the research notes that I’d filled out. He took them and tucked them away in his storage ring, then nodded.

“Thanks, but that’s… unfortunately not what I came here for.”

He pushed his glasses up and bit his lip.

“You’ve… figured out the library, right?”

“What about it?” I asked. “That y’all are using spatial distortion to expand the space? Or maybe demiplanes, I’m not sure.”

Dusk let out a series of wind and water sounds that confused me. I could understand most of what she said, but complex concepts like this were… difficult.

Alvaro jumped, noticing the tiny spirit I was carrying for the first time. His mana senses swept over her, and there was knowledge mana in the air as he used various sensory spells. After a moment, he stared at me, his eyes wide, and looking even wider behind his large, round glasses.

“Is… Did… Is that a worldspirit of a forming astral plane?”

“Her name is Dusk,” I said. “Say hi, Dusk.”

Dusk cheerfully introduced herself with the rustling of dry autumnal leaves.

“How?!” Alvaro asked in a hushed whisper. “There’s also… some sort of connection between you two.”

“She started out as the growth item I told you about,” I explained, then gave him a quick run-down of what happened.

“That’s… fascinating,” Alvaro said. “Normally, it’s unwise to try and take on a second growth item, since they put too much strain on your spirit and eat up your mana, but Dusk’s developed her own separate, but linked, mana-garden. It doesn’t seem like your mana is impeded, and I don’t sense any strain on your spirit – the opposite, actually. Your spirit feels far more robust than what a first gate mage would normally be…”

“Does that mean anything?” I asked curiously.

“I have no idea,” Alvaro shrugged. “You could probably bond a second growth item, if you can get your hands on one of them.”

“Huh,” I said. I wondered if the Argos Millia eye was still on the table.

“Oh!” Alvaro said, shaking his head. “I… I got distracted, sorry. I was actually meant to bring you to a place to meet with someone. C’mon, let’s go.”

He wandered towards one of the pillars and held his library worker card up to it. Space contorted, and then… something opened.

It wasn’t a portal as I knew them. Orykson’s portals had been cleanly defined, with crisp edges, and the portals I could open to Dusk’s astral plane were the same way – they even still somewhat resembled a door in shape. This was messier, the edges crinkled a little bit, more bent with folded space around them.

It led out into a huge void, with stone pathways running through it. Stairs crisscrossed the area, leading up and down, and there were several self-contained rooms that floated in the void.

Books shot across the landscape on spells, and there were at least a dozen librarians within sight, filing books, paperwork, and more.

And perhaps equally impressive to the space, there were wards and spells that crisscrossed it, keeping track of everything. They focused on me, but I felt a force pull them back.

“Normally, it would take a jade seal to be able to access this part of the library,” Alvaro explained as he began leading me across the path of the void. “Or a ruby seal, with permission. You’re… pretty close to a ruby seal, though, and you were requested, so we can bend the rules a bit. Especially since you already sort of knew about it.”

I glanced down at the void as we walked, Dusk doing the same, seemingly just soaking in the new space with curiosity.

“What happens if someone falls?” I asked, morbidly curious.

“They fall out of the astral plane, and back into the library proper, though admittedly, it’s hard to determine where they’ll end up.”

“Do all libraries have astral planes?”

Alvaro laughed and shook his head.

“No way. Mossford Central has one because we’re so big. It took years of construction and contract workers to get it to this size. A lot of the biggest libraries have something of the sort, but most smaller ones don’t. Just extraspatial pockets, or sometimes even just warded boxes. Depends on the size of the place, really.”

As he explained, we climbed up some stairs to the third level, then headed out to one of the rooms that was simply floating in midair. When we arrived, he gestured at it.

“In there,” he said.

I gulped but opened the door. It was safe – it was the public library, after all.

Probably.

The inside of the room looked like an office out of every business complex in the world. I was pretty sure that I’d sat in one identical to it at least a dozen times.

Behind the desk was a tall, shapely person. They smiled at me and gestured to the seat across from them.

“Please, sit,” they said. Their voice was strange, reminding me some of my dad’s and of Ed’s.

I did as they said, though, and glanced at them.

“I’ll try to keep this brief,” they said. “You’ve your own reasons for coming here, and I don’t want to interrupt them. But as I’m sure you’ve been informed, Orykson’s rivals have each been given an option to poach you.”

“I… Yeah. I knew that. Is he a rival with the libraries?”

“No, but also yes,” they said. “He has worked with us quite a bit, and is a big fan of education, no doubt due to growing up without one. However, that’s where our agreements end.”

“I see,” I said. Dusk let out another complex sound that was hard for me to parse.

“Indeed,” they said. “I’ll be honest – you don’t have any reason to trust my offer, and frankly, I have my hands full. I can’t take on another apprentice at this moment. Nor do I especially think I’d be good to guide you.”

“You’re… not making your offer sound very appealing,” I said.

“Correct,” they said. “That’s not my goal.”

They removed several sheets of paper from their desk and pushed them to me. They were blank.

“These are three spells that I’ve picked out for you,” they said. “If I understand you correctly, your main goal with Orykson was to reach power, but moreso, to transition.”

“It is,” I said, shifting self-consciously in my seat. “The –”

“Your current master was planning to use this spell,” they said, tapping one of the sheets of paper. “LM-FSG-16-5-18-6-5-3-20-00-2-15-4-25. He doesn’t know that one of our Notoria Librarians actually stole it from one of his spell research companies three years ago, so please don’t tell him.”

“Uh,” I said, but they kept talking.

“I have also identified another option which you may find very useful,” they said. “It’s called the Magister’s Body. I personally think it’s the best body for you by far, though some of the ones that Meadow has in mind do provide some interesting alternatives, and there’s no denying that the LM-FSG-16-5-18-6-5-3-20-00-2-15-4-25 is excellent as well.”

“But –”

“Finally, the last few spells are actually not intended for your life magic. They’re intended for Dusk. Her magic may be instinctive, but that doesn’t mean that she’s unable to learn things. Since her magic is primarily related to her plane, this spell will teach her to alter the composition of the earth, heat, humidity, and other factors within herself. I admit, I’d initially intended to just hand you the two full-gate spells and raise your card a rank, but she’s worthy of special attention.”

“The paper is blank!” I finally blurted out.

“Well, of course it is,” they said. “You’re still working for Orykson. That is the crux of this deal. Quit his employ, and the spells will reveal themselves to you. Until then, you’re unable to see them. The cost for all of this is that you’d need to take on part-time work as a contract Goetíea Librarian, much like you are a contract worker for the Spiritwatch or Wyldwatch. I'll note this does not legally interfere with any apprenticeship contracts you may have arranged otherwise.”

As they spoke, the papers began to pile up, and a thread removed itself from the desk and tied the papers together.

“I’m sorry I had to rush,” they said. “Blocking this conversation and the contents of the paper entirely from your mentor and his spirit has been… taxing. But before I leave, you should know to look into magical cauldrons, if you want to make use of more of your gardening and alchemy.”

They rose and stretched, then plucked one of their necklaces and vanished, leaving me alone in the room with a pile of blank paper.

Dusk let out a soft wind sound, and I laughed.

“They were quite abrupt indeed. I wonder if they really managed to hide the papers entirely from Orykson? I mean, they’re presumably a knowledge mage, so maybe they could?”

I sat there for a few moments, digesting, and practicing the Depths of Starry Night mana technique to help me focus.

Would I leave Orykson?

Why was I with him? Money? Power?

Those reasons rang hollow to me.

Out of everything I’d accomplished, I hadn’t felt the best when I was getting a reward from Orykson. That had been fun, and I’d had a massive sense of anticipation and reward, but it wasn’t true happiness; it was greed and megalomania.

I’d truly felt the most rewarded when I’d been helping people. When I’d helped the small folk in the forest, or when I’d helped Ivy hide the terragon’s existence. When I’d saved the slipshark, I’d been so dedicated that I’d rived a spell.

What was the point of power?

I didn’t know.

For now, I focused on breaking into my second gate, so that I could use the LEFG or whatever in the Primes’ name the librarian had called it. Or the Magister’s body. Or whatever Meadow had cooked up.

I handed the papers to Dusk.

“Mind eating these?” I asked. “Just put them away from the water, so they don’t get wet or anything like that.”

Dusk burbled like a brook and slapped the papers, causing them to vanish. I eyed her suspiciously, hoping that they wouldn’t be wet when I went in, then left to meet Alvaro.

“What’s a Goetíea Librarian?” I asked once I saw him. He was reading a book from one of the bookshelves nearby. Idly, I wondered how it was that this place was lit enough to read without any visible light source.

“Hmm? Oh, welcome back! The Goetíea is one of the five types of Librarians. They’re the… adventure librarians, you could call them? Like, hey, the experimental spell my mom retrieved? She’s a Goetíea Librarian. They go out and retrieve spells. Sometimes it means tracking down ancient tombs to find their spells. Sometimes it means dealing with an old man who just died.”

That actually sounded really cool. I wouldn’t mind being a Goetíea Librarian, at least part time. If I did decide to go with Meadow, then maybe I should consider taking up the librarian’s offer as well.

I did kind of wonder who exactly the person I’d spoken to had been. Some sort of powerful librarian, presumably.

It still weirded me out that Orykson apparently had somewhat of a rivalry with the public library…


CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT

“Well, with that taken care of, what did you come here for?” Alvaro asked as he began to walk us down the paths and towards one of the exits.

“Oh! I’m constructing a staff, and I needed a source of first gate death mana for it.”

“Really?” Alvaro asked. “I’m surprised you’re getting started with that so… early. I’ve only just started gathering materials myself.”

“We’re about the same age,” I pointed out.

“Yes, but… Well, since my mom’s a librarian, I got to have my mana testing done every year, so I got a start much earlier than most. My mana-garden solidified when I was sixteen, so I’ve got… a big head start. And I’m nineteen, so effectively, three years more experienced than you.”

“Really?” I asked. “That’s… Huh. Well, I don’t feel nearly as bad about you already being a second gate now.”

“You shouldn’t feel bad at all,” he said, shaking his head. “You’ve only been practicing for, what… A month?”

“About seven weeks,” I responded. “I’ve had excellent fortune in that time, though. But why are you so surprised that I’m constructing a staff at first gate? I’ve heard someone else mention that it was normally done at third gate, too.”

“Well,” Alvaro said, thinking. “It’s one of the main ways to create a resonance between the world and the self. Out of the options I know, it’s my favorite.”

“Which ones do you know of?”

“Daocheng uses domain weapons. They’re… Hmm, I think the best way to describe it is that if a staff bonds the world’s power into your mana-garden, the domain weapon exerts your power into the world. The resonance that it gives creates a weapon you can control with your mind, which serves as a channel for your magic, turning it destructive. If I made one, for example, it may deliver a disorienting effect that scatters thoughts and information in the brain whenever it struck someone.”

“What would one constructed by someone with life, death, space, and time do?” I asked.

“If I were to guess? It would create a weapon that can cut through spatial barriers or slow spells, and vampirically drain your opponents.”

That was… pretty cool, I couldn’t lie.

“Does it still do everything a staff does, though?” I asked. “I mean, the staff increases the power of all of your spells, mana regeneration, mana efficiency…”

“No,” Alvaro said, shaking his head. “That’s what I meant by it being the inverse. It draws from your mana to make a worldly effect.”

“Hmm,” I said. “Are there others? Kene mentioned a potion.”

“Who’s Kene?” Alvaro asked as we headed out of the astral plane, and to some sitting chairs. Dusk echoed my confusion, and so I gave a brief rundown on the mysterious alchemist.

“I’m no master of monster lore,” Alvaro said, “but… I can try to look up what he is, if you’d like?”

“No,” I said reflexively. “If they want to share, they will. I won’t pry into their life like that.”

“I can respect that,” Alvaro said, nodding. “Anyways, yes. Potions… Those are a method to form nascent truths. They used to be called ‘artificial’ nascent truths, but that was mostly just by snobby people.”

“What?” I asked.

“Uh, basically, you can form a truth inside your mana that echoes the world around you,” Alvaro explained. “It’s got some major advantages, and some major disadvantages, too. It’s come in and out of style.”

“Well, I assume it can’t be broken or taken away, like a staff or domain weapon,” I said.

“Right,” he said. “It also takes no materials to advance a nascent truth; it’s just a part of you. You have it forever.”

“Sounds great to me,” I said. “What are the downsides?”

“Well, once you form it, it’s… really hard to change or expand it. It enforces a lot of things, but it’s… Hmm, so imagine that someone made a nascent truth of swords, right? It could enforce their body and their magic very strongly, but only the stuff that has to do with swords. A lunar mage with a nascent truth of water would have their power very dependent on water spells, and somewhat on terrain.”

“It… seems like the kind of thing that’s definitely better for people who only have one or two mana types,” I said.

“It is,” Alvaro confirmed. “I know the Sun and Moon Queen created a nascent truth of the eclipse – they’re actually pretty public about that. It enforces both of them, and when they fight together, their overlapping power makes both of them stronger.”

“They’re… Elohian Occultists, right?” I asked. History had never been my strongest suit. My history teacher in school had just used an illusion and droned on in a monotone voice, and so I’d blanked out.

“Right, and strong ones at that. They helped build Elohi into the power it is today.”

I wondered if they were the people who Ikki had been talking about.

“Are there any other methods?” I asked.

“Thousands,” he said seriously. “Mostly permutations on the existing ones. There is one other broad method, though: grand arrays. Those are… Well, think of it like a staff on enhancement potions.”

“How so?”

“Instead of using a ritual to combine all the mana sources and physical representations of yourself onto a staff that projects your mana-garden, with a grand array, you have to create a physical copy of the mana-garden in the real world, complete with mana sources for every single spell you’ve got. They’re also extremely delicate – if someone walks in and chops down a tree, the whole thing can collapse.”

“That’s a lot of downsides, between resources and the delicateness. What’s the upside?”

“Power,” Alvaro said seriously. “An absurd amount of power. It does everything a staff does, with increasing the power of spells, increasing the regeneration of your mana, all that. But it also doubles the amount of mana you have, if not more.”

“Oh,” was all I could say in response. Dusk let out a whistle, and I stared at her.

“What do you mean, ‘you are a grand array?’” I asked.

“She’s a worldspirit,” Alvaro said. “Her internal world itself is already partly a physical manifestation of her magic. It’s not quite a grand array, exactly. Kind of the opposite, with her drawing from it, rather than it bolstering her. But it’s a fair comparison.”

“Will that bolster me?” I asked. I certainly didn’t feel like I had more mana.

“No, your bond isn’t that direct. Even a Spellbinder bond wouldn’t, probably. Maybe with work you could terraform it so that it was a grand array for you, but that’d also limit her magic to becoming your magic, so…”

“Not worth doing,” I agreed. After a few moments of silence, I spoke again.

“Well, that was really interesting, but… I still need a source of death mana for my staff.”

I did feel a bit frustrated that Meadow hadn’t given me the choice. What if I wanted a domain weapon?

“I suppose there’s no harm in gathering them early,” Alvaro agreed. “And hey, if you try the staff and decide it doesn’t work for you, you can always repurpose all of the materials for creating a grand array, domain weapon, or potion to form a nascent truth.”

Oh.

Was Alvaro reading my mind?

That was highly illegal, but he was a librarian. If anyone would be able to access the basics of mind reading, it would be him.

I quickly imagined a pink elephant with purple spots doing a backflip on a skateboard while eating a bowl of pasta.

Alvaro’s face didn’t change in the slightest.

“What?” he asked, after a second.

“Nothing,” I said. “But yeah, so… The death mana?”

“Right!” he said. “Sorry, magic theory’s kind of my thing. I’m seriously thinking about going into it full time for spell design. But I’ll look and see if there’s any death mana sources in our storeroom – though they really ought to be called energetic sources. That’s a whole other tangent, though… Give me a few minutes.”

He rose and headed back to the pillars, so I picked up Dusk and headed into the nonfiction section, showing her some of the books. She pointed to one about water management systems, so I took it off the shelf and opened it for her. She stared at the words.

I wondered what the mono spell was translating it to her. She spoke mostly in nature sounds. The text was standard Mossford lettering, but mono let the meaning carry across to her. Was she reading it as nature sounds? Did it effectively say ‘gush, burble, woosh woosh?’

That seemed unlikely.

After she finished the page she was reading, Dusk grabbed the next page and hefted with all of her tiny strength. A moment later, it shifted and flipped to the next one, and she went back to reading quietly.

Just my luck. Even my worldspirit had an easier time sitting and reading than I did.

Alvaro returned a while later with three slips of paper.

“I was able to find two Goetíea and one Almadel mission that were made public. We really only put them on the boards for the Watches if none of our in-house people want to take them.”

He spread them out.

“Thus, none of these are glamourous, but they’ll pay well, especially for you.”

I bristled at that, and Alvaro’s eyes widened.

“Oh, uh! Not like that. Sorry. I meant in library help. You’re pretty close to a ruby seal with your work on the experimental spell. Any of these would push you over the edge and get you a ruby seal.”

“What does that mean?”

“Pearl is the basic one you have now. Ruby allows you to access combat spells, and enter the other parts of the library on occasion, as well as to more specialized rewards… Kinda like this, actually. Jade gives you access to those parts, though not the warded sections. After jade… Well, lapis seals require so much contribution that you’ll probably be an Arcanist by the time you get one. That’s… not an insult, by the way. You wouldn’t need a lapis seal until then anyways.”

I read over the details of the mission as I listened.

It was no small wonder that none of the librarians had wanted to take this job. It required me to fly out all the way north, well past the normal towns and villages, into the wilderness, almost all the way to the border of Dragontooth.

There had once been a border town called Stone there, but since the glaciers moved and the passage had shifted, the town’s trade had dried up, and over the last decade, the population had declined until it had finally entirely vanished a few years ago. The public library had kept a presence in the town, albeit a small one.

The library there had been emptied out when the town died, but in the accounting of the contents, one of the storage rings that held some of the battlemage books had been lost.

It was low priority, but with how far it was from any sort of civilization, and the fact that there wasn’t much reward to be had, it had been left to languish for over two years.

Unlike with the listings that could be found within the Watches, this had no listed rewards, which frustrated me a bit.

“This one’s gone untouched for so long that I’m sure I could get you some silver in addition to the deathpapyrus and contribution,” Alvaro said. “Maybe even some sort of elixir or something, instead of silver.”

The next mission made me snort when I read it. It was – quite literally – hunting down overdue books. The ‘Crimson Tattoo Parlor’ company had taken out some books for references to spell design and creating tattoos, and they hadn’t returned them. I’d basically have to shake them down to either get the books back, or get them to pay for some copies of the books to be made.

“Just the papyrus for that one, I’m afraid,” Alvaro said. “It’s a decent mission. Little risky, but not a four-day flight from civilization. This'll probably only take you a day or two, so you could still do other things.”

The final mission was… basic. Bland, even. I just had to help sort through a massive pile of new books that had been discovered from some rich person’s death, and help categorize them.

I would have dismissed it out of hand, but Alvaro tapped it.

“This one will actually pay the best. It’s getting wildly out of hand, since we always have more work than librarians. I can probably get you both a death and time mana source if you’re willing to put in five days’ work on this.”

I wasn’t the best at sitting still and doing nothing, but I did like books. Surely working on the book sorting couldn’t be too bad, right?

And besides, it paid really, really well.

I tapped the paper with the sorting mission.

“This one. It’ll let me knock out most of the things I need for my staff all at once.”

Alvaro nodded and led me to the back rooms – not the astral plane, but the actual back rooms this time – so I could start working.


CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE

Alvaro had me sign a paper and then scribbled down the start time.

“Alright, so you can get a thirty-minute lunchbreak whenever, and three ten-minute breaks when you need them. First thing’s first – let’s go through the system. We use a variant of the same system that your school library probably used. Ours is the standard in Elohi and Kijani, but some of Mossford’s older systems have created dissonance in the schools. Alright – each book is given nine numbers…”

He began talking about the numbering system, and I tried to listen.

I really did.

But this wasn’t magic, or anything cool, it was just… numbers.

I sorted the books I owned by their vibes, which made sense to me. And though they did use some categorization by genre and subgenre, which was kind of close, they’d assigned numbers to each and every one of the genres and subgenres. There were genres on the reference list Alvaro gave me that I’d never even heard of.

If I'd just been able to use my own system, it would have been easy enough, but using their number-based system made my head spin.

Once he finished explaining, he smiled and pushed up his glasses.

“Got that?” he asked.

“Sure,” I said as Dusk rustled her agreement. I’d probably be able to figure it out by doing it, right? It couldn’t be that hard…

I was led through stacks upon stacks of boxes to a specific area Alvaro pointed to.

“Alright, you’ll be working through this area. We need you to do three boxes per day at least, but the more you can do, the better.”

He handed me a clipboard and pen.

“If you have any questions, just give me a shout; the area I’m sorting isn’t too far away. I’m dealing with magical or possibly enchanted texts, but since you’re new, this is one of the safest boxes.”

Dealing with enchanted texts actually sounded more interesting, at least somewhat.

I thanked him and started by opening the first box, then skimming through the book’s descriptions and contents. Then I wrote the name down and started to mark off the right numbers…

Dusk actually helped me there. I couldn’t remember what several of the numbers were supposed to indicate, but she did, and would whistle out the right answer to me.

At least, I hoped it was the right answer. It probably was.

A few hours into my work, I cast Internal Pocketwatch to check the time.

I froze. I’d been working at this for hours, hadn’t I?

But my spell said only fifteen minutes had passed.

I used it to check for any deviations from the normal flow of time, just in case they somehow slowed time in the area to help sorting take less time in the normal world, but there was nothing.

I sighed and ran a hand through my black hair. Should I add a red or blue streak to it? That would look pretty nice.

I turned back to the pile of books and worked at it again for what felt like another hour, though it was actually only another ten minutes, then I rose and found Alvaro.

“I’m gonna take one of my breaks,” I said. “Want to join me?”

He looked up, then nodded.

“Sure,” he said. “Do you want a cookie?”

“Sure!” I replied.

He led us to a small librarian break room, with a coffee machine and tea pot, as well as some chairs and a tin of cookies. I had two and made myself some coffee. It would hopefully help me focus.

“Have you thought about ascending once you master your space and time spells?” Alvaro asked.

“I think I will,” I said between sips of the blindingly hot coffee.

“If you do, don’t use any elixirs to do so,” Alvaro said. “Ascension elixirs may work well, but they tend to take too much out of your future attempts to open higher gates. You’ve done a lot of really good spell work; it’d be a shame to ruin it.”

“Noted,” I said with a laugh.

Far too quickly for my tastes, the break was over, and it was back to the grind of the books.

The coffee helped a little bit, so I went back several times to make some more. Midway back from my… fifth? Sixth? Coffee run, I frowned, staring at my fingers.

My hands were trembling.

Hmm.

Maybe I’d had too much coffee.

I resolved to not have any more coffee for the rest of the day, but unfortunately, that meant that I was definitely going to be bored while I was working.

I tried to take my lunch break with Alvaro, but he just wanted to sit and talk while he was eating his sandwich. I needed to stretch my legs, so I left the library real quick to grab lunch at a nearby shop, then headed back to work.

To try and help my growing sense of extreme boredom, I began to perform the Depths of Starry Night mana exercise. I couldn’t do the physical portions of it, so it wasn’t as effective as it could be, but it helped a little bit, at least.

By the end of the day, I’d barely gotten through my three boxes that I needed to. I said goodbye to Alvaro before rushing home and running up to Ed.

“Hey, let’s spar!”

He blinked at me, then squinted.

“Really?”

“Yes,” I said. “I’ve been sitting all day, it was horrible. I need to move.”

He shrugged, let me change, and we headed out into the backyard, but Dusk peeped, and I glanced at her.

“Really?”

She peeped again, saying that the excess mana that we put off would be good for her, and so I looked at Ed.

“That ok with you?”

“Sure,” he said.

I waved my hand and opened up a portal to Dusk’s astral plane, and we headed inside.

The small folk’s village – hamlet? It was small – had expanded somewhat, with them having done a lot of work on it, and my peacepyre floated among them.

Huh, that was probably why I hadn’t seen it in a while.

We moved away from the village to a clear area, and I extended my mana senses while wrapping myself in the Harvest Distance and Internal Pocketwatch spells.

Then we began to spar.

Normally, it would have been… not annoying, exactly, but not something I really enjoyed. But after the horrible day I’d just had, it was actually amazing to get the exercise in.

Ed shot his Stone Spear at me, and Dusk clapped, cheering him to do it again.

I released a bone shard and met the spear head on. It dealt some damage, but Ed’s spear, despite being a new and unpracticed spell for him, was still backed hard by his legacy and stronger mana, so my shard cracked and tumbled aside.

I poured mana out of me, then concentrated it and pulled it back in, sending the new, denser power into the Briarthreads spell, and the threads aligned to block the spear.

I was pushed back by the force, but I just managed to block it, then I retaliated with multiple bone shards coming at him from multiple angles. He just cast his Skin of Stone spell and let them crack against his skin harmlessly before lunging at me.

I cast Briarthreads again, just regularly this time, but the sharp briars found no purchase on his skin. He ripped through them, then knocked me to the ground.

I let out a ‘wumph’ as I fell, taking deep breaths as Ed helped me to my feet.

“Not bad,” he said. “I had to use second gate magic to counter you. You’re gonna be a terror when you’re as strong as me. Though of course, you’ll always be my baby brother, so you’ll still lose to me.”

“Sure, sure,” I said, rolling my eyes at him.

I made a quick fish curry that night with lots of mustard, haddock, onions, and cherry tomatoes, and packed some of the leftovers for my lunch the next day.

Unfortunately, the next day came far too quickly, and I had to go back to sorting the books again.

As I was sorting, I continued to practice my Depths of Starry Night technique. A little way into my sorting, something caught my eye.

There was movement from one of the boxes.

I walked over and poked around at the box to try and figure what it was, but everything seemed normal.

I frowned and swept my mana senses over the box. There was nothing.

Actually…

One of the books on the top was truly nothing. Not even the tiniest bits of death or knowledge I’d expect.

I reached down to pick it up.

The book snapped open, then bit down on my hand. I let out a yelp and shook it off, throwing it into one of the nearby boxes.

It flew upwards, hovering in midair, then shot at me.

I wrapped it in a Fungal Lock spell, but to no avail. The book was able to keep moving, nothing to lock down, and it hit me in the chest, knocking me back.

I rubbed at my chest, annoyed. Why’d it have to hit me there?

It went in for another swing, and I released a Pinpoint Boneshard. It struck with a resonant thump, and the book shot backwards.

“Malachi!” I heard Alvaro shout.

“It’s fine,” I said, calling two more bone shards out of my mana-garden.

“Wake up,” Alvaro said.

I blinked.

The world around me began to go fuzzy.

“Malachi!” Alvaro said again.

I blinked my eyes open, and saw Alvaro standing over me, gently shaking my shoulder.

“Wha?” I asked, my voice still sleepy.

“How long have you been asleep?” Alvaro asked, sounding… very neutral.

Too neutral. I knew that kind of neutral. Lots of teachers had used that tone with me, because they didn’t want to sound annoyed or angry, but they weren’t happy.

“I don’t know,” I said. “What time is it?”

“Lunch,” he said. “I figured you just hadn’t used your breaks yet.”

I glanced over at Dusk, who was sitting in front of one of the books.

“Why didn’t you wake me up?” I asked her.

She babbled, and I frowned.

“What do you mean, you thought I needed to sleep? I was supposed to work.”

She rustled, and I felt around in my spirit. Sure enough, my Depths of Starry Night technique was still moving.

On its own.

It wasn’t increasing the recovery or potency of my mana, but it was definitely doing something.

“Focus!” Alvaro said, actually sounding a bit annoyed. “Listen, I get that this work isn’t the most interesting, but that is why I offered the Goetíea missions, too. But if you’re gonna do it, you’ve got to actually work., I like you, but you can’t just sleep.”

“I know,” I said, my own frustration leaking through. “I don’t want to! That’s why I drank a bunch of coffee yesterday. I had the same trouble in school. When I was doing something interesting, like spells or mana exercises, I could focus for hours without thinking about anything else, but when I try to do something like this, I just… can’t. I can’t control it! Trust me, I… wish I could.”

Alvaro closed his eyes, took off his glasses, and polished them with his sweater.

“I am sorry to hear about your problems, but… I can’t really help you. Have you seen a mentalist doctor?”

“Only the one in school,” I said. “They weren’t useful. Worse, actually. They just tried to make me do some things to be present in the moment, but that just made me focus on the wrong things.”

“Maybe you should look into seeing one,” Alvaro said. He didn’t sound annoyed this time, just… sympathetic. Almost pitying.

That made me almost angry. I wasn’t broken. I was able to work just fine, it was just boring things that got to me.

“Yeah, maybe,” was all I said instead.

“Listen, I am sorry to hear about it, but… here, just finish out today, I’ll get you the deathpapyrus, and you can end it, okay?”

“Fine,” I said. “I’ll get some coffee.”

I did as I said, and through the use of multiple cups, I was able to finish out the day. Alvaro handed me a piece of deathpapyrus, and I left.


CHAPTER SIXTY

As I walked home, Dusk whistled to ask me why Alvaro had been annoyed, since I’d perfected my mana meditation technique. I tried my best to explain some of the concepts of work, and how that came before increasing your power as a mage, but she seemed more confused than anything.

Ed was picking through the fridge when I got home, but froze when he saw me.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

I gave him a shortened version of events, and by the end, my eyes were wet, and I wiped at them.

I hated angry crying. It was always the worst feeling, being so upset that there was nothing you could do but cry.

It was always worse when it happened when arguing with people. They often assumed that I was apologetic, or that I was less firm in my convictions, when in reality, I was so firm in my convictions that the emotions couldn’t come out of my mouth fast enough, and they instead had to emerge as tears.

This time, I wasn’t sure where the anger was directed. There was some of it at the world, for creating a system of work I couldn’t work in. Some of it was at me, for being messed up in a way that didn’t let me work normally. Some of it was at Alvaro, for being the one to throw it in my face.

That wasn’t rational, and I knew it. He’d been kind with it, kinder than plenty of my teachers had been. It wasn’t his fault.

But it still hurt, because it was from someone I respected.

Ed pulled me into a tight hug, crushing me against him.

“Help… Can’t… Breathe…” I gasped.

He hugged me tighter for a second before he let me go.

“I know what you mean,” he said. “It’s really frustrating.”

Dusk let out a low, mournful river sound, and threw her tiny arms around my neck. I wiped at my tears and smiled, gently stroking her back with one finger.

“Thanks,” I said.

“Did I tell you that I turned down a promotion recently?” Ed asked.

“No.”

“They wanted to promote me to a detective role,” he said. “They had me shadow another detective for a day first, and… I was bored out of my mind. I couldn’t do it. Even though it made more money, I just…”

He shook his head.

“I had to keep working the beat, being out on the street. I didn’t tell you or dad, cuz I didn’t want either of you to get mad at me or be disappointed in me,” he said. “I mean, the promotion would have been really nice in terms of money –about fifteen thousand extra silver a year.”

“I wouldn’t have been mad at you,” I said.

“I know, but it still crossed my mind,” he said. “I just… I’m trying to say that I get it. It’s really frustrating. You just have to find work that suits you well. I think that may be why you like contract work so much. You keep wandering, you keep doing new things. Never have to stick with something so long that it gets boring.”

“Maybe,” I said, holding Dusk close to my shoulder like I had dolls when I was much, much younger.

“Do you want to spar? The movement may be good for you,” Ed offered.

I thought about it for a little bit, then shook my head.

“No, I think that I’m gonna go for a run though. Do you want to join me?”

Ed thought for a second, then nodded.

“Sure.”

I changed, and we started running. I was definitely getting faster – I was never going to be the fastest, my legs were too short – but all the running and exercise with Ikki over the past few weeks was beginning to have an impact.

Small, but noticeable.

We ran towards the beachy parts of the city, near where Liz lived.

“Do you wanna have dinner at Liz’s place?” Ed asked as we drew closer. I shrugged noncommittally, and let him lead us in that direction.

Liz’s family’s house was a beautiful mansion.

Maybe it wasn’t technically one per the dictionary definition – I wasn’t sure – but it was what I’d call a mansion, at the very least.

Two stories, plus a sizeable attic, and over two acres of land, which contained all sorts of training courts, and even a backyard shed – though it hurt me to call it a just a shed, given it had air and light spells in it, and was bigger than my bedroom – where they kept various equipment for exercise.

I’d been here a few times, since Ed and Liz had been friends in high school, and Liz and I had hit it off pretty well.

Still though, I’d not been there all that many times, so it was remained an impressive sight. Ed pressed a button at the front gate and sent a pulse of mana into it.

I shifted from foot to foot as we waited, and had to tell Dusk no when she asked if she could install a button like that on top of her head to enter her astral plane.

Before too long, though, Liz’s grandfather walked down the stone drive and waved his hand. The gate opened, the wards pulling back to allow us entry.

Until I’d met Orykson – and maybe Meadow or Ikki – Liz’s grandfather had far and away been the most powerful person I’d ever met. He was an Arcanist, and one of the leaders of his guild, which was a powerful naval auxiliary force in its own right.

He was tall – probably where Liz had inherited her height – with dark brown skin. He’d gone bald long ago, though he still had a well-groomed silver beard, and eyes that were kind, but firm.

He’d also been much nicer to me than Liz’s actual dad, who was a bit… thoughtless.

“Good evening, Edward, Malachi,” he said, nodding slightly to us. “I didn’t realize that you two would be joining us this evening.”

Dusk made a sound that resembled boiling water, and I raised her up to him.

“They’re mad I didn’t introduce them,” I explained. “This is Dusk. She’s…”

I trailed off as the elderly gentleman teleported in front of me. He extended a hand to her.

“Oh, hello Dusk.”

She waved and let out a sound like wind in the trees, asking him if she could sample his mana.

I was trying to work out how he’d teleported. I knew he was a lunar mage, like Liz. It was fairly dark out here… Maybe he’d somehow managed to use a Shadow Step spell though the ambient darkness?

Was that even possible?

“How’d you teleport?” I blurted out. He winked at me conspiratorially.

“Come now, young man. An Arcanist has to have some secrets. Just as, I’m sure, you have your own. An astral plane at your age and gate…”

He sent a pulse of fifth gate mana into Dusk, who sucked it into them. Unlike the mana that she’d taken from my dad, she sat and began to chew on it.

It must be the higher gate mana, I reasoned. When she’d been being… born? Created? Either way, when that had happened, it was catalyzing their creation with an abundance of power, but it wasn’t trying to add more to her – that had been a byproduct.

Now, I figured this was rather like when I’d fed the key some structure-ore. Dusk would need to process it before she could integrate it into herself.

Lunar mana… I hoped it wouldn’t get darker or colder in there. That would ruin it as a garden space. But more water wouldn’t be bad, definitely.

The older gentleman ushered us through the gate and into the house. We took our shoes off, then joined them all at the dinner table.

Their dinner was nice, roast chicken, whose skin had been stuffed with sage, thyme, and rosemary, along with potatoes, and green runner beans. Simpler than I would have expected from such a wealthy family, but very tasty and well prepared. Midway through dinner, Dusk had fallen asleep, so I’d left her in my shoes so that I’d remember where she was.

Were shoes the best place to remember her? Maybe not, but it worked for me.

“Put any thought into the mentalist idea?” Liz’s father asked as the meal was winding down.

I froze, the beans falling off my fork, then it registered. He wasn’t talking about Alvaro’s suggestion.

When I’d come out as a man, and Liz had come out as a woman, her dad had found it endlessly amusing, and suggested that we pay a mind mage to switch our bodies.

I hadn’t found it very funny. Neither had Liz.

But that hadn’t stopped the man from continuing to make his jokes.

I rolled my eyes in annoyance and stabbed some more green beans, then shoveled them into my mouth.

“You’d agreed to not make that joke anymore,” Liz’s grandmother said, while Ed and Liz shifted uncomfortably in their chairs.

Liz’s grandmother was a study in contrasts with her husband. Where he was large and broad shouldered, she was tiny and shrunken. She was only in her sixties, but all of the pipe smoking that she’d done made her look even more wrinkled than Meadow was.

“It’s just a joke,” Liz’s father said. “Don’t be so sensitive.”

The table was tense for a while after that, until Liz pushed her plate away.

“I’m done,” she said. “Ed, let’s head out back. Want to join us, Malachi?”

“Sure,” I said, quickly spearing several more bites of beans and potatoes before rising.

“I think I’ll join, if you don’t mind,” Liz’s grandfather said, rising as well while dabbing at his lips with a napkin. 

Ed and I looked at Liz, who nodded, and so the four of us headed outside. As we left, rather than head towards the sparring ring or exercise equipment, Liz's grandfather instead began to stroll towards the well-tended garden. 

“I’m sorry about my son,” Liz’s grandpa apologized as we walked. 

“It’s not your fault,” I said, shrugging. “I’ve heard worse, to be honest. It’s got to be unpleasant for Liz.” 

“He’s an idiot,” Liz said. “I’m looking forward to when Ed and I get our own place.” 

Ed blushed a bright red, and nodded his agreement. I grinned, seeing the opportunity to needle him a little bit. 

“So quiet, Ed? You must not want to live with Liz. What, is she not pretty enough?” 

Ed smacked my stomach lightly. 

“Shut up,” he said, though he couldn’t help himself from laughing. 

Curiously, I swept my mana senses over the garden. There was a bit of mana seeping throughout, but only ungated or first gate. 

For a moment, I was surprised, but then I remembered that most people in Liz's family had lunar or desolation mana. They wouldn't need a garden to harvest those. 

"So, my soon-to-be grandson-in-law," Liz's grandpa said, a spark of mirth in his eyes. "How has your progress with the Skin of Stone spell I gave you gone?" 

Ed flushed again, and this time, it reached his ears. 

"Good, I think," he said. "I've been using it as a centerpiece for my power, and rebuilding my first gate." 

"I see, I see. A good idea. Elizabeth. How does your full gate desolation enhancement go?" 

"It's… fine? I mean, I've almost got the work done, and then I can master and ingrain it." 

"Very good then. Try to have it done by Frost-Creep." 

He then looked at me. 

"And you, young man. Last we met, you'd not yet begun your journey, and yet you're already near the peak of first gate. Do you plan to follow in your brother's footsteps?" 

I bit my lip, thinking. 

"Well… For right now, I'm working to ascend, then I can use a full gate spell to begin transitioning. I also need to build a staff, or maybe a domain weapon.' 

"A good use of effort indeed," he said, nodding. "What do you plan to do next? What will you do with the power you earn?" 

"I don't know," I said honestly. 

"Think about it," he said, putting his hand on my shoulder. "You're still young, and there's nothing wrong with trying many paths. It's only bad if you try to walk down a path that leads to unhappiness."



CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE

I thought about the old man's words as we completed our walk around the garden, then I left Ed and Liz to have some private time. I collected Dusk, who bubbled sleepily at me, and began the walk home.

Not so long ago, I would have been afraid to do that. But now I was confident that even against a Spellbinder, I'd be able to overcharge my spells long enough to get away or retreat into Dusk.

Should I go to a mentalist doctor? I'd battled against dark thoughts while I tried to figure out who I was, and I'd gotten through that without a mentalist.

The stubborn, prideful part of me wanted to say that I was fine. I didn't need some doctor telling me I was broken and giving me spells or potions to fix my brain.

But… I had problems. I couldn't deny that.

I was torn out of my thoughts by my mana senses flaring, alerting me to a source of second gate mana.

With my distance and life senses now part of my mana sense, I felt it overhead, and swiftly falling towards me.

A blend of lunar, life, and other mana aspects flowed in its hands. This wasn't someone falling off a roof.

I flared my mana out, condensing and pulling it back into me to cast an overcharged Briarthreads spell. At the same time, I drew out three shards of bone from my spirit and set them in a hexagonal pattern around my throat, chest, and legs.

I looked up just in time to see Mallory, in a dark red and black suit, descending, claws forming around her hands. She slashed at me, and they struck my overcharged Briarthreads spell.

I expected them to rip through the spell, like they had when I'd rived it, but overcharging it had counted for more than I'd expected. A few strands of briars broke, leaving cuts along her hands, but the spell held.

Mallory landed, her claws digging into the pavement under our feet. She looked up at me and snarled.

"Malachi."

"Mallory?" I asked, confused.

My peacepyre flowed out of Dusk, shedding extra light, its opal mingling with the orange street lamps.

"You don't belong here," she said. "What, are you here to steal?"

I blinked, bewildered.

"What?" I asked dumbly.

"Did you break into that family's library? Steal some spells?" Mallory demanded.

"What?" I asked again, even more confused.

"Don't lie!" she snapped. She said something else, but I ignored her, focusing on my mana senses.

The enchantments on her suit were strange. They reminded me of the ones Orykson had bought for me, yet… different.

Linked to her. Almost like how Dusk and I were linked.

"Is your suit a Lacewing silk growth item?" I blurted out.

"The resources my new guild gives me are none of your thrice-cursed business. Were you… ignoring me?"

"Kinda," I admitted.

She snarled and launched herself at me, but my overcharged Briarthreads blocked her, as the Pinpoint Boneshard dug into her. Her suit blocked the bones, but her hands had more cuts open on them.

The Briarthreds frayed more under this attack, with only about a third of them left. I condensed more mana and fed it back into the spell, replenishing it.

"Why are you doing this?" I asked.

In a way, I was glad she'd picked now of all times to attack. After my talk with Liz's grandpa, and a nice dinner, my mood had mellowed.

"As if you don't know. You're dangerous."

"I'm dangerous? For saving a shark?"

I twisted the threads more directly as she attacked again, directing them to block as effectively as I could.

A deep rooting sensation spread through my spirit, and the threads of briars grew thicker. The mana my ingrained Harvest Plant Life spell provided redoubled.

"What's your endgame here, Mallory?" I asked.

"There's a competition coming, where you can compete in the name of your sociopathic teacher. I'm going to win. You shouldn't compete at all."

"Meadow's not a sociopath," I said, then paused. I'd unpack that later. "Did you think this through at all? You come here, to a wealthy neighborhood, where the Lightwatch are never more than a few minutes away, and assault me on the street? That's your plan to get me to not enter?"

Mallory's face paled.

"They won't know," she said, a moment later. "It'll be your word against mine."

I jerked my thumb over my shoulder and sighed.

"Mallory, again, we're in a rich area. These people all have recording crystals. Probably more than one. It's easy to prove that you jumped out of the sky to attack me."

Mallory's face grew even paler, which was quite impressive. She was almost as pale as I was, after all.

Then she turned and tried to sprint away. I caught her in a Fungal Lock spell, and she tripped, falling to the ground.

I layered two more Fungal Locks on top of her, then sat by the curb and waited.

Sure enough, as I'd expected, a Lightwatch member with a tight blonde ponytail arrived before long.

"What's going on here?" she asked sharply.

I explained the situation, and she asked us both to come down to the station.

I agreed easily enough. It cost me nothing but time, after all, and I wasn't under arrest.

To my relief, they didn't separate me from Dusk, who had somehow continued to snooze through the battle. I was starting to get a bit concerned, but my senses just indicated that she was digesting the mana that Liz's grandpa had provided.

A bit like falling asleep after a massive Harvest Festival meal.

They took my statement, and I was left to wait in a chair near a detective. Thankfully, the detective was chatty – normally not a blessing, but with nothing else to do, it kept me from going insane.

I was surprised with just how much waiting there was, to be honest. I'd heard Ed complain about it, but… It was absurdly slow, and I had to repeat what happened no less than four different times.

Ed came in after about two hours, and after he spoke with the… manager on duty, he was allowed to speak to me. I was sure there was some sort of official title like sergeant or lieutenant or captain or whatever, but I had no clue what it would be.

"What happened?" Ed asked as he slumped in a chair next to me.

I went through the events again, wondering if this was actually part of the process or something – I was more likely to tell the truth to Ed, after all.

"That's weird," Ed said, shaking his head. "The slipshark incident is not a reason to start a vendetta and attack someone on the street. And… What competition?"

"I don't know," I said, shaking my head. "I know Orykson had plans for me. She's part of a guild now; maybe he spoke to the guild leader?"

"Maybe… Still doesn't give her a reason to attack you, though."

"True. The whole thing just doesn't sit right with me. She also had a growth item that I'd seen before. She said her guild gave it to her, but…"

Another two hours and an extra repeat of my story later, and I was led to a small meeting room.

Inside was a short, skinny man with greasy hair and a smile that set me on edge.

"Mister Baker, right?" he asked.

"That's my name," I said.

"I'm Migg, from Mig, Migg, and Miggg Law Firm, representing the Cromwell family in this little misunderstanding."

Cromwell… that name triggered something in the back of my head. I was pretty sure I'd heard about them on the news.

"I see," was all I said.

"Good, good. Now, the way I understand it, Mallory and you had already had a little spat a bit ago, and she came away worse off."

"True."

"She was pretty upset, which is understandable. She lashed out, acting on emotion, and you two had a little scuffle. Nothing big, though. No assault or battery charges need to be pressed."

He removed a small box, the kind that would normally be used to hold a necklace or ring, and put it on the table. He flipped it open, and I saw a smooth, polished black pill sitting on the cushion.

I felt it with my mana senses. It was definitely potent, and it reminded me strangely of the Fundament pill. It was weaker, though not by much, and it felt more… focused, for lack of a batter word.

"To show there's no hard feelings, we'd consider offering you this: an unaspected Spellform Ascendant Pill. It will allow you to instantly advance any first gate spell that is currently in the sketching stage to the ingrained stage, though it will induce a powerful sleep for twenty-four hours after taking it.”

I pushed the thoughts of the pill out of my mind to think about the bribe.

The Cromwells, whatever they did, were rich, and they had enough to bail their kid out of trouble.

I didn't have enough to hire a lawyer, and Ivy was just a law student, not an official lawyer. If I wanted to press charges, I'd need to use a public attorney.

And if I did, I'd annoy the family, and Mallory, further. She was already showing herself to be a bit unhinged, and there was something deeper.

And I didn't want any part of that.

"I'm sure that if Mallory agrees to put it all behind us, and make sure we both stay out of each other's way, then I'd be happy to drop charges."

I might be leaving money on the table by not pressing them for more, but then again, that may just make them more annoyed with me.

"Oh, absolutely," the sleazy lawyer said, nodding. "She's already agreed to it, and she'll get a stern talking-to when she gets home."

"Then I'll drop the charges."

Another whirlwind of paperwork and waiting in the bullpen with Ed happened, and I was finally released.

I was surprised to see my dad and Liz both waiting for me outside. It was close to four in the morning at this point, so I'd really expected them to be in bed.

They both hugged me, and I explained what happened again – I'd lost count of how many times I'd gone over it at this point.

"Primes," Liz said. "Want me to punch her for you?"

"No," I said with a weary sigh. "Unless she does something again. Then sure, please do."

"Got it," she said, cracking her knuckles.

"Are you hoping my brother gets attacked?" Ed asked.

"No… definitely not," Liz said with a grin.

"You're terrible, Liz," I said.

"I love you, Liz," my traitor of a brother said.

My dad laughed and shook his head, and we headed home. Since it was so late, I made some coffee and began to work out some of the inefficiencies in my Briarthreads spell.

That occupied me until businesses began to open, and I headed out again, on my broom this time. There were a few mentalists nearby, and I checked all of them out, then made an appointment with the one that gave me the best vibes. They wouldn't be able to see me for two months, but I felt an odd sense of relief just from having made the appointment.


CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO

I rolled the pill between my fingers as I lay in bed before I placed it in my mouth and began to draw its mana into my mana-garden.

I flowed the power towards Capture Moment. The pill was too large for me to swallow, but as its power streamed into me, it shrunk and shrunk.

The last thing that I remembered before I fell asleep was the faint taste of aniseed and currants on my tongue.

When I finally awoke, I was famished. I ate through three bowls of cereal by the time Meadow arrived. To my surprise, rather than wake up Ed and send us both out back to practice, she sat across from me at the table.

“I think it’s about time for you to think about breaking through to your second gate with life mana,” Meadow said. “And death mana too, unless you want to learn a few more spells for it.”

“I haven’t even constructed a staff yet, though!” I said. “But I definitely want to learn another death spell, and maybe another spatial one, too. And my time mana is still pretty… rough.”

“I didn’t say you should break through with all of your gates,” Meadow said, giving me a wry smile and shaking her head. “We’ll leave the conversation about death mana until you master your new spell, but I maintain that life is a good idea. With Briarthreads ingrained, you only need to ingrain your Enhance Plant Life spell and work out flaws, and then you’ll be perfect, unless you wanted to learn to do more with it. As for your staff, you’re right – you don’t have a second gate life material yet. I recommend you seek one out, though. Many powerful plants exist in the world, and mastering Enhance Plant life will come with time – and with alchemical experience, if you decide to go down that path. Which, speaking of, you should know that learning to craft basic healing potions can help you transition, not unlike how learning healing magic could have.”

“How?” I asked curiously.

“Well, in all of the methods you have to transition, all of them involve altering the mana and energy composition of the body. The way that most generalized healing potions work is flooding the body with excess life energy, allowing the body’s natural processes to convert that power into whatever is needed. Rudimentary and inefficient, but capable of dealing with most general wounds.”

“Right, that’s why doctors use specialized spells and alchemical equipment,” I said.

“Indeed,” Meadow said. “The drinking of healing potions will infuse extra energy into the body, which will be able to be used by the transition spells. Especially the Magister’s Body and the Beast Mage Soul.”

“Beast Mage Soul?” I asked.

“That’s one of the ones I plan to offer to you,” Meadow said. “Regardless, we should get back on the topic of you picking up new spells and advancing to your second gate. For death, might I suggest the Crow’s Shade Messenger or Vampiric Senses?”

“You’re welcome to suggest them all day long, but I don’t know what they do,” I said, grinning at her.

“The messenger spell is commonly used among witches with death or lunar mana,” Meadow explained, smiling back. “It calls out to the shade of a nearby bird capable of speech and offers a minor infusion of power in exchange for delivering a message. The more powerful you are, the further the message can be carried. A first gate mage usually can manage about a quarter mile per cast, which isn’t too far, but does have its uses, and as you grow, the distance will increase exponentially. It’s also the basis for much of necromancy, which is a powerful path.”

“And Vampiric Senses? I assume it’s going to enhance my senses, but how?”

“It uses a blend of life, death, knowledge, and other smaller aspects of mana like lunar and solar to help scent out blood and information the blood carries. Blood type, how fresh it is, if it’s been spilled or is in a body… It’ll essentially allow you to be a bloodhound, and will give you a general sense of blood that’s excellent for use in vampiric magic and blood magic, which is a path your life and death makes you well suited for.”

“Can I learn them both?” I asked. “They both sound really useful, just different. I don’t know too much about necromancy or blood magic. Both sound… Uh…”

I trailed off, uncertain of what to say.

“Both have rather bad reputations, and contain spells that are illegal and immoral. So does mind magic. A fireball can be used equally to defend the innocent as to burn down a hospital. Some spells are unethical, yes, so don’t learn those. Besides…” Meadow winked at me. “I suspect you’ll be learning a lot about necromancy and working with the spirits of the dead this Spirits-Walk, if you want to continue working with the Spiritwatch.”

“Yes,” I said. I’d been doing a lot of thinking, and the times I felt best were when I was helping people. I’d liked helping the small folk village deal with a Moorcat. I’d liked helping the terragon get protections. I’d liked finding the toad and knowing it would get back home. I’d even liked setting the spirits to rest when I’d done it.

I liked helping people, animals, and spirits.

All of my missions so far had been on the shorter side, but with Dusk, I’d be able to take on longer missions, or more complicated ones.

I’d also be able to take on Goetíea missions, but I shied away at the thought of doing that for the moment. I needed to patch things up with Alvaro, but I needed to finish my own healing first before I did that.

Dusk threw her arms around my neck in a hug, and I smiled.

“I think that both of them are a good idea,” I said. “I’m not sure I can pick just one yet, and there’s less flexibility with death than life, so I assume I can learn a bit of both?”

“A bit, certainly,” she nodded.

“Then definitely both,” I said. For a moment, I was worried she was going to have us go to the library to pick them up, but instead, she wrote them out on sticky notes and passed them over to me.

“What about other spatial spells?” I asked. “I feel like I need one more. Isn’t there some sort of… short-range teleport, or something else I can do with my first gate?”

“Both space and time tend to be very… middle to back loaded,” Meadow said, leaning on her staff. “Most of the low-level ones don’t suit a generalist super well. For example, Stabilize Space is a spell that takes up roughly half your first gate, and creates a powerful imbued effect to stabilize spaces you create. But you don’t plan to go into crafting spatial rings. Same goes for teleportation and warping space. Thus, the normal ‘base’ ones recommended for spatial mages don’t work as well for you.”

“I see,” I said. “That’s… a little disappointing, I won’t lie. I’d kind of hoped for more.”

“I didn’t say it was completely hopeless,” Meadow said. “I was able to dig out one. Are you familiar with the ungated spell for northfinding?”

“Kinda,” I said. “I know it exists, but I don’t know much else.”

“This is an extension of this spell. It will allow you to know the cardinal directions, as well as the location and rough distance of the nearest city teleport circle rooms, or spatial anchors you have set up with the purpose of interacting with this spell.”

“That’s… useful. A bit underwhelming, but still useful, for sure.”

“It’s the best I could do, unless you’d like to pick a single type of spatial magic and heavily specialize in it.”

“I… Not really, no. This spell it is, then! What’s it called?”

“Sense Directionality,” she said as she wrote it out.

“Fair enough,” I said. Taking the piece of paper, I looked over my three new spells.

The Sense Directionality spell was small, and would be easy enough to master. It was even smaller and less complex than Internal Pocketwatch, which at least meant it’d take a commensurately small amount of mana and effort.

Vampiric Senses and Raven’s Shade Messenger were both a little bit smaller than an Analyze spell was, but they definitely weren’t small. Probably comparable to Pinpoint Boneshard, I’d say.

Not too bad, all in all, but I still winced at the time it would take to master them. I was right on the border of breaking through with pretty much all of my gates but temporal, but I’d just had to mess it up.

No wonder Orykson had said I’d only be learning a handful of spells to get to third gate as quickly as possible. Taking these on, it would add even more time, and slow me down even more.

Was I okay with that?

Honestly?

Yes.

I’d take a firmer foundation over speed.

Orykson had overlooked low gate magic, claiming that ‘real’ magic only started at third gate.

If Meadow and Ikki hadn’t been here to show me spells, slowing my growth, I’d probably have been second gate in everything already, but I’d be an infinitely weaker mage than I was without them.

Meadow had been the one to help guide my synergistic life gate, producing something that had let me take on and defeat Mallory with relative ease.

I didn’t think low gate magic should be overlooked just because it was low gate. It was the foundation I built upon, and it should be solid.

I should be able to choose my spells, choose what path I walked.

Ikki had said the time of the old guard was gone, and… I agreed. I didn’t know what Orykson represented, but he was mysteries upon mysteries. I couldn’t shake the feeling that he was somehow linked to Mallory.

Meadow was open with me.

There may come a day when I would have to shed blood. But when that day came, I wanted it to be because I had no other choice, not because I decided to.

“Thank you, Meadow,” I said. “I have a question, though, if you don’t mind?”

“Of course.”

“What would you do if I just… decided to stop? I become your apprentice, get the transition spell, and then… stop. I just work with the Watches?”

“Would that make you happy?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” I said seriously. “But I want to know. What would you do?”

“I would be sad to see someone who clearly enjoys magic and learning about magic to simply stop growing, but if that would make you happy, then that would be what’s best for you. If you wanted to become my apprentice later in life, I’d do my best to make it happen.”

That, moreso than anything else, settled me.

“Meadow,” I said. “I accept. I’d like to look at the contract to be your apprentice.”

“Contract?” she asked, shaking her head and laughing. “No, I don’t use such a thing. If it would make you comfortable to have one, we can write one together. But I simply follow the bond of student and teacher.”

“Nothing?” I asked. “No favors owed, no… charge per hour of your time?”

“Hardly, child. If I wanted to do that, then I wouldn’t keep a simulacrum permanently stationed in Lledrith University,” she said with a snort. “I believe strongly that knowledge should be free. You owe me no debt for it. You’d be my apprentice until you weren’t.”

“Huh,” I said. I extended my hand to her. “Alright. Deal.”

She shook my hand, and it was done: I was now the apprentice of Meadow, not Orykson.


CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE

Meadow stepped into Orykson’s hall, the wards descending around her and cutting off her access to her mana-garden.

Orykson stared at her from across the hall, his power dominating it, crushing everything in its path.

“This was your plan from the very beginning, wasn’t it?” he asked sourly. “You’d take my apprentice from me.”

“Your apprentice?” Meadow scoffed. “You’ve done nothing but try to turn him into a miniature version of yourself.”

“That’s what the world needs,” Orykson said.

“That is what the world needed,” Meadow corrected. “You and the Storm King are relics that should have passed on long ago.”

In response, Orykson killed that simulacrum, and another Meadow entered the room.

“How much of your well did you empty, to form that little spirit?” Orykson taunted. “So much power, so slow to recover, wasted on a spirit you’re not even bonded to.”

Well, he attempted to taunt. Meadow instead smiled and nodded.

“Indeed. A good investment, if I ever did make one.”

“Is that why you’re afraid to attack me, then?” Orykson asked.

“No,” Meadow said. “I don’t attack you because I have no reason to. I won.”

Orykson’s face twisted with rage and he killed her again, only for a third simulacrum to enter in her place. She stood there placidly, not attacking him, not even moving her mana to cast a spell, which only made him angrier.

“Fight me!” he shouted, launching another attack at her.

“I won’t give you the satisfaction,” she said, before his conjured deer gored her.

He rose, eyes flashing.

“That’s enough. If your simulacra won’t fight me, let’s try with your real body, and finally put you in the ground.”

He vanished in a flash, Aerde scanning the world for the location of his opponent’s true body. She used potions to somehow bolster her simulacra, so they had to sort through a number of false positives until – there.

Aerde locked onto her location, and Orykson cast a True Teleport, breaking through the feeble wards around the garden in the center of an old crater.

Meadow stood there, tending to her garden, watering a massive tree with a tin watering can, wearing simple brown overalls and gardener’s gloves. For all the world, she looked like a little old lady, tending to her garden.

Orykson reached his power out and attempted to stop Meadow’s heart, but she waved the attack off with her own power.

“Stop being a petulant, narcissistic, bully of an old man, Orykson,” she said. “You’re no better than Vivian, really. You’ve just had more time to build your power, and are thus at the top of the pecking order, not the bottom.”

“Wrong,” Orykson said, his voice echoing out across the landscape. He opened a portal to a pocket space, releasing a meteor to crush Meadow.

Meadow flicked a single seed at the meteor, and roots spread through it, breaking apart the densely forged mana and dissolving it back into nothingness. Then the roots folded back into a seed and fell into her hand once more.

He forged his life- and soul-eating dragons, releasing them to attack her, but roots burst from the seed and ran through the mana, sucking it away and feeding it to her like nutrients to a tree.

He began to tap into his contingencies, releasing deadly attacks, but roots rose from the ground of the garden around her, blocking attacks, breaking others, and forming layers of root armor over her form.

Aerde guided his attacks, but in the middle of her garden, there was a limit on how much assistance he could be in guiding them.

He thrust his hand out and tried to trap her in a pocket space, but pollen from flowers floated around her, cancelling out his magic.

“Why aren’t you attacking back?” he demanded. “Do you really think you have the mana to stand there and let me attack you until I run dry? I have eight centuries more mana than you do.”

“Oh, you’re right, of course,” Meadow said agreeably. “But attacking you isn’t my goal.”

She clicked her fingers, and Orykson’s eyes shot open as he and Aerde finally figured it out…

…half a second too late.

The flows of roots, motion of pollen in the air, and spinning petals all fell into place.

Of the universal applications of magic, like wardcrafting or enchanting, Orykson had never paid too much attention to alchemy. It had always seemed foolish to him – why expend effort to create a temporary elixir?

At best, you could create potions that permanently enhanced yourself, but those were difficult and expensive, and usually had alternatives in spellcraft or enchanting. No, alchemy was useful, but not his path. Wardcrafting had always been his discipline of choice.

But he still knew enough about alchemy to understand the most basic principles.

And all around him, in the air, the mana and power of every one of these plants was draining into Meadow, while certain specific parts linked and were bolstered with Meadow’s mana. Those linkages empowered one another, building and uniting faster than he could rot them away.

He couldn’t help but laugh. Meadow had been clever, that much was certainly true. Her little domain inside a crater was no simple garden.

The entire crater was the belly of a single, massive cauldron.

As the alchemical process completed, a single drop of shimmering opalescent liquid struck him on the bare skin of his nose like a drop of rain before a thunderstorm.

His powers vanished, and his control over the air currents died. His access to his mana-garden vanished. Even the spells woven through his body dimmed, though they could never be fully disabled.

The effects of this single great potion, crafted specifically to counter his magic, felt like trying to break through one of Tom’s anti-magic fields.

Mentally, he and Aerde both unanimously agreed that they needed to upgrade the level of danger that she posed. They’d thought he’d had her measure, but the sheer amount of effort and skill it took to arrange something like this?

It wasn’t a measure of power. No, power he could deal with.

This was skill and forethought, which was infinitely worse.

“If I wanted, with you powerless and trapped within my cauldron as you are now, I could seek out your phylactery and destroy it,” Meadow pointed out. “Luckily for you, I don’t relish hurting people. I want to talk to you.”

“Fine, let’s do this your way, then,” Orykson said, tucking his hands into his pockets and facing her down. He ran through the contingencies he had that might let him escape. There weren’t many, but he had a few.

All of them ended with him taking losses that he’d prefer not to take, but if that was the cost of his survival, so be it. There was no way she’d actually be content to simply talk. He had no doubt that she had simulacra scouring his castle even now.

But the spells he’d used to connect his body and mind to his castle told him otherwise. Her simulacrum was still simply in the entrance hall, waiting placidly. Had she tricked the wards?

Or did she really just… want to talk?

“What do you want?” she asked.

“I want to still be involved. While you try to guide him down your… new way… I’ll show him just how good the true path of magic can be.”

“The boy still needs a teacher for spatial and death magic,” Meadow said. “I’ll guide him as best I can, and when he mends his relationship with the libraries, that will help. But a teacher will also help. You can take on that role, but you’ll be under restrictions. Hmm… What sort of restrictions was I under? Let’s go with some of those…”

The old woman was taunting him, Orykson knew that. Lashing out would just prove her point, and he knew that, too, but his fingers still twitched, begging to release a spell to kill her, but unable to.

“Fine,” he said. “I’ve already set a handful of obstacles in his path. You can’t stop those.”

He expected Meadow to object. After all, some of his plans would push Malachi to confront the worst parts of the world. Those weren’t in motion yet, but the first steps were.

Instead, Meadow simply smiled and nodded.

“Fine. You can’t set any more plans against him, but the ones you have already started as of now can remain. I have confidence that he’ll be able to confront and overcome them without sacrificing himself.”

“You’re a fool then,” he said.

“Perhaps,” Meadow said.

Orykson let out a long, slow, deliberate breath.

They spent the better part of an hour discussing the exact details, while having both of their simulacra deal with the boy in question.

In the end, neither was satisfied with how their agreement worked out, which was perhaps a good sign that the agreement was fair.

Orykson returned to his castle to brood. He’d never admit that he was brooding, of course, but that was what he did.

Ultimately, it might have been for the best. The boy was too soft hearted, too kind, and too enamored by the modern world. He could never have become an heir anyways.

Besides, the entire experiment had been rotten from the beginning. The boy’s resolve was alright, but his legacy had always meant that he’d wind up without the same perfect blend of deep mana as Orykson had. His temporal mana was another thing dragging him down, corrupting him.

He reviewed his plans for the future and smiled. The heir project could wait. He would not die until he’d crafted his perfect heir, and he’d already waited hundreds of years. Malachi had not been a perfect match anyways, so perhaps he was to blame for assuming that he could make it work.

Meadow returned to tending her garden, sighing. That had taken more out of her than she’d like to admit. Until the Amethyst Mask or the Dreamer finished working out the flaws in his ascensions, she’d have to hold out, though. The world needed more Magi who wouldn’t abuse their power.

Or maybe Kijani’s success could start forming new nations. That would be nice. A world where power was more evenly distributed, rather than consolidated around a few powerful people.

Her mind turned to Malachi and Edward.

Neither were amazing mages, naturally. Malachi had some true talent with working mana, and he put time and effort into his mana-garden, certainly, but he was no prodigy.

Edward was… interesting. He burned with the desire to help people, and he didn’t like to hurt people.

If only Edward had been blessed with natural talent like Tom or Vivian had been. The world would be a better place.

But life rarely worked out the way one expected it would.

She hoped that Malachi and Edward could find a path that would lead them somewhere happy in life, but she’d be lying if she said she didn’t also hope that same path would lead them to the top.

If it didn’t… Then she would simply soldier on as she had for two centuries now. There were worse things, that was certain.

Though… if Ikki moved… that may upset the balance just as much as it would if they got someone new to ascend to Magi on their own.

She shook her head. Ikki was too scared of his father to do anything.

She began to sing to the plants as she watered them. The plants enjoyed singing.

Inside their office in Lledrith, the Knowledge King smiled. Their plans were slowly but surely turning into motion. Even if Malachi turned out to be pointless in the grand scheme of things, preventing the rise of another Vivian or powerful person who followed the creed of the old guard had been worth them spending their attention for so long.

Deep in unclaimed territory, territory that had not seen hide nor tail of a so-called civilized Magi for centuries, the leader of the Cult of the Primes laughed as she spoke to two others through a secured communication spell. Laughed at the fools all around her, who thought they had caught the world on a leash. Laughed at them playing their little games.

She laughed, because they all thought they knew what was coming. They thought their plans mattered. That they were safe in their tower cities, in their universities, in their gardens, and in their nations of law and order.

She could not wait to prove them all wrong.


A part of me expected the sky to split open, for Orykson to descend upon me like a comet.

Instead, when he appeared, he just looked annoyed. He sent out a wave of mana, but Meadow glared at him, and the power retracted.

“It will be as we agreed upon, you old witch,” Orykson said to Meadow, then looked at me. “You have made a grave mistake, Malachi. I hope that one day, you will see that. Your debts have been marked at one million, one hundred and ninety thousand silver.”

I nearly choked, my eyes going wide. I’d known it would be a lot, but over a million silver? I’d never held anything approaching that amount in my life. I was pretty sure even Liz’s family didn’t have that much in cash.

He made a contemplative sound as he looked over Dusk.

“I’ll buy her for the total of your debt.”

Instinctively, I put my hand over Dusk, and she cuddled closer to me.

“No,” I said. “Dusk is her own person. She can’t be bought or sold.”

That actually seemed to get to Orykson. Something flickered in his eyes, too fast for me to recognize.

“Understandable,” he said. “Well. While you have made a grave mistake, you should know that I still have plans for you. If you ever want to return to the path of power, you should let me know. Until such a time, I will be taking one tenth of all the money you make.”

“If I decide to, then I will,” I said.

He looked at Meadow, and something seemed to pass between them, and he vanished.

“As we agreed upon, witch? What was that about?” I asked once he was gone. Meadow smiled mischievously.

“I may have made my way into his castle to speak with him one day. It took a bit of convincing, but we worked out a deal.”

“Oh?” I asked.

“Indeed. I had to trade more than I’d liked for it, but alas. He will continue to tutor you in death and space magic, at least as he sees fit. It will not add to the cost of your debts. The way he sees it, it gives him a chance to re-recruit you.”

“So, like with my spatial magic, he’s just going to show up some days to teach me, then leave me alone for ages?” I asked wryly.

“Indeed,” Meadow agreed. “The old man may actually be motivated to teach you better, now, though.”

I let out a long slow breath. It felt… almost anti-climactic. I’d known for a long while that I’d preferred Meadow’s tutelage, but finalizing it… I didn’t know. I felt like there should have been more.

“Let’s work out a contract, okay?”

Ed, Dusk, Meadow and I all did, writing out terms for her to teach me. It was strange how little it resembled the contract that Orykson had given me. It was far simpler, with the cost of the apprenticeship being that I would do what I genuinely believed to be right, and use what I learned to help people, rather than hurt them.

I was pretty sure that those terms were vague enough that they wouldn’t really be able to hold up in court, but Meadow seemed to care far more about the spirit of the contract than its legal aspect.

“Do you want to continue our lesson today?” Meadow asked once we finished, taking my hand gently. “I did my best to shield you from the worst of it, but this was not an easy choice for you to make.”

“I’m okay,” I said. “I really am. I promise. You’d mentioned potentially ascending to second gate?”

“Indeed,” Meadow said with a nod. “At least with life mana. The way I see it, there are a few issues with you ascending right now.”

She rested her hand atop her staff and smiled.

“But for that, let’s go speak to Edward. I have an offer to make him as well.”

We headed upstairs and woke Ed up, and after a cup of coffee and some cereal of his own, he was looking far more refreshed.

“What’s this about?” he asked curiously.

“I’d like to take you on as an apprentice,” Meadow said. “Formally. You can say no. In fact, if you do, I’ll think nothing less of you, and I’ll continue to try and train you to the best of my abilities.”

“Why?” Ed asked. “You’re… what, sixth gate? That’s even stronger than Liz’s grandpa, he’s a fifth gate. I’m not that good at magic. Better than some. Worse than others.”

“Because you have something far more important than strength,” Meadow said. She reached out and tapped his chest. “You have heart. You enjoy helping people. I’d take a single person with heart over a thousand world-shaking prodigies.”

Dusk burbled, and Meadow nodded.

“I would be honored to have you as an apprentice as well, Dusk, though you may find most consider you to be a sub-aspect of Malachi.”

“Will it mess with my work?” Ed asked. “I mean, Liz and I are saving up to try and get our own place. I can’t really reduce my hours just to chase after power.”

“Not at all. The way I view it, I am there to guide, not to micromanage.”

“Then sure,” Ed said, shaking her hand. Dusk shook one of Meadow’s fingers with both of her hands.

The two of them wrote out their own contracts as well, which heavily resembled mine, though Dusk’s included a clause to treat those within her astral plane fairly.

“Well then,” Meadow said, dusting her hands off and wiping a bit of ink off her fingers. “Shall we return to ascension?”

“Oh, are you planning to break through to second gate, Malachi?” Ed asked.

“For life magic,” I said, and he nodded.

“We did get a touch derailed, but part of why I wanted you here, Edward, was to prove a point. Please release all of your first gate mana into the air. You can pull it back in after. Malachi, do the same with your life mana.”

I sent all of my life mana out into the air around me, and Ed released his as well. His power matched mine in a moment…

Then kept going.

And going.

And going.

By the time he finished, he had released two times and half again as much power into the air as I had.

“Now, this is slightly unfair,” Meadow admitted. “Edward has yet to ingrain his spells for his magic. However… the point stands. You have constructed your life mana very well, but there’s one aspect of mana that you have sorely neglected. The walls in your mana-garden are still quite low, in large part because you rushed your skill in spellcraft, as per Orykson’s request.”

“Ed warned me about that,” I said. “He said that typically people let spells be mastered and ingrained as they grow, rather than focusing on it, so it doesn’t eat into their mana as much as it did with me.”

“Right,” Ed said. “I did think it was weird you were rushing so much. It would get you to second gate fast, but leave you behind in terms of power.”

“It’s a valid strategy,” Meadow said.

“Wait, but how does this relate to breaking through to my second gate?” I asked.

“You have to hold at least twice your normal mana-garden amount inside of you to begin to do it,” Ed said. “And… Oh, I get it. You don’t have a lot of free mana, so with your plants, you’ll be able to hit double that pretty quickly.”

“And then, as I grow, I can go back and fix the power problem,” I said, nodding. “That makes sense.”

“Indeed,” Meadow said. “I won’t make you ascend now, if you would rather fix your power problems now.”

I thought about it for a second, then shook my head.

“Nah, it’s fine. I’ll break through now.”

Meadow inclined her head, and Dusk opened a portal to her plane. We headed inside, and I took a seat next to the emperor’s tree.

Idly I noted that the river seemed to have gotten deeper, its waters seeming more abundant and the movement of the river quicker. Probably Liz’s grandpa’s mana, then. I was glad it had just reinforced the river.

Meadow took a seat across from me and nodded.

“Alright, Malachi. Enter your mana-garden. This will rely on pure mana manipulation, since your second gate life mana won’t be large enough to support a full-gate spell yet.”

I closed my eyes and let myself slip into my mana-garden, as if I was going to be working out some imperfections in the spell.

“Now,” Meadow said. “Head to the second gate.”

I walked past the cultivated plants and piles of inefficiencies, and to the second gate, noting for the first time that several of the trees did stand taller than the walls. It wasn’t that I hadn’t known that, but it hadn’t really been the focus of my thoughts.

“Fill your life mana with power from the rest of your garden.”

I pulled power into my life gate, draining my space, time, and death gates to do so.

“Now, draw from your plants.”

I did as she said, and the power filled me until it was almost painful, and then until it became actually painful, like someone was stomping on my neck.

“Push the power through your second gate,” Meadow said, though I barely heard her.

I pushed at the gate.

It was hard. Harder than breaking through to first had been, and far more painful.

I felt like I stood there for hours, directing a flow of power too strong for me, trying to open a gate that felt more like a solid wall.

Finally, there was a tiny crack. I felt a miniscule amount of power slip into my second gate and touch something else.

“Seize the power,” Meadow said. “Pull it through into your first gate.”

I did as she said, yanking on the second gate mana, and the gate split in two, swinging wide open.

Power rushed through my mana-garden, soaking into the earth and sky, filling the walls and crashing back down again. It seemed to mingle with my Depths of Starry Night technique well, soaking deeper and deeper with each cycle.

I felt the humming of the power that my Harvest Plant Life spell drew in from the world intensify, my mana senses and life sense sharpening again.

I cracked my eyes open, rising to my feet, and feeling the new source of power inside me.

I could now feel six distinct sources of mana inside of me: my ungated mana, my four first gates, and my second gate life mana.

My first gate life mana felt different than my other first gate mana. It wasn’t as solid or strong as the second gate mana, but… it was substantially denser and more potent than the first gate mana inside the other parts of my garden.

Experimentally, I sent power into Briarthreads.

It burst out around me, solid, dense, and powerful, as if I had artificially increased the density like during my fight with Mallory. I flicked my fingers out, casting Fungal Lock.

It felt… strange. Unbalanced. It was stronger, but not as solid as Briarthreads was. Probably because I hadn’t opened my death mana to second gate yet.

That lack of balance…

I traced it through my spirit. My entire mana-garden was unbalanced, leaning towards life mana, like a spinning wheel with a weight on one section. It wasn’t too bad, but I could definitely feel the spiritual pressure.

Dusk let out a triumphant cheer and hugged my ankle. Ed grinned and wrapped me in a hug. Meadow smiled and patted my shoulder.

“Congratulations, dear. Welcome to your second gate.”


Afterword / Author’s Note:

Thank you all so much for listening! This is my first dive into a new world and a new series! Rest assured that more will be coming soon, and the conclusion to Evan’s story will be as well.

If you enjoyed, please leave a review or a rating. Ratings take only a few seconds of your time, but can make a world of difference to me.

If you’re interested in getting a peek at what comes next, some of book two is currently up on royal road. All of book two and the start of book three can be found on my patreon.
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