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The Story so Far…


Having successfully fended off one incursion from the cabal known as the Wolf Pack, Keiran leaves his home village and travels west to the city of Derro. He has two goals: to learn more about what had happened to the world he’s been reborn in, and to stop the Wolf Pack from attacking his village again.

Upon arriving, he immediately runs afoul with the locals when he gets caught up in a gang of street orphans’ raid on wagons bringing food in from nearby farm villages. Keiran decides to turn this to his advantage and uses his new connection with the orphans to learn more about the city’s major players and how things operate. His goal is to bypass the walls circling the inner city, where he suspects he’ll find the cabal that attacked his home.

One of the orphans tells Keiran that he knows of a smuggler’s tunnel running under the wall, and the two quickly strike up a deal to exchange that information for some magical training. Before long, Keiran is traversing old sewer tunnels that do indeed run under the wall. Near the end, he finds the lair of the Wolf Pack’s resident alchemist and fleshcrafter, a mage bearing the moniker of Freak.

The two battle, with Keiran proving the victor. He claims the spoils and loots Freak’s entire lab, then uses expensive teleportation magic to retreat back home with the alchemical supplies and mana he’s stolen. Fresh from the battlefield with tales of horror and violence, Keiran finally convinces his family to leave Alkerist. They evacuate to a new location he scries out, a secluded valley full of that rarest of lifeforms in the desert: trees.

With his family’s safety assured, Keiran returns to Derro to continue his hunt for answers. His search leads him back through the hidden tunnel into the inner city, where his divinations reveal the home of another cabal mage, this one named Velvet. Keiran raids the place and steals a large collection of books, but doesn’t find Velvet at home. His attack does result in the death of a number of guards and, more importantly, Velvet’s daughter.

That prompts two cabal enforcer-mages, Monolith and Swarm, to begin the hunt for Keiran. Their search leads them to the orphans Keiran met early on, and most of them are murdered before Keiran can intervene. He kills Monolith and Swarm in retaliation, then fends off the assassin-mage, Haze, that night. After being captured, Haze turns traitor and gives Keiran information on her former companions in exchange for her life.

Keiran finds the remaining orphans and offers to teleport them out of the city to the sanctuary he’s built for his family. Some of them accept, and together they retreat. Keiran uses that time to regain his flagging strength before returning to Derro one final time to end his confrontation with the Wolf Pack.

During his downtime, he starts examining the books he stole from Velvet and makes a disturbing discovery. The missing moon was destroyed in a civil war by a faction of mages trying to splinter off from a country called Ralvost. During the fighting, Ralvost’s archmage, Ammun Nescent, who is none other than Keiran’s own one-time apprentice, broke the world core. The lack of mana isn’t a local phenomenon; it spans the entire world.

With most of his questions now answered, Keiran has one goal remaining: to end the threat the Wolf Pack represent once and for all. He starts with Velvet, the mage who is the driving force behind the cabal’s focus on Keiran. In the aftermath of the battle, Haze shows up with an offer from the cabal leader, Monarch, to meet via remote scrying and see if they can settle things without any more killing.

Keiran agrees, but he’s wary of the offer. Sure enough, it proves to be a trap. His precautions are more than adequate to kill the force sent to subdue him, and Keiran goes directly to Monarch’s lair under the royal palace of the Hierophant. He fights his way through the guards there, eventually reaching Monarch herself.

The battle is brief, but spectacular. Thanks to the throne she sits on, she is all but invulnerable. Keiran is forced to use a master-tier spell to drop them both into a yawning abyss, breaking the throne’s magic when it shatters against the ground far below. Their aerial fight ends swiftly once she no longer has the throne’s defensive magic to protect her, eliminating the threat of her cabal and leaving Keiran to claim the trove of artifacts from the lost Age of Wonders for himself.

That includes a species of tree he’d thought long-since extinct known as an ember bloom. At great expense, Keiran has it transported to the valley he’s claimed as his new sanctuary, swearing it will be the first step toward returning magic to this broken world.


Chapter
One



Black slime steadily oozed out of a crack in the wall. There was already a pile of it up to my knees, and it would only continue to grow until the monster had seeped entirely past the barrier I’d built to protect my home from exactly this sort of thing.

Finding and sealing off the tunnels leading into the valley I’d claimed as a sanctuary for my family had taken months of work, and to say I was displeased that something had somehow wormed its way through the ten feet of solid rock I’d transmuted to block the tunnel was an understatement.

“That looks gross,” Senica said. She fanned a hand in front of her nose. “And it smells gross, too.”

“What would you recommend we do to get rid of it?” I asked. “And don’t say⁠—”

“Kill it with fire!”

“—that,” I finished with a sigh.

But my sister was already brandishing the wand I’d made for her. It was made of ember bloom, a tree that, until recently, I’d thought had gone extinct thousands of years ago. A few years back, I’d stumbled across one being tended by a neophyte druid in an old sewer tunnel underneath a desert city. It was to his credit that he’d been able to keep the ember bloom alive at all, and I’d promptly transplanted both it and its caretaker to a more suitable home.

“Stop and think,” I said, grabbing her arm to prevent her from aiming the wand at the ooze. “Do you know what this creature is? What will happen if you burn it? Are you prepared to defend yourself if it reacts violently?”

“That’s what I have you for,” she told me, her tone annoyingly flippant.

I reminded myself that my big sister was still a child—a real one, unlike me. Thanks to the alchemical ointment I’d been using, I’d grown far faster than my years and was actually taller than her now, a fact which bothered her to no end but which made it a little bit easier to assume the commanding role in our sibling relationship.

“What if I wasn’t here?” I asked. “Suppose you’re defending the valley on your own, with no help from anyone else. You encounter this monster. What should your first move be?”

“Ugh. To identify what it is and determine if it has any useful properties,” Senica said, reciting my own lesson back to me.

“And how do you go about safely doing that?”

“Obtain a sample using force magic and take it back to the lab for testing.”

Senica unslung her backpack and produced a wooden case from inside. She opened it to reveal a padded interior with five vials nestled safely within. “That’s new,” I said.

“Tetrin made it for me,” she said.

“Ah. That was nice of him.”

My relationship with Tetrin was… complicated. We’d initially met as enemies, but he hadn’t displayed any real loyalty to the cabal he was part of at the time. He cared about his work, and being part of the cabal gave him the tools and mana needed to do that. Once I’d finished dismantling their organization, he’d been happy to come work for me instead.

The problem with mercenaries was that they were loyal to the money, not to the man holding it. It was never a smart idea to trust them to stay bought, and similarly, I knew that Tetrin would happily sell me out if a better offer came along. I doubted that would ever happen, especially considering that I gave him not only the mana, tools, and workshop he needed, but also tutored him in making ever-increasingly complex enchantments.

But still, I didn’t and couldn’t trust him. His work was a boon to my sanctuary, but if he ever thought he could stand to gain more somewhere else, he’d become a liability. Because of that, I made sure to give the box a careful examination. The magic imbued into it dealt with preservation and kinetic impact resistance, both ideal enchantments for a sample box. More importantly, I didn’t find any other enchantments hidden beneath them.

“He charged me more mana than I make in a week,” Senica said. “I don’t know how nice of him it was.”

Weirdly, that actually made me feel better. Tetrin had a crafter’s pride in his work, and I couldn’t see him sabotaging a commissioned job like he might a gift that had ulterior motives. Really, he’d been perfectly fine to work with for the last few years, and one could make the argument that I was being uncharitable in my suspicion of him. That wouldn’t stop me from continuing to keep a careful eye on him, of course.

“I’m glad you came prepared with the proper equipment to contain your sample,” I said. “Now show me how you’re going to get it.”

“It would be easier to just set it on fire,” Senica grumbled. “We’re going to be late for lunch.”

“I’m sure Mother will keep our portions warm for us.”

Still muttering under her breath, Senica produced a knife, stepped over to the ooze, and scraped a chunk of the material off the pile. She cast a minor telekinesis spell to hold the vial steady, smartly keeping her hand away from the ooze, and scraped the sample off. It dribbled into the glass with a thick, oily viscosity, and once the blade was clean, she capped the vial with a glass cork.

“There. Happy now?”

“I might be,” I said, “if you weren’t standing in the ooze.”

“What?”

Senica looked down to see the ooze seeping around her shoe. It was already starting to climb the sides and would soon engulf her foot entirely. She tried to pull away, but the ooze just stretched and clung to her. “Gravin,” she said. “Help?”

“What do you want me to do?” I asked.

“Get this thing off me!”

“And deprive you of this learning opportunity? I would never.”

“Gravin, please.”

Senica backed a full step away from the ooze, but it just continued to stretch as more and more of the material was pulled from the pile. It was a good thing for her she wasn’t wearing open-toed footwear today, else the ooze would already have reached her skin.

“So you’ve made a mistake,” I said. “You were a bit careless about where you were standing, and now the monster’s got hold of your foot. It seems to me there’s an easy way to get yourself free?”

“What’s that?” Senica asked, her voice rising in pitch.

“The ooze doesn’t have you. It has your boot.”

“My… boot. You want me to give it my boot?”

I shrugged. “I’m sure there are other ways to get it off of you, but that’s the only way I know of that will definitely work.”

“Can’t you just cast a spell?” she whined.

“I’m not here, remember? You encountered this monster all by yourself.”

“If I was all by myself, I’d have set it on fire from all the way back over there,” Senica said.

“What if this stuff is flammable?” I asked. “Do you have a heat ward?”

“You know I do. You made it for me.”

“And it’s fully charged?”

“It’s… probably charged enough,” she said.

I knew for a fact it was nearly empty, and Senica did, too. She hadn’t been doing the maintenance on her gear because that upkeep was costing her precious mana that could be used for other things. It would have been one thing if she’d taken a calculated risk and prioritized something else that was more important, but last week I’d watched her repeatedly climb onto the roof of the house, then jump off using a sheet and a weight reduction spell to glide down the street.

In all fairness, it had looked fun, and it had been a fairly windy day, eliminating the need for her to manipulate the air herself. Senica was not to the point of maintaining two spells at once just yet, so it was an opportunity for her.

Perhaps if I gave some lessons to the other kids, it would spur her into working a bit harder to stay ahead. She took her position as the best child mage—not including me, of course—very seriously, and was highly motivated to defend her title. That was part of the reason we were out here together today. She’d wanted to see what kind of magic I was using to keep the valley safe, so I’d taken her on a tour of the spots I was keeping an eye on—spots like this one.

“Do you think you can control your fire enough to burn it off without scorching yourself?” I asked. “And, are you willing to risk the ooze reacting violently? Better decide quickly.”

Scowling, Senica slipped her foot free of her boot and crossed her arms. “Now what?” she asked. “How do I get my boot back?”

“Sometimes you just have to take the loss. You weren’t careful, you made a mistake, and it cost you one boot.”

“Graaaavin, come on.”

Sighing, I cast a greater telekinesis spell to rip the ooze off the boot and fling the slime back into a pile near the crack it was drizzling out of. “Happy?” I asked.

Senica huffed and gave the boot a quick check before putting it back on. “Not everything has to be a lesson, you know.”

“Considering you got your foot stuck in this ooze because you weren’t careful about where you stood, I think it did need to be a lesson.”

“Fine, whatever. I have my sample. Can I set it on fire now?”

“Sure,” I said. “Just give me a minute to get far, far away before you do so.”

I hurried back the way we came while Senica glared at me. When I didn’t stop after the first hundred feet, she started running to catch up. “What are you doing?” she yelled.

“Better safe than sorry,” I yelled back.

“You know how this thing reacts to fire, don’t you?”

“Yep,” I said, not stopping until I rounded a bend in the tunnel. “Okay, go ahead and hit it.”

“No?”

“No, really, go for it. I’m excited to see what happens.”

Senica rounded the corner and tried to grab hold of me, but my shield ward pushed her hand away before she caught my arm. “You’re not funny, Gravin!”

“Are you going to set it on fire or not?” I asked.

“I am!” Senica paused and glanced back around the corner. “From really far away.”

Fire blast was a basic-tier conjuration, which was about the extent of Senica’s abilities right now. We’d decided to focus on a well-rounded education, and she knew basic spells in every discipline, but we were still working on the mana manipulation skills she’d need to start casting intermediate-tier spells.

But for the spells she knew, Senica was really good at them. As long as she verbalized the incantation for it, her fire blast was practically flawless. There was some mana loss with her silent casting, but she’d get there soon enough. I was proud of the results she’d achieved over the last few years.

Fire bloomed on the ooze pile down at the end of the tunnel, followed immediately by a large whumph of displaced air as it expanded beyond her control. Black ooze flew in every direction and started filling the tunnel until it was a large, solid plug of sticky, spongy material.

The loose splatters hit the wall at the end and started swelling. A few splashed onto Senica and did the same thing, making her look like she had heavy black fungal growth all over her body. The ones that would have hit me were instead halted by a quick force wall I cast to protect myself, leaving me untouched.

Senica shouted in surprise and tried to throw herself away from the rapidly expanding ooze, but it was far too late for that. She bumped into my force wall, then spun in place, eyes blazing. “Why did you let me do that?” she demanded.

“Sometimes you have to learn things the hard way to really make the lesson stick.”

With a frustrated huff, she started trying to rip the black growths off of her. Now that they’d been heated, they no longer had that sludgy, oil-like viscosity, but that didn’t make them easy to peel off. “Don’t worry,” I said. “A little soap will help.”

Senica tried to reach out to smear the black growth stuck to her hand on me, but failed to make contact. “Some days, I hate you,” she said.


Chapter
Two



After I relented and helped Senica get cleaned up—a spark of lightning caused the black mass to completely harden and lose its adhesive property—we headed back out of the cave.

“What are you going to do about that stuff coming through the wall?” Senica asked.

“Pull the stone back open and kill it, then close everything up again.”

“Is it a monster? It didn’t look like it was alive.”

“Looks can be deceiving,” I said. “There’s a solid core somewhere behind that ooze, controlling it while it spreads out in every direction, looking for mana. Things that get stuck in it can’t always free themselves—things like little girls, for example. Then the ooze covers the little girl and she dies, and it eats all the mana in her body.”

Senica shuddered and dragged her boot across the stone before lifting her foot up to inspect it. “What if a piece gets separated, like in my sample jar?”

“It dies sooner or later, depending on how much mana you feed it,” I said. “I suppose we might regrow a new ooze if we had a reason to, but I can’t think of any purpose such a creature could serve that would make it worth the hassle.”

I proceeded to do exactly as I’d outlined, starting with a stone shape transmutation spell to open up the wall, then following it with four lightning bolt spells that scoured the ooze until it stopped moving. I confirmed it was dead, then rebuilt the wall separating us from the lower tunnels. Wherever those things were coming from, there’d be another one in a month or two, and it would start eating its way through the stone quickly enough. At least, it would unless things changed.

We climbed up the steps I’d shaped in this tunnel complex when I’d first discovered it. I’d quickly realized that I’d be making multiple trips down here and that it’d be worth the mana to make that a bit easier. To date, this was my twelfth trip into these particular caves, and also hopefully my last.

“Why not just seal up the entrance here?” Senica asked.

“Well, I sealed it up way back there, and that monster is still seeping through anyway. Imagine it broke through up here and I had to tramp around the woods while it spread in every direction, killing the trees and consuming their mana. What a mess that’d be.”

“I think we probably would have noticed it before it got that far,” she said. “It wasn’t very fast.”

“That was only because the majority of its body was still behind the stone. Once it widened the crack it chewed through, it would have come pouring out. But either way, that’s a problem that’s done and solved for now. The real question is: how are you going to get down from here?”

We were standing at the top of a steep descent, not quite vertical, but not far off. It would be unwise to climb down without magical assistance, but Senica’s repertoire and her mana reserves didn’t leave her with a lot of options. Hopefully, this would encourage her to get creative.

“I thought I’d ask my little brother to help,” she said.

“Ah, but you’re all alone, remember?”

Senica rolled her eyes and said, “Then I guess I’d use a weight reduction spell and slide down. I’ll get a bit dirty, Mom will be annoyed with me, and I’ll need a bath when I get home.”

“Can you hold your concentration the whole way down?” I asked, pleased with the answer.

“Why wouldn’t I be able to? It’s not that steep.”

“You know that weight reduction by itself isn’t going to let you glide through the air, right? You’re going to feel every bump and dip.”

“I can do it,” Senica said.

“If you’re sure…” I gestured for her to go ahead.

It wasn’t the worst plan, fairly basic and straightforward, and Senica had chosen a spell that was well within her capabilities and which wouldn’t be too harsh a drain on her mana. She didn’t have enough in her core to make it to the bottom—not by my judgment, at least—but she’d built her first mana crystal a few months back and I’d helped her enchant it to reduce its size and weight. The real trick would be drawing mana from the crystal while maintaining her concentration on the invocation that would reduce her weight.

I suspected she was going to be in for a bumpy ride, mostly because she lacked the physical capabilities to control her descent. Weight reduction would help keep her from being hurt, but without something to act as a sail, it wasn’t going to slow her down that much.

As it turned out, Senica did have a sail. She pulled a folded sheet out of her backpack and shook it out, then gathered up the corners. “Does Mother know you have one of her sheets?” I asked.

“It’s my sheet,” Senica said. “It goes on my bed.”

“In that case, it’s fine if I tell her, right?”

“No. Keep your mouth shut.”

Senica got a running start, cast her spell, and jumped out into the open air. There really wasn’t enough of a breeze for this, and I knew she couldn’t keep two spells going at the same time. Sighing, I sent a burst of air into her makeshift sail to fill it and slow her descent. Teaching her a lesson was one thing. Letting her break a leg was another.

Then I took a running leap and jumped after her. I caught myself with levitation thirty feet off the ground and touched down lightly, then turned to watch my sister drift down behind me. She was going to hit harder than me despite taking longer to reach the ground, and I sent another blast of air up into the sheet.

She stumbled when her feet hit the dirt, but managed to stay upright. Her sheet disappeared back into her backpack, now wadded up instead of neatly folded, and she said, “See, told you I could do it.”

“Only because I cast an elemental manipulation spell to slow your fall for you,” I said.

“I would have been fine. No one asked you to do that.”

Everyone overestimated their limits once in a while. The cure for that was experience, something children had in short supply. Senica would learn better as she got older, learned new magic, and figured out the best way to use it. She’d learned enough for one day, and I had no doubt I was already going to hear about it from our parents when she told them I was picking on her. They were too soft to give her the kind of training she needed to survive a battle against a hostile mage, unfortunately.

“I think we’re done for now,” I said. “Let’s head back home.”
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When I’d first scouted out this valley, I’d found a relatively flat ridge on the southern side with a nearby river. It had been the ideal spot for our fledgling sanctuary, more than spacious enough to accommodate a house, a garden, and a field. Back then, it had just been my parents, Senica, two of my apprentices, and myself.

Then I’d added a group of orphans I’d met in Derro soon after. After that, I’d hired Tetrin and Hyago to help maintain and expand our home. Hyago had brought a few of his assistants with him, and he’d maintained his connections in Derro as the leader of a smuggling organization, though there wasn’t much smuggling left to do after I’d killed off his clients. The way I’d heard it, most of them had ended up attached to a mercenary company that specialized in hunting monsters.

Our population had stabilized for a year or two—then my family had wanted to visit Alkerist, our original village, which resulted in the village’s leadership approaching me about sending expeditions to other villages. My home village had gone from one mage who’d been running a scam to steal mana from everyone to over a dozen mages who were slowly growing in power and confidence, and who now felt that they were strong enough to survive any monsters they might run into out in the wastes.

I’d provided them with a great deal of scrying and located four other villages they’d sent emissaries to, which had resulted in a rotating number of new mages looking for instruction and eagerly awaiting their turn staying a term at what had started as a sanctuary for my family. When they saw what kind of buildings we had, and the convenient enchantments I’d laid into them to keep them cool; to preserve food; to provide clean, hot water; to light them up at night… Well, it was no surprise they wanted to replicate those feats back home.

Gone were the days of just having a single building. Tetrin and I had been forced to collaborate on a huge stone-shaping project to extend the ridge we’d built on another thousand feet, and then Hyago had used his connections to bring in tons of topsoil so we could build it up as farm land for all the new people coming into the valley.

I wasn’t sure of the exact number of people living here right now, but it was far more than I’d ever expected. They’d made my life busier than I’d originally planned, but strangely, it wasn’t a bad thing. I’d reached the point in my own advancement where I was limited by my age, and there was only so much my alchemy could do to speed things up.

My mana core was three times bigger than it had been when I’d defeated the Wolf Pack, but it still had a ways to grow before I could finally advance to stage three. I’d long since gotten used to the restricted nature of my new abilities, but I was looking forward to the freedom to use magic however I wanted that stage three and then stage four would grant me.

“What’s for lunch today?” I asked idly as we approached the base of the stairs I’d shaped into the valley wall. They led up to the village, and were laced with enchantments to deflect the attention of any wildlife that stumbled across them. Nobody wanted a hungry animal stalking into the village in the middle of the night, and the valley was full of them.

“I don’t know,” Senica said, a bit too quickly.

I narrowed my eyes. “You’re hiding something.”

“No, I’m not.”

“Then why are you acting weird?”

“I’m acting weird? You’re the weirdest person I’ve ever met.”

“Senica,” I said. “What’s going on?”

“Nothing is going on,” she said.

“Then why are you so defensive right now?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Senica brushed past me and started up the stairs.

I squinted after her and said, “You’re a bad liar.”

She refused to talk to me for the rest of the walk. When we got to the top, I paused and looked around. From the dorms to the greenhouse, out in the fields or in the gardens, there was no one in sight.

“What happened?” I asked. “Where did everyone go?”

I was about to cast a spell called life sense to scan for people, and was already considering the best scrying spells to use to search a wide area, when Senica spun in place and jabbed a finger at me. “No magic!”

“I… What?”

“You heard me,” she said. “Come on, let’s go eat.”

We had a whole mess hall attached to the building I used to teach lessons in. At first, it had felt like I practically lived there, but as my students got more advanced, they were able to start teaching new arrivals the basics, and I’d been free to return to my own projects. Now, I only spent a few hours a week teaching there and occasionally took a meal, though that usually resulted in me answering a lot of questions and not getting much eating done.

“Okay, it’s obvious something is going on. Just tell me,” I said.

“No. Come on.”

Senica grabbed me by the wrist and dragged me across the tiny village, to where I was now sure everyone was gathered, though I couldn’t imagine any good reason that would require a meeting that we all attended, especially not one Senica knew about beforehand.

The doors swung open on magic as we got close, and four dozen people let out a cheer upon spotting me. I halted, blinking. “What?”

“Happy birthday, Gravin!” Senica shouted next to me.


Chapter
Three



As far as surprises went, they’d certainly pulled this one off. Of all the things I’d thought might be going on, a birthday surprise was not on the list, mostly because my birthday wasn’t for another three months.

“Uh…”

As my mind whirled with calculations, trying to figure out what season we were in specifically on the off-chance that I’d gotten things wrong, my parents approached with smiles on their faces. “I know we’re a week early, but it seemed like the best way to surprise you,” Mother said.

What were they— Oh, of course. It was Gravin’s birthday. I mentally tallied up the years and realized my body was supposed to be around eight now. I was actually closer to thirteen or fourteen, thanks to my heavy abuse of alchemy. I’d given myself quite a few health issues with my rapid aging, and had been forced to use magic to maintain my body until I could get everything sorted out for a solid four months last year, but it had been worth it.

I was five and a half feet tall now and could look my mother in the eye. Father still had a few inches on me, but thanks in large part to my own magical manipulations, I knew I’d easily break the six-foot mark before I finished growing. The difference in mana core size was negligible for normal adults, but advancing stages would multiply that small gap into something that could grant me enough mana for a few extra spells.

In this culture, birthdays weren’t normally celebrated yearly. Perhaps it was simply because the village was so poor, but they generally only celebrated two milestones: the eighth and sixteenth birthdays, those events that signified moving onto new stages of life. I was now officially at the age where I’d normally be expected to wrap up my formal education and help support the family.

“Thanks,” I said. “You pulled off the surprise. I had no idea. Is this why Senica was so insistent on me taking her on a lap around the valley today?”

“The sacrifices I make for my baby brother,” Senica said with a haughty sniff. Her voice went back to normal and she said to our mother, “You wouldn’t believe what we found in one of the caves, and this guy just let me hit it with a fire blast, knowing it was going to make a huge mess.”

Father started laughing. “Maybe he was trying to teach you that the answer to your problems isn’t always to set them on fire.”

Mother swept me away from the conversation with a hand on my shoulder. She steered me into the crowd gathered for the party. I recognized most of the people by face if not by name, but we had a lot of turnover here, and outside of the occasional lessons I gave, I didn’t interact much with people on a daily basis. This resulted in a few introductions and banal pleasantries as I worked my way across the room.

“Don’t look eight to me,” a gruff voice said from behind me after I came out the other side. I turned to see Tetrin leaning against the wall. “Don’t much think about it when I see you all the time, but this puts it in perspective.”

“Hello, Tetrin.”

“Keiran,” he said.

“Gravin,” I corrected.

He snorted. “Sure, whatever you say. Nice party.”

“Thanks. I’m actually not sure who set everything up, but they put a lot of work into it.”

“Would be rude not to enjoy it then,” Tetrin said. “Left a gift on the back table for you. Come find me in the workshop later when you’re done. I’ve got the last collar ready for fitting.”

“Already? I thought you said it’d be another week.”

“Had some scraps left from the other ones I recycled instead of having to transmute new steel. Saved a lot of mana.”

“Ah. Hrmm. Well, that’s good. I’ll come over and do the enchanting on it later.”

My mother appeared out of the crowd and approached. “Hey, no work talk,” she said. “It’s your party. Take the rest of the day off and enjoy yourself.”

“Fine, fine,” I conceded with a smile. “I’ll head over tomorrow, Tetrin.”

“Sure, Kei— Gravin. No rush.”

I let my mother sweep me away from the crafter toward a buffet laid out across a central table. The street crew was gathered around nearby, eagerly stuffing their faces as only growing kids could. The youngest among them was six now, but the average age was closer to ten or eleven, with two of them near fourteen. Juby was still running their gang, though at this point most of them had ignited cores and were capable of pivoting between jobs to fill in as needed.

Their numbers had grown a bit as new children with nowhere else to go had arrived in the valley and shrunk as some of them found new homes elsewhere. The difference had balanced out in our favor, and every year, it seemed like there were a few more kids running around.

I filled a plate and slid into an open space across the table from Juby. “What’s up?” he said through a mouth full of food.

“Nothing. Taking a break from work, having a birthday. That sort of thing,” I told him. “How’re things with you guys?”

“Good. Lately we’ve been working with Hyago and that monster hunter who showed up a few months ago. What was his name?”

“Dailin,” the kid sitting next to him supplied.

“Right, him,” Juby agreed. “Doesn’t say much, that guy. But he’s good at his job. When we get out into the woods, you can’t even tell he’s there. The only person I’ve ever met who’s better at hiding his mana is you.”

“Dailin,” I said, trying to think. “Tall guy, thick beard? Had the weird hat?”

“That’s him, yeah.”

I vaguely remembered him coming back with one of our trade expeditions that had gone to some of the small towns and villages littering the island we all lived on. He’d gotten priority placement in the ignition queue due both to his already-excellent mana manipulation skills and his agreement to train some of our people in monster hunting. I hadn’t realized the people he was training were a bunch of children.

The sanctuary was growing too large for me to keep track of every little thing anymore. I took a moment to consider whether that mattered to me, then decided I didn’t actually care. My primary concern was my own family, and while I hadn’t always agreed with the decisions others had made, I’d known when we first arrived that we wouldn’t be living out the rest of our lives in isolation here. In fact, I’d been the first to bring new people home with me.

“As long as you guys are staying safe,” I said. “Let me know if there are any problems.”

Juby just rolled his eyes and stuffed more food in his mouth. “Happy birthday,” he mumbled as he chewed.

The orphan crew starting in on the food served as a signal for everyone else to attack the buffet table as well, and soon the noise of conversation was replaced with the sounds of a few dozen people enjoying a meal. I finished my plate quickly, went back for refills, and relocated to sit with my family.

“—and then there was black gunk everywhere, except on Gravin, of course,” Senica was telling Father as I sat down.

“You’re still complaining about that?” I asked. “I told you not to burn it when we first found it.”

“Burning things is what I’m good at,” she said, as if that defended her decision.

“We both know you have thirty other spells you can cast. You had plenty of other options.”

Mother cleared her throat, cutting Senica off before she could retort. “Let’s not argue while we eat,” was all she said.

I had an ulterior motive for joining my family for my second helping. They were sitting closer to a table near the back that had a sheet thrown over it. I was curious what they could possibly have come up with as a present for me, especially considering I was the one who made nearly everything here. From the enchantments to the plates we were eating off of to the buildings we lived in, my magic had created it all.

Transmutation as a discipline had one major weakness: it wasn’t good at affecting living things. I knew several spells that could alter people or plants, but they were exorbitantly expensive to cast for what little they did, so I usually left any sort of woodworking projects to people who had the skills to do that kind of stuff by hand. Maybe it was things like that, though I had a hard time imagining what I could use that I hadn’t already acquired for myself.

Then again, there’d been a lot of trade with other communities, and I had paid almost no attention to that, so really, anything could be under that sheet. I couldn’t deny being curious about what those lumps meant, and I doubted they were things a normal eight-year-old child would enjoy.

“Oh, before I forget, could you take a look at the teleportation platform?” Father asked.

“What’s going on with it?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “Ayaka was talking about doing maintenance on the emitters and finding one of them cracked. We have some spares, but she said it was weird, and doesn’t want anyone using the platform until you have a chance to check it out.”

“Ah, that’s probably my fault,” I said. “I thought I replaced all the broken ones, but I must have missed one.”

I was sure I even knew which emitter we were talking about. I’d noted a hairline crack in one, not bad enough to scrap the part, but Ayaka was cautious, and I should have expected her to find it and want it addressed.

“How’d they break?” Senica asked.

“Trying to use the platform as a scrying amplifier last week,” I said. “I overloaded the whole thing and blew half the emitters before I gave up. There’s no way around it. I’m going to have to spend a month building a mirror room if I want the kind of range I need.”

Once upon a time, the scry signal could have propagated itself through the ambient mana in the air and reached another country without an issue, but that had been in my old life. With the world’s mana core broken, I’d had to reinvent a few spells to function without ambient mana, and anymore, it was hard to get more than a few hundred miles out of a general scry. Even with a beacon, a thousand or so miles was about the limit.

“What’d I say about work talk?” Mother chided me.

“He started it,” I said, pointing my spoon at Father.

“Both of you, stop it,” Mother said.

“Yes, Mother.”

“Hey, when do we get to see the presents?” Senica asked.

“Not yet,” Father told her.

I glanced over at the table again, then back to Senica. “I’m surprised you don’t already know. I knew what all your presents were on your eighth birthday.”

Senica scowled. “They wouldn’t tell me what anyone else got.”

“That’s because you can’t keep a secret to save your life.”

“I can too!”

We both turned to look at our parents. Father pretended to be fascinated by his meal, and Mother cast her eyes up at the ceiling. “Well,” she said slowly. “How about we finish eating and then we can get to the presents a bit early?”

Father laughed quietly, earning him an elbow dug into his side from Mother. “Er, yes, of course. That’s a fantastic idea,” he said.

Senica cleared her plate in record time, but I kept to a sedate pace. It was my birthday, after all, and what present could possibly be better than annoying my sister?


Chapter
Four



In my first life, I’d never celebrated my birthday. As a child, I couldn’t have even if I’d wanted to. Once I’d grown older, it had just seemed like a waste of time. There was nothing there to celebrate. And then, finally, by the time I’d come fully into my power as an archmage, friends were few and far between. It wasn’t unusual to go decades without seeing casual acquaintances, and those few real friendships I’d developed inevitably ended with the other person dying.

My reincarnation as Gravin had given me a different perspective on the concepts of family and friendship. They weren’t complicated, but to me, they were foreign. Family was something I’d never had and couldn’t afford back then, but it was different now.

Birthdays were, honestly, just an excuse to celebrate, to shower someone with love and make them feel special. The truth of it was that I would have gotten on just fine without my own turn, but I’d found I quite enjoyed celebrating other people’s birthdays, so it’d be shameful to deny them their own chance to celebrate mine.

Also, I was quite curious what was under that sheet. The temptation to scry it was almost overwhelming, counterbalanced only by the amusement I got from teasing Senica over the whole thing. Eventually, we ran out of excuses, and Mother led us over to the table set up against the back wall of the room.

“Normally, I’d be talking about how my beautiful little boy is growing up, taking his first steps into adulthood and learning to be responsible,” Mother said. She paused and gave me a rueful smile. “But anyone who knows Gravin knows how ridiculous it would be to say that. All you have to do is look around us to see the fruits of his work. He’s done more to lift us up than anyone else ever could. So, instead, let me just say thank you, son, for all your tireless work keeping us safe, fed, and comfortable. I truly couldn’t have ever imagined my life now back before you were born.”

Fortunately, I wasn’t required to do anything but smile in response to the scattered applause, and Father quickly stepped in. “Come on, time for the reveal,” he said, elbowing Mother aside. “I know what we’re all here for.”

I wasn’t sure how widespread the tradition was in this new world, but locally, the way these events were done was that guests presented their gifts to the birthday child’s parents individually. Nobody but Mother—and supposedly Father, but I suspected he might be just as clueless as the rest of us—actually knew what all was sitting on that table, so the reveal was a bit of a group thing. The sheet would be folded back one section at a time to give the gift-giver a chance to say a few words.

It was silly, but it was an excuse to have a conversation with people I didn’t necessarily see every day, or even every week. The structure of the whole thing wasn’t to my tastes, but I smiled and played along as the whole group demanded Mother get on with things.

Whatever else she might have planned to say, Mother knew better than to stand against the gathered partygoers. “Here we go,” she said.

With a deft flip, she folded the sheet back to reveal several sets of clothes neatly folded and stacked. “This is from us,” Mother said. “I know it’s not the exciting present every boy dreams of, but you’re growing so fast, I thought you could use a new wardrobe.”

I peered at the clothing curiously. It was obviously well-made, at least by village standards, and I wasn’t familiar with the material. “Where did these come from?” I asked.

“A woman in Solfarin makes them,” Father explained. “We sent a delegation there three months ago. These are from the very first order she took for us.”

That explained why I hadn’t seen anyone wearing anything similar. I held the shirt up to examine it. As with all desert clothes, the sleeves were long and loose, and it was a pale cream color. Surprisingly, they looked to be correctly sized. Considering I’d never met the woman and I was growing twice as fast as I was supposed to, someone had done a phenomenal job estimating how big I was.

“Thank you,” I said. “I can’t wait to try them on.”

That was true. The fibers used to make clothes in the village I’d been born in were a bit stiffer and scratchier than I liked, and this material was soft and light. A proper archmage probably ought to be better dressed than I generally was.

Mother folded the sheet back another foot, this time revealing a wooden chest the size of my head. “This one is from Tetrin,” she said with a frown as she glanced around, “who doesn’t seem to be here. I know I saw him earlier.”

“He went back to work before we started eating,” I said. Mother’s frown deepened, but she didn’t say anything else. At this point, nobody was surprised by the mage’s taciturn personality. He rarely spoke to anyone about anything but business.

The box opened into three tiered sections on some clever hinges hidden inside, revealing row after row of padded holders and cubbies. “Ah, a jewelry box,” I said. It was loaded with two dozen blank rings and necklaces of various types of stone and metal. “Leave it to Tetrin to come up with such a practical gift idea. This will save me a ton of work when I need material to inscribe new spells on.”

I didn’t need my eyes to tell me the next thing under the table. I could smell the herbs already, and it was no surprise when mother revealed a cloth sack and announced, “This one is from Hyago.”

He stepped forward and said, “I noticed your garden getting a bit thin lately, so I thought a restock on your supplies would be helpful until you had time to get back to it.”

That was true. For the last four months, I’d been sinking most of my time into a project with Tetrin, and my own supply of alchemical reagents was dwindling rapidly. I’d actually been meaning to speak to some of our druid crew to see if I could get them to take over for me, but this was an even better temporary solution.

“Thanks, Hyago,” I said. “This is exactly what I needed.”

He nodded and started to say something, but paused when he caught a look from my mother and just chuckled. “You’re welcome,” was all he said instead.

I made a mental note to follow up with Hyago on whatever it was he wanted to talk about, probably some sort of work thing, after the party was over. Between him and Tetrin, I suspected my next few days would be busy.

Before Mother could continue, a tremendous cracking sound split the air. Everybody turned toward it, and one of the people close to the windows on that side of the mess hall cried out, “Strangers on the teleportation platform!”

I scrambled across the room, rudely shoving a few people aside to get a good look. There were fourteen of them, all dressed in leather and wielding swords, bows, and spears. Bloody wounds were abundant, and more than one was clutching at a wounded arm or leg.

Mana streamed out of one side of the platform, probably from that cracked emitter. It really should have been fine as it was, but if people trying to use the platform’s twin had botched the spell on their end, there might have been a possibility of an overload cascading through the inscriptions here in the sanctuary and causing the emitters to fail.

“Well, that’ll ruin the party,” Father said from behind me. I turned to see him looking over my head at the group standing on the platform.

“Do you know any of them?” I asked.

“Not a one.”

“Does anyone know who they are?” I asked, raising my voice to be heard over the muttered conversations.

“I think they’re from Ghalin,” one of the orphan crew said. I didn’t recognize the kid, which probably meant he was one of the newer arrivals in the last few months or so. “I recognize that guy on the side with the broken spear and the gash on his face. He’s one of their defenders.”

That was probably a good thing. It meant they were most likely here looking for help, not trying to invade us. That had happened once early on, when we’d first started making contact with villages around the island. One of the larger towns had made the decision that we were too small to fight back, recruited a handful of mages from Derro, and forced a connection between the two teleportation platforms. I’d killed the invaders and wiped out the leadership of that town, and if the people who’d taken over in that power vacuum weren’t my biggest fans, at least they didn’t cause me any problems.

Though we didn’t have any sort of official council, there were various people in charge of different sections of the sanctuary. My father, for example, had been the first farmer here and already had an ignited core at that point. He’d laid out the fields according to his own desires, and though we had half a dozen people working them now, his designs had largely stuck, and he’d been nominated as the person who spoke on behalf of the rest of them if coordination was needed.

Similarly, Hyago was the person who functioned as a point of contact for all our wood-folk, everyone from our fledgling druids to wood cutters to hunters. A woman named Ryla organized the trading groups that went out to other villages, and anyone who wanted to sell their wares but didn’t want to leave talked to her about it.

Those people and a few others all joined me in converging on the travelers who’d appeared on our teleportation platform. The platform itself was just a circle of stone with the runes needed to spread a teleportation effect across multiple people carved into it, with emitters added to the base to keep the beacon activated and to power everything. Buried below it was a pillar ten feet tall and three feet across that was carved with the inscriptions needed to cast the teleportation spell itself.

The emitters barely held enough mana to cast a single teleportation, but I’d designed it that way on purpose. Linking it to the main enchantment battery ran the risk of killing every enchantment in the sanctuary if somebody pulled too much mana from it, and I wasn’t keen on the idea of a few weeks of work enchanting all the buildings all over again. Using the emitters meant the villagers could charge the inscriptions themselves by pooling their resources without any risk to the rest of our infrastructure.

The leader of the group standing on our now-busted platform was about the same height as me, but looked to be in his forties. His face was lined, his skin leathery from a life spent out in the sun, and the stubble covering his scalp and chin was seeded with gray. Despite that, he stood straight and carried a spear in one hand. Leather bracers were tied tight on his forearms, and he had some sort of monster-hide jerkin covering his torso.

Unlike most of his companions, he was uninjured. I ran my eyes over the group, trying to suss out who had the most urgent injuries to see if I’d be needed. We had two mages now specializing in healing magic, but teaching that was painfully slow going. If there were only surface injuries amongst the wounded and nothing life-threatening, this would be a good chance for them to get some practice in.

By the time we’d piled out of the mess hall, the leader was already walking towards us, his stride purposeful and his face grim. “Who’s in charge here?” he asked. “My people need help. We have no time left to waste.”


Chapter
Five



It didn’t take much to get the story out of them. The worst injured among the party were led away to receive medical treatment, and their leader met with our version of the village council in the mess hall. The man eyed up the interrupted festivities with a scowl, as if he was somehow offended that we’d dared to have a celebration while his own people were in trouble.

That didn’t stop him or the group he’d come with from raiding the buffet table, of course.

“Let’s start with your name,” Ryla said. By unspoken agreement, everyone else let her take the lead. She was the only person who regularly traveled out of the valley now, at least with other towns and villages as her destination.

“Talvir,” he said. He gestured at me and added, “What’s with the kid here?”

That was a fair question. I looked like a teenager and stood out among all of the other adults gathered. Rather than wait for anyone to get into a complicated explanation, I said, “I’m the mage who maintains the teleportation platform you broke when you got here.”

Talvir considered that for a moment, grunted, then turned his attention back to Ryla. “Mages are the problem,” he explained. “At first, we thought it was a coincidence. Everything was going good, people were happy. We were growing more food, faster. We could handle the spike in monster activity. But they just kept coming, more and more every day.”

I already knew where this was going. I’d warned people about this problem specifically when I’d agreed to start spreading the knowledge of how to ignite a core. Monsters were going to be attracted to it, and the more mana there was in one place, the more monsters were going to show up. I’d put an emphasis on new mages learning to shroud their cores at all times.

Ghalin’s new mages hadn’t taken that lesson to heart, and they didn’t have a ward stone like Alkerist did to keep them safe. At minimum, they needed help culling the monster population that had built up around their village. They’d probably also need a long-term solution to keep their mages from acting as bait, else they’d be right back in this situation again in a few months.

I pulled a mirror out of my phantom space, one I’d made for my own personal use so that I wouldn’t have to rely on the communal mirror in my family’s home. It was a stand mirror, five feet tall and three feet wide. The frame was made from alabaster, which was one of the easiest types of stone to carve runes into. For objects that had little chance of being damaged, it was an excellent material to work with.

I cast the scrying spell, using the teleportation platform Talvir and his group had come in through as a starting point. There were only four platforms, and only the one here had the ability to select a destination. The other ones had all deliberately been placed in discreet, out-of-the-way locations nowhere near any villages specifically to prevent things like this from happening.

I did not encourage unannounced visitors to my sanctuary, no matter how many people I’d come to share it with. Talvir’s group shouldn’t have known where the platform near their village even was. If I had to guess, they’d probably shadowed Ryla’s trading expedition and found the platform that way. Either they’d done it without being detected, or Ryla hadn’t wanted to admit to failing to properly hide the platform.

I’d known this was an inevitability, though. Too many people knew about the platforms and had access to them for the locations to remain secret forever, and we’d gotten barely two years before the first group had figured out how to activate the platform and come to us. At least it wasn’t somebody hostile this time.

The conversation died off behind me as the others started paying more attention to my mirror than each other. “What is your mage doing?” Talvir asked quietly.

I wasn’t sure who he was talking to, but it obviously wasn’t me, and I was busy anyway, so I didn’t bother to answer. Instead, I directed the scrying spell east and north through a highland pass to Ghalin. Within thirty seconds, the mirror had panned across miles of desert wasteland and found the small village hunkered down on an open plain surrounded by mountains on all sides.

There were more trees than I’d expected. The village didn’t have anything organized like the arbor back in Alkerist, just a lot of random clumps or singular trees scattered all over the village and the surrounding area. There were no walls to protect the people living there. Instead, I spotted six different groups patrolling the outer edges of the fields in a rough circle. Each squad was made up of five people armed with spears and bows, though I did see what I assumed was a mage in one of them. The wand he was holding looked like Tetrin’s work to me.

“Have the attacks been coming from any specific direction?” I asked.

“The east, mostly,” Talvir said, “along with a few attacks from some flock of monstrous bats from the south.”

Everyone was crowded behind me now, watching as I manipulated the scrying spell to look out into the foothills east of town. It didn’t take long to find the first monster, some sort of giant reptilian thing, not quite a lizard, but not far off. It was crouched on a pile of rocks, looking at the village and occasionally flicking its tongue out.

“We call those lightning maws,” Talvir said. “You can see the lightning jump between their teeth when they open their mouths, and sometimes they breathe it out at you, especially if you’re trying to run away. The hides are thick enough that you can’t get a spear through it without using magic to make yourself stronger.”

“Spirits protect us,” someone else muttered behind me.

“Are they common?” I asked.

“Thankfully, no. Prior to the last few months, I’d never seen one in my life. The one here will be the fifth to attack our village.”

“What else am I looking for?”

Talvir thought for a second, then said, “Sand vipers have been a problem, too. Usually those are territorial and don’t wander, but more and more of them are creeping into the village and trying to dig new lairs in our homes. There have also been strange rats with glowing blue eyes. At least, they look like rats, but they come up to a grown man’s knee. Birds come down from the mountains in the west, ugly long-necked things with black feathers and beaks that can break stone.”

“More of a variety than I expected,” I said.

“Can you help us?” Talvir asked, though he wasn’t speaking to me anymore. He’d dismissed me as someone unimportant other than having magic. The adults would decide how best to handle things. That was fine with me, as I wasn’t particularly interested in leaving the sanctuary to begin with. At most, I’d try to identify which monsters might have useful parts for alchemy. Those lightning maws, for example, probably had some sort of gland at the back of their mouth or in their throats that helped channel mana into their signature attack.

Once I’d finished examining the area, I got Father’s attention and said, “I’m going to go replace the emitters in the platform. Let me know what you guys decide to do.”

He nodded and said, “Thanks, son. Sorry your birthday got ruined.”

There was still half a table’s worth of gifts hidden under the sheet in the back, just waiting for us to get back to it. “That’s okay. We can do it again in another eight years, I suppose.”

Father pulled me into a quick hug, then released me and turned back to the group. They were in the middle of discussing logistics for sending help, which would almost certainly result in someone eventually asking me to override the preset locations in the platform to send whoever ended up going directly to Ghalin.

Nobody was going anywhere on that platform if I didn’t swap out the emitters and make sure nothing else had been damaged. Whoever had activated it from the other side had obviously fumbled their way through the process, probably ruining the platform they’d departed from, too. I’d have to make a trip out there to fix that one as well.

Judging by the state they’d all arrived in, I suspected some monsters had followed Talvir’s group out of town and attacked them near the platform. I’d hunt those down and kill them when I went out there, just to keep any of my own people from being attacked in the future.

As far as the issue of the mana shrouding itself, the simplest solution would be to provide enchanted jewelry that shrouded the mages’ mana cores. It wasn’t a good long-term solution, but it was quick. With that done, whoever went to Ghalin could focus on eliminating the monsters already there without worrying about too many more being drawn in.

That seemed like a good project for Tetrin to work on. He was more than capable of making the shrouding enchantment, and he loved getting paid to forge new equipment. No doubt, he’d accept the commission without a fuss.

I considered what would ultimately end up needing to be done while the adults handled Talvir and the group he’d come with. Most of the work could be off-loaded on other people, which was the whole point in training them up. Other than the point-specific teleportation and the repairs to both platforms, there was very little I needed to get involved with personally.

Perfect. I loved when problems that could have been major issues turned out to be nothing but minor bumps in the road.
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“What’s going on?” Senica asked as she and Juby pounced on me. I’d barely been out of the meeting long enough to pull the broken emitters from the platform before they hunted me down.

“About what you’d expect,” I said as I examined each part. Some of them might be salvageable, but it was best to replace the whole set for now. Fortunately, I’d planned ahead for this and had a box of thirty emitters in a small storage warehouse nearby. “They ignited too many cores without teaching anybody to hide their mana and are getting overrun by monsters now.”

“Are you going to go over there and kill everything for them?” Juby asked.

“Me, personally? No. I’ve got too much to do here, and it’ll probably take them a week to get everything cleaned up anyway.”

“Wait,” Senica said slowly. “Does this mean we’re sending mages to help them?”

I shrugged and set an emitter aside, then shuffled over to the next one and pulled it out. “Not my decision. Probably, though. If nothing else, I’m sure we want to maintain good trade relations or something like that.”

It wasn’t particularly important to me. I could make just about anything besides food I needed myself, but since I wasn’t willing to spend every waking moment fabricating things for everyone else living here, I couldn’t begrudge them taking action to protect the villages they got supplies from.

“We could go fight monsters,” Senica told Juby.

“Why would we do that?”

“For fun?”

I looked up from the emitter to my sister’s excited face. My first thought was that she was being stupid, which, to be fair, she was. She was twelve years old and far too excited about the idea of blowing stuff up or setting it on fire. It was dangerous work, and a simple mistake could get her killed.

On the other hand, this was a relatively tame problem, as far as these things went. A good shield ward would probably be enough to keep her safe all on its own. If I went with her, I could all but guarantee her safety, giving her a chance to practice magic against a real enemy. She was a few years younger than was probably appropriate, and it’d be difficult to convince our parents to let her go, but it could be a good learning experience.

“You’re crazy,” Juby said. “Why would you want to risk getting eaten by monsters when you could just stay here?”

Senica just huffed and said, “You wouldn’t understand.”


Chapter
Six



“Absolutely not,” Mother said.

“Not a chance,” Father said at the same time.

Senica stood there, hands on her hips, face worked into a scowl, and demanded, “Why not?”

“You’re twelve!”

“Gravin is eight!” Senica shot back. “He left home when he was three.”

“You know that’s not the same.”

“This is so unfair!”

Our parents exchanged glances. Mother sighed and said, “I’m sorry, sweetie. You’re just too young for this. Trust us, we know better than anyone what it’s like to face down a monster at your age.”

“I’m not like you were back then,” Senica said. She held up her wand and a lick of fire shot out of the tip.

Father looked past her to me. I was standing near the doorway while they talked. Senica’s interruption while everybody was discussing who might be willing to go to Ghalin’s aid had not gone over well, and we’d had to have an emergency family meeting when she’d refused to drop the idea.

“Maybe true, but I’m not going to let you intentionally put yourself in harm’s way,” Mother said.

“What are you thinking, son?” Father asked.

“Me? I have nothing to add to this conversation,” I said. “I’m just waiting for you all to sort this out, since I assume you’re going to need me to send everyone back.”

“You’re not going?”

“I’m hearing some surprise in your voice.”

“We… I… just assumed…” Father trailed off.

“I have a lot of other projects right now,” I said. “And you don’t need me for this. A squad of ten mages tossing out fire blasts can take care of this problem. That was all Noctra ever did when a monster came wandering near town. Senica can do that, as long as she follows directions and doesn’t run off.”

“Wait, you think Senica is ready for this?” Mother asked.

“Of course he does, and everyone knows how smart my little brother is,” Senica said.

Somewhat surprisingly, my unexpected support seemed to have swayed my parents, at least a little bit. “What do you think?” Father asked, turning to Mother.

“There’s no reason to send a child to do something like this,” Mother said.

Maybe I hadn’t swayed them as much as I’d thought.

“Something to consider,” I said. “Senica is a child now, but she’s already one of the best mages here. Do you really think she’s going to be content to stay in our little village for the rest of her life? And when she does go, having experience in these kinds of situations is only going to help her stay safe out there.”

“Too young,” Mother insisted. “She can get that experience when she’s older. There’s no way my little girl is going to the front lines of a monster invasion.”

“But Mooooom,” Senica said. “You heard what Gravin said.”

“No. No way. Not a chance.”

“I can mitigate the risks for her,” I said.

In fact, I’d been building up a cache of equipment for Senica for years now. Unlike me, there was a whole plethora of enchantments and inscriptions she could benefit from. I’d held off on giving them to her for the simple reason that I wanted her to know how to cast spells without relying on them. A good mage didn’t need focusing tools, and anything like that should be used to go beyond their normal limits, not artificially raise their skills to meet the bare minimum.

The only piece I’d given her, despite repeated requests for more equipment, was her wand. That had been more because it was tradition to present apprentices with their first wand than for any other reason. Even then, the wand was as much her creation as it was my own. I’d helped her, guided her through the process, but it was her mana and her spells that had shaped it. It contained her mana crystal at its core.

“What kind of mitigation?” Father asked.

“A shield ward, for a start. Tetrin has some that anyone else who goes can borrow, but I made one for Senica myself.”

“You did? When did you have time?”

“Oh, years ago. There’s a whole box of trinkets for her for when I think she’s ready for it,” I said. “A few enchanted rings. A bracelet. Some spell books with intermediate-tier magic in them. Supplies for her to practice with. Healing potions. That kind of stuff.”

Senica’s eyes lit up with excitement and, maybe, a bit of greed. I’d seen that expression plenty of times in my first life. I’d worn that expression. Eventually, I’d learned to make my own enchanted objects that were far superior to practically anything I could pull out of some abandoned fortress or tomb, but when I was young, I’d often felt the thrill of stumbling across some powerful staff or amulet.

“You won’t be getting the whole collection,” I told Senica. “It would cripple your training if you started relying on crutches like this. But for an opportunity to gain some valuable combat experience, you can have a few pieces that will reduce the risk of you getting hurt to practically nothing. It’s still up to Mother and Father whether they allow you to go at all, of course.”

“I don’t like this,” Mother said flatly.

“Kids, give us a minute to talk,” Father said.

That was a good sign for Senica’s cause. Together, we walked out of the house and back to the teleportation platform. I’d gotten the new emitters out of storage and had them in my phantom space, just waiting for me to install them. The whole family meeting had been a distraction keeping me from finishing up the work.

“Do you think they’ll let me go?” Senica asked as she followed after me.

“Maybe. Mother doesn’t want you to. Father doesn’t either, but he knows you want to, and he thinks you’ll be safe enough that he’s considering it.”

The emitters were easy to slot into place. Each one was basically a specialized storage crystal with a metal base that served as a handle. I’d made them specifically to a uniform size so that they were completely interchangeable, and I’d already removed all the old ones, so I just had to crawl around the platform’s outer edge and plug a new one in every few feet.

“You could sneak me over there even if they say no,” Senica said.

I paused. “I could,” I agreed. “But I won’t.”

“Gravin, come on. I’m your big sister. You have to help me.”

“I don’t see what that has to do with anything.”

She huffed and threw herself down to sit on the edge of the platform. “Worst brother ever,” she muttered. “So what’s in this box of stuff you’ve got for me?”

“Nothing if I’m really the worst brother ever,” I told her.

“Did I say worst? I meant best,” she said shamelessly. “I appreciate all the magic you’ve shown me and the tutoring you give me. And I will appreciate you even more when I’m decked out and ready to kick some ass.”

I snorted at that. “You think so, huh? How full is your mana crystal?”

Unlike me, Senica didn’t have a phantom space to hold her equipment. Her wand sat in a leather band that looped around her thigh and was specially designed to hold it. There were even a few runes carved into the leather that ensured the wand wouldn’t fall out if she was upside down. They only released the wand to her touch, and she’d taken to wearing the thing every waking minute since she’d gotten it.

She drew it now and peered at it. It was about a third of the way full, though it took her longer than it took me to figure that out. It wasn’t that she was bad at sensing mana or anything. It was just a lot harder to sense how much empty space was inside a crystal, for lack of a better term. Getting a feel for how much mana a storage device could have compared to how much was actually there took a bit of practice.

“Not as much as I should have,” she admitted. “But there’s still enough for ten or twelve fire blasts, and you could give me some mana to top it off.”

“Wow. So, you want equipment from me, a teleportation from me, and for me to give you a bunch of mana, too? I might as well just go there and take care of the problem myself at this point.”

“Come on, help me out here.”

“You don’t even know if our parents will agree to let you go yet,” I pointed out as I slotted the final emitter into place. The platform let off a low hum that lasted a few seconds before fading away. “That should do it for that one. I’m going to have to fix the inbound platform sometime, too. Going to be expensive. Maybe I’ll have Ryla swap the emitters over and just bring the old ones back next time she goes on a trade expedition over there.”

The door to our house opened and our parents stepped out. Mother’s lips were pressed into a thin line and Father had an uncertain smile that barely seemed any friendlier. They spotted us immediately and started walking our way.

“Guess we’re going to find out if you get to go,” I said, taking a seat next to Senica.

“We have reached a decision,” Father said. Based on how unhappy Mother looked, I suspected Senica was going to get her wish. I wondered exactly what had been said to convince Mother to change her mind. “Senica can go with the rescue team, if, and only if, Gravin agrees to go with her.”

That sly bastard. He knew I had no intention of going, but now it was my fault if Senica didn’t get to go. At the same time, this was a good lever to get me to go help out some strangers I felt no desire to go out of my way for. That was probably the real reason Mother had agreed.

More than once over the years, my parents had attempted to get me to engage with the other villages on this island. I had no interest in being anybody’s hero, especially not when it was such a massive inconvenience to my own plans. I had better uses for my mana than to fly around, looking for problems to solve.

My agreement to help spread knowledge of magic was my solution to that. It was better to give these people the tools to empower themselves than to spend all my time babysitting them. If some of them tried to take shortcuts and ended up drawing a horde of monsters down on them, that was their problem to solve.

That wasn’t an attitude that sat well with my parents, and more than once I’d had to remind them of who I was when I declined their attempts to get me to intercede on someone else’s behalf. This, though, this was a new trick. They knew I was far more willing to go out of my way to help my family than I was anyone else.

“That’s low,” I said, begrudgingly respectful of the trick.

Senica turned wide eyes on me. “You’ll go with me, right?” she asked.

“I really am too busy for this,” I hedged. “Lot of work to do here.”

“Gravin… please?” Senica begged.

“Tetrin and Hyago both need me to talk to them about something. That could be time-sensitive.”

“Well, son?” Father asked.

“Senica really would be fine on her own,” I said.

“But we’d feel much better if you were with her,” Mother told me.

“Damn it,” I muttered. I heaved a sigh and said, “I need to go make sure I don’t have any fires to put out before we leave.”

“Yes! Thank you, thank you, thank you!” Senica crowed as she threw her arms around me.

Sometimes, having a family was a real pain.


Chapter
Seven



Nothing that I was personally working on was time-sensitive, but I had some collaborative projects with Tetrin and Hyago. I went to Tetrin’s workshop first, mostly because I knew he’d be there. I’d need to find Hyago later, which would probably involve some scrying to track him down. He tended to roam around the valley, working on whatever caught his eye. Over the last few years, I’d helped him expand his repertoire of plant-based magic considerably, and at this point, it was anyone’s guess how he’d choose to use it on any given day.

The workshop was on the north side of the valley, almost directly opposite the cluster of buildings everyone else lived in. We’d chosen that location both for Tetrin’s desire for privacy and because experimenting with crafting magical items generally took a lot of—sometimes expensive—materials. There were a lot of kids who would happily snoop around if his workshop was easily accessible.

We’d set up enough wards to keep casual observers away, but everybody here had an ignited core and was progressing through lessons in spellcraft. It was possible, however unlikely, that someone would start picking their way through the wards and end up getting hurt, so we’d decided it was best to place Tetrin’s workshop out of sight.

Those wards did not stop me, of course. I judged that time was short enough to justify flying instead of walking, and when I landed, I passed right through the workshop’s defenses. I’d been involved in their creation and, to the best of my knowledge, was the only other person besides Tetrin himself who was keyed to them.

“Tetrin,” I called out as I entered the building.

“In here,” came his voice from the back.

I found him in his inscription room. Much like how I used my own crucible, Tetrin had a simplified version for inlaying runes into his creations so that he didn’t need to do it by hand. He was pretty good at it, good enough at this point that the crucible itself was what was holding him back. Unfortunately, a crucible wasn’t something that could be upgraded piecemeal and still work, so even if I wanted to go through the effort of making him a copy of mine, it would have to be created and completely installed before he could use it, and then it would be months or even years before he was able to handle the increased complexity.

“Did you see that group of people who came in by teleportation?” I asked.

“I didn’t,” he said, not looking up from where he was adjusting a strip of leather. “Were you expecting someone?”

“No, they found the platform near their village and figured out enough to dump a bunch of mana into it and activate it. It completely trashed our platform when they arrived, probably the one out by their village, too. I’ll have to go do some maintenance on that, but first—we’re sending some people to help thin out all the monsters that have been showing up and give them a refresher course on proper mana core shrouding.”

“And you’re going with them,” Tetrin concluded. “Why?”

“My sister wants to put all her years of practice to work and kill a few monsters. She’s more than ready, but our parents won’t let her go unless I accompany her.”

Tetrin shook his head. “Weird how you act about your family. Your mindset, I wouldn’t expect you to care about blood ties.”

He wasn’t wrong. The list of people I loved and cared for started and ended with my immediate family. That part of my personality was Gravin’s donation to the mix. He’d loved his family fully and unconditionally before I came along, and for all the other ways he hadn’t yet developed habits or opinions on things, that part of him was rock solid.

“Unplanned complication to the reincarnation process,” I said. “I’ve found I quite enjoy it, though I do worry that I’m setting myself up for some heartache in a hundred years or so. Senica will probably advance to the point where she can extend her lifespan, but I doubt my parents will unless they change their minds and get serious about using magic.”

Tetrin grunted but said nothing. Maybe that wasn’t a topic he had a lot to contribute to, which was fine since I wasn’t here to talk to him about that. “You said you had the last collar done?” I asked.

“In the vault,” he said.

“Mind holding onto it for me until I get back?”

“Sure. You really think it’ll work?”

“As long as all the pieces are built right and properly aligned, it’ll work,” I assured him. “I’ve built plenty of these arrays, though it’s usually to keep mana out, not hold it in. Same principle either way.”

Scattered around the valley were twenty-two stone needles, each one six inches across and fifty feet tall. Tetrin had been given the task of creating the runes on a series of metal collars that would be attached to each pillar and would, when activated, create a ward that was impermeable to mana. The alchemist from Tetrin’s old cabal had used something similar for his reagent growing operation, but on a much, much smaller scale. To make this work, we’d needed a far bigger power source.

That was where the ember bloom I’d brought back with me came in. It was a tree so powerfully magical that, with careful cultivation, I’d readied it to become a living mana battery. It would propagate the spark of mana and hold the array stable while Hyago and I tended to it directly until the rest of the valley was so suffused with mana that the ember bloom was no longer needed.

But all of that would have to wait a few more days while I saw to the other responsibilities imposed on my time. Now I needed to locate Hyago and confirm everything was ready with him, then I’d be ready to depart.

“I’ll see you when I get back in a few days,” I told Tetrin. He waved me away, more interested in returning to his work than in exchanging parting pleasantries.
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Finding Hyago wasn’t terribly difficult. There were a few places he spent the majority of his time, and I got lucky enough to spot him at one. If he’d been walking the trails, it would have been more of a challenge. Unfortunately, that was where my luck ran out. There was a whole grove of trees withering away, and despite Hyago’s efforts, he hadn’t been able to halt that.

I had him guide me there while we discussed potential problems and what spells would work best to diagnose and treat the issue. Every tree had the potential to produce a huge amount of mana, and we’d been working zealously for years to improve soil quality and get them to the point where they could survive without using all of it. The overflow would leak into the air around us, where it would normally dissipate.

If everything went well with my mana array, that wouldn’t happen. For the first time since I’d been reborn, there would be ambient mana. It would be limited, but proving that the idea worked was an excellent first step. From there, they could start setting up arrays in other forests, though that wasn’t a winning proposition long-term. It was just a way for me to gather the huge amounts of mana I’d need to really fix things.

Despite the delay of over an hour working on the grove, I still made it back to the teleportation platform before everyone was ready to go. When I arrived, the chosen mages were gathered in a circle checking over their gear and ensuring everything had as much mana as they could spare. The preparations were overkill for such a trivial job, but none of them had ever fought monsters before. I left them to it and went to find Senica.

She was standing apart from the adult mages who were going, near our parents. Whatever lecture she was getting, I wanted no part of it, so I stood off to the side and waited. Once Senica got free, she hurried over to me, practically bouncing with each step. I tried to remember if I’d ever been that excited when I’d been young the first time around. It didn’t seem like it.

My introduction to magic had been rife with danger and uncertainty. The memory was old and faded now, but I could still distinctly recall the thrill of victory as I’d confronted the thug who’d been controlling my life and burned him alive. Unsurprisingly, things had only gotten worse after that. I’d truly been a blundering idiot when I was a child.

“We’re almost ready to go,” Senica said. “You… you said you had some stuff for me?”

“I did.”

The first thing I pulled out of my phantom space was an alabaster pendant. It had served me well for a year or so, but I’d replaced it with a copper bracelet at some point. The metal was layered to give it extra room, creating a band about a quarter inch thick made of three pieces. Not only did it protect against even more than my old pendant shield ward, it had three times the mana reserves.

For a mission like this, my old pendant was more than sufficient to keep Senica safe. At least, it would be as long as she remembered to keep it charged. Shield wards could be mana-intensive, but they were well worth the cost. Nothing else really compared to the sheer variety of defensive measures contained in such a small package.

Senica knew what it was as soon as I held it out to her. “I don’t need to tell you that this is only useful if you keep it full of mana. It should always be a high priority to maintain this,” I said. She nodded along mutely, and I let go of the leather strap the amulet was attached to. It fell into her hands, and she quickly slipped it over her head.

Next, I pulled out my personal storage crystal. Compared to anything anyone else here could make, it had an absolutely massive reservoir, more than five times as much as the various personal mana crystals I’d taught people to create. “This is a loan,” I told her, “not a gift. Use this only as a last resort if you run completely out of your own mana. I’m expecting this back when we get home.”

Senica accepted the storage crystal, which I’d shrunk down enough to fit in the palm of her hand. Originally, the stone had been over three feet tall, and it consumed a steady trickle of its own mana to stay portable. It was well worth it for the extra storage capacity.

The wand I’d made for her would do for her preferred offense. It had been built to improve both the accuracy and efficiency of her fire-based conjurations. The shield ward and mana crystal covered defense and stamina—not that those should be a factor. She just needed one last piece, a last resort tactic to flee danger.

I’d had a few things in mind when I started building a kit for Senica, but ultimately, I’d decided to keep it simple. The last item I pulled from my phantom space was a slip of paper with dozens of runes painted on, all so tiny as to be practically indistinguishable.

“If you get into real trouble, tear this talisman in half,” I told her. “For thirty seconds, you’ll be able to walk through walls, levitate into the air, and have increased speed. That’s all I was able to put into one object, but it should be enough to get you clear of any problem.”

“I understand,” she said solemnly, but the tone didn’t match the look on her face.

With a sigh, I said, “Come on, let’s go find out how much longer it’ll be until we can leave.”


Chapter
Eight



Iused the teleportation platform to send us to Ghalin, but only because it saved me some effort having to draw my own circle to spread the effect to everyone instead of just myself. All of the Ghalin group came with us, even the wounded ones. Our own healers had done a credible job patching them up over the last few hours, good enough that the injured could use their own mana to recover from there. Even without any sort of real training, self-healing invocations were practically instinctive. It was trying to heal other people that was complicated.

Whatever Talivir might have thought about two teenaged mages coming along, he kept his opinion to himself. I saw him eye both of us up, but he was smart enough not to do anything that might jeopardize the rescue party coming to their aid.

Once everyone was ready and on the platform, I activated the circle and used my own magic to search out a teleportation beacon. As I’d suspected, by brute-forcing their departure platform instead of using it properly, the Ghalin party had broken something in it and drained the inscriptions of their mana. At this point, it would be just as expensive to use the platform, so I selected the village I’d scried instead.

“What?” one of the Ghalin people asked in surprise when they arrived. “We’re… but I thought we’d have to…”

“The platform you left from is broken now. It wouldn’t make any difference where we went, so I decided to save everyone the walk,” I said. I didn’t mention how it also saved me at least eight hours of travel—or maybe more, considering how slow the wounded in the group would move—and however much mana would be wasted fending off monsters.

“Convenient,” Ryla said, giving me the look she always did when we argued about platform placement. She’d wanted one in every village she traded with. I’d wanted to maintain some semblance of security. There wasn’t much point in a sanctuary if everyone could get there, especially if they could do it from anywhere.

It didn’t matter much anymore. There were too many people, and it was too well-known. The teleportation platforms had been a compromise to allow the people living there to have access to friends and family, but it was obvious the traders weren’t doing a good enough job keeping the locations secret. I would have to modify them with some wards if I wanted to keep unwanted travelers away. That would cause a massive spike in mana usage, though.

“It looks a lot like our old village,” Senica said. I followed her gaze to see mud-brick huts just like the ones Alkerist had, each with its own tiny garden attached to it. The whole village was surrounded by fields growing the same crops I remembered. Other than the fact that the streets were laid out differently and the trees just kind of grew randomly in little copses instead of being focused into the arbor, it really did look just like home.

“This is the closest village to Alkerist,” I said. “I guess it’s not too surprising that there’s a lot of overlap in how things are done.”

We started spreading out, with most of our group following the Ghalin natives to the east to see about hunting some monsters down. Senica went with them, but Ryla and I stayed behind with Talivir. “I suppose I should get started on teaching the mages here how to shroud their cores,” I said. I could feel about twenty people with full mana cores, which didn’t necessarily mean they were mages, but it was usually a good bet.

“You’re going to be the one who does that?” Talivir asked.

“Is that a problem?”

He considered me for a moment, then said, “I can’t feel any mana coming from you at all, but you were the teleportation mage… I guess that means you know what you’re doing.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” I said dryly. “Yes, I’m qualified to teach your local mages the technique of mana shrouding. If any of them are any good at it, I might even show them how to completely shield a mana core instead of just dampening it.”

“Is that difficult?”

“It’s easy to do, but it’s hard to hold indefinitely. Shrouding doesn’t take nearly as much effort, and as long as everyone here learns how to do it, it should alleviate almost all of your monster problems. It’ll be like it was before you had mages.”

“That… could be a problem,” Talivir said. “We figured out an easier way to do that core ignition thing and pretty much everyone went for it. Technically, I guess we’re all mages now.”

It took a lot of willpower to keep my expression smooth. Either the mage from our sanctuary that had been working with this village had been an idiot, or someone in a highly influential position here was. I’d made sure to spell out the dangers of doing exactly this. I’d stressed them heavily. They should have known better.

“Instead of mastering mana control to use the spin method, you figured out that you can just shove in a bunch more mana and it’ll ignite the core that way,” I said.

“You already knew about that?” Talivir asked, surprised.

“Yes. It’s a common way to spontaneously ignite a core without even trying in an area rich with ambient mana. It essentially cripples you long-term since your mana generation rate is usually only about a quarter to a third what it should be, but if every single person in the village is ignited that way around the same time, the sudden increase in mana would attract all sorts of monsters, while leaving you no good way to defend yourselves.”

“Not sure about all of that, but it doesn’t matter now,” Talivir said. “What’s done is done.”

“Of course it matters,” I said. “Instead of training two dozen people, I’ve got to get over a hundred to wrap their heads around this skill well enough that they can maintain it in their sleep. I’m not even sure it’s worth it at this point.”

“Not worth it?” Talivir repeated. “We’ll die if we don’t get some help.”

“On that, we agree. But at this point, you’ve got enough mana generation that I’m considering a ward stone to put a barrier around the village instead. Alkerist has something just like it to keep monsters out.”

Even that wasn’t an ideal situation. Monsters couldn’t get in, but they could and did form lairs near the village that threatened to cut it off completely from the world. I hadn’t done a lot of work with the villagers of my home on how to shroud a core, but the knowledge existed there, and they’d spread it as needed. For the most part, the nightly tithe had conditioned them to donate mana anyway, and with the majority of that going into the ward stone, which was properly shielded, it was a significantly smaller issue there.

Here, they’d gone wild with their newfound power. My idea of teaching a small handful of people to shroud their cores wasn’t going to work. Even worse, the attacks were almost certainly worse at night. During the day, people would be spending their mana as they always did. Then it built back up while they slept, attracting the mana-sensitive monsters to the village.

“Okay, who’s in charge?” I asked. “Let’s start with talking to them and see where we go from there.”

“That’d be Zalick,” Ryla said.

That name sounded familiar to me, but I couldn’t place where I’d heard it before. I’d met a lot of people over the past few years—too many to keep track of. I’d probably just heard this one in passing when Ryla had started putting together a trading run with Ghalin.

“Great. Let’s go find him then,” I said, gesturing to Talivir to lead the way.

He frowned down at me, then cast a glance over at Ryla. She nodded back, which was apparently the permission Talivir thought he needed. It looked like no one had told him who I was, and all he saw was a bossy teenager who happened to know a bit more than average about magic. I wondered what assumptions he was making about who I was, but not enough to spend mana reading his mind. It sounded like Zalick was the guy I needed to convince to listen to me, anyway.

“How many people are living here?” I asked. “And did you ignite all of them, even the children?”

“Two-hundred seventy, and everyone over the age of ten.”

A ward stone as a temporary measure might just be the best idea, after all. I could spend a day or two teaching a few people the mana control needed to shroud their core, and the whole village could keep the barrier going until they figured things out enough to stop attracting monsters. Then they could take their time cleaning up their own mess instead of relying on us.

I couldn’t think of any other way that wouldn’t result in me spending weeks here, but I didn’t want to do a ward stone if I could help it. That would cost the most mana, and while I had plenty to spare these days, that didn’t mean I wanted to waste it. Even if I made it in my crucible, it’d still be expensive to create an entire ward stone from nothing.

We walked toward the center of Ghalin, where we found a hut that was bigger than average. It had two doors, one in the front where they were normally placed, and one off to the side on an addition that had been added on. Much like in Alkerist, the doorways had blankets or curtains hung up to give the residents a bit of privacy. The extra door on this house had an actual wooden doorway, something of a rarity here in the wastelands.

Talivir walked up and knocked on the door. “Zalick, sir. I’ve got Trade Captain Ryla here as part of the group from Sanctuary.”

“Wait, ‘Sanctuary?’ Is that our official name now?” I asked Ryla.

“I had to tell people we came from somewhere,” she said. “That’s what you kept calling the place.”

“I guess so,” I said. “Seems like something I would have known.”

“Maybe if you’d ever left before today…”

The door opened to reveal an older man with black hair starting to go gray and the thin, almost wasted appearance that was so common in villages like this one. There was never quite enough food to go around, and if even the guy in charge of the place was in this shape, things were probably worse off here than they’d been in my home village. No wonder they’d decided to ignite as many mana cores as possible. It was probably that or starve.

“You made it there?” Zalick asked. “That’s fantastic. Was anyone injured out in the wilds?”

“There… there were a few injuries, yes. No deaths, though. Everyone should make full recoveries.”

“That’s the best news I’ve heard in a month,” Zalick said. He looked over Talivir’s shoulder and smiled. “Hello, Ryla. Come on in. And who’s this with you?”

“Gravin,” she said. “Our best mage.”

That was an understatement, but I let it slide. Zalick welcomed us into what looked like some sort of mixed accountant’s office and library study room. It was stuffed with books, but everything was covered under the paper-equivalent of some sort of creeping mold. Piles of paperwork filled the chairs and spilled out of boxes piled up in the corners. The shelves themselves had more stacks of paperwork stuffed in wherever a book wasn’t, usually on top of them. There was a desk, or at least some sort of desk-sized box. For all I could see it, it could be anything.

“Forgive the mess,” Zalick said. “Things have been hectic for… uh… well, I’m not very organized, and things have been growing worse in here for the last few decades.”

If he’d been working here for decades, he’d been around back when the Wolf Pack still had control of the entire island. That thought was the tip off I needed, and now that I knew where to look, I immediately spotted the signet ring of the cabal on his finger.


Chapter
Nine



I’d broken the Wolf Pack four years ago, ending their stranglehold on nearly every chunk of civilization on this dusty, dry island we called home. For decades, they’d been harvesting mana from everyone, both to reinforce their own power and because the woman in control of them was about three hundred years old. Life-extending magic was expensive, and the cost only went up with every year that got added on.

I hadn’t killed all of them. Tetrin was the most obvious example of a converted cabal mage, but I’d also left a woman known as Keeper alive as part of our agreement to help each other. An assassin in the cabal’s employ had betrayed them for my side as well and gotten away from the battlefield with her life intact. I hadn’t seen her since, and I didn’t want to. And finally, the daughter of the city’s ruler was captured and returned to royal custody, removing her from the cabal’s ranks.

With their inner circle completely destroyed, the cabal hadn’t been strong enough—or organized enough—to hold itself together. I’d made sure of that. More than a few of the administrators overseeing individual villages had set themselves up as little dictators, keeping all the mana they harvested from the villagers and using it to grow their own power.

That wasn’t to say I was much better. I’d crushed those mages as I found them and took that mana for myself. There was a room hidden in my valley with half a dozen huge mana crystals that held enough mana for me to make the transition from stage two to stage three as soon as my mana core finished growing. A lot of that had come from the Wolf Pack’s own coffers.

Nobody had reported anything like that to me here in Ghalin. That told me that Zalick either had a stranglehold on information going in and out of the village, which seemed unlikely, or he’d actually cared enough about the people he was in charge of that no one had complained about him running the town once they had a choice.

I’d only known him for thirty seconds, but he was already showing signs that it was the latter. It didn’t really matter much to me either way, since I’d always been more interested in stealing the cabal’s resources than anything, none of which were here. I’d only broken their power because they’d posed a threat to me and my family. If Ghalin couldn’t handle this problem on their own, I doubted Zalick had the skills or resources to even become a nuisance in the future, no matter how much time he was given.

There was nowhere to sit besides the one chair, which Zalick must have realized a few seconds after inviting us in. “On second thought, maybe we should stay outside,” he said.

Talivir snorted. “You said you were going to get this cleaned up.”

“I did. I will! I just haven’t, yet.”

“You’ve been saying that for years. You don’t even need most of this stuff anymore.”

“I know, I know,” Zalick said. He turned to us and added, “Most of this is records from the old days. Those are gone now, you know? Bit of a relief, honestly. I was getting overwhelmed with just the paperwork, let alone coordinating everything. Never could get an assistant out here to help, but that’s all over with now.”

“Right. We’re not really here to talk about that, though,” I said, trying to change the subject. I couldn’t care less if that whole room caught on fire. It might even be the best thing for it. “Talivir was explaining the problem with the monsters targeting your village. You decided to ignite the cores of everyone living here as quickly as possible using a method you devised where you just shoved as much mana as possible into a core until it ignited on its own.”

“Yes,” Zalick said, sounding excited now. “That other method was ingenious. I’ll never know how someone figured that out, but it was so difficult. This way costs a bit more, and the results aren’t quite as good, but quantity over quality. We needed to revitalize our agriculture here, and having an entire staff of field workers with mage cores has finally given us what we need to do just that.”

That was basically what I’d expected him to say. “Sure, you did that, but how many people have been killed by the monsters all the extra mana attracted because you’ve got hundreds of mages here now who have no idea how to do anything but use basic strength and stamina invocations?”

“Too many,” Talivir muttered.

“Sixteen in the last month,” Zalick said. “The monsters started appearing a lot more often recently. We lost four more in the six months before that. I just don’t understand it, though. We’ve had everyone blessed with mage cores for half a year, but it wasn’t until recently that things started getting bad. It can’t be because of our cores.”

“Perhaps something else is drawing them to the general area first,” I said. “You could just be seeing what was passing by and latched onto your village as an easy meal.”

If that was the case, I wondered where the rest of the monsters were going. An ongoing, unshielded spell powerful enough to draw in monsters from miles and miles away was worth investigating, if only so I could decide if I needed that mana myself. Though I had enough reserved for my growth to stage three, I was going to need a lot more to make it to stage four. It wouldn’t hurt anything to get started on that early. If my plans for a mana containment array were as successful as I expected them to be, I wouldn’t even have to worry about shielding my vast storage crystals, either.

“What could do something like that?” Zalick asked.

I shrugged. “We won’t know until we investigate. In the meantime, I have some ideas for a more immediate solution to this problem. However, the quickest one won’t be cheap, and I’m not sensing a lot of mana in Ghalin. You don’t happen to have anything stashed away in shielded crystals, do you?”

“I’m afraid not, young man. What did you have in mind?”

“A ward stone would be the easiest solution, but creating it is expensive, and then you’d have to keep it powered to protect the village.”

“You dream big, don’t you?” Zalick said with a laugh. “Ward stones are far, far beyond my skill level, I’m afraid. It’s not a matter of having the available mana. I just can’t carve something like that.”

“I wasn’t proposing that you did. I’ll make it, but I’m not donating that much mana. If you don’t have it, you’ll have to pay me back later.”

The laughter died, and Zalick glanced over at Ryla. “Is he serious?”

“Almost always,” she said. “I’m not sure I’ve ever seen him laugh or make a joke.”

“Hey, that’s not fair!”

“If you ever had a sense of humor, it died in the cradle,” she told me before adding to Zalick, “I can vouch for his magecraft, however. This is the man who made the teleportation platforms we use.”

“Really? That’s incredible. You’re so young, too. You must spend every waking moment dealing with runes and inscriptions. Who taught you?”

“Nobody you’ve heard of,” I said.

“I’m sure I know all the master mages that live anywhere around here,” Zalick said. “Except for the man who destroyed my old cabal. I’ve tried, but it’s remarkably difficult to get any real information so far away from Derro. I’ve heard that he’s very old, very powerful, and very wealthy.”

Depending on how Zalick defined wealthy, all of those things were true. I hadn’t exactly taken steps to conceal my identity when I’d gone to Derro to dismantle the Wolf Pack, especially after I’d learned it had been thousands of years since my death, and that I was little more than an old legend only the most devout historians would know of.

One of my erstwhile apprentices had eclipsed me in the arena of fame and celebrity by destroying the planet’s world core and ending the age of magic as I’d known it in the process. It was almost an embarrassment to have my name attached to his, but I’d read a select few preserved accounts that indicated the idiot had done so by breaking into my vaults after my passing and ransacking my research notes to serve as a basis for a moon-breaking spell. That part had worked, but the cost had been far too high.

“That would be me,” I said.

“What?”

“I am the old, powerful, wealthy mage who dismantled the Wolf Pack and killed most of its inner circle.”

“You’re a kid,” Zalick protested.

“I am aware.”

“You couldn’t have been more than ten or eleven years old then.”

“Four.”

“I… what? That doesn’t make any sense.”

“I was physically four. I am now physically around fourteen. I’ve been using alchemy to age faster to increase the size of my mana core,” I explained. “I am mentally much, much, much older than everyone in this conversation combined.”

Zalick and Talivir exchanged confused glances. “Is this true?” the mage asked.

“I don’t know. It’s the first I’ve heard of it. You know this kind of stuff isn’t what I deal with.”

“Right, right. Sorry. Okay, since you’re the senior mage here, how much mana are we talking to make a ward stone, and what’s the step after that? Just hunkering down behind a barrier might be feasible, but it doesn’t do anything to stop the monster problem from getting worse.”

“Let me lay out my idea for you,” I said.
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In the end, Zalick agreed to my proposal, though not until I’d demonstrated that I was capable of doing the transmutation needed to create a ward stone in the first place. I agreed to make the stone on credit, then handed over an empty storage crystal for him and the villagers to fill.

Part of me wanted to teleport back to the sanctuary and use my crucible, which would be far, far faster than doing the inscription manually. But the practical side of me rebelled against wasting that much mana, so I settled in for a long night of work. The village had a few empty huts thanks to all the monster-related deaths, and Senica found me there a few hours later.

“Gravin,” she said as she burst through the curtain. “I got six of them! Six. No one else got that many. I was the best mage on the extermination team.”

We’d decided between the two of us that we weren’t going to tell our parents that I wasn’t physically accompanying her on the monster hunts. She was in a group anyway, and practically invulnerable as long as she didn’t let her shield ward run out of mana.

“I’d hope so,” I said. “You’ve had more time to practice, and I gave you better equipment.”

“Don’t be a grump. Be excited for me.”

“Sorry, I can’t right now. I’m only halfway through carving this ward stone.”

“Like the one back in our old village?”

“Just about. I had to make some tweaks for the size of the barrier, and I’m trying to include some shrouding in it. It’s causing problems with the mana output getting too cluttered for a stone this size, but I didn’t think the village would be able to keep up with the mana usage of anything bigger.”

“Fine. Ugh, sometimes you’re so boring.” Senica dragged a chair over and threw herself down into it. “Tell me about this.”

“It’s a bit complicated for you,” I said. “Maybe in a year or two when you’re done with the basic rune set.”

“I can get a head start on the next set then,” she said. “Come on, tell me.”

“How about we talk about how much mana you used from that emergency storage crystal I loaned you instead?”

“What? I have no idea what you’re talking about. Of course I didn’t touch the emergency mana supply. I didn’t have any emergencies.”

“I can feel how full that shield ward is. Something got close enough to try to take a piece out of you,” I said. “You were being careless.”

She stared at me blankly for a moment. “Crap. Don’t tell Mom, okay?”


Chapter
Ten



Everything was going well. It took me a day to make the ward stone, during which time the hunters from Ghalin paired with the mages from… Sanctuary… as we were calling it now… to start killing the well-hidden monsters lurking around the area. Their basic-tier divinations helped them track down targets in an extremely limited area, which seemed tedious to me, but there were more of them than there were of me, so I supposed it balanced out.

Besides, it was a good way to practice divinations, and they needed the practice. I tried not to wince as I watched them fumble the spells, but a part of me wondered if they wouldn’t be better off just venting enough mana to serve as bait to draw the monsters to them.

Once I was done with the ward stone, I handed it off to Zalick, and he showed me how much progress the village had made on filling the storage crystal to replace the mana I’d spent. My own reserves were a bit lower than usual, but still full enough that I could teleport everybody back once they were done with their monster extermination, so I didn’t need to wait for the village to top it off. It was probably going to take them a few weeks, maybe longer once they started powering the ward stone, to refill it.

That was something Ryla could pick up for me next time she came through here. Once I was done teaching the first group of farmers the basics of core shrouding, it would be time to pack up Senica and return home. Ghalin could take care of things on its own.

There was one thing troubling me, however. If Zalick’s account was to be believed, the village had been operating under this setup for months without any significant changes in the monster population nearby. What was happening now was a recent development, and if so, there had to be something causing it.

For once, I didn’t have a good solution on hand. My ability to sense mana was highly developed, out to a range of several hundred feet before things started to get fuzzy, and twice that before I couldn’t feel mana at all. Spells to detect mana had been largely unnecessary in my previous life, and the ones I did know were designed to do the opposite of what I needed. They were for looking at mana closely, to sift out fine details that I might have otherwise missed.

What I was trying to accomplish here was to find what was attracting the monsters—mana, presumably—and where it was coming from. Unfortunately, my ability to sense mana at a great distance was strictly inferior to the monsters that lived around here.

Just because I didn’t have a spell to accomplish what I wanted did not mean I didn’t have a work-around. If I couldn’t find the mana source myself, I could just follow the monsters who had. I wouldn’t be doing it personally, of course. But I spent a few hours of my free time scrying ten or so miles away from Ghalin, looking for monsters on the move.

My initial findings all pointed west. Ghalin itself was planted on an intersection of passes in the mountains leading north, south, and east. All of the monsters north and south of the village were heading directly into the mountains as best they were able to, with only a few who lacked the ability to properly navigate the landscape following the trails and running into the town.

The ones from the east, however, were following the pass directly into Ghalin itself, then either deciding this was a good place to stop with plenty of mana, or just trying to get past the village but unwilling or unable to go into the foothills to circle around the humans. Whatever the reason, my scrying revealed that, overwhelmingly, the general trend of all traveling monsters in this area was to head into the mountains west of the village.

Now if I could just figure out why, maybe I’d get somewhere with the whole thing.

“Talivir,” I said, having tracked him down as part of a returning group. “You’re the guy in charge of everyone who hunts around here, right?”

“I am,” he said.

That was a bit of an odd profession to me, as there wasn’t much to hunt in the first place, but then again, Ghalin hadn’t been doing well enough with their fields to snub any possible sources of food. Even the monsters they’d been killing were being hauled back to be processed, though that was an art in and of itself. Monster meat was finicky when it came to what was edible and what would make a person sick. Very little of it was safe for human consumption—not enough to be worth butchering in my opinion.

“Any of your people ever go west, up into the mountains?” I asked.

“Occasionally, but not recently. With everything going on…” he trailed off for a moment. “Why do you ask?”

“I’ve been doing a bit of scrying, and it looks like most of the monsters who aren’t stumbling across your village are heading into the mountains. I was wondering if there was anything up there?”

“Nothing comes to mind, but I can see if anyone has noticed anything when they’ve gone out that way. What are you looking for in particular?”

That was an excellent question, but not one that I had a good answer for. “I think it’s a ‘you’ll know it when you see it’ sort of situation,” I said. “Something with an awful lot of mana coming off it, probably something big. Maybe a big monster, or some sort of natural disaster recently unearthed something. Stuff like that.”

“I don’t think there’s been anything like that,” Talivir said with a frown. “But I’ll ask.”

“Thanks. Anything that can help me narrow down what’s attracting those monsters helps.”

Whether Talivir got back to me with useful information before I scried the monsters’ paths and found it myself was another matter, but I’d done enough for one night. If I could save some mana with some educated guesses on where to search, so much the better.

I checked on Senica via some quick scrying. She was with another mage from Sanctuary and a local hunter, the three of them exploring some crags northeast of Ghalin. She had her wand out and ready, presumably because they were expecting a fight to start at any moment.

I pulled the scrying spell away from her and looked around for the monster, which I found clinging to a tall, thick spire of rock that jutted out across the trail overhead. Most of its body was shielded from view, at least from the angle of the humans below it, but I could see it clearly. It had a hard, segmented carapace and some sort of thin membrane of wings connecting its limbs, like a mixture between a scorpion and a bat, only five feet long.

The bat-thing crawled forward as Senica’s group passed underneath it, then launched itself into the air on silent wings. As soon as it was in the open, Senica spun in place, snapped out a quick incantation, and sent a burst of fire up into the air to strike it. The monster started shrieking in agony and lost control of its glide, causing it to slam into the stone cliff opposite of its perch and drop limply to the ground.

“Hah, I told you I sensed another one up there,” she said proudly as she jabbed her wand in its general direction. “Bet you it doesn’t get back up after that!”

It seemed like everything was going fine there, so I let the spell fade and sat back to rest. People would be coming back in the next few hours as it started to get dark, and even though I knew my parents had intended for me to actually be with Senica the whole time she was out there, it really wasn’t necessary. She was doing fine on her own, better than most of the adult mages who’d come with us, really.

If I could figure out what was going on in the mountains before everyone left tomorrow, maybe I’d take her with me. She’d probably enjoy that, and Mother and Father wouldn’t be able to say I hadn’t kept an eye on her.

Someone approached the hut I’d borrowed and started knocking on the wall near the open doorway. With a sigh, I cracked an eye open. “What is it?” I called out.

“We were hoping to get your help with this whole shrouding thing we’re practicing,” Zalick said. “I know you went over the basics, but do you have some time to give out some pointers?”

The work never ended.
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“So I asked around, and I think I might have something useful for you,” Talivir told me that night.

We were sitting in the village square, partaking in a communal meal. Apparently, Ghalin preferred to set up a few big stew pots that everybody contributed to instead of each family preparing their individual meals. I’d missed it the first night because I was busy carving the ward stone, but now that I’d finished that task and it had been appropriately mounted on a new pillar near the side of the village with all the fields, I had the spare time to be social.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“You know we’ve had a lot of deaths recently, but the very first one actually happened about a month before the monsters started showing up in large numbers,” Talivir said. “The hunter was out on the mountains to the west on an overnight trip, but he never came back. Someone else found his body a few weeks later—well, the remains of it, anyway.”

“You think he found something?” I asked.

“It’s possible if your theory about the monsters actually being drawn to the mountain past the village is correct.”

“Doesn’t help me,” I said. “I already knew to look at that mountain.”

“What if I could tell you where he died?” Talivir asked. “That would give you a place to start looking, at least.”

“That could work,” I admitted. “Was it someplace special?”

“I don’t know about how special it is. As far as I can tell, it was just a random pass through the mountain. There are some big cliffs in that area, but other than that, it looks just like everywhere else.”

It wasn’t what I was hoping for, but it was a place to start. “Show me,” I said.

He blinked in surprise. “What? Right now? It’s a bit late.”

I pulled my mirror out of my phantom space, causing the people around me to flinch back in surprise. Working quickly, I cast a scrying spell that showed the village. “Here we are,” I said as I pointed at us in the mirror. Talivir looked at himself, then up into the sky where my scrying spell was staring down at the table. He moved one arm in a wave, then dropped it and laughed.

“That’s fascinating to see,” he said.

“Moving on, I’m taking us out west toward the mountains. Let me know if we’re going too fast or if I take a wrong turn.”

The landscape flew by in the mirror as my scrying spell moved many times faster than a person could run. Talivir gave me directions while everyone else around us watched my magic at work. After a few minutes, the spell reached a ravine with towering rock walls easily a few hundred feet in height.

“This is the place,” the hunter told me.

It looked normal enough to me. But then again, I hadn’t seen what all was around here yet. There could be deep caves leading down to slumbering monsters better left undisturbed, or a hidden cache of treasures with traps and wards that an unwary explorer had accidentally triggered.

I sent my scrying spell zipping along the ravine, then brought it back around to fly up the cliffs to the top. “Ah,” I said quietly. “Did you know this was here?”

“No,” Talivir said. “I don’t think anyone’s ever climbed up there before.”

It was a wide, short tower made of worked stone, and in perfect condition. “I wonder if anyone lives there,” I muttered to myself.


Chapter
Eleven



At the moment, without resorting to stronger scrying spells, I couldn’t do much besides look around. The building was three stories tall, sort of a squat tower, and though it had a roof, it wasn’t the sort that kept out the weather. It was more like a canopy that was mounted at the top, one that left plenty of space for a mage with a flight spell to get inside.

In my previous life, I would have assumed there were plenty of invisible magical defenses crossing over those gaps, but these days, the cost to maintain barrier spells on what appeared to be an abandoned tower on the top of a mountain were too high. Something like that would require a constant influx of mana to keep active, and considering how much accumulated dust and dirt was inside the interior of the tower, I doubted anyone was hanging around keeping any wards powered.

Weirdly, the building itself was hollow. Whatever its purpose was, it seemed obvious to me that human habitation wasn’t the goal. It was more like a silo than a tower, once I got a look on the inside, with alternating balconies wide enough for two or three people to stand on, and windows to let sunlight in.

“What are we looking at?” Talivir asked, though it wasn’t clear who exactly he was talking to. It felt like I occupied two distinct roles in his mind. In one, I was a mage and clearly knew more about magic than he did, so he didn’t question my decisions. In the other, I was just some kid, too young and stupid to know anything about how the world worked.

“Some sort of home for a flock of flying monsters, maybe,” I said. “Is there anything like that around here?”

“No, I don’t think so,” Talivir told me. “Nothing I’ve ever seen anyway, except for the bats, and those are new.”

“Used to be,” someone else said. “Decades ago. The birds.”

The speaker was an old man, his hair faded and wispy and his face lined with deep wrinkles and a few scars across one side. “Big, giant things,” he said. “Used to come through every few years. They’d pick monsters up right off the ground, carry them off, and drop them on the rocks. Made a hell of a mess for us to clean up after they’d eaten their fill.”

“Those have been gone longer than most of us have been alive,” Talivir said.

“Doesn’t mean that building hasn’t been there even longer,” I argued. “How big are these birds? Would this fit them?”

“Might,” the old man said. “Might not. Depends how big they were. The biggest ones were the size of four houses combined. No way one of those would fit, but for most of them, yeah, about right.”

“So that’s what it is, then—some kind of eyrie for huge birds that’s been abandoned for half a century?” I asked.

“I mean… Probably,” the old man said. “Can’t think of what else it could be.”

“That’s interesting enough to investigate, I suppose. It’s in the right direction, and it’s near where your first hunter died. Maybe something else is living there now.”

I slipped my big scrying mirror back into my phantom space and turned back to my half-finished meal. Before I could take a bite, Talivir said, “Handy trick. Think you could teach me how to do that?”

“No,” I said. “My best students haven’t managed it yet, and I’ve been working with them for years.”

I’d only ever seen one other person with a phantom space since my reincarnation, and he’d been a mind-controlled assassin acting as a bodyguard for the head of the Wolf Pack cabal. His space had barely been big enough to hold his weapon, let alone do anything useful. I suspected one of my early apprentices, Ayaka, would be the first one to create her own space, probably in conjunction with Tetrin. She’d need his crucible, or rather, the upgraded version he’d eventually make.

Talivir settled back into his seat with a “Hrmph” noise. Let him be pissy about it if he wanted; no one in this village was even close to the point where they were ready for basic spells. Creating a phantom space was practically a masterpiece in spell work, not something any random apprentice did for fun and convenience.

I wouldn’t be surprised if this came up again from Zalick once he heard about it. Phantom spaces were incredibly useful, after all, but my answer would remain the same. Despite his status as a former cabal mage, Zalick hadn’t impressed me with his magical expertise. I suspected there was a reason he’d been sent out here to Ghalin instead of remaining in Derro with the majority of his cabal.

I ate the rest of my meal in silence and excused myself when I was done. It was a bit early to be going to bed, but I wanted some time to myself to prepare for tomorrow’s activities. Senica would probably jump at the chance to come with me, and this kind of experience was good for her, so I’d take her along.

That meant getting more information and making sure I had the tools and mana needed to take care of any potential problems that might crop up when we visited the eyrie, which meant getting away from pesky interruptions.

Usually, I did this kind of prep work in the sanctum I’d hidden inside our valley home, a place no one but me knew about or could access. Tonight, I’d settle for a hut near the edge of town and just hope everyone left me alone.

I could feel a number of eyes watching me walk away from the village square, and I was afraid my hopes were soon to be dashed.
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“It’s too far away,” Senica whined. “We should just fly.”

“We?” I echoed. “I wasn’t aware that you had mastered flight.”

“I’m getting better at it.”

“And your mana reserves?” I asked.

Senica cleared her throat and looked away while she mumbled something.

“What was that? I couldn’t quite hear you.”

“I said, ‘I would need to use your storage crystal.’”

“Which is only for emergencies, so it looks like we’ll be walking.”

It was just the two of us right now. I already knew the route thanks to my divinations, and taking anyone else would only raise the cost of mana to reach the eyrie. At some point, we were going to need magic to scale the cliff the tower was perched on, though I suspected that mana would go to a spider climb spell rather than flight magic.

“How was your monster hunt?” I asked a minute later.

“Good. I’m in the lead right now, but I guess maybe I won’t be soon since I’m not going to kill anything today.”

“Don’t be so sure about that. There’s nothing to say there won’t be monsters up in the mountains. I saw plenty of them when I was investigating the area.”

Senica perked up, but then she frowned. “Do those count, though? They’re not threatening the village.”

I shrugged. “I don’t know the rules of your game.”

“Every monster killed is worth a point,” she said. “Not much else to it. The thing is, I can’t prove how many I incinerate today, since there’s no witness. Maybe if you vouched for me?”

“Do you think they’d believe me? I’m obviously biased as your brother.”

“Yeah, true,” Senica said. “Hmm… I don’t know. I guess I’m just not playing today.”

“Take trophies,” I suggested.

“What?”

“Ears or paws or something. Easy enough to count your kills then, unless someone wants to argue that you cut a piece off a living monster and then let it go.”

“Then I’d have to carry that gross stuff.” Senica paused and gave me a shrewd look that I did not like one bit. “You could carry it for me.”

“Nope,” was my immediate reply.

“Aw, come on. Help me out here.”

“Not a chance.”

“Gravin!”

“Senica.”

“I don’t want to lose my spot. I’m in first place, please⁠—”

I held up a hand to stop her and frowned up the trail. “Quiet,” I said softly. “There’s… something…”

I had a basic sensory enhancement invocation running—not that it was doing much good with all the noise we’d been making—but that wasn’t what had tipped me off. I could feel a whisper of mana nearby, but whatever the source was, it was crafty enough to hide itself. Keeping a scrying spell running at all times wasn’t really feasible, not if I wanted mana left to do anything else, but I could afford to poke around for a minute here.

I swept the trail up and down over the next thirty seconds while Senica and I watched for movement, but nothing jumped out to me. I was starting to think whatever I’d sensed had just been passing by and was already out of range, but then Senica raised her wand and cast a flame lance spell at the cliff face above us and to the left.

Something peeled away from the stone, though I couldn’t figure out quite what it was other than that it was transparent and flat. As it died, a cloud of mana burst out of it, but the monster was too far away to collect any before it dissipated into the air.

“Those things are the worst,” Senica said.

“Killed them before?”

“Yeah. One of the hunters showed me how to spot them. They like to cling to rocks above trails and fall on people walking underneath. Any time the slope is sheer or hangs over the trail like it does here, you have to watch out for them.”

“Well done,” I said. It wouldn’t have been any danger to us if it had dropped on our heads, not with our shield wards full of mana, but I was suitably impressed that Senica had spotted it and killed it with a single spell. “I’m not sure you can harvest a piece of that, though.”

“I don’t want to anyway, not if you’re not going to carry it for me.”

“I’m not.”

Whatever it was my sister muttered under her breath, it was probably better if I didn’t overhear it.
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We stood at the base of the cliff where Ghalin’s first death had occurred. In person, it seemed even taller, easily a few hundred feet high. I didn’t think anyone could climb it without magic, and it was so intimidating that I was starting to reconsider my decision not to just fly to the top.

“Are you sure we need to climb this? Couldn’t we just… you know…” Senica waved her hand up into the air, unknowingly echoing my thoughts.

With a sigh, I shook my head. “No, we should do it the smart way. I used a lot of mana making the ward stone and I haven’t recovered from that yet. Now’s not the time to be lazy.”

“I’m just saying, I’ve killed twenty-two monsters already. Have we really saved any mana by walking?”

“You are grossly underestimating how expensive flight magic is, and besides, we’re already here now. Come on, show me your spider climb spell.”

Grumbling, Senica reluctantly cast the spell, then moved to start climbing the wall. I followed up behind her, ready to catch her if her focus should fail and the spell collapsed. It wasn’t that I doubted her ability, but if she did fall, I wasn’t sure that she’d be able to cast a feather weight spell to save herself. It would depend on how panicked she became.

My sister performed to expectations, however, and ten minutes later, we both crawled over the lip of the cliff to stand before the eyrie. It looked much the same as it had when I’d scried it, but now that I was there in person, I could feel a big difference.

“Ah,” I said to myself. “That’s what it is.”

“What?” Senica asked.

“A beacon of sorts,” I said. “You might consider it a guidepost or a lighthouse. It tells travelers where to go.”


Chapter
Twelve



Whatever else the eyrie might be, it wasn’t abandoned. Sitting under the eaves on the top of the tower was a knot of mana woven to point in a specific direction. It even had faint streamers of magic trailing off through the sky that gradually faded out of my perception after a few hundred feet or so.

There was no way that spell had been sitting up there undisturbed and running for even a decade. I needed a closer look to be sure, but I was betting the current spell would last for a few months, tops. Then again, there was something going on with the tower itself. Either way, it bore investigating.

“Do you see any monsters?” I asked Senica.

She shook her head and tucked her hair behind her ear, only for the wind to immediately catch it and blow it across her face again. “Nothing,” she said, pulling her hair back out of her mouth as she spoke. “Damn it. Can you do something about this wind?”

“Language, dear sister,” I said. My own hair was cut short now, barely an inch long. Other than the bracing chill of it, something I wasn’t much accustomed to living in a desert wasteland, the wind didn’t much bother me.

“Seriously. I don’t have anything to tie it with. Tell me you’ve got a piece of string I can have?”

“I have no string.”

“Damn it,” she muttered again.

“Has anyone ever told you that you’re spoiled?” I asked her.

“Just you. Frequently.”

“That’s because it’s true. Give me a minute.”

Transmutation spells were rarely fast, and this one was no exception. It actually took closer to five minutes, but I used stone shape to create a thin, delicate comb, then transmuted the stone to silver. I wasn’t much of an artist, but I gave it a few decorative whorls. “Here,” I said, holding it out.

Senica took it, twisted her hair up how she wanted it, and jabbed the comb into place to hold it. “That’s so much better. Thank you, Gravin.”

While I’d been working on correcting my sister’s planning deficiency, I’d also been feeling out the eyrie with a series of divinations. Specifically, I’d been looking at the mana running through it, like some sort of pseudo-enchantment. It was a strange thing, definitely not human-made. Every time I’d run across something like this, it was always the product of a race of magic-wielding sapient monsters.

That could be a good or bad thing, depending on what they were. Monster as a technical classification just meant the creature couldn’t survive without mana, not that it was necessarily a man-eater. That fact was often forgotten, since so many monsters did get their mana from eating other creatures, but it didn’t mean that was the case with whatever had made this tower.

In fact, if the old-timer from the village was to be believed, the owners of this mana beacon were a race of giant birds that frequently killed other monsters for their sustenance. They might even just be animals, though I doubted that. There was a level of magical sophistication displayed here that animals almost never reached on their own, even if they did have magic.

There was no entrance to the eyrie on the ground. While I was sure I could force my way through it with a sufficient amount of mana and determination, there was no reason to be rude. However, when I went to climb the wall, I immediately discovered that it rebuffed any and all attempts to stick to it, even with magic.

“Well, that explains why there’s nothing living inside,” I told Senica. “The only way anything is getting in is to fly.”

Since it was at most forty feet, it wouldn’t be a huge burden to levitate to the top. Senica and I cast the spell in unison, and I smiled a bit at her perfect diction as she chanted the runes. She really wasn’t ready for a spell this complicated, but levitation was so useful that I’d taught it to her anyway. It’d be another year or so before I actually started teaching her the full intermediate set of runes, but she could use this one single spell.

Perfect pronunciation aside, silent casting allowed for faster spell completion and made it harder for an opponent to predict what spell was coming their way. It was an invaluable skill to any mage fighting against fellow mages, which had happened fairly regularly back in my time. The number of total mages in the world was way down now, but that wouldn’t be true forever. Learning to cast without incantations might one day save Senica’s life.

The hardest part of our levitation was holding steady against the wind. The spell didn’t provide much in the way of movement outside of going up and down, but external forces could and did still act on us, and the wind was quite strong up here. Considering how close we were to the mountain’s peak, I suspected this wasn’t unusual, and that we might even have gotten lucky with a relatively calm day.

As we passed under the canopy, a thing of shaped stone that looked somewhat similar to those little well roofs I used to see when I was young the first time, I noticed a series of runes scratched into the stones. They were faint, so faint in fact that I immediately realized the runes weren’t really there. They were actually light waste from the spell in the shape of the rune, which supported my sapient monster theory.

Carving runes into stones took a lot of precision, which was a quality that creatures without thumbs generally lacked. Tracing the runes with mana itself was an alternative favored by monsters without hands who still wanted to make pseudo-inscriptions—monsters like giant birds, for example.

From the top of the eyrie, I could see the streamers of mana going out in two opposite directions. They faded out of the range of my mana sense within a few hundred feet, but I was sure they kept going past that, possibly for miles. A monster with excellent vision and a complimentary ability to see mana could probably follow those streamers the whole way.

“It’s a rest lodge and guide post,” I said. “I bet those birds that used to come through here are migratory, and they built places like this the way people plant signs at intersections in roads.”

“You think so?” Senica asked as she peered down at the balconies lining the interior of the tower. There was no way to reach any of them other than by flying, and given that none of them had railings, I was already mentally reclassifying them as nests. Considering the size of them, if I assumed one bird per nest, they probably grew to prodigious sizes.

It wasn’t hard to picture a flock of eight- or nine-foot-tall birds with twenty-five-foot wingspans roosting inside the eyrie, though that didn’t quite match that old-timer’s description of them being the size of multiple houses crammed together. The locals had said the birds hadn’t been seen in decades, which didn’t automatically mean they were extinct. Something had come through and activated the magic of this tower, after all. The question was who, or what, had done it—and why?

I shook my head. That wasn’t right. The real question was what I was going to do about it. I had little doubt that this beacon was emitting enough mana that monsters sensitive to it could feel it from miles and miles away. Breaking the magic of the eyrie would almost certainly prevent even more monsters from finding their way to Ghalin.

I could do that, and close the book on this investigation. I did have my own projects to get back to, after all. But this was the first sign I’d seen of a magically-competent civilization since my reincarnation. Maybe some of the most experienced members of the Wolf Pack could have set up something similar, but I doubted it. They’d only ruled Derro through the power of their cache of artifacts from the Age of Wonders, a cache I’d confiscated and destroyed once I’d confirmed that the tools wouldn’t do anything I couldn’t already do on my own.

No, this tower was beyond anything else I’d found in the wastes, and I was curious to find out more about where it came from and if I could follow those streamers myself to meet the species that used it. Giant birds were new to me personally, but I’d befriended several species of sapient monsters before. I could do it again.

On the other hand, if they were hostile, a fight with dozens or hundreds of birds bigger than I was sounded unpleasant. It might be better to put a pin in this for a week or two, or to at least make a trip back home to top off my reserves first.

“You’re being quiet,” Senica said. “What are you thinking?”

“That I want to know more,” I told her. “I do think that shutting this tower down would alleviate Ghalin’s monster problem, but if I do that, I lose the ability to follow its mana to the next one in the line, or to wherever it ends up leading me.”

“Well, how long would it take to do that?” she asked.

“It depends how far I’d have to go, I suppose. But that’s a good point. I could just follow it to the next stopping point, then come back and shut this one down.”

“Do you think anyone would get upset with you for breaking this place?”

That was something I hadn’t considered. Whoever had activated the eyrie had done so for a reason. Even if they weren’t a threat to me personally, they might return to take it out on the nearby village. Assuming these bird monsters were the true owners of this place, I needed more information before I made a decision.

“We should go back to Ghalin,” I said. “As far as I’m concerned, we’ve learned what we needed to here. Even if the beacon stays up, Ghalin has the ward stone now, as well as a group of our mages helping them thin out the monsters. They can survive a week or two while I look into this more.”

Senica nodded to me. “Okay. How do we get down?”

“How do you think we should do it?” I asked.

“Strong winds, heading in the right direction. I think a weight reduction spell and maybe a bit of levitation to get us going, and we’ll just drift down toward Ghalin.”

“What are you going to use for a sail?”

“I was hoping you’d have something,” she said.

“My phantom space isn’t filled with things that are convenient for you,” I said. “If you want to haul that kind of stuff around, you should learn to make your own.”

“Come on, that’s not fair!”

It wasn’t, not really, but neither was life. “Let’s assume for the sake of this exercise that you have access only to what’s on you. What do you do?”

“Use up all the mana in your storage crystal flying home, then lie and assure you that it was incredibly necessary to escape all the monsters out here.”

I felt my eye twitch, just once, before I regained control of my expression. “Try again,” I told her.

“Weight reduction and drift down as far as the wind will take me, aiming for the trail below, then walk back while keeping an eye out for monsters,” she said sullenly.

“Off with you, then.”

I watched Senica cast the spells and leap out into the open air. Her magic carried her down—perhaps a bit faster than I would have preferred—safely to the ground below. Then I pulled out the sheet that I’d stashed for just such an occasion after watching Senica do the same thing a week ago and leaped out, doing exactly what she’d wanted us to do before she’d jumped off.

Her indignant yelp from below brought a smile to my face as I manipulated the wind to steer my makeshift parachute. Without it, I’d have dropped just as quickly as Senica, but with it, I could glide all the way back to the village.

“You come back here!” Senica screeched at me.

She ran after me, chanting a spell, and burst into the air. I could have dodged her, but that would have meant leaving her behind, something our parents would no doubt be unhappy about. So I let her tackle me mid-air and used my own magic to keep us stable as we glided away from the eyrie.

“I hate you,” she hissed, still clutching my waist as we drifted on the wind.

“No you don’t.”

“I do!” she insisted.

“Fine, find your own sail.” I started wiggling to shake her loose.

“No! Stop! I take it back!”

“You’re just saying that because the ground is far below us.”

“What? Never. I love you, my sweet, wonderful, generous brother.”

“Okay,” I said. “You’re laying it on a bit too thick now. You can stop.”

We floated in silence for a minute, then Senica said, “How long is this going to take?”

“Sshh. Just enjoy the view.”


Chapter
Thirteen



It took me four days to prepare for the expedition. Most of that time went toward the final setup of the valley-wide mana containment spell. By all indications, the ember bloom had anchored the magic successfully, though I suspected we’d need to take a cutting soon to mirror that anchor on the east edge of the valley to keep it stable. We’d held off in hopes the tree would seed, but so far nothing had come of it.

Once things were settled back at the sanctuary, there was nothing left to do except wait to see how the project performed. Tetrin and Hyago were both more than capable of monitoring that, leaving me free to investigate the mystery of the aerial waypoint and the supposedly extinct giant birds.

Scrying that far was costly, but I did a quick sweep to ensure I wasn’t going to teleport in on top of a monster. Everything looked clear, and a few minutes later, I appeared outside the tower. It was exactly as I remembered, except that the mana somehow felt even stronger now.

I levitated up to the top of the eyrie and examined the mana flowing through it. It was subtle, but once I knew to look for it—and didn’t have any distracting siblings around—I could see that the mana actually had a direction to it.

Whether to follow the current back to its source or figure out where it was going was an interesting question. Part of me wanted to do both, but that was still far out of my reach. In a few years, it would be a different story, but unfortunately, that left me with no good answers right now. I could make guesses and speculate on the purpose of the eyrie and the mana current running through it, but really, there was only one way to know for sure.

What decided it for me in the end was the risk of wasting mana. If I followed the current back to its source and the whole thing turned out to be a waste of time, I could at least recoup some of the cost. Judging by how strong the mana current was and how much distance it had traveled to get to this eyrie, I might even come out ahead.

At the top of the tower, perched on the roof, I reached into my phantom space to pull out my staff. My old one had been destroyed in the final battle against the Wolf Pack, but I’d replaced it with a length of ember bloom six feet long and burnished to a soft glow. It was threaded through with gold and silver formed into a swirling runic script that swept up the length of the staff, but only when the light hit it at just the right angle.

My old staff had contained a core of living stone that ever so slowly generated its own mana, but given the already-magical nature of ember bloom, I’d opted not to repeat that. The tree itself was such an excellent material for channeling mana through it quickly that I’d decided to take advantage of that.

There weren’t many spells I had the mana for that I couldn’t cast in an instant. With this staff, that number dropped to practically zero. I’d sketched thousands of runes in the wood, and with the speed that mana propagated through ember bloom, I could combine them to form any spell I needed.

The staff itself was capped in steel on both ends. Steel was an interesting metal, magically speaking. Unlike silver, which channeled mana as easily as flesh and bone, steel acted as a sort of dam, blocking mana until it built up enough, then allowing it to burst out with explosive force. For my staff, it meant an extra fraction of a second to put together the spells I would cast with it.

Unlike my old staff, I hadn’t included a mana crystal in this one’s construction. Without the mana-generating qualities of living stone integrated into the staff, there was no good reason to leave the crystal vulnerable, not when I could still draw from it while it was safe inside my phantom space. That didn’t mean I’d settled for a standard mana crystal, though.

My new mana crystal was thoroughly ensconced in a cage of living stone, so much of it that it had taken me six months to generate the mana needed to form it. This one was built to last, though, and even if it would take a decade for it to make enough mana to cover the cost, that wasn’t the point of that particular investment.

I’d inscribed the living stone with the runes that had graced my old staff and gotten the transference loss between my mana crystal and me down to near zero. At this point, the only way I’d be able to cast spells faster was by advancing my core to stage three so that I could draw mana directly from it to fuel my bigger spells.

I didn’t strictly need my staff to cast the spell I had in mind, but I also didn’t have any reason not to use it. In terms of mana expenditure, teleportation was by far the cheapest for the distance I expected to go, but that was negated by the extra expenses I’d incur trying to scry that far. Flight was my standard for short distances, but this trip didn’t seem likely to end quickly.

When I needed to travel long distances to an unknown destination, my spell of choice was elemental form. Shapeshifting was a complex field, something incredibly delicate and dangerous. Temporary forms often became irreversible if mistakes were made in the transformation process, or if the subject’s mind wasn’t strong enough to maintain its sense of self. Even in my time, mages who messed around with shapeshifting were rare.

That being said, for those of us who had the skill and power to master the art, it was a powerful tool. I let the spell wrap around me and pull a mask over my flesh. As far as the universe was concerned, as long as the mana shell covered my soul, I was no longer a human. Instead, I was an elemental being—specifically, an air elemental.

My body was still human-shaped, but I was more like a glass statue full of swirling currents of air than a flesh-and-blood person. I lifted into the air, a mere effort of will with my new body. Rather, it would be more accurate to say that my consciousness slipped through the air, abandoning the currents I’d been part of and bonding to new ones.

I hurtled through the sky via an exercise of thought, elongating my form and dragging it from one part of the sky to the next. It was an awkward method of movement, one that took some practice to master, but which allowed me to travel several times faster than by flying. It took mere minutes to find another eyrie on a mountain northeast of my starting location.

This one looked much like the one I’d discovered near Ghalin, but with one major exception: the mana current flowing into it split two ways, one leading back to the eyrie I’d come from, and one heading straight west. It made me question just how many of these eyries there were, and if they spanned the entire island. Maybe they even went beyond. I could easily picture a chain of them perched on lonely rocks amidst the endless miles of the sea, leading to another land.

I’d already made my decision about which way to explore, and this new information hadn’t given me a reason to change my mind. Once again, I chose to chase the mana streamers deeper into the mountains—or wherever it was they originated from.

The next tower was thirty or so miles away, this one mostly north of my previous stop, but here I found a very different sort of surprise. The speed I was moving at worked against me, and I was already almost on top of it when I realized that there were other sources of mana inside the eyrie. It wasn’t hard to guess what those might be, and though I was too late to hang back and study the situation before they noticed me, I wasn’t shocked to see a pair of enormous birds burst out of the interior and start circling the eyrie.

My air form gave me an advantage against being seen, since anyone who looked at me would have trouble discerning me from the sky in the background, but it actually made it significantly easier to detect my mana. My own core was still shielded, as always, but the elemental form spell’s shell wasn’t something I could easily hide, not with the way it stretched out as I moved from one bit of air to the next.

Whatever else these birds might be, they were clearly magical in nature. They had no problem sensing me even if they couldn’t see me. Both of them were cawing, a warning perhaps, and that sound was infused with mana. It came and went so quickly that I had difficulty discerning the patterns, but I could at least recognize them for what they were: communication.

I’d encountered plenty of monsters that could talk to each other using mana, and what these two birds were doing seemed very similar to me. Translating it, unfortunately, was a whole different problem. Whatever they were saying, I wouldn’t be able to puzzle it out just by feeling the slivers of mana their calls were projecting.

It was hard to guess exactly how big they were while they were flying, maybe five or six feet in height, but their wingspan was closer to twenty. Their talons were easily big enough to pick up a child, and I had no doubt those wickedly curved beaks could tear through the toughest hide. No normal animal would stand a chance against one of these birds, and depending on what other magical abilities they exhibited, they might very well be at the top of the monsters’ food chain as well.

Their plumage seemed to be unique, making them easy to tell apart. Both of them were black-feathered, but one had red highlights and a lighter, almost purple chest, and the other had flecks of gray on the tips of its feathers. Both of them had the same intense, golden-ringed eyes, locked on my mana.

If they were intelligent, I might be able to use a spell like mind read to communicate with them. That would only work if they understood spoken Enotian, which I had no reason to believe they could.

This would be a good test. Either I could communicate with these creatures and they would turn out to be non-hostile, or they’d attack me and I’d learn how hard they were to kill. If they proved difficult to defeat, it might be time to turn back before I encountered a full flock of them.

Both birds spread their wings to their full spans and flew straight up at me. I made a note that this method of flying had nothing to do with how true birds did it, instead being a sort of air current of mana they created under their wings to bolster them. There was no flapping involved, but if someone were to interfere with that mana, they’d start to fall until they could stabilize themselves.

It was a potential weakness, assuming I needed it. That was still to be determined, though. I willed myself forward and down to meet them halfway, where hopefully we’d find some way to communicate. If not, then I’d get to learn what kind of magic they possessed that let them attack the very air itself.


Chapter
Fourteen



The two birds circled around me while chirping and cawing to each other. Perhaps they were trying to speak to me as well, but if so, I understood none of it. More out of curiosity than anything, I tried to read their minds.

‘Mana… invisible. Threat? Or treasure? Capture it.’

So they did have some form of rudimentary intelligence, at least. Mind reading didn’t work on animals, no matter how smart they were. There had to be sapience for the spell to latch onto, which meant that while these creatures might be simplistic, they were not dumb animals. They were capable of forming societies, of having laws, of pondering abstract concepts. They were concerned with more than mere survival.

That didn’t mean I wouldn’t kill them. I’d never had much problem with killing humans, monsters, or magical animals if I needed to. It just meant that if I could find a way to talk to them, diplomacy wasn’t necessarily off the table.

The one with red in its feathers moved to attack me first—or perhaps attack wasn’t the correct word. Either way, it was the bolder of the pair, and its body passed through the cloud of air that currently made up my physical form. This did nothing to injure me, of course. It would take far more than a bird flying through me, no matter how big, to disperse the air enough that it cracked the mana shell surrounding me.

I wasn’t able to speak like a normal person, but that didn’t mean I was without a means to communicate. It seemed prudent to get the easiest tests done first, and a simple auditory illusion spell was enough to mimic my voice.

“Hello,” the spell said. “Do you understand me?”

The reaction was immediate, with both birds immediately flapping their enormous wings to rise even higher into the sky. The downdraft from that was strong enough that I had to focus to hold my elemental body from being blown apart, though, again, it wasn’t nearly strong enough to break the shell of my magic. It would only have been a mild inconvenience to pull myself back into a single spot.

“I’m not here to hurt you,” I said through the spell. “I’d appreciate some sign that you understand my words, if you do.”

Once they got over their initial surprise, the birds exchanged too-intelligent looks and resumed circling around me. The silver-tipped bird started doing something strange with its mana, perhaps casting a spell the way its species did. I watched warily, prepared to counter it or defend myself if necessary, but the creature seemed more curious than hostile now.

Bird magic incorporated far more motion than human magic did. I, and every other human I knew, tended to shape mana into the various rune combinations needed to cast a spell. There was an element of timing to it, of course, and speed was essential for larger spells. The longer the mana had to be held in a specific shape, the more taxing it became to do so.

The mana the birds used was always in motion, looping in and around itself in complex patterns. Some were easy to see, the magical equivalent of tracing a circle over and over again. The strange magic providing them with an updraft for them to glide on without actually flapping their wings was a good example of this. It looked similar to an extremely exaggerated channeled spell.

Whatever the silver-tipped bird was doing now wasn’t that type of magic. In fact, it was mostly supposition on my part that there was a pattern at all. I certainly hadn’t been able to pick out more than pieces of it, and I couldn’t begin to guess how the bird’s mana would flow next.

A squawking voice came from the mana circulating through the bird. “Friend?”

I considered that for a second. I could be a friend to these giant birds, though I didn’t have the first clue of what they’d want, or if they had anything that I might want in turn. For now, it was probably better to proceed with friendly relations. After all, it was much easier to go from friendly to hostile than the other way around. If I attacked now and then later decided that they did have something worth fighting over, there was no doubt that it would be a struggle to claim it.

“Friend,” I confirmed with my magical voice.

Maintaining my elemental form wasn’t cheap, and if I was going to be communicating with these birds for a while, there was no point in holding it. I had far more efficient ways to defend myself than hiding behind a shell of mana that turned my physical form into air. Just to be safe, however, I cast another illusion that mirrored my human body floating in the air right where the blob of air that was my current form was.

Both birds were surprised—perhaps jumpiness was a trait they shared with their lesser animal cousins—by the appearance of a flying human, but neither flew off this time. My illusion gestured to the eyrie, and I had it say, “Talk there?”

Silver-tip’s looping mana twisted a new way and shaped different words. “Friend talk.”

The birds descended, flaring their wings as they landed and clutching the open lip of the tower. I followed them after dismissing my elemental form. One day, and soon, I’d advance my mana core to the point where I wouldn’t need to be so stingy with my mana.

“What you?” Silver-tip asked with its strange mana projection.

“Human,” I replied. “Mage.”

Red shifted uneasily at the word ‘mage,’ but didn’t start cycling its own mana to speak. Silver-tip, for its part, ignored Red and began speaking again. “What you sky?”

“Up there?” I asked, pointing up to where we’d made first contact. At the bird’s nod, I added, “Magic to make me like air. Fly far. Fast.”

“Fast,” Silver-tip said. It ruffled its feathers a bit and added, “Brakvaw fast.”

“Your name Brakvaw?” I asked. This conversation was already getting tedious, but the only cost so far was time. I might as well see what I could learn.

“All are brakvaw,” Silver-tip said.

“All… birds?”

“Brakvaw is big!”

That must be what they called themselves. I’d never heard of a species of sapient magical birds known as brakvaw, but this was hardly the first time I’d come across something new. It was going to be a challenge to my patience to get more information out of them, but I was committed to the conversation now.

“Brakvaw make this?” I asked, stamping a foot on the tower we were all perched on.

“Brakvaw make wayfinder nest.”

“The mana too?”

“Brakvaw no make mana. Only use.”

That was ambiguous enough that I wasn’t sure how to parse it. Technically, nobody made mana. It came from the astral realm, which we were connected to through our mana cores. That wasn’t what I’d been asking, though. I wanted to know about the mana streaming through the eyries. I could scarcely credit a species with such poor communication skills for crafting such complex magic or raising the towers out of the ground.

Then again, it was obvious the brakvaw used mana completely different from humans. Maybe these tasks were trivial to them. Senica had been training with me for four years now, and I doubted she could manage to make one of these towers, let alone enchant it. She was certainly smarter than these two bird-brains, which meant either I really didn’t get how their magic worked at all, or they weren’t the ones to do it.

Maybe they weren’t representative of all brakvaw. Maybe they’d fallen out of the nest and landed on their heads as chicks. I couldn’t rule out the whole species just because the thoughts of these two were roughly equal to a two-year-old human’s.

“What is your name?” I asked Silver-tip.

Whatever the sound that came out of that bird’s mouth was supposed to be, there was no way I could ever hope to imitate it without magic. Even using a spell to make any sound I desired, I wasn’t sure I could get it right, so I didn’t bother to try.

“I can’t pronounce that,” I told it. “Sorry.”

Red shuffled in place and kind of stared at me, though I couldn’t really determine if that was because the bird was hostile, hungry, or if it just looked at everyone that way. Maybe I’d offended them by not being able to pronounce their names.

Or maybe he wasn’t looking at me. On the horizon behind me was a long, dark smudge, and now that I noticed it, it was getting bigger. “Friend of yours?” I asked.

“Mother,” Silver-tip said.

“Oh?” Maybe I’d misunderstood the whole situation and I really was talking to baby birds. It would explain a few things, though it would also indicate a relatively high degree of natural aptitude for mana manipulation.

If that was the case, I had to wonder how big the mother bird was going to be. It could just be a trick of the eyes not being able to properly judge size and distance against what I was expecting to see. These two birds were already bigger than I was. If they were chicks, then the mother would be dragon-sized, with a dragon-sized mana core to match.

Hopefully she was as friendly as her offspring.

“Mother wayfinder,” Red said, the first time he’d spoken since our meeting.

“She uses the towers,” I realized. “Did she activate them?”

The smudge continued to get bigger, too big. I glanced down at the silo filled with interior balconies. How big could an adult brakvaw be if it could still fit inside? The two in front of me were small enough that each could comfortably fill a nest. Maybe the adults didn’t use the eyries.

Neither of the birds seemed to understand my question, which wasn’t all that surprising. I was starting to get the impression that the brakvaw magic traditions didn’t really have a concept of on or off. Their mana was constantly circling through them; what changed was the direction and speed. It seemed terribly inefficient to me, but I supposed if I had a mana core that big, I wouldn’t mind.

The giant bird was no longer a smudge. No, now it was enormous, with piercing golden eyes locked onto me as it screeched through the sky at speeds I’d be hard pressed to match with a flight spell. She was still a ways out, but I was starting to get an impression of her size now, and I could take some guesses at a protective nature.

Maybe it was best if I took a few steps away from her children, just to be safe.

Before I could suggest anything like that, Red and Silver-tip both burst into flight. My shield ward flickered to life, preventing me from being battered by their suddenly-outstretched wings, but I had to use magic to keep myself from falling backward into the eyrie. By the time I recovered my balance, my two new friends were winging their way to their mother.

She met them a few hundred feet from the eyrie and slowed to examine the scene as they looped around her joyfully. Perhaps seeing that her children were happy and unharmed calmed her down, because while she didn’t stop, I got the impression I was much less likely to be snatched up by enormous talons, or snipped in half by a beak longer than I was tall.

In fact, as she got closer, she started to shrink until she was no bigger than her children. It was fascinating watching the mana loop through her body over and over, each time taking a subtly different path until she reached the size she desired.

“Who are you? What are you doing here?” she demanded, her voice clear and intelligent.

“Oh good,” I said. “I was getting nowhere fast with those two. My name is Keiran.”


Chapter
Fifteen



The mother brakvaw was clearly communicating with her children in some way, probably telling them to stay back in case she needed to kill me and things got messy. I wasn’t offended; it was a reasonable precaution, and if a stranger had approached my family, I might not have shown as much restraint as she had in defending them. I liked to think that not trying to stop them from flying up to meet her when she’d arrived had been what prevented her from attacking on sight.

“I’m investigating these towers,” I said, gesturing toward the building. “I originally found one two stops to the west near a human town that was being attacked by waves of monsters. We discovered that the mana streams were what was drawing them into the area.”

If the brakvaw had any reaction to that news, I couldn’t tell. Reading the body language of enormous, sapient birds just wasn’t among my many talents, which put me at a bit of a handicap here. Depending on how the conversation went, I might resort to a bit of mind reading to nudge things in my favor.

“This village sounds unlucky,” the bird said. “It must have been founded between cycles, else it would have long since been wiped out.”

“I don’t think so,” I said. “How long is a cycle?”

“As long as it takes. It has been many, many seasons since the last cycle, since we had fledglings ready to go find the way.”

I was clearly missing some cultural context here, but to my understanding, Ghalin had existed for at least the last century. I supposed it was possible that brakvaw reproduction cycles were measured in hundreds of years, though that seemed unlikely. Then again, they were magical creatures who might rely on mana to reproduce, in which case it was a miracle the whole species hadn’t died off.

If it did take that long for brakvaw to hatch new eggs, it would also explain why this mother bird had come at me like a bolt of lightning, only slowing down when her chicks flew up to meet her. What I didn’t understand was why the young would be left alone with the mother dozens of miles away, assuming that was the case.

“I’m not asking you to make changes to your system or anything,” I said. “I’ve already made arrangements with the village I mentioned to protect them from the monsters. I’m mostly just exploring to satisfy my curiosity about where the mana came from and what its purpose is.”

The brakvaw tilted its head curiously and asked, “You are a human finding your way?”

“I suppose, if that’s the reason your kind flies from tower to tower.”

“A rite of passage,” she explained. “We fly to the end, and then go beyond. Sometimes, those that are exceptional create a new waypoint, extend our travels. If we are lucky, that waypoint will still stand when the next cycle begins.”

“I think I understand,” I said.

“There was much argument about this cycle,” the mother said, “whether to have it at all. Too dangerous, some claimed. But it is our way. Traditions were not made to be abandoned. Grandfather had to step in. It was decided that some of us would shepherd the fledglings, to ensure the world hadn’t changed too much since the last cycle.”

I could relate to that. It felt like everything was different from what I remembered now. Unfortunately for me, I didn’t have a giant magical bird to look over my shoulder during the early years of my reincarnation. I’d had to fight my own battles. It was only now that I was nearing the point where I truly felt comfortable with the amount of power I’d reclaimed that I was willing to start poking my head out into the wider world to see what was going on.

“Grandfather is the guy in charge, I take it?”

“He is the eldest of our kind, whose magic moves with sublime grace and whose voice sings with the heavens.”

Translation: old and powerful. I could work with that, and maybe this time, it could be an alliance instead of a battle like it had been with the Wolf Pack’s leader. Her need for ever-increasing amounts of mana to keep her life extension magic from collapsing had left little room for compromise between the two of us.

More importantly, this whole thing was sounding like the brakvaw had a culture of exploration, one that I might be able to exploit to save myself a great deal of work in finding the places I was interested in going. Presumably, the fledglings might be discovering new horizons, but the elder generations would know where the mana streams flowing between these towers ended up.

“I think I would like to meet Grandfather,” I said. “Would that be possible?”

“We have never had an outsider come to the peak before,” the mother bird said. “It is so unprecedented that I don’t think we even have a rule for it.”

That didn’t sound like a ‘yes’ to me, but it wasn’t the death of hope, either. “Would it be possible for me to travel to the peak to request permission?”

Mother bird was quiet for a long time while she considered that, and I made sure to keep still and be non-threatening. She probably realized that I could find the peak on my own just fine. After all, her species had set up what I now suspected was dozens or even hundreds of towers with mana flowing between them, basically guiding their young on their journeys to new lands. Anyone who could follow the mana would be able to find their way back to the primary eyrie.

The paranoid part of me wondered if I was about to be attacked. That was the only way to ensure I didn’t go to the home peak. Merely promising that I wouldn’t make the attempt if I was denied permission might not be enough to satisfy the mother brakvaw. It didn’t strike me as a likely outcome to my request, but I was aware of the possibility and started shaping mana into a defensive spell, ready to be unleashed if needed.

“Yes,” the bird said, “I believe that would be best. I will accompany you there myself. Are you ready to go?”

“I am,” I told her. “What of your children?”

“They will wait for me to return before seeking the next waypoint. This will not take long, provided you can keep up.”

“Don’t worry about that,” I said. I’d need to cast elemental form to do it, but I had a solid idea of how fast the brakvaw could fly, and it was well within my capabilities to match. “One moment, and we can be on our way.”

The mother bird lifted off and started talking to her children in that strange way I’d first observed, a mixture of audible caws and chirps combined with shifting mana currents in rapid patterns, almost like they were spelling out words with some kind of code. I spent half a second considering trying to learn the language, then discarded it as a waste of time. Other than communicating with this particular species of magical bird, I couldn’t think of a good use for it that couldn’t be accomplished with easier methods.

I cast elemental form while I was waiting and let my new body drift into the air. All three of the birds turned to look at me, each one tracking the mana shell that surrounded me and made up my new body. I projected an illusion of my human form over top of myself to give them something to look at, but it was obvious that they could see past it.

After another few seconds of whatever instructions she was giving them, the mother bird flew over to me with a few lazy flaps and a continuous circuit of mana under her wings to propel her. “Let us fly, human mage.”

Then she set off, following the streamers back toward the source. With each moment, she grew bigger and bigger until her wingspan was well over fifty feet wide. I could have easily ridden on her back and I doubt she even would have noticed the weight. By the time she reached full size, the eyrie we’d left was no longer in sight, and I was moving at about half my maximum speed to keep up with her.

We passed over open water at some point as we moved north, but it only lasted a few seconds before we were flying over land again. Two more towers came and went, and then I spotted what I assumed was our destination. The mountains had given way to foothills, but at the north end, they started to jut back up into the sky again, and this one was even bigger than average.

Down here in the desert, not even the tips of mountains got a dusting of white snow. In fact, I hadn’t met anyone in my new life yet who even knew what snow was. The peak we were steadily approaching was no exception, but as we closed in on it, I noticed something strange. It didn’t actually seem to have a peak, looking instead like some giant of unfathomable size had bitten the top off of it.

Scattered around that missing tip were hundreds of nests, each one gargantuan-sized, more than big enough to hold full homes. They weren’t built out of sticks or twigs like a normal bird’s nest would be, but were instead huge bowls of shaped stone covered in detritus presumably used as some sort of padding.

Also visible were a dozen of the brakvaw, many of them equally as large as my escort. I couldn’t tell if any were bigger than she was, but it wouldn’t surprise me. All of them were primarily black with different patterns of color tingeing their plumage. I was sure it was more than enough for them to tell each other apart, but I suspected I’d have trouble keeping them straight if I had to learn a bunch of names at the same time.

“Wait here,” the mother bird said, pulling up short when we were two miles or so from what I was calling in my head ‘Eyrie Peak.’

“How long will you be gone?” I asked.

“Not long,” she replied. “Stay here so I can find you once I have an answer.”

She flew off, leaving me hovering in the air. I canceled my elemental form again and replaced it with a levitation spell, then sat in the sky and studied Eyrie Peak. The flowing mana patterns their kind used were interesting, but extremely vulnerable to outside manipulation. I was confident that if it came to it, I could fend them off long enough to resume my elemental form and escape.

Hopefully it wouldn’t come to that, though. I really wanted to understand where all the mana came from, though I expected there wasn’t as much as I’d initially estimated. Seeing the brakvaw using it made me suspect that the streams of mana flowing from eyrie to eyrie were eventually being recycled, and that Eyrie Peak’s output was probably only a fraction of what I’d need to create a similar system.

Getting a chance to study their mana techniques was a secondary goal of this meeting. Our world had little enough mana that if I could adapt some of their methods to cycle mana into a spell effect and then reclaim that mana once the magic was complete, it would go a long way towards increasing my available resources.

Experimentally, I tried to twist a strand of mana into something similar to the shape I needed for a simple novice-tier light spell, but connected back to my core so that the mana would flow back into me. As I expected, the magic didn’t happen, since I never actually gave any mana over to the spell itself. There was some other part to this method of casting I hadn’t yet figured out.

Half an hour later, a familiar bird came winging back out to me, followed by three others. All were equally massive, but the newcomers stopped a respectful distance behind and let the mother bird approach alone. “Grandfather has agreed to see you,” she said. “These three will be your escort to his nest.”


Chapter
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It was only when we got close to Eyrie Peak that I realized how much mana was coming off of the mountain—far more than was reasonable. It shot straight into the air, only to cascade back down and be absorbed into the stone. Somehow, this cycling method the brakvaw used was writ on a grand scale here, with the flow being so large I couldn’t even sense the whole thing all at once.

We passed through a curtain of mana as we approached the peak, my three escorts flying in formation around me and the curtain parting in response to the mana flowing through their bodies. It never even touched me, but I sensed the mana fall smoothly back into place after we slipped through.

They led me up to the top of the mountain, which was a caldera almost a mile wide and probably over a thousand feet deep. Strangely enough, it was filled with new growth trees—nothing more than a few years old, but all healthy and thriving. There was a wide lake in the middle with a trio of streams running out to the caldera’s southern edge, where they presumably passed underground. The whole setup didn’t feel natural to me, but it lined up well with the brakvaw method of constantly pushing their mana through patterns. I could easily imagine magic bringing up fresh water to replace what was lost to those streams.

Jutting out of the center of that lake was another tower, but this one was easily four times the height of the one I’d found out by Ghalin and ten times wider, giving it a somewhat squat appearance. Considering the sheer mass of my escort, it made sense to me that a tower sized for an adult brakvaw would be huge compared to the waypoints their young flew between and used as rest stops.

My escort flew me to the top of the tower, then took off and left me there alone. None of them spoke a single word to me, possibly because they couldn’t. Perhaps the mother bird I’d encountered had been an exception to the rule, a consummate traveler who’d learned other languages and begun teaching them to her children. If that was the case, I was incredibly lucky to have run into her family first and not some other brakvaw I wouldn’t be able to communicate with.

Hopefully this Grandfather guy would also be able to speak a human language. It didn’t necessarily have to be Enotian—I knew twenty or so other languages—but something besides bird-speak. I wasn’t expecting it to be a problem since he’d agreed to speak with me and, presumably, they’d told him I was human, but the silence of my escorts had me a bit worried.

I caught a flicker of mana from below in the darkness that was the tower interior, then an old man flew up on wings of magic to face me. He looked to be at least a hundred, all bent over and stooped, his face a mass of wrinkles and his eyes hazy and pale. He wore a simple gray robe, far too big for his size, and carried no other ornamentation.

He was also an illusion, probably projected from the real Grandfather far below me. “Hello, traveler,” he said kindly. “It’s been so many centuries since I’ve seen a human mage, I’m afraid I’ve grown rather rusty at your customs. Please do forgive me if I come across as rude.”

“Not at all,” I said. “To be truthful with you, I’m not all that interested in what passes for social graces among high society myself these days, so I suspect we’ll get along just fine.”

The old man laughed, and it even sounded like a human laugh, not a hint of bird-like cawing to it. The illusion was so authentic that if I hadn’t been able to feel the mana running through it, I wouldn’t have realized. Grandfather was a very powerful mage, or whatever his people called mana wielders of exceptional skill.

“How about a walk around the lake?” Grandfather offered. “It’ll be nice to get out and see what the world looks like on the other side of these walls. I’ve been so busy lately that this is honestly a nice excuse to take a break and talk to someone from the outside world.”

“That sounds like a fantastic idea,” I said. “Shall we?”

Together, we flew down to the shore, though it was really more going through the motions for Grandfather. I had no doubt he could see through his illusion, but I didn’t believe for a second that he needed the form he’d crafted to see beyond his tower. Eyrie Peak was a rather remote location, but if he couldn’t scry for at least fifty miles in any direction, I’d be surprised. If the brakvaw network of towers did everything I suspected it was capable of, he might be able to scry in a radius around any one of them, no matter how far away they were.

“Let’s start with some introductions,” Grandfather said after we landed on the ground. “I’m sure you’ve already been told, but among my people I am known as Grandfather.”

“I was,” I confirmed. “My name is Keiran.”

“Keiran,” Grandfather repeated. I didn’t hear any recognition in his voice, which wasn’t terribly surprising by now. Only those who were students of old history knew of my previous identity as a powerful archmage. It had been thousands of years since I’d been a part of the world stage, and the planet had undergone a cataclysmic event that had destroyed its mana core between my old life and my reincarnation.

“I have been told that you are an explorer, out to find your own way, much like our fledglings, and wished to learn more about the waypoints my people have built for generations.”

“Yes,” I said. “I’m looking for a place, but I don’t know where it is. All I know is that it’s very, very far away, and that it used to be called the Night Vale.”

“I have not heard of this place,” Grandfather said. “It might be even farther away than you think. My people have spread far and wide, a thousand miles or more, and none have returned with tales of a place by that name.”

“I was afraid you might say that,” I said. That didn’t necessarily mean the Night Vale was outside of the part of the world they’d explored. It could be that it was simply called a different name these days. It could also be that it had been completely destroyed and didn’t exist anymore. “How about an old kingdom known as Ralvost? It was destroyed several hundred years ago and, I believe, fractured into several smaller kingdoms. I do not know if those still exist.”

“This name is familiar to me, though it has been many generations since I last heard it spoken aloud.”

“Really?” That had been a long shot, asking about the kingdom whose archmage was responsible for breaking the world core. “I would be grateful if you could tell me what you know.”

“A long journey,” Grandfather said. “Perhaps not suitable to one so young. It would be irresponsible of me to send you to your death.”

“I am considered an adult by human standards,” I said, lying only slightly. In another year or so, my physical body would be fully mature, never mind that I was actually only eight years old right now.

“Is that so?” Grandfather asked, clearly skeptical.

“It is,” I insisted. “Not only that, but I am without a doubt the most powerful human on this entire island.”

“A bold claim. But can you prove it?”

“Easily. Did you have something specific in mind, or would you just like a general display of magic?”

“I do have a thought or two, yes.”

“Name it,” I said.

“Ah… arrogant to agree so readily without even hearing the task.”

I shrugged. “There is very little that is outside my ability. I limit myself mostly to avoid wasting precious mana. That does remind me, though, that your people’s method of streaming mana through the shape of the spell and then calling it back into your cores is extremely interesting. You must lose very little mana that way.”

“It is a basic technique we learn as hatchlings,” Grandfather said. “I am surprised you do not already know this, if you are as powerful as you claim.”

“I confess, it’s not a technique I ever needed when I was learning magic. I grew to the heights of my power in a world with so much mana that it infused the very air. Running out was never a concern until I came here.”

“Is that so?” Grandfather said softly, more to himself than to me. “Your words do not match your age, Keiran.”

“That is because I am much older than I appear,” I said. “I would hazard a guess that I am, in fact, older than you, or if not, then very close to it.”

Grandfather barked out a laugh and said, “That would be unlikely. However old I appear in this human shape, believe me, it doesn’t even scratch the surface.”

“I could say the same.”

“Then I suppose we are a couple of old codgers doddering around, aren’t we? Very well, if you are so powerful as you claim, this should be a simple task. You have seen the mana rising up into the sky, of course. It flows ever upwards.”

“And then rains back down, forming a curtain that I’d bet surrounds this entire mountain.”

“You would be correct,” Grandfather said. “Your task will be to follow it all the way to the top and discover what lies up there.”

“How high does it go?” I asked.

“That will be for you to find out.”

“Alright,” I said, looking up. “And what would you like as proof that I made it to the top?”

“Oh, I think you’ll know if you get there.”

“Very mysterious of you. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

Depending on how high I had to go, my elemental form spell might actually fail me. One of the things I’d discovered in my past life was that the higher a person went, the less air there was. Mountain climbers already knew this, but I doubted many people could say for sure that they’d reached a point where there was no air at all. If I had to go that high, then obviously my air elemental body would hit a hard wall where it could progress no farther.

Instead, I cast a simple flight spell and went straight up. As I did so, I gathered air around me and cast invocations to ignore the bitter cold flying so high brought me in contact with. The mana stream continued above me, up past a thin cloud layer, and as I broke through that, I got an unexpected surprise.

Floating up in the air above me was the missing tip of Eyrie Peak. “Preposterous,” I breathed out. “The mana costs alone…”

But it wasn’t, not for the brakvaw. They somehow reclaimed almost all the mana they used in their spells. Yes, it took an enormous amount of mana to hold a chunk of rock this big steady in the air, but after the initial investment, it would be trivial for their form of magic to keep it going indefinitely.

I flew up to the island and skimmed across the jagged underside to reach the top. It would be easy enough to claim a souvenir to satisfy Grandfather, and besides, there had to be a reason this island was floating here. I was dying to know what its purpose was.

As I crested the lip of the island, I froze in place. That was not what I’d expected to find, but I supposed it made sense, now that I knew.

The brakvaw buried their dead in the sky.


Chapter
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The floating island stretched out before me, nearly a mile of bare stone interrupted only by massive cairns lined up one after another. They spiraled out from the very center, where a single mausoleum sized for the enormous brakvaw stood its lonely vigil over the hundreds and hundreds of graves.

Sitting in front of that mausoleum was a bird whose feathers had faded from a full, rich black to something dull and gray. His body was stooped, his limbs heavy with weariness, and his head slumped down onto his chest. Mana cycled through him, an endless torrent rising up from below into his body and out through his feathers in every direction.

I landed in front of the bird and said, “I see my mistake now. I assumed your true form was tucked away in the tower below.”

Grandfather cracked an eye open to peer at me. “I am a prisoner here, I’m afraid. Were I to leave, the mana would cease to flow, and this would all come crashing down to the ground.”

“Hardly an enviable fate,” I said. “Though… I am starting to piece together how your kind wields mana, and I think I would be correct in assuming that it is only your body trapped here—that your mind is free to roam on the currents of mana that radiate outward from this place.”

“To some extent,” Grandfather agreed. “I find as I get older, more and more of my mana gets tied up just trying to keep my body from failing. Someday, you’ll understand what that’s like.”

I snorted. “Believe me, I know. That’s why I’m in this body now. My old one was taking up too much of my energy just keeping my heart pumping and air in my lungs.”

“You are a body thief?” Grandfather asked, staring hard at me.

“No, no. Nothing like that. I simply devised a method to keep my memories intact through the reincarnation cycle.”

“Impossible,” the old bird said. “And even if you could, the chances of being reborn as the same species twice in a row…”

“Oh yes, I researched that quite heavily. I spent decades working on this project, and needed a full lunar convergence to make it happen. Trust me when I say it was one of the most difficult things I ever did in my previous life, but I think the results speak for themselves.”

“Impossible,” Grandfather said again. “And yet… I sense no deception in you.”

“I believe we had a deal,” I said, changing the subject. “If I could make it up here, you agreed to tell me where to find what’s left of Ralvost.”

“So I did. Very well, you’re obviously capable enough to defend yourself.” Grandfather didn’t move, didn’t make any sort of sound, but the mana cycling through his body twisted into a new pattern, and an illusory map formed in the air. One spot started flashing blue. “We are here on this mountain on the east side of the island.”

I studied the map intently, looking for landmarks that I recognized. Unfortunately, it was only filled in properly along the various eyries and the mana currents that connected them. The rest was faded, sometimes blank completely. It seemed the brakvaw preferred to chart their courses from mountain to mountain, which meant the map had much of the east side filled in, but very little of the lowlands to the west.

Outside the island, however, I got my first surprise. We were not surrounded by endless miles of ocean like I’d foolishly assumed. In fact, the island itself was separated by a channel that was probably only thirty or forty miles wide at the most. The whole continent was like that. I counted eleven islands, including our own, all with narrow channels separating them. They were arranged like a pie that had been cut into slices, just a circle of land with thick rivers running through them.

Most of the islands were triangular, each one pointing toward the center where the various channels all crossed over each other. I had never seen a land mass quite like it. If anything, it reminded me of a ceramic plate that had been dropped on the floor and shattered.

Unaware of my musings, Grandfather continued to manipulate the map. “Here is where the former kingdom of Ralvost was founded,” he said. The area in the center where all the tips of the triangular islands pointed lit up. “As you can see, the kingdom spanned several islands, presumably prior to the separating of the land into pieces. Each island eventually became its own country and spread out to fill as much space as it could.”

“I see. This will be a longer journey than I thought. Do you know if these other islands have similar climates to this one?”

“Some do, but to my knowledge, none are quite so… dead, as it is here.”

I mentally cursed my luck. For the longest time, I’d been wondering if I’d had the misfortune to be born in the worst possible place, and it seemed my pessimistic thoughts had proven to be correct. Literally anywhere else would have resulted in an easier life for me.

It was far too late to do anything about it now. I’d invested enough of my own time and mana into Sanctuary that it would soon be the perfect place to claim as a new genius loci when I reached the sixth stage of core development. I doubted I’d find any natural location with the kind of mana density I expected that valley to develop over the next decade or so.

“You have towers all over the continent,” I said, tracing the connections. “How sure are you that they all still stand?”

“I would feel a break in the stream,” Grandfather told me. “I know that all of our waypoints still exist.”

“Then I could follow this route from here to the lost kingdom,” I mused aloud as I plotted my course. With elemental form, I could get there in a day, though it would take me weeks to recover the spent mana if I went now. It would be better to wait until I’d advanced my mana core to stage four. I’d be able to hold ten times as much mana and generate it five times faster than I could now, possibly more.

My original calculations hadn’t accounted for the lack of ambient mana in the world around me, and I had a theory that the astral realm and the physical world were out of balance, that we were all pulling mana into our cores just a little bit faster than we normally would. If I was right, then the excess generation would only increase as I got stronger, and a five times increase was the minimum I could expect.

As soon as my physical body was fully grown, I’d find out for sure. For now, it remained an untestable theory. None of the new mages I was tutoring were ready to advance to stage two, let alone three or four. Discovering how to shape a mana lattice was a personal journey, and the act of actually making it was even more so. It had to be built inside a mage’s mana core, piece by piece, like building a ship in a bottle.

Idly, I wondered how the brakvaw culture approached their own mana cores and whether there was anything to be learned there. Their cycled mana was fascinating, but I feared it might not be replicable. Some creatures just had biologies that allowed them to use mana in ways humans couldn’t mimic.

“Thank you,” I said. “This helps me a great deal. I now have a destination, and you’ve saved me an immeasurable amount of mana I might have wasted searching for it.”

“I’m happy to have been helpful,” Grandfather told me. “If you might indulge my curiosity, what are you looking for so far away from your home?”

“Answers,” I said. “I’ve got pieces of the puzzle, but not the whole thing. This world lost a moon a thousand years ago or more, and its mana core was broken in the process. I want to know exactly how it was done, and what it’ll take to fix it.”

“That is a lofty ambition,” Grandfather said after a moment of contemplation. “I wish you the very best in your journey, but now, I think it is time for you to return to the ground below.”

There was some truth to that. I’d brought an air supply with me, and my magic was warding off the freezing cold up here, but every moment spent was a bit of mana I wouldn’t have for later. Before I left, though, I had to ask, “Why do you stay here?”

“I cannot leave, not without this island falling.”

“Your magic keeps it aloft, but couldn’t you do the same from down below? Forgive me; I’m not familiar with how your spells work, but it seems like you should be able to adjust your position in the cycle easily enough.”

“Not so easily as you might think,” Grandfather told me, “but you are essentially correct. It is possible to preserve our ancestors with this magic and exist in the more comfortable lands below. The problem is quite simple. I cannot be in two places at once, and while I am descending, this island would fall with me. Without someone else to maintain the magic, I am stuck here.”

“None of your kin are willing to help you?” I asked.

“No, none of them are able to perform this magic. You must understand that I am very old, and in many, many ways, beyond my descendants.”

“Perhaps I might be of assistance,” I offered. “Providing you are willing to teach me how your kind interacts with mana.”

“Bah, do not worry about an old bird. You have your own adventures to enjoy.”

“I will be here for another year before I am ready,” I said. “My own projects require that before I can freely travel the world, but I could make time for some lessons if you are willing.”

“Teach a human our ways,” Grandfather murmured to himself. Both eyes opened to stare at me. “It is not done; but then, there are so few of us left now. Perhaps it is time to retire some old traditions and forge new paths.”

That wasn’t a no, but it wasn’t necessarily a yes. I wasn’t sure what else I could offer to sweeten the deal. If Grandfather wanted to sit up here and freeze to maintain his magical floating graveyard, I wasn’t going to be the one to tell him how foolish his ambitions were. But I would happily deal fairly with him, especially since his assistance would accelerate the speed at which I mastered brakvaw mana manipulation, and stepping in to manage the mana flows for an hour or two would be a small price to pay for that help.

“Allow me to think on it for a time,” Grandfather said. “I trust you know the way back here later. If nothing else, you can simply follow the mana.”

“I can,” I assured him.

“Come back in a week. I will consider your offer and discuss it with the others.”

“I understand,” I said. “Goodbye for now then, Grandfather.”

“Farewell, my interesting new friend.”

There wasn’t much I could do in a week. It was too short to start anything important, and more time than I needed for the basic maintenance I did on Sanctuary or to replenish alchemical supplies. But that was what he’d asked for, so that was what I’d give him. With or without his help, I wasn’t going to give up on a potential technique to save myself a great deal of mana, but for now, I’d continue to play nicely.

If he declined my offer, though, I’d have to figure it out on my own, and that meant finding samples to study. I had a feeling Grandfather wouldn’t appreciate my backup plan, though, so I opted not to tell him. With any luck, it wouldn’t be necessary.


Chapter
Eighteen



Watching my sister perform alchemy was somewhat nerve wracking, if I was being honest. Though I’d made the equipment myself and it would take a giant dropping a boulder on the glass to so much as scratch it, I still winced every time Senica carelessly smacked two pieces together. Some mixtures were so sensitive to impact that even I had to use magic to smooth out the process, but if my sister didn’t learn a little respect for my workshop, she wasn’t going to have to worry about learning those.

“So you have to go back in a few days and see what they decide?” she asked, ignoring my cringing as she tossed a stoppered vial full of a glowing blue liquid into a box on the floor near the workbench.

“What have I told you about throwing the potions around?” I asked.

“That the glasswork is indestructible so it’s fine if I drop it.”

“Well, yes, but what else?”

“To always label the end product so I don’t get them mixed up?”

“How about, ‘Don’t throw potions around, even if you know they’re not volatile?’”

Senica affected a thoughtful pose for a second. “No, I don’t remember that one.”

“That’s not because I didn’t tell you. Maybe you need a demonstration.”

I ignored Senica’s protests and stood up. The lab had three full sets of equipment, each taking its own wall. This allowed me to work on multiple projects at the same time, an expensive but handy upgrade to my old lab since a lot of alchemy involved waiting for a reaction to complete. I could either sit there and stare at it, or I could get started on something else, and I prized efficiency in my work.

She was working at the north wall, so I took over the table on the west one and started mixing ingredients together. “And yes, Grandfather told me to give him a week. I don’t strictly need to learn how to do this; it might not even be possible for humans to duplicate, but if it is…”

“Unlimited mana,” Senica said. “Or close to it.”

“See, you can be smart, when you want to be.”

“What about the other thing?” she asked, ignoring my jab at her. “The old kingdom that screwed everything up.”

“I’m going to wait. I’m almost ready to push my mana core to stage three now, just another year or so. I’ve already got all the mana stored for the process, so it’s just a matter of my core reaching its maximum natural size.”

“Okay, but can I go with you?”

“Absolutely not,” I said immediately. “Apprentices need to stay home and focus on their studies. Maybe in another four or five years when you’re a full mage.”

A full apprenticeship took anywhere from three to ten years, usually. It really depended both on how much the apprentice knew going in and how quickly they learned. A generous master who showered them with all sorts of resources could speed up the process as well. Unfortunately, I was as mana-starved as the rest of the world, which meant Senica spent a lot more time reading about the theories of magic than she did on practical applications.

Unless I started feeding her my mana, Senica was not going to graduate to what I’d consider full mage status any time soon. My standards were high, though. By the time I was done training her, I expected her to be able to take on a mage strong enough to have been part of the Wolf Pack’s inner circle—and win.

That was assuming, of course, that she didn’t blow herself and my lab up somewhere along the way. While I was here, looking over her shoulder, I could prevent catastrophes-in-waiting from being unleashed, but at some point, Senica would need to be able to work without me acting as a safety net for her.

“What am I supposed to do while you’re gone?” she asked while I worked on my demonstration.

“Practice what you already know. Consider ways to expand upon it. If you can’t ever learn without someone else walking you down the path, you’re going to be a stunted mage when you grow up.”

“It’s not my fault I got the best teacher in the world,” she said.

“You’re not coming,” I told her, unimpressed with her attempts to flatter me.

“Oh, come on! It’ll be so boring here. Mom never lets me do anything fun unless you come along.”

“I’m not leaving for another year, and it’s not like I’ll be gone forever. I don’t expect this to take more than a month or two. Maybe three, depending on what I find when I get there.”

“If it’s only a few months, it’s not a big deal for me to— Uh, Gravin? That vial is smoking.”

I glanced over at one of the reagents I’d prepared. It glowed a dull brown and a trickle of black smoke rose out of it while it hissed softly. I capped the bottle with a glass stopper, then returned to the materials I was processing. “It’s fine,” I told her. “Don’t worry about it. And yes, it is a big deal.”

“What are you making?” Senica asked, worry plain in her voice.

“A lesson in caution,” I muttered to myself, almost too quietly for her to hear me.

I ignored the rest of her questions until I was done. At the end, I had a single vial that had three liquids stacked in it, each one separate and refusing to mix together. The empty space in the top got darker and darker as more and more smoke filled it with nowhere else to go, and Senica was eyeing it up with ever-increasing concern.

“Let’s take a walk,” I suggested.

“Maybe we should talk about that thing in your hand first,” Senica said.

I glanced down at it. “No, I don’t think we have enough time for that. Come on.”

My original lab had been built below our new home when we’d first settled in the valley, but I’d quickly changed my mind about that once Senica had expressed an interest in learning alchemy. I needed a place that was both bigger and not directly beneath our living room, just in case there were any accidents.

To that end, I’d raised a new building on the east edge of our shelf in the southern valley wall, one that I’d sealed completely to keep curious people out of. It took mana every time I wanted to go in or out. The door opened at my command, though it was really more that the stone wall rolled back to let us out.

I walked into the afternoon light and held the potion out to Senica. “Just give that a nice toss in an open space,” I instructed.

“How… how far should I throw it?” she asked as she gingerly accepted the potion.

“Well, I wouldn’t drop it at your own feet. You’ll figure it out, I’m sure.”

While I was talking, I reached into my phantom space and pulled out the other potion I’d brewed. This one was a cool, icy white with swirls of blue drifting through the liquid. Senica glanced at it curiously and asked, “What’s that?”

“Fire suppressant potion. It’ll snuff out any fire, at least anywhere the liquid touches.”

“And, uh, we need something like that?”

I just smiled at my sister and gestured for her to throw the vial.

“Are you sure this is safe?” Senica asked.

“Just throw the damn thing,” I said. “Are you a fire mage or are you not?”

“Fine,” she huffed. “You don’t have to be a jerk about it.”

Then she gave the vial a soft, underhanded toss that sent it in a graceful arc to land in the dirt about fifteen feet away. The vial landed on its side with a thump, forcing the liquids together, but nothing happened.

“I don’t understand,” Senica said. “I thought it was supposed to explode.”

Without saying a word, I chucked the frosty-white vial to the same spot. It made it halfway there before the concoction completely destabilized and it exploded into a giant sphere of frost. Senica shrieked and flinched back, though we were only caught in the very outside edge of it and our shield wards were more than enough to protect us from the sudden temperature change.

A few seconds later, the cold air dissipated, leaving only an empty vial, the cap blown clear off it, and the one I’d handed Senica to throw. I turned to look at her and asked, “Do you understand?”

“No.”

I sighed. “Stop throwing the vials. Just because the glass isn’t going to break doesn’t mean what you made won’t explode, especially if you didn’t make it right. Sometimes, even if you did make it right.”

“Couldn’t you have just said that?”

“I did say that. I’ve told you at least a dozen times. You don’t listen, so I thought maybe seeing something that didn’t look dangerous actually explode would help things sink in.”

For all the ways my big sister was a prodigy at magic, at the end of the day, she was still a pre-teen child. Worse, she hadn’t been raised in an environment rich in magic. This was all relatively new for her, for everyone here, really. But no one else was using my alchemy lab, so she was the one who needed this particular lesson right now.

“Seems like a lot of effort when you could have just said it,” she said again.

“This is why you can’t come with me next year,” I told her.

“What? What does throwing potions have to do with anything?”

“Because half the time, you think you know better and you don’t listen. Sorry, but you’re not mature enough for me to trust you yet.”

“This is so unfair,” she muttered.
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Eyrie Peak hadn’t changed a bit in the week I’d been away, but when I approached in air elemental form, I got only curious looks from the brakvaw instead of being challenged. I swept across the mountain slopes, looking for Grandfather, but I suspected I wouldn’t find him until I shifted back to my human form and someone let him know I was here.

I could go straight up to the grave island, but it felt like I might offend someone if I flew there uninvited, so I opted instead to approach the gargantuan tower in the center of the peak’s caldera. That was where I’d met Grandfather’s projection the first time; it seemed like a good spot to find him again.

I shifted back to my real body and stood on the top of the tower. “Grandfather?” I called out. “Can you hear me?”

“Of course I can,” he said from behind me, no doubt hoping to startle me.

I rolled my eyes and spun on my heel to face him. “You could have appeared in front of me,” I said.

“I could have,” he agreed, chuckling.

“Does that trick work often?”

“Often enough that it’s worth trying, not so often that I get bored of it.”

I considered that for a second. “Fair enough.”

“Good of you to humor an old bird,” Grandfather said. “I suppose you’ve come to hear our answer to your request.”

Right to business, then. That was fine by me; I had never developed a taste for extended small talk. “I have.”

“You’ll be happy to hear we’ve decided to indulge this experiment of yours, on the condition that if it works, you help maintain the cycle of mana long enough for me to relocate my physical body without interruptions.”

“Perfect,” I said. “Do you have any guesses how long it’ll take?”

“We don’t even know if it’s possible.”

I was sure it was. I’d been experimenting with brakvaw-style mana manipulation myself for the last week, and while I hadn’t managed any breakthroughs, my initial results were promising. If nothing else, it gave me a new project to pursue while I waited to see if my theory about creating an artificially-rich mana environment panned out.

“There is one concern,” Grandfather said. “Despite your talent, you are… rather small. We aren’t positive that you’ll actually be able to handle the flow of mana with such a small core, but all we ask is that you try your best.”

“Oh, I don’t think that’ll be too much of an issue,” I said.

“No?” he asked, cocking his head to the side.

“No.” I smiled. “Tell me, how much do you know about core advancement?”


Chapter
Nineteen



To make things easier, I built my own little abode on a nearby mountain. Perhaps the brakvaw would have accommodated my stay, but I wasn’t all that trusting, and besides, my magic could very well have interfered with their unending circuit of mana. It didn’t seem likely—none of my spells had caused any problems so far—but I was planning on being there for months, and that meant setting up a few long-term enchantments.

The brakvaw knew where I was, of course, but as part of the stone shape spell I used to round out the cave and flatten the ground, I also resized the entrance to a normal human doorway, which would make it difficult for any of the giant birds to get in. Even if they shrunk down to the size of the fledglings I’d met, they’d still have to waddle across the threshold, and my wards would give me plenty of warning.

Once I was comfortably settled in with the cave fully warded and a few essential pieces of furniture that I’d brought via phantom space set up, the lessons began in earnest. They started by going over the things I’d already been experimenting with for the last week and what other directions I could take. Grandfather confirmed a few principles that I’d been feeling my way around, trying to nail down the specifics of, and that allowed me to shift my practice away from some dead ends I hadn’t seen coming.

Learning to use mana like this was frustrating in a way I hadn’t known in close to two thousand years. I felt like an amateur, fumbling around in the dark trying to do something my body just wasn’t made for while literal babies breezed past me. I’d pushed the boundaries of what magic could do many times, but back then, I’d been building upon centuries of knowledge.

This was different. And after the first month of Grandfather’s tutelage, I was starting to think it just wasn’t possible for humans to use mana this way. Everything I knew told me that shouldn’t be the case, but if I couldn’t master even the most basic spells using this technique, what hope did anyone else have of using it? Something about the brakvaw was just different from humans.

I’d seen it plenty of times before when studying various monsters or magical animals. I was pushing hard for it this time both because it would be immensely useful in this mana-starved world I’d been reborn into and because I had what I was pretty sure was the oldest and most powerful of their entire species personally tutoring me.

Stubbornness in the face of adversity was a mixed quality. In many ways, it was a good thing to have. It forced me to come up with clever solutions where sheer power failed me. It had been that unyielding resolve to find a way that had resulted in the creation of the soul invocations I’d used to keep my memories through my reincarnation. On the other hand, it had also sometimes led me deep into research that I knew was flawed, but which I refused to give up on until well past the point where a lesser mage would have admitted defeat.

So it was here. A reasonable person would have bowed to the inevitable conclusion: like so many other forms of magic, this one just wasn’t compatible with the human body and mind. But the prospect of cycling my mana to be used over and over again instead of expended and lost was so tantalizing that I refused to give up on it.

And then, six weeks after my training under Grandfather’s watchful eye began, I had a breakthrough.
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“You’re doing well with the cycling,” Grandfather told me. “I see no mana loss at all, not even when you extend it out from your core.”

“Yes, but shaping it into a spell still eludes me,” I said. “I’ve tried every spell I can think of, from the simplest novice-tier invocation to ruinously expensive master-tier spells, and I’m no closer to getting one of them to catch than I was on the day we started.”

“You have not learned the breath,” Grandfather stated. “Without that, you will never succeed.”

He wasn’t actually talking about breathing, but something unique to brakvaw culture that didn’t translate from their cawing language to anything I could understand. We’d both expressed frustration over that concept, him for not being able to explain it and me for not being able to piece together what he was trying to say. We had probably three millennia of magical expertise between the two of us, and yet that concept defied translation.

It had something to do with cycling mana, obviously, but every time I thought I was on the right trail, Grandfather would just shake his head and tell me I was wrong. After the first few times of mulishly insisting on exploring my idea, I’d learned to trust him.

I sent a tendril of mana out again, carefully guiding it to create the shape of the spell I needed, then bringing it back to my mana core. The magic didn’t trigger, because of course it didn’t. None of the mana was going into the spell. It was an empty shell.

“No,” Grandfather said. “Breath.”

I scowled at him and pulled the mana back into my core. At least I was good enough at this method of mana manipulation to know that I was no longer losing any of it to the air around me. That hadn’t taken much effort to master, being a natural extension of my already perfect control over internal mana.

“Your mana does not breathe like it should,” Grandfather said again for probably the hundredth time. “I am sorry. I cannot explain this better than I already have. I can only tell you that this is the problem you are having. You are holding the mana’s breath in. It cannot make magic like this.”

Grandfather cast a basic light spell. His control was a bit sloppy, but considering his mana core was probably a hundred times bigger than mine, it was hard to blame him. He didn’t have a lot of need for finesse, not with those reserves, which made it all the more amusing that his people had developed such an efficient system of casting spells. He was casting through a projection of himself from miles away, and so much of his mana was going right back into him that it was still more efficient than my own light spell.

“Like this,” Grandfather said, going through the spell a few times while I watched.

I wove the same spell, the exact same way, using my own mana, but nothing happened. Grandfather sighed and murmured, “No breath.”

The only difference was that my version of the spell didn’t lose any mana to the air while I was weaving it. That was it. It was identical in every other⁠—

“Of course,” I said. “Breath. Do it again. I need to see the spell one more time.”

Grandfather tilted his head. “You have gained an understanding?” he asked. “Good.”

Then he wove the spell, but I ignored the mana cycling out of his core and back in, and instead looked at the wisps rising out of the spell structure. They dissipated, but it wasn’t into the air as I’d thought. The further away from the spell they got, the finer they grew until they were so impossibly small that it looked like they disappeared into nothing.

And that was the mana that made the spell work. Grandfather’s control wasn’t sloppy. Hell, it might even be better than mine, considering the hundreds of wispy tendrils even a simple light spell let out. They made a cloud of mana, one that not only powered the spell, but which in turn looped right back in, weaving their way through other strands.

Slowly, I rebuilt my own cycling spell structure, only this time I made it imperfectly. Wisps of mana leaked out, but not nearly as many as Grandfather’s spell had. Still, the image of the old man nodded.

“Yes,” he said. “Breath!”

Now that I could see what he was referring to, I got it. The spell did almost seem to breathe, exhaling out mana and then pulling it back in. It was like a cycle within a cycle, except that I was struggling to control those smaller wisps. I would have said I was starting too big, but it didn’t get much simpler than creating light from mana.

“No, no, you do not control your breath. You simply breathe. Relax and let the breath cycle itself.”

I gritted my teeth and tried to relax my control over the mana as the old man suggested, but a very long lifetime of refining my mana manipulation skills made it difficult to give it free rein to behave as it liked. There was a balancing act in here, I knew, a fine line between losing control of the spell completely and letting it slip just enough that it could breathe. Trying to manually force the motion wasn’t working, not even for a light spell.

I let more of the mana bleed out, but instead of looping around, it simply vanished into the parched desert wasteland, never to be seen again. Frowning, I let the spell cycle back into my core and started over again.

An hour later, I finally found the perfect balance between control and freedom. My cycled light spell could breathe, and I smiled in satisfaction as the glowing orb floated overhead.

“Congratulations,” Grandfather said. “You’ve taken the first step, one that many of our elders did not believe was possible.”

“I don’t know that I ever could have figured this one out on my own,” I admitted. “I’ve spent a lifetime learning perfect control over my mana. This… letting go, taking advantage of the mana’s natural tendency to curl back around on itself when it’s being cycled, that’s not something I’ve ever seen. I could perhaps have made this discovery on my own as a young man if I’d met one of your kind and seen it demonstrated back then, but not today.”

“You’re too modest, my friend. Do not dwell on what might have been. You have successfully cast a light spell in the magical traditions of my people. Now, I think that’s enough practice for one day. You should take the rest of the night off and celebrate.”

I wasn’t much for celebrating, and despite the ball of light representing an important first step, it was still only a first step. I had a lot of work to do, but I had plenty of time to accomplish it. Grandfather and I had spoken of core advancement, and he knew how much I expected my reserves to grow once my physical body had reached full maturity. We’d decided to hold off on determining whether I should attempt to handle the spell that held the floating island up until I’d fully mastered brakvaw casting, but with the knowledge that if I wasn’t able to control a mana cycle that large now, I would have a much better chance soon.

“I have too much work to do,” I told him. “We can celebrate after we complete the project. Now that I’ve got this part figured out, though, I think I can begin to advance without your direct guidance, which is good. I need to return home to check on things and restock my supplies here.”

Specifically, I was running out of my ointment of aging, and since I hadn’t been home to tend the gardens and greenhouses, I was relying on Hyago to have procured the reagents I needed to make more. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust him, nor was it the end of the world if he failed, but I didn’t like leaving things up to others if I could do them myself. My inability to feel comfortable delegating tasks and trusting people to complete them was just one of the reasons I’d never ruled a country of my own.

“Your body is young,” Grandfather said, his tone lightly scolding. “Do not be in such a rush. Enjoy your renewed youth.”

“Plenty of time for that once the work is done,” I said. “Thank you for your help. I’ll continue to practice on my own, and I should return in about a week or so.”

Grandfather let out an exaggerated sigh and waved me off. “Go on then, if you must.”


Chapter
Twenty



In a way, figuring out the first step of brakvaw spellcasting when I did was perfect timing, since it marked a good point to take a break and return to Sanctuary. I could have gone home, resupplied, and returned to Eyrie Peak all in the same day, but I gave myself a few days because we were coming up on the anniversary of my time in Derro four years ago.

To be more specific, in two days, the orphan group I’d gotten involved with would be observing the anniversary of the day most of them had been murdered. I wasn’t the one who’d killed them, but my presence had directly resulted in it happening. Enemies I’d made had done some social tracking and learned of my association with the orphan crew, then killed most of them trying to find out more about me.

Of all the children who’d fled Derro to live here at my invitation, only five remained. Others had settled in various villages our trading company had contact with for different reasons, whether they wanted to live around more people, or be away from the magic that was commonplace in Sanctuary, or, in some cases, just to not be near me. Those kids weren’t exactly wrong to see my presence as the cause of that nightmare day.

Every year, I joined the remaining orphans, led by Juby, in a small ceremony. I hadn’t missed one yet, but I expected it to happen sooner or later. This might have been the year, but through a lucky coincidence, I was home just in time for it.

It was easy to find Juby that morning, just a few simple scrying spells that swept across the public areas of our growing village. I caught up to him in the fields, just starting his work day and casting a few spells to increase his strength.

“Hi,” he said softly when I approached.

“Hello. Same place as usual this year?”

Juby nodded soberly. Though he was normally upbeat and outgoing, all the orphan kids got morose this time of year. Nobody held it against them, and nobody would have said a word if he’d taken the day off, but Juby never did. I’d asked him why once, and he’d just told me that it helped him to keep busy.

“Yes,” he said after a pause. “Toro isn’t coming this year, says he needs to move on. I think he’s going to join Ryla’s trade runs as soon as he’s old enough that she’ll let him come. He might not come back.”

“That happens as people get older,” I said. “Goals change. They have new experiences, discover more of the world. It’s no one’s fault. You didn’t do anything wrong.”

“I know. I do, really. Just feels like no matter what I do, I can’t hold things together.”

“You can’t,” I agreed. “And it’s not your job to try. You can help people, maybe protect them or show them how to fend for themselves, but eventually, they’re going to go their own way to do their own thing. You’ll do it too, someday. Probably the day the last one of the orphans grows up and doesn’t need you anymore.”

“Won’t matter then,” Juby said.

“I suppose not from your perspective.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You’re busy trying to keep your friends safe and happy, same as you did back in Derro. I would hope that you’re finding the job a lot easier here. But from my perspective, I’m doing the same thing for you and a lot of other people, most of whom appreciate the hot water enchantments far more than they appreciate the guy who made them. And eventually, they’ll leave. It’s already happened for a few people, for various reasons. There’s nothing wrong with that, no reason to feel guilty.”

Juby snorted. “I guess that makes sense, but it still feels like I’m letting them down.”

“We go through this every year,” I told him. “What happened wasn’t your fault. You didn’t decide to kill those people. Yes, you made some choices that resulted in someone else killing them, but so did I. If I’d never come to Derro, there’d be a lot of people alive right now who aren’t. And maybe some other people would be dead in their place.”

“You know that doesn’t make me feel any better,” Juby said.

“That’s all I’ve got for you.”

The boy sighed. We looked about the same age now, but mentally, we were very different. I could scarcely remember wrestling with the kind of issues he had, and I was sure that I’d taken a much easier way out. When I’d been his age for real, I’d been an awful person, a murderer and a neophyte necromancer. I’d lied to my friends and hidden my clandestine activities, and then when I’d been discovered, I’d murdered them to keep myself safe.

Juby just felt guilty about not being able to do a better job protecting the people he cared about and had a bit of an abandonment complex, as if it was his fault that everyone was growing apart as they got older. If this guy ever had kids, they were going to break his heart just by growing up.

I probably wasn’t the best person to try to cheer him up. I’d always been a good deal more coldly practical about relationships, and even in my new life, my immediate family were the only people I truly cared about. For everyone else, assistance given was more transactional, or when it cost me little enough.

“I’ve got to get started,” Juby said. “I’ll see you tonight, Keiran.”
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Their ceremony was a simple thing. The orphans who still lived here gathered at dusk on a bluff just east of the village. Carried with them were nineteen candles, one for each person who’d died when a sadistic Wolf Pack mage who’d gone by the name of Monolith had attacked them.

I stood in the background silently while Juby lit each candle and spoke the name of one of his dead friends. “Byon,” he said on one candle, before taking a step over to the next. “Nevin. Kag. Bliyo.”

Each candle was set in an alcove shaped in a stone memorial I’d raised for this purpose. It was a half-circle twenty feet long, with the cutouts on the inside so we could see all nineteen candles at the same time.

“Tanner,” Juby said as he lit the fifth candle.

Tanner was the orphan I’d been closest to. He’d wanted to learn magic so badly that he’d been willing to lie about what he knew in order to convince me to make a deal with him. The sad thing was that if he’d been honest about how little of his story was actually true and how much of it was speculation, I still would have helped him get started, but he had lied to me about almost everything, and only the fact that I’d had the skills of an archmage and tools beyond anything modern-day mages could replicate had allowed me to find my way to my goal.

Either way, he was just as dead.

The candles were all lit, one at a time, and then the orphans did what they always did. They told stories about the dead, stories they’d all heard a hundred times, stories that they’d lived through. And while they enacted their rituals for the fourth anniversary of their friends’ deaths, I stood a silent vigil, my magic keeping the candles safe from the blowing winds that swirled across the bluff.

I didn’t know if this event made any of them feel better, or if they just thought it was a way to honor the people they’d lost. Maybe some of them just thought they had an obligation to attend, regardless of their personal feelings. I could have found out easily enough. A simple mind reading spell would have satisfied my curiosity, but of all the pointless things to waste my mana on, invading the privacy of a bunch of kids while they mourned their dead friends was at the bottom of the list.

The candles started to burn low, having only been made to last for a few hours anyway, and I made my exit from the vigil. A simple step backward into the darkness and a twist of magic was all it took to walk through the shadows back to the village, where Mother was sitting at our kitchen table. The light enchantment was running, but dimly.

“How was it?” she asked.

“Same as every year,” I said. “I’m honestly not sure if my presence there helps or hurts them.”

“Helps,” Mother said decisively. “The ones who blamed you refused to follow you here in the first place or left as soon as they could. No one left thinks it’s your fault.”

“I suppose that’s sound logic.”

“Here,” she said, motioning to the chair opposite hers. “I made you some tea.”

I glanced down at the table and saw a tea pot with two cups. One was half full, sitting in front of her, but the other was still empty. I poured myself a cup as I slid into my seat. “You don’t have to wait up for me, you know.”

“I know, but I wanted to.”

“Well, thanks for the tea.”

“It was no problem. Honestly, it feels like cheating cooking with all this magic. Making tea barely takes any more effort than to want it these days.”

“The whole world used to be like that,” I said. “Not for the poor people, of course, but anyone with the means had luxuries far greater than what I put together here.”

“I can hardly imagine greater luxuries,” she said.

That was because my parents had spent their entire lives as exploited farmers whose whole village struggled to survive while they tried to pry crops out of an arid wasteland with what little magic they had and their scummy governor stole every drop that was left over. Just having an actual door on their home was more of a luxury than they’d been used to.

I drank the tea slowly while my mother and I talked. It was a nice break from my normal activities. Once or twice a year, I tried to step away from everything and just relax. No alchemy, no projects, no lessons given, no emergencies to handle. It was nice to appreciate everything I’d already accomplished, even if only for a moment.

I had a suspicion that the next decade or so of my life was going to be hectic. I’d been setting the stage for the last few years, and soon, I’d be ready to step out onto it. Unlike my time battling the Wolf Pack, I had no pressing need to rush into things before I was fully prepared. My family was safe and, as far as I knew, nobody was targeting Sanctuary, though the Ghalin party’s success in forcing a teleport via one of the platforms I’d set out around the island remained a security risk.

I’d have to upgrade them with some sort of ward key to restrict access. It would drastically decrease the platforms’ mana efficiency, but it was worth it since soon, I wouldn’t be here to handle any threats that might enter the valley that way—not that there’d been any real threats since we’d moved here.

I shook that thought away. There was plenty of time to work later. For now, I was determined to enjoy the rest of my short vacation. Everything else could wait another day or two.

“Senica has been harassing me to see these giant birds you told us about,” Mother said. “I keep telling her no, but she’s got it in her head and isn’t giving up.”

“I don’t plan on being there much longer. Now that I’ve picked up the basics of their magical system, I should be able to adapt it to my own fairly quickly,” I replied. “After that, it’s just a matter of fulfilling my end of the bargain.”

So much for not talking about work.


Chapter
Twenty-One



Over the next few months, I divided my time between monitoring my mana sealing experiment, practicing what I’d taken to calling lossless casting, and teaching the basics of constructing a mana lattice for those budding mages living in Sanctuary who were interested in progressing past stage one. Some of them were more than ready to begin working on their own lattices, but others weren’t quite there yet. That did not stop them from attending, anyway.

We couldn’t confirm it yet, but Hyago, Tetrin, and I were carefully monitoring the amount of mana in the flora filling the valley. We’d invested an enormous amount of time, effort, and resources into terraforming the forest so that the trees could grow without burning through mana as fast as they made it, and our progress was measured in the amount of mana we could feel in their cores. That amount had inarguably increased, but not as fast as I’d hoped.

My final activity was to squeeze as much growth as I could from my ointment of aging. I hit what was probably my final growth spurt, which resulted in me consuming vast stores of stockpiled food and outgrowing the entire wardrobe my parents had gifted me for my birthday not that long ago. It was such a dramatic change that even Grandfather remarked on it during one of our lessons. Considering his massive proportions, I was surprised he noticed an extra eight or nine inches over the span of six weeks.

From there, my growth slowed down and my mana core’s size stabilized. I had to do regular maintenance on my own lattice as it separated according to the modular design I’d crafted for it, but now that I was almost fully grown, I was able to put the final pieces in place.

I’d originally thought it would take longer, given the scarcity of resources I’d been dealing with, but it turned out that there were quite a few plants with alchemical properties that actually made for a superior product compared to my old recipe. I hadn’t taken the time to study it in depth, but my theory was that desert plants had a certain hardiness to them that allowed them to grow in adverse conditions, a property they’d imparted to the ointment.

Whatever the reason, I was about two years ahead of schedule by my rough calculations. I kept careful track of my body, so I knew to the day when I stopped growing. I waited another month after that to ensure I was truly done—that at this point, the ointment would do nothing but speed me to an early grave if I continued using it. While I waited, I began my final preparations.
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“I’ll be going away for a day or two,” I said one night over dinner.

Father, who now had to look up instead of down to meet my eyes, asked, “Another trip to the giant bird folk?”

“No, not this time,” I said. “I’m done growing.”

Mother had never been happy about my decision, no doubt feeling that I’d robbed myself of my childhood or something along those lines. Even though she knew, logically speaking, I’d already had one thousands of years ago, seeing her son grow up too fast had caused her no end of stress. Despite the fact that I was still a month or two away from my ninth birthday, I was physically an adult.

She hadn’t been the only one to grumble about it, but no one had confronted me over it. Any complaining they’d done had been behind my back—not that I hadn’t noticed simply because I wasn’t physically present. Some people thought it was ‘evil’ magic somehow; others were just creeped out by a child that did three years of growing for every year that actually went by.

Senica, on the other hand, had started out fascinated by it. That had quickly turned to annoyance the moment I grew taller than her, then begrudging acceptance since I’d been playing the older sibling anyway. That didn’t mean she’d been content to let me outgrow her, however, and I’d caught her on three separate occasions trying to sneak through my wards to get access to my lab and supplies so she could make her own ointment. On one occasion, she’d even tried to pilfer a jar I’d left out in my room, only to find that I’d deliberately placed it there as bait to test her ward-cracking skills.

They had not been up to the task—not even close.

“It’s time, then?” Father asked.

“Yes, finally.”

“You gave up a decade of your life. I don’t think ‘finally’ is the word for it,” Mother pointed out.

I waved off her concern. “It’s barely a blip at the end of a long, long line.”

“From your perspective, I suppose. But now I have to explain to newcomers that no, you’re not my little brother,” Father said.

“Give it another decade and you’ll all look older than me again. I’m going to look a lot like this for centuries.”

“That would be a neat trick.” Mother touched her face as she spoke.

“You’re still decades away from needing anything like that,” Father told her as he leaned in to kiss her cheek.

“Life-extending magic isn’t too difficult,” I said. “You’ll want to progress to stage four sometime in the next fifty years, though. In the beginning, it doesn’t take much, but the older you get, the harder it becomes.”

When I’d released my hold on life as Keiran the Archmage, I’d been using more mana every day than this entire valley could produce, including all the vegetation and animals. The only way I could have possibly kept going would have been to advance my core to stage ten, a futile quest I’d wasted centuries pursuing before I’d been forced to admit that it was impossible.

Impossible for the original Keiran, that was. My new body was already fifty years ahead of my old one, and that gap would only grow. More than that, this time, I was going to complete every step perfectly. My estimates placed me at better than thirty percent stronger at stage nine than I’d been in my past life, which meant a few experiments that had escaped my grasp were on the table again.

Of course, that all depended on whether I could fix Manoch’s broken world core. I was confident in my abilities, but I only had some vague passages in history books that focused on the fallout of the catastrophe, not on how it had actually been done. Seeing the damage for myself was the whole point of my upcoming journey.

“I’ll… consider it,” Mother said. She shared a look with Father and added, “We’ll both consider it. I don’t think we’d want to do it alone.”

“Together or not at all,” Father agreed.

“Understandable. You should read up on my notes for forming a mana lattice either way. Properly done, it could more than triple your current mana generation.”

“I’m ready to make my lattice,” Senica told our parents.

“No, you’re not,” I said.

“Oh yeah? If I’m not ready, then how come I’ve already started forming the pieces?”

“It’s going to fall apart when you try to connect them,” I warned her. “And you’re going to feel like you’re dying for hours.”

“You… You don’t know that.”

“I do. Did you think I couldn’t see your progress? You’ve got twelve pieces held in your core, but they’re floating around like vegetables in a stew and none of them are holding their shape. You need to let all of them dissolve back into pure mana and start over again.”

Senica scowled and muttered something under her breath, then turned her attention back to her dinner. She’d pout about it now, but if she listened to my advice—which she always did, eventually—she’d be better off in the long run. Truth be told, she could probably hack together a weak mana lattice at her current level of skill, but it was far easier to lay down a lattice in a blank core than it was to fix it after it had already been attached. An extra year or two of training would pay massive dividends down the road.

“When will you do your own stage advancement?” Father asked.

“Tomorrow,” I told him. “I’ll get a full night’s sleep and start first thing in the morning. It should only take six hours or so to do the first advancement to stage three, and if everything goes as I expect, I’ll immediately start the process to move on to stage four.”

Stage four was about as far as a normal body could progress. After that, I would need to alter my muscles, bones, and blood to turn my entire body into a pseudo-mana crystal, but that was a process a year or more off. The mana requirements utterly dwarfed anything I’d done thus far, but with a stage four core, I’d be well-equipped to handle them.

“Can I watch?” Senica asked.

“Absolutely not,” I told her.

“Come on! I’ll be quiet.”

“Not a chance.”

“Gravin, pleeeeaasse.”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because if I make a mistake, it could cripple or kill me. And if you’re too close, it might kill you, too.” Everyone’s eyes went wide when I said that. “I’m not going to make a mistake, not unless there’s someone else there distracting me.”

The chances were low even then, but it made for a good excuse. In truth, I did not want Senica trying to experiment with the techniques I’d be using, and the best way to make sure that didn’t happen was to keep her from learning them. Besides, I’d be performing the magic in my secret sanctum, the one that no one knew about. Letting someone else in defeated the whole purpose.

“Maybe you should wait,” Mother said.

“I’ve been waiting for six years.”

“It sounds dangerous,” Father added.

“It is dangerous, but it’s also worth it.”

“We’re just concerned.”

“It’s no worse than when I hunted down that cabal of mages.”

“We were concerned then, too,” Mother told me.

“Look, I appreciate that you’re worried about me. Really, I do. But sometimes magic requires risks. I am fully aware of everything that could possibly go wrong. I have taken every precaution. I’ve done this before, and I’ve mentored hundreds of mages and overseen their own advancement. Trust me.”

“We do,” Father said after a moment of silence. “You’ll have to forgive us for worrying. We’re your parents. We’re always going to worry about you.”

Affection won out over annoyance, and I smiled. “I know. I love that you care. Think of it like this. Every time you swing a hoe, there’s a chance that you’re going to bring it down on your foot. But you don’t. Why not? You know what you’re doing. You’re aware of your stance. Your aim. You’ve practiced.”

“Yes, but if I make a mistake, it’s not going to kill me.”

“But have you ever made a mistake?” I pressed.

“Well… not that one.”

“So it wouldn’t matter what the consequences were, since you were never going to see them.”

Senica snorted. “This is a dumb argument.”

“She’s not wrong,” Mother said dryly.

“There’s no talking him out of it, though,” Father said. “All we can do is what he said. I trust him, and I understand why he needs to keep growing stronger.”

There wasn’t much more to be said after that. We finished dinner in silence and went our separate ways. I was preparing for an early night and mentally reviewing my preparations for the morning when Father sought me out.

“Gravin, I just want you to know that while I understand why you need to keep getting stronger, no one would blame you if you didn’t take all the world’s burdens on your shoulders. You’re already far stronger than anyone else. It wouldn’t be the worst thing to just live a normal life. You can always choose that, if you want to.”

“Thank you,” I said. “But my mind is made up.”

Father nodded. “I expect it is. You’re going to go out into the world and do unimaginable things. But when you’re tired of that, when you’ve had enough, you can come back home. You’ll still be my son, no matter what.”

He pulled me into a hug, then said, “Good night, son. I’ll see you in a few days.”


Chapter
Twenty-Two



The chamber was ten feet by ten feet. Each corner had a massive mana crystal in it, a black pillar glittering with pinpricks of light. Individually, they held ten times as much mana as the original crystal I’d made out of a rock in my mother’s garden so many years ago. Together, they represented close to a year’s work.

A great circle had been etched into the floor, its edges inscribed with runes. A square was inside that, with another, smaller circle forming the innermost layer. More runes filled the space between the square and the inner circle, line after line of them. I’d spent three days carving them all with stone shape, and another day and a half going over them four times to ensure there were no mistakes.

The circle’s primary purpose was to trap mana. The reason it had to be so robust was that I was going to be draining all four of those mana crystals dry, and that was a lot of mana to put in a small space. There was going to be some pressure, and I needed the circle to hold against that.

It was time to begin.

My first step was to access the four mana crystals and pull the mana to me. It was far, far too much to hold in my mana core, but that’s what the outer circle formation was for. Mana clung to my body, practically physical as the rune structure called more and more of it in. Soon enough, all four crystals were empty and dark.

Now the mana was trapped in the circle with me. Step one was completed. Easy enough, but step two would be worse. I mentally reached out and leashed the mana to my will again, then pulled it tighter until it constricted my limbs and chest. My breathing was shallow now; my lungs weren’t strong enough to fully open against the pressure.

I started pulling it into my core, rotating it the same way I’d done for my original core ignition. Even at full capacity, I could only hold a fraction of the mana around me. But I would need all of it if I wanted to succeed, which meant finding room where none existed.

At this point, I could still back out. All I needed to do was release the ritual circle and let the mana flood back out into the rest of the room. I could recapture it inside my mana crystals and only lose two months’ worth of progress. Surprisingly, there was a part of me that considered it. During my first life, I’d had nothing to live for besides the magic, nothing to lose that I valued.

It was different now. I had a family who I loved and who loved me in turn. There were very good reasons not to risk this, and I could live a full life here with just the power I had now. But if I turned back now, so early on the path that I’d barely gotten started, I would never fix this broken world. I would never achieve true immortality.

I activated the square formation in my ritual circle. The mana was trapped here now, threatening to crush my core under the pressure and paralyzing my muscles. It was so dense that I stopped breathing completely, which was what made step two so dangerous. I needed magic to keep my body alive, but at the same time, my mana core was under just as much pressure. Casting a spell right now would be an effort of unmatched willpower.

So then, I only had as much time as my body could continue to function without my magic to aid it. Passing out was a very real risk. If that happened, the inscriptions would die within seconds, but I’d lose all the mana I’d saved up. Fortunately, this room was inside the borders of the valley. The lost mana would go toward enriching Sanctuary as a whole.

It was better if it went to enriching me, however. I pulled it tighter and activated the final circle.

My world went black and I collapsed to the floor, unable to hold my body up while the mana crushed me. I worked to keep pulling it into a core that threatened to rupture under the strain, so much mana that I couldn’t possibly hold more, not by merely spinning it to pack it tight. My core was already as dense as it could be.

I started spinning the core itself, tearing my lattice in the process. This was a necessary step, even for my modular lattice. The pieces didn’t shatter, but they did separate. Without them in place, my own internal mana generation dropped to barely a fourth of what it had been when I woke up. That was fine. I’d fix it as part of my next advancement to stage four.

My core wobbled in place. There wasn’t really a better word for it. It spun, slowly at first and not at all stable, but as my will bore down on it, the spin picked up speed and smoothed out. I pressed down on it, forced it to expand. The walls thinned, and the pressure from the mana threatened to tear it. If my core ruptured, that was it. I was done.

The only thing stopping that from happening was my mind propping up the rapidly thinning walls of my core. They needed to be reinforced, infused with the mana I’d captured. I shaped it, spinning the mana inside even faster than the core and merging it into the walls.

And the core grew. It was subtle at first, almost too small to even measure, but I kept at it. Seconds rolled by as I teetered on the brink of disaster. A single slip would have resulted in irreparable damage. Letting off on the pressure for even a moment could have blown out the side of my mana core, and there were no do-overs if I made a mistake.

Perhaps it had been an error in judgment to reach for so much mana. I could have used less, but then, the result would be similarly less impressive. Certainly, I was reaching much further than I had during my original advancement to stage three. Equally certain, however, was that my current skills far, far outstripped those of my past life’s when I’d completed this ritual then.

And so I fought on, each second a struggle to keep life in my body and control the crushing mana both within and without. My core grew marginally larger until, finally, two minutes after I’d started, I’d pulled in enough mana to take the shallowest of breaths.

That was the worst of the process, but it wouldn’t be the only wall I had to break through. I was barely a few minutes into what would be an hours-long gauntlet of punishment, and regaining the ability to suck in the barest amount of air was only a momentary benefit. My willpower cradled my core, the only thing holding it together. If I let up pressure or lost control for even an instant, the mana would rip its way free.

I took only a few seconds to refresh my supply of air, then pressed down hard again, pulling in more mana and repeating the process.
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Six hours, I’d predicted it would take. Five hours and fifty-two minutes after I’d started, I lay on my back, staring up at a ceiling I could barely even see. My core was a massive ball of lead in my chest, engorged with more mana than it could possibly hold and seeming to spin sluggishly now, though that was an illusion of its large size more than an actual reduction in speed.

I was on the last set, now. The mana trapped in the circle with me was so thin that it was no impediment to my movement, but to pull it in was akin to eating far, far, far too much food and knowing I had to take just one more bite to clear the plate. I was fit to burst, but in a literal sense.

My core was ten times the size it had been at the beginning of the process, though that was more of a metaphysical change than a real one. Cores weren’t an actual organ in the body, so they didn’t have a real size. It wasn’t squishing my heart or lungs or anything like that, but it was hellishly uncomfortable. That was more because of the mana itself, not how far I’d stretched the core.

I pulled that last little bit in with a pained groan. The ‘weight’ of the mana did its job and dragged the core to its maximum size, kept smooth only through hours and hours of rigorous control. The core spun and spun endlessly while I stuffed it with fifty times as much mana as it could hold. It took a few minutes for that last sliver of growth to stabilize, and with that, I was finally ready for the last step.

I’d waited years to complete this ritual for the simple reason that the bigger the core was to start, the bigger it could grow. Repeating this process wasn’t an option because of what I had to do at the end. If I simply let go right now, my core would rip itself apart. I’d appropriated a significant portion of the mana I’d been using to reinforce the walls, but there was a fine balance between enough mana to help me keep things from falling apart and enough mana that the core would hold up on its own.

Now that it was done growing, though, I needed exactly that. Having to hold my core in a cage of my own willpower for eternity would simply result in my death the first time I fought something that could actually challenge me. So I took all that mana packed into my core and did the same thing I’d done when I’d first ignited it.

I pushed it into the walls of my core while holding the shape together. The only difference between the final step and what I’d been doing for hours was that when I was done, a significant portion of the mana would have fused itself into the walls of my core, thickening them a dozen times over and forever locking my core to its current size.

What was left was still far, far too much for me to casually hold, but now that my core was stable, I could release the ritual circle. I crawled over to a mana crystal, placed my hand against it, and vented the excess mana out in a torrent that filled the crystal to near half capacity.

My core emptied, I rolled back onto my back and just focused on breathing for a few minutes. The mana lattice had been shredded, severely reducing my mana generation in exchange for multiplying the amount of mana I could hold ten times over. The next step was rebuilding it, bigger and better than ever. That wasn’t stage four, however. It was merely a prerequisite for it.

A true stage four core was one that had been inflated to its maximum possible size, had a fully functioning lattice, and had the entire thing lacquered in crystallized mana. For a normal mage, it would be years of study and effort before they were ready to attempt such a difficult task. It took just as much mana as the advancement to stage three did, but it was akin to creating a mosaic sized to stretch across the sky. What I’d just done was more like a potter throwing a clay pot by comparison.

It normally took months of dedicated work to fully form the lacquering for a mana core after years of preparation—but I was an archmage, perhaps the greatest one this world had ever known. I was betting I could do it in under a week.


Chapter
Twenty-Three



In many ways, lacquering a mana core was similar to creating a lattice for it, only on a far grander scale. The first time I’d done this, it had taken me close to two years to complete. In my defense, I’d been dealing with a trio of mage hunters on a quest for revenge at the time—something about burning down their town and killing everyone they’d ever known. I’d never gotten the full story, none of them being terribly inclined to talk whenever they’d caught up to me.

Once I’d finally managed to kill the last one off and been able to set up a permanent workshop without fear of interruption, my progress had rapidly improved. I’d gotten more done in the last six months of that project than in the first eighteen, so much so that the work passed me by in a blur. At the time, I’d been inordinately impressed with my own skill.

This time around, it took me five days to match my first eighteen months of progress. I even took four hours off each day to sleep, just to keep my mind fresh. It wasn’t that it was impossible to fix mistakes, or even really all that difficult—at least, not until I finished. I was more concerned about the mistakes I might make and not notice.

I’d do a final pass over everything once I was done, of course. I might even do two passes, depending on whether I found any mistakes. That would come after a good, long night’s sleep to fully refresh myself. For now, I slid a tiny strand of shaped mana into place as I slowly created the most elaborate spider’s web imaginable inside my core. One more piece done, thousands to go.
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I woke with a groan and sat up. My bed was shoved in the corner of the workshop, a lesson I’d learned many, many centuries ago. Oftentimes, it wasn’t feasible to step away from a project for long, and every budding researcher quickly mastered the art of napping. Having a handy bed and basic-tier enchantments set to wake one up after a specified period of time was an essential amenity in any serious lab.

Most of the rest of the workshop was taken up by a bank of mana crystals lined up against the far wall and a pair of desks opposite them. The wall the bed was pushed up against shared space with a table and a set of shelves that housed the many, many books I’d stolen or otherwise acquired over the last half a decade or so.

I’d finished placing the last pieces of my newly-enhanced mana lattice last night, then spent twelve hours going over the entire thing multiple times. Every metaphysical inch of my freshly-expanded mana core was covered in elaborate designs—curls, loops, folds, and bridges. Additionally, thousands of threads of connected runes were anchored to it, crisscrossing my mana core and more than quadrupling the total surface area it brushed against the astral realm with.

The whole construction was delicate, too much so to survive the rigors of hard casting. I’d be constantly making repairs to the lattice if I left things like this, which was where the lacquering part of the process came into play. Creating it was complicated, to put it mildly. I had a tank of liquified mana sitting on the desk, about three gallons or so. Next to it was a flask I’d filled with a bubbly green concoction I’d derived using the sap of a local tree as a base, along with about two dozen other ingredients—everything from needles plucked from a rare cactus, to organs from monsters, to simple salt pulled from sea water.

It had taken me four tries to get a result I was happy with thanks to all the substitutions I’d had to make. Honestly, the second attempt probably would have been good enough, but I wasn’t willing to settle for ‘good enough’ in this matter. I’d taken two more attempts before I’d found what I was looking for.

Now that it was time, I found myself wondering if I shouldn’t have taken a fifth run at it. Yes, I’d been satisfied with what I’d created, but there was always room for improvement. It would have changed very little, but perhaps I could have…

I shook my head. No, the mixture was more than strong enough, and it wouldn’t dilute the liquid mana’s potency below the acceptable threshold. The lacquering process would be strong enough to protect my mana core against anything weaker than a master-tier spell, and even if I did happen to run afoul of some archmage—not that I believed any of those were left—my own willpower would reinforce my core against attacks anyway.

I had a rack of vials waiting for this step. Working slowly and carefully, I filled each one to a quarter full with the bubbly green concoction, then topped it off with liquid mana. The green swirled up into the mana but didn’t fully mix together right away. By the time I’d finished pouring the last of the ten vials, the first one had started to settle back into individual components again. I took a thin glass rod with a flattened end and stuck it into the vial, then gave it a few twists to agitate the mixture.

Once each one was a uniform pale green color, it was time. I grabbed the first one, drank it down, and waited for it to take hold. That only took a few seconds before my body was flush with the impure mana.

The potion acted much the same way a typical mana potion would, except it delivered the alchemical lacquering agent as well. From there, it was a simple, if tedious, task of painting it across the fragile mosaic of crystallized mana that filled my core. Soon enough, I ran through the potion and drank another one.

Ten wouldn’t be enough, not even close, but I’d have a few hours before I started the second layer. That was more than enough time to mix up the second rack of vials I had waiting. I spread the agent across the inside of my mana core, taking care not to disturb the delicate construction of my new mana lattice.
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My family found me sitting at our table the next morning, eight days after I’d started. I’d slightly underestimated how long it would take me to lacquer my mana core—a mistake I was happy to make. It meant I’d managed to enlarge my core even more than I’d expected. Something about living in a mana desert my whole life had strengthened my core in a way that I hadn’t fully explored, and not having exact measurements was throwing off my calculations.

“You’re back,” Senica said, rubbing her eyes. “Welcome home.”

She shuffled past me sleepily, apparently uncaring that I was still alive. Mother, however, swept me up into a hug and said, “You need to be a bit more specific about how long these things take. I thought you’d be done days ago.”

“Sorry,” I said.

“Well, did it work?” Father asked. “You don’t look any different.”

“Oh, it worked,” I told him. “Would you care to see?”

My parents exchanged looks. “I… am a bit concerned when you say it like that,” Father admitted.

“He’s just being dramatic,” Senica said, eyes bright now as she examined me. “Go on, show us.”

For the first time in years, I fully relaxed the shielding over my mana core. Nobody, not even my family, knew exactly how much mana my core could hold. They could make guesses and speculate, something Senica had done several times, but they couldn’t feel my core like they could everyone else’s.

My core had been roughly the same size as my father’s a month ago, perhaps a hair bigger. Where I’d shone was my ability to generate mana four to five times faster than everyone else, a perk of my core being stage two. Tetrin was the only person in Sanctuary who could match me there, and even then, I still had the edge over him.

With my advancement to stage three and then four, I was now the undisputed strongest mage on the whole island. Some of the brakvaw were in the same weight class when it came to pure size, but only because of how physically big they were. No one could come close to matching my mana generation speed.

“Ancestors watch over us,” Father whispered. “That’s… a lot of mana.”

It was a bit of effort to keep the smugness off my face. “I feel strong again for the first time,” I said.

“There’s strong, and then there’s whatever this thing is,” Mother said. “At least I can rest comfortably knowing you’ll be safe from… well, everything.”

“Yes, there was a reason I delayed my trip for so many months. I feel much more prepared to handle any unknown problems now.”

“It’s a lot of mana,” Senica said, “but how fast can you fill your core back up?”

“That is an excellent question. Let’s find out.”

The mana battery that powered our home’s enchantments was stored in a closet off the kitchen. I walked over to it, poured in enough mana to fill about a third of it, completely draining myself dry. My core started refilling immediately as a torrent of mana flooded through the astral realm.

Father shook his head and laughed. “I think I’ll stand by my initial assessment. That’s a lot of mana.”

“At this rate, it should take about three hours to fully fill my core, which has a capacity of roughly twelve times what I had two weeks ago.”

Put more simply, I now generated enough mana to cast four master-tier spells per day. Unfortunately, my maximum capacity wouldn’t reach the point where I could do so without the aid of a storage device of some kind until stage five. That was…. not outside the realm of possibility to reach this year, but I would have to eschew any and every other responsibility to focus solely on that project if I wanted to make that time frame.

Unfortunately, I did have a debt to repay to the brakvaw, and I’d put off my exploration of this planet long enough. Now that I was no longer limited to this one area, it was time to see what was waiting for me beyond the island’s shores.

“I’ll be gone for a day or two to fulfill some obligations, then I’ll be back for a week or so to get everything in order here,” I said. “After that…”

“I want to come, too,” Senica said immediately.

“That’s not a good idea,” Mother argued.

“It’s not safe,” Father added.

“Actually,” I cut in, “it’s not the worst idea in the world. I’m going to do some long-range scrying to get a better idea of what’s out there, but if things aren’t too bad, I’m not entirely opposed to the idea.”

“Wait, really?” Senica asked. “I just thought— but you said— I mean… Well, alright!”

“I think this is something we can discuss more later. For now, how about a nice breakfast to start the day,” Mother said, glaring at me from behind Senica. I could completely understand why she was against the idea, but really, Senica had too much wanderlust in her to stay in Sanctuary forever. It was better if her first expeditions were with someone who could protect her.

“Breakfast sounds good,” Father said.

Before anyone could move to start that, someone started pounding on the door. “Hey! Is everyone alright in there? I felt something big. A huge blob of mana.”

I couldn’t help but laugh at the withering look I received from both my parents. In hindsight, it probably would have been a good idea to warn people so no one thought there was a giant monster in the middle of our village.

“You guys get started on breakfast. I’ll go take care of that,” I told them as I carefully shielded my mana core again.


Chapter
Twenty-Four



Ifloated across the brakvaw graveyard, my magic keeping me anchored against the wind that kept the island scoured bare of so much as a speck of dirt. Next to me, his ancient body hunched in on itself, Grandfather watched me deftly weave the fuzzy threads of magic to cast an advanced-tier spell. I still lost about a tenth of the mana, but the rest cycled back into my core to be used again.

“Well done,” the old bird congratulated. “I have no concerns about your capabilities at this point. However…”

I finished the thought for him. “Capacity. You’ve still got me outclassed in terms of sheer volume of mana, but I don’t see it being an issue to keep this spell flowing through me.”

“I’ll feel better if we test it first,” he said.

His concern was understandable. I hadn’t shown off my improved mana core to anyone outside my immediate family and those few incidental people who’d been close enough to feel my presence. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust Grandfather, but I wasn’t generally in the habit of revealing that kind of information. Knowledge like that could be used by anyone looking to assassinate me.

Even revealing my core to my parents was something I’d hesitated over. It wasn’t strictly necessary, but ultimately, it let them feel better about my safety when I left. Anyone targeting me would naturally view my family as a weak point to attack anyway, but I was confident there was no one like that within a thousand miles. I’d killed or suborned all of my enemies already.

Grandfather no doubt thought he had justified fears about my ability to hold the spell steady while he repositioned his physical body to the more hospitable eyrie below us, but I knew the magic was well within my capabilities. It would still be immensely draining, even with almost all of the mana cycling back into my core, but I’d be fine.

“If you’d like,” I told him. “I am calculating that I can keep this spell going for about twenty-seven minutes before I’m forced to tap into a mana crystal. I haven’t quite mastered lossless casting to the extent you have, I’m afraid.”

My best guess was that he recouped close to ninety-nine percent of his mana, and I suspected I might never reach that ratio. Size seemed to be a factor, and in that way, I was never going to match up to a thirty-foot-tall bird.

“How sure are you in your calculations?” Grandfather asked.

It was a bit odd to see him so nervous. We’d known each other for a year or so now, and he’d always been so confident when we talked. Then again, it was easy to play the part of the teacher, especially with a student who didn’t know enough to challenge him. As I’d learned more about the process, that relationship had shifted to its current status, that of equals.

Oh, there was no question that he was better at the brakvaw method of casting spells than me. Neither of us thought I’d surpass him there, at least, not in any reasonable timeframe. But I had a breadth of knowledge about magic that Grandfather couldn’t match. In reality, though, what mattered right now was whether or not I could hold this holy place up in the sky for him.

“Completely sure,” I said.

“Very well. We’ll proceed with all due precautions. I’ve summoned a few of our elders to help safeguard the island in the event that we fail. They’ll only be able to give us at most a minute or two to try to stabilize everything if something slips out of place.”

“I understand,” I said. “We’ll begin after they arrive?”

“Yes. It should only be a few more minutes.”

I went over the spell needed to keep the island in place in the sky again at Grandfather’s insistence while we waited. We didn’t stop when the first brakvaw elder alighted nearby, nor the second. But that didn’t stop me from noticing the unfriendly look in their eyes. I wouldn’t have seen it six months ago, but with how much time I’d spent in their eyrie, I’d learned to read their expressions to a point, and these two weren’t going out of their way to hide their displeasure.

Presumably, they didn’t like me being here in general, and on this floating island, specifically. I wondered if Grandfather was setting himself up for some turmoil down the line, defying some brakvaw custom in teaching me and allowing me up here, or if it was petty jealousy that I, an outsider and a stranger without a single feather to my name, was showing them up by finally assisting their species’ patriarch in a way none of them could.

Nobody said it had to be just one reason. It was probably both, and maybe a few more I wasn’t getting, besides. As long as they didn’t try to attack me the moment I stepped into Grandfather’s place so he could relocate, I didn’t much care. Considering it was their floating graveyard I’d be holding up, I felt like I had good odds of coming out of this unscathed. Now, whether that remained true after Grandfather took up his new place down in the eyrie and reclaimed control of the magic was a different story.

If it came down to it, though, I could handle two elder brakvaw. However, as soon as I thought that, a third and fourth showed up. I was forced to revise my strategy from ‘overwhelm’ to ‘stall and retreat.’ It probably wouldn’t come down to that anyway, but I hadn’t survived this long by not being paranoid. I had contingency plans for everything.

“Good, everyone’s here,” Grandfather said. “Let’s get started then.”
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The plan went off without a hitch. The worst that could be said of it was that I was very aware of how vulnerable I was with my focus taken up by my part in the whole process, and I lamented that mind read simply didn’t work on these brakvaw. The young ones had simple thoughts, and even those were difficult to parse. The adults simply thought in manners too alien for me to translate.

An emotion read spell gave me some small comfort, though it did confirm that none of the elders were happy about my presence. Only one of them seemed willing to act on it, and I suspected that the primary reason he’d behaved was that the other three wouldn’t have backed him up. Reading emotions, especially those from strange, monstrous species, was tricky.

With everything completed, I left the island and returned to Grandfather’s side down in the eyrie. “You are satisfied?” I asked.

“I am,” he said. “Truth be told, I thought I’d die up there, and that it would be the end of my people’s ancestral burial grounds.”

“It very well could be, when you go.”

“I would hope not, but I’m afraid you may be correct. None of my people have exhibited the interest I held in magic. None of them could take my place.”

I stood in silence with Grandfather while I considered the problem. As it currently stood, there was no reasonable solution. Enchantments couldn’t benefit from lossless casting, nor could inscriptions. Without someone constantly channeling the spell that held the brakvaw cemetery aloft, it would come down to the eyrie.

But if I succeeded in my plan to fix the world core, it would be entirely possible to harness ambient mana to create a floating island. Plenty of mages had done it, and with whole cities perched on them.

“Pardon my rudeness,” I began. “How long does a brakvaw typically live for?”

“Oh, we are a very long-lived people. Perhaps eight or nine hundred years on average.”

“And… how old are you?”

“Almost a thousand, I believe. To be perfectly honest, I lost track a few centuries back.”

“Ancient by your people’s standards,” I said.

“Quite so,” Grandfather agreed unhappily. He cast a glance upward, though the island was hidden behind the clouds overhead. “My descendants will simply have to adjust once I’m gone.”

“Perhaps,” I said.

“You have an idea?”

I shook my head. “Nothing that I can implement in the next decade or two, I don’t think. It’s a long-term project I’m only just starting to work on.”

“If it works out for you, I’d be interested.”

“I’m sure you’ll know immediately if everything goes as planned,” I said. “I want to flood the whole world with mana again, like it was during my first life.”

“That’s certainly an ambitious project,” Grandfather told me.

“What do you know about life extension magic?” I asked, changing the subject.

“Very little. Our life spans are long enough naturally.”

“Another hundred years or so might be just what you need,” I said. “Let’s discuss the basics and see if we can adapt a few spells I know for brakvaw anatomy.”
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My obligations to Grandfather discharged, I returned to Sanctuary to catch up Tetrin and Hyago on my schedule for the next month or two. They knew their parts in my plans, and more importantly, they knew what was in it for them. Whatever else people might say about me, I knew how to motivate my contractors.

I wasn’t planning on doing a lot of alchemy or manufacturing any sort of magical equipment while on the road, but I was producing record amounts of mana now, and it was foolish to let that go to waste. To combat that, I extracted all ten of the obelisks from my various workshops and labs, most of them empty. My phantom space had several tons of mana crystals by the time I was ready to go.

Mother and Father saw us off. “Here, food for your journey.”

“How long do you think we’ll be gone?” I asked as my eyebrows climbed up to my scalp. There was easily enough food to feed two people for six months in the baskets Mother had loaded down.

“Don’t argue with me, young man. I’ll feel better knowing you’re not out there, starving in some strange land.”

I couldn’t help but smile. “Yes, Mother. I apologize.”

She let out a fake huff and worked hard to keep her smile off her face, but I could see right through her. “I’ll miss you both,” I said.

“Ugh, stop being so sappy,” Senica said.

Our parents ignored her. Father thrust a backpack at me and said, “It’s a bit early for your birthday, but it seemed like you needed these.”

I peered inside and found a few sets of clothes neatly folded and packed. “I suppose I did,” I said. My current pants barely came down to my calves, and I was barefoot. My shirts fit, but only because I’d gotten some new ones. It simply wasn’t possible for the old ones to stretch across my torso anymore.

With an effort of will, I pulled the baskets and backpack into my phantom space. “Thank you,” I told Mother and Father. “And don’t worry about us. I’ll keep Senica out of trouble.”

“I think you mean I’ll keep you out of trouble,” she said. “You’re the one who’s always sticking your nose into things.”

“If you say so,” I told her. “Ready to go?”

“Been ready for three hours.”

“I heard her moving around, packing stuff up in the middle of the night,” Mother told me.

“You did not!”

I had to agree with Senica, there. I’d sound-proofed all the walls of our home. Mother almost certainly hadn’t heard anything, but I expected she was probably right, anyway. My little-big sister was practically bouncing out of her shoes to get started. She’d already said all her goodbyes to the other teens in our village earlier, including a remarkably tender farewell to Juby that I doubted she’d be happy to learn I’d eavesdropped on.

“Alright, alright,” I said. “It’s time. Ready?”

Senica brandished her wand and flashed me a grin. “Just try to keep up!”


Chapter
Twenty-Five



Our journey began at the teleportation platform. I’d made sure to fill the mana battery underneath to full a few days ago and swapped out all the emitters lining the platform itself for fresh ones in addition to topping off the ones in storage. That would leave more than enough mana for it to be used three or four times while I was gone, so no one was trapped inside the valley. If for some reason that ended up not being good enough, they’d have to pour their own mana into the spare emitters and swap them out.

Once we arrived on the platform halfway between Alkerist and Ghalin, I started scrying the area for monsters. We hadn’t ever shut down the waypoint nearby, so it was entirely possible the pass was still swarming with them. Fortunately, the closest monster I could spot was over a mile away. My scrying spells were quite thorough, especially now that I had so much more mana to put into them, so I was confident that there was nothing dangerous in the immediate area.

“How’s your shield ward?” I asked. “Fully charged, I hope.”

“Ye-eesss?”

I sighed. “How full is it, really?”

“Quarter of the way,” Senica admitted.

“I should make you fly without one, just so you’ll appreciate how important they are.”

“I know they’re important! I’ll put some mana in it tonight when we stop,” Senica promised. “Come on, let’s go.”

“Alright,” I said, not believing her for a moment. Oh, I was sure the shield ward would get fully recharged, but I was equally sure I would be the one doing it. I would have said it was a mistake to tell Senica what my regeneration rate looked like now, but the truth was I would have ended up doing it either way.

I was already going to be the one keeping us both in the air. Flight was an intermediate-tier spell by itself, one which Senica still struggled to completely master. She could get off the ground, but maintaining her concentration on such a complex spell for an extended period of time was beyond her, especially with the added difficulty of needing to draw mana from an outside source. Her core, even when full, didn’t have enough mana to cast the spell.

Fortunately for us, lossless casting was something I could apply to our flight magic. I estimated I could keep the spell going on myself indefinitely, and for two people, twelve hours straight would probably be my limit without dipping into a mana crystal. I spun the magic out, first on Senica, then on myself. She drifted up into the air, her arms waving in a futile attempt to keep her balance before her training kicked in and she straightened up.

“You should put that wand away so you don’t drop it,” I said.

Once she was ready, we flew out from under the overhang I’d hidden the teleportation platform under and took a second to orient ourselves in the correct direction. Then I took off, leading the way while Senica trailed behind me.

A few minutes later, she tried to shout something to me, but with the wind ripping past us, I couldn’t quite hear her. I established a telepathic connection between us and mentally projected, ‘What was that?’

She was so shocked by my thought popping into her head that she started to drop out of the sky. A second later, she regained control of the borrowed flight spell and stopped spinning. I sent a burst of amusement through the link, one that only got stronger when she scowled up at me.

‘Slow down!’ she projected back.

‘Already? We’ve only just started.’

‘You’re too fast. Slow down.’

The spell itself determined our max speed, but it was an application of will to push myself there. If Senica’s willpower was flagging already, just a few minutes into our travels, I was going to have to reassess my whole timetable. ‘We’ll take a break at the eyrie,’ I thought back. ‘It’s only a few more minutes away.’

I got a jumble of frustration and annoyance back, not something my sister meant to send through the link. I cut it before she could accidentally push any more of her emotions through, then slowed my speed down a little bit. She was still struggling to keep up, so I kept dropping down a bit every twenty seconds or so, just enough that she was still fighting for it, but not so much that she realized what was happening.

Holding the spell was good training for her. I’d thought her will was stronger than this, though. Perhaps I was being too hard on her, unfairly comparing her to some of the genius apprentices I’d taken on in the past. Their cores had been ignited at early ages, and they’d received every conceivable resource and personal training for years before they came to me. My sister was a fantastic mage for her age, and I’d helped nurture that talent, but there was really no comparison.

By the time we reached the tower perched on top of the mountain west of Ghalin, she was visibly struggling. We were down to half our maximum speed, something I suspected was going to be our regular pace for the next few weeks unless I took over control of her flight spell. There was no deadline to this expedition, however, and the whole reason I was bringing Senica along was to help her grow as a mage.

“How are you feeling?” I asked after we landed.

“My head hurts.”

“We’ll go slower after the break. I suspect we’ll need to devote some time to practicing holding spells for extended periods.”

In all fairness, with mana as limited as it was, this wasn’t a skill Senica had really had an opportunity to practice. Now that my mana budget was near effectively unlimited, we had a good opportunity to address that. Even though I’d spent something like six times my total mana maintaining the two flight spells, I was really only down a tiny fraction.

Lossless casting was an excellent substitute for all my defunct techniques for harvesting ambient mana quickly, though it was admittedly significantly harder to grasp. Perhaps it would be easier for the mages of this era to learn since they didn’t have any old habits to break.

“Thank the ancestors,” Senica gasped out as she flopped down onto her back. “For the going slower part. Not for the extra training.”

“Nobody said becoming a mage was easy,” I reminded her.

“Yeah, but I thought you’d teach me all the special shortcuts so I could get good at it really fast.”

“You are ‘getting good at it really fast.’ That just means you have to work harder than anyone else because you’ve got farther to go. Unless you think you’ve reached your limit and want to give up?”

“No,” she said sourly. “I just want my headache to go away.”

“Ten minute break, then we’re going to have a lesson about reinforcing your willpower. Later on, I’m going to have you start practicing lossless casting.”

“I thought this was supposed to be a vacation,” she complained.

“I don’t know where you would have gotten that idea. Really, I would have thought you’d be looking forward to some instruction. It’s not often I tutor a single person.”

“That’s true, I guess. But not right now, Gravin. My head… I just can’t focus on something that makes me think.”

“Enjoy your break. We’ll start after,” I told her. While she did that, I started scrying out the path to the next waypoint. It wasn’t that I expected to find anything in our way, but it wouldn’t hurt to be careful. Besides, I had the mana now, so much so that I was still draining the excess into one of the giant mana crystals in my phantom space. Even with the inefficiency caused by linking so many of them to my core, I was still using them just to keep from wasting my regenerated mana.

Perhaps I’d make a new, huge crystal out of a giant boulder now that I had the capacity to do so. I could pick one out, shrink it down to fit in my phantom space, and work on it when we stopped for the night. It would give me something to do while Senica practiced her own magic.

“I’ll be back in a moment,” I told her after my scrying spell found one that was the perfect size.

“What? Where are you going?”

I pointed off to the south. “Just a mile or so that way.”

“Why?” she asked.

“I have something I want to pick up. Just wait here for me, please.”

Then I was off, my own flight spell pushed to its maximum speed. I covered the mile of distance in under a minute and came to a stop, floating above a roughly circular stone with a twenty-foot diameter. As a rough guess, I suspected it was primarily made of common granite, but the fact of the matter was that when I was done, it wouldn’t much matter what the base material was.

It took me a few minutes to both shrink it down to a manageable size and reduce its weight to something that I could actually pick up, but once that was done, I hefted the now palm-sized stone and gave it a gentle toss straight up before catching it and stuffing it into my phantom space. The enchantments had enough mana to last for a month, so I had plenty of time to convert it into my most ambitious mana crystal to date.

Mission completed, I flew back to the tower where Senica was still waiting. “Welcome back,” she said dryly. “Thanks for leaving me stranded here.”

“You’re not stranded,” I said. “Even if I never came back, I’m confident you could find your way back to Ghalin, and they know how to get to the teleportation platform.”

“What about all the monsters, huh?”

“Didn’t you spend a few weeks hunting and killing the monsters around here? I’m sure I didn’t imagine that.”

“Well, you… That is, I— You can’t just…” Senica trailed off. With a sigh, she said, “I got first place in the competition, too.”

“Did you? Why didn’t you tell me?” I asked, bewildered. That seemed like exactly the sort of thing she’d brag about.

“Didn’t seem important next to you discovering a species of gigantic magical birds and learning how to wield magic in a way that gives you unlimited mana,” she said.

“Hey, now. That’s not fair,” I protested. But the truth of the matter was that I’d known the competition was important to her, and I’d never asked how things turned out, either. I’d gotten caught up in my own projects, which were admittedly more important in the grand scheme of things, but that excuse still felt a little thin.

“It’s no big deal. I’m used to it,” Senica said. “You’ve got a lot going on, can’t always spare time for the little things.”

“No, but…” I shook my head. “Look, I’m sorry. I should have paid more attention. But we’re here now; let’s make the most of it.”

“How’s that, more training?”

“We could talk about that farewell conversation you had with Juby,” I said, smirking. “Very tender. I didn’t know you felt that way about him.”

Senica’s face flushed red and her mouth worked silently as she tried to come up with some justification or denial, but nothing came out. After a moment, she managed to sputter out, “So, willpower training? That’s… uh, yeah, let’s talk about that. What are your recommendations there?”

“Don’t worry, I won’t tell our parents.”

“There’s nothing to tell,” Senica said firmly. “And if you were going to make something up about anything you definitely didn’t see, I would just tell them that you’re lying.”

“Of course. Of course. My mistake. You weren’t holding his hand while you⁠—”

“Ah! Ah, no, no. Nothing like that happened.”

“I suppose it’s none of my business if it did,” I allowed. “Now then, I believe we were about to discuss some techniques for holding channeled spells for an extended period of time.”

This was going to be a fun trip, after all.


Chapter
Twenty-Six



My original plan had called for us to reach the edges of the island, to a place that was known locally as the Outlander’s Gateway, about halfway through the day. It was the only spot that was almost five hundred miles wide where there was a break in the mountains. Or rather, the only conventionally accessible point. There were some spots along the east coast where a ship might find a place to dock, but they’d still be blocked from the interior of the island by mountains twenty or thirty miles inland.

Technically, we didn’t need to pass through the Gateway. We could have simply flown over the mountains ringing the island, but this trip was about the journey, not the destination. We were exploring the world and seeing what it had to offer. Right now, that meant viewing the only way non-mages had to get on or off the island.

There was a small trading town there, though perhaps ‘small’ wasn’t the right word for it. It was larger than any town I’d seen thus far, but by my standards, a population of perhaps a thousand meant that I considered it barely more than an overly-large village. More importantly, the people living there were a mix of desert natives and merchants from outside the island.

I was hesitant to even call them sailors. To me, the word implied someone who crossed vast expanses of water, but the reality was that their ships were more like river boats. The channel separating this island from the next wasn’t more than fifty miles wide, and even that was being generous.

Senica and I were perched on an outcropping overlooking the pass leading down from the mountains to the Gateway, which was itself still a little way off. It was closer to twilight than noon, which was still good. We’d flown something like two hundred miles in one day, and my sister was exhausted.

Neither of us would be able to see the town from so far away without using sensory-enhancing invocations, but with them, I could clearly make out the individual buildings. “What do you think?” I asked. “This side or the other?”

“Is there a town on the other side, too?”

“Yes, but I don’t know much about it. We’d be foreigners there.”

“That’s going to be the case from here on out anyway,” she pointed out. “Might as well get used to it.”

“That does mean flying all the way across that channel tonight. Are you sure you’re up for it?”

“I can do it,” she declared confidently. “I’m doing a lot better now.”

That was true. After cutting our speed to a third, Senica was able to fly for hours on end. I’d ramped the speed up slowly a few times to test her, but it seemed she really was giving it her all. For the moment, at least, that was as fast as she could go without tiring herself out in less than an hour.

“It’ll be another two hours of flying, at least,” I warned. “We’ll make landfall after sunset.”

Senica didn’t look concerned. “Nalicin is a full moon tonight, and I think there will be at least one more partial. Besides, we can see in the dark.”

“All true, but…”

“But what?”

“But people still need to sleep, and they don’t appreciate being pulled from their bed. If we cross instead of finding a place to stay in this town, we may end up camping out in the wilderness instead.”

“I think we’d be fine, either way. I know you’ve got a bed stowed away and can raise a whole house up out of the ground in minutes.”

“I’ll make you do it instead,” I warned.

“I can’t,” she told me shamelessly. “I’ve been refilling my shield ward for the last half an hour while we fly. It was getting low.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Suspicious timing.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m just following your instructions.”

“I guess we’ll be sleeping outside tonight then,” I told her, wiping the smirk off her face.

“What? No. Come on, it’s dangerous. There are monsters. You wouldn’t risk my safety like that, would you? Mom and Dad wouldn’t be happy about that.”

“You’ll be fine,” I told her mercilessly. It was even true. I’d set a ward to keep us safe, but there was no way I was letting Senica play things like this. She needed to learn to rely on her own power instead of trying to manipulate me into bailing her out every time she overextended, especially when she was doing it on purpose.

She stood there and thought that over for a few seconds, then announced, “I guess we should make an effort to visit both sides of the channel to see what we can find. That’s why we’re here, after all.”

I snorted and cast flight on the both of us again. I wasn’t exactly surprised she’d changed her mind once she realized I wasn’t going to do all the work for her. “After you,” I said, gesturing for her to take the lead.

Whatever she was muttering under her breath, it was swept away by the wind as we flew away.
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One of the things I was most curious about was currency. The village I’d been reborn in, Alkerist, operated on a barter system. That was easy enough to get away with when there were only a few hundred people, but the bigger a society grew, the harder it got to manage without using some sort of money.

The people living in Derro had numbered in the thousands, perhaps tens of thousands. That hadn’t been enough to fill even a quarter of the city, itself a leftover from a bygone age, but it had still necessitated a currency based on leech stones filled with mana. I’d only gone back to Derro a few times after I finished destroying a cabal of mages that had taken over there, but my understanding was that their economy was in a slow state of decline now.

Without mages regularly draining the mana from the leech stones, they’d started to produce draw stone growths. That was the natural life cycle of the magic-eating rocks, so it was no surprise to me, but it did make it a lot harder to use the leech stone cores as money when they quadrupled in size every few months.

To the best of my knowledge, the city’s nobility had advocated for a switch to a precious metal standard, and put its crafters on mass-producing coins to replace the leech stone shards. It wasn’t a perfect system by any means, not in the least because it was vulnerable to mages who knew how to transmute the metals—mages like me.

So I wasn’t sure what to expect from the Outlander’s Gateway. These were the only people to trade with the outside world, and I was curious to see what they’d come up with. Truthfully, I considered the town to be a sort of trial run for society beyond the island. What were their customs like? Their language? Could we pass for natives? If not, how accepting were they of foreigners? I hoped to find answers to at least some of these questions tonight.

We landed a few hundred feet away from the edge of town and walked the rest of the way. My hope was that enough people had seen us fly in, and it was uncommon enough that a few interesting people would find us. That’d save me some trouble.

As we got close, the first thing I noticed was that the town had a surprising number of guards. Weirdly, none of them had anything resembling a uniform. It was more an attitude and the presence of weapons openly carried that tipped me off, and it quickly became apparent that the guards weren’t there to keep the town safe. No, their purpose was to protect the trade goods their employers had stored in various warehouses.

As we walked, I extended tendrils of mind reading spells out in every direction and picked up random thoughts from strangers.

From a guardsman standing in front of a warehouse door, ‘—cannot wait for this shift to be over. I need a hot meal and a good hook⁠—’

‘That guy is way too old for that girl!’ thought a woman at least twice my mother’s age staring at us as we walked by.

‘Were those two flying? Must be mages. Better to stay out of their way. Although…’ a merchant manning a street-side stall thought.

‘—swear he does it on purpose. What good is it having the world’s strongest mage as a brother if he doesn’t help me out?’ thought my sister. ‘Why is he smirking at— Wait. Gravin! You little shit! You’d better not be reading my mind!’

“How’s your enchanting coming along?” I asked. “I can teach you how to set down a mind shielding enchantment into a piece of jewelry.”

She huffed and tried to shove me, but I was over a foot taller than her now and outweighed her by fifty or sixty pounds. Plus I saw the mana course through her arms in a strengthening invocation and cycled some of my own to counter the extra force. “Why— don’t— you— damn it!” she cursed after a few seconds of struggling and failing to budge me.

“So far, I haven’t found anyone speaking anything other than Enotian,” I said, ignoring her feeble attempts to push me. “But I don’t really see any foreigners yet. Maybe when we get closer to the docks.”

“Yeah, yeah. I’m hungry. Think we can find a place to eat here, or should we just fend for ourselves?”

“I wouldn’t mind a hot meal that I put absolutely no effort into producing,” I said. “The question is where to find one.”

“Eggert’s place,” one of the guards who’d been watching us walk by called out. “My brother owns it. He’ll fill your bellies for a reasonable price.”

“That sounds like just the thing,” I replied. “One more question, if you don’t mind. What are you using for currency here?”

The guard laughed. “Wow, you must be from way inland. Both towns run on velci.”

“Follow up questions. Both towns? And what is velci?”

“On either side of the channel. It’s the official currency of Velcinar.” The guard held up a hand. “Before you ask, that’s what they call their country over there. Truth be told, this place is basically part of their country anyway. It’s not like we’ve got any sort of official government that controls the whole island, anyway. I think it’s only the fact that the merchants who run the place don’t want to pay taxes to Velcinar’s crown that keeps us independent.”

“I see,” I said. I’d never heard of the country, but that wasn’t much of a surprise. The world I’d known in my past life was gone, obliterated by two particularly stupid groups of mages who were just smart enough to develop planet-destroying magics, but not smart enough to know better than to use them.

“As for velci…” The guard produced a wallet from a pocket in his coat and pulled out a few slips of what appeared to be some kind of thick paper. On closer inspection, I realized it was actually some type of cloth. That was smart of whoever’d come up with it. It’d be significantly harder to transmute something into that. “This is velci.”

“Thank you,” I said. “You’ve been beyond helpful. If you could, directions to Eggert’s place would be appreciated.”

While the man told us where to find his brother’s restaurant—or maybe it was an inn; I wasn’t entirely sure—I scanned his thoughts.

‘Out-of-towners,’ the guard thought with a mental snort of derision. ‘Don’t know a thing about how the world works. Hope they’ve got something good to trade Eggert if they don’t have any money. Both wearing nice enough clothes; there’s probably something. Then again, I don’t see so much as a pack between them… Whatever. Not my problem.’

“Thank you again,” I told him.

“No trouble at all. Have a good night, sir.”

It wasn’t terribly uncommon to find people with rude thoughts and pleasant words. I’d long since learned to accept politeness at face value for casual interactions, so I didn’t trouble myself over the guard’s thoughts. I’d only wanted to make sure he wasn’t lying about anything, and I’d sensed no deception from him.

“Come on,” I told Senica. “Let’s see if we can’t barter for a meal and maybe some beds for the night.”


Chapter
Twenty-Seven



“Mages, huh?”

Eggert was a heavyset man with a red face, a big nose, and almost no hair left on the top of his head. He was wearing a plain white apron and had his sleeves rolled up to his elbows. I noted his features, but what really caught my attention was the way he smelled.

It turned out Eggert’s place was an inn, and he himself was a baker. If the flour dusting his belly wasn’t enough of a tell, the big man smelled of bread, which was unusual here. We very rarely had it—at least, not the kind that came out in big, fluffy loaves—at home, or anywhere else I’d been. Flat breads were far more common.

“Yes, sir,” I said. “We don’t have any of the local money, but I’d be happy to do a bit of enchanting work for you in exchange for a meal and a bed to sleep in tonight.”

“Hngh. Let me think,” he said. His eyes unfocused and stared past me, and I couldn’t resist checking to see what was going on in that head of his.

‘I wonder if he could fix that busted oven. It’d be great to have all four of them running again. But it’d be a pain in the ass to get it pulled back out of storage, especially if he can’t manage it. Maybe something smaller to test and see if he’s as good as he says.’

It was nice to see that Eggert was an honest sort. Surprisingly, most people I’d met had been. The biggest exception had been my time spent in Derro, but then again, I’d been rubbing elbows with the criminal element of the city and fighting against a hostile cabal. Those weren’t the kind of people I normally associated with. In fact, most of the villages were so small that they didn’t have a criminal element. Usually it was a handful of degenerates who were just lazy instead of troublemakers.

“Tell you what. I have an old sound control box I used to use for when a musician would play on stage. It got knocked off a few years ago and something broke in it. Hasn’t worked right since. If you can get that fixed up for me, I’ll pay you fifty velci. If you can do the job and are still interested in a meal and a bed, I’ve got a busted oven in storage that I’ll have dragged out. Fix that up, and you can stay here for free all week long.”

It was a ridiculously one-sided deal, but I could tell Eggert didn’t realize exactly how much he was asking for. Then again, it wasn’t like I had the first clue how much anything was worth anymore. This was a whole new world, and where I’d grown up, we didn’t even have money. Things I took for granted could be scarce to the point that they were outrageously priced now.

Either way, it wasn’t an issue for me to fix or even make a new sound controller. The worst part of it was going to be pouring some mana in to power it since I wouldn’t be able to get that back with lossless casting, and even that amount was practically nothing compared to what I was funneling into the mana crystals in my phantom space just to keep my core from overfilling.

“That sounds like a deal to me,” I said. “Though we won’t need a full week, just a single night.”

“Well, a night’s stay and an extra two hundred velci then.”

“Deal.”

Eggert broke into a wide grin. “Good to hear. Come with me, I’ll get you a place to work and bring out the old sound box.”

The innkeeper led me into a backroom stuffed with all sorts of random debris. Broken tables and chairs were piled up in one corner, destined to be scavenged for parts and reassembled into functional furniture. A workbench next to them had a few carpentry tools scattered across its surface and a whole lot of sawdust coating everything else.

“It’s in… one of these cupboards,” Eggert said, looking around. “This one… maybe?”

After a minute of rifling around, he produced a small stone cube, about six inches to a side. It was immediately obvious what had gone wrong. It had fallen and cracked, interrupting the delicate structure of the runes carved across its surface. “Well, do you think you can fix it?” Eggert asked.

“Easily,” I said. “It should only take a few minutes.”

“Fantastic. I’ll go get your payment ready then. Just bring it out to me at the bar when you’re done.”

“Of course,” I told the man. He left me by myself in the workshop, though I kept track of both him and Senica with a simple scrying spell in the common area. A single cast of stone shape let me smooth out the cracks in the sound box, which had been inscribed to both direct sound in a specific direction and limit how far it traveled. It also had a function to amplify the sounds coming from directly behind it, which I wasn’t sure was a great idea, but redesigning it wasn’t my job.

I repaired it, gave it a bit of mana, and tested the various functions inscribed into the box to ensure everything was working. Then I walked back out to where Senica and Eggert were engaged in a conversation about economics, of all things.

“—just saying, why not just trade for things? That’s what you’re doing with my brother. He wants a place for us to sleep. You want your broken thing fixed. It’s simpler that way.”

“Yes, and sometimes things work out. But what if he wanted a sword? Let’s say he heads over to the blacksmith and offers to trade some magical repair work, but the blacksmith doesn’t need anything repaired. Now your brother is out of luck and can’t get his sword.”

Senica snorted. “Gravin would just make his own.”

Eggert shook his head and said, “You’re missing the point—on purpose, I might add. Gravin can’t trade his expertise to the smith, because the smith doesn’t need it. But I do. I have something broken that Gravin can fix. And the smith needs things Gravin can’t do, so by the magical power of money, everybody gets what they want.”

I suppressed a laugh at the dubious expression Senica wore. “Money is a very common development in most civilizations,” I told her. “We’re all just such small and self-sufficient villages back home that it was never needed. If you go to Derro, they actually use rocks filled with mana. At least, they were…”

“Ryla says she refuses to do any trading there, that it’s too much of a mess and everyone is always trying to cheat her,” Senica said.

“She’s not exactly wrong,” I said. “It’d probably be better to go directly to the villages that surround the city if she wanted something, but we can make our own food just fine, and they don’t do much else besides keep Derro from starving.”

Hopefully, now that the Wolf Pack cabal was gone and their stranglehold on mana had vanished with them, people would start to find new and better ways to use their resources. When I’d begun teaching people how to ignite cores and giving lessons in novice-tier spells, I’d done so with the understanding that the knowledge would spread, giving rise to a new generation of mages.

“Is that my fixed sound box?” Eggert asked. He was eyeing up the stone cube I carried under one arm, and I presented it to him for inspection.

“It is,” I said.

“Fantastic. It looks good as new,” the baker said.

Without another word, he marched over to the stage in the back of the room, set the box down in the middle, and pumped a bit of mana into it. Then he stood there, cleared his throat, and said, “How’s this thing working? Everyone hear me alright?”

A few of the patrons sitting at tables eating twisted in their seats to regard Eggert. “Sounds good,” one of them called out.

The reservoir was only good for about three hours if it was fully charged. Eggert had given it enough for a minute or two, though he’d done the transfer somewhat clumsily. It was obvious he had no magical training and his core was still dormant. Once he’d confirmed the sound box worked, he picked it back up and came over to the bar.

“Here you go,” he said, handing me a stack of the cloth-paper. Three of them had tens inked on them, three had fives, and five had ones. Each denomination was a different color, making it easy to tell them apart on sight.

“Thanks,” I said. “Now, about that oven?”

Eggert chuckled and said, “Yes indeed! That thing’s been broken for years. I’ll get my nephew to haul it out of storage and bring it to the workshop. In the meantime, let’s get a meal in the two of you, yeah?”

“Sounds perfect. What do you think, Senica?”

“Depends what we’re eating,” she replied.

“Well, my dear child, let me tell you what’s in our kitchen today…”
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I had a scrying spell sitting in Senica’s room, which I’d warded to ensure she slept safely. I, on the other hand, was sitting in the mountains with my boulder, now full-sized again. Every few minutes, I spun out another ribbon of mana, each one using the contents of my entire core. Then I’d drain some mana out of my mana crystals to refill my personal supply and make another one.

I’d need hundreds of these to fully convert the granite boulder into a new mana crystal, but once I was done, I’d have a reservoir almost a hundred times bigger than my original one. Then I could break my connection to the old crystals—they were destined to become teleportation platform batteries—and return to near-perfect transfer efficiency. That, combined with the new style of spellcasting I’d learned from Grandfather, meant that I’d effectively never run out of mana again.

That wasn’t going to stop me from continuing to advance my core, of course. I still needed to reach stage five in order to cast master-tier spells directly from my core, if nothing else. But there were other benefits besides simply increasing my mana storage and regeneration rates. Having a genius loci connection at stage six was essential to controlling my demesne, and regaining my mage’s shadow at stage eight would vastly increase my effectiveness at just about everything I cared to do.

Then, of course, there was stage ten. True immortality, or at least, that was what we’d all theorized. No one had ever managed it—not during my lifetime, and not according to any of the leftovers from prior civilizations I’d uncovered. I was determined to shatter that barrier this time, and if everything went according to plan, I’d have easily five millennia to work at that goal this time around.

And if somehow, after all that time, I was still stuck with a stage nine core, well, I knew the secrets to reincarnation, though I’d need a lot more than a few decades of prep work this time, since my idiot former apprentice had stupidly destroyed one of the moons that powered the lunar convergence after I died. Overcoming that particular handicap was going to be tedious.

After about an hour’s work, I finished draining my accumulated mana and shrunk my boulder back down to travel size. It went back into my phantom space and I flew back to Eggert’s inn. Nobody had disturbed either of our rooms—not that I’d expected anyone to—and I passed through the wall into the one I’d rented. After careful consideration of the bed pushed up against one wall, I shook my head, reached into my phantom space, and pulled out my own mattress and blankets to put on the floor.

There were some luxuries I just wasn’t willing to go without anymore.


Chapter
Twenty-Eight



Our time at the Outlander’s Gateway was enlightening, but ultimately, not the purpose of this journey. Once dawn broke, I woke Senica—after stashing my bed away so she wouldn’t see it—and got us a meal for the road. I’d woken twice during the night to stuff more mana into my mana crystals, but I’d long since gotten used to that and was feeling fully refreshed.

“We could have slept in,” Senica grumbled as she seized a chunk of bread from the bag Eggert had given us on our way out.

“How could you possibly still be tired?” I asked. “You slept ten hours.”

“How do you know I was sleeping?”

I gave her a flat stare. “Do you seriously think I’m not putting up warding and scrying spells anywhere we sleep?”

She blanched and asked, “You… You were watching me sleep?”

“I was watching your room to make sure no one tried to break in,” I corrected.

“Okay, that’s creepy. Don’t do that.”

“Sure, and when some burglar ends up knifing you while trying to steal your boots, I’ll just tell our parents it’s fine, that you knew the risks when you demanded your privacy to snore unobserved.”

“Yes, do exactly that, Gravin. Don’t be a creep. I already have your old shield ward. I don’t need to be watched constantly.”

I rolled my eyes and changed the subject. “Finish up that food so we can get going.”

I’d already scried out the next waypoint, a tower about sixty miles northwest of us just past the channel. Once we were ready, I cast dual flight spells that elicited a few surprised gasps from the other people on the street with us. We took off at a steady, if somewhat slow, pace, and soon enough, we were over open water.

‘There’s so much of it,’ Senica thought to me. ‘How is there this much water?’

We’d grown up in a desert environment, though not one utterly devoid of water. It was mostly limited to small streams no more than ten feet wide and never very deep. Our people didn’t have much of a concept of waterborne travel, having no need for boats or ships, and Senica was probably the first person from Alkerist in generations to see a body of water that could go over her head.

‘Believe it or not, well over half the world is covered in water,’ I told her. ‘This is actually a fairly narrow band of it, relatively speaking. If we’d gone straight east from Sanctuary, we’d have run into a true sea, so wide that you can’t see anything but endless water stretching all the way to the horizon.’

Now that I thought about it, that might be a nice vacation spot when we got back from our current journey. It would be interesting to see Father’s and Mother’s reactions when they were presented with the sight. Introducing them to a ship big enough to sail the oceans would be even better, though I wasn’t entirely sure if anything like that still existed.

Great and powerful magic had been needed to safeguard such vessels back in my time, as the ocean teemed with massive beasts that could easily crush a ship. At some points, the waters were so troubled that only airships dared make the crossing. In many cases, teleportation networks were safer and easier than ocean travel, but sometimes great distances that lacked convenient islands to place new hubs necessitated the risk of physically sailing.

If we’d been flying faster, I might not have noticed the black specks in the distance in front of us, but since we were moving at what was, for me, a leisurely pace, I had plenty of time to look around. Frowning, I focused on the specks, but even with a vision-enhancing invocation, I couldn’t make out any details. Sometimes, something really was just too far away to see clearly.

It was possible to use a stronger spell to enhance my sight, but also utterly pointless. Simply scrying ahead would give me a better idea of what I was seeing and cost a fraction of the mana. I cast the spell, and a trio of brakvaw came into view. Two were circling the waypoint while a third was perched on its peak.

That wouldn’t have been so unusual in and of itself. They were brakvaw constructions, after all, and I knew their newest generation were out on their own journeys of exploration. What really caught my attention was that not only did all three seem to be full-sized adults—I was almost positive I recognized one of them.

I’d met a lot of brakvaw—or at least seen them from a distance—during my time with Grandfather, and while I liked to think I had a good memory, I had to admit that there were only so many variations of black feathers with different colored highlights I could differentiate between before they all started to blend together.

What stood out about the one roosting on the eyrie itself was that I’d made special note of his appearance. He was the elder who’d looked like he was considering attacking me when I’d helped Grandfather relocate his physical form off the graveyard island. I’d be the first to admit that I hadn’t made an in-depth study of their culture, but I’d been under the impression that the elders stayed close to their home mountain.

So what was he doing out here, hundreds of miles away?

More than a few of the birds had expressed discontent at an outsider being taught their magic, but none were willing to challenge Grandfather’s decision. Maybe now that our bargain had been fulfilled, they’d decided it was a good time to eliminate me. It didn’t strike me as something Grandfather would order or even agree to, but it didn’t necessarily have to be his order that these three brakvaw were here.

It always seemed like the subordinates with the most initiative did nothing but make headaches for their bosses—or, in this case, their boss’s friend. If I assumed we were about to be attacked, the giant birds really couldn’t have chosen a better spot. We were over open water, I had a non-combatant to protect—one who couldn’t swim, incidentally—and I knew how fast a brakvaw could fly. We wouldn’t be outrunning them, not at Senica’s top speed.

Maybe if I started a teleportation spell right now, I could get the whole thing finished before they reached me. Even as I had the thought, though, all three of them burst into flight zeroed in on us. We had probably no more than three minutes at most to prepare.

‘Senica, I need you to listen to me. We’re about to be attacked. All you need to do is focus on flying. Do not panic. I will keep you safe.’

‘What?’ came the confused reply. ‘Attacked by what? There’s nothing here.’

‘Remember those giant birds I was working with? Well, not all of them liked me so much, and three of them are heading right toward us. Maybe we can talk our way out of this, but I don’t think we’re going to be that lucky.’

I didn’t have much mana available to me, relatively speaking, but it was more than enough to cast anything advanced-tier or lower and still reclaim the lion’s share of it. If I wanted to use master-tier spells, I’d get off maybe two of them before I was completely drained. Even if was willing to make that trade, there were three opponents.

Could I catch two of them in one spell? Normally, I’d have said yes, but they were so damn big, it practically negated any wide-area attacks I could make. Worse, because of their size, they didn’t really group too closely. Maybe if I timed it right and positioned the point of effect perfectly, I could get the right wing of one brakvaw and the left wing of another, though I didn’t honestly think that would ground them. I could vividly remember my first encounter with the birds and them gliding along on mana, barely even needing their wings to remain stable.

That strength was also their weakness, though. Birds at this size couldn’t fly without at least some mana to support them. If I attacked their mana cores, I could drop them into the sea while greatly enriching my own reserves. The trick was going to be doing it while simultaneously defending Senica and myself from three different opponents.

I didn’t even know if the two younger ones were mages or not. If they weren’t using their mana cores for anything but their natural processes, then I’d be looking at physical strikes like buffeting wings, talons wide enough to grab Senica and I both in one pass, and beaks that could easily snip us in half.

The elder was a different story. Not only was he a mage, he was one of the strongest of their entire species. Thankfully, that didn’t put him anywhere on Grandfather’s level, but it did mean he was probably going to be the primary threat.

‘Revised instructions,’ I sent. ‘Focus on flying and keep your shield ward as full of mana as you can manage. Even a glancing blow from one of these things could kill you.’

Senica swallowed hard, but her face firmed up and she gave me a single decisive nod. I could see her hand flexing open and closed by her wand, but she didn’t draw it. That was good. There was nothing in her repertoire that could fight something this big. Her only goal needed to be staying alive while I fought, and she knew it.

We were out of time. The three brakvaw were within two miles and closing fast with no signs of slowing down. I didn’t think we’d be exchanging pleasantries before they attacked. Even as I watched, they sped up. At best, we had thirty seconds.

My strategy decided, I started casting my first master-tier spell. Crippling or killing one of them early on would make the rest of this fight go a lot easier, and I had the one on the left side of the formation pegged as the worst mage of the three. It was the least likely to be able to successfully defend against the attack I had in mind.

Ten seconds to contact. Nine, eight, seven…

They couldn’t have slowed down if they wanted to at this point. Instead, the elder brakvaw’s beak split open, and a mana-laced scream blasted out. Senica responded with a shriek of her own and fell a hundred feet toward the water before she regained control of her flight. Her shield ward absorbed the attack, so I knew she wasn’t hurt, but I didn’t blame her for being surprised.

I ignored the disorienting wave of magic that washed over me and let it break against my shield ward. Fully protected, I unleashed my attack and sent jaws made of pure offensive divination, the great, scary, transformed granddaddy to mind spike, into a brakvaw’s brain. It let out its own screech, but unlike the elder’s, this one was nothing but pain. Blood spurted out of its orifices, especially its eyes, and it spiraled down at an angle, only its forward momentum keeping it going.

The brakvaw was already dead; it just hadn’t hit the water yet. I didn’t have time to track its progress, though, not with the remaining two still closing in. I had at most two seconds before the brakvaw elder’s beak pierced through my stomach.

I couldn’t match the elder’s speed, not with a simple flight spell. If I shifted to elemental form, I could outmaneuver it, but that spell took time to create, and besides, it would make me somewhat harder to detect, which might encourage the birds to go after Senica instead.

I flew backward as fast as I could to give me more time while I sent a force cleave directly into the elder’s face. The spell scored a mark and drew blood, but it didn’t slow the elder down even a bit. What did help was the force wall I conjured up right in front of its face, but the brakvaw had so much mass and momentum that the spell merely deflected it slightly off course before shattering.

That was enough to get me out of the way of this pass, and that gave me valuable seconds to deal with the third brakvaw. I turned toward it and gave the bird my best evil smile.


Chapter
Twenty-Nine



Adult brakvaw were just too big to pummel with conjurations. They’d shrug off lightning bolts and fire blasts easily, and as I’d already proven, they had enough mass and speed to break through force magic without so much as blinking. For all their size, their immense mana cores, and their strange method of cycling their own mana so that they never ran out, they shared the same weakness all non-mages had.

They lacked the mental discipline to resist attacks on their minds. That was why my mind shred spell had been so effective against the first one. I could use the same spell on this brakvaw and I expected I’d get similar results, but that would leave me with very little mana to take care of that elder who’d be coming back around in a few seconds.

I only had a second to act, but I’d made my decisions before the brakvaw had even reached us. I threw out a half-dozen mind spikes into the monstrous bird and hoped I’d judged its competency at resisting divination-based attacks correctly. On the off chance that I was wrong, I was also flying out of its way, though that was more to pull the action away from Senica than because I thought I could actually dodge the brakvaw if the mind spikes failed.

Luckily for me, I’d read the bird right. The spells slammed into its mind, staccato spikes of pain that caused it to lose control of the mana cycling under its wings. Without that magic helping it, there was no way it could keep its huge bulk in the air. The brakvaw dipped into a sharp dive as it shook its immense head.

One dead, one momentarily incapacitated, and one circling around, already casting another spell. I could read the magic it was forming easily, and it was a problem. I wasn’t sure if the elder was lashing out or if he’d chosen his target to force me to react, but either way, my sister was about to become a cloud of blood and tattered flesh raining down on the water below unless I did something to intervene.

As a general rule, I didn’t try to use spells like mind spike on casters. Divination and enchantments rarely worked out against mages, who’d spent so much time learning to control mana. Conjurations worked much better—unless the target was someone like me, who’d spent the time and resources on various wards to protect against them.

I did have one series of spells in my repertoire that could cut through the raw physical power that came with weighing multiple tons and being larger than a house. Phantasmal weaponry didn’t care about things like armor, though sheer size could be an issue, depending on the spell used. That was why I’d planned on using phantasmal lance against the brakvaw elder.

Normally, this line of spells was used against armored opponents, but I’d put it to good effect against giants and even a few dragons in the past. I expected it to work well against this opponent, too. The only problem was getting close enough to use it.

The elder was too far away for me to counterspell its magic, too far away for me to attack it physically. I needed to distract it for a few seconds, so I threw out an illusion of me while going invisible myself. The illusion appeared right in front of the elder and ignited into a burst of real fire. That part of my trick was an actual ranged fire blast spell.

It didn’t harm the brakvaw, not in any meaningful way, but it did force it to close its eyes and turn its face from the heat, which in turn disrupted the force spell it’d been about to throw at Senica. She was diving out of the way as fast as her magic could carry her, but it would have been easy for the brakvaw to track her flight path and blast her anyway. A force bolt that big would have torn her body limb from limb.

My distraction was just that, however: a distraction. I’d delayed the elder’s spell long enough to close the distance, but now I needed to do something to actually put the brakvaw down. I flew in, one hand leading, and as I completed the spell, a lance of what looked like glass appeared in front of me. It was close to forty feet long, more than big enough to skewer the brakvaw. The question was whether or not I could aim the lance somewhere that would matter.

A heart shot would be ideal, but I wasn’t that familiar with bird anatomy. If I knew where to put the lance, I’d have gone that route. Failing that, it was rare to go wrong with attacking the brain, and that was just about always located in the head, at least on monsters that had one.

Unlike a phantasmal sword, the lance version of the spell didn’t have a sharp edge. All of the magic was used to form the long body of the weapon, and the penetrating power was all in the tip. I wouldn’t be able to swing it around and attempt to behead the brakvaw elder, which left me with only the option of skewering his skull instead.

I gave myself half a second to line the spell up after the phantasmal lance formed. A small twitch of my hand sent the tip swinging wildly, but I was experienced with this kind of combat. I closed the gap, the lance lined up right with the brakvaw elder’s beak, and it drove through its closed mouth and into its throat.

I swerved to the side at the last possible instant while the elder screeched in pain and coughed up blood. It wasn’t quite the brain-piercer I’d been going for, but that would probably prove to be fatal in and of itself unless the old bird knew some healing magic. Even if it did, that wasn’t the kind of spell that was easy to cast while fending off attacks.

Whatever it might have been able to do to save itself was irrelevant. It took me barely four seconds to reorient myself for another attack and fly in. This time, the challenge was more keeping up with the erratic thrashing the brakvaw elder was doing, but I came down from directly above it. Without having to account for its forward momentum, I struck it clean, the lance piercing the top of its skull and coming out through its throat.

The screaming stopped. A second enemy fell to crash into the water below.

The third brakvaw was still reeling from my mind spikes, but it had seen the death of its two companions clearly, and by this point, it had to know it was outmatched. Supporting my theory was the fact that it turned and flew as fast as it could in the opposite direction from me. I briefly considered letting it go, mostly because even with the pain from the mind spikes making it look like it was flying drunk, it was still an incredibly fast bird.

But I didn’t need the hassle of more brakvaw coming after me over some stupid notion of revenge, as if it were my fault that I’d successfully defended myself. There was still the possibility that it could happen anyway, of course, but if these three had been acting independently and no one knew what they were up to or where they were, then killing the third brakvaw right now would end the threat.

‘You need to take over your own flight spell. Head for the northern side of the channel and wait for me. I’ll be back in a minute,’ I sent to Senica.

Then I took off after the brakvaw, my magic’s top speed just barely faster than the stumbling flight of my victim. It only took me a few minutes to catch up.
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We made our own camp that night, a little one-room shelter of stone I built out of a flat spot on the side of a mountain. The violent start to our day had left Senica quiet and introspective. Any questions I’d asked had been met with monosyllabic answers, so I’d done my best to give her space while she processed the attack.

Once we had walls surrounding us and food in our bellies, she finally broke her silence. “Those giant birds were the ones you’ve been working with. Why did they attack us?”

“We’ll probably never know for sure,” I told her. “I knew the one in charge didn’t like me, but there didn’t ever really seem to be a reason for that hostility besides me being an outsider. Maybe it felt it was wrong to teach a human their magic. Maybe it didn’t like that I set foot in one of their holy places. Maybe it just thought I smelled bad.”

“Couldn’t we have reasoned with them, though? I mean, they weren’t monsters, right?”

“Technically? Yes, they were. Those bodies of theirs couldn’t fly without magic. I’m not even sure they could have supported their own size unaided. Without mana, they’d die, which makes them monsters. But do you mean that they were intelligent? They have their own culture and families and communities? Yes, they have all of those things.”

“Then why didn’t we try to talk to them? Why did you just kill them?”

“A few reasons,” I explained. “First, you were with me. Coming at them with anything less than the intent to kill them would put you in more danger. I’m not saying it was your fault. Please don’t ever think that. They started that fight by attacking us.

“Second: I’ve been expecting this kind of thing for a few months now. There were some brakvaw that made it clear they weren’t happy with me being there for whatever reason, and the one that could cast spells was high up in their social hierarchy. I honestly expected it to try something when I was helping Grandfather, but I guess it was smart enough not to do it in front of its boss.

“Third: yes, I could probably have subdued them instead of killing them, but why should I? What would I have done then? Left them to recover so they could chase us down and try again? I guess I could have wasted a few days flying them all the way back to Eyrie Peak and handed them over, but as far as I know, they don’t have any sort of jail, so that leads back to them either dying or being freed to try again.”

“I guess that makes sense,” Senica said, but I could see she still wasn’t happy with my answers.

Senica knew that I’d killed people before, but she’d never been there to witness it. Maybe it had been easier for her to rationalize it or just push it out of her mind when it wasn’t happening right in front of her. She was probably hoping that I’d tell her the brakvaw were monsters like the ones she’d put down outside of Ghalin, but it just wasn’t true.

“Are you alright?” I asked.

“I’m fine,” she said. “It’s just… It’s an adjustment. I’m still wrapping my head around it. That one bird was trying to kill me, you know? It didn’t even know who I was. I was just in the way. Except, not really.”

“That was an elder from their people, the one who didn’t like me. And you’re right—it was trying to kill you. You didn’t do anything wrong. You were just with me and it thought attacking you would force me into a bad position it could take advantage of.”

Maybe I’d misjudged what had upset Senica. Maybe it wasn’t the sudden violence. Maybe it was brushing up against death and knowing there’d been nothing she could do to prevent it. If I hadn’t intervened quickly enough, that brakvaw would have crushed her.

“It got what it deserved then,” she said.

“Yeah. Not a great way to start our journey, but it probably won’t be the last time something like this happens. That’s part of these things. It’s why we’re doing it—so that you can get some real-world experience. Don’t worry, I’m not going to let you die.”

“I know,” she said softly. “You’d protect me. But it’d be nice to be able to protect myself. I thought I could do that, but now I’m not so sure anymore.”

“There’s a simple solution,” I told her. “Keep doing what you’re doing. Practice, get better, learn new spells, strengthen your core.”

Senica groaned, but I heard a hint of a laugh in there. It might take a little bit, but she was going to be alright.


Chapter
Thirty



Our first day off the island hadn’t seen much variation in the landscape. Things were a bit greener, perhaps, but it was the kind of difference that would have been easy to miss if I wasn’t looking for it. By noon of the second day, however, it was impossible not to notice how much greener the ground was.

“How is there so much of this stuff?” Senica asked as we sat on some rocks near a deep, fast-flowing river and ate lunch. She stamped a foot down on the grass, which bent instead of stabbing at her feet. “And why is it so soft?”

“Better soil, more water, and a different mana structure,” I said. I’d done a lot of work enriching the soil in the valley I’d taken over to help the plants there grow better, but I was starting to think I might have been better off bringing in massive quantities of dirt from beyond the island. Then again, there was every possibility that it wouldn’t be the right kind of soil for the trees growing back home.

Unfortunately, my phantom space did not do well at carrying things that were still alive. I could excavate a square of soil, but all the grass attached to it would need to die before I could put it in storage, and at that point, there wasn’t a lot of reason to take it with me anymore.

“Could we do this back home, too?” she asked, unknowingly mirroring my own thoughts.

“We’ve been trying to for the last few years,” I said.

“Oh, right, the whole pillar project thing you’ve been doing.”

“Right, the… uh… pillar project.”

“That’s supposed to create ambient mana?” she asked.

I sighed. “In theory.”

The only problem was that all of the flora needed to be healthy enough that it could live on less mana than it produced. Even with all of our efforts, it was the rare tree that flourished without mana. Even the ember bloom was barely making a surplus, and considering how much effort we’d poured into that one particular tree, it just wasn’t feasible to repeat that thousands more times.

It was still making progress, but not as fast as I liked. I’d been grooming that valley to become my genius loci in the event that the Night Vale no longer qualified, something I considered extremely likely at this point. But the truth was it would be decades, if not longer, before Sanctuary was even close to ready at the rate it was going.

Ignoring all that, it was becoming too much of a community. Some mages bonded with settled land that had villages or towns, became some sort of governor or nobility in the process, and were happy to provide for and protect their citizens. I, personally, had chosen a place that was as isolated as possible, and had only taken visitors with the greatest reluctance.

Having hundreds of people living in the valley did not suit my purposes, so I was considering it a trial run, just to see if the terraforming worked. I needed a place with dense ambient mana, and if the world itself couldn’t provide it, I’d manufacture one. And when I did, it would be for me and me alone.

I was pulled from my musings a few seconds after the conversation died off. Something had flickered across my scrying spell, something sleek and silvery. I stood up and cast three more spells to confirm its presence, then said to Senica, “Better get your wand ready.”

She glanced over at me, startled, but dropped her meal and pulled the wand. “What is it?”

“That’s a good question,” I said. I could barely feel any mana coming from it, so little that it just blended in with all the other life around us. But I had seen some motion in my scrying spell, and with that to tip me off, I was examining the creature with my magic even as it watched us with its eyes.

“A big part of bringing you with me is to get you accustomed to dangerous situations. I know you did some monster hunting with a group, and that’s a fine place to start, but if you’re going to be a powerful mage, you need to be able to find threats, analyze them, and take care of them yourself. So, today I’m warning you that there is a threat nearby. What are you going to do now?”

It took her a few seconds longer than me to cast her own scrying spell, but she managed to do it while keeping the mana inside her shroud. That was impressive in and of itself. Most of my would-be apprentices couldn’t even hold a proper shroud indefinitely, let alone cast a spell inside of it. I might have spoiled Senica with resources none of the other mages got access to, but she worked hard to make the most out of them.

“I see it,” she said. “Are… are you sure it’s a threat?”

“Why wouldn’t it be?”

“I mean, yes, it’s watching us,” she told me. “But, it’s a fish. We’re not in the water.”

“You charged your shield ward like I told you to?”

“Yes,” she said, exasperated. “When are you going to get off my back about the shield wa— Aaaaaiiiihhh!”

A jet of water as thick around as my forearm shot out of the river and struck Senica’s face, or rather, it deflected off her shield ward a few inches from her face. Ignoring her shrieking, I studied the alabaster pendant I’d given her. It was harder to tell for sure with it hidden behind her shroud, but I thought it had about half the mana it could hold left in it. The water jet hadn’t been that powerful, certainly not enough to drain the ward so badly.

“You should keep it charged all the way,” I told her, taking a step backward to dodge the water jet the fish creature aimed my way. Water splashed harmlessly onto the grass in a line extending two hundred feet from the edge of the river.

“You scaly little bastard!” Senica yelled down at the water. “I’m gonna… I’m… Gravin, what am I supposed to do? I don’t think fire magic is going to cut it here.”

“I’d start by paying more attention to the monster than to me,” I said.

“You know what I mean! I have a specialty, and it doesn’t work here.”

Senica darted to the side quick enough that she barely got clipped by the next water shot, but the fish monster thing appeared to be growing bolder with its attacks. The lack of retaliation on our part had probably convinced it that we were easy prey, too weak to fight back and too stupid to run away.

“That’s the weakness of being dangerously overspecialized,” I told Senica. “If you were any good at water manipulation, you’d be able to turn this thing’s defense against itself. I know I’ve told you this before.”

“Yeah, but fire’s”—she cut off to dodge again—“more fun.”

“Oooh. Well, if you just wanted to have fun, then I’ve been teaching you all wrong. I thought you wanted to be a mage.”

“Why can’t I do both?” she demanded.

I stepped off to the side again and watched another stream of high-pressure water go flying by. I’d spotted some sort of bladder behind the fish monster’s back fin that inflated just before it attacked, which made it trivially easy to predict its attacks. Senica did not appear to have noticed it and was operating on sheer reflexes.

“No one said you can’t, but if you don’t have a group to cover your weaknesses, eventually you’ll find yourself in a scenario where you don’t have a spell to address the problem,” I lectured.

“Easy for you to say,” she shot back. “You’ve had thousands of years to learn every spell.”

“That’s true, but I distinctly remember teaching you a spell that you could use in this situation.”

“What spell?” she asked. Her distraction cost her, and her shield ward flared again as it took the brunt of a water jet she wasn’t quite fast enough to avoid.

“I know you don’t know so many that you can’t figure out something that would be useful here.”

“Damn”—Senica broke off swearing to dodge another shot—“it. Can’t you just tell me?”

“Learning to work under pressure is an essential skill,” I said.

We dodged water blasts for another twenty seconds while she puzzled out what spell could help her here. I was actually starting to worry that the fish would get bored and either escalate the fight somehow or swim off, but apparently it took so little mana to fire off its water attack and we were so non-threatening that it was content to sit there and try to shoot us down. Idly, I wondered how it planned to get us into the water once it had killed us—probably some form of hydrokinesis, if I had to guess.

Senica started casting a spell, not the one I meant, but one that would probably work. It took her ten seconds to finish the magic. Then it rippled out of her and into the water, where it pulled the heat out of it, instantly freezing the fish in a huge block of ice that started to drift down the river at a decent clip.

“Hah! Take that,” she crowed after it.

“That… wasn’t what I meant, but I suppose you have technically defeated it,” I told her. “Good job.”

“It wasn’t? What spell should I have used?”

“I would have gone with flight, personally.”

She shot me a confused look. “What? But that wouldn’t have defeated the monster.”

“Why did you need to defeat it? Are we defending this spot for some reason? Would anything have changed if we just flew away?”

“I… But… That’s…” Senica scowled at me, then threw her hands up into the air and stomped off. “That wasn’t the point at all!”

“Learning to pick your battles is an important skill,” I called after her. “Consider what resources you have, and what the consequences of failure would be before you decide that you absolutely have to stand and fight.”

Somehow, I doubted this unexpected encounter had driven home the point I’d been trying to make. She started packing up her stuff while I watched the block of ice slowly crack and break down. It only made it a thousand feet before the fish monster managed to free itself, no worse for wear. It held itself still against the current for a long moment as it looked back upstream, then turned and fled in the opposite direction.

I smiled a little as I watched it speed away. It definitely had hydrokinetic magic to help it move that fast, strong enough to form a tendril of water that could snare a disabled victim on the riverbank and drag it into the water. Its magic was extremely cost-efficient as well, to the point where if I hadn’t mastered lossless casting myself, I might have considered catching it to study the technique.

It seemed like most of the things living in this new world excelled at getting the maximum effect for the minimum cost, humans being the biggest exception I’d seen so far. Perhaps we’d find a civilization that had truly adapted to life on a dead planet soon. If so, it was sure to be a fascinating experience.

“Are we going or not?” Senica said. She had her pack cinched shut and was holding it out for me to replace in my phantom space until our next step. Her wand was still in her hand, and she had that distracted look on her face that she got when she was processing the input from a scrying spell.

“Yes, I suppose we should,” I said. “We’ve lingered here long enough.”

Together, we rose up into the air and started off north and west, at a slightly faster speed than when we’d first left Sanctuary. Another few weeks of this training and she might be able to hold full speed long enough to get somewhere.


Chapter
Thirty-One



We settled into an easy routine over the next six weeks. In the morning, I would instruct Senica on the various aspects of magecraft. I wanted her to have as well-rounded an education as I could provide, given the resources we had available. That meant her fixation on conjuration magic in general, especially fire spells, had to be broadened to include all of the other disciplines as well.

She didn’t resist the idea, but it was plain to see where Senica’s interests were. Conjuration was her first and only love, with invocations and, surprisingly, transmutations being distant runner-ups. As far as enchantments, inscription, and alchemy went, she performed adequately for her level of skill, and that was the best I could say about that. Divinations were a sad weak point for her, one that I was unable to remedy in the short time we had.

After the lessons, Senica would practice until her mana ran dry. Unfortunately for her, that didn’t take long. Even with me handling everything else—setting up and tearing down camp, charging her shield ward, providing the mana for her flight spell, literally everything—she still didn’t generate nearly enough mana to practice for more than half an hour.

Once she’d exhausted the bulk of her mana, we practiced the various techniques that didn’t require mana to function. She’d already been working on silent casting before the trip even started, but I added remote casting and counterspelling to her training schedule. I even provided rune constructs for her to practice against.

After two hours of morning lessons, we’d fly until we broke for lunch in the afternoons. I didn’t have a specific goal or direction in mind; the point of this mission was to see what all was out there, and other than that, reaching the lands the former kingdom of Ralvost ruled. Considering our most recent encounter with the brakvaw, I quickly opted to abandon their waypoint network.

Lunch lesson was runes, an essential skill for any mage. Despite Senica’s lack of interest in inscription, runes were literally the language with which magic was written, and gaining a firmer understanding of them could only benefit her. She complained, repeatedly, but she kept at it, and I was proud of the progress she made.

If mornings were for lessons, and lunch was for technique, evenings were for lattice work. Senica’s biggest problem was her lack of mana, and while I ultimately planned on spreading the lossless casting technique, it was too advanced for where she was at. Tripling her mana output would be a good holdover for now.

I didn’t expect her to put a lattice together before we returned home, but I was hoping to lay enough of the foundation that she could finish hers without my oversight. If we got that far, I’d call it a win. As the weeks went by, she met and exceeded my expectations in that department, proving that she’d been working on this project long before we’d set out and far harder than I’d realized.

While she worked on that, I kept threading new strands of mana through my boulder. Senica was impressed by the scale of the project, but once she figured out that making a bigger mana crystal was exactly the same as a smaller one, only with more mana involved, she quickly lost interest.

Our final activity of the day was to pull out my scrying mirror so we could reassure our parents that we weren’t dead. I’d hesitated to let them know about the brakvaw attack, but on the off-chance that the birds tried to take their vengeance on Sanctuary, I decided it was prudent to keep them up-to-date on what was going on.

To say our parents were unimpressed would be a severe understatement. They tried to pressure us into coming back immediately, but neither of us wanted to, and there wasn’t really anything they could do to force us, so they reluctantly dropped the issue. As the weeks went by with regular check-ins and no further near-death experiences—not that the brakvaw attack had been anything of the sort—they stopped worrying.

Senica’s skills improved day by day, and we kept heading west. I left a trail of teleportation beacons hidden behind wards in our wake, just in case our exploration took us to a dead end and we decided to head back in a new direction. The beacons were good for about four months, which was longer than I expected we’d need any of them, but I had the mana to spare now.

We’d grown used to our routine, but there inevitably came a day when things had to change.
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Senica and I approached the town on foot. I didn’t have much idea of what to expect at this point. We were over a thousand miles from home, and we hadn’t seen another human being since leaving our island. Most places were a far cry from the desert we’d been born in, but we’d yet to see anything truly lush.

This particular town was situated on the bank of a river in a relatively temperate area and had a lot of farmland surrounding it. The roads were dirt, well-packed and wide. One went north out of town and the other west, and beyond the farms to the south was a great stretch of trees. I’d spotted signs of logging on the edge. At a guess, I’d say the timber had been used to construct the town itself.

Not knowing how we’d be received or even if the townsfolk would speak a language I understood, I’d decided that hiding my magic was the way to go. Senica couldn’t quite fully shroud her mana core, but that was fine. If anything, it’d probably feel more natural if a bit of mana was showing from her core. I loosened my own shielding up enough to match what I could feel from her, then added a little bit more to account for my apparent age.

We were going to stand out, no matter what. I had an invisible scry spell active in the middle of the town, which appeared to be preparing for some sort of event or festival, and our clothes looked nothing like what the locals were wearing. White was the most common color back home, in part because the plants used to make cloth were naturally that color and in part to help combat the heat. Our clothes were also loose-fitting, tied at the waist and ankles.

Finding a good pair of traveling boots had been a low priority for me, but I’d still managed to come up with something. Senica’s shoes were the more typical open-toed sandals commonly worn back home, proving that she’d learned nothing from her encounter with that black ooze. Her shield ward had probably spent more energy sheltering her from the cold air that streamed past us as we flew than from actual threats.

“People are staring at us,” Senica said out of the side of her mouth as we walked past the first houses at the outside edge of town. The adults were being a bit more surreptitious about it than the kids, who were pointing and running off to spread the news, but just about everyone spared a few seconds to look us over before returning to their business.

“Maybe they don’t get many strangers,” I said. “Or maybe they just think our clothes look funny.”

“Everyone is so pale,” she said. “Are they sick?”

“No, no, nothing like that,” I laughed. “It’s a regional thing. Sometimes people just have lighter or darker skin and hair.”

Senica gave the townsfolk an appraising glance, then shrugged. “Well, they look sick to me, but nobody’s acting like it. So I guess it’s fine.”

“Hoy there, strangers!” a woman called out. “You’re a few days early.”

I looked over to see a stout, matronly woman wearing a leather apron over a white blouse. Thick gloves that matched the apron covered her hands. She looked to be forty or fifty, with the accompanying wrinkles and skin a fair bit ruddier than the other townsfolk. Her hair, a chestnut brown with strands of steel gray running through it, was tied back into a bun behind her head.

“Well, that settles the language issue,” I said. Senica and I changed directions and approached the woman, who stood on a porch with her hands on her hips. We stopped in front of her and I said, “Sorry, early for what? We’re new to the area.”

“For the Blessing of the Light, of course. The Lightbearers aren’t going to be here for a week or so. We’re barely getting the festival started.”

“Who or what is a Lightbearer?” I asked.

I could think of a few monsters that might have been described that way, and a master mage or two who’d made enough of a specialty of light-based spells that they might have some claim to a title like that, but the odds that anything like that was still alive after however many thousands of years were slim.

The woman’s face scrunched up with incredulity. ‘Is this some kind of joke? If so, it’s not funny. But they do both look really weird. What’s going on with them?’

Oblivious to my mind-reading spell, she said out loud, “They’re angels. They come once a year and accept a tribute from our harvest, then they bless the town to keep it safe.”

“Is that so?” I said neutrally. Something in my face must have clued the woman to my skepticism, because her friendly demeanor started getting colder.

“That is so,” she told me. “Pilgrims will be here soon, following the Lightbearers’ path from town to town to sing the angels’ praises and bask in their holy radiance.”

I didn’t want to rush to judgment, but I sincerely doubted these angels were anything of the sort. They sounded like powerful mages who placed enchantments on the town in exchange for a ‘tribute from the harvest’ since magic couldn’t make food. I wasn’t sure how big the tribute was, but if the angels were going from town to town collecting it, it was a safe bet that they were acquiring food to sustain themselves through the winter months.

That hadn’t been much of an issue back home where we didn’t really have winters, but I could see enough of a seasonal variance that a mild winter wouldn’t be out of the question here. Something was suspicious about this whole setup, but the truth of it was that this wasn’t really my problem. I’d already liberated one region from a magocracy and I wasn’t eager to repeat that.

The best thing to do in this situation was smile and nod, ask a few questions about the area that any traveler would be interested in knowing, and move on well before these Lightbearers showed up. There was no sense in upsetting the locals or attacking their religion, especially since we were still a few hundred miles south of Ralvost’s former territory.

“That sounds like a scam,” Senica said. “We had a group of people who did something similar back in our home village until my brother got rid of them.”

Damn. So much for keeping our mouths shut.

“It’s no such thing!” the woman declared loudly, drawing the attention of her neighbors and, more importantly, a duo of armed guards. “Watch your tongues, blasphemers.”

“What’s going on here, Jules?” one of the guards asked as they approached. I gave them a brief glance to size them up before dismissing them. Steel spearheads on straight wooden shafts were no threat to me, and neither was making the slightest effort to shroud their cores, which were relatively full but looked to still be dormant at a casual glance.

“These two foreigners are disparaging the Lightbearers,” she reported. “And right before the Blessing of Light, too! Might be they’re a test from the angels to ensure the town’s piety!”

“Might be,” the guard agreed. He looked over at his partner, who nodded back. The man straightened out his jerkin and said to me, “We’ll be needing you to come with us, strangers. The captain’ll decide what to do with you.”


Chapter
Thirty-Two



Senica bristled and jerked her arm away from the guard reaching for her. “Don’t touch me,” she snapped at the woman.

The mood, already soured over our disrespect of the town’s religious festival, turned tense. Both guards shifted their spears so that the tips were angled in our direction. Before things could escalate further, I took a step between them and Senica and held my hands up.

“Let’s just take a beat here,” I said. “Try to keep things civil.”

‘Arrogant little shit. Both of ‘em could do with a good beating,’ the guard thought. But what he said was, “Things will be civil as long as you do what you’re told. You’re in Halgir now. You’ll follow our laws while you’re here. And when the town watch tells you to come with them, you damn well come.”

“Or else you’ll do what?” Senica sneered.

Senica was doing so well in her studies that I sometimes forgot how young she was. She was a teenager now, and she’d developed a healthy—or unhealthy—disregard for authority. The problem was that she seemed to be itching for a fight. Even though we weren’t in any real danger right now, starting a brawl wasn’t going to accomplish anything besides letting her show off her magic.

At the same time, I wasn’t going to let them imprison us. If things became unsalvageable, we’d just leave. Prior to that, I wanted to find out a bit more about these angels and whatever scam they were running. It probably didn’t have anything to do with Ralvost, but it was interesting enough to follow up on.

“Senica,” I said. “Stop.”

It was hard not to laugh at the outrage on her face, but I managed to keep my expression smooth. She’d probably been expecting me to flatten the guards, and to be fair, it wouldn’t have been out of character for me. If I wasn’t so curious about this festival, I very well might have swept them aside with a simple spell and gone on my way.

“This is all a misunderstanding,” I said. “We’ll go talk to their captain and get it cleared up. It’s not a big deal.”

“What are you doing?” Senica hissed from behind my back. “We don’t have to take this!”

“But I want to know about the angels and their blessing,” I told her. “So try to behave.”

“Alright, that’s enough of all of this,” the first guard said. He reached out to grab me, but my shield ward deflected his hand away. He blinked in surprise, then tried to catch my arm again. I watched him silently as he tried another two times. Frowning, he asked, “What is this?”

“I’m sorry. I’m afraid I can’t be touched. Neither of us can be. Just tell me what direction we need to go.”

Both guards and Jules looked profoundly uncomfortable, and I caught a whisper from the matronly woman’s mind with my magic. ‘Are they angels, too? Is this some sort of test? God, I hope we passed.’

The guard who’d tried to grab me recovered first. “Follow… follow me,” he said. He led the way down the street with his partner following along behind us, though they seemed to be following procedure more than expecting anything to happen.

‘What could I even do to stop them from fleeing?’ the woman guard wondered to herself. ‘I can’t even touch them. Literally can’t touch them.’

I kept an eye on the two guards as they escorted us across town, but I wasn’t particularly concerned. Unless someone nearby was secretly hiding a fourth or fifth stage core and had a level of knowledge and skill far beyond anything I’d seen since my rebirth, we were as safe here as anywhere else.

More interesting to me were the decorations being put up. There was a general theme of light colors and human-shaped silhouettes floating in the air. I was expecting some wings, but apparently the local interpretation of ‘angel’ didn’t include those. Instead, there were depictions of spires with shining lights at the top of them, almost like the coastal beacons sailors used to avoid running aground in the night.

I wasn’t a fan of religion. When I’d been young, priests had been people to watch out for—inveterate liars, one and all. Oh, the power they wielded was real enough, but they weren’t blessed by some god. They were simply mages of another flavor, or else con men with impressive tricks and quick hands.

I’d encountered a few good religions in my life, mostly those with tenets about self-sacrifice and uplifting the downtrodden. I’d met priests who had genuinely devoted their lives to helping the less fortunate, though those were generally the exception to the rule. But even then, real, actual proof of the divine was never there. No priest had ever performed a miracle that wasn’t just mana manipulated into a spell, at least not in front of me.

A few of them had believed their own rhetoric, truly and honestly. They’d claimed their magic to be gifts from the Heavens, that they’d studied nothing but the tenets of their faith, and that their gods had rewarded their devotion. Perhaps there was something there, but I’d never been able to find anything conclusive.

I doubted these angels would be any better. They’d fall somewhere between charlatans and monsters, at best misguided and at worst malicious. The part that interested me was the whole pilgrimage aspect. The way I understood it, the angels traveled from town to town and their pilgrims followed them, or perhaps preceded them. Either way, that meant they’d have a lot of knowledge of the area, probably more than the townsfolk.

I made liberal use of mind read to not only get answers to the questions I already had, but to get information that inspired new questions. The walk only took a few minutes, but by the time we reached the guard house, I had a much better idea of what was going on.

The guard house wasn’t exactly the local jail, but it wasn’t far off. It was one part office and one part guest rooms, except the doors locked from the outside and the cells were distinctly less comfortable than the average for the town.

The captain was a tall, reed-thin man with a bushy mustache and a large nose. He glanced up as we entered, then set his pen down. “What’s all this?” he asked.

“Couple of travelers walked into town,” the woman guard said, significantly more respectful than when they’d first tried to arrest us. “They seem… special. Blessed, even.”

“Oh?” The captain cocked an eyebrow. “How so?”

“They’re literally untouchable,” the other guard said. He reached out a hand to touch me, only to be repulsed by my shield ward. The captain’s other eyebrow joined the first.

“It’s just a bit of simple magic,” I said, but I’d gotten the distinct impression that people didn’t do magic here, not really. The instinctive invocations that all living creatures used to strengthen themselves seemed to be the extent of their capabilities, not unlike my home village when I’d first been born. The primary difference was that this town didn’t even seem to realize magic existed.

Or rather, they thought it was exclusively the domain of the supposed ‘angels,’ and that the magic they brought with them were divine blessings. I’d picked up on thoughts of warding homes from vermin, healing injuries, transmuting earth and stone, and divining answers to the townsfolk’s questions.

If I was right, angels were nothing more than mages with a decent grasp on intermediate-tier spells. I was less inclined to interfere both because this place had nothing to do with me and because if I was understanding correctly, all that was happening was a bunch of mages were coming by and selling their magic for some food while pretending to be divine messengers or some such nonsense.

The captain and his two guards exchanged glances. “You’ve been blessed?” he asked carefully, like he was afraid of offending me.

“I wouldn’t say that, no.”

“But you have magic. So either you’ve been blessed or you’re one of the Enlightened.”

“What’s an Enlightened?” Senica asked.

“The Chosen People,” the captain said reverently. “Those who live in Paradise, separate from all that dwell in this land, under whose light we take shelter.”

Well, that was weird. This whole thing had a bit of a culty vibe, and now I was wondering how widespread it was. Was this something I was going to have to deal with in order to properly evaluate the former kingdom of Ralvost?

“Okay, I’m sorry. We are not from anywhere around here and this is all very new to us. Could we meet the angels when they get here?” I asked.

“I… That’s not a decision I can make.”

“Who could?”

“Jules, I guess,” the captain said.

Senica had been quiet during the conversation, but when Jules’s name came up, she said, “She doesn’t like us much.”

“They were, um, blaspheming against the angels,” the guard added.

“Ah,” the captain said slowly. “Thus why you’re here in front of me.”

“Yes,” I agreed. “It was an honest mistake. Our home village was victim to a scheme to steal mana from everybody years ago. There were some superficial… similarities….”

“I can assure you, the Enlightened and the divine messengers are very real,” the captain said.

“I believe you,” I said.

“But, if you’re not an Enlightened and you haven’t been blessed, how do you have magic?” the guard asked.

“Anyone can use magic,” Senica said. “You just have to learn how. My brother could teach you.”

Silence descended on the room.

“You can bless people?” the captain asked carefully.

“If you mean show people how to use magic or cast spells on them, then yes,” I said.

“I hate to ask this, but could you… How to put this…” The captain paused to consider what he wanted to say, then let out a heavy sigh and finished with, “prove it?”

“Pardon?”

The captain gestured toward me with a hand. “You’re just not… you know… what an angel normally looks like. I’m sorry, I’m not trying to be rude…”

“But you’re not willing to take it on faith,” I finished for him. “I’m not any sort of divine being, just to be clear.”

I cast a few minor telekinesis spells in rapid succession, targeting various things on the captain’s desk. His inkpot rose into the air, followed immediately by a clay mug and plate, a pen knife, and a pin shaped in a hexagon that I suspected was some sort of badge for the local watch. Both of the guards had a duplicate of the pin on their chests, at least.

“By Her Divine Grace,” one of the guards whispered. “You really are an Enlightened.”

The captain watched the contents of his desk float away, his jaw slack, only for a few moments. Then he threw himself out of his chair and scrambled to his knees, hands clasped in front of his face and head bowed. “A thousand apologies, Divine One,” he said.

Behind me, the other two guards mimicked his position. All three of them looked scared, the kind of look I’d seen on peasants’ faces when they encountered a noble or knight, the kind people wore when they were afraid for their lives and knew there was nothing they could do but hope to be spared.

“Oh, get up,” I said. “I already told you I’m not part of whatever this is. I’m not Enlightened or Divine or anything like that. I don’t know what the hell is going on here, but you people have some fundamental misconceptions about how magic works if you think it’s the exclusive domain of the gods.”

Slowly, hesitantly, the captain looked up to meet my eyes. With my scrying spell, I watched the guards behind me communicate silently through nothing but swift looks and facial expressions. In unison, they started backing away towards the door while still staying on their knees.

“Today’s been a weird day,” Senica said.


Chapter
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After climbing back to his feet and dismissing the two guards who’d brought us in, the captain said, “If you truly aren’t Lightbearers, then perhaps you should be speaking with Jules instead of me.”

“That didn’t go so well for us earlier,” I said.

“Ah, yes. The blaspheming,” the captain said. “Let me ask you this. What are your intentions moving forward?”

I glanced over at Senica, who shrugged back. It was hard to argue against that. This was my expedition, after all. “I’m curious to meet these supposed divine beings,” I told the captain. “And while I personally doubt they’re any sort of actual messengers of the gods, my understanding is that they take offered food as tribute and spend their mana solving problems and protecting your town. If that’s the truth of it, then I have no objections so long as they aren’t hostile toward me.”

I could easily picture an encounter turning deadly. Presumably, the Lightbearers wouldn’t appreciate anyone exposing them as mere mortals with some mastery over mana. If they attacked me to protect their secrets, I’d be forced to put them down, but if they could remain reasonable, they could be a valuable source of information.

Even if they didn’t feel like cooperating, that didn’t mean I couldn’t learn from them. They’d hardly be the first people I’d extracted knowledge from without consent, though if I was right about their level of proficiency from the minds I’d skimmed while walking through town, they couldn’t be higher than master ranked. I’d need to keep Senica clear of the fight, but otherwise it’d be no problem.

“When will the Lightbearers arrive?” I asked.

“Probably in a week,” the captain said. “It depends. They always come around this time of year, but not always on the exact same day.”

More evidence that the angels were nothing of the sort. What kind of divine being couldn’t remain punctual? That was a sure sign that they couldn’t predict and handle various problems cropping up quickly and efficiently. If I assumed it was because some villages needed more effort expended on them than the Lightbearers anticipated, that spoke highly of them being a benevolent party who would hopefully be open to a peaceful discussion.

I made my decision. “Let’s go talk to Jules and see if we can clear this up. Worst case, it’s an unpleasant conversation and we leave. As I understand it, these Lightbearers go all over the place. We can try to meet them in some other town. It’s not worth forcefully inserting ourselves into this place if the locals don’t want us here.”

“Are you sure?” Senica asked. “I mean… is this really what we traveled so far for?”

“This, specifically? No, probably not. But it’s interesting, and I’m curious to see where it leads.”

“I would imagine it leads back to the Sanctum of Light,” the captain said, scratching at the back of his head as he spoke. “That’s where the Enlightened live. It’s their city, kind of.”

“A whole city of Enlightened?” I asked. What had happened to Paradise, separate from the rest of the world? “That’s interesting. I would love to hear more about it. What do you mean by ‘kind of?’”

“I, er, well, I’m not the most studious guy,” the captain said. “The scriptures… they kind of describe it as less of a city and more of a holy land and a tower. Only the Lightbearers ever leave, and it’s impossible for anyone else to enter. Jules really could answer your questions better than I can.”

“A tower,” I murmured to myself. “That’s worth looking into.”

For some reason I’d never quite understood, civilizations had cropped up time and time again that were obsessed with the idea of building the biggest, tallest towers they could. I had to assume most, if not all, of them had collapsed with the breaking of the world core. Without an abundant source of mana to reinforce the construction, quite a few overly-large edifices had probably succumbed to gravity and the elements almost immediately. Perhaps this particular tower had been built better, or it was just small enough that its owners had been able to keep it upright without magic.

Either way, it could be a remnant of the last age, what the history books called the Age of Wonders, which meant it could hold clues as to how exactly Ammun Nescect had broken the world core in his bid to destroy a moon. I didn’t blame him for wanting to break the moon, not considering a group of insurgent mages had harnessed it and were using its core to blow holes in the kingdom below, but Ammun had made a mess of things and caused collateral damage on a global scale.

“Let’s go talk to Jules,” I decided. “Depending what she has to say, we might just go straight to this Sanctum of Light instead of waiting around for a representative to show up.”

“Just like that?” the captain asked with a helpless laugh. “Just walk up to the gates of Heaven and demand to be let in? If you’re not an angel yourself, you sure are something.”

“I suppose I am,” I said. “Let’s be off, shall we?”
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Jules was not happy to see us, but she wasn’t surprised. It didn’t take much effort to figure out the two guards had warned her we’d likely be coming, and whatever else she might be, she didn’t have it in her to be an ungracious host.

We were sitting in a parlor in her house, one large enough to hold a dozen people and stuffed with thickly padded furniture. I had a rather fragile porcelain cup sitting on a table in front of me, some sort of tea steaming in it. I’d checked to confirm it wasn’t some misguided attempt to poison us just to be safe.

Senica was enjoying her drink, but mine was untouched. Instead, I was leaning forward in my seat, elbows resting on my legs and fingers steepled under my chin while I watched Jules. She squinted back at me, but remained silent.

“I can see that we’ve offended you,” I said. “Let me assure you, that wasn’t our intention. We are from far, far away and know nothing of your religion.”

“More blasphemy,” she practically snarled. “The Lightbearers carry their blessings to the farthest corners of the world.”

“Is this not a frontier town?” I asked. “I noticed the lumber operations at the edge of the forest. This place can’t be more than four or five years old.”

“What’s that got to do with anything?”

“If this is as far as your civilization has expanded, you can hardly think it’s fair that we aren’t familiar with your society.”

Jules just kept up her glare, ignoring any and all attempts at reasoning with her. With a mental sigh, I switched my tactics and activated the mind reading spell I’d been holding. “What can you tell me about the Sanctum of Light?”

I immediately got an image of a tower that was too fat to be considered slender or delicate, despite its great height. It stretched miles into the sky and was probably a mile wide at its base. It was a mixture of brilliant gleaming steel and glass framed with bleached white granite, the whole edifice glowing in the morning sunlight.

Jules certainly had an interesting idea of what she thought the Sanctum looked like, but I doubted it was accurate. The sheer amount of mana it would take to keep a tower like that upright beggared belief. Maybe it had looked like that a few thousand years ago, and maybe her books did describe it that way, but I doubted her fanciful imagining resembled reality.

“Home of the Chosen of God, the Enlightened, where the Lightbearers return to rest between their pilgrimages,” Jules said. It was clear she didn’t want to talk to me, but she wasn’t willing to just not answer the question. “Not a place for blasphemers and heretics to lay eyes on.”

“Do you know where it is?” I asked.

“The Sanctum of Light is not a place you can just walk to!”

“Well, it must exist somewhere if these Lightbearers go back there,” I said.

Trying to be reasonable was the wrong tactic to take with Jules, but I was quickly growing tired of this tedious conversation. If she didn’t want to cooperate, I’d read the information right out of her mind while I peppered her with leading questions.

“Which direction do the Lightbearers approach your town from?” I asked.

‘From the northwest road,’ her mind told me while her mouth remained firmly pinched into a thin line.

“How many are there?”

‘Always two, but not always the same two.’

“What kind of miracles do they perform?”

I recognized a dozen spells just from Jules’s passing thoughts, which only served to cement my theories. I still wanted to meet these angels, but only to pry the location of their Sanctum of Light out of them. If Jules was right about even a tenth of what she thought she knew, this city had enough mana in it to be straight out of the pages of history.

We’d only been there about ten minutes, but I stood up and said, “I think this conversation has run its course. We’ll be staying in town until the Lightbearers arrive.”

“They’ll smite you where you stand,” Jules told me. “Both of you.”

“I sincerely doubt that. If anything, they sound like kindred spirits to me. I have no doubt it’ll be a fascinating meeting.”

We left the house and walked down the street, Senica trailing slightly behind me. Jules watched us from a window, but didn’t start blustering and yelling again. Townsfolk stared at us, no doubt attracted by the rumors that were already spreading. That was good; it meant that when the Lightbearers did show up, they’d make an effort to seek me out. I could prepare a place for our meeting, just to make sure it didn’t get out of hand.

“Why are you so stuck on this angel thing?” Senica asked after we’d walked for a few minutes.

“Fake religions usually have to be backed by real power. People who have power often have other resources. Honestly, I’m less interested in whoever shows up here spending mana to ward rats away from pantries and more concerned with where they came from. Whoever these Enlightened folk are, they might very well be descendants of Ralvost.”

“They might not be,” Senica said.

“Also a possibility, but I’m not in any hurry. I still need another month to finish my new mana crystal⁠—”

“Giant fucking boulder,” Senica muttered.

“—and then I have your own advancement to stage two to oversee before I start working on reaching stage five. After that, it’ll be a waiting game to try to develop the valley into the kind of land I need it to be to claim it as a genius loci and advance to stage six.”

“Okay, I guess. But what are we doing while we wait?”

“Training, of course. Did you think I’d let you off easy just because we won’t be flying anywhere in the next few days?”

“I’d kind of hoped, yeah,” she said.

“It’s like you don’t know me at all,” I told her.

We got to the end of the town and started around the edge of a field to the forest. “We’ll find a nice little glade, or make one if necessary, and build our temporary lodging nearby,” I explained when my sister shot me a questioning glance.

“Couldn’t we just stay in town, in a bed?”

“Do you think anyone would have us?” I asked wryly. “I don’t think they’ll take the paper-cloth money we got from the Gateway. And it appears that using magic around these people upsets them in all sorts of ways.”

“That really seems more like their problem and not a reason to sleep out in the woods when we don’t have to.”

“If it’s comfort you’re after, I have just the spell,” I told her.

Senica’s sigh was so heavy, I had no doubt they heard her all the way back in town.


Chapter
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Despite my sister’s frequent complaints, I did not enchant our temporary house with all the luxuries she’d grown accustomed to. If we’d been planning to stay for more than a few days, I might have considered it, but as it was, it was easier and more cost-effective to just create the water needed for a bath and heat it up manually than it was to build an enchantment to do it on command.

At least, it was easier for me. Senica wasn’t quite as practiced and didn’t have the mana generation to spare for generating gallons and gallons of water. We compromised there; I filled the tub for her and she heated it herself. Anywhere else, she was on her own. If she wanted light to read by, it was her responsibility to create it. If she wanted a heated room to sleep in, she could lay those wards herself.

Unhappy as she was about it, it did provide her with ample motivation to keep progressing her skills. When we’d started this journey, she couldn’t make any kind of ward at all, but the necessity of mastering those spells had driven her to work hard. Now her heat wards were functional, if a bit shoddy and extremely inefficient. She’d soon learned to keep a blanket handy when the enchantment ran out of mana and broke.

During the week, I’d done quite a bit of spying and snooping, both in-person and through scrying spells. Not everyone was quite as zealous as Jules, but it seemed like the whole town viewed the Lightbearers and their miracles as irrefutable proof of their religious beliefs. Unfortunately, the townsfolk knew very little of the information I actually wanted, so I was stuck waiting for the angels to show up while the town slowly geared up for its festival.

The first pilgrims arrived four days after we did, and they brought word that the Lightbearers were only a day or two out. This sent the townsfolk into a frenzy to finalize their preparations, mostly stocking their tribute of food and drink, hanging decorations, cleaning, and preparing an outdoor banquet.

I sent my scrying spells out to sweep the roads, dumping more mana than was wise into increasing my range. My work yielded results quickly enough, and I found a procession of more pilgrims about fifty miles northwest of the town. Most of them were traveling in small groups, no more than five or six people, but this one had closer to a hundred and, more importantly, it had a caravan train of wagons with it. Inside one was a pair of women dressed in clothes unlike anything I’d seen from the inhabitants of this new world.

They wore fine silks, richly dyed in yellows and soft reds with white trim. Their feet were slippered, completely inappropriate for anything more rigorous than a walk round the garden. They had their hair combed out fine, then piled up on their heads and held in place with innumerous pins and combs.

In short, they looked like the daughters of powerful and rich aristocrats. Only the fact that their mana cores were full to the brim and their earrings contained mana crystals betrayed that they were more than their appearance. It was hard to judge how potent those crystals were just through my scrying spells, but the fact that they each had two made me suspect they were limited.

A single, bigger crystal was always the better choice if it was an option. More crystals meant greater transference loss and more complications in drawing from them while casting. That was why I was working so hard on converting my giant boulder—so that I could cut the connections to my old bank of crystals now that my mana core was big enough to make a crystal this size. It would serve me for at least another three stages, but unfortunately, it wasn’t finished yet.

I’d left a lot of mana in my old crystals just in case I needed to toss a few master-tier spells when I finally met the Lightbearers, but otherwise a full core and lossless casting meant I could use magic all day without ever running out of mana.

I hadn’t been idle while we waited for them to arrive. There were no less than fourteen ward stones buried around the town, each tuned to provide different kinds of barriers. I’d had to use both enchanting and inscription combined to create mana batteries that were shielded from detection and would flood the ward stones with power the instant I willed it. I was as ready as I could possibly be to face them if they turned out to be hostile.

I might have been content to sit and wait, but I spotted Jules hustling down the road the day after the first pilgrims arrived. I had no doubt whatsoever that she was rushing out to meet the Lightbearers and tell them that I was here. Her version of our meeting would certainly paint me in an unfavorable light and poison any first impression I might make.

I was tempted to fly out and meet the so-called angels on the road, but that would render all my preparations moot. It was extremely unlikely that I’d need them, regardless, but I hadn’t gotten to my age by taking needless risks. The solution then was not to blindly rush into a confrontation, but to stop Jules from accomplishing her goals.

“I’ll be back in an hour or so,” I told Senica as I stirred from my chair.

She glanced up from her own project of scribing runes on a piece of parchment using a quill and ink. “Why? What’s going on?”

“Just an errand to take care of,” I explained as I cast a critical eye over her work. “That ular rune is wrong.”

“What?” Senica reached over to the book and flipped back a few pages to compare the diagram to her own work. “Damn it!”

I left her to her corrections and stepped outside. A few moments later, I was in the air and skimming across the tops of trees as I flew out to intercept my detractor before she could reach the pilgrim caravan.
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I had to give it to Jules. She was fast and relentless. For a society that completely shunned the idea of doing magic, her instinctive invocations were surprisingly refined. If I hadn’t literally read her mind to confirm her own beliefs, I would have thought she was lying about her capabilities.

I caught up to her ten or twelve miles out of town. Jules was jogging along at a steady pace, her boots clomping against the ground tirelessly and her breathing coming hard. She’d been running for the better part of an hour and showed no signs of slowing down.

I dropped out of the sky right next to her, startling a shriek out of her and causing her to jump away from me. “Hi, Jules,” I said. “Let’s talk, shall we?”

“God save me!” she cried out. I could see the terror in her eyes, a sincere belief that she was about to die. For whatever reason, she’d gotten it into her head that I was a demon who’d come into her life for the sole purpose of ruining it.

“Oh, relax,” I said. “I’m not here to hurt you. Despite what you keep telling everyone about me, I have no interest in doing anything to your town.”

I left unsaid that while I could easily silence Jules, I’d have to resort to mass memory manipulation to make the whole town forget about the woman. Otherwise I’d just be making things worse for myself. And while I would never call myself a good person, mind magic and necromancy were lines I had no interest in crossing ever again. Nothing good lay at the end of that road.

“Blasphemer,” she hissed. “Heretic. Apostate.”

I rolled my eyes. Every conversation I’d tried to have with the woman went the same way. Something about me knowing how to cast magic made Jules completely unreasonable, and after the first few days, I’d given up and resigned myself to ignoring her. My scrying spells had caught her working to turn the whole town against me, proselytizing to them that I was a harbinger of darkness and evil, that if I was allowed to do my work, they’d all be cast from the light and left to the predations of the monsters that lurked in the shadows.

“I won’t let you turn my home away from the light,” she declared. “I’ll fight you to my last breath.”

“I hate zealots,” I muttered. “So unreasonable.”

Jules was torn between fleeing and attacking, but I wasn’t interested in either option. Before she could muster up the nerve to make a decision, I cast a simple paralyzing grasp spell on her. She stiffened with a gasp and slumped over. A greater telekinesis spell caught her and laid her gently on her side.

“Look, I’ve tried to be reasonable about this. And when that didn’t work, I left you alone and gave you your space. Even though you’ve spent the week campaigning against me, I never stopped you. So here’s my offer. We’re going to go back to Halgir together, you and I. We’ll wait for the Lightbearers to reach the town, and we’ll talk to them. If they really are divine beings like you believe, then surely nothing I could say would deceive them.”

Jules didn’t—couldn’t—reply, but she heard me. Part of me was tempted to leave her in a hole out in the wilderness, but until I got a chance to actually talk to the Lightbearers, I wanted to avoid doing anything to upset them. I assumed their local priestess going missing hours before they arrived for their yearly tribute qualified as something like that.

Fortunately, Jules wasn’t a massive woman. Greater telekinesis had no trouble lifting her, and I towed her behind me at the sedate pace the spell demanded. We made it two miles or so before paralyzing grasp wore off and she started struggling. I stopped and turned to face her while she spat curses at me and thrashed against the magic.

“Look, we can do this one of two ways,” I said, my patience finally exhausted. “We can go wait in your parlor for the Lightbearers to arrive and meet them together. Or I can meet them by myself, and you will be nowhere to be found. At this point, I’m prepared to deal with the fallout of that decision rather than have to spend another minute fighting you.”

“Showing your true colors, at last,” she sneered. “I refuse to serve you. Slay me that my spirit might ascend to Heaven and join the ranks of the divine.”

“I’m not asking you to ‘serve me’ or anything like that. I just want you to shut the hell up and sit down until your angels get here. I’m tired of you trying to screw with my business, and I’m annoyed with the way you speak to me. So choose: we walk back to town in silence and sit in a room together while we wait, or I walk back myself. Either way, I’m done dealing with you.”

If looks could kill, the one Jules gave me would have struck me dead on the spot. Some brief moment of sanity must have finally penetrated the fog of zealotry her brain was constantly shrouded in, and rather than fight me further, she turned smartly on her heel and started marching back down the road.

I doubted Jules would cooperate now, but at least this way, I could babysit her for a few hours and keep her out of trouble. Once I made initial contact with the incoming Lightbearers, I’d decide my next move. I just needed to make sure I intercepted them before they actually heard all the rumors Jules had spread about me.

Sometimes, the urge to just blow up inconvenient things could be downright overpowering. Lucky for the town of Halgir, I was capable of exercising restraint, but at this point, it really did seem like going out to meet the angels would have been the easier option.

Too late now, I supposed. We walked back down the road, Jules ahead of me and stiff-backed while I monitored the area with my divinations. One way or another, this whole thing would be over in the next few hours.


Chapter
Thirty-Five



The caravan of wagons and pilgrims rolled into town a few hours after I finished walking Jules back to her home. I knew which wagon the Lightbearers were in, and as they approached the edge of my ward stones’ ranges, I stood up. “It’s time,” I told Jules, who’d been watching me out of the corner of her eye while simultaneously pretending I wasn’t there.

She rushed out the door without a word while I followed at a more leisurely pace. Unlike her, I knew exactly where I was going, and I wasn’t above cheating to get there. A few shadow leaps let me skip across town with minimal effort, and I beat Jules to the wagon by at least four or five minutes.

Neither of the two women inside reacted to my spells or my presence as I approached, despite the fact that I caught their own scrying spells looking around the town and I was clearly not from around here. My clothes and my darker skin tone immediately marked me as a foreigner. Either they weren’t paying attention, they didn’t care, or they were controlling their reactions remarkably well and possibly communicating via magic.

The enclosed wagon they were traveling in had its own ward around it, one that seemed to repel all sorts of physical matter. It was fresh off the road, in the middle of a caravan, no less, and it didn’t have a speck of dust on anything but the wheels. Even reaching out to knock on the door on the back would have required me to weave my way through the kinetic ward, which I could have done easily enough, but not as quickly as just using a bit of illusion magic to mimic the sound of a knock as my knuckles were deflected away from the wood a quarter inch away.

One of the women snorted at the knock. “Funny,” she said as she gestured and hissed a word. The ward unraveled from the door, which swung outward of its own accord. “I don’t recognize you. What are you doing here?”

“That’s a bit of a story,” I said. “Would you mind if I stepped in to discuss it? My name is Keiran and⁠—”

“Keiran?” the other one laughed. “Wow, that narrows it down. Never met anyone named Keiran before.”

“I— pardon?”

Was my name popular in their society? It hadn’t been an uncommon name by any stretch when I was young, but I could still remember when it had become an ‘old person’ name the first time, only to come back around four or five generations later, then cycle out of popularity again. By the time I’d become a world-famous archmage, the name had basically been forgotten. I could vaguely recall a brief spike in popularity among those rich or important enough that they thought they had a chance of securing tutoring for their offspring. Why they thought offering up a child with the same name as me for tutoring would impress me, I had never figured out.

That had been thousands of years ago, though, and I hadn’t heard of anybody with that name since my reincarnation. In fact, I’d had remarks from a handful of people about how strange it was. Considering how many odd names I’d heard over the last decade despite the fact that people were still somehow speaking roughly the same language—even if they’d switched to a different alphabet—it was a bit surprising how many names specifically had drifted in from other languages.

“It doesn’t matter what his name is,” the other Lightbearer said. “What are you doing here? This is our route. And where’s your partner?”

They were obviously under the impression that I was one of them, presumably because of my use of magic. I briefly considered going along with that assumption to see if I could get the location of their home city out of them. If I pretended to be a Lightbearer from another caravan who’d gotten separated and lost, they might buy that I needed some help getting home.

Of course, that lie would unravel almost immediately once people started talking. I hadn’t laid the proper foundation for that, and protecting myself in the long term would require murdering an awful lot of people to keep my secret safe. I didn’t want to do that for a few reasons, namely that I didn’t tend to murder people who were no threat to me on a regular basis. The fact that my sister was traveling with me also factored into that decision.

It was better to go with the truth and hope they were reasonable. If that hope proved to be false, well, that would be unfortunate for the two Lightbearers in front of me. The wagon had come to a stop inside the overlapping radius of two ward stones, both of which I could activate with nothing more than a thought and which would protect me from a wide variety of magic. If those somehow failed to suppress the two women’s magic, my shield ward would function as a backup.

Before I could answer, the first Lightbearer said, “No need to be rude. He’s told us his name. I’m Aphrona and this is Ivetra. It is a pleasure to meet you.”

“Likewise,” I told them. “As to what I’m doing here… The thing is that I’m not a Lightbearer or an Enlightened One or whatever else your people are known as. I’m a mage from far away who’s been traveling and I happened across this village. I got mistaken for one of you because I know how to use magic, and I’m really just curious about the whole thing.”

Both women froze immediately. ‘Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit, oh shit,’ Aphrona thought. Her mind immediately devolved into sheer panic and I couldn’t get anything else out of it, so I switched the target of my mind reading spell to Ivetra.

‘A child of darkness? Here, of all places? Why? How?! We’re not ready for this. He’s going to kill us!’

“Okay,” I said slowly, holding my hands up. “Let’s just relax. I’m not here to hurt you. There’s no need to be scared. Just… tell me what the issue is, alright?”

Surprisingly, Aphrona recovered first. “You’re… not a child of light?”

“I can’t truthfully say I know what that is,” I told her. “I need to stress again that I was born over a thousand miles away from here. I’m an explorer. To the best of my knowledge, I am the first of my people in generations to set foot in this land. I have no pre-existing affiliations with any organizations you might be aware of. This is essentially first contact happening right now.”

Ivetra leaned forward and said, “That would make you something completely outside our awareness. How can we know you’re telling the truth?”

“I’m not sure what proof I could possibly offer you,” I admitted.

The two women exchanged looks, and it wasn’t hard to guess their thoughts even without magic. They didn’t know either. I’d gotten the impression that they were both young when I’d first scried them, but I hadn’t been willing to trust it. With magic, it was entirely possible to be a hundred and look twenty. Our conversation, brief though it had been so far, had strongly reinforced my initial assumption. These two were inexperienced.

“I’d like to visit the Sanctum of Light,” I said, trying to shift the conversation around to what I really wanted and with my mind-reading spell firmly targeted. I could only hope one of them would think about how to get there. “I’ve heard from some of the townsfolk that you come from there, that it’s a place of miracles.”

Ivetra scoffed. “Miracles, sure. As in it’ll be a miracle if my boyfriend isn’t sleeping with someone else by the time I get back. I just had to get drafted for this stupid supply run.”

“So… not quite as religious as the locals believe,” I remarked. “I’ll assume you’d prefer me to keep that to myself.”

“Yes, please,” Aphrona said while shooting a glare at her partner. “Look, I’m sorry to be rude, but this really isn’t something we’re equipped to address.”

She was doing a remarkably good job of giving a calm appearance, but she was still screaming in fear in her head. It was clear that she still felt her life was in danger from me—which, to be fair, it was, but only if I didn’t get what I wanted. But she was expecting me to launch a spell at her in the next few seconds and was trying to subtly cast a warding spell without my noticing.

Her shroud wasn’t nearly good enough to hide her mana core, let alone an active casting. As long as the spell remained defensive, I was inclined to let it slide. It would probably make her feel better, and the quicker she calmed down, the quicker this conversation could become productive.

“I understand that I’m springing this on you, and I’m sorry for that,” I said. “It really wasn’t my intention to cause any problems. I’m simply an explorer seeing what’s out there, and your home city sounds interesting.”

“Not to be rude, but would you mind giving us a minute to discuss this?” Aphrona asked.

“Of course. I’ll just step out for a moment,” I told her. I paused, one hand on the door, and said, “You should probably expect to hear from the local priestess about me soon. Her name is Jules. She’s convinced that I’m some sort of apostate because I know magic. Sorry about that.”

Aphrona’s face took on a pained expression, but Ivetra just laughed. “I am so glad you have to deal with the local clergy and not me,” she told her partner.

I departed the wagon and landed amidst the speculative glances and whispers of the pilgrims, all wondering who I was and what I’d done to be allowed into the Lightbearers’ presence so easily. I ignored them and paced off twenty feet or so to get out of people’s way while I focused on the scrying spell I’d left undetected inside their wagon.

“What do we think?” Ivetra asked, the levity she’d displayed during our conversation completely gone now. “Should we just kill him?”

“Do you think we can? If he’s a real child of darkness and this is some sort of elaborate trick, I doubt we’re going to make it out alive.”

“That’s why we should ambush him first. I’m not saying we can win in a straight fight, but a good sneak attack might do it.”

Frustratingly, I hadn’t been able to pick up anything about what a child of darkness actually was from skimming their thoughts, and I’d had to be careful not to push too hard with my spell to make sure they didn’t notice. Whatever else they were, I was confident the two were actual mages and that any overt attempts to pry information from their thoughts would be immediately detected. There was only so much I could get with light brushes.

“If he’s not a child of darkness, we’d be making an enemy for no reason,” Aphrona pointed out. “And there’s still a chance he could kill us.”

“Yeah, right. If he’s not from the city, then all he’s got is the rudimentary magic these bumpkins sometimes stumble across. That’s no threat. We’ll just go along with this apostate thing the local priestess has stirred up, execute him, and get on with our lives.”

“I… don’t like that idea,” Aphrona said. I had to give her some points for empathy. Ivetra was completely fine with cold-blooded murder to remove an inconvenience—not that I could condemn her for it. I thought my threshold for what warranted killing someone might be a tad bit higher than hers, though.

“Okay, well, if we’re not killing him, and we don’t know if he’s a child of darkness, what are we doing?” Ivetra asked.

“Maybe we can just point him to the city and send him on his way,” Aphrona said. “If he’s actually a child of darkness, it’s not like he doesn’t know where to find it anyway. I can’t really figure out what his angle would be asking that.”

“Deflecting suspicion,” Ivetra suggested.

“Maybe? It doesn’t feel right. I think he might actually be what he claims to be.”

Before the conversation could continue, Jules marched into view. She zipped straight to the wagon and tried to knock on the door, only to be repelled. The two Lightbearers knew she was there anyway, of course. Aphrona just sighed and said, “I guess we know he wasn’t lying about that part.”


Chapter
Thirty-Six



Jules made a show of tripping over herself bowing and scraping and being generally obsequious before the two women, both of whom were trying and failing to conceal just how unimpressed they were with the local priestess.

“We’ve only just reached your town a few minutes past,” Aphrona said. “Surely there cannot be some emergency so dire that it couldn’t wait for the official blessing this evening?”

“I apologize, Divine One,” Jules said, and to my ears she truly did sound sorry. “But this concerns two people who have recently come to our town. They are apostates and deceivers who wield false miracles to sow lies and dissent.”

“Two of them, you say?”

I winced. It wasn’t like I’d been trying to hide Senica; I just hadn’t gotten that far in the conversation before they’d asked me to step out. On the other hand, I wouldn’t have mentioned my sister if they hadn’t specifically asked. I couldn’t see any good reason to drag her into the middle of this, not when Senica was still years away from being ready to fight another mage.

“A man and a teenage girl,” Jules said.

“And what have they been doing, exactly?” Aphrona asked.

Jules went on to describe basically every single spell I’d cast since walking into Halgir, including some that I had no idea how she’d even discovered. I could only conclude that there was a whole network of people reporting my every movement back to her. Some of her depictions of my magic were embellished and she frequently painted it as though I was shrouded in some malevolent aura that struck fear into the hearts of good, honest townsfolk.

Throughout the speech, Aphrona maintained a steady, almost serene expression. Ivetra, however, turned to look away from Jules and let her emotions play clearly across her face. It was a mixture of amusement and annoyance, though I spotted occasional hints of fear. When Jules started talking about my ‘evil fortress out in the woods,’ Ivetra’s interest spiked. I made a mental note to warn Senica about possible visitors if either of the two women left their wagon.

When Jules finally wrapped up her speech condemning me, Aphrona thanked her for her time, promised to look into it, and unceremoniously booted the old priestess out the door. Jules spotted me immediately, harumphed in my general direction, and strode off in as dignified a manner as she could manage.

“That was such a waste of time,” Ivetra complained.

“It’s literally our job,” Aphrona reminded her.

“Not like I asked to be saddled with this caravan thing.”

“Yes, well, I’m sure if you promise to stop eating any of the food the pilgrimages bring back, they’ll exempt you from the rotation.”

Ivetra threw her hands up. “Fine, fine! I get it. Whatever. What are we doing about this Keiran guy?”

I shifted in place, drawing some attention from a few townsfolk who were working to get the animals drawing the caravan wagons settled. They were some sort of shaggy ox things, ones without horns and with long, wide tails instead of the thin ropes I’d normally associate with the species.

A few of the pilgrims had been eyeing me up since I’d stepped out, all of them wondering what business I’d had in the wagon. A quick sweep of mind reading confirmed that not a one of them was anything other than curious and occasionally jealous. Jules and some of the locals were far more hostile than anyone who’d just come into town today, though the early pilgrims from the previous few days had picked up the generally negative opinion of me and would no doubt spread that through the rest of the caravan unless Aphrona and Ivetra put a stop to it.

“Honestly, I have no idea. We don’t know anything about him or his magic. I doubt it’s anything special if he’s some heathen from beyond the borders. If his country had any real magical might, they’d have been drawn to the Sanctum of Light generations ago instead of just now taking their first steps outside their own lands,” Aphrona said. “Still… something is strange about him.”

I loved when potential enemies underestimated me. Sure, it got annoying when friends and allies did it, but I’d had years to get used to it when I’d been stuck as a child. Now that it was happening, not through any fault of my own, but through the sheer arrogance of these people who went around proclaiming themselves to be divine emissaries, it tickled me.

“We might as well make a decision,” Ivetra said. “It’s pretty straightforward. Do we help him or not?”

“What if we choose wrong?” Aphrona asked, but her tone was more that of someone involved in a debate, not someone who was agonizing over a decision.

“If we choose to help him, and we’re wrong, then… he goes to the Sanctum of Light and they take care of him,” Ivetra said. “Which would probably be the best case for us, anyway. I don’t know about you, but I barely passed my combat magic class. If this guy really is a child of darkness, he’s going to eat us alive and swallow without bothering to chew.”

“I, er… I managed a passing grade,” Aphrona said, looking embarrassed.

Ivetra regarded her shrewdly. “You’re not telling me something. You passed… but… Wait! Wasn’t your aunt one of the professors?”

Cheeks flaming, Aphrona nodded. Ivetra just groaned and slumped back. “So you’re even more worthless in a fight than I am. Great.”

“By our standards, not the rest of the world’s,” Aphrona said. “Just because I couldn’t outduel any other mages doesn’t mean I can’t thrash these dirt people.”

“Which brings us back to whether Keiran is actually a mage. It’s clear he’s got some magic. So, what have we seen him do? What has that annoying priestess reported him doing? Can we get a gauge on how strong he is?”

Aphrona frowned to herself. “Nothing… really stands out. Mostly basic magic. She said he flew and picked her up magically. So that’s two intermediate spells. It’s rare to find mages outside the city who can use any intermediate magic, but there’s so little mana out here that he probably tapped himself out just using those two spells. I mean, I felt basically no mana inside his core. Did you?”

Ivetra shook her head. “Not a thing. Actually, kind of suspiciously not a thing. He should have had at least a little bit of mana left, right?”

“Maybe he used the rest of it with his little attention grabber knocking through the ward,” Aphrona said. “But you’re right. It is weird.”

If only they knew the truth. I had ten times as much mana as either of them in my core. Getting a feel for how big a core was when it wasn’t packed with mana was a tricky job, but I’d been studying these two ladies long enough that I had a good idea of their capabilities. Both were at maximum capacity and trickling mana into those crystals set into their earrings. They were adults in their early twenties, or at least appearing to be, but I suspected that was their true age, which meant their cores were as developed as they were going to get naturally.

Judging by the flow of mana into the crystals, I was pegging them as either stage ones with exceptionally good ignitions or stage twos with exceptionally bad lattices, and I was leaning more towards the latter explanation. Neither of them struck me as strong mages, and their lack of skill pointed at a poor advancement.

“I say we help him,” Ivetra said suddenly.

“Okay… Why?” her companion asked.

“Well, what’ve we got to lose? If he’s telling the truth, then he’ll go to the city and either be a curiosity as a foreign mage or a threat they’ll take care of. If he’s lying, then he’s probably a child of darkness who already knows the way, and we can’t take him anyway.”

“That would mean we’re playing into his hands,” Aphrona argued.

“What play? Giving him information he already has? I literally can’t think of a reason not to tell him where the Sanctum is.”

“How about the fact that the dirt people aren’t supposed to know? If he is telling the truth, we could be giving him information that he’ll spread around. These peasants might be a lot less forthcoming with tribute if they decide we’re not divine beings after all.”

“So what do you think we should do?” Ivetra asked.

“We could go along with the priestess’s suggestion, condemn him as a heretic, and kill him.”

“Which only works as long as we’re right about how weak his magic is.”

“He’s either completely out of mana, or he’s got the strongest veil around his core that I’ve ever seen,” Aphrona said.

“Okay, let’s test that,” Ivetra said. “Get him to do a bit of magic. If he makes up some sort of excuse, we’ll know he’s tapped out. If he does the magic, we’ll know not to screw with him.”

Aphrona sat quietly while she thought through Ivetra’s suggestion. “That’s a good idea,” she finally said, almost begrudgingly.

“Well, I’m not an idiot. I do occasionally think up something clever.”

“Like that stunt with the bread back in that town with the two lakes?”

“I thought we agreed not to mention that again,” Ivetra said in a tight voice.

“In public,” Aphrona said. “Because it makes us look fallible. That doesn’t mean I’m never going to tease you about it.”

While they debated on what kind of magic they could get me to perform, I thought on my own best course of action. Obviously, I couldn’t let them kill me. What wasn’t clear was whether a show of power would secure their behavior, or if it would just lead to them plotting and scheming some new way to get rid of me.

Wherever these people came from, they viewed anyone outside that place as inferior, like cattle that existed solely for whatever value could be extracted from them. In this case, it was food. Building on that, if these caravans were regular things, that meant they came from a city with a lot of people and probably a lot of magic. Food would be one of the few things their own spells couldn’t provide.

It could help grow it, though, and I would have expected it to be far easier to magically grow the crops at rapid speeds to feed the city than to perpetuate this whole scheme of being divine messengers roaming the countryside and bilking towns. I was missing an angle here.

But then, did it really matter? None of this was my problem. The only thing I wanted was the direction of my next destination. I could browbeat them into giving up the location of their home city if necessary. Considering they’d been casually discussing whether killing me was the most convenient course of action, and that their objections to that plan had been entirely because they weren’t sure they’d win a fight, I didn’t have much reason to show them any mercy.

“I’ve indulged you in this game long enough,” I said, sending my voice directly into their cabin via a sound projection spell. “You would be idiots to attack me, but I’m more than willing to swat you down into the dirt if you’d like to try.”

Both women jumped with renewed panic, but I ignored their reactions and kept on speaking. “Yes, I know all about your childish plans. Consider this my demonstration that yes, I have plenty of mana in my core. Just because you’re not competent enough at perceiving mana to pierce my shield doesn’t mean the mana doesn’t exist. Now, I’ll be walking back through that door, and the only thing I want from you is a true answer about the location of your home city.”

I pulled the door open with telekinesis as I strode back to the wagon. Both Lightbearers watched me with wide eyes as my body filled the frame. Releasing the sound projection spell, I said with my physical voice, “Well, what’s it going to be?”


Chapter
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Ivetra reacted first. Mana flared as she wove a flame lance into existence and snapped out, “Igla Descarus.”

Just before the spell ignited, I reached out tendrils of my own mana to break apart her magic’s structure. Both mages had an instant to react to my counterspell, but neither of them were quick enough. Ivetra’s attack fizzled out, and I raised an eyebrow at her.

“Would you like to try again?” I asked mildly.

Both of them started casting at the same time, but I blocked the spells from forming. Aphrona chained three more casts after that, each time casting more quickly, but there were only a few feet of space between us. My mana slapped apart her attempts before they could even get started. While I was dealing with her efforts to tie up my concentration, Ivetra started building her next attack inside her mana core.

“Careful,” I warned. “If that backfires, you’ll rupture your core.”

Then I jabbed a needle of mana into her, puncturing her core and shifting the spell structure to destabilize it. It wasn’t enough to break the spell completely, but Ivetra gasped in sudden fear and struggled to hold it together.

“Maybe you should break it back down before you hurt yourself,” I told her as I cracked apart another of Aphrona’s spells. “Look, I’m really not interested in hurting you. It’s like fighting children. We don’t need to do this.”

“You might win, but we won’t go down without a fight,” Ivetra snarled. Abandoning any attempt at casting a spell, she flung herself at me. Halfway there, my shield ward reacted to her attack and slapped her aside to bounce off the wall of the cabin. The whole wagon shook from the impact, and she laid there, dazed.

I used the opportunity to slap her with a mana drain—not that I needed the pitiful amount of mana left in her. My purpose was both to keep her from attacking me and from hurting herself like she’d nearly done by trying to cast a spell inside her core. It also served the purpose of unsettling Aphrona, who could sense her friend’s mana vanishing and knew exactly what had happened.

“That’s… that’s impossible,” she said, gawking at Ivetra. I silently applauded her focus, because not only did she keep casting, she even ramped up her speed and split her mana to cast two spells at once.

The first spell was the bigger one, a powerful force bolt strong enough to break a human body in two. That was the distraction, meant to tie me up for a moment while her second spell cut the wards around the wagon. I wasn’t sure if that was so that she could call for help, or if she was planning on bursting out the side and fleeing, but either way, I countered both spells. There was no reason to let the fight escape the confines of this nice little soundproof box.

I considered trying a mana drain on Aphrona as well, but it wasn’t a spell that generally worked on mages. It wasn’t a matter of a power difference, either, just that the target had to have exceptionally poor mana control for the spell to be effective. Any novice mage could fight it off, providing they hadn’t just been knocked senseless.

I could use kinetic force to strike Aphrona and hope to replicate what I’d done with Ivetra, but it hardly felt necessary. At the rate she was going, she’d empty her own core out in a handful of spells. Aphrona must have realized it, too, because she stopped trying to attack me and took a breath.

“You win,” she said. “It’s obvious we can’t beat you, so just kill us and get it over with.”

“Wow, the ego on you two,” I said. “The idea that there might be a mage who isn’t associated with your city in some way or another that’s strong enough to overpower you is just so unbelievable that neither of you even spared a moment to consider it as an option.”

Ivetra started to speak, but I held a hand up to silence her. “No, I’m done playing. This is no longer a debate. One way or another, I’m going to get some answers. How difficult you want to make that on yourselves is up to you. Now, let’s get this over with so I can be on my way. First question: where is the Sanctum of Light?”

“It’s a great tower, miles and miles wide that stretches up past the sky. You can see it from a hundred miles away, but you can’t actually approach it,” Aphrona said.

“Let’s get a bit more specific. If I want to go there, which direction do I start walking?”

“You can’t walk there. It’s on another island all to itself.”

“Pretend I can walk on water, then,” I said dryly.

I wasn’t all that interested in their answers. Like most interrogations I did these days, I was pulling the information out of their heads. Having to keep my touches gentle enough that they wouldn’t notice did limit how much I could get, but the two still told me far more than they meant to. In short order, I’d gotten a verbal description of my route and a much more accurate mental map of the geography.

I’d also gotten an image of a truly immense tower, one that could house entire cities and stretched up miles and miles into the sky, though not one that looked anything like what Jules had pictured. Neither Aphrona nor Ivetra had ever seen the higher floors from the inside, and they had the idea that the mana cascading down from the tower’s spire was so potent that it was fatal to get near the tower itself. All transport in and out had to be done via magical teleportation.

They both had memories of seeing the tower from miles away, a thick pillar of stone, metal, and magic that seemed to hold up the sky as it loomed over the nearby mountains. Neither had been able to get close enough to see the outer wall in detail, nor did they know what the land looked like around it. As far as they knew, it might very well rise out of the ocean itself, with its roots stretching down to the center of the world.

“Moving on, why were you so certain I would try to kill you?” I asked.

“We thought you were a child of darkness,” Aphrona admitted.

Perfect. I’d been hoping they’d bring that up with a bit of light prodding. So far, it looked like neither realized I was skimming information from their minds.

“And what is a child of darkness?”

“They’re renegade mages who oppose the Sanctum,” Ivetra said. “They’re like a cancer in the tower itself. They hide away and scheme up ways to disrupt society. They attack hospitals and churches and schools, break teleporters and light rails, burn down warehouses and farms. They’re the only ones who’d want to disrupt the pilgrimages.”

So all was not well in paradise. That was interesting to learn, and I mentally marked these children of darkness as potential allies. It sounded like they had some definite goals opposing those in power, which meant they’d almost certainly be more receptive to outside aid. My very presence in the Sanctum could draw hostility from its government if I wasn’t careful.

“I assume that there are children of light as well, then?”

“That’s everyone else, really. That’s who we are: the children of the Sanctum of Light.”

“How poetic,” I remarked. “Tell me more about what the inside of the Sanctum looks like and where the teleportation platforms you enter are located at.”

“I only know the one we came through,” Aphrona said.

“You’re sure about that?” I asked.

“Yes, this is our first time running a pilgrimage.”

I got the location from her, and scanned both their minds to confirm they agreed and neither were lying. “Now, the layout of the interior.”

“There are hundreds of floors,” Ivetra objected. “We’ve never even been to most of them. Our whole civilization lives inside this tower!”

I had the two women describe everything they could, from their schooling to their neighborhoods to their infrastructure. Consistently, what I saw in their memories was a place full of ambient mana. It could have been a city from the old world, so completely and utterly dependent on magic just to function. It seemed impossible for something like that to exist now.

Was there still a place rich in mana? If so, how could it exist when the rest of the world was a dead wasteland? It couldn’t be a coincidence that the Sanctum of Light was built inside the borders of the kingdom that had broken the world. They must have scavenged something from somewhere to have that much mana, maybe even the core of the broken moon itself.

I would definitely be investigating that once we got there. This was exactly the kind of stuff I’d been hoping to find out here. It wasn’t a certainty that the Sanctum of Light and the destruction of Manoch’s world core were directly connected, but even if they weren’t, I was certain it would be a good starting point into my research.

“I think that’ll be everything I need from you two,” I said after their answers started getting repetitive. I wasn’t asking the right questions to get new information, and they weren’t volunteering anything. Even with my light mind probing, I was starting to hit dead ends. Maybe if I wanted to kidnap both of them and get into brutal interrogation sessions, I could pry out a few more interesting nuggets, but it hardly seemed worth the effort. It would be far easier to see exactly for myself what the Sanctum of Light was all about, and I had no doubt that I’d understand the magic underpinning the tower better than Aphrona or Ivetra.

“Good luck with your pilgrimage,” I told them before breaking the light spells illuminating the cabin. As soon as the darkness fell across us, I used shadow step to make my dramatic exit. This was more to keep my position secret from the pilgrims and townsfolk around the wagon than anything else. I doubted it would slow them down for long if they decided to come after us, but I did need a few minutes to get Senica moving.

A few more shadow steps got me to the edge of town, then a simple speed invocation saw me sprinting around the fields to the woods, where I once again shadow stepped from tree to tree when I could. Within a minute, I’d crossed the distance from the caravan to our home base, where I found Senica sitting outside on the grass, a book on her lap and a concentrated sphere of dense mana floating above her hand.

“Why does spinning it make it want to flatten out?” she asked when she saw me. “The faster it goes, the flatter it gets. Also you said you’d only be gone for a bit. It’s been hours.”

“Complicated,” I said. “We can talk about it later. The Lightbearers finally made it to town. I got what we needed to know out of them, so there’s no point in hanging around. If we do, I wouldn’t be surprised if a mob tries to kill us.”

“Kill us? What did you say to get them that angry?”

“Well, you know how it goes. They were thinking about killing me since my presence was inconvenient, so I slapped them down in a spell duel. They were actually pretty weak for so-called divine messengers. I’m pretty sure you could have taken either of them in a straight fight.”

Senica preened at that for a moment before absorbing the mana she’d been playing with back into her core and closing the book. “How long do we have?” she asked.

“Oh, we can take a few minutes to pack things up. I doubt they’ll get organized that fast, or maybe even at all. I just don’t want to have to kill a bunch of townsfolk who were duped into fighting for a false cause, so it’s easier to just avoid them altogether.”

“I’ll go get ready,” she said. “I don’t suppose you brought lunch back with you?”

“No, sorry.”

Senica sighed and walked into the house while I considered the logistics of getting a hot meal for dinner. I wasn’t going back into town for it, but maybe we could find a place somewhere down the road.


Chapter
Thirty-Eight



Our typical pattern of flying around looking for interesting places had served us well for months, but now we were starting to see small towns popping up all over. Even though I deliberately steered us away from the roads, there were enough isolated villages that only ever got news of the outside world from the mouths of peddlers with donkeys and overstuffed backpacks that it quickly became impossible to thread our way through them without risking being seen.

I very much did not want to be seen. There was no doubt in my mind that my treatment of the two Lightbearers would be condemned by the ruling government of the Sanctum of Light. It wouldn’t surprise me at all if they managed to scry back to the city to let them know what had happened, which could easily result in us being outnumbered by a group of pursuers hailing from what appeared to be the most magically advanced civilization left on the planet.

I’d been sorely tempted to kill them, but the consequences of that might have been even worse if their society was as magically advanced as those two women’s memories indicated.

“Why did you interrogate them, then?” Mother asked that night after we explained what we’d learned.

Senica snorted quietly in the background. “Yeah, Gravin. Why?”

“I told you what the purpose of this journey was before I left,” I explained. “This is a continuation of that. I suspect this tower holds the secrets to exactly what happened when my idiot apprentice broke the world. The location fits, and if what I’m guessing is true, it sounds like the city was built to provide him with all the mana he needed to sustain his undead form.”

“You think he’s still alive, so to speak?” Mother asked.

“Oh, I very much doubt it. I do think this was his attempt at it, but I can’t imagine he succeeded. If he had, I think this world would be a very different place. A living, or unliving, Ammun Nescect would have had thousands of years to try to fix this mess and the strongest possible motivation to do so. If he was still walking around, I’d have seen the signs.”

People who were willing to embrace undeath just to keep going once their life extension spells finally failed did not take the idea of being destroyed lightly. There wasn’t a doubt in my mind that breaking the world core had been an accident, and that Ammun had done everything in his power to rectify it once he’d realized what had happened.

Obviously, he’d failed, but I wasn’t operating under the same burdens he was. For one thing, I didn’t need an entire city just to keep me alive. That gave me a lot more time to devote to problem solving. For another, well, there was a reason I was the master in my relationship with Ammun. He had not been among my most impressive students. I could scarcely credit him the achievements that were linked to his name, and had pondered more than once if history had twisted some facts.

“What comes next?” Mother asked. “And will Senica be safe with you?”

“For now, yes. This trip has been good for her, and I don’t have any intention of cutting it short. We move so fast that I doubt anyone is going to catch up to us. I also have my doubts that anyone from the city is going to be that much stronger than the cabal mages from the Wolf Pack. There will just be more people at that same level of strength.”

“It’s fine, Mom,” Senica said as she plopped down in front of the mirror next to me. “I’m actually looking forward to seeing the super magic tower. Can you even imagine mana so thick it just fills the air? Gravin said he’d teach me how to siphon it into my core and process it for use. Unlimited mana! I’d get so much practice done.”

“There is that,” Mother said, but I could sense her reluctance. She cared more about her little girl being safe than being a powerful mage, but Senica was old enough now to have her own goals and dreams.

“We’re safe,” I assured Mother. “And if that ever changes, we can be back home in literally five minutes.”

While that wasn’t strictly true, as teleportation did have a maximum range, I’d left a trail of beacons hidden along our route, and I had more than enough mana to chain the two or three spells we’d need to return to Sanctuary.

“Sometimes trouble doesn’t give you five minutes,” Mother said.

“True enough, but I’ve yet to see anything out here that would even remotely challenge me. There have only been a handful of monsters that Senica couldn’t defeat unaided.”

“It’s true. I’m pretty strong like that,” Senica put in.

That didn’t seem to reassure Mother, judging by the flat look on her face. Sensing that there was nothing left to be gained in this conversation, I moved to change the topic. “Did Hyago drop off the latest numbers?”

“Hmm? Oh, yes, I believe so. I have the paper around here somewhere. Just a moment,” she said as she stood up and stepped out from in front of the mirror.

“Nice,” Senica said softly out of the side of her mouth.

The corner of my lips twitched, but I had my expression back under control before Mother sat back down. She glanced at the paper once before holding it up for me to read and asked, “This is what you wanted?”

“Yes,” I said. I scanned the numbers quickly, did a few mental calculations of my own, and said, “Thank you. That was all I needed to see.”

Mother looked down at the paper again and asked, “What do they mean?”

“Well, that’s a bit complicated, but the basics are that the goal is to fill the entire valley with mana, to simulate what the world was like thousands of years ago. To do that, we need the trees healthy enough that they’re producing more mana than they use. That way, their cores will fill and they’ll shed the unused mana into the air, where it’ll be contained by the enchantments Tetrin and I set up.

“These numbers are the measurements Hyago is taking for me on specific trees we’ve been keeping track of. They’re going up, but less each week. I’m afraid that if we don’t find a way to change it, the experiment will be a failure.”

Mother gave up with a shake of her head. “I still don’t understand these numbers and charts, but I get what you’re trying to accomplish. If things are going that poorly, are you going to be returning soon to make changes?”

“No, that’ll be up to Hyago. I’m sure he’ll figure something out.”

“That is what you pay him for,” Senica said.

I laughed. “True enough.”

Our conversation turned from business to catching up after that. Eventually, Father came home and joined Mother at the mirror. He added his own commentary to the local events, which included a sudden, unexpected marriage and a bride showing early signs of pregnancy not a month later, as well as another request for help from Ghalin that had just come in today.

“More monsters?” I asked. I doubted the number chasing after the brakvaw eyries was shrinking, but I would have thought they had things under control.

“No, something else. Giant birds attacked the village. They sounded like those ones you made a deal with a year ago,” Father said.

Senica started to say something, but paused, rethought it, and closed her mouth. It didn’t take magic to know we were both thinking the same thing. I’d hoped that by killing the dissenting element in their society, I’d nipped future problems with the brakvaw early. Perhaps I’d been too optimistic.

I didn’t care much about Ghalin one way or another, but I didn’t need brakvaw aerial assaults on the Sanctuary. They were one of the few creatures capable of threatening the sheltered valley if they ever found it. Perhaps I would be taking a break to return home sooner than anticipated after all.

“Keep me updated on any news about that,” I said. “I might have to step in.”

“You think it’s that serious?” Father asked.

“I don’t know. I thought I was on good terms with the brakvaw leader. It might be a few rogue birds, or something might have changed. We don’t need those creatures attacking our home. Do me a favor and ask Tetrin to double-check the maintenance on the village’s aerial cannons.”

“We have aerial cannons?” Mother asked.

“Yes,” I said. I was well aware that avian monsters were the biggest threat to the valley and had worked with Tetrin to build a few powerful defenses, but against the brakvaw, I wasn’t sure they’d be lethal enough to get the job done.

“What’s an aerial cannon?” Senica asked.

“Device that shoots lines of concentrated fire into the air with a range of about a thousand feet. If they’re working properly, they’ll pick out targets on their own and can pull information about hostile creatures to target from the ward stone network.”

“Oh, are those the black metal poles you planted everywhere?” Father asked, snapping his fingers.

“No, those are something else,” I said. “They monitor activity in the ground for burrowing threats. The cannons are the orbs on the corners of the house.”

“I had no idea we had so many magical defenses,” Mother said, somewhat taken aback. “Why not just use a ward stone like we did back in the village?”

“These are for… stronger threats,” I explained. “They shouldn’t ever be necessary, but I was hardly going to leave our home undefended while I’m gone.”

I couldn’t tell if my parents were unsettled or reassured by that statement, but either way, they’d be safe. Most of the defenses drew their mana from the village’s mana battery, so there was very little risk of them running dry even if an entire flock of brakvaw descended on Sanctuary. Now, the defenses being enough to repel that invasion was a different story, but they should be strong enough to hold anything back for the few minutes needed for me to return to personally deal with a threat.

“As I said, please follow up on the Ghalin situation and let me know if things escalate,” I said. Father nodded his agreement, and that was the last we spoke on that topic.

An hour later, when I severed the scrying connection and stowed the mirror away, Senica asked, “Do you think it was our fault?”

“The brakvaw thing? Not even a little bit,” I said.

“But we killed those three brakvaw.”

“First of all, I killed them. You are completely innocent there. Second, they attacked us, and when you behave like that, getting killed is a risk you run. Fighting back was simple self-defense, and no one would condemn us for that.”

“The other brakvaw might,” she said quietly.

“I… Well, fair enough. What do you think we should do, then?”

“If it’s our fault for killing the brakvaw that attacked us, then we need to go back and set things right. You were friends with their leader. Could you talk to him?”

“It’s a bit of a risk to go there in person,” I said. “Fighting three of them at once is one thing; fighting hundreds is a completely different task.”

Even as I said that, I considered what I’d need to do a projection spell from this distance. It was doable, just barely, but once I added the wards I’d need to keep the projection from being traced back, things got a lot harder. The amount of prep time was so ludicrous that it would probably be easier to just teleport somewhere closer and project my mind to Eyrie Peak without wards.

I shook my head. “Something to consider if the situation worsens. One attack does not mean the brakvaw are on the warpath.”

“It doesn’t mean they’re not, either,” Senica pointed out. “People could die.”

“And if Mother or Father are sent to Ghalin to investigate, I’ll show some concern about that.”

“What if Juby went?”

“What if he did? Is Juby important to you?”

“Shut up! You know he is.”

I sighed. “You’re not going to let this go, are you?”

“Not until you know it’s not our fault and that nobody’s going to get hurt.”

“Fine. I’ll start working on it,” I said. “Happy now?”

“Yes,” she said smugly.

Big sisters could be a real pain sometimes.


Chapter
Thirty-Nine



Iwasn’t exactly sure what the normal sleeping hours were for a giant, magical bird, but most of the work I’d done with Grandfather had been in the evening. Since it was already evening right now, that meant I didn’t have much time to put things together if I wanted to be sure he was still awake when I projected my consciousness a few thousand miles to talk to him.

Stone shape was one of the most useful spells in my repertoire when it came to inscribing runes, at least as long as the material I was cutting into was some form of stone. Since it almost always was, at least for quick and dirty spells like this, I got a lot of use out of a simple basic-tier transmutation. It took a bit of work to get the spell going, but it was so cheap to use that I’d been relying on it heavily ever since my reincarnation.

I started with a stretch of flat, barren rock jutting out of the side of the mountain. A burst of fire scoured it of the moss clinging to its surface, followed by brooms of air to sweep any lingering ash away. Then I shaped the stone into a circle bisected with two lines to form an X in the center. Each quadrant got its own rune formation. I laid another concentric circle around the first one, only inches apart, and drew runic scripts all the way between them.

Doing that free-hand was not nearly as easy as I made it look, but I’d been drawing these kinds of things for a long time. I wasn’t inventing circles from scratch; I was recycling spells I’d used thousands of times before. If I had to do a bit of mixing and matching to get the result I wanted, well, that was the benefit of experience.

At the intersection of the two lines, I plopped down one of my massive mana crystals from my phantom space. None of them were full anymore, not since I’d started nightly work on my newest, biggest, most efficient mana crystal to date, but I’d been using them regularly to hold the overflow my own core generated. This one would be plenty to empower the circle with mana.

Senica watched me work silently. I sensed a dozen new questions churning in her head, probably relating to runes she hadn’t seen before and how I’d managed to get the ones she did know to work in the configuration I was using. They weren’t balanced anything like how I’d been teaching her, a consequence of the extreme distance I needed to achieve with the divination. I was covering that by piggybacking off the long string of teleportation beacons I’d scattered behind us, or more specifically, the scrying beacons tied into them.

That was what the outer ring was for, and where the bigger portion of the mana I was spending on the ritual circle would go. Keeping such a delicate array of runes from collapsing in on itself or, worse, exploding, took a considerable amount of mana. I could hold it together myself through sheer force of will, but this formation minimized the risk of any sort of feedback.

“I’m about to start now,” I warned Senica. “You might as well find something to amuse yourself since it’s just going to look like I’m sitting here doing nothing. Maybe go give a proper read to that chapter on Akrallian rune combinations I saw you skimming the other day.”

“They’re so boring, though. They don’t do anything useful!”

“They’re use-specific,” I admitted. “But they’re in the book for a reason.”

I would know; I was the one who’d written the book. I had not bothered to tell my sister that, though. If she knew she was reading my work, she’d abandon it completely and just pester me to teach her the content directly. Unfortunately, there wasn’t much to it beyond rote memorization. It was like learning the letters of a foreign language. She just needed to keep studying it until she got it down.

Grumbling, Senica dropped off the ledge and floated back down to our camp below. I noted with a smile that she did it without making a sound, and the entire spell was constructed inside her shroud, which was stronger than either of the two Lightbearers I’d met.

Then I pushed those thoughts aside and took my place standing on top of the pillar-shaped mana crystal in the center of my circle. With an effort of will, I pushed the mana out of the crystal and directly into the inscription, flooding it with power. Soft blue light glowed in the runes, each one lighting individually, but at such speed that the whole circle brightened within two seconds.

The wards were raised and everything was as safe as I could make it. There was nothing left to do but project myself out of my body. It wasn’t really like abandoning my mortal shell so much as creating a duplicate out of pure mana and piloting that around. My projection would have access only to the mana I invested into it, most of which would be used to keep it whole. If I needed to cast any spells at all, it would shorten the duration of the projection.

My mind rode along with it, the divination magic tethering me to my projection as it rose into the sky and blurred toward the horizon. The ground rolled by beneath me, dozens of miles every minute until, half an hour later, I came to a halt above Eyrie Peak.

This late in the day, most of the brakvaw seemed to have already settled down. The mountain walls had been carved sheer and dotted with what looked like hundreds of cave entrances. From a distance, they seemed small, but I knew that as I got closer, they would be revealed to be truly massive holes in the stone, expertly shaped with magic.

I bypassed those. No one I was interested in talking to lived in the chasms that had been cut from the peak. The brakvaw with any measure of status lived higher up, often in great towers not unlike the ones that dotted the archipelago of islands we lived on. I scanned them as I flew by, not sure what I was expecting to find but hoping to see something unusual. Either nobody was home, or they were all tucked away in their eyries already.

Finally I came to my destination: the huge tower that housed Grandfather’s physical form. When I met with him, he almost always used a projection spell similar to the one I was employing right now, though his was structured via lossless casting, which meant his range was far, far more limited. One of the drawbacks of brakvaw magic was that it was useless over long distances—though long was a very subjective measurement, especially for giant birds that could fly hundreds of miles a day.

I hadn’t yet found a way to adapt lossless casting to enchanting or inscription, but I did have a few theories to work on in the future. For now, I’d resigned myself to the enormous mana expenditure setting me back a day or two on my new mana crystal so that I could keep Senica happy.

A bird appeared in front of me, six inches tall and so black it looked like it had been dipped in tar. Even its beak and talons were black, a coloring I hadn’t seen on any brakvaw before. “Keiran,” it cawed in an unfamiliar voice.

“Hello,” I said. “Have we met?”

“No. I’m a messenger construct from Grandfather.”

I glanced down at the tower, looking for a projection of the old bird himself, but all was dark and still. In fact, other than the few dozen or so brakvaw flying slow circles around Eyrie Peak, there was no movement at all.

“You have a message for me?” I asked.

“Yes. I’m to warn you off. An insurrection has occurred with five of the elders siding against Grandfather. The populace has divided into three factions, and it’s looking like it’ll be a civil war soon. Your presence here could tip the balance of power Grandfather has been working to nudge in a bad way, so he requests that you clear the area immediately.”

“What happened?” I asked.

“Sorry, I’m just a construct.”

“Does Grandfather need assistance?”

“I don’t have an answer to that question,” the tiny bird said.

No surprise there. Messenger constructs were only useful for their intended purpose. Good ones might take a message back to their creators, but that was the extent of their abilities. I was surprised to see Grandfather using this one instead of meeting me himself, but I suspected there was a good reason. If things were as unstable as his message implied, it was almost certain that my time spent with the brakvaw was one of the points of contention.

“Are you able to take a return message?” I asked the construct.

“A short one, yes.”

“Good. Tell Grandfather that I need to speak with him, that there have been brakvaw attacks on human settlements. I will await his presence at the peak of the mountain due west of here.” I raised a finger to point at the meeting place I’d chosen. “Sooner is better. This projection is going to run out of mana soon.”

“Understood,” the construct said. “I will relay your message.”

Then it popped out of existence again, returning to Grandfather. If he’d already detected me, it was only a matter of time until others did as well. I retreated, the world rolling underneath me for a second until I was standing on the mountain I’d indicated. It was only fifteen miles at most, but far enough to stay outside the range of any brakvaw patrols.

It would be a strain for Grandfather to project himself this far without losing mana, but I knew it was within his capabilities. I stood there, waiting and watching Eyrie Peak for some clue about what was happening. After a few minutes, Grandfather appeared next to me.

“Keiran,” he said, his voice warm but tired. “Let’s make this quick. Not to be rude, but things are bad.”

“What happened?” I asked.

“Turns out I wasn’t keeping as good of an eye on things as I thought,” Grandfather told me. “You know how it is. No amount of scrying is as good as seeing things in person. Some of the elders were making decisions that ran counter to my own commands, and they weren’t happy about having me come down to the mountain to oversee them.”

“So they rebelled. Probably tried to kill you.”

“Exactly right,” Grandfather said. “Not that they could. Even if they’d all sided against me, I doubt they have the magical acumen to succeed in a task like that.”

“And since you’re all so good at conserving your mana, things ended up in a stalemate,” I guessed. “You’re tethered to this location by the floating island, and they decided when they couldn’t beat you, they’d just leave your sphere of influence.”

“That’s more or less the truth of it,” Grandfather confirmed.

“Since I’m a known associate, they’d want to take me out, too. If I came back and threw my strength behind yours, we could crush the rebels easily.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure of that, but yes, you are correct that they would take steps to eliminate you if they thought you were going to interfere.”

“Oh, they already tried that a few months ago,” I told the old bird. “Three of them were waiting at an eyrie just on the other side of the channel northwest of the island.”

“Are they dead?” Grandfather asked.

“I’m not in the habit of leaving things stupid enough to attack me alive. They might try again.”

Grandfather grimaced, but nodded. “There’s not much you can do here now. This is an internal matter, and I’m afraid that accepting support from an outsider would turn some of the brakvaw who’ve sided with me.”

“I would agree that it’s none of my business, except some of your people are attacking humans. I’m not sure what side they’re loyal to, but either way, it needs to stop.”

“The rebels seeking to establish a new colony, I would guess,” Grandfather said. “They work against me now, but it would still have far-reaching implications if you killed them. We are a long-lived species, but our numbers are not great.”

“Well then, I think we’ve got a problem,” I told the brakvaw that I suspected I was about to mentally adjust into the category of ‘former ally.’


Chapter
Forty



Our projections stared at each other, neither speaking while we gathered our thoughts. There was no fight to be had here, not as far removed as we were from each other. My own preparations kept my real body safe from the projection being used as any sort of conduit, and my limited mana budget prevented me from casting any sort of spell that would do more than mildly inconvenience Grandfather.

Besides, if it was at all possible, I wanted to preserve our alliance. Grandfather was indisputably the most powerful being I’d met in the last decade. The runner up had been Monarch, leader of the Wolf Pack, and she’d barely been a bump in the road who’d relied on a lot of magical equipment that she only barely understood how to use, let alone recreate.

“I’ll admit I can only think of short-term solutions at the moment,” Grandfather said. “And while I do believe that I could subdue the dissenters easily enough, crushing them will breed more resentment and magnify the problem in the future. Similarly, thinning our numbers to such a significant degree will cause many problems over the years to come.”

“Can you keep the humans out of the conflict?” I asked. “That’s my only immediate concern. One of the towns that trades with my own has requested help in defending themselves from brakvaw. I don’t want to lose any of my people to your internal politics.”

In truth, I doubted anyone I cared about would be answering the call to defend Ghalin, but my family was rather invested in the community and would be upset to lose any number of their friends back home. The village held no strangers, as the saying went.

As Senica had made clear, in the interest of protecting the people my family cared about, not to mention a few that were particularly important to my own plans, including all my would-be apprentice mages, I needed to relocate this problem. If it were solved, so much the better, but at the very least, there were plenty of mountains that didn’t overlook human settlements.

“Can you convince the dissidents to set up their new eyrie deeper into the mountains?” I asked.

“I doubt they’d listen to me or mine,” Grandfather said. “That’s the whole problem.”

“If I killed a few of the leaders, would it scare the rest off?”

Grandfather didn’t look happy about that idea, but he didn’t immediately reject it. These kinds of things often fell apart once a few key people were taken out, though it was always possible to turn someone into a martyr for the cause and spark an even greater rebellion. The best way to avoid that was to assassinate both the potential martyr and anyone else who might rally the insurrectionists at the same time.

If that didn’t work, the old fallback was to kill the lot of them, something Grandfather was expressly trying to avoid. If all it took to resolve this problem was four or five of their elders being decapitated and their heads left out to rot, I’d happily do it myself. The mana expenditure for the teleportations would be annoying, but I could spend that to keep my alliance with Grandfather strong.

“I don’t like the idea of killing any of my people,” Grandfather said after a few moments of deliberation.

“I understand that, but do you have a choice?”

“There’s always a choice.”

“Sure. You could tell them that they can do whatever they want, that you’re stepping down from your position and that you’ll just spend the rest of your life keeping your floating graveyard up in the air. I’m sure they’d be happy to move back in and take over.”

“Maybe I should do just that,” Grandfather said. “Who am I to rule them? I am the oldest and the most powerful, certainly, but does that mean I’m fit to rule?”

The way he looked at me made me think he was hoping I’d give him an honest answer to his dilemma, but I was exactly the wrong person to ask. “I never concerned myself with ruling,” I told him. “I carved out a home for myself hundreds of miles from the nearest human and hid it away with enchantments so powerful that only the greatest archmages of my time could find their way in uninvited.

“Even today, I rule nothing. I provided a place of refuge for those I care about, and they brought others in, growing our population in the process. But I don’t tell them what they can or cannot do. I do not give orders to anyone besides my assistants and my students, and they are free to quit whenever they want.”

“Perhaps I should have been the same,” the old bird said with an unhappy sigh. “Truly, it grieves me to see my people divided like this.”

Willingly capitulating to the rebels’ demands was not a strategy I’d ever heard of working before. It seemed to me that if a leader was willing to do that, they probably weren’t suited for leadership to begin with, and the transfer of power would have occurred long before the active rebellion stage started.

I felt like I was missing something in this whole mess. One part of me wanted to dig deep until I had all the details sorted out, but the other part knew that none of this was really my problem to solve, especially since Grandfather had been quite insistent about me not getting involved. My projection had enough mana left to run for another twenty minutes or so, though, so there was no reason not to get more information if I could.

“What are you all fighting about, anyway?” I asked.

“Some places I forbid our people to travel to, interactions with other species, things like that. We were quite territorial, long ago. Families would claim hundreds of miles of land to hunt and viciously attack anything else that threatened their dominance, including other brakvaw. I’ve done my best to curb that behavior, and I thought I’d been successful.”

I glanced over to Eyrie Peak, which held the homes of hundreds of brakvaw. Taking a territorial species and forcing them to all live together was either a hell of an accomplishment or the height of foolishness. In this case, it seemed to have worked, so I was leaning toward the former. Then again, it was sounding like things were starting to fall apart, so perhaps it was a failed experiment after all.

On the other hand, if the brakvaw reverted to a primitive, territorial species, it was practically inevitable that I’d be fighting off intruders seeking to settle in the mana-rich valley I was trying to cultivate. I didn’t like the idea of being tied to Sanctuary so that I could defend it at a moment’s notice, and I was still a long, long way from an acceptable level of magical deterrents. What I had in place now served to delay an attack for a few minutes at best so my parents could get word to me.

That did make the decision somewhat easier for me. Grandfather needed to stay in charge of the brakvaw. He wanted peaceful coexistence, and the dissenters were trying to split away from that life. It was already causing friction between the brakvaw and the nearby humans. The solution was to bring everyone back under Grandfather’s rule.

“How’s the food situation?” I asked. “Your species must eat a lot, even with mana to sustain you.”

“Yes, that was another sticking point. I made sure to keep us spread out in our hunting ranges so that we didn’t deplete our natural prey. Some brakvaw ignored that and overhunted nearby mountains so that they wouldn’t have to carry the meat back as far. When I was up there above the clouds, they could hide it from me.”

“I’ll assume there’s no chance of the elders leading this rebellion coming back under your authority?”

“It has been a struggle to even get them to communicate with us at this point,” Grandfather admitted.

“Sounds like you know what you need to do, then,” I told him. “If you want to regain control of all the brakvaw who are following these elders, then the elders need to go. And you know that doesn’t guarantee everyone else will come back. They left for a reason.”

“I do still have a few options left to try,” Grandfather argued. He let out a great sigh, then added, “But I fear your solution may be the only one that keeps my people together. It seems that my attempts to build our society have only been a temporary solution that won’t outlive my passing, even for those who’ve chosen to remain with me.”

I’d need at least eight hours to return home, not because I couldn’t do it immediately, but because I wanted a full core just in case I landed in some sort of situation. A mage with no mana was often a dead mage. Despite all my efforts to grow stronger, there was no such thing as too much mana in this world, and my collection of mana crystals was costing me even more in wasted transference. Cutting those connections back down to a single crystal would make it drastically easier to stock mana for my next core stage.

“Let’s call it three days,” I said. “That will give me enough time to wrap up my current business and return home. Can you finish exploring the rest of your options by then?”

“I would prefer to do this without your involvement,” Grandfather said.

“Feel free to use me as a bludgeon to convince the brakvaw to find their new homes farther away from human towns. I honestly don’t care where they go, so long as my home isn’t getting requests to dispatch mages to defend villages. If they don’t want to keep moving, I will be forced to step in.”

I wondered if Grandfather regretted his association with me now. After all, it was my interference that allowed him to achieve his goal of relocating his physical body. Without that, he never would have discovered that his council of brakvaw elders were subverting or disobeying his rules. That problem would still have existed, of course, but it would have manifested years from now, giving his people more time to exist peacefully.

Grandfather obviously didn’t want to fight. He valued peace. How much would he change if he could go back and redo things? Time didn’t move that way, of course, but knowing how he felt about me now might inform my decision on how I proceeded. It was tempting to spend what little mana I had left on a mind reading attempt, but if there was anyone in the world who’d notice and block it immediately, it was Grandfather.

Plus, it wouldn’t work on a projection, anyway. I’d need to move closer to his actual body, and that had all sorts of complications I’d have to resolve. It just wasn’t a good idea, not in my current position with my limited resources.

While Grandfather deliberated, I said again, “Three days. We’ll talk again then.”

“Three days,” the old bird agreed, obviously unhappy with the deadline. His projection disappeared, and I released my hold on mine.

I opened my eyes back up at my camp and spent a few minutes erasing the defensive circle before I dropped off the ledge to find Senica scowling down at the book I’d told her to read. She abandoned it immediately when I returned.

“Well, what’s the news?” she asked.

“It’s not good. Brakvaw infighting, looks like an entire group of them have splintered off and are looking for a new home. Grandfather doesn’t seem optimistic about reconciling, but he’s always reluctant to start fighting. If he can get them to relocate somewhere away from humans, then good enough.”

“Do you think he can?”

“No,” I said bluntly. “This group is already moving independently. They tried to kill me once before, remember? I doubt they’ll listen to him. We’ve got three days to finish up our tour of the old empire here before I teleport us back home and deal with this situation.”

“Can we afford to delay that long?” she asked.

I shrugged. “Unless we get the call to come back sooner. If not, it’s three days, so let’s make the best of it.”


Chapter
Forty-One



With a firm direction in mind and Senica’s endurance steadily increasing, we stopped moving randomly across the landscape. Miles rolled away beneath us as we flew without stop. When night finally fell and, more importantly, Senica couldn’t go any farther, we landed and made camp for a few hours. She scarfed down the first thing I pulled out of my phantom space that didn’t require any sort of cooking, then rolled over and passed out.

I felt a little bad about pushing her so hard, but I wanted a glimpse at this Sanctum of Light before other problems took over my life. Senica could have gone back at any time, but she was determined to see it with me. Tempting as it was to take her to safety and resume my journey on my own, I’d promised her she could come. In the worst case, we simply wouldn’t make it there in time, and I’d have to pick up where I left off after I solved the brakvaw issue.

While my sister rested, I set up some basic wards to hide our presence and notify me if anything got too close—not that we’d had a lot of problems in that regard so far. Monsters seemed to be far less frequent nowadays, which wasn’t really much of a coincidence. Things that couldn’t survive without mana simply died off in this environment, and even the magical animals that I would have expected to take their place as the apex predators of an area were strangely absent.

Perhaps they’d all been hunted to extinction by the monsters feeding on them. I doubted anyone could say for sure now, not considering how difficult it must have been for humans to survive the immediate aftermath of losing the bulk of their magic. What records I’d managed to find of that time had been concerned only with the world stage, not local ecology.

What was strange about the whole thing, though, was that I thought I was starting to sense faint traces of mana in the air now. It was so minute that at first, I’d been sure I was imagining it. As the evening turned into true dark and we got closer to the tower, I’d become more and more sure of it, but Senica had exhausted herself too quickly to explore further.

With her safety assured behind my wards, I left her to sleep and flew northwest for an hour before landing and taking a deep breath. “Mana,” I said, my eyes closed. It was thin, but there was no doubt about it; the farther we went in this direction, the stronger it got. It couldn’t possibly be a coincidence that it was stronger in the same direction as the Sanctum of Light.

My landing had not gone unnoticed, despite the fact that I had my own core completely shielded. Perhaps it was simply that I was meat, moving or otherwise, that attracted their attention, or perhaps I’d unknowingly landed in the middle of their nest. Either way, I was on the ground for bare seconds before a wide, paddle-like claw burst out of the dirt.

Dozens more popped up, all of them intent on clearing the ground away for some burrowing creatures to exit their subterranean lairs. The creatures had thick arms and smooth heads covered in rough yellow fur streaked with dirt and grime. Their hind legs were thin and scraggly, presumably not often used since the creatures spent most of their time digging.

Noses twitching and scoop-claws pounding against the ground, the monsters dragged themselves fully into the night air and turned to orient themselves in my direction. I watched them surround me from every direction and examined what little mana they had. For creatures their size—the largest being about four feet long from snout to stubby little tail—their cores seemed underdeveloped, but I suspected they used mana only to help speed their digging anyway, either by softening the dirt or increasing their own strength and stamina.

Whatever else they might be, it was clear they were pack hunters that relied on their ability to pop out of the ground and surround a target. None of them moved that quickly, certainly not fast enough to chase down fleeing prey. The problem with their tactics was that it was rendered completely ineffective just by being able to fly, which, despite its expensive mana cost, wasn’t even that difficult of a spell to cast.

I rose twenty feet up and looked down at the creatures. Something about leaving the ground had confused them, possibly because their sensory organs revolved around sensing vibrations through the dirt. I took a moment to decide whether to kill them and examine the corpses more closely, but the truth was my time was more valuable than that, and the only thing I really cared about right now was testing the mana density in the air.

That was until the first one opened its mouth, revealing a set of aggressively-curved needle-like teeth, then hacked out a glob of what looked like saliva and phlegm mixed together. It splashed against my shield ward, where it clung to the magic while hissing and steaming. The mana in my shield ward dropped alarmingly fast, especially when three more of the beasts shot their own acid balls at me.

Nothing should have stuck to the ward; it didn’t have physical form! It was a repelling force that deflected kinetic energy off at an angle, but these creatures didn’t seem to care about the mechanics of my defenses. Their acidic spittle somehow clung to the mana structure directly and ate away at it.

I flickered the shield ward off for an instant and watched the acid fall to the ground. Fortunately, without some mana to bond with, it wasn’t able to maintain its perch on my wards. Unfortunately, more acid splashed against the ward as soon as I reactivated it. There were too many of them to just let their attacks eat away at my mana, so I flew another thirty feet up before cycling the shield ward again.

It would be petty to attack them. I knew that. They were unthinking creatures, driven by instincts to subdue a potential meal, and no real threat to me. Besides, I was the one who’d landed in their territory. I would have attacked anything that did the same to my home if I couldn’t be sure it was safe.

Lightning shot down from my outstretched hands to strike the monsters, arcing from body to body. The stink of burnt flesh and hair drifted through the air to reach my nose, and those lucky monsters that had been at the tail end of the spell squealed in pain while desperately retreating back underground.

My vengeance complete, I cast one last disgusted glance at the bodies and flew off to find somewhere else where I could test the quality of mana density in the air without being attacked.
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Senica was still asleep when I returned an hour later. The wards I’d set were undisturbed, but with that random encounter with some surprisingly deadly monsters fresh in my mind, I decided that I wouldn’t be leaving her unsupervised without a proper base camp set up from now on. It would need reinforced stone and metal walls and a full set of wards, including communication and teleportation beacons.

The simple truth of it was that back when mana suffused the whole world, there was a dizzying number of monster species. It was practically impossible to counter everything with a casual set of wards constructed over twenty minutes. Truly impregnable defenses could take weeks to set up, depending on the skill of the mage doing the work and the availability of various raw materials often used as foci to help the wards identify specific threats.

I doubted I needed to go that far, but I couldn’t be satisfied with what I’d considered a standard set of defenses prior to tonight’s encounter. For now, I’d settle with staying close to Senica and alert enough to react to any danger, but I mentally added the construction of a defensible, permanent camp to my list once we found a place that required more than a few hours to explore.

The night passed slowly, but peacefully. A tendril of mana twisted into an invocation was all it took to keep me awake and alert, and I used the time to focus on building up my mana reserves. I’d be burning two master-tier spells’ worth just getting us home, and I wasn’t sure how much I’d need to deal with the brakvaw when I got there.

When the sky started brightening, I used a small fire to cook breakfast and woke Senica up. “We’ve got to get into the air early,” I told her once she’d finished rubbing her eyes and stretching. “There are monsters in the area.”

“What kind of monsters?” she asked, perking up immediately. Of course my sister would take that news as an opportunity rather than a warning.

“The ones I saw were some sort of ground burrowers that could spit out globs of acid. The acid could cling to mana constructs and dissolve them, which means they could eat through shield wards if you’re not careful.”

“I didn’t know that was possible,” she said.

“It’s… unusual,” I replied. “It’s not a great tactic, since it just becomes a competition to see who has the most mana to spend, and it’s generally cheaper to defend than to attack. Of course, if there are twenty or thirty attackers working together, the equation tends to fall on the attackers’ side anyway.”

Senica eyed me up for a second and said, “You don’t look burned.”

“I flew out of their range and fried them with arc lightning spells.”

She considered that, probably figuring out the mana costs. Senica could fly unaided now, but not for very long, and she didn’t know how to throw even a simple lightning bolt, let alone one that could chain to extra targets. “How worried should I be if I encounter one?” she asked.

“If it’s just one, I imagine you could probably kill it. I doubt it’ll be one, though. They looked like pack hunters to me. Besides, where there’s one type of monster, there could be others.”

“Strange that there’d be so many monsters at all,” Senica said. “Is it related to the mana in the air?”

“Noticed that, did you?” I grinned. “Yes, I think so. I poked around a bit last night and it keeps getting thicker the closer we get to the Sanctum. If that trend continues, we can expect more dangerous monsters in greater numbers the farther we go, things that would starve anywhere else. That means unusual abilities, so if it comes down to a fight, you’ll need to be careful and react quickly to magic you don’t recognize.”

I hadn’t expected her to be too worried. Senica knew I’d protect her, and with no risk of dying, that left only the thrill of the challenge. That was a bad habit I’d need to break her of. Sooner or later, she was going to find herself in a deadly situation with no one to rely on but herself. Getting her prepared to come out of something like that in one piece was a large part of my job as her teacher.

Sadly, my knowledge of monsters and their habitats was a few thousand years out of date, which made teaching her what specifically to look out for a non-starter. But this was what we were here to learn, and I’d keep watch over her for now. All-purpose defenses would keep us safe long enough for me to take care of any big threats before they could cause problems, even if it wasn’t the most efficient way to go about things.

I could live with inefficiencies. I just didn’t like them.

“Did you sleep at all last night?” Senica asked.

“No,” I said. “Our wards weren’t good enough for me to trust them after that fight. There are too many unknowns.”

“Maybe it would be better to retreat now,” she said, surprising me.

“No, I want to see this Sanctum before we go. Once we find it, we can decide what to do.”

We finished up our morning routine quickly after that, and within twenty minutes, we were once again flying away from the sun and toward a source of mana so strong that it lingered in the air.


Chapter
Forty-Two



We flew relatively low, only a few hundred feet over the ground. It didn’t make a lot of difference to our overall speed, but this way, we could scout out everything living in the area. I managed this primarily through my ability to sense mana—and the various monsters and animals not caring at all to hide theirs. I’d probably missed any number of ambush predators or savvy prey animals that were able to mask their mana cores one way or another, but this expedition wasn’t about cataloging every single thing we could.

Specifically, we were looking for something for Senica to fight. She’d grown immensely over the last few months, and wanted to test her magic against an opponent she could actually beat. Apparently, having all of her spells splash ineffectually against my shield ward wasn’t stimulating enough. Normally, I wouldn’t have been inclined to indulge Senica, but I found myself a bit curious about exactly how strong the monsters that had grown in a relatively mana-rich environment actually were.

‘What about that one?’ Senica asked through our telepathic link.

I looked down to see something brown and gray with a hard shell. It stood on two stubby legs and had arms that probably touched the ground if it hunched over. While its back and the top of its head were armored, its belly appeared to be relatively soft, so much so that I had a suspicion it was the type of creature that curled up into a ball to defend itself, which might indicate that it had almost no offensive capabilities.

If that was the case, this could be a good test for Senica. She was learning a wide variety of spells, and it would be interesting to see what she would try if conjurations ended up being ineffective against her target. For myself, I’d probably start with offensive divinations, then move on to transmutations if possible, or indirect conjurations that affected the environment.

‘Sure. Let’s do a lap around to make sure it’s alone, first.’

There were several small, lizard-like monsters about a foot long basking in the sunlight on some nearby rocks, but I judged them to be non-threatening and uninterested in us. Anything else in the area was either too adept at hiding from me, or passing through and soon to be gone.

We settled down fifty feet downwind—not that I suspected it would keep the creature from detecting us. “You know what your opening move will be?” I asked as Senica drew her wand.

“Yeah.”

“Shield ward is charged?” I asked. For once, it actually was, but I wanted to make sure Senica was going through her whole pre-combat checklist.

“Yes,” she said in exasperation. “I know what I’m doing, Gravin.”

It was surprising how many thirteen-year-olds thought exactly that, and how often they were wrong. I’d certainly made that mistake enough times when I’d been young. Making it into my twenties had been a long string of desperate decisions and unearned luck.

“Alright. Looks like it spotted us. Good luck.”

I wouldn’t be interfering unless Senica’s shield ward failed or the armored creature unveiled some sort of ability that allowed it to bypass it. It wasn’t that I expected something like that, but those acid-spitting burrowers were still fresh in my mind, and I’d never seen anything like this armored monster.

It advanced at a waddle, about four feet tall all hunched over and more curious than hostile for the moment. Its nose twitched as it closed in on us, perhaps smelling Senica’s mana like those sniffer monsters that I’d encountered outside my home village six years ago. Unlike the mana sniffers, this monster’s defenses were significant enough that it would be a challenge to crack its armor plating.

Senica must not have agreed, because she leveled her wand and unleashed a tight beam of heat directly in the monster’s face. It twitched away before the beam could do any real damage, ducking its head down to let the heat hit its armored skull. Somewhat surprisingly, the spell didn’t scare it off. If anything, the monster started moving faster.

Senica adjusted the beam to try to strike at its face again, but the creature wasn’t stupid, and it clearly associated the red visual effect with the pain of being burnt. After three more seconds, Senica gave up the attack and switched to one that sent a wave of fire rolling across the ground. At the sight of that, the creature rolled forward, tucking its softer limbs and underbelly into the center of the ball that was its body.

Most creatures using those kinds of tactics became immobile, but not this one. Instead, it continued to roll forward, its long upper arms flashing out from the ball for brief moments to propel it and increase its speed. As the fire splashed across it, it merely tucked its arms back in and weathered the flames until it cleared the obstacle.

Stone spikes jutted up in front of it, angled to impale the monster using its own momentum. It hit the spikes and juked sideways, but didn’t really lose much momentum. The stone cracked, and the needle-thin points snapped from the impact.

“Uh… Gravin?” Senica asked, her eyes widening.

“You know what you’re doing,” I repeated back to her, earning me a brief scowl before she turned back to her opponent. With a look of intense concentration on her face, she started chanting the runes for a greater telekinesis spell. She’d only be able to maintain it for at most two seconds before she ran out of mana, and I knew for a fact that she wasn’t able to cast while pulling from the storage crystal I’d given her yet. Since her wand specifically worked with fire magic—at her request—channeling this particular spell through the crystal embedded in the tool was also a non-starter.

The rolling monster shot up into the air like it had hit an invisible ramp and soared over our heads to crash to the ground, where it kept rolling for another thirty or forty feet before it started wobbling and unfolded itself. Senica took the time to refill her mana core, uncaring about the poor transfer rate that resulted in her losing as much mana to the air as she took into her core. I held back a wince at the waste; we were getting closer to an immense source of mana, after all.

“Well, you haven’t been hit yet, so that’s something,” I said. “But on the other hand, I don’t think you’ve landed a decisive blow, either.”

“I know that,” she snapped. “That armor is too strong.”

“Stop trying to go through it,” I offered.

With a grimace, she muttered, “Easier said than done.”

The armored monster got itself reoriented easily enough and started its strange waddle forward to build up momentum before rolling back up on itself. I took to the air to remove myself from the fight, but Senica stayed on the ground and eyed the monster up. Just before it could strike her, she dove to one side. Her shield ward flickered to life anyway and diverted the monster’s course away from her while simultaneously shoving her back in the opposite direction.

“If you’re going to physically fight the thing, maybe use some invocations to give yourself the strength and speed you need first,” I called out to her.

“Not helping!” Senica yelled back as she scrambled to her feet and prepared for the creature’s next charge.

This time, she easily cleared its path and managed to pull her shield ward in tight at the same time so that it didn’t get clipped. She did it without using an invocation, either, though I wasn’t sure if she didn’t trust herself to maintain her concentration on the magic or if she just wanted to save the mana for a different spell.

She started chanting again, this time taking several seconds, but she finished the spell with a clap of her hands before the creature reached her. Concussive waves of sound rolled out from her, blasting the creature and disorienting it so badly that it lost control of its roll and went sprawling.

With its vulnerable underbelly exposed, it was a simple matter for Senica to create a few fire blasts to finish the creature off. As it twitched its final moments of life, she moved forward and harvested the mana remaining in its core to recover some of what she’d lost in the fight.

“Not bad,” I said as I floated down to land next to her. “What do you think you did wrong?”

“Too much time wasted trying to burn it,” she said immediately, a frown on her face. “I should have switched tactics as soon as I learned that its hide was thick enough to absorb the heat without a problem.”

“What else?”

She thought back over the fight for a moment, then said, “Wasted mana on my shield ward. That attack wouldn’t have hit me anyway. The greater telekinesis bought me time, but if I’d been quicker on my feet, I wouldn’t have needed it.”

I nodded along. Those were all fair points. “And what did you do right?”

“Fixed the shield ward problem after the first charge clipped it. It was easier once I had a feel for its speed,” she said, still thinking. “A sound attack while it was moving was an easy leap of logic.”

“Easy to say in hindsight. Harder to think of in the middle of a fight,” I said. “You did well. You wasted your first core of mana with experimentation, but you had plenty of reserves, and your shield ward only got hit once. If you ever have to fight another one of these things, or anything else that moves like them, you’ll have a solid plan of attack before you cast the first spell.”

Senica brightened at the praise. “I guess I did pretty good.”

While she’d been fighting, I’d been judging the creature’s mana usage. More specifically, I’d been looking at its regeneration rate. I’d need more samples and plenty of time to do experiments, but based on the fluctuating mana density around its body, it was likely that the monster had been capable of pulling in ambient mana and converting it over for its own use.

That confirmed one very important thing for me: the ambient mana in this area, thin as it was, wasn’t a new thing. Whatever was causing it had likely been going on for thousands of years. Oh, there were other possibilities—like that someone had raised the monsters in a mana-rich environment and then released them into the wild later—but that was so unlikely that it was safe to dismiss it.

It was a shame we were needed back at home when we were so close to finding the Sanctum of Light now, but we still had a day and a half left to search. The mana was only getting stronger, and if the tower was anything like the two Lightbearers I’d interrogated had described it, I imagined it would be quite easy to spot.

“I think we’ve both learned as much as we can from this monster,” I said. “Are you ready to go?”

“I think so,” my sister said. “Should we… do something with the body before we leave?”

I shook my head. “Let the scavengers have it.”

We took off soon after that, though this time we flew significantly higher. I could still see the ground in detail thanks to a powerful invocation, but since I’d already confirmed my theory, there wasn’t any real reason to take a break to fight another monster. I was silently thankful that I could maintain our flight spells indefinitely now, though. It turned out there was a thriving ecosystem in the mana-rich area, and we’d have been fighting multiple times an hour if we’d been on foot.

It only took another hour before I caught my first glimpse of the tower. At first, it was just a gray smudge hidden between the clouds and the horizon, but as we got closer, the smudge got bigger and bigger. Two hours later, we could see it in all its glory, thousands upon thousands of feet tall, its upper and lower reaches both hidden from sight.

‘That’s a lot of mana,’ Senica sent when we paused to look at it.

‘And it’s still getting stronger, the closer we get,’ I agreed. ‘I think this is a golden opportunity for you.’

‘For some extra practice?’ she asked.

‘Something like that.’


Chapter
Forty-Three



As we got closer to the Sanctum of Light, I got a better look at the landscape. It sloped upward like a puckered wound in the planet itself, rising in height to over a mile as it curled up around a hole that was easily thirty miles wide. That hole had no bottom—not that I could see, at least. Instead, it went straight down for endless miles until darkness shrouded its depths. For all I knew, it might pass through the planet and have a matching exit on the other side.

In the middle of that hole was the tower, roughly ten miles wide at ground level and gradually tapering to half that when it reached the clouds. It was made out of some sort of material that I couldn’t place—not quite metal, but not stone, either. There were no doors or windows, or really any ornamentation at all. Other than the tower’s mind-boggling size, it was a plain, silver-gray pillar that dominated the landscape.

“Are they sure they built it big enough?” Senica snarked as we examined it.

“It does seem strange that it needs to be this huge,” I agreed. “I wonder what purpose that serves.”

“I wonder how they even managed it in the first place.”

“Magic,” I said. “Undoubtedly. This isn’t something that could be built by hand.”

Mana cascaded down the outside of the tower, invisible to our eyes but easy to sense even from a few miles away near the edge of the chasm. Compared to what I remembered, it was still thin, difficult to process, and unable to power anything but basic wards and enchantments. My sister obviously felt differently.

She waved a hand in front of her. “There’s so much mana just floating in the air, it’s like I’m flying in a cloud. I should be able to feel it.”

“I need to teach you how to properly pull in ambient mana and process it,” I told her. “That’s what you’ll be doing for the rest of the day. If you do it well enough, you’ll collect more than you could make in a month on your own.”

“My storage crystal can’t hold that much,” she objected.

“I’ve got extra you can borrow.”

Truthfully, I was setting Senica to a dull and boring task. I’d hated doing it myself when I was young, especially in an area with low mana density. But in today’s environment, it was like scooping golden nuggets up off the ground. Just the waste mana rolling off this tower was more potent than any harvesting operation the Wolf Pack had set up back home. A properly motivated mage could produce more mana than a thousand dims every day.

We needed a safe place to work, not in the least because I wanted to look around for these teleporters I’d been told of and Senica wasn’t fast enough to keep up with me. Since I suspected we’d be in this area for a while, and because it was so heavily infested with monsters, an actual base camp complete with wards and walls was a necessity.

There were no mountains to perch on here, unfortunately. The landscape was mostly lush grasslands and small stretches of forests only a few miles wide, all the plant life eagerly taking advantage of the extra mana to grow. The farther away from the chasm they got, the sparser they became, but it was a good hundred miles or more before the ambient mana grew thin enough that the flora wasn’t benefiting from it.

I considered constructing a home in the trees. It would provide us an extra screen of camouflage from anyone searching for us in the near future, but it was also an obvious place to look. Alternatively, there was the inside of the chasm wall, but I was concerned about Senica being exposed to that much mana continually. High density environments could be deadly, and I didn’t have a good read on how much mana was falling off the tower into the darkness, nor whether that flow sped up or slowed down.

I marked that as a potential location to fortify later, after I had more information about the mana fluctuations in the area. For now, I needed a more stable location. The outside of the pucker leading up to the chasm was my first thought. It was practically vertical near the top, but with a thousand feet of stone between it and the mana cascading through open air, it had a considerable buffer.

I could bore a hole into the wall, transmuting the dirt and stone within to something denser and stronger. That struck me as the appropriate balance between safety and resources, needing only a quick survey to make sure the location I chose wasn’t too close to anything dangerous.

For that survey, I sent scrying spells in both directions around the curve of the wall while Senica and I found an uninhabited strip of ground to land on. Once I was sure that we weren’t likely to be interrupted by any roaming monsters anytime soon, we claimed a patch of grass with a single tree providing shade under its wide canopy.

“The thing to understand about collecting mana out of the air is that it’s a two-part procedure,” I told Senica after we’d settled down and I’d put up some basic privacy wards. It wasn’t that I expected to be discovered, but the effort was so minimal that it would have been foolish not to do it.

“Collecting and processing,” she said.

Surprised, I nodded. “Right. I don’t remember teaching you this.”

“I read about it a while back when you unveiled your whole ‘fill the valley with mana’ scheme.”

“I see. What book talked about this?” I asked. I’d brought hundreds of books back to the valley after my successful assault on the Wolf Pack, most of which I hadn’t done more than skim, and almost none of which I recommended anyone learn from. I hadn’t realized Senica had been poking through them, and I briefly worried what bad advice she might have gleaned from their pages.

“I honestly don’t remember,” she said. “Most of the lessons in those books are… I don’t want to say they’re wrong, but they’re…”

I waited for her to finish the thought, but she just gave me a helpless shrug. “Inferior?” I suggested. “They accomplish the stated goal, but in an inefficient or overly complicated manner.”

“Exactly that, yes. But you were busy and I had nothing better to do, so I flipped through them anyway.”

That was something of a relief. Senica had a good enough grounding in magic that she’d been able to look at the information presented in those books objectively and determine what was useful and what wasn’t. In their defense, it wasn’t like the books were entirely without merit. Considering today’s standards, I was sure they were perfectly adequate for up-and-coming young mages. Adequate, however, was not good enough for my apprentices.

“I can’t imagine you’ve had much chance to practice,” I said. Then again, during my own ignition, Senica had absorbed mana out of the air around me just by being near it. Admittedly, that wasn’t quite the same as pulling ambient mana into her core—the mana she’d taken from me had been released from a storage crystal and was already processed—but I suspected she’d have no issue learning how to collect loose mana.

“There didn’t seem to be a lot of use for the skill,” Senica said. “You know, on account of there not being any ambient mana anywhere—except here, apparently.”

“Yes, that’s why I didn’t bother teaching you how to do it to begin with. Regardless, we’re here now, and this presents us with an opportunity for you to gather all the mana you could possibly need to create your mana lattice and advance your core to stage two.”

Senica’s gaze sharpened. “You think I’m ready for stage two?”

“Possibly, but even if you’re not, it’s not like the mana is going to expire. The nice thing about stage two is that, unlike stage one, you can fix your mistakes. It’s not easy or cheap, but if you’re dedicated, you can achieve a perfect stage two through sheer effort alone.”

“I thought you said I should wait until I was grown up to put a mana lattice in my core,” Senica said with a frown.

“No, no. I said if you do it now, it’ll break apart as you grow bigger. That doesn’t mean you can’t do it, just that it’ll be more work in the long run. Any mana lattice you create now will need constant maintenance over the next seven or eight years, otherwise it’ll start to separate. Or I suppose if you make it too thick, it might hinder your core’s natural growth, but we won’t do anything like that.”

“I’ve barely even begun redesigning it from my last idea,” she said. “I don’t see how I could possibly build a full lattice in the next day.”

“Oh no.” I shook my head at that. “No, you’ll just be gathering up the mana for it now. When we go back home, you’ll have plenty to work with. I’ve got a nice, big storage crystal for you to use. The transference rate isn’t spectacular due to the sheer size of it, but it’s less of an issue with all the mana in the air here.”

I’d also be filling up every single one of my own mana crystals so that I could finish my new project, then sever the connections and get myself back down to one single crystal with an almost perfect transference rate. Unlike storage crystals, mana crystals were limited more by the size of the core weaving them together than anything else. I’d had an obelisk I’d turned into a crystal in my old life that was a small mountain at its full size. It had taken as much mana as I generated in a day just to keep it portable.

As I instructed Senica on the finer points of collecting ambient mana by pulling it directly into her core and then integrating it with her own mana, my scrying spells continued to sweep the outside edge of the chasm. I saw several villages and towns, most set around fifteen miles or so from the chasm, and every one of them had a single building made of what looked like polished steel covered with runes and guarded by someone dressed significantly nicer than the locals.

Likely, those buildings housed the teleportation platforms that would give access to the Sanctum’s interior, but I’d need to go investigate in person to determine that for sure. That would be a project for tomorrow, though, since I still needed to begin excavating our base camp for now. I also wanted to study the mana shrouding the tower itself to see if it was possible to cross the physical distance in my current state.

Human bodies were entirely capable of poisoning themselves with mana. It wouldn’t happen under normal circumstances since even if there was ambient mana, it would only slowly filter into the body and be easily cycled into the mana core. If the ambient mana was too strong, however, it could flood the flesh and overpower the core’s ability to handle it.

The results were not pretty, and often fatal.

However, a mage who advanced to the fifth stage didn’t have that problem, since that was the point where they began to willingly convert their whole body into a pseudo-core. Essentially, it would increase my ability to hold mana tenfold, though I would not benefit from a proportional boost to the speed at which I generated it. More importantly for what I had in mind, a body full of mana did a much better job at resisting high density ambient mana.

With that transformation complete, there would be almost nowhere outside of some artificially created environments that I would need to worry about the mana density corrupting my body. However, I had nowhere near the reserves needed to safely transition to a stage five core. Thus, I’d be doing much the same thing Senica was in the near future: collecting ambient mana and filling my mana crystals.

“I think I’ve found us a spot for a permanent base camp,” I told my sister about twenty minutes after she’d gotten to work. The location I’d chosen was between towns and didn’t appear to have any sort of flying monsters in the area, which was probably about as much as I could hope for. “Let’s head over and get started on it.”


Chapter
Forty-Four



With limited time left before we hit our self-imposed deadline, I roughed out a cave with a series of transmutation spells focused strongly on compressing the earth and stone or reshaping it into metal. That part of the process only took about half an hour, but I spent another three hours properly warding the place. These weren’t the simple protections against scrying that I’d used in the past, either, though a strong scrying ward was part of the setup.

The best-case scenario was that no one and nothing would ever notice the entry hole to begin with, but if they did, our first line of defense was an attention redirection ward. If something saw through that, I had a proximity ward to let me know that it was getting close to our new base camp so I could come back and deal with it personally. Behind that was a kinetic barrier ward similar to the one my home village used to keep monsters out, and hidden inside our new home were scrying and teleportation beacons to make it even easier for me to assess and take care of the problem from a distance.

The best part was that all of this was powered by ambient mana, meaning the ward stone would last indefinitely and was big enough to bank enough mana to hold the kinetic barrier against practically anything for at least twenty minutes. I spent a considerable chunk of mana getting the ward stone set up, but once it was done, it was easy to start cycling in mana to replace what I’d lost.

Once things were set up and Senica was hard at work drawing in as much mana as she could, I left to go survey the area. Scrying was all well and good, but it had limitations I couldn’t yet overcome that made in-person exploration the more attractive option. For scanning the local geography, I was fine with what I’d learned, but I really wanted to know more about those sealed and guarded buildings in every town.

I gathered more mana while I flew, a task made somewhat difficult by my still-new technique of lossless casting. Between that, dumping the mana into crystals held in my phantom space, and deploying a basic camouflaging ward to keep me from being instantly noticed by anyone who looked up, I was bumping up against the limits of my ability to multitask.

Most of that was from the lossless casting, admittedly. It was difficult to shift habits I’d formed over many, many centuries, and thus required more of my concentration than most other tasks. But it provided an advantage too potent to give up. Even in the old days, it was easy to spend mana faster than it could be regenerated. Now, being able to cast practically any spell almost for free made the technique invaluable.

That was what allowed me to land in the town undetected, my body wrapped both in a spell of invisibility and one to redirect attention as extra insurance. I was about a block away from the building, mostly so that I could study its defenses before I approached. My magic wouldn’t prevent the ward from detecting me if it had contact triggers, for instance. Or, if it was sophisticated enough, it wouldn’t care about my invisibility spell.

Interacting with unknown wards was a delicate process, but as my mana reserves had grown, so too had my options. A few close-range ward scanning spells gave me my initial impressions of the building, which were that it was relatively impressive compared to anything else I’d seen in the last decade or so, but nothing special in the grand scheme of things.

I knew a magically-crafted building when I saw one. The normal houses were wood, likely drawn from the local forests, but this one looked more like my own construction efforts. It had a stone frame reinforced with sheets of metal, possibly steel, that was carved with runes. Those were in fact decoys, or perhaps decorations of some kind, since they didn’t link together to actually do anything. That wasn’t to say there was no magic in the building—there certainly was—but that it didn’t come from the visible runes on the outside walls.

The building itself was a simple cube, forty feet to a side with a pitched roof slapped on top to let rain water run off it. Senica would probably have found them strange, as rainfall was so rare where we came from that our own homes were flat-roofed things, but for me, they were nostalgic. I could remember huddling under an old, tattered blanket while I listened to the rain hit a slanted roof and roll down to splatter against the dirt. I remembered the water building up until it started coming in through the door.

Maybe it was better to have flat roofs after all. Those hadn’t been in any part of my first childhood.

I brushed that stray thought away and returned my focus to the building in front of me. The wards weren’t anything that was going to stop me, but it would take me a little time to get through them. More importantly, there were at least two people guarding the building. One was a mage standing in front of the entrance, which was itself a double door wide enough for a wagon to roll through. Perhaps those pilgrimage caravans drove right onto the platforms when returning to the Sanctum.

Though I didn’t see another mage, I knew there had to be one inside. The wards they were using were what were known as active-monitoring wards, which meant that they had to let someone know if they detected anything. I’d dealt with wards like that before—for example the old tattler wards I’d sometimes found guarding Wolf Pack repositories of knowledge and raw materials.

Theoretically, these wards could be tied directly to the guard outside, but I doubted it. If that were the case, they would need to go through an awkward and lengthy process to swap who the wards reported to every time there was a shift change. Since I doubted they did that, both because it took some measure of skill and because it would strain the ward’s integrity to change them constantly, and since it seemed very unlikely that the guard never, ever left, that meant the wards were almost certainly tied to some sort of interface inside the building.

That interface would need someone to man it, though technically speaking, that person did not need to be a mage themselves. But considering that these teleportation platforms were the metaphorical gates to the kingdom, it seemed likely to me that the people keeping the locals away from them would be powerful mages. That meant there was certainly one more mage inside, but it didn’t exclude the possibility that there might be multiple mages there. Unfortunately, the wards blocked my life sense spell from getting a reading, so I was left with nothing but speculation and logical deductions.

If at all possible, I preferred to avoid killing these people. It would put the city on alert, which would do me no favors later. Though I was well-hidden, that didn’t mean it was impossible for someone to use some temporal divinations to get a look at me, and they’d have plenty of time to investigate if they tried. I was only going to be here for another day before I had to go back home, and I had no idea how long I’d be stuck there dealing with the brakvaw issue before I could come back.

My ward scanning spells told me most of what I needed to know, but I really did want a look inside before I left. I wasn’t willing to waste too much more time here, mostly because it would be too conspicuous to cycle ambient mana while I was trying to hide. That was as good as sending up a signal flare at my location to anyone with the slightest ability to sense mana, which I had to assume most people here could.

I circled around to the back of the building, dodging a group of three locals walking down the street as I went. I was pleased to see they still spoke Enotian here, though the accent was strange to me. From the signs on their shops, I’d been worried I was going to have to learn another new language, but it looked like this place was another victim of the curse that had obliterated all knowledge of written Enotian. I had my theories about what had caused that one, but no definitive proof yet.

My best guess was that it had been done in an attempt to bury some very dangerous knowledge sometime after the world had been broken. I’d used Enotian myself in many of my own research journals, and stripping away the entire world’s ability to read those words would have created a considerable hurdle for new generations seeking to grow their own knowledge of magic.

If I’d had to guess who might have done something like that, I was ready to lay the blame squarely at the bony feet of my former-apprentice-turned-undead-monster. I had no proof whatsoever, but it wasn’t like he was around to defend himself, and it didn’t really matter if I was right or not. For whatever it was worth, the Wolf Pack mage known as Keeper had agreed with the broad strokes of my theory when we’d discussed it. Either way, the world had long since evolved past the need for written Enotian, though I did find the workarounds they’d come up with cumbersome.

I finished my analysis of the wards protecting the building and, for perhaps the first time since I’d been reborn, felt somewhat stymied. I didn’t think I could get through these wards without being detected, not in the time frame I had available to me. If I wanted inside, my best option was to strike like lightning, cutting off the wards’ power and hoping that they didn’t send any sort of signal back to the Sanctum of Light.

It would probably be fine; the city was miles and miles away from here. But ‘probably’ was the best I could do in this situation. It would be a risk to force my way in, one I wasn’t prepared to take at this moment. Once I came back, it would be a different story, but for now, I’d learned all I could and there was nothing more to be gained.

Silently, I launched myself back into the sky and flew west toward the Sanctum itself. Once I was far enough away, I switched out my invisibility spell for the simpler and cheaper camouflaging one, then positioned myself as close to the edge of the cliffs as I could. An empty void loomed up in front of me, endless miles of stone dropping forever into a darkness that writhed with mana.

The tower rose out of that darkness, seemingly unaffected by all the mana I could feel down there. And it had to be a lot, for me to still sense it from so many miles away. I had my suspicions that the interior of the tower was safe from mana contamination, that it was probably the easiest way to make it down to the bottom of the chasm to find out what was really down there.

That would come later, though, after I found a way to sneak in, and after I finished harvesting the ambient mana here to make my new mana crystal. That project was coming along nicely, but I hoped this would give me the final push I needed to complete the crystal and allow me to sever the connections to my current stock.

I pulled the shrunken boulder from my phantom space and let it return to its full size. It was bigger than a house, and I was practically salivating at having such a massive reserve in a single crystal. All I needed to do was put in the work.

I pulled ambient mana in until my core was full, then wove the next ribbon of mana through the stone. Then I repeated the process, which only took about ten minutes, and wove another ribbon through. Again and again, until night fell and it was time to get some sleep.


Chapter
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We stepped off the teleportation platform at Sanctuary and were met by a small crowd of people. Our father was there, along with Ryla and a dozen of her traveling merchants. I spotted Juby lurking in the background, but I was sure it wasn’t me he was waiting there for.

Senica froze beside me for a second before saying, “Oh. Uh… That’s a lot of people.”

“Finally!” Ryla said. “We’ve been waiting on you all morning.”

“You… have? Why?”

“So we can go to Ghalin, of course!”

I was a bit taken aback by that. I’d planned on speaking to Grandfather before I did anything else once we’d returned home, but apparently by telling Father our schedule, we’d ensured that other people could slot us into their plans. Unfortunately, nobody had told us they were making decisions about our time, else I could have told them not to bother.

“We’re not going to Ghalin,” I said. “We just got back and I have other things to take care of first.”

“Things that are more important than people’s lives?” Ryla pressed.

If only she knew. But it would do nothing but cause problems to announce to a crowd of people that I didn’t care if a bunch of strangers from a town I had no loyalty to died. Instead, I told her, “The other things I need to take care of involve speaking to the brakvaw leader directly.”

“I could go,” Senica said.

I shot her a glance. “Seems like a bad idea to me.”

“I’ve got lots of mana built up,” she argued. “And I can fight. I’ve killed plenty of monsters.”

“Not like these,” I told her. “Remember the last time we saw them?”

She got quiet for a second, but firmed her resolve quickly. “I won’t be alone, though. There’s a bunch of people going, right?”

“I would prefer if you didn’t go,” Father said, pushing through to the front of the crowd. “You’ve been gone for months. We’d like to see you for at least a single day before you’re off on another adventure.”

Senica wanted to argue, but all she did was look at all the people there to witness the argument and sigh. “Okay, Dad,” she said, defeated.

The people parted to let Father and Senica through, but then closed ranks again. Ryla placed herself square in front of me and said, “We could use your help, Gravin. Everybody knows this is going to be dangerous, and it’d be nice to have you along in case things go seriously wrong. If you’re just going to talk to the big bird leader, surely you can come to Ghalin on the way.”

“It’s not really on the way,” I said. “And besides, even if I did go with you, I wouldn’t be staying, so what difference would it make?”

“We were hoping you’d at least give the area a once-over and let us know what we were dealing with before you ran off again,” Ryla told him. “Didn’t think it’d be a big deal for you.”

That… actually wasn’t a bad idea. Knowing what the rebel faction of the brakvaw was up to prior to my meeting with Grandfather couldn’t hurt. It would score me some social points at home, too, for whatever those were worth. I supposed if it meant that none of my family’s friends died, it was a start.

“Alright, you win,” I said. “I’ll go with you and take a quick look around to see what’s there.”

For their sakes, I hoped this little force of amateur mages weren’t getting themselves in over their heads. Even the brakvaw who weren’t mages had a lot of advantages going for them just in terms of sheer size and destructive capabilities. They could easily destroy the huts that were so common in the local villages just by slamming into them, and I had no doubt the brakvaw would fly away from that impact uninjured.

“Fantastic,” Ryla said, a smile painted on her face. She turned to the crowd and said, “Alright, people. Time to move out. Grab your supply bags and get on the platform.”

The whole process was a lot more orderly than I’d expected it to be, but then again, Ryla was in charge of Sanctuary’s trading. Nobody used the platform more than her and her troop. It probably wasn’t a coincidence that the most combat-capable of our village were the ones who regularly ventured out into the wastelands, seeking new places to trade with.

I’d planned to activate the platform again, but Ryla beat me to it. Before I could say anything, she pushed mana into the control panel, selected the platform halfway between Alkerist and Ghalin as the destination, and activated the magic. I had just enough time to sigh before the spell whisked us away.
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Some of the mages who’d come on this journey were ones I’d trained myself. Ayaka, for example, had been part of my very first batch of students, and had taken to learning magic quite happily. Her core was still at stage one, but that was more a fault of the limited mana she had to work with coupled with other priorities than it was a lack of ability on her part.

Others were second generation, taught the basics by my former students. I evaluated all of them as we walked, taking careful note of who had a good grasp of shrouding their cores and who was broadcasting our location to every nearby monster. When those monsters invariably showed up, I analyzed who kept their calm and cast their spells smoothly and efficiently.

I was a bit surprised to find that I liked what I saw. There were some obvious gaps in the skill level of the mages, but nobody was doing anything blatantly wrong. Some people were just more practiced at the techniques needed in this situation than others. Given a bit more time and resources, I didn’t see anyone in this group who struck me as particularly unteachable.

It was too unlikely to be a coincidence, which probably meant that Ryla had gathered the best of the best to join her on this little expedition. Other than a few obvious candidates who wouldn’t have agreed to come, people like Tetrin and Hyago, I doubted they’d left too many competent mages behind. It was a good thing I wasn’t relying on them to defend the valley from incursions.

All of this was just me making the best of things. If Ryla hadn’t been in such a hurry, I would have teleported us straight to Ghalin. By throwing the switch before I could stop her, she’d set us up for hours and hours of walking through monster-infested territory, and I wasn’t willing to burn mana on a second teleport when we were already so close. Master-tier spells were about the only ones left that I wasn’t able to cast while modifying them to be lossless.

I wasn’t just idly evaluating the mages while we walked. I also used a plethora of divination spells, everything from simple scrying to brakvaw-specific detection magic to get a feel for both the geography of the local mountains and to see if I could determine where the massive birds had set up their homes. It wouldn’t be on top of their waypoint, but I suspected it also wouldn’t be that far away. Something about how the mana cycled from one waypoint to the next seemed to help them fly long distances, so they never strayed too far away from them.

What I’d found was not encouraging. Most of my efforts were focused on the mountains north of us and west of Ghalin, and I’d spotted no less than thirty brakvaw. They were a mix of adults and fledglings, which I interpreted as whole families having left Eyrie Peak. Worse, they’d set up new nests in the mountains—maybe not as nice as the homes they’d left behind, but ones that looked permanent to me.

Grandfather had not managed to unify the brakvaw after all. Nor had he convinced them not to build their new homes so close to humans. I wondered how many other flocks just like this one were scattered throughout the mountain range that ringed the island, and how many of them were going to come into conflict with their human neighbors. Though, for villages that lacked mages to protect them, I was sure those conflicts would be decidedly one-sided.

We walked into Ghalin late in the evening. By that time, I’d located most, if not all, of the local brakvaw, some forty-one of them. It was possible I’d missed a few who were away or particularly well-hidden, but I felt I had an accurate headcount. Killing or driving off that many of the giant birds was not going to be an easy task. It’d be easier to just move Ghalin out of their hunting territory.

“Alright, we’re here,” I said. “The village isn’t on fire and nothing is actively attacking right now. Do you think you can handle things on your own for a few hours?”

“Let me talk to Talvir before you go running off,” Ryla said.

“Make it quick, please.”

After the woman ran off, Ayaka walked over to me and quietly said, “You didn’t have to be so rude to her. I’m sure your parents raised you better than that.”

“I’m sure they tried,” I told the former Collector. “I have very little patience for this. Just being here is a favor to you, and I honestly don’t care to spend more time on it than I have to.”

Ayaka gave me a strange look. “Don’t you ever get tired of being alone?”

“What?” I asked, baffled. “No?”

“Really? It never gets old alienating people and having to rely on yourself for everything?”

I barked out a laugh. “Ayaka, you are vastly underestimating the scope of my problems if you think anyone here could help with them. Don’t get me wrong, I love my family, but I’m not the kind of person you seem to think I am.”

“Then why are you here?” she asked simply.

“Because my parents would be upset if you died, and I don’t want them to be upset,” I told her. “Look, you have been an excellent student over the years, and I’m happy to keep teaching you magic, but we’re not friends. We are, at best, master and apprentice. You never noticed that the only people I brought to our sanctuary are subordinates who work for me?”

“And a batch of orphans,” she reminded me.

“Yes, but that was only because they were targeted by someone looking for me,” I told her. “Giving them a safe space to grow didn’t really cost me anything.”

“I think you’re softer than you want everyone to believe.”

“Because a bunch of defenseless children got murdered and I went two steps out of my way to save the rest of them?”

It was probably a good thing nobody living knew how much of a monster I’d been the last time I’d looked this young. Saving a few children was a small atonement for all the lives I’d taken, one that didn’t begin to balance the scales.

I held a hand up to forestall whatever Ayaka was about to say. “I am not a good person,” I told her. “I care about me and mine. I agreed to this to make my family happy, nothing else. I’m sorry if you built up some image of me as a savior who swooped in to solve all your problems, but I promise you, I am a much more selfish person than that.”

“Then why did you teach us all magic?” she asked. “What does Gravin gain from investing years into instructing us?”

“I’m thinking long-term. Right now, magic as I know it is gone. Teaching you is the first step to bringing it back. You’ve already started spreading those lessons to others. That will ripple outward, and new generations of mages will be born. Maybe, someday, some of them might even become my contemporaries.”

“That just brings me back around to you being lonely,” Ayaka pointed out. “It’s a rather roundabout way of making friends, don’t you think?”

I paused to think about that for a moment. Was I really just missing having people around who understood what it was like to wield magic at my level? I doubted it, especially considering I’d practically been a hermit for the last three centuries of my previous life.

“I think you’ve misunderstood my purpose,” I said. “I am looking to the future to rebuild a magical civilization for my own benefit, not to have people over for tea.”

“Well then, how very sad for you,” Ayaka said. Then she walked away.


Chapter
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It only took me an hour to fly to the meeting point. We were using the same empty peak we’d used the last time we had talked, though we hadn’t set a meeting time. I trusted Grandfather to sense when I arrived and respond accordingly.

After ten minutes of waiting, his projection appeared in front of me. The old bird’s small human shape looked haggard, probably an unconscious reflection of how Grandfather felt. I hadn’t been expecting the projection’s appearance to change, and it forcibly reminded me that though Grandfather wielded incredible power and was far, far beyond any other brakvaw in terms of magical knowledge, he was also still a far cry from the breadth of skills and knowledge a true archmage possessed.

It was either that, or the worn appearance was a bit of emotional manipulation meant to soften me up for this meeting. Somehow, I doubted that was the case.

“I see the brakvaw haven’t returned home,” I said to open up the conversation. Perhaps it was impatience to return to the task I’d been forced to put on hold, but I was in no mood for pleasantries.

“No,” Grandfather said sadly. “My every attempt to end this feud has met with failure. Worse, as more and more families leave, our numbers are shrinking even faster. Not all of them have gone over to those who are actively opposing our way of life here, but enough have independently left to establish their own homes, reverting back to our solitary way of life. I’m afraid our civilization is in its final years.”

“I was told that the group near Ghalin has killed seven humans so far,” I said.

“I do not know what this ‘Ghalin’ is. I assume a human settlement?”

“A few hundred miles that way,” I explained, gesturing southwest of us. “There’s one of your waypoints nearby, and from what I can tell, the brakvaw are spreading out around those paths and claiming territory.”

“Yes, I see. Those would be the group that left under Elder Blackbar’s care, one of the first to leave and some of the most aggressive and temperamental of our numbers.”

“He’s one of the ones who was running around behind your back?” I guessed.

“One of five, yes,” Grandfather said.

I’d killed one of those elders already, leaving just four left.

“And if the remaining ones died?”

I could feel the judgment in Grandfather’s tone as he spoke. “They have betrayed the cause we worked so many centuries for. I would not see them dead, but without their interference, I might actually have a chance to heal the rift in my people.”

“I see,” I said. “That does simplify things, then.”

“I asked you not to interfere.”

“And I haven’t,” I said. “But now there are seven people dead. Mages I personally trained are in Ghalin to fight back, and I’ll be honest with you—they’re not going to fight even a single brakvaw without taking casualties.”

Grandfather regarded me silently for a moment. “I would not have expected you to care,” he finally said.

“I have my reasons.”

“You always do.”

“If I hunt down these four elders, you’ll get the rest of your people in line?” I asked, ignoring his jab at me.

“I will certainly try,” Grandfather said, clearly unhappy about the idea. “Would it be possible to neutralize them without killing them?”

I shrugged. “Depends how good they are at magic. Depends if they’re alone or not. Depends on whether you have a good reason I should even try.”

“They are still my people, even if they have fractured our society.”

“Not a good reason,” I said. “Sometimes, when something is sick, you have to excise the poisoned flesh. These birds are the poison. Either cut them out, or let them bring down everything you’ve worked to build.”

I understood Grandfather’s position, but it was hard to empathize with it. We’d already had this discussion once before, and it was clear nothing had changed since then. He was still struggling to find a peaceful solution that probably didn’t exist.

“Give me names and descriptions,” I said. “Then go back to trying to reunite your flock. I’ll handle the rest.”

Grandfather’s shoulders slumped, a remarkably human expression of his frustration and exhaustion. Normally, his projection had decidedly bird-like movements, but some things were universal, it seemed. “Fine. At least make it quick for them. They have betrayed me, but I don’t want them to suffer for it.”
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It took about six hours of nonstop divinations to find the first elder, Blackbar. He was named for the distinctive streak of black across his beak, an unusual color pattern compared to most of his kin. Variations in feather colors were normal, but their beaks were generally either yellow or black, seemingly at random, as far as I could tell.

The nice thing about that was that it made it incredibly easy to be sure I was targeting the correct brakvaw. I paid particular attention to the beaks of every brakvaw I scried and didn’t find a single one besides the elder’s with any sort of color variation, so I was reasonably certain I’d found my target.

Thankfully, brakvaw weren’t magically inclined. They had a sharp sense for mana, but I could beat that. Divination spells were difficult to detect by default, and I knew more than a few tricks to hide mine even better. Elder Blackbar never gave a single indication that he was aware he was being spied on.

The only complication to the whole operation was that he had a mate he shared his nest with. If not for her—I was assuming the mate was a her, since I still couldn’t tell a male and a female brakvaw apart—I could have simply flown to the perch he’d built his new home on, slain him in his sleep, and flown off. Now I’d either have to deal with both of them or go through the effort of separating the two.

Since mana was very rarely a concern, I had a few options. The first was to magically induce sleep into Blackbar’s mate so that she wouldn’t wake while I killed my target. That could work, but I had some concerns about the spell lasting on a target so big. Even without mage training, it was often easy for huge creatures to shake off enchantments like that.

I could kill them both, but that would be wasted effort, and it likely wouldn’t make anyone happy. If I swooped in, killed Blackbar, and fled, I could probably outrun pursuit, but that would be sloppy and had a chance to backfire on me.

No, the best option would be to separate my target from the rest of the flock, and I knew exactly how to do it. Instead of attacking Elder Blackbar in his nest, I left him in peace for the night and spent some time finding my other three targets. That took me most of the next day, but by the time the sun was setting on my second day of work, I was ready to begin my attack.
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The brakvaw were following the mana currents between their waypoints as they spread out in small groups, which made it easy to find them since they never seemed to venture more than ten or twenty miles from those paths. Since I knew where they were settling, it was easy to find an isolated spot far away from their new territories.

I chose a plateau so deep into the mountains that I doubted any human had ever set foot on it. Once I’d swept it with my magic to confirm there were no monsters lurking nearby, I cast stone shape and created a giant ritual circle, complete with a ward setup designed to imprison whatever was inside it. A second, smaller set of wards were created to draw mana out of the prisoner, and finally, in the center of it all, once it was fed enough mana, an enchantment would project a beam of cutting light through the circle, where it would bounce off the wards and strike the victim from every direction.

I powered the outer wards with my own mana, then began the process of summoning Elder Blackbar. It took me five minutes to weave the spell together, and cost my entire mana core and then some simply due to the brakvaw’s sheer size, but the magic went off without a hitch.

When it grabbed hold of Blackbar, he woke with a start. I saw him flail about blindly in my scrying spell, but then the summon dragged him to my location and dropped him right in the middle of the circle. His mate merely shifted in her sleep.

The mana draining ward kicked on and started trying to pull from Blackbar. Any competent mage could have easily resisted the intrusion, and I wasn’t completely sure that Blackbar would succumb to it, but if the ward failed in its job, I’d just have to kill him myself. It wouldn’t be the first time I’d done so.

Surprised he might have been, but the old bird was quick to react. The moment he saw me, he let out a splitting caw laced with mana that no doubt would have rattled my organs in my chest if the ward trapping him hadn’t suppressed the attack. I wondered briefly if that was a common form of magic to all brakvaw, or if there was a connection between Blackbar and the elder who’d first attacked me months ago.

“It’s useless to try to break free,” I told the giant bird. “I prepared this binding circle specifically for you.”

“You,” Blackbar spat out like a curse. “Trespasser. Defiler. Thief of secrets.”

“I have been all of those things at various times in my life, yes,” I said. “And likely will be again.”

Somehow, it seemed like Blackbar hadn’t noticed the mana siphon stealing from him. Or maybe he did notice, but didn’t know what to do about it. I’d expected him to attack the runes etched into the stone—not that it would have done him any good—but all his focus was on me.

“I’ll keep your corpse intact so none question that you are truly dead,” the elder promised.

“Oooh. Scary. Well, I’m right here. Come and get me.”

Screeching again—a normal one, this time—the elder flared his wings against the invisible walls of the binding circle. I had no doubt those wings could crush bone, maybe even crack rock, but against my magic, they were a child drumming his heels on the floor while having a tantrum. The elder’s beak flashed in the dark as it dragged across the ward, but there was no physical way to overpower the trap, at least not while I was standing right here to keep the flow of mana going strong.

Whether due to ignorance or incompetence, I’d never know, but the mana siphon finished draining all the mana it needed unimpeded and promptly fed it into the enchantment tied to it. The night lit up as a thousand bars of light flashed through the interior of the ward. They struck from every conceivable direction at once, there and gone like a bolt of lightning.

Elder Blackbar simply fell apart into a pile of slightly charred and smoking meat, blood and viscous material pouring out of him in a wave that would have washed over me were it not for the ward keeping it all trapped. I took a few steps back and floated up into the air, then released the containment ward while I gathered up the remaining mana in the brakvaw’s core. There was no sense in letting it go to waste.

A monumental effort of telekinesis swept the elder’s remains out of the summoning circle, which was then scoured clean with a great gout of fire. After inspecting the wards to ensure nothing had been damaged—not that it should have been possible—I settled back into place and began my second summoning ritual of the night.


Chapter
Forty-Seven



Iwatched six brakvaw wheel around the village up in the sky. They were too far away to hear—not that I could have understood their strange screeching language anyway. There was no doubt in my mind they were arguing over their next move, with the scorched, still burning corpse of their leader in a nearby field.

Twenty mages working in unison had brought the brakvaw down when they’d first shown up to attack the village. Though they lacked the skill to combine their magic into one powerful spell, that hadn’t stopped them from coordinating an unending barrage of fire blasts. I hadn’t even needed to step in to help.

There were a few storage crystals left untapped among the group, but I suspected they were good for, at most, one more brakvaw before they completely ran out of mana. If the remaining six decided to continue the fight, I would have to do something to keep the village from being torn apart and the humans from being killed.

Then Talvir surprised me. He came out of a hut with a small pillar, five feet tall and at least a foot in diameter, that had been converted into a storage crystal and was surprisingly well-shielded from detection. It took two men using strength-boosting invocations to carry, but they managed to haul it over to where the artillery mages were grouped together and drop it down right in the middle.

“Top yourselves off,” the local hunter ordered. “This is no time to be stingy with your magic.”

Everyone took turns pulling mana from the pillar, and soon enough, they were ready for the next attack. I simply watched from the sidelines, content to let them repel the attack. It would be good for the brakvaw to know that the villagers were capable of defending themselves, even if they actually weren’t. Getting some reinforcements from another village was one thing, but I was well known to the brakvaw by now and even if they underestimated how strong my magic actually was, they still knew I was on an entirely different level.

The brakvaw must have decided on their strategy, because they suddenly split in six different directions and swooped down to attack the village. By now, everyone not planning to fight had already fled indoors, leaving the mage group from Sanctuary, a few of Ghalin’s hunters who knew some basic magic, Zalick the former Wolf Pack mage, and myself out in the open.

Rather than charge straight at us, it looked like the brakvaw were going to try to knock down some buildings. Maybe they were hoping to sow some panic and confusion. Maybe they just wanted retaliation for their lost leader. Maybe birds made for poor strategists and they had no real reason for their tactic.

Whatever the case, the Sanctuary mages immediately picked two of the giant birds to focus fire on. Their repertoire was composed of mostly basic spells, but even those could kill easily. Fireballs erupted in the sky around the brakvaw, disrupting their flight so badly that not even the mana circling under their wings could keep them in the air.

One of them died before it hit the ground, but the other managed to glide to an awkward landing that ended with it crashing into a field and leaving a furrow sixty feet long and twenty feet wide. A few of the local mages kept up their attacks on it, but the rest switched targets to try to push the remaining brakvaw back before they could damage anything.

If I left the defenders to it, I had no doubt they’d drive off the invading brakvaw. That storage crystal had enough left in it to restore everyone at least one more time, so unless more brakvaw appeared to challenge them, Ghalin was winning this battle. That didn’t mean they’d survive tomorrow, when a dozen new brakvaw showed up looking for revenge, but they’d be safe for now.

“Should we activate the ward stone?” Zalick asked me as he approached.

“Can you? I assumed that storage crystal was to hold the mana you needed,” I said, gesturing at the pillar sitting on the ground in the middle of the assembled mages.

“Oh, no. We have another one. The village has been collaborating to store up as much mana as possible for times like these.”

“Smart of you. Who made the storage crystals?”

“I did,” Zalick said, looking proud of himself as he spoke. “I’m sure it’s not up to your standards, but those were quite the project. I never made one that big before, but we wanted as large a crystal as possible.”

“They’re well shielded. I didn’t even know you had them until Talvir dragged that one out.”

“Ah, well, I actually have your students to thank for that. I’ve learned quite a bit about hiding mana over the last few months.”

I was still surprised at the thoroughness of his work. The only other mage I’d met that could hide his mana core that well was Tetrin, and that was only because I’d taken the time to teach him how. Everyone else could, at best, shroud their cores to make it a bit harder to get an accurate read on how much mana they had. Some of our newer mages couldn’t even manage that. I briefly wondered who exactly had been teaching him, but I set the question aside for the moment.

The brakvaw that could still fly retreated, all four of them. Perhaps it was the sight of their dead kin that convinced them they’d find easier prey elsewhere, but I suspected it had more to do with another pair of hunters lugging out a second storage crystal. Brakvaw weren’t stupid; they knew what those pillars meant. They might have thought they could win in the end, but they knew it would cost them more lives to do so.

We watched the four remaining birds wing it back to the mountains for a moment before a ragged cheer went up from the assembled mages. “Looks like you won the day,” I said. “How long will it take you to replace the spent mana?”

“Not long,” Zalick told me. “A few days at most.”

Perfect. That meant I didn’t need to stay here any longer. “It looks like you’ve got yourself a capable defense force.”

“Unless they come back in bigger numbers. Even just those six attacking all at once stretched us to our limits.”

“They aren’t all that numerous,” I said. “In this area, maybe thirty adults and another dozen fledglings. Well, less than thirty now that there’s three corpses on the ground. Are you going to harvest that mana, by the way?”

“Harvest it? That’d be a trick.”

If it was just going to go to waste, I might as well take it for myself. “Excuse me a moment,” I told the old mage.
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My scrying spells chased after the fleeing brakvaw, following them to their homes to confirm their numbers and location. None of them seemed to want to take another pass at the village, which left me with a free evening. That was a good thing, since I had another appointment to keep.

Grandfather kept me waiting for nearly an hour this time, but eventually his projection formed on the mountain peak we’d been using as a meeting place. “Hello, Keiran,” he said tiredly when he saw me.

I inclined my head. “Grandfather.”

“You did it, then?”

“I did. Some of the others went after the village. I’m not sure if it was retaliation or a planned strike, but the villagers pushed them back without suffering any casualties. Three brakvaw died in the battle.”

“Yes, I am aware. I’ve done a great deal of scrying. The splinter factions are in disarray, but now isn’t the time to push them to rejoin the flock. If I appear to them so soon after their leaders have been killed, it would only deepen the divide between us.”

“None of them actually know that those four elders are dead,” I said. “I summoned them to an isolated area to take care of them.”

That gave Grandfather pause, but he just shook his head and told me, “You are a terrifying human.”

“Only to things that get in my way,” I said. “What will you do now?”

“Give it some time, see if they return. Reach out to them again soon. It may be that without those treacherous birds agitating against me, my flock will return. Or it may be that I was the one who was wrong, and our old way of life truly was better.”

“When you do talk to them, feel free to remind them that as long as they don’t go hunting for humans, I don’t care where they build their nests. I’m not even sure why they were attacking the villages in the first place.”

“Ah, well… as to that…” Grandfather got a wistful look on his face as he stared past me. “It’s been many years, but as I recall, humans are quite tasty.”

I couldn’t say I was surprised to hear that. Given their size, it wouldn’t be difficult for a brakvaw to swallow a full-grown man, and their beaks would be more than up to the job of nipping a person into pieces if needed. Plenty of smaller animals hunted and killed humans for sustenance, not even including the monsters that did it for mana.

“Not that I’ve encouraged that behavior for many, many years,” Grandfather hastened to add.

I laughed. “I’m not offended. Regardless, some of those humans are important to my plans, and I’d prefer they stayed alive. I would appreciate it if you could impress on your wayward flock to stop attacking human villages.”

“Perhaps you should talk to them yourself,” Grandfather said. “They might respect you more than they do me.”

“Or they might attack me on sight,” I countered.

“Send a projection. That’s what I do.”

“You do that often?”

“If I must,” he said.

The old bird was literally haunting his descendants. It was no wonder they were all trying to get away from him now that he’d come down from his perch on the floating graveyard. I’d been haunted once by a necromancer I’d killed. It was the most annoying thing ever. I’d ended up delaying my plans by three months just researching a way to permanently banish the man’s ghost.

“Maybe I’ll give it a try,” I told Grandfather. “I suppose it couldn’t hurt. If nothing else, it’ll help me determine if I can trust the brakvaw that remain to leave the village alone.”

I left unsaid that if I couldn’t confirm that, I might very well hunt the rest of the flock down and kill them, one by one. I had other projects in need of my attention, and only so much time to waste in Ghalin. If it took a line of spires with brakvaw skulls mounted on them to convince the rest of their kind to fly on past, that’s what I’d do.

From the look Grandfather gave me, I gathered he sensed my thoughts on the matter. But he didn’t say anything, probably because he knew it would do no good. Grandfather and I had spent many months working together, and I found I quite liked the old bird, but I wasn’t going to hold myself back for the sake of his traitorous flock.

“If that’s all?” I asked.

“I’d appreciate more time to try to reach out to them now that their leadership has been… removed.”

I thought about it for a second. “Three more days,” I decided. That would give me enough time to return to Sanctuary and check up on things there. If Grandfather didn’t have this situation resolved by then, well, brakvaw had a lot of mana in them. I was sure I could find a use for it.

“Three days,” he agreed, an unhappy frown on his projection’s face.


Chapter
Forty-Eight



Father looked up from the kitchen table in surprise when I opened the door to our house and walked through. “Gravin! I wasn’t expecting you back so soon. Did everything go well?”

“A bit of a stand-still, for the moment,” I told him. “Grandfather wants one more chance to convince the rest of the brakvaw to return to Eyrie Peak now that the rebellion’s leadership has been removed. I told him he could have a few days while I tended to my projects back home.”

“Is Ghalin going to be safe with everyone back here, though?” Father asked, frowning. “What if the birds decide to attack again?”

I waved away his concern. “It’s not everyone back. Just me. And don’t worry. I watched them drive off seven attackers without a scrap of help from me. They killed three of them before the other four ran off.”

Father didn’t reply to that, but I still got the sense that he wasn’t thrilled with my decision to leave Ghalin. The problem there was that I just couldn’t be in two places at once—not yet, at least—so I had to pick and choose where I’d devote my efforts. For the moment, there was nothing I could do in Ghalin but stay on standby in case all the brakvaw descended on the village at once. And if that happened, I wasn’t staying to fight anyway. I could probably handle as many as ten at once, but definitely not thirty.

“Where’s Mother?” I asked.

“Laying down. She’s not feeling well.”

“Oh? Perhaps this is a good time to teach Senica some healing magic.”

“You’ll have to pry her away from Juby first,” Father said.

“Ah, well, in that case, it might be best not to disturb them.”

I made a mental note to give Senica the thin volume of spells I’d organized for her teenage years, but had been holding onto until it was time. It looked like that time was coming sooner rather than later, and those were the kind of spells she really needed to know beforehand. For that matter, there were a few spells in there Juby should learn, too, though I wasn’t convinced his skills were up to the task.

“What are you working on?” I asked as I pulled out the chair opposite of Father. He had a number of papers scattered across the table in front of him and had been jotting down notes.

“Food logistics, mostly. I think we’re going to have to expand the east fields—that or clear some trees and plant crops down in the valley floor. We’re barely producing what we need to keep people fed. Well, honestly, we’re not producing enough. Ryla’s been bringing food in from other villages when she takes people on trading runs to offset the deficit.”

“Oh? I had no idea,” I said. “You should have said something earlier. I would have asked Hyago to teach you a few spells to speed up crop growth and keep the soil in good shape.”

“No, you don’t understand. We’re already doing that. There’s just not enough space for how many people we’ve got here. And as more and more people show up, the new homes take up room that used to be fields. Honestly, we’ve just outgrown this place,” Father said. “I don’t see a way to make it work without expanding into the valley floor.”

I was sure I had a few spells that could help alleviate a food shortage problem as long as we weren’t all going to starve in the next few weeks, but Father was probably right about it being a long-term problem. Over the last few years, our little sanctuary had grown tenfold in size. The ledge I’d picked out that overlooked the valley had worked for us then, mostly in that it provided a measure of safety from anything dangerous living in the forest below, but those monsters had mostly been caught and killed at this point.

My big issue was that I needed that forest intact. Each and every one of those trees was supposed to produce excess mana that would eventually fill the whole valley inside the mana-sealing ward we’d raised around it. Ambient mana was still non-existent here, with what little excess that currently existed being taken by the flora that still wasn’t managing to produce enough on its own, but if we started clearing the trees for new farm plots, I’d be ruining my long-term plans.

“Perhaps it’s time to split and form a new village elsewhere,” I said. “With the teleportation platforms, it’s not like distance is a huge factor. Maybe we could find a place down in the lowlands near Derro.”

“That’s not a bad idea,” Father said. I could see him turning it over in his head, looking for flaws, trying to figure out who would go and what they’d need. His eyes raked over the papers scattered in front of him, hunting for information. “Yes, I think that might work. The biggest hurdle is going to be convincing people to move away from all the luxuries the homes here have. Unless I could convince you to enchant a few more for us.”

That wasn’t how I’d planned to spend one of my days here, but I supposed it was alright. If I succeeded in my plan to turn the valley into a genius loci, I’d want the people out of here anyway. I could just think of this as getting a head start on that by creating a new village, one that would be more accessible to the rest of the island, but that was fine. We’d only settled here to begin with because it was a convenient hiding spot to keep my family safe from the Wolf Pack. With the cabal dead and gone, secrecy wasn’t nearly as important.

“I guess we can take a day to find a good spot and do some prep work,” I said.

“Prep work for what?” Mother asked. She appeared in the doorway to my parents’ bedroom, wearing a soft robe and looking somewhat worse for wear.

“New fields,” Father answered. He stood up and walked across the kitchen. “Are you feeling better?”

“I’m fine, Sellis. I told you, I just ate something bad.”

My eyes narrowed. No… it couldn’t be.

Discreetly, I cast a few divination spells on my mother. It took all of five seconds to confirm my suspicions. The real question was whether I should say anything. I wasn’t even sure if they knew yet. Well, it was going to come out sooner or later anyway. It was too bad Senica was out with Juby and was going to miss this.

I definitely needed to get her that spellbook right away.

“So,” I said, dragging the word out and drawing their attention back to me. “You’re pregnant.”

“I… What?” Mother asked. She just stared at me, mouth hanging open, for a moment. Then her eyes lit up and she added, “Oh!”

“Pregnant?” Father whispered. “Did you know?”

“It’s too soon to tell,” Mother said. “I don’t know how Gravin knew. I mean, I know it was some kind of spell, of course, but I’ve never heard of one that could detect a pregnancy this early.”

“You’re sure?” Father asked, turning to me.

“I’m sure.”

“Huh… how about that,” he said. “Just… Wow. How about that?”

“How about that,” Mother agreed, a smile plastered on her face.

“We should tell some people,” Father said.

“When the time is right. Gravin, I’d appreciate it if you don’t tell anyone just yet. We’ll let Senica know soon.”

It was a testament to their faith in my abilities that neither of them even thought to question that I might be wrong. A bit of morning sickness and my word that Mother was pregnant was all they needed to believe it was true. I’d had a thousand years of people believing something was so simply because I was the one who said it, but somehow, this was different.

“I’ll keep it quiet,” I assured them.

“Thank you,” Mother said. “Looks like you’re going to be a big brother.”

“So it would seem.”

In truth, I suspected I would have little connection to the child. Most of my love for my parents and Senica came from my time as simply Gravin, back before my own memories from my life as Keiran had returned. We’d mixed together, and though Gravin had little to offer to that merger, his fierce love of his family was more than strong enough to carry through.

Gravin had never met this baby. If I were going to form any sort of bond with it, it would be as I was now, and the person I’d become in this life was very much the old archmage who’d had many students, but few friends.

It would be an interesting experience, if nothing else. I’d make sure the child had every advantage I could, of course. He was family, and it was the least I could do. Now that I thought about it, I would have to put together another volume of spells tailored to smooth out the rigors of pregnancy for Mother, ones that would ensure the health of both her and my unborn sibling.

The front door opened and Senica walked in. “Hey, bro. Someone told me they saw you on the teleportation platform a bit ago,” she said. With a glance at our parents, she added, “Are you feeling any better?”

“Just fine,” Mother said. “How was your date?”

Senica’s cheeks blazed. “It wasn’t a date, Mom!”

“Yeah, we never ‘dated’ at your age, either,” Father said, sharing a look with Mother. “But we all know how that turned out.”

Senica gave them a withering glare before looking back to me and saying, “How’d things go with the monster birds?”

“The situation continues to develop. I’m just back for a few days to take care of some stuff before I return to Ghalin. Hopefully it’ll all be wrapped up soon.”

Our conversation drifted from there, bouncing from topic to topic until Mother decided it was time to start lunch. Senica and I both got drafted into helping while Father stepped out to talk to some people about the possible farm location. By the time he came back, the food was on the table.

I had my own projects to get caught up on, but I delayed that to spend the afternoon with my family. Only after the meal was done did we go our separate ways. Father had to go back to work, and Mother retreated to the garden, leaving Senica and me to clean up.

“Oh, before I forget, I have a book of spells for you,” I told my sister.

“What kind of spells? It better not be more divinations. You know I hate divinations.”

“Hate them or not, they’re important,” I scolded. “A solid grounding in divinations is essential for interacting with anything. Knowledge is your most potent weapon, and the divination discipline is what gives it to you. But no, it’s not a book of divinations.”

“So what is it then?” she asked.

“Spells that everyone should learn,” I told her. I sent a tendril of telekinesis into my room and pulled it off the shelf I’d stored it on. It zipped through the air to my waiting hand, where I confirmed that I’d grabbed the correct book before passing it over to her. “I trust that you’ll know when to use them.”

Curious, Senica flipped the cover open and started skimming through the various spells listed there. Her eyes widened when she realized what she was reading and her face turned red again. “Gravin! What is this? You can’t just⁠—”

“There are a few that Juby should probably study as well,” I interrupted. “And if I were you, I would put that book somewhere our parents won’t find it.”

“I… I’ll do that,” she said faintly. As she started to walk to her room, she stopped, cleared her throat, and, without turning to face me, said, “Thank you for the present, Gravin.”

I snorted. “You’re welcome.”


Chapter
Forty-Nine



Ifound Hyago down in the valley floor taking mana measurements off our sample trees a few hours later. He glanced up at me as I flew down through a gap in the canopy and said, “Hey, boss. I didn’t know you were back.”

I’d literally dropped in on Hyago too many times for him to be surprised at the sight of it by this point, and we’d never grown past polite acquaintances, so there was little to distract us from business. “I just got in around noon. Short stay, I’m afraid. Three days at most, then I’m heading back out. But while I had a bit of time, I wanted to show you the soil samples I’ve been collecting during my exploration. I have a few that I think will help if we can replicate them here.”

“Sure thing. I’ve got two more spots to take measurements on, then I’ll meet you back at the lab?”

“Actually, head to the grove. I want to do some seed tests before we look at reproducing the soil composition,” I said.

The valley was made up of a lot of what I had termed scrub pine—evergreens that didn’t get all that big and were kind of scraggly. Mixed in with them, especially on the west side where water was more abundant, was a smattering of oaks, a few ashes, and the occasional copse of cedar. There wasn’t much in the way of underbrush, the larger trees’ canopies having effectively cut off the sunlight bushes would need at ground level. That did make it easier to walk around the valley floor, but it wasn’t necessarily ideal for my goal of having the flora produce enough mana to fill the valley.

Hyago didn’t actually live up with the rest of the villagers, but instead had his own home nestled into a grove of trees. It sat twenty feet off the ground, supported by a trio of tall, straight-trunked trees with thick, reaching branches. I wasn’t sure what had possessed him to decide to live in a tree house, but he’d managed to talk Tetrin into making the trip out there to do the enchantments on the building for him.

I had to admit, Hyago had a knack for artistic transmutation. He’d used wood to build his treehouse, something I would not have done, and willingly paid the inordinately large mana costs to transmute the dead wood into a more appealing shape. Even though the lumber had already been cut, transmuting organic objects was such a pain that it wasn’t really worth doing. It would have been cheaper and easier to shape the lumber by hand.

As long as Hyago was capable of doing what I needed him to, it was none of my business. I hadn’t said anything when he’d been building it, and I wasn’t going to change that policy now. Instead, I pulled a few large pots of soil out of my phantom space and started arranging them on the ground under Hyago’s home. He had his own projects scattered around the grove as well, and I was careful not to disturb them.

I’d just finished setting everything up when Hyago appeared at the edge of the grove. “Right on time,” I told him. “By the way, how are the measurements lately?”

He grimaced. “Still generally trending upward, but slowly. Instead of a constant, steady rise, it’s more of a ‘two steps forward, one step back’ thing. I’m not sure we’ll ever get to where we want them to be like this.”

“Well, that’s what the soil samples are for,” I said.

I actually wasn’t much of a gardener, despite my association with the Night Vale in my previous life. I’d simply found an area rich in life and mana and poured my own power into it to nurture it further. It had made for an incredible genius loci, one that I doubted I could ever hope to reproduce in this new world. For all the effort I’d put into transforming this valley into my new genius loci, it wasn’t an ideal location. If I had to draw on the mana in it now, things here would start dying.

I still had time to try to fix it, but I was starting to get worried that I’d stall out when it came time to grow my core to stage six and there was no good demesne to claim as my own. It might be better to search out somewhere near the Sanctum of Light where there was at least some level of ambient mana, but I was wary of forming a genius loci so near what could rightfully be considered an enemy stronghold.

At this point, I had no real fear of any single living mage. The intervening years between the breaking of the world core and today were too great for me to concern myself with other archmages from my past seeking me out. But that having been said, I was still just one man. An entire city of mages could still overpower me, and giving them easy access to my home was a foolish idea.

Hyago and I went through the various samples while I explained where I’d gotten each one, what kind of plant life was growing there, and what the ambient mana levels were like. Ideally, we wanted something that would nurture the trees so well that they wouldn’t need to consume mana to survive and grow, but that was a tall order. This planet had been so thoroughly devastated that much of it was barren, and the only reason any plant life thrived at all was because of its own instinctive use of mana.

“I don’t know,” Hyago said, half an hour later. “It’ll help, sure. We can run some experiments, but I don’t think it’s going to be enough to get us where we want to go.”

“You might be right. I’m open to ideas.”

“You ever heard of petrified wood?” my druid asked me, a frown on his face as he stared at the soil samples.

“Trees that have minerals growing through them, yes.”

“Right, it’s incredibly rare.”

“There’s nothing like that here,” I pointed out. “And it would be the opposite of what we wanted if there was. Stone doesn’t produce mana.”

“One type does.”

“The costs, though,” I said. Living stone was ruinously expensive. It had taken me months of saving to produce what amounted to nothing more than a rock I could hold in the palm of my hand. On the grand scale of things, it would be a net gain, but that would take years to come to fruition.

“What if we introduced it into the trees?” Hyago asked. “Could it feed on them and grow?”

“A petrified forest,” I murmured. Then I shook my head. “No, it wouldn’t work. Living stone doesn’t grow like that.”

“Right, that’s what I thought,” Hyago said, but he didn’t look like a man who was admitting defeat. “But draw stone does.”

I considered that for a second. It was true that draw stone would pull in mana and use it to grow larger, but that wasn’t immediately helpful. If I put a piece of draw stone in a tree, it would just kill it. The environment was too hostile for the plants to live without their mana. That was why the Arborists back in my home village made sure their draw stones were carefully placed a specific distance from the rows of neat, orderly trees, far enough away that they wouldn’t kill the plants while they pulled mana from them.

“I’m not a rock person; you know that,” Hyago told me. “But I figure if we can graft ember bloom cuttings onto new trees, maybe you know a way to graft living stone and draw stone together.”

“If I’m understanding you correctly, you’re saying you want me to come up with a type of living stone that eats mana to grow, but somehow doesn’t cannibalize its own mana?”

“Um… Yes? I think?”

“I’ll think about it,” I said. I wasn’t sure if something like that could be done. There’d never been any real use for it in my previous life, and living stone was both so vanishingly rare in nature and ridiculously expensive to create artificially that even as an archmage, I hadn’t spent much time working with it.

But if Hyago’s idea led somewhere, then I could effectively feed a small sample of modified living stone into a tree and let it grow, feeding off the tree’s own mana until the entire thing was petrified. If the process could be made to work similar to natural petrification, then the living stone would stop growing once it had taken over the entire tree.

The timeline might be a bit of a problem, though. Petrification could take thousands of years on its own. Even with magically modified hybrid living-draw stone, I couldn’t begin to guess how long it would take to consume an entire tree. Though perhaps we could encourage its growth by feeding it the mana it needed to grow instead of just letting it take from the tree that hosted it.

I was getting ahead of myself. I didn’t even know if it was possible to make a form of living stone that ate mana and grew like draw stone did. And even if it was, we’d still need to test it to confirm that it stopped growing once it had fully taken over its host tree. And even if that worked out, there was still the matter of how long it would take.

It was a lot of ‘ifs’ stacked on top of each other, but it wasn’t necessarily a bad idea. At least, it warranted investigation. Maybe Hyago was right and this was the key to success. Our experiments with the ember bloom had been mildly successful, but not replicable on a grand scale. Still, to date, it was the only tree producing excess mana, and the cornerstone to the ward that would keep all the theoretical mana the rest of the forest produced inside the valley.

At least that one part of the plan had gone off without a hitch.

“For now, I want you to try some of these soil compositions. See what works best. I’ll try to figure out if I can cobble together some sort of stone splicing spell and get back to you,” I said.

“Do you think it’s possible?” he asked.

I sighed and shook my head. “I don’t know. We’re treading on new ground with this idea. That’s why I want you to keep working on other possibilities.”

“Hedging your bets?” Hyago asked.

“I suppose I am,” I said.

He snorted a laugh. “It’s not like you to be indecisive.”

“I’m as human as the rest of you. I have doubts. I make mistakes. I’m not all-powerful.”

“Could have fooled me. I remember your rampage through Derro. Could hardly believe it, just some little kid, barely even a child, taking down full-grown mages left and right. That was only a few years ago, too. Somehow, you’re taller than I am.”

“The power of alchemy,” I said.

“I wouldn’t know. I just grew what they told me to.”

There was some truth to that. Hyago had been a self-taught mage with only a loose affiliation to one specific member of the Wolf Pack cabal, and I’d cut him adrift when I killed that mage. Fortunately for both of us, a chance meeting had brought us together. My plans for this valley would have never worked without Hyago here to help.

I glanced up at his tree house and said, “I wonder if your home will survive the petrification of the forest.”

He stared at me, stricken. “I… I didn’t think of that. It should be fine, right?”

“Maybe. I’m not sure how the process will work, or even if we can get it to work. You do understand that if all the trees turn to stone, you’ll be out of a job, right?”

“I’m sure I can find work somewhere else,” he said.

“Oh, that reminds me! My father is talking about starting a secondary location to set up farms with bigger fields. They’re feeling the squeeze of so many mouths to feed and such limited room to spread. I have no doubt you’ll get dragged into that to help with the initial planting.”

Hyago groaned. “Whhyyyy?”


Chapter
Fifty



Magic could do a lot of interesting things, including grafting properties from one type of material onto another. But I wasn’t sure I was going to be able to make Hyago’s idea work. Living stone made mana and draw stone ate it; merging them together didn’t seem feasible to me. Of course, what I was after wasn’t actually the quality of pulling in mana—it was draw stone’s ability to grow like an organic substance using the mana it consumed. If I could isolate that, I might be able to manufacture a substance that grew from its own mana generation.

That was easier said than done, however. It hadn’t been hard to obtain a few samples of the rock—Alkerist had hundreds of pounds of it just sitting around collecting dust now that they were no longer being forced to tithe their mana to their governor. I hadn’t bothered to ask for permission to take any, but I seriously doubted anyone would ever realize they were missing a few of the smaller stones.

I’d set up four experimental solutions in my alchemy lab with the goal of splitting the growth properties of the stone from the mana-devouring properties. It would be a few more hours before I got the final results, and I wasn’t willing to give up hope even if they all failed, but I suspected this would only be the first of many tests.

The upside of this whole project was that I was unlikely to ever run out of draw stone to experiment on, unlike the last time I started poking and prodding at a sample. I’d retrieved it, at no small expense, from the bottom of a thousand-foot-deep lake of pitch-black water inhabited with mutated carnivorous fish that had a taste for mana. I’d only gone through the effort because I had a strong suspicion that I’d find a large chunk of moon rock at the bottom.

There had been an oblong rock about six feet long, and I’d been momentarily excited to find it, but after dragging it into my phantom space and returning it to my lab for examination, I’d been somewhat disappointed to discover that it was mostly stone with small deposits of metal in it. Oh, they were unusual materials for this area, and I was still convinced that my theory of it being a chunk of moon debris that had fallen to the planet’s surface was correct.

But it didn’t have any special magical properties, at least, not that I could tell. It was just an unusual combination of rock and metal not commonly found together. After carving off a few dozen samples and subjecting them to every test I could think of, I’d been forced to shelve the moon rock as an idle curiosity. Other than being strangely alchemically inert, there was nothing special about it.

While I let my experiments with my draw stone samples simmer in their various concoctions and baths, I spent a considerable amount of mana producing a pebble of living stone the size of my thumbnail. Just that much tapped me out, and since I wasn’t willing to eat the transference loss from my big mana crystals, that left me with very little besides the emergency reserves in the small one I had mounted in a framework of inscribed living stone. For as many months as it had taken me to generate enough mana for it, I also wasn’t willing to sacrifice it for this experiment.

Truthfully, it was unlikely to be worth it to generate that much living stone, regardless. I did it mostly as a way to eliminate any upkeep to the enchantments on the mana crystal itself. Encased in living stone as it was, it was basically impossible for the enchantments on the crystal to ever run out of mana and break accidentally. It was a clunky workaround to just having enchantments draw ambient mana, but it was the best I could do these days.

With my experiments cooking and my personal mana reserves completely bottomed out, there was nothing more for me to do at the moment. I waited a few minutes to get back enough mana to actually leave my lab—there was no door, just a few ventilation slits that had wire meshes molded into the stonework to prevent rodents or insects from getting in—and returned to the village to have dinner with my family.
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My three-day vacation passed quickly, ending with another meeting with Grandfather. Somewhat predictably, he’d made no progress in repairing the rift between his loyal followers and the rebel brakvaw. The only good news was that, with the assassination of their leaders, the actual fighting had stopped. At this point, it looked like the rift between them was permanent, but the rebellion had shifted completely to just getting away from Eyrie Peak and out from under Grandfather’s rules.

That meant I was finally free to approach the brakvaw flock living near Ghalin without worrying about stepping on Grandfather’s toes, or talons, such as the case might be. In order to do so, I’d expanded my workshop to include a new room that had a more sophisticated and permanent version of the ritual circles I’d used for my cross-continental projection spell a week or so back.

I put a nice, comfortable chair in the center of the circle, sat down in it, and closed my eyes. With an effort of will, I set the circle to pulling mana from one of the batteries powering the workshop. It activated, and I cast the spell that would project an illusory copy of my body out into the world. It took mere seconds to fly out of the valley and northwest past Ghalin to the brakvaw’s new nesting grounds.

Before I moved in, I did a brief tour of the mountainside they’d claimed as their own. No substantial work had been done, which boded well for me. It wouldn’t take much effort to replicate what little modifications they’d made. With any luck, they’d be amenable to abandoning that work and starting over somewhere else.

My brief scouting mission also served to help me figure out who’d taken over the flock, and it seemed to be an enormous brakvaw with a lot of silver in its plumage. At first, it almost looked like random whole feathers were a different color, but I quickly spotted a pattern, one that made me wonder if brakvaw purposely changed their colors to help differentiate themselves. Usually they were primarily black with some highlights of different colors, but this one had hundreds or thousands of pure silver-colored feathers, far more than any other brakvaw I’d seen.

I willed my projection into full visibility right next to her, causing her to squawk in surprise. Amidst fluttering wings the size of sails, I stood calmly and waited. Mana raced up and down the brakvaw as she prepared to attack me with some sort of wind shaping spell. Rather than burn some of the mana powering my projection to counter it, I just let the wind blades slice harmlessly through me.

“Hello,” I said.

Upon seeing me unharmed and making no threatening moves, the brakvaw calmed down. The mana in her body returned to its normal cycling pattern, concentrated only slightly in her throat and face as she wove the magic needed to form human sounds instead of the awful screeching and cawing they used for a language.

“Who are you and what are you doing here?” a feminine voice demanded.

“You can call me Keiran.”

It didn’t take mind reading to see the jolt of fear shoot through the brakvaw. I hadn’t thought I was that famous in their community, but I supposed my name was well-known if for no other reason than my part in helping Grandfather get back down from the floating island.

“What do you want?” the brakvaw asked.

“I want you to relocate farther away from the human village at the base of this mountain.”

It was hard to read a bird’s facial expression, no matter how big it was, but I got the impression that she was incredulous. “That’s… You’re not here on Grandfather’s behalf? To force us back?”

“I really don’t care what you do,” I told her. “I only care that you aren’t hunting humans.”

“But they’re in our territories!” she objected.

“They were here first.”

“No,” the silver brakvaw said. “This has been my family’s hunting grounds for a thousand years, since long before that collection of fake, miniature mountains the humans hide inside of was built.”

“Ah, I see. This would be where your ancestors lived before the unification of all brakvaw in one place.”

“Exactly.”

That complicated things slightly. Humans were by no means the only species to get irrationally attached to a particular piece of land, and more than a few sapient monster species had been wiped out trying to cling to their ancestral lands once a big enough group of humans set their sights on it. I doubted the human villages could push the brakvaw out in this particular case, not with their numbers and subpar magical abilities. They’d never be able to reach the giant birds on their own.

“Could you tolerate the presence of a human village in your territory?” I asked her. It wasn’t like they were even competing for much. The villages mostly survived on their fields, whereas brakvaw were primarily hunters. I wasn’t sure if it was an intended secondary purpose to their waypoints that the mana served as a beacon drawing monsters in for the brakvaw to hunt, but it was certainly convenient for them either way.

If the brakvaw could reach some sort of non-aggression pact with Ghalin, it could actually work out in the villagers’ favor. Brakvaw could hunt around the village, taking the pressure off the humans living there to defend themselves from the sudden influx of monsters in the area. As far as I was aware, the villagers were wary about eating monster flesh—for good reason, considering how toxic some of them were—so they could donate their kills to the brakvaw to get rid of them.

It was easy to picture how it could all work out, but reality was seldom that clean cut. “It’s our territory!” the silver brakvaw squawked angrily. Even with the spell making her words come out in Enotian, I could still hear her true voice in it.

The logic was apparently self-evident. The brakvaw considered the territory theirs, even if they hadn’t been actively using it for the past century or three. Interlopers had to be driven away, and anything living inside their territory was fair game to be eaten.

“Let me try again,” I said, no longer bothering to act friendly. “You can either tolerate a human village that’s doing you no harm, or you can move farther west. I am not Grandfather. I don’t care to preserve your culture or your lives. What I care about is that your attacks on those humans are making my life more complicated, and I am here to resolve this issue.”

The brakvaw bristled in outrage, but I spent some of my limited mana to shoot a mild mind spike into her head. She squawked again, this time in pain. Admirably, it only took her a moment to shake off the mind spike, but I didn’t bother to hide the six duplicate copies of the spell I had prepared around me. I knew she could see them, and I knew she didn’t want me to find a reason to use them.

“I am not asking for the world here. Your flock is free to do literally anything it wants except attack the nearby village,” I said. “And I know you’re not dumb animals. You are better than your base urges. By all means, defend your territory from rival monsters that would steal your food, but those humans aren’t that. They don’t even eat monsters. There’s no harm in leaving them alone.”

“No harm but that it makes me look weak,” the silver brakvaw muttered sullenly.

“Ah, I see. It’s a matter of succession,” I said. “Your hold over the flock is more tenuous than you’d like?” At her nod, I added, “Perhaps I can sweeten the deal. What would you say if I could offer you the location of a… better… hunting ground, one rife with stray monsters and mana?”

Her eyes pierced into me and she shifted in place. “I’m listening.”


Chapter
Fifty-One



Understandably, the silver-feathered brakvaw didn’t trust me to just randomly teleport her across several islands to the mana-rich environment outside the Sanctum of Light. I couldn’t even hold it against her for not believing me when I described it. The old kingdom of Ralvost was so far away that the countries it had shattered into following its fall were beyond the reach of the brakvaw waypoint network.

That necessitated a spell I hadn’t yet had occasion to use in my new life. Teleportation was all well and good, but portals were superior in every way, including range. They also had a superior mana cost to go with them, and were significantly more difficult to maintain.

It took me ten minutes to set up the portal while the brakvaw’s new leader silently watched. I could sense apprehension rolling off her in waves as more and more mana built up in the air, all of it tightly leashed to my will. The portal spell was extraordinarily difficult to cast and actually required me to manufacture several physical anchors on the spot, all of which I had to manually inscribe runes into. I made a mental note to fabricate a true portal frame with my crucible later, but the crude version I built would do for now.

Eventually, an oval of pale blue light appeared in the air. After a few moments, the light started to pull back to the edges until it was an oblong ring. Inside that ring was a stretch of forested land with the immense silver spire of the Sanctum of Light behind it.

“I hope you’re able to shrink down like I’ve seen other brakvaw do,” I told the giant bird. “I’m not equipped to widen this portal at the moment.”

Wordlessly, she reduced her size until she was only nine feet tall. “How long can you hold the portal open?” she asked.

“Indefinitely, as long as I don’t walk away from it,” I said. “To make one permanent and free-standing would require more resources than I’m willing to devote to a demonstration.”

The brakvaw stared at me with those piercing gold-ringed eyes they all had, no doubt trying to figure out if this was some sort of trap. The truth of it was that I didn’t need to do anything this elaborate if I wanted to kill her, and I suspected she knew that. Still wary, she fluttered her wings and hopped through the portal.

“There’s… so much mana,” her voice came back to me. “How is this possible?”

“Long story,” I said as I stepped through to join her. “But the important thing is that, with all the mana, there are many, many monsters and other creatures living here.”

The brakvaw took off into the air and did a quick scan. I watched her fly a slow circle around me for a minute or so before she landed next to the portal again. “I am convinced that this is a good hunting ground,” she said, “but there is nowhere for us to build our nests.”

“Mountains can be made,” I said. “Though a few caves in the cliffs to the north would be easier to create.”

The brakvaw peered speculatively at it. “Would that not be close to your human settlement here? I thought the whole point of this proposed relocation was to separate our hunting grounds from the humans?”

“No, no. I don’t care about those humans in the slightest,” I said. “You have my blessing to hunt as many of them as you like.”

That got me a strange look and a squawking cackle from the brakvaw. “Very well,” she said. “I will speak to the rest of my flock. You will be able to provide the transport to this land again for us?”

“Easily,” I said, which was only partially a lie. It was certainly expensive, but the mana was so dense here that I’d reclaimed everything I’d spent making the portal already.

“How convenient,” the brakvaw remarked. “It is a shame your magic requires you to be nearby to hold it open. We would not have had to split from the main flock if we had these portals at our disposal.”

“Huh… That’s a thought,” I muttered. “I understand that a lot of the disagreements were over hunting grounds and prohibited areas.”

“It depends who you ask,” the brakvaw said. “Many of our elders were used to having to answer to no one, and they chafed at Grandfather’s increased supervision. Their hatred for you burns quite fiercely. But for those of us just trying to survive, being restricted from our ancestral hunting grounds became an intolerable burden. It was too hard to find enough food in the limited range we had, and to make the flights back and forth to where our prey still lived.”

“And so you stopped listening to Grandfather about where you could and could not hunt,” I said.

“Exactly. He was… displeased to find it so when he returned to us.”

“If you had a permanent portal from Eyrie Peak to this hunting ground, that would have solved a lot of problems for you?”

The brakvaw hesitated for a moment. “Perhaps,” she said finally. “Not all of them, certainly, but some. There are many who simply did not wish to have our lives controlled anymore.”

“Is your current flock among those?”

“Speak plainly. What are you thinking?”’

“That I could create a permanent portal between your home and here,” I said. If I made this side the anchoring point, I could probably even get it running on ambient mana, too. It wouldn’t stay open every second of the day, but there was enough mana to maintain the connection. With the appropriate anchors on Eyrie Peak, they could feed mana into the portal frame to access it at will.

For security reasons, I’d need to key the portal to only accept brakvaw. The last thing I needed was a regiment of battle mages passing through. Several thousand miles of distance between my home and the tower I was probably going to antagonize in the very near future was a good thing.

“Discuss the idea with Grandfather next time he reaches out to you,” I offered. “I’m sure it’ll happen any day now. I’ll open a permanent portal at Eyrie Peak for you, or a temporary one to relocate your flock here.”

“And if we decide to do neither?” she asked.

I just gave her a cold, stony stare before turning to walk back through the portal. After a moment’s hesitation, the silver-feathered brakvaw followed me.
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Grandfather was overjoyed at my proposal. Neither of us expected it to bring back every single brakvaw, but with the elders who’d fought against his leadership gone, and a solution to their hunting grounds issue at hand, it seemed likely that a significant portion of them would return.

What effect this would have on the ecosystem around the tower, I couldn’t begin to guess. Nor did I particularly care. The important part was that it resolved the brakvaw problem in my backyard, because I was beyond sick of dealing with them. As soon as I explained the concept and laid out how much mana it would cost him—both in terms of how much was needed and how much extra I planned to collect for my labor—he latched right onto it. Without even talking to anyone else, he gave me the go ahead and directed me to a location to set up the portal.

I’d already shaped the frame and run it through my crucible before I went north to speak to Grandfather, so it was just a matter of getting everything set up. The framework was sized to let an adult brakvaw through without them having to use their magic to resize themselves, though it wasn’t big enough for them to fly. Their wingspans were ridiculous at full-size, so they’d have a bit of work bringing their kills back through.

I was sure they’d figure something out.

It took me three hours to set everything up, which included scraping out a huge section at the base of a cliff to set the portal into. We’d decided against having the frame free-standing in the open air to minimize the risk of damage to it, and embedding it into a wall was the obvious solution.

While I was working, Grandfather made contact with the various flocks that had broken off and got six of them to send representatives to view the portal and the lands beyond it. By the time I was ready, I had an audience of gargantuan corvids watching me work while chirping and cawing at each other.

I activated the portal, let them through to explore, and settled back to wait while Grandfather slowly filled one of my storage crystals. His mana core might have only been at stage one, but he was so huge that his regeneration speed still beat mine. It would take him half a day to pay back the mana I’d used, and while he worked, I went over the finer details of portal management.

“The big thing here is that every brakvaw is going to need to be individually keyed in,” I said. “This is mostly to prevent anything that’s not a brakvaw from coming back through, including any mages capable of shapeshifting into one. It’s a pain now, but it’ll give you peace of mind once it’s all set up. You don’t want a doorway that strange things can come through right next to your home.”

“I agree,” Grandfather said. “Walk me through the process of keying someone to the portal.”

“Have you given some thought to a successor?” I asked. “Maybe they should be here for this, too.”

“Unfortunately, most of my possible successors are dead or missing,” the old bird said. “It’ll be a few years before I find someone else, I imagine.”

“Ah. I see.”

“Yes, it’s too bad they’re not here to witness this portal magic of yours.”

“Do you think it would have made a difference?” I asked.

Grandfather sighed and shook his head. “We’ll never know for sure, but no, probably not.”

“It looks like the exploratory team is coming back through,” I said. “Once you’re done talking to them, we can keep going through the portal management spells.”

Though there was plenty of space, all six brakvaw shrunk themselves to a more reasonable size and huddled together in a semicircle. Grandfather’s own projection shifted to bird form, and he flapped his wings once to kick into the air, a completely unnecessary movement since projections moved by force of will, but perhaps it helped set the other brakvaw at ease.

I stepped through the portal while I waited and spent the time filling the rest of my mana crystals up. Due almost entirely to their size, it was a lengthy process, but I was eager to speed up the creation of my new crystal, so any opportunity I got to harvest some ambient mana was one I was quick to exploit.

I kept an eye on the portal as I worked, and an hour later, the six brakvaw flew off in individual directions. Since Grandfather’s projection was unable to come to me, I reluctantly put a pin in my mana harvesting and stepped back over to Eyrie Peak. One look at Grandfather’s expression was all I needed.

“They’ve accepted?” I asked.

“They have,” he told me. “You managed to do what I could not, Keiran.”

“Well, not for free,” I reminded him. “I’m being well-compensated for the work.”

In truth, I probably could have obtained more mana myself in the time I’d spent on this, but if it got the brakvaw away from Ghalin and my family off my back, I was happy. It also didn’t hurt to be in Grandfather’s good graces, especially since I’d removed the disruptive element from his society for him. Whatever political repercussions that led to would be his problem to deal with.

“Alright, let’s get these lessons wrapped up,” I said. “Now, this part of the framework is what handles identifying someone attempting to cross the portal…”


Chapter
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The cave I’d excavated and warded for use as our base camp had gone undisturbed the entire time we were gone. As soon as we teleported in, I started going through the wards to ensure they hadn’t degraded or been tampered with. Senica didn’t appreciate me roping her into an impromptu lesson, but learning how to safely interact with strange wards was a necessary skill for any mage, so I overruled her objections.

“But it’s boooooring,” she said. “And I’ve got better stuff to do.”

There was some truth to that. She’d been hard at work constructing a modular mana lattice to bring her core up to stage two, but since I didn’t have dedicated teaching hours and had to give lessons as they became applicable, that wasn’t a good argument.

“I’m doing ward-related stuff. It needs to be done and can’t be put off. You can work on your mana lattice just as well in three hours as you can right now, so we’re doing ward work first,” I told her.

“Ugh. Fine,” Senica huffed out. “What are we looking at?”

“Let’s start with how the ward draws in mana,” I said. “This is somewhat unique, since I’m powering it with the ambient mana around us instead of any sort of mana battery. Essentially, it’s an inscription that will run forever unless the mana thins out or the ward stone gets broken. If you look here, you can see the runes are different from the ones normally used.”

As soon as Senica realized I was showing her new runes, her interest sharpened. Crafting disciplines like inscription and alchemy were probably never going to become her specialty, not with her love of conjurations, but spending half her life living in a home that had hot or cold water on demand and cool air circulating through each room had more than convinced her of the utility of learning runes.

Once she had a second to think about it, though, she realized that this rune configuration was essentially worthless. “You’ll only ever use this here,” she pointed out. “And it’s great for this area, but we never found anywhere else in the whole world with any ambient mana at all.”

“That’s true for now, but it won’t be forever.”

“Why’s that?” she asked.

I realized suddenly that I’d never really discussed my long-term plans with my family. I’d occasionally shared stories of what the world was like in my previous life, compared the state of the planet from back then to now, mentioned the different patterns the moons went through when there was still a sixth one up in the sky. I’d even shared what I’d discovered about exactly how Manoch had gotten into its current state once.

“I guess we should talk a bit about why we’re out here,” I said. “Kind of weird that I never really told anybody.”

“You wanted to know what your apprentice did,” Senica said. “I mean, you already knew, but not how he did it.”

“Exactly,” I said. “And what would I do with that knowledge?”

“You would…” Senica trailed off. Her gaze shifted back to the ward stone, to the runes that drew mana in from the air and cycled it through the device. “You think you can make our world like how it was in your last life?”

“I’m positive of it,” I told her.

“And that’s why we’re here?”

“That big tower out there with all those mages living in it?” I said, gesturing vaguely behind me at a rock wall that was probably in the right direction of the tower. “My theory is that it’s actually a giant spell frame used to channel the magic that broke the moon. From what I picked up, there’s an inner channel that takes up at least half of the space inside the tower itself that mana flows up freely from.”

“I’m not following,” Senica told me.

“Chances are good that when I go snooping, I’m going to find some clues about how exactly that tower was used as a weapon to destroy a moon and break the world core. And once I know that, I can come up with a way to fix it.”

“And then the whole world will be full of mana like this place is.”

I shook my head. “No, this is still low-density. The mana is thin here. This will be the baseline, but most places will have far more mana. There will be stretches of land where the mana is so thick you have to take special precautions just to travel through them.”

I’d even traveled to some of those places myself. I had vague memories of caravans with giant crystals mounted on every wagon, drawing in mana and projecting wards to keep it away from the people and cargo. Guards wore bracers etched with runes designed to do the same things, all just to avoid mana poisoning while the caravan rolled down roads where the flora was constantly trying to claim the open space.

“So you’re saying that eventually, all the enchantments and inscriptions you do will use this rune structure because ambient mana will be everywhere,” Senica said. “Which is why I need to learn it now, even though it’s totally useless except for right here today.”

“When you put it like that…”

“How long do you think it’ll take before you fix everything?” she asked.

“I couldn’t even begin to guess. Years, still.”

“Then this isn’t a priority,” she argued, “and we should move on to something else.”

I stopped to consider that for a moment. Senica wasn’t wrong, necessarily, but still, I was the master and she was the apprentice. Besides, it would have taken less time to teach it than we’d wasted arguing about whether it was worthwhile to learn.

“So this rune here,” I started, pointing to a specific section of the ward stone while she gave me an aggravated sigh.
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We spent the first few days taking advantage of the abundant mana. I taught Senica a dozen new spells, all of which she was easily able to practice to her heart’s content as her ability to draw in and process ambient mana grew. While she did that, I spent my time scrying the towns scattered all around the plains surrounding the chasm and finishing up my own project.

I was in no hurry to get into the tower, especially not since Senica was getting such a boost from just being in the area. Her skills advanced so rapidly that I started revising my opinion on whether she was a natural-born genius, but in truth, it was just that her theoretical knowledge of magic had far outstripped her practical ability to practice until now. She was merely catching up with years of lessons she’d dutifully learned despite not being able to do anything with the knowledge.

For myself, I was finally able to complete my enormous mana crystal. At the end of the fourth day, I stood on the lip of the puckered scar surrounding the chasm, a sort of plateau that was a thousand feet wide, and stared up at the velvety black boulder I’d created. This was probably the last time I’d see it in all its glory, since it would be replacing my old primary mana crystal in the framework of living stone I’d created, and I’d be breaking my mana core’s connection to both that crystal and the bank of mana crystals I’d created to hold all the mana I’d needed to reach stages three and four.

I placed both hands on the boulder and channeled the magic that would shrink it down from being a thirty-foot-tall chunk of rock to something that I could hold in my hands, then pulled out my old mana crystal from my phantom space. It was the work of moments to disconnect it from its living stone framework and slot my new crystal in.

Then, I started draining the old crystals into my new one. I was pleased to find that they didn’t even fill a quarter of the massive crystal I’d just made. Once that was finished, I reached into my own mana core and severed the delicate connections between myself and my old crystals. Without so many of them latched onto me, the transfer interference all but vanished.

Perfect. As soon as I filled this mana crystal up, I’d have the reserves to throw upwards of thirty master-tier spells without stopping. Nothing short of another archmage would be able to stand up to me then. Admittedly, it was still going to take me the better part of a week to top my new crystal off, even with all the ambient mana I could process to speed the project along.

There was still some work to be done on my former mana crystals to finish converting them over to batteries, but I’d built them with their eventual fates in mind, and I didn’t expect there to be any problems on that front.

My scrying had located no fewer than sixteen different towns with identical buildings that I believed housed teleportation platforms. With my new mana crystal finally finished, I was prepared to call on some master-tier divinations to penetrate the warding schemes protecting those buildings to confirm those suspicions at last. I just needed a bit more time to prepare.

So of course, that was when something went wrong.
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There were seven of them, as far as I could tell. I could only see them through area scrying, and even then, the figures were blurry and difficult to focus on. If I had to guess, I would expect to find some sort of equipment used to block scrying and divert attention away from them.

That was suspicious in and of itself, but the fact that it was the middle of the night when I’d spotted them sneaking through one of the towns I was keeping under surveillance made it all the more likely that they were up to no good. It took only a moment to pick out their destination. No surprise there: it was the suspected teleportation platform.

Sighing, I heaved myself upright and pulled on my clothes. Everything else I could possibly need was already tucked away in my storage space—I kept only some furniture in the room I’d fashioned for myself inside our base camp—so there was nothing to keep me there any longer.

It took me ten minutes to fly over to the town, during which time I switched over my scrying spells to something a bit stronger so that I could pierce the group’s anti-scrying wards. That was only moderately successful, but I did confirm their actual number at nine. Two of them were full mages, but I suspected the other seven all had dormant cores and were relying on enchanted equipment to keep themselves hidden.

Part of me was tempted to just observe. Watching them assault a platform could give me some valuable insight into what kind of defenses I could expect to find. On the other hand, it could also alert the Sanctum of Light and tighten security, making my own entry into the tower that much more difficult. I doubted there were too many attacks on their teleportation platforms; I certainly hadn’t seen any indications of trouble anywhere else since I’d been watching the towns.

Since I wasn’t ready to invade the tower myself yet, both because my mana crystal wasn’t full and because I still had some research to do, it was probably best to stop this group. Besides, I wanted to know who they were and what their purpose was. Were they smugglers? Assassins? Raiders? Rebels?

My understanding of how the tower worked was that everyone there was a mage, and that they thought of themselves as a superior race of people to the so-called ‘dirt people’ who farmed the land and provided them with the food they needed to survive. Most of this group being dims made it extra suspicious, and I expected tonight’s activity was motivated by some sort of societal tensions.

There was an easy way to find out. I dropped a dome of silence over the group, then let myself fall out of the air, only cutting my invisibility when I landed in front of their leader.

“Hi,” I said. “Do you have a minute?”
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The reaction was immediate and violent. Spells exploded into the air from both mages, one casting some form of force restraint designed to latch onto me and hold me still, the other a long, spinning shard of ice with enough speed behind it to punch through armor and skewer a man.

The dims weren’t slow to attack, either. They already had naked steel in their hands, and they waded in behind the spells, ready and willing to finish me off if I managed to survive the first attack. Two of them with short spears were already thrusting the deadly tips of their weapons in my direction.

I broke apart the force restraint spell before it got close to me. The ice lance flashed through the intervening space, only to be casually flung aside as I backhanded it. Of course, it was actually my shield ward that truly deflected the spell, but I didn’t want it shooting off at some random angle and skewering someone by accident. If anyone here was going to die, it was going to be because I decided to kill them.

The ice lance unraveled as it flew off to the side, its mana spent in the brief few seconds it existed. I unleashed a minor force wave, just big enough to pick people up and throw them back a few feet, to stop the charging dims from closing in on me and needling my shield ward’s mana supply, and then said, “There’s no need to get violent. I’m not here to apprehend you.”

The mage who’d thrown the ice lance snarled and spun up another spell, but tendrils of my own mana reached through his shroud to break it apart. The other mage, apparently the smarter of the two, had noticed the dome of silence we were surrounded by and held off on taking another shot at me.

“Who are you?” he asked.

“That’s not important right now,” I said. “Just know that I’m not associated with the Sanctum of Light in any way. I’m more of what you’d call an independent mage.”

I didn’t dare try to read the minds of these two mages, not when they were so obviously proficient in magical combat, but there were seven dims right there who would presumably have some useful information for me. Getting them to think about what I wanted to know was a large part of the reason I’d approached them openly, so that I could ask questions and steal the answers right out of their heads.

The other part was that they were only a few minutes out from the teleportation platform and obviously focused on their mission, so I doubted I’d get much useful information if I’d just shadowed them and skimmed their surface thoughts. This way, I had a chance to direct the conversation where I wanted it to go as well as keep them from ruining my own element of surprise later.

“Hold,” the smart mage said when the dims started trying to close back in. Perhaps unsurprisingly, all of them stopped on command. I would have thought one or two would have been itching to put a length of steel through me, but apparently, whoever these people were, they were more disciplined than I’d given them credit for.

The leader studied me in the dark, though I knew that was no hindrance to him. I could see the mana pooling in his eyes and recognized the structure that would give him the ability to see through the shadows. That was an intermediate-tier spell, and it looked like his version was on the more efficient side of things. This man could have been part of the Wolf Pack, easily one of the strongest mages on my home island.

Perhaps that was giving him too much credit. If he lived around here, he had access to plentiful mana. It would be foolish to expect the same quality of mage around the tower as I’d found back home. Regardless of his advantages, however, he was still one of the most powerful mages I’d met in my new life.

“Why are you attacking the teleportation platform?” I asked. My mind reading spells were already in place; I just hoped the dims knew enough of what was going on to feed me something useful.

“Who says we were?” the mage shot back.

“There’s not much else here worth going after, certainly not for nine people out for blood. Were you going to kill the mage on duty?”

That part, at least, the dims had an answer for. They already had a plan both for attacking the mage and for hiding the body. It wasn’t a very good plan, just some simple earth manipulation to dig a hole big enough to dump their victim into, but it was a plan.

An ugly expression flitted across the mage’s face. “You’re obviously a good mage,” he said. “I can tell. Extraordinary mana control, too good to be self-taught. Too confident. You’re either powerful or you’re a fool, and I don’t think you’re that stupid. But we have business here, and it doesn’t involve you. Move along, stranger, and let us be on our way.”

There was an unsaid ‘or else’ at the end of that sentence. The dims shifted uneasily, picking up that they might be fighting again at any moment, but far more hesitant about charging at me now. That was smart of them, smarter than the second mage who thought he was sneakily building up a powerful conjuration behind his mana shroud.

I lashed out with a single tendril of mana, cutting through the second mage’s shroud and shredding his still-forming spell. “None of that, now. We’re still having a polite conversation,” I said without turning to look at the man. To the leader, I said, “If I let you attack that platform, you’ll be disrupting my own plans.”

“Your plans?” the mage asked, now confused. “Why should we care about your plans? You’re not a Breaker.”

“I don’t know what that is,” I said. “And you should care because I’m not going to let you disrupt my plans. Your best option right now is to find a way to work with me so everyone walks away happy, because the only other option is that I walk away slightly annoyed and you don’t walk away at all.”

Both mages bristled at that and prepared to attack me again, but the leader kept a level head. “A Breaker is what those assholes in the tower call a child of the dark,” he said. “And if you’re not with them, then why are you here?”

“Because I want to go into the tower myself. I’m not authorized to, and I don’t need your antics making it harder for me to sneak in by myself later.”

“You’d be caught and killed immediately. Those bigots don’t tolerate anyone from the outside being anywhere near their home.”

“And yet, you’re going there,” I pointed out.

From what I could tell, that was because Breakers, more fully known as Breakers of Chains, were actually from the tower. They seemed to be some sort of anarchist faction trying to bring down the Sanctum’s government, specifically its aristocracy. The dims were representatives from different villages the Breakers had established communication with in an attempt to increase their numbers, and their assistance had been bought with promises of igniting their cores and teaching them magic.

It’d be hypocritical of me to judge anyone for bartering that knowledge away, considering how many times I’d done the exact same thing. I wasn’t sure if the Breakers actually planned to fulfill their end of the bargain, and neither were three of the dims, but the opportunity was too good for them to pass by.

“We know where we’re going. We have objectives. We can blend in. We have help waiting for us on the other side,” the mage said. “What were you going to do? Just stroll in and kill anyone who tries to stop you? I don’t care how good you are, you’re not winning a fight against a hundred sentinels.”

I actually hadn’t been planning on doing any of that. I’d assumed there were protections on the platform to prevent its use by anyone who wasn’t authorized, so I’d mostly just wanted access to it to begin with. My hope had been to decipher enough of the wards to figure out how to bypass the ones on the tower itself. I’d then teleport myself in at my leisure and find a secure location to hole up in.

The mental link the leader established with the rest of his group was so smoothly done that I almost missed it. I had an instant to consider whether to pull my mind reading spell out of the dims’ minds or to leave it and hope the leader wouldn’t realize I was in there before he issued his first order.

‘Attack on my signal. Spells first, then long weapons,’ the leader sent to them.

I had to admit, the look on his face when he realized I was picking up on the telepathic link he’d just established made me laugh. It was one part incredulity, one part fear, one part annoyance, all mixed together in an improbable combination.

“Fuck,” was all the leader said.

“Indeed.”

“What’s wrong?” the second mage asked.

“This guy’s in their heads already. Who knows how much he’s learned—could be anything.”

“Not as much as you might think. Your operational security is impressive. I suppose you’ve got plenty of experience dealing with mind-reading spells, being residents of that tower yourself,” I said.

“So what now?” the mage asked. “You don’t sound like you’re going to remove yourself from our business. But if we start fighting, all it takes is the battle moving outside this silence shell you’ve built around us, and your hopes of not raising the alarm are gone anyway. Seems we’re at a stand-off.”

“How time-sensitive is your mission?” I asked.

“Very,” the mage said flatly.

They were already planning to go in violently, so the element of surprise probably wasn’t as valuable to them as it was to me. The best option I could see for me was to kill all nine of them, remove the bodies, and vacate the town before anyone noticed. Despite what the leader seemed to think, I had no doubt I could accomplish that before anyone managed to escape the confines of my silencing magic.

That was a short-term solution, however. From what I’d learned about the children of the dark, or the Breakers of Chains, as they called themselves, they would be far more willing to look for and accept outside assistance than the established nobility would. If I was going to find allies inside the tower, it was almost certainly going to be these people.

“Perhaps a bit of cooperation,” I said. “I’ll help you get in unnoticed if you can delay your departure by half an hour.”

“What would be the point?” the mage asked.

“It gives me time to study the platform and determine its access key. It gives you a better chance of landing on the other side before an alarm sounds.”

They were considering my offer, if for no other reason than because they didn’t want to fight me here on the streets. Even though it looked like they were confident they’d win, neither mage figured they’d take me down quietly. The dims were more concerned about dying in the fight, which showed an uncommon amount of good sense, in my opinion, and weren’t eager to engage me again now that things had calmed down.

“Looks like we don’t have much of a choice,” the mage said with a grimace. “How are you going to get all of us in unnoticed?”

“Oh, that won’t be an issue. I’ve been studying the building’s wards for days now. I just had other prep work to finish before I made my move,” I said.

“Fine. Let’s see it in action,” the mage said. Telepathically, he added, ‘Be prepared to go back to the plan for the sentinel to interfere if this doesn’t go smoothly.’

I ignored that. The mage knew I was still scanning the minds of the dims, but he probably assumed I was wasting a bunch of mana doing it. That was good. It might bait him into trying to betray me if he thought I was exhausted—better to find out now if that was how it was going to be.

“By the way,” I said, “What’s your name?”

“Nelgith,” the leader grunted. “You?”

“Keiran.”

Nobody else offered up introductions—not that I blamed them.

“Alright,” I said. “First of all, we need some better cover than these weak anti-scrying charms you’re all using…”
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The dims might not have understood what it meant to be rendered invisible and silent, but Nelgith and his partner mage were both giving me disconcerted looks. The mass versions of those two spells were significantly more expensive to maintain—though less so than casting ten individual invisibility spells, even ignoring the difficulty inherent to channeling that many spells at once—and I wasn’t pulling in ambient mana to power them. It was too expensive to hold indefinitely, so I must be doing something they didn’t understand.

Neither wasted any time asking questions, probably because they assumed they had seconds at best before the effect failed. That wasn’t true, of course. I could maintain the effect for an hour or two at minimum, so while they were all rushing forward, I was in no hurry, personally.

With their group being telepathically connected, it wasn’t necessary for them to talk to communicate, though I suspected Nelgith wouldn’t manage to hold that for much longer. I could already feel a noticeable difference in how much mana his core held. He knew better than to pull in mana right now, since that would give away his presence to the mage guarding the teleportation building, which meant he had nothing to rely on but his own mana generation.

The guard—or sentinel, as this group was calling the man—stood at attention in front of the entrance to the building, peering off into the darkness while maintaining a vision-enhancing invocation. His ability to sense mana was probably confusing him, because while I had no doubt that he could feel mana cores, it was much harder to separate them from the background mana suffusing the environment. His physical senses not showing him any cause for the anomalies in the mana left him unsure of what was going on.

That was until I attacked him. I’d already started interfering with the scrying wards on the building, though it was anyone’s guess whether the sentinel monitoring them would realize something was wrong. Even if they did, they wouldn’t know exactly what was happening, just that they’d been effectively blinded. That left the guard with only slim hope for reinforcements, and that would honestly be the worst-case scenario for him.

The best move the sentinel inside the building could make would be to retreat to the tower and sound an alert. I doubted they’d do that, though. My intrusion into the scrying ward was deliberately designed to mimic the interference ambient mana sometimes generated and would probably be dismissed as nothing if it was even noticed at all.

What it accomplished was to allow me to place a greater illusion of the door guard in his place even as I wrapped him in a cocoon of invisibility and pulled him directly into the sky where I was waiting for him. The sentinel’s eyes widened for just a moment before force magic slammed down on his head.

His reactive wards flared, but they weren’t up to the task of stopping an attack this strong. The force smash spell stuttered for a split second, then shattered the wards and continued into the sentinel’s skull. Blood spurted from his split scalp and he went limp, held upright only by the power of the telekinesis I’d grabbed him with.

He wasn’t dead, which was a turn better than he’d have been given if I hadn’t shown up, but he was out of the fight before it had even begun. I brought us both down to ground level and manipulated the man’s hands to grab the doors and throw them both open. This would alert the other sentinel that someone had entered, but not that the wards had been forced.

No sooner had the doors been opened than I felt the nine Breakers stream past me in two columns. They apparently knew their way about the interior of one of these buildings, which was more than I could say for myself. I let them go ahead while I dragged the unconscious sentinel inside and closed the doors behind us.

Part one was complete, and with considerably less noise than if the Breakers had gone with their original plan. They would find and subdue the second sentinel, hopefully without killing them, and I would sweep the building to make sure there were only two enemies here.

After confirming that, I bypassed the side rooms and went straight to where the platform was sitting in the middle of the building. It took up almost the whole center room, a square thirty feet long on each side with a narrow strip of stone floor five feet wide surrounding it. The Breakers were already there, looming over a sandy-haired kid maybe eighteen years old. The kid was on his back, blood running down his face from where they’d managed to club him, but still breathing.

“So far, so good,” Nelgith said when he saw me walk in. “How sure are you that you can get this platform running without setting off the alarm?”

“We won’t know until I get a chance to look at things,” I said, “but if he could do it and he’s still alive, I’m confident I can trick the magic into thinking he activated the platform.”

“By all means, then,” the mage said, gesturing toward the interface panel mounted near the door.

I’d seen hundreds of different designs for these interfaces, everything from complex patterns of lights that required specialized instruction to interpret to musical tones to illusory words to mental hook ups that dumped information directly into the user’s brain. This one was actually on the simpler side, though not one I had any personal experience in.

It was a series of three orbs, each one covered in runic script and placed on a pedestal with a curved top shaped to hold it. The center orb was designed to communicate with the destination platform. This was the one I’d need the sentinel’s help to override the security on, at least if I wanted to do it quickly. It had to send a signal to the recipient platform and receive confirmation back before the local platform would activate.

That might be a problem if the operators on the other side were wary, but I could already see a way to fake the confirmation signal to activate the platform, so I didn’t think it’d be an issue. The orb also contained the coordinates for the teleportation itself, which was what I was actually after. With those, I’d be able to teleport to the same location from anywhere, not just this platform.

It looked like the platforms came in pairs and could only transport people between them, rather than being a flexible network. I wasn’t sure if that was a lack of skill when designing them or a deliberate decision for security purposes, but it was damned annoying either way. It meant I’d have to raid each town’s platform building personally if I wanted to get more coordinates.

One of the other orbs was linked to the security of the building. Thanks to us using the unconscious guard to force the doors, we’d managed to avoid setting that one off. As far as anyone who might be monitoring anything was concerned—and that was a possibility since the rune patterns indicated a connection to an offsite location—things were just fine here.

The final one was an operating orb for the platform itself that was designed to let me check on both the status of the platform’s mana reserves and, if necessary, lock it down to prevent teleportation to or from it. If I’d wanted to change the target destination from this platform, this was the place I’d do it, albeit with some difficulty, since I’d have to literally smooth out and recarve the runes for the new target.

“Well?” Nelgith demanded after a few minutes. “Can you do it or not?”

“Hmm? Oh, yes, easily,” I said. “That was never in question. I’m just digging through everything to make sure there are no hidden alarms that might be triggered. There’s a list of thirty or so mages who are allowed to operate the platform, which includes our young friend here. It doesn’t look like anything special needs to be done for a normal teleportation, though I did find an alternate activating sequence that signals an alarm to the corresponding platform that he could use if he was forced to transport someone under duress. We won’t be letting him activate that, of course.”

Excited murmurs came through the Breaker team. Considering seven of them were dims, that struck me as foolish. They were almost certainly going to die in whatever foolhardy attack this group of terrorists had cooked up. I supposed for the ones that lived, they might see some personal gain, assuming the Breakers followed through on their promises.

“How much time do we have left?” Nelgith asked his second.

“Ten minutes before we need to have broken away from the checkpoint at the other side,” the mage reported.

“We need to go, now,” Nelgith told me.

I considered whether I’d learned everything I could from this platform and decided that there was very little left for me to study. I’d need to hit other locations to fill in the gaps, and if I had to guess, I’d say any sort of access overrides I might learn here would be worthless at the other platforms since they’d be keyed specifically to this one. That’s what I would have done if I was as concerned about security as these people apparently were.

“Get him off the platform,” I said, nodding at the unconscious sentinel. “I need him over here to prevent any alarms from going off.”

Nelgith dragged the boy over himself and deposited him at my feet. “I know things started out tense, but if you’re ever interested in working with the Breakers, I’m sure we’d be happy to have someone with your kind of skills.”

“I don’t have a lot of stakes in your war against the children of light,” I said, “but I’m not above doing a little mercenary work if the price is right.”

“Here,” the mage said. He tapped a finger to his temple and said, “Read this location out of my mind. It’s a dead drop that gets checked frequently. Drop a meeting request there and someone will find you.”

I snatched the image of a street corner with a small store on it out of Nelgith’s head, studied it carefully to commit it to memory, and nodded. “I’ll consider it,” I told him. There was no telling what kind of obstacles I’d run into when I made my own entrance, so it was entirely possible that I could use the Breakers’ help.

The leader took his place back on the platform and I leaned down to haul the unconscious sentinel upright. “This is going to be a bit uncomfortable for you,” I muttered. “Good thing you won’t be awake to feel it.”

I ran a spell called mana puppet through him, then stretched his own mana out to the operating controls. A few seconds later, the platform activated and the Breakers vanished. I let the body slump back down to the ground and nodded to myself.

I’d given up my own element of surprise, but in exchange, I’d gained access to some potential new allies; plus, I’d gotten what I wanted in terms of raw knowledge about how the platforms functioned. Security was going to be tighter when I hit the other locations, but that was always going to happen after the first one. Now that I’d gotten a good look at how the wards connected to the interface, I was confident I could suppress the alarms when I raided the next platform.

All in all, not a bad night’s work for what had started as an attempt to diffuse a hostile situation. Now I just needed to get a few hours of sleep before starting my sister on her morning exercises. Yawning, I flew through the night back to our hidden camp.


Chapter
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The sentinel manning the interface for the ward system probably wasn’t supposed to have a chair—none of the other facilities I’d been to did—but that hadn’t stopped her. I wondered where she hid it when important people came through who’d disapprove of a lowly platform operator having a measure of comfort.

On the other hand, she was asleep, and that was through no effort of my own. I’d placed an enchantment on her to make sure she stayed that way until after I was gone, but I honestly doubted it was necessary. This was something like my fourteenth platform, and at this point, I knew exactly what I was looking for and how to get it. It barely took five minutes from the time I set foot into the building to the time I left. The guards at the front door never so much as shifted in place, and the pair roaming the interior wouldn’t come into the platform room.

The enhanced security really only changed one thing: the window to get in and out. It was tighter, but I still had three minutes to spare and I wasn’t worried about getting caught. With my collection of platform coordinates growing, I was confident that I could get in and out of the tower at my leisure now. More than that, I was starting to see a pattern in the placement of the platforms. The last three I’d collected had only confirmed positions that I’d already speculated would exist.

The only thing keeping me from making my move now was Senica. I was still getting her set up to work for herself unsupervised for a week or so, and more importantly, I was in the process of crafting a talisman imbued with teleportation magic. That wouldn’t have been a challenge on its own, but the need to teleport multiple times to get all the way back home made things a bit more difficult.

I’d devised a multi-layered tool for it, a fragile-looking glass sphere that was in actuality solid as stone. It had a mana insertion point that was carefully shielded against being triggered by ambient stray mana, and when it was activated, it would perform three teleportations in rapid succession that ended at the platform back at Sanctuary. It would only work from this specific area, and only if the beacons I’d scattered along our journey continued to function.

That would be finished tonight, and then I’d go in tomorrow evening. The camp had everything she could possibly need, from a huge shielded storage crystal that was enchanted to slowly refill itself with ambient mana, to a scrying mirror attuned to the one in our parents’ home, to several weeks’ worth of food and water. She knew all the exercises I wanted her to work on over the next month or so and was capable of defending herself or fleeing from just about every sort of monster we’d come across since arriving in the area.

I was running through a mental checklist as I flew, still invisible, away from the latest of my break-ins, when I noticed movement in the mana. That instant’s warning was all I got before there was a man in the air in front of me, wreathed in enchantments to hide his presence. Even knowing he was there, the attention redirection ward he was shrouded in kept pushing me to look past him.

I slowed to a stop about fifty feet away and waited. The man seemed content to stare at me, perhaps waiting to see if I’d drop my own protections once the cost grew too great. The joke was on him though; what I was running didn’t create a deficit in my mana generation, not even with the flight spell holding me up.

While he was making his dramatic entrance, I took the opportunity to study the spells on him. There was the attention redirection ward, which was still working and was remarkably powerful. It took a focused effort just to defeat it, but I was able to push past the effect and examine what other defenses he had active. I had to admit, it was impressive. If it was all just for me, I was a bit flattered.

He had a mind shield to protect him from mental attacks, two overlapping and interlocking shield wards to deflect kinetic and elemental energy as well as phantasmal attacks, a reflection aura to send any attacks that did get through straight back at me, was both invisible and intangible, and had some sort of mist clinging to him that I couldn’t ascertain the purpose of at a casual glance. If all of that wasn’t enough, he was holding a chronoslip talisman in the palm of one hand, the paper slip’s shielding insufficient to keep me from reading its rune structure to determine its purpose.

If it came down to a fight, he’d no doubt open with that talisman. If successful, it would cause me to basically lose about one to three seconds of time, depending on how powerful it was, during which he could act freely to set up attacks or flee. That was actually a bit worrisome since I had no real defense against a master-tier spell like that and would have to rely on my shield wards to protect me from whatever else he might do while I fought off the effect.

“You are Keiran?” the man finally asked.

“I am.”

I couldn’t get a read on the man’s mana core, not with so many layers of defense protecting him, his own shroud, and the background mana muddying everything, but I suspected he was at least a stage three mage. The mages from the Sanctum of Light were far, far more advanced than anyone back home.

“I represent the Breakers of Chains,” the man said. “We were informed of your existence over a month ago, and I’m told you were extended an invitation to communicate with us, one which you have yet to take advantage of.”

“I don’t need anything from the Breakers yet,” I said. “If and when I do, I will reach out.”

If they’d learned about me over a month ago, that meant it was from those two Lightbearers I’d interrogated, which meant that there was a possibility someone in the Breakers was a traitor working within the Sanctum’s ruling government. Of course, it could have been loose discipline and drunk soldiers gossiping, but the overall impression I’d gotten of the Sanctum was that they were too competent to allow those kinds of informational leaks.

Of course, the people I’d gotten that impression from were low-ranking mages who’d gotten drafted into babysitting a food caravan and spreading religious propaganda to villagers who thought all magic was a divine miracle, so it wasn’t exactly an objective read on the situation. The dims I’d scanned a week ago were more of the same, raised on stories and promises with no first-hand experience.

“We were under the impression that you had plans to enter the Sanctum of Light,” the man said. “Is that not correct?”

“I’m not in the habit of discussing my future plans with strangers,” I said shortly.

“Of course; my mistake. Please allow me to try again. The Breakers’ leadership would very much like to speak to you. Would you be willing to enter the tower with me?”

“I would not,” I said with a laugh. “Are you serious? You spring up at me out of nowhere, practically drowning in wards, with a literal weapon in your hand, and want me to come with you to a dangerous place to a meeting with people I don’t know who have had weeks or longer to prepare ahead of time? No, I wouldn’t entertain that idea even for a second.”

“I… see… Perhaps I was a bit… overprepared… for this meeting,” the man admitted. “But you have quite a fearsome reputation among the Breakers. From what we’ve been able to tell, you are capable of using advanced magic in at least divinations, conjurations, enchantments, and invocations, not to mention possessing a seemingly inexhaustible supply of mana and a mind strong enough to multicast three or four different spells at a time while channeling two more.”

“I’m not saying you weren’t justified in taking what I’m sure you feel have been adequate measures to defend yourself in the event that springing this meeting on me blows up in your face. I’m saying that as far as first impressions go, it doesn’t do much to make me trust you.”

“I understand,” the man said. “This does not change the fact that the leadership of the Breakers would like to meet you. Under different circumstances, would you be amenable to this idea?”

“Depends.” I thought for a second. “How do you feel about a scrying meeting?”

“The possibility of the spell being intercepted and spied upon is too high,” the man said immediately.

He wasn’t necessarily wrong, and since I didn’t know the capabilities of the mages living in the tower, I couldn’t say whether he was being too cautious or not. We’d need a different alternative then. “You can obviously get people outside the tower unnoticed. Are the people in charge willing to come to a neutral location out here?”

“I can suggest that,” the man said after a moment’s deliberation. “I do not promise they will agree.”

“Great. You do that. How soon until you’ll have an answer?”

“We could meet here tomorrow night, same time,” he said.

That would give him time to prepare this area as a battlefield, but it would also give me time to do the same. If we were going to work together, there had to be some degree of trust, and I did think their help would probably make a lot of things easier once I was ready to infiltrate the Sanctum.

“Deal,” I said. “Now, unless there’s anything else, I’ll be on my way.”

“Very well. Until tomorrow.” His voice turned slightly teasing. “Archmage… Keiran.”

He vanished with that, some sort of quick-cast short-range teleport. There was too much mana in the air for me to track him by his core, so I didn’t bother to try. Instead, I cast a few of my own wards to deflect any scrying attempts or physical eyes on me, turned myself invisible, flew a long, circuitous route, and generally did my best to make sure nobody attempting to follow me would succeed.

My best guess was that the Breakers had gotten impatient and had people watching the various towns on the assumption that I’d try to use one of the teleportation platforms eventually, or at least that I wasn’t done studying them. The group I’d met last week knew that I was interested in the platforms, even if they didn’t know why, so it wasn’t an unreasonable assumption to make.

I didn’t think they had actually managed to magically locate me. It was just brute force in numbers and some reasonable guesswork. All the same, I wasn’t about to take any chances with leading strange, possibly hostile mages back to Senica. In fact, depending on how things turned out here, I might be sending my sister home early.

That would be a shame. She was making fantastic progress in such a mana-rich environment, but it wasn’t the end of the world. After all, we could always return when I was done. Even better, once I gathered enough mana to advance my core to stage five, I’d be able to dive into the chasm where the mana was thickest and harvest it quite rapidly. It was probably too dense there for Senica to safely handle, but I had plenty of uses for heavy mana myself.

Yes, things were coming along quite nicely, and I wasn’t going to allow the Breakers of Chains to push me into making a move before I was ready. I’d make an effort not to burn my bridges with them just yet, but if their demands were too unreasonable, I’d walk away. They weren’t vital to any of my plans, and if they tried to coerce me into assisting them, well…

They weren’t the first cabal I’d crushed in recent years.


Chapter
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Senica looked at the glass orb I’d handed her. A little ring of brass floated inside, its surface covered in tiny runes. “What does it do?” she asked.

“It’s your emergency escape tool,” I said. “Three temporarily accelerated teleportation spells that will cast instantly if you inject mana into the orb, pulling you from wherever you’re currently standing back to Sanctuary. Keep it with you at all times. I mean that, Senica. Don’t bury it in the bottom of your backpack. I want you to be able to lay hands on it in less than three seconds.”

“Seems excessive,” she said suspiciously. “Why build a tool that takes me all the way back home instead of back to our base here? You’re about to do something dangerous, aren’t you?”

“Yes,” I said. “A terrorist faction trying to bring down the tower’s ruling class has reached out to me and requested a meeting. Their representative had a master-tier spell on a paper talisman prepared to use against me if things turned hostile when he approached me. This group has resources. I don’t want them even knowing that you exist, let alone where to find you.”

“So what am I supposed to do then? Just sit in this cave and wait for you to come back?”

“Try to get some more spell practice in while you’re waiting,” I recommended.

Senica threw the teleportation orb at my head.

“Hey now,” I said, catching it and tossing it back to her. “The alternative is to send you back home now. You’ve had a lot of freedom on this trip, way more than our parents would be happy about if they knew. But this is my journey, one that I started with very specific goals. This meeting is a step toward those goals, but I need to know that you’re going to be safe without me here watching you. Besides, what kind of brother would I be if I left you stranded?”

“If it’s so dangerous, maybe I should come with you,” she started.

“Not a chance.”

“I don’t mean at the meeting, but I could watch your back. I’m pretty good with this wand, you know. I bet I could help.”

“I will knock you unconscious before I go if you even think about trying to follow me,” I threatened. “Don’t test me on this. These people are more dangerous than the Wolf Pack by a huge amount. I wouldn’t be going to this meeting myself if I was still as weak as I was a few years ago.”

“You don’t even know if it’s happening. The guy hasn’t come back yet.”

“It’s definitely happening,” I said. “If they didn’t want my help so badly, they’d have waited for me to enter the tower in my own time and reach out to them. This group has some sort of problem they’re hoping I’ll help them solve.”

“Hmph. If you say so.”

“You want to go out flying today?” I asked. “Might be your last chance to stretch your legs for a few days.”

Senica glanced over at the pile of books she was working her way through, then at the mana resistor I’d made for her to work on training her willpower to hold channeled spells longer, then to the wall covered in runes she laboriously etched into stone every day, only for me to examine them and then use stone shape to flatten out again each night. Finally, she looked back at me. “Yes. Yes, I do.”
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There were two men at the meeting this time. The first I recognized as the one I’d met last night who hadn’t given me his name. The other was new, and like the messenger, he was protected by layers of defensive spells. A sword strapped to his belt fairly blazed with mana in my mind, some sort of implement for wielding magic. Basically, it was a wand made of metal with a sharp edge. Both wore their hoods pulled low over their faces and used magic to deepen the shadows those hoods cast.

We were on the ground, this time, a few miles southwest of the town. I’d already swept the area for traps before I arrived, and I was sure the Breakers had done the same. That just left the possibility of whatever spells, talismans, wards, wands, or other trinkets we were carrying to contend with. For my part, I’d made my preparations for being attacked many years ago, and I’d only improved upon that as my resources increased.

“Hello, Keiran,” the messenger from last night said. “The Breakers have agreed to your meeting terms.”

“So it would appear,” I said. “I take it this is the man who’ll be meeting with me.”

“I am,” the other mage said.

“Do you have a name?” I asked.

He answered without hesitation. “Averin.”

I noticed the messenger started and his hood swung around to peer at his companion. It was interesting that he hadn’t known who he was escorting to the meeting. I wondered if Averin was somebody famous and important inside the tower.

“Should I assume you have the authority to negotiate on behalf of the Breakers?”

“You should,” Averin said. “In fact, it would be more accurate to say that the Breakers answer to me, so I have no need to negotiate on their behalf.”

Ah, the leader himself. Whatever they wanted, they were desperate to get it. They weren’t here to give me an answer about meeting outside the tower. This was the meeting. And the messenger was either in an extremely trusted position to be allowed to know who he’d escorted out here, or he wasn’t going to live through the night.

“Very well,” I said. “Why don’t you tell me what the Breakers of Chains want from me.”

Averin gestured back to the tower. “You’ve seen bits and pieces of the Sanctum of Light, I’m sure, enough to know what it looks like. But do you understand how it operates? Do you know who makes the laws and who enforces them? Do you know who profits and who suffers under those laws?”

“I’m sure I don’t care about any of that,” I said.

“And why would you? This isn’t your land. These aren’t your people. You are a traveler from far, far away, or so you’ve said. But we were born here. Some of us have lived in that tower for hundreds of years. Many of us die without ever setting foot outside it. We care.”

I hadn’t made any mention of my status as a world traveler to anyone in the group I’d collaborated with a week ago. I’d only said I was an independent mage. That meant Averin’s information came from what I’d revealed to the Lightbearers, which also meant they already knew about Senica. That might amount to nothing—I’d done a very good job of hiding our camp, after all—but it did mean there was some level of danger to her. I might have to send her back home until I was done with my business after all.

“I tell you this not to try to persuade you to take up our cause, but to explain it,” Averin went on, oblivious to my thoughts. “There are four Great Houses that control the Sanctum of Light jointly through a council of twenty members. Each House sends five members with various overlapping responsibilities, but all with the ultimate goal of enriching themselves at the expense of the other three Great Houses, the numerous lesser Houses, and the commoners who make up the lower hundred floors.

“These four Great Houses are our targets. True change can only come when they are removed from power, when their whole system is torn down so that we can start anew. That is what we strive for, to weaken and ultimately depose their council.”

Averin was getting quite impassioned with his speech, but I had no interest in what he was telling me, so I held up a hand to stop him. “Skip all of that. I don’t need to know how your government works. Just tell me what you want from me.”

I had a strong suspicion it was going to be helping attack the nobles inside their fortified homes. The last time I’d done that, I’d been facing mages who struggled with anything stronger than intermediate-tier spells, and before that, I’d been a true archmage with the full breadth of my power and resources to wield against my target. I expected this time would be a very different experience.

“There are a lot of restricted areas we can’t get into,” Averin said. “Places with sensitive information, caches of weapons, supplies, and so on. Nelgith reported that you went right through the wards around the teleportation platform, even managed to trick the platform itself into sending them to the tower without needing a confirmation check or setting off the alarms. We want your ward-breaking abilities to get us into places we haven’t been able to access.”

“That’s not all of it, is it?” I asked, suspicious. Such a vague goal for the off-chance to raid a few secret labs or locked storage depots wouldn’t have necessitated such an urgent response.

“No,” Averin admitted. His hood twitched slightly in the direction of the messenger mage, as if he were debating how much to say in front of the other man. “There’s rumors that the Great Houses have been working together to create some sort of super weapon, something they plan to point directly at us. At first, we didn’t give the idea much credence, but in the last year or so, more and more rumors are starting to point toward it being true. We need to find it and destroy it before they finish it.”

“You have an idea of where it is?”

“Maybe. That’s sort of the problem. There are too many possibilities. I’ve got people trying to narrow it down, but there are just too many doors we can’t get a look behind right now.”

It sounded like easy enough work for me. Ward breaking wasn’t a particular specialty of mine, but I’d yet to find a ward I couldn’t get through if I was given the time and space to properly study it. Of course, there’d been more than a few that had been guarded by other means specifically to keep people like me from studying them. I doubted this job would be as easy as Averin was making it seem.

“Alright, well, that’s what you want. What are you offering?” I asked.

“The assistance of an organization with thousands of people placed on just about every floor in the entire tower?” he asked as much as stated. “To be honest with you, we haven’t quite figured out why you’re here yet.”

“What if I was here to knock that tower down?”

Averin laughed. “I would wish you the best of luck and not place any bets on you succeeding.”

I didn’t join him in laughing. After a moment, he cut himself short and said, “That’s… not really why you’re here, is it?”

“No. I do want to investigate this tower, though. I want to know why it’s here, who built it, for what purpose, and where all the mana comes from.”

“Ah. Questions that have stumped scholars for ages,” Averin said. “I don’t know the answers, but I have a few good ideas about where you might go about looking for them. I can assure you it wasn’t divine providence, as the Houses would have the commoners believe.”

“I never thought it might be,” I told him.

“Perhaps you’d like to come with us and see the inside of the tower for yourself,” he said. “It might give you some of the answers you seek, or at least inspire a few new questions.”

“And how would we go about doing that?”

“The same way we always get people in and out when we don’t want to be noticed. We’ll smuggle ourselves in with the food shipments. One of our members is the inspector for an interior platform who knows to look the other way when he sees someone hiding amidst the cargo. It’s about a hundred miles north of here, but we should have a few hours before the next shipment is due to arrive on that platform.”

“That sounds terribly inefficient. Why not just teleport us in directly from here?” I asked.

Averin’s face was still shrouded in darkness, but I could almost see his eyebrows shoot up just from the way his hood shifted. “You can do that?”

I grinned. “Why do you think I was spending all that time and energy poking at the platforms out here?”
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We didn’t go to the platform that had the Breaker spy stationed there for the simple reason that the rest of the crew wouldn’t be so willing to overlook a strange group appearing. The operator, if no one else, was likely to realize that someone had appeared on the platform. Then there were all manner of sentinels and workers in the facility for various reasons, any of whom might stumble across our little group.

With my staff in hand, I reshaped the ground we stood on into stone, then carved the teleportation runes into a circle around us so that the spell would pick up everyone instead of just me. Averin and his messenger watched me work warily, the messenger no doubt searching for some sign that I was going to betray them, but Averin just judging the quality and speed of my work.

“Impressive,” he said when I’d finished. I could see the wheels turning behind his eyes and I got a sudden suspicion that he was reevaluating exactly how much help he wanted from me. Considering that no matter what he asked for, I suspected what I wanted would be even harder to obtain, I wasn’t worried about it.

“Feel free to inspect the work,” I told him. “It’s a basic teleportation circle. When you’re ready, we’ll teleport directly into the tower.”

“The wards will stop us,” the messenger objected.

“Not if you know the key sequence the platforms use.”

“Those are different for every platform,” Averin said as he regarded the circle. “Ah, I see. That’s why you were visiting so many of them. You were gathering data to figure out a master key. You were successful, I take it.”

“I was,” I confirmed.

“Keep that information secret. The Great Houses would put aside their differences to jointly hunt you down if they found out that you possessed this knowledge.”

That also meant Averin had a lever to use against me should he decide to end our tentative partnership in the future. He could just let the right people know about me and they’d be more than motivated to take care of his problem.

Or maybe I was just being paranoid and he’d deal fairly with me.

“I am satisfied with my examination of the circle,” Averin announced. “What platform will it take us to?”

“None. There would be guards and checkpoints. I thought we’d either go directly to one of your safehouses or just pick a random unoccupied alley.”

“But the wards—” Averin started to object.

“Will not be a problem,” I finished for him. “I know how to teleport through them.”

I ought to, considering how much effort I’d put into examining the various platforms’ security. The only thing I lacked was a destination. My initial plan had been to use a spot from the memories I’d gleaned from the two Lightbearers, but if Averin knew a better spot, I wasn’t opposed to letting him pick the drop point.

I’d be using a teleportation variant that let me scry the location prior to arriving anyway. Just because I wasn’t expecting a backstab prior to having every last drop of my usefulness extracted from me didn’t mean I would forego basic precautions.

“My friend, you continue to impress,” Averin said with a grin. “Now… what would be the perfect location? Somewhere our organization has secured, obviously, but where we won’t find ourselves under fire for teleporting in unannounced. It should be some place discreet…”

“Floor Forty-Nine,” the messenger supplied.

“Ah, of course. That’s perfect.” Averin turned to me and said, “I’ll assume you know how to do the mind link that will let me target our landing.”

“I do, if you’re ready.”

Averin pulled a ring off his finger, removing his mind shielding enchantment, and a small pinprick of his thoughts slipped through. The rest had already been carefully protected, leaving me only the sliver that contained the destination he had in mind. I took that blip of thoughts into my own head and examined it—a dozen different memories of walking through it at different times, seeing it from different angles, and studying it in different lights flooded my mind.

It was the perfect memory to construct a teleportation spell from, far better than what I’d skimmed from the Lightbearers. I had no doubt at all that I could bring us to this place. “I’ve got it. Step into the circle.”

Normally, a teleportation spell took five minutes for me to put together. Platforms got around this by already having the spell’s framework built and just needing to be flooded with mana. My staff could do something similar, though it still wasn’t instantaneous. I had to build the framework, but using the thousands of tiny runes imprinted into the ember bloom wood’s core made it far easier than constructing it from scratch.

It took just over one minute for me to finish the spell, though I made sure to make it look like a casual accomplishment. I wanted to awe these people with my skills so they’d think twice about betraying me later. Let them know what they were up against if they tried anything, though I had plenty of tricks in reserve to surprise them with if needed.

The world vanished, replaced by a pitch-black storehouse. It was unusual for anywhere to be truly dark unless it was underground or during the extremely rare nights when all moons were new moons, but technically speaking, no sunlight ever reached the inside of the tower. Whatever magic was used to light the interior, it didn’t extend to this building.

My scrying spell hadn’t been hindered by that, so I already knew about the six Breakers guarding the place, the various contraband stored in a secret room in the back, and the stairwell leading down to what I assumed was the floor beneath this one. As far as I could tell, there were official, guarded pathways between floors, and then there were backdoors like these that some people knew about, but weren’t controlled by the official government.

It was curious, though. Whoever’d built the tower either let its inhabitants have a remarkable degree of control over their environment, or they’d built all these different access points in on purpose and left it to the people living here to discover them. Neither explanation felt right to me, but I didn’t have anything better to justify the existence of a secret staircase between floors.

Two mages came running out onto the floor, mana flowing through them into wands and spells ready to be unleashed. Light flooded the area, revealing our group. Averin held up a hand to halt their advance and displayed a large, hexagonal token with the image of a broken chain carved into it. Magic radiated off it in a specific pattern, almost a signature of sorts.

“Peace, brothers,” he said. “We are only passing through.”

The mages exchanged looks, then let the mana fade from their spells. “Sir,” they said in unison, giving what I assumed was some sort of Breaker salute to Averin. As the only unhooded person here, I bore the brunt of the curious gazes, but I wasn’t terribly worried about being recognized later. It was going to be all but impossible to fit in here anyway. I didn’t have the right clothes, the right accent, the right skin color, or the right knowledge about their culture.

“We need to get a cloak on you,” Averin said after he’d sent off the storehouse’s staff. “Even at night, you stand out too much.”

I reached into my phantom space and pulled one out. “It’s not in the local style,” I said.

“Hmm. Yes, that could be a problem. How good are you with undetectable illusions?”

“There is no such thing,” I told him. “Especially not in a city which, as I understand it, is populated exclusively by mages.”

The problem with illusions was that they twisted mana subtly, and any mage worth their salt would quickly realize that what they were seeing wasn’t real. On amateur apprentices or dims, sure, a well-timed illusion could be useful, but the longer it ran, the more likely it was that someone would recognize it for what it was. Creating an illusory appearance would draw more attention to me than just walking around with a mask on my face.

“It’s dark out,” the messenger said. “I’ll assume we’re not going far. He should be fine like that with an attention redirection ward on him.”

Averin didn’t look happy about it, but he nodded along. “Very well. It’s a short walk to what I want you to see.”

He led us out of the storehouse onto a street made of perfectly smooth stone. I wasn’t even able to tell what it was at first glance, but whatever we were standing on, it was so stable that a quick earth sense spell returned absolutely nothing. Fake stone, then?

The floor we were on—and probably every other floor—was a giant circle surrounding an enormous glass pillar, one that glowed softly in the night. It cast a faint blue glow across the roofs arrayed around us, and I could sense an enormous quantity of mana rushing through it.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Averin said when he saw me looking at it.

“Something like that,” I told him.

Who had built it, and why? I had my suspicions, but it was too soon to say for sure. This super weapon the people in charge were supposedly trying to make… Were they still putting it together, or was it already built, and they were just trying to figure out how to operate it? That much mana, fired in a concentrated beam, might just be enough to destroy a moon.

I made a mental note to fly to the top of the tower soon and see what was there for myself. If I was right, there would be a focusing and directing array, or perhaps just the charred and weathered remains of one. Nothing I’d read had mentioned Ammun Nescect’s moon-buster being fired more than once, after all.

Now if only I could find some proof for that theory. The control rooms were probably not in these living floors, so depending how close to the top of the tower they went, my guess was that they were near the base.

“Here we are,” Averin said as we approached the outer wall. “We found it three months ago, apparently unguarded, but no one’s been able to get it open.”

“Found what?” I asked.

He gestured to an empty stretch of wall between two houses. “Ah,” I said. “Are those homes occupied?”

“Almost certainly.”

“Then I guess a bit of cover is in order.”

I cast an aura of silence over all three of us and slipped between the houses. How anyone had thought to check here of all places was a mystery to me, but perhaps that was why it had remained secret for so many centuries. Even knowing to look for it, I could just barely see the twist in the wards that protected the wall here.

“Take a few minutes to look it over and let me know if you think you can get it open,” Averin said. “We’ll keep watch for you.”

“There’s no need for that.”

“There’s not?”

“No, I already know how to get past this,” I said.

Considering they were my ward designs in the first place, it’d be strange if I couldn’t bypass them. Whoever had made them had copied the design so specifically that I was still keyed to the damn things. Temporarily disarming them so that the other two could pass with me was as easy as turning a key in a lock.

The wards parted, and a previously invisible seam appeared in front of me. The wall split there, swinging back to reveal a dark and dusty passageway. It was too bad the builder hadn’t incorporated my cleaning wards, else I wouldn’t have been forced to use elemental earth manipulation to collect the dust as it billowed out into the open.

“Shall we see what’s on the other side?” I asked.
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The tunnel was short, barely ten feet long before ending with a locked door. I examined it thoroughly to confirm there were no magical traps, then stepped aside to let Averin do the same. Our third wheel just lurked in the back, mostly peering out into the tower to make sure no one had noticed us.

“Looks clean to me,” Averin said.

“Same, but when I try to scry the other side, something is blocking me. I’m thinking this is a double-walled vault. This door is here to block the mana emanations, and there’s a whole separate warding scheme on the other side that we won’t see until we trigger it by opening the door.”

“Could be, but if so, we’re going to have a hard time getting through it.” Averin glanced over at me, then back at the wall behind us and added slyly, “Unless you know something I don’t.”

“I’ve seen these kinds of setups before,” I answered. “I can’t say for certain what will happen when we try to open this door, but it’s not outside the realm of possibility that we’ll trigger some sort of alarm or defensive ward.”

“And since we don’t even know if the trap exists, let alone how to access it and disarm it, we’re stuck unless we want to risk someone’s life and possibly the contents of whatever’s on the other side by recklessly opening it.”

“That about sums it up,” I said. “If I had to guess, I would say this door is actually locked, and the proper key to open it would disarm the wards. Picking the lock or forcing the door could have… unpredictable results.”

“Damn it,” Averin swore. “We’re so close, but this is nothing on its own. What if whatever’s behind this door could give us the edge we’re looking for?”

There was every possibility that this door would recognize me just like the wards hiding it had. I might be able to just turn the door handle and walk right in. Of course, that might result in my lifeless, smoking body being hurled a hundred feet straight back through the air as well. I had a wide variety of trap wards linked to this design, and couldn’t tell which one, if any, was in play here.

“Give me a few minutes to work on it,” I said.

“What good would that do? Either there’s something completely undetectable back there, or there isn’t.”

“I didn’t say it was undetectable,” I told Averin, trying to keep the annoyance out of my tone. “I said it was blocking my scrying spell. There are plenty of other ways to see what we’re up against. Just give me a few minutes and some space.”

The whole divination discipline revolved around magic that was cast remotely at extreme ranges and provided sensory feedback. There were some outliers, sure, but by and large, that was what divinations were good for. But they weren’t the only method of getting information—just the easiest.

I started casting a transmutation spell on the door—nothing special, just a basic-tier shift to sandstone. The door resisted the effect—partially because the metal was too strong to be so casually changed with such little mana working on it, but mostly because of the wards—but that was irrelevant. I wasn’t actually trying to change it into sandstone. I just wanted to disrupt its composition enough to ruin its mana-shielding properties. Even that wouldn’t be enough by itself, with the door liable to snap back into its original form as soon as I let go of the transmutation spell, but it did stretch things enough to thread a needle of divination through it.

The moment I let go of my transmutation, the door would sever my divination. But until then, I had it wedged open just a hair, barely enough for me to begin to examine the inside of the room. There was a trap ward in there like I’d suspected, but I was going to need a few minutes to fully examine it. That process was sped up by the fact that I’d designed what I was looking at, but I wasn’t going to assume whoever had recreated it here hadn’t altered anything.

As for who the architect of this whole place was, I was assuming my idiot apprentice Ammun until proven otherwise. As far as I was concerned, this entire tower was a super weapon he’d built using my notes and designs for a magical fortress, only expanded upon to draw from the world core directly to fire beams of purely destructive mana.

Averin watched in silence while I worked, his eyes narrowed as he tried to keep up with what I was doing. Several times, he opened his mouth to speak, only to close it, frown to himself, and shake his head. Once, he glanced up at the invisible scry eye I’d tossed up into the corner to watch him and the messenger, proving that his mana sense was fine enough to detect it even if no one else ever had.

“Ah, found it,” I said. “Nasty little acid bomb conjuration tied to the ward that’ll detonate about two feet behind us if I don’t disable it. There’s… something else… behind it. Huh, that’s weird.”

Mana tendrils directed by my divinations prodded at the ward, trying to peel back the acid bomb construct without setting it off. That was a delicate task, but I managed to clip a spell line in the connecting rune structure by rerouting it into a circular loop. I’d have to fix that in about thirty seconds or the mana would start warping and the whole thing would go off, but it gave me the wiggle room I needed to get past the acid bomb.

“It’s a tattler,” I said. “Not sure who it’s linked to, but someone in the tower.”

“Shit,” Averin swore. “That’s it then. We’re not getting in.”

“Let’s not be so hasty,” I said.

A few years ago, he would have been right. I could maybe bend the ward enough to squeeze through it on its own, but not with all the other stuff going on in there, not to mention the door I was still holding an active transmutation on. But, that was then. I had a thousand times more mana at my disposal and access to practically my entire repertoire of spells. It would take me many years to even come close to replacing all the tools and equipment I’d lost, but I also wasn’t anywhere near needing those kinds of specialized devices yet.

In short, successfully cracking a tattler ward without setting it off was no longer beyond my reach. It would take a considerable amount of mana, especially given the size of this ward, but I could wrap the whole thing in a cage of my own mana, create a false tattler at the end of the ethereal strand of mana that connected the tattler to its owner, and then sever that construct from the whole.

At least, I could as long as I finished it in the next eight seconds before the acid bomb snapped from the feedback and killed us. Well, killed Averin. I’d survive just fine.

Mana surged through the hole I’d created in the door, enveloping the ward and causing Averin to jerk back in surprise. I wrapped it around the ward and smothered it as my own power filled in all the gaps and started warping it to uselessness. A bulb of mana grew from the tattler connection, and just before I could sever them, I spotted a second line. Hurriedly, I created another decoy, then I cut both loose and broke the entire ward by brute force.

Three seconds to spare.

“What is happening with your mana?” Averin asked as it circulated back into me.

“I just broke the ward. I’m harvesting as much of the mana as I can from it.”

It was only partially a lie. I was taking the mana from the ward that I’d subsumed, if only because I’d grown too accustomed to scrounging and saving every bit of mana I could, but it was also a cover for my own mana’s breath. There was no need to reveal that particular trick, especially since Averin seemed competent enough that I thought he might be able to duplicate it.

“Time to see what’s on the other side,” I said as I reached out a hand to the door. Averin suppressed a flinch when I opened it, but after nothing happened, he eagerly peered past me into the dark room.

I’d already seen it with my scrying spells once I’d gotten through the door, of course. It was too bad the metal and stone that made up the walls and floors of the tower were equally impervious to scrying spells going through them, but I could still make it work if I was within transmuting distance. The layout was very similar to what I remembered from my own vaults and labs.

It was a control station for the tower, or more likely, for a section of the tower. It might even control this whole floor, but given the size, I was hesitant to assume that. Either way, we were about to find out.

“This looks like the ward interfaces in some of the government buildings,” Averin said. In the center of the room was a waist-high circular pillar divided into four sections. Each section had its own set of crystals that projected the interface screen and allowed the user to navigate them. Mine required a fine mastery of divination to manipulate, but after a few moments of study, I realized that these had been dumbed down to the point where even an apprentice mage could make them work. The only requirement was rudimentary mana control.

“Hold on,” I said as Averin rushed for the closest interface. “This place was already hidden behind two sets of wards and a lethal trap.”

“And there could be another on this pedestal, yes,” he said. “That is what I’m looking for.”

“Well, if you’re sure.” I gestured for Averin to proceed while I settled back near the door to watch.

The messenger who’d been escorting us walked into the room and glanced over at his boss, then nodded to me. “All clear outside,” he announced. “I could barely feel the mana fluctuations from the outer wall, so I don’t expect anyone else is going to notice them. How are we doing in here?”

“Averin is examining the interface for traps,” I told the man.

He looked at the pedestal, did a double take, and asked, “Is that one of the floor controllers the sentinels use to shift things around?”

I just shrugged. Not knowing what a floor controller looked like to begin with, I didn’t feel qualified to answer him. Though if I had to guess, I would say the interface was directly connected to some of the tower’s functions. The only thing I could say for certain was that the tattler had been set to deliver an alarm to someone above us and someone else below.

Now that I thought about it, those tattler lines were still connected to my decoy wards. Tracing them might not be a bad idea. The one going straight up was easy to follow. It rose a few miles and locked into a different interface panel, presumably in some sort of secured government building or Great House stronghold.

The one going straight down, though, that was more interesting. I traced it as far as I could, but it just kept going and going… and going. After about fifty miles, I couldn’t stretch my own divinations much farther without casting some master-tier spells that would require some prep time and a bit more space to work with.

Idly I wondered if it went all the way to the base of the tower, and if so, what exactly was down there to receive it. Before I could ask if there were any myths or legends about what was all the way at the bottom, Averin let out a satisfied laugh.

“Got it,” he said. “Just the same basic security they all have. Now, let’s see what this thing can do.”
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Averin sped through the options on the interface, growing more and more excited as he went. “This is fantastic,” he muttered. “There are so many possibilities here that the normal interfaces are missing.”

“Care to share?” I asked.

“Huh?” He looked up and blinked in surprise. Apparently, he’d forgotten I was here. “Just looking at the floor connection options. If we can find these on every floor, we could have the run of the tower—bypass every checkpoint and strike anywhere, at any time, then disappear. And we could move between floors faster than the official responders.”

“That just helps you do what you’re already doing, but better,” I pointed out.

“Oh no, that’s just one of the possibilities. These things control so much of our city. From here, I could alter the day and night cycle, dry up fountains, infuse the whole floor with mana, create new buildings. If I wanted to hole up in this room, I could basically be the god of floor forty-nine.”

“I’d hope your ambitions are a bit higher than that,” I said dryly.

“We need to find more of these,” Averin said. “There has to be one on every floor, and I think I can find their locations from here.”

“You do that. I’m going to get a few questions of my own answered while you’re busy.” I looked over at the still-masked escort. He met my gaze, then shifted over to look to his master, who waved us away and went back to manipulating the interface with his mana.

“What would you like to know?” the man asked in a low tone.

“How about a name, for starters.”

“We… don’t generally share our names,” he said hesitantly. “I’m known as One-Twenty-Two among our order.”

“Huh, okay. So why did he?” I asked, jerking a thumb at Averin. For that matter, Nelgith had volunteered his name as well.

One-Twenty-Two shook his head and shrugged. “It’s not my place to speculate on his motivations.”

I didn’t miss the subtext there. Not to outsiders. Whatever game Averin was playing, his subordinates either didn’t understand it or knew better than to talk about it and potentially give away clues. I wasn’t all that worried about it, truthfully. If I could get what I wanted out of the operative, I might end my association with the Breakers of Chains tonight.

“Moving past that for now, I want to know a bit more about the tower. How old is it? How big is it? How was it created? Why does mana surge up through its core, only to pour down its outside?”

“In that respect, I think I can tell you a bit more,” the operative said. “We do know that the tower is at least two thousand years old, though we do not have the exact date of its construction. It was built to shelter the people of a broken empire in the aftermath of a magical cataclysm, though even its immense size wasn’t enough to hold the entire population.”

“An empire, huh? Did it have a name?”

“Ralvost,” the man said.

“Interesting. History books I’ve read refer to Ralvost as a kingdom.”

“I am not a scholar, but my understanding is that Ralvost started that way, but absorbed many neighboring kingdoms throughout its history until it grew into an empire of the same name.”

That didn’t fit with what I’d known. I suspected the answer might actually be that the kingdom had shattered following Ammun’s mistake, and someone had attempted to gather the fragments back together into something they merely called an empire. Technically, if the original kingdom broke into a dozen separate countries that were then reconquered, I supposed the result could be called an empire.

I also wasn’t buying the timing, that the tower had been created after the breaking of the world core. There was no way something like this hadn’t been constructed without an immense amount of magic. Even now, the only thing holding it up was the constant stream of mana running through it. I had a theory that the mana was more of a side effect than an intended purpose, however. I suspected I’d find the very top of the tower that was meant to collect the mana into a beam of destructive energy broken, and all the mana that was pushed there merely spilling back down the sides.

“And the size?” I asked. “How big is it really? I’ve seen it from the outside, but the top reaches past the clouds, and the bottom is lost in darkness.”

“We don’t know either,” the operative said. “There are one hundred and fifty floors our people have settled into. Nobody is able to find a way below or above those floors—not to my knowledge, at least.”

“Not true,” Averin interrupted. He didn’t look up from the interface, but he added, “We have records of service floors that aren’t really habitable below floor one, and supposedly the Great Houses know how to access them.”

That tracked with what I knew about constructing something like this, especially if it was in fact the weapon that had shot a moon out of the sky. There could be dozens of floors below what the people living here thought of as the bottom floor that were nothing but complex rune structures made out of hallways filled with mana. The entire base of the building was probably an enormous spell form.

“Anything live down there?” I asked. “You know, guardian constructs like golems? Maybe an undead or two?”

One-Twenty-Two snorted. “If there are, they’ve never bothered anyone.”

“Might be a different story if someone goes down there,” I said.

“Might be,” he agreed. “I have no intention of being the guy who has to find out.”

I didn’t blame him. That was a lot of risk for basically no reward. It was extremely likely that the only things on those sub-floors were defensive measures and control rooms for the tower. Nobody would even want to go down there unless they were driven by simple curiosity or were looking for a way to take over the whole Sanctum of Light. Though, now that I thought about it, that might be exactly what the Breakers were trying to find.

The topic shifted from there to the inhabited floors, and I got a crash course in the population—a few hundred thousand people—and their economy — some kind of weird government-merit program where all goods and services were routed through them to distribute again. It seemed wasteful and convoluted to me, but it had apparently been running that way for as long as anyone could remember.

If the Breakers had their way, the whole system would grind to a halt very, very soon. They were extremely interested in breaking the government since it mostly functioned as a mouth-piece for the council, which was itself nothing but a way for the four Great Houses to play politics with each other. I could see why the average person might not be happy about living under such a system, though I was sure for those lucky enough to live on the upper floors, life was just fine.

The floors themselves were segregated by magical ranking, with various schools and academies scattered through the tower that supposedly educated every single person. Of course, the schools on the lower floors were mere shadows of the rich-floor counterparts, further widening the gap between the rich and the poor. But they were all united against the ‘dirt people’ who were forced to live outside the tower and were good only for growing food.

Personally, I thought everyone might just be better off if the whole tower fell down around them.

“Done,” Averin announced. “There’s too much security to get a full list, but we can spread from here. I’ve got the locations of the fiftieth and forty-eighth floor control rooms. As long as we can keep going, we’ll eventually make it all the way to the top.”

I didn’t love that plan, since it meant I’d be hunting down fifty or more of these rooms to let the Breakers into. I had no intention of spending that much time helping them, but when I voiced that concern, Averin just said, “I saw how you got through. I can just do it myself. Don’t concern yourself with that.”

I doubted it would go as easily for him, but that wasn’t really my problem, so I didn’t bother to argue it. “You mentioned there are records of service floors below the first,” I said instead. “I’d like to know where to find access to them in exchange for the help I’ve given you.”

“It might take a few days, but I think that can be arranged,” Averin told me. “In the meantime, we’ve got a few safehouses available on the lower floors where people will be less likely to notice you or report anything unusual. They won’t be as nice as the places around here, but I suspect you’re not motivated by luxury furnishings.”

“You would be correct,” I told him. “How will we get there, though?”

“One-Twenty-Two will guide you to the floor one safehouse. It’s not going to be a straight route, but we’ve got enough people in place to bypass or bribe our way through all the checkpoints on the lower floors.”

“Understood,” One-Twenty-Two said. “We should probably go now before the mana lights start brightening for the new day. It’ll be much harder to hide that you’re not from here then.”

“Let’s not waste time then,” I said. “Are you ready for me to seal this place back up?”

Averin cast one last, longing glance at the interface, then sighed and nodded. The three of us walked out, and I tied off the wards that blocked the hallway. Once again, there was nothing but a smooth tower wall between two houses, completely unremarkable. Averin immediately excused himself and rushed off to the north, but One-Twenty-Two led me in the other direction.

We crossed what could have been the square of a normal town if not for the uniformity of the buildings and street and the fact that the soft glow of the giant glass column of mana had replaced the sun. It was dim now, but my guide had been right—it was already significantly brighter than when we’d first arrived.

“The drop-floor checkpoint is just up ahead,” One-Twenty-Two said. “Just keep your face covered and let me do the talking. We don’t fully control this one, but one of ours should be on schedule right now. If not, we’ll have to turn back.”

One-Twenty-Two led me to what appeared to be a hole in the wall of a ten-foot-wide column with three sentinels standing around it. A metal grate blocked off the hole, but I spotted a set of hinges on one side that indicated it could be opened.

One of the sentinels approached us as we walked up. “Passes,” she said.

My guide handed over a small metal card with something stamped on it. The sentinel looked down at it, then back up to One-Twenty-Two. Her hand came up in a similar salute that I’d seen from other Breakers, hidden from the other two sentinels by her cloak, and she handed the metal card back. “Proceed.”

One of the sentinels gestured with a hand, and the grate shifted off to one side. I got a curious look from the sentinels as I passed by, the cut and style of my own cloak different enough to warrant notice, but none of them tried to stop me. We dropped into the hole and levitated down through a chute.

“How far down does this go?” I asked.

“Five floors. Then we’ll have to walk a quarter of a mile to floor forty-four’s drop and repeat this.”

“Oh. That sounds like a pain.”

“It very much is, but the main tower drop-floor that spans all hundred of the bottom floors has far stricter security measures in place, so we can’t use it.”

We passed a few more grates as we dropped hundreds of feet between floors, but none of those sentinels so much as glanced at us. Once we landed, we started the trek all over again while I silently grimaced. I would need to find a better way to get around inside this tower if I was going to be here for long.

“Say, how would you guys like a teleportation platform network of your own?” I asked. If I could convince them to finance and house the platforms, it would be worth a few hours stone shaping them.

“Uh… I’ll ask?” One-Twenty-Two replied.
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The safehouse on floor one was sparsely furnished and in what I supposed they probably thought of as a bad neighborhood. Everyone had an ignited core, at least everyone who walked within a few hundred feet of where I sat in an old chair with torn upholstery, hidden away from view. I couldn’t begin to guess what the average mana generation rates were for these people, but I was willing to bet none of them had anything close to a perfect ignition.

I didn’t see much in the way of magic, just instinctual invocations to give people energy. Food scarcity was the biggest problem in the Sanctum of Light, and the lower the floor, the harder it was to find something to eat. And yet each and every one of the people living in squalor here was utterly convinced that this was still a fate preferable to leaving the tower and living with the ‘dirt people.’

To be fair to them, even at the bottom level of the tower, there was still mana in the air. Having a subpar ignition wasn’t that much of a handicap when people could just process mana out of the environment around them. And since mana powered so much of their society, it made sense that the idea of leaving this place, even to just the lands around the tower that still had a little bit of ambient mana, was anathema to them. They all thought the villages and towns that provided them with their food were even worse than where they lived now.

While most of the common populace were firmly stuck at stage one, I did occasionally spot a sentinel or government official of some type with a stage two core. They didn’t come anywhere near the safehouse, which seemed to be in the very worst part of floor one, but I had plenty of scrying spells going and I finally had the mana needed to mimic nearly a full range of senses through them.

What I didn’t see down here was anyone with a stage three or four core. Averin had been hiding his, but I was betting he was at stage four. The messenger, One-Twenty-Two, had probably had a stage two core, and his familiarity with the various sentinels manning the checkpoints we passed made me suspect he was probably a sentinel himself when he wasn’t wearing a mask.

It wasn’t surprising. Their whole society was segregated and—for the non-aristocratic members, at least—based on magical merit. Better mages got better positions and lived on higher floors. This was compounded by the fact that the children of those better mages were raised with more advantages in terms of stronger ignitions, better schooling, more supplies, even something as simple as more and better-quality food. Of course they grew up to become stronger mages, which reinforced their positions near the top of the tower.

There was no way the four Great Houses didn’t recognize the giant flaw in the system they set up, which meant they didn’t consider it a flaw. Maybe they just wanted to scare people into trying harder so they didn’t fall down to the lower floors. Either way, the Sanctum of Light was not the paradise their fake religion presented itself as to the people who grew their food.

I spent my time examining the floor while I waited for Averin to either show up himself or send someone with the location of the sub-level access. As morning turned into noon and then into evening, I started getting annoyed with the delay, but when the light coming from the column running up the middle of the floor finally dimmed, I sensed a group approaching the safehouse’s front door. One of them inserted a key into the lock and turned it, then stepped inside.

None of them were familiar to me, but that didn’t mean much. The Breakers were a relatively small organization, which I took to mean compared to the total population of the Sanctum of Light. They still had thousands of members and, since they valued anonymity, they operated in individual cells to prevent their whole organization from being brought down if one of them got captured. I doubted I’d be getting to know too many of them.

“You’re the consultant?” one of them asked when I met them in the front room.

“The consultant? Is that what they’re calling me?” It fit, I supposed. I’d been called worse things that were true.

“The one from… you know… from outside,” the Breaker added.

“Yes. I am the… ahem… ‘consultant.’ Do you have my information?”

“We do,” the Breaker said. He turned to one of the other four people who’d entered the safehouse and held out a hand. That Breaker, a shorter person with narrower shoulders and enough curves that even through the loose clothes I could tell she was a woman, handed him a set of three scrolls. The lead Breaker sorted through them quickly and handed one to me.

“This is a floor one map, and has two service entrances marked on it. We swung by one of them, but couldn’t find anything there. Hopefully you’ll have better luck. The other is pretty far out of the way.”

“And those other two scrolls?” I asked as I telekinetically unrolled the first one and held it up to reveal a floor plan for the lowest habitable level of the tower.

The team leader held up a second scroll. “Maintenance sublevel one, though we have no idea how accurate it is. It has marks indicating access to even lower sublevels on it, so if we can find a way down there, we might be able to keep going even deeper.”

I opened that one as well and studied it carefully. It did not resemble any sort of runic construct like I’d been hoping, but that didn’t necessarily mean my theory was wrong. It was entirely possible that the first few sublevels were, in fact, nothing more than they appeared, especially if the people living in the tower were meant to have access to them.

“And the third scroll?” I prompted.

The team leader hesitated before handing it over. “This one isn’t a map. It’s… maintenance records, I guess? The last few entries should be interesting.”

I unrolled the scroll and skimmed past the early content, which was mostly just logs of mana flow readings, inscription maintenance to keep runes sharp and clear, and the occasional enchantment being laid down to replace ones that had failed due to improper mana feeding. It painted the picture of a typical magical fortress and all the little things that could go awry on workings of that scale.

The final few entries, however, detailed maintenance work gone wrong due to the presence of what the log keeper referred to as ‘anomalies’ invading the sublevels. Over the span of three months, they lost a few dozen workers and a handful of sentinels sent in to guard them to some sort of incorporeal monster. The last entry simply stated that they would be sealing off the lower maintenance levels, to the unfortunate detriment of the first few habitation floors.

“How old is this record?” I asked.

The Breakers had to confer amongst themselves to figure that out. It turned out none of them had been responsible for retrieving it from the Sanctum’s archives, merely being in charge of delivering it to me. Since the records weren’t dated in a calendar I recognized, I wasn’t able to do more than guess from the logs themselves.

After skimming over the logs and debating some things like certain terminology and descriptions of standard procedures, the best they came up with was that the scroll was somewhere between two hundred and five hundred years old. “So maybe these monsters are still down there, or maybe there’s nothing. No way to tell until we start looking,” I said.

The four Breakers were not enthused about that idea, but neither were they surprised. With it getting dark already, we left the safehouse and walked through the never-ending slum that made up floor one until we came to an old alleyway that was filled with an ankle-deep level of refuse and debris. I could see the scrapes on the stone where a telekinetic sweep had casually tossed the garbage aside, scraping dirt and mold in the process even after it had been reburied.

“I’m going to assume this is where you were looking,” I said, giving a pointed glance at the spot I’d noticed.

“Yes,” the team leader said. “It’s where the map indicates. We triple-checked it.”

“I believe that,” I told him. “That having been said, the map is wrong. The spot you were looking for is actually right here.”

I pointed out a section of the alleyway that was a good twenty feet away from where the map indicated the maintenance entrance should be. My magic swept it clean, and I accessed the ward holding the hatch closed. Immediately, a section of stone dropped down on a hidden hinge, revealing a shaft with a ladder built into the side.

I started by sending scrying spells down into the darkness, and after those found nothing, I said, “Come on then. Let’s see how accurate that other map is.”

I jumped into the hole and activated a quick levitation spell to see me to the bottom, which was a little over two hundred feet down. The others followed behind me, one duplicating my spell and the other three slowly making their way down the dusty ladder. We waited several minutes for them to reach the bottom, time I spent mentally mapping out the maintenance sublevel with a few divination spells.

“The good news is that the map appears to be mostly accurate,” I said once all four Breakers had joined me. “The better news is that there are no signs of monsters, incorporeal or otherwise.”

Left unsaid was that incorporeal creatures were unrivaled at hiding their presence, and just because my magic hadn’t found any did not mean they didn’t exist. It was too bad the descriptions of them were so vague that there was no way to confirm what exactly they were. Plenty of incorporeal monsters could exist indefinitely in a mana-rich environment like this, but I was betting the fact that they never went any higher than the maintenance sublevels meant they were mana fiends.

“Why mana fiends, though?” the woman Breaker asked when I shared my theory.

“They’re attracted to stable, unmoving sources of mana, and they’ll attack anything that comes near it as long as it’s not another mana fiend. My best guess is the mana clusters made by the wards down here are what drew them in, and the maintenance workers weren’t anywhere near capable enough to destroy them.”

“Uh, are we capable enough?” one of the other Breakers asked.

“I am. I don’t know about you. Mana fiends aren’t that hard to kill if you know what you’re doing.”

“Rip their cores out,” one of the Breakers who’d been silent said from the back of the group. Though they were all trying to shroud their mana, I was betting he was the strongest of the four.

“Exactly,” I agreed. “Come on, the map says the drop shaft to the next sublevel is over this way, and I think I’ve scried out the area already.”

We found our destination easily enough, and by the time we got there, the Breakers were all starting to relax. Not being assaulted by monsters immediately upon descending into the sublevel seemed to have done the trick. As we approached the entrance to the next sublevel, however, I detected a shift in the mana.

I pointed to the open drop shaft in the floor. “They’re coming.”

The ward that should have hidden the entrance had been broken, probably hundreds of years ago, and when we got close enough to feel their presence, they were able to feel ours. A stream of dozens of ghostly, person-shaped things burst up out of the hole with more still incoming.

“That… is a lot more than I was expecting,” I said.


Chapter
Sixty-One



The good news was that I was completely right about the incorporeal monsters in the tunnels being mana fiends. The bad news was that there were already fifty of them flooding into the maintenance passages and coming our way. As a final bit of good news, it looked like their ability to pass through solid objects was sharply limited by the makeup of the tower. Having been equally frustrated by my magic’s inability to penetrate the tower’s walls and floors, I found the irony that it was now helping me to be slightly amusing.

Attacking a mana core directly was far more complicated than creating a burst of heat and flame, but that was what we’d need to do to win this fight. My staff materialized in my hand the moment the first mana fiends burst up from the maintenance shaft, and by the time they started closing in, I’d already finished the spell I needed.

Mana puncture wouldn’t outright rip out a mana core, but with my staff in hand, I could cast it over and over in quick succession. Invisible needles of magic went out, aimed on threads of pure divination magic, to strike the mana fiends and tear holes in their cores. Even a single one was enough to kill a fiend eventually, though it generally took three or four to put one down immediately.

I had the mana and the speed to kill a lot of them very quickly, but they had the numbers to ignore those losses. Worse, mana fiends weren’t rational, reasoning creatures. They’d fight to the very last of them, and that one would be every bit as ferocious as the first. With even more of them coming up the maintenance hatch, we had no choice but to make a fighting retreat of it.

“Get a few force walls between us and those mana fiends,” I ordered. “It won’t stop them, but it’ll slow them down.”

Dutifully, my crew of Breakers leaped into action. I was too busy blasting any fiend that got near us with repeated mana puncture spells to critique their own spellcraft, but two force walls popped up in quick succession, fully anchored and blocking the length of the hallway.

That gave me a four-second reprieve as the mana fiends phased through the force wall. As I’d told the Breakers, it only slowed them down for a moment, but it allowed us to get another hundred feet down the hallway. Even better, it gave me a few seconds of being able to shoot them down one or two at a time until the main mass burst through all at once.

“New force walls and retreat again,” I ordered. A few of the leading mana fiends got close to us before I put them down, but then the next set of walls appeared and we repeated our strategy. Three of them rotated throwing up walls to help stall, but there were never more than two layered at a time.

“I’m tapped out,” one of the Breakers said a few minutes later.

“Can you switch in?” I asked their leader, who hadn’t been making force walls.

“I don’t know the spell!”

That didn’t mean he’d been idle. From somewhere, he’d produced a storage crystal and was busy pumping it full of mana. Unfortunately, with only a few minutes to work on it, he hadn’t gotten very far and it wasn’t going to do much more than give someone maybe a single force wall before it was empty again.

We were a thousand feet back from the maintenance shaft now, a fact that I’d hoped would slow the deluge of mana wraiths. That did not seem to be happening, probably because they could sense all the mana we were using to fight back. There didn’t seem to be any sort of end to them, and even with lossless casting, I couldn’t keep fighting forever.

This fight looked like a lost cause. We’d either need to come down here in force, probably repeatedly, to clean out the nest of mana wraiths, or I’d have to come back alone and use some magic I wasn’t comfortable with the Breakers knowing about. For now, the best solution was to retreat.

I stopped firing mana punctures at the incoming wraiths and threw up a triple barrier of force walls between us. “Run for it,” I commanded, an order that I didn’t need to repeat.

I kept throwing up more force walls as we sprinted down the halls. Gradually, after a few minutes, the wraiths started to die down in numbers, and I switched back to offense. By the time the last one was gone, we were over halfway back to the entrance.

“This was a disaster,” the Breaker’s leader said. “I can’t believe there are thousands of those things just lurking under floor one. They’d tear the place apart if they ever got up there.”

“We’d better get out of here and reseal up the entrance,” the sentinel-Breaker said.

“I thought you guys were all about chaos and destruction and bringing down the government,” I pointed out.

“Yeah, but down here? What’s the point? There’s basically no governmental oversight anyway. If everyone on this floor dropped dead right now, I doubt the nobles up past floor one hundred would even notice.”

It was nice to know that they were at least focused on the disruption of the government part and not just randomly causing property damage wherever they thought they could get away with it. Hopefully they wouldn’t hold it against me if I decided it was worth sacrificing a floor of people to get to the bottom of this tower and learn its secrets.

Even if they did, I wasn’t sure what all they could do to stop me. None of these four had made an impressive showing back there. I was almost certain Senica could have at least rivaled their efforts, and she was barely a teenager. Though I suspected that one who was probably a sentinel during the day had been deliberately underperforming with the intent of burning the mana he was hoarding if he needed to abandon the rest of us and run.

If that was the case, the others either didn’t notice or didn’t say anything. We hustled back to the entrance and I stayed behind to make sure no mana wraiths were going to show up at the last second while they climbed the ladder. All four of them took it this time, and once they were at the top, I flew straight up and sealed the entrance closed behind me.

“We’ll take you back to the safehouse before we go make our report,” the Breaker leader offered while I tried not to roll my eyes. It wasn’t like they were doing me much of a favor.
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I put the finishing touches on the teleportation circle I’d scribed into the floor of the safe house—thankfully raised from the stone of the tower itself—and took a step back. Hands on my hips, I stared down on it for a moment, my eyes tracing each rune to confirm it was correct. The collection array wasn’t part of my normal circles, but here in the tower, I figured I could siphon enough mana to power a teleport or two.

I wouldn’t be waiting that long, of course. No, for tonight, I’d power it myself. Since my destination had a teleportation beacon tied to it, it would be relatively cheap to jump there and back, and it was past time to check in.

There was a letter on the table, just in case someone came to check up on me while I was gone, but I figured that the four Breakers were busy scurrying up the tower to report the mana wraith infestation to their leader, which probably meant I had the rest of the night to myself. I’d destroy the letter when I returned, assuming nobody showed up before then.

This particular teleportation circle was big enough to hold at most three people, which was two more than I needed right now, but I suspected I’d be utilizing it more often in the near future once I started exploring the upper floors. I didn’t want to rely on the Breakers to bypass the innumerable checkpoints all over the place, so I’d be seeding platforms on as many floors as possible once I had some raw material to craft them.

I powered it up and let it whisk me away. Immediately, there was a shriek of surprise followed by what looked like a hairbrush being chucked at my head. My shield ward deflected it for me, and I looked over at Senica with a raised eyebrow.

“Are you using the scrying mirror to do your hair?” I asked.

“So what if I am? There’s no rule saying I can’t. Anyway, what are you doing here?” she snapped.

“Mostly checking up on you. You know, making sure you’re doing your training exercises, that you aren’t wandering around outside at night, that a brakvaw didn’t eat you.”

“Why… Why would a brakvaw eat me?” she asked.

“I made them a permanent portal to the area to use as hunting grounds. It’s fifty or so miles that way,” I told her as I pointed west.

“Ancestors save me,” she muttered almost under her breath. “You didn’t think to tell me that before you brought us back here?”

“Well, I did actually tell you that already,” I said. “It’s not my fault you were too busy making kissy faces at Juby when you thought no one was looking.”

“That didn’t happen!”

“The kissy faces thing? No. The not listening to me thing, yes.”

Senica huffed and crossed her arms. “Ugh. Is there anything else I should know?”

“Nothing that I haven’t already told you,” I said, leaving out the implied, assuming you were paying attention.

She gave me a look that she’d inherited from our mother, that look I got whenever I did or said something that they were sure wasn’t as funny as it actually was. I just gave her a cheeky grin back, not at all intimidated by my big sister that I was now a foot and a half taller than.

Sighing, she gave up and switched the topic. “How are things going in the tower? I assume you made it in since you didn’t come back from your meeting.”

“Yeah, I did. This organization is shady, though. Most of the people I meet there won’t give me a name. They usually go by number, so I’ve given up asking. The few people I have gotten a name from are probably using some sort of alias.”

“Anyone strong enough to be a threat?”

“No, no. You could probably beat the group I was working with an hour ago. Pathetic skills all the way around. Though… I am pretty sure their leader is a stage four mage, and I have my suspicions based on some of what I’ve picked up that the people at the very top of the tower’s hierarchy might be stage five. I can’t confirm it, not yet, but my hunches are usually right.”

For the first time I could recall, Senica actually looked worried. I would have laughed if it wasn’t so touching. “I’ll be fine,” I told her. “Even if I get into a fight with a stage five, I’ll still win. There’s more to a mage duel than just who has the most magic.”

Though, to be fair, having a stage five core made the entire body significantly more resistant to mana intrusions, which did complicate things. Still, I was an archmage with a repertoire of literally thousands of spells. I’d fought hundreds of mages over the centuries that were far beyond a measly stage five in power. I was not concerned about battling one of the patriarchs of the four Great Houses ruling the Sanctum of Light.

“Of course you would,” Senica said. “Like my brother would let himself get beaten by anything.”

“Well… there was this swarm of mana wraiths today,” I admitted. “Though to be fair, it wasn’t my fault we had to retreat.”

Senica let out a scandalized gasp. “Retreat?! You?!”

“Oh, shut up. Let me tell you what happened…”


Chapter
Sixty-Two



Nobody had returned to the safehouse to check up on me by the time I returned. I was not surprised, given the location and the obnoxious amount of work it took to move between floors. Every five floors, there was another checkpoint and a long walk to a different drop shaft. It took hours to get from floor forty-nine to floor one, and I suspected the Breakers’ leadership was based up near floor one hundred or even slightly higher.

That worked out well for me, since it meant I was unlikely to be bothered again tonight. I threw on my borrowed cloak, pulled the hood low over my face, and walked through the slums that made up floor one to the maintenance shaft. There, I opened it, floated down a few feet, and sealed it closed behind me. I was on my own this time, which would make things much easier.

I’d had occasion to use phantasmal spells before. They operated on much the same principles as incorporeal monsters, passing through solid objects as if they weren’t there. They were difficult to cast, relatively expensive, and required a constant stream of mana just to keep them from collapsing the instant they came into being. For the most part, they were rarely worth using.

However, there was one exception: dealing with monsters or hostile mages who were also incorporeal. That meant a phantasmal sword could shred mana wraiths easily, though it wasn’t really any more effective than the core puncturing spell I’d been using earlier. More importantly, it meant that if I shaped the spell into a shield instead of a weapon, I’d have an impenetrable barrier.

The problem there was that if a bar of phantasmal energy was expensive, a full barrier was prohibitively so. Even with my expanded mana core, I’d completely run myself out of mana in about eight to ten seconds. Luckily for me, I had mastered lossless casting to the point where I could turn that into more like three or four minutes, and I had about forty times as much mana stored in my mana crystal as I did in my body, which gave me a solid hour or two of total immunity from the mana wraiths before I exhausted myself.

That wasn’t enough time to thoroughly explore the maintenance sublevels, but I hoped it was long enough to exterminate a few thousand wraiths. I’d be relying heavily on processing the ambient mana to keep my reserves from running dry, but I was confident I could maintain both the phantasmal shell spell and a light spell, cast mana puncture, and process ambient mana at the same time.

Staff in hand, I descended to the maintenance sublevel again. Thankfully, the tower was so heavily warded that I didn’t need to worry about wraiths popping out of the floor, so I didn’t need phantasmal shell all the time. Even if one did sneak up on me, my shield ward would give me a moment to react, though that would be a considerable drain on its mana supply trying to deflect an incorporeal attack.

The first mana wraiths decided to test this about five minutes later. I was keeping an eye on the various connecting passages via scrying spells, so I caught the movement early. It was only a single wraith, but where there was one, there would be more. I shredded it immediately, then cast a wider scrying net out to catch the wave coming up behind it.

There were only thirty of them. The leading wraiths were a hundred feet behind the lone scout I’d dispatched, and its elimination had caught their attention immediately. As one, the whole group charged through the air, their howls preceding them. My phantasmal shell sprang into being, not a perfectly smooth dome, but something sharply ridged and spiked. It was harder to maintain this shape, but it proved its usefulness immediately.

Wraiths slammed into the shell, too mindless to realize that they couldn’t pass through it. I’d been slightly concerned that their time being penned in by the heavily warded stonework of the tower might clue them in, but those fears were unfounded. Like a wave, they fell on me, and one after another, they shredded themselves while I stood and watched. Within moments, they’d all dissipated into pure mana.

That had worked even better than I’d hoped, though it would still be slow going. I dismissed the shell and started pulling in ambient mana to recover what I’d lost. That cycle repeated itself several more times with groups of up to a hundred wraiths, stressing my mana reserves slightly when they came at me in quick succession.

Eventually, I made my way to the shaft leading down to the second sublevel, the spot we’d been driven back from when I’d had those four Breakers with me. This time, no endless stream of wraiths poured out, though I couldn’t be sure if that was because they were already roaming all over the first sublevel, or if I’d simply killed so many of them that there were only a few left. Either way, I was sure to find more the farther down I went.

Mentally shrugging to myself, I jumped into the open hole and levitated down to the next floor.
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I was a bit frustrated with my exploration. What I was finding just didn’t make sense. A seemingly infinite number of mana wraiths infested these floors, but I wasn’t sure how they were getting in. The mana itself kept getting heavier, to the point where I was now having to make an active effort to keep it away lest I give myself mana poisoning. Not coincidentally, the wraiths were getting stronger, too.

And the worst part of it was that, as far as I could tell, these sublevels were pointless. The first five had a logic to them. Each one had a conduit that went up five floors ahead, connecting to the wards that managed those floors. So sublevel one connected to floor five, sublevel two connected to floor four, and so on.

But once I reached sublevel six, I’d expected to start finding the layout to be shaped like rune structures, and that wasn’t what I’d found. In fact, I had no idea what I was looking at. They obviously weren’t maintenance floors at this point, and the drop shafts between them had grown to the point where they were thousands of feet long. I had to be at least ten miles below floor one.

Just how far down did this tower go? And what was the point? I had a working theory, one that I really hoped I was wrong about. I’d joked about the tower going all the way down to the core of the planet, but I was starting to worry that it really did. If this was Ammun’s super weapon, and it had resulted in the breaking of the world core when he’d used it, then it was possible that he’d somehow sunk the tower deep enough to actually touch the planet’s physical core. If that was the case, then this was the most impressive feat of magical engineering I’d ever heard of.

It would mean the tower was over a thousand miles tall just to get from the outer core to the surface. The fifty or sixty miles of tower jutting up into the sky would be the very tip of the thing. It was, frankly, an unimaginable size. I almost had to be wrong. It would have taken centuries to build this thing, and even longer with the excavation. Defending it during construction from the many, many monsters that lived underground would have been all but impossible.

Perhaps the tower itself only went down a hundred miles, or even less, and then spread conduits into the stone like the roots of a tree. That was a far more reasonable build, though still daunting even at an archmage’s level of power. It would be the work of decades instead of centuries, but it was theoretically possible.

The timing was off, though. The weapon had supposedly been built in response to a splinter faction who’d managed to take control of a moon core and used it to fire death beams down on Ralvost. That would have put the construction time in weeks, maybe a month or two at most. Of course, that was assuming the history books were correct, and they so very rarely got the small details right.

Maybe Ammun had been building this tower for years beforehand, perhaps setting it up as some sort of ultimate genius loci. Even today, the sheer amount of mana that flowed through it was overwhelming. Back then, it would have made him a god. He might have just refurbished his would-be demesne into a weapon in response to a crisis.

Speculation aside, I still hadn’t found anything to make it worth the effort I’d spent coming down here. The best that could be said was I’d stumbled across a good place to harvest mana from the air, but there were plenty of spots like that with considerably less danger lurking around every corner. I’d been down here for hours, and other than some new flavors of wards and an ever-increasing number of mana wraiths, there was nothing but empty hallways.

Eventually, I was forced to give up my search. My mana was holding steady for the moment, but I’d depleted about half my reserves and I’d been at it for hours and hours. I needed to make sure my escape plan was viable. If not, I had to start going back up before I trapped myself down here with no way to fight off the mana wraiths.

I’d collected a dozen slabs of stone when I visited my sister and taken the time to carve teleportation platforms into them. Unfortunately, due to the wards infused into the stone of the tower itself, it wasn’t possible for me to weave a beacon into the floor here, but with a full circle already prepared, all I needed to do was pull it from my phantom space and set it down. It’d be a dangerous proposition to teleport directly to it, but it would allow me to continue my exploration without retracing my steps.

At least, that was the theory. It remained to be seen exactly how much interference I could expect from the tower wards. Unlike the habitable floors above, there were miles of tower stone between me and my target platform back in the safehouse on floor one. It was entirely possible that I would fail to punch through them.

I made sure the area was clear of any nearby wraiths, stepped up onto the platform, and activated it. Thankfully, using a platform didn’t take nearly as long as casting a manual teleportation spell, and I was able to get the magic up and running quickly. That was good, because it immediately drew the attention of every single wraith for thousands of feet. My scrying spells showed them all turning toward me at the same time when I activated the platform, and they started flying in my direction.

The platform itself chugged, the magic stuttering and threatening to snap as it tried to locate the companion platform I’d left on floor one. Only by reinforcing it with my own mana was I able to keep it stable. Instead of the swift, instantaneous movement the spell would normally provide, the mana grew in intensity as it struggled, and I felt a great amount of pressure bearing down on my body.

Forget the platform, I might crumble under the weight of the spell. Reinforcing myself could only do so much, but just as I was about to cancel the spell and resign myself to a long walk back, something finally caught. The connection was forged, and with seconds to spare before the first wraith reached the platform, I was whisked away.

I appeared on the platform in the safehouse, only to find a group of surprised Breakers drawing weapons and preparing spells in the room with me. “Easy there,” I said, hands held up.

“Keiran,” Averin said, pushing his way through the crowd. “There you are. We have news!”


Chapter
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Nobody bothered to ask what I’d been up to, and I didn’t go out of my way to volunteer. They were more interested in the teleportation circle I’d built in their safehouse. Specifically, they wanted to know about how it cut through the tower’s interference and allowed for inter-floor teleportation. I left them to study that while Averin dragged me off to another room.

“What’s this news you’re so excited about?” I asked after I’d settled back into my familiar ruined-upholstery chair.

“As I’m sure you’ve learned, the checkpoints between floors make it difficult for us to move freely. That’s partially how we encountered you in the first place, with a group moving outside the tower to use the teleporters there to skip floors. Though, if these teleportation circles you’ve made could be placed on every floor, that would certainly make things easier for us…”

Averin shook his head and snapped out of his musings. “Anyway, penetrating the top fifty floors has been a challenge we’ve been mostly unable to overcome. There are a few members with the clout to temporarily access floor one hundred, but no one’s getting close to the Great Houses at the top currently. I found the command room on floor ninety-nine, however. With that, we can create our own passage up into the top floors. It’ll be slow going, but I think we can eventually get all the way up to one-fifty.”

“Congratulations,” I said. “I’m sure this will advance your plans considerably, but I fail to see what it has to do with me.”

“Well, that’s the thing,” Averin said. “The wards change there and I can’t get in. We were hoping to get you to take a look at them.”

“How long would it take to get me up there?”

“Two days, maybe.”

“I’m sure I have better things to do.”

“Yes, it is a problem. It’s difficult to smuggle you through checkpoints. The security is a lot looser on the lower floors, but once you get past seventy or so, things tighten up. We’ve got far fewer people sympathetic to our cause up there.”

Go figure. The rich who benefited from the current system were opposed to the terrorists trying to tear it down. I couldn’t find it in me to fake being surprised by the news.

“Your circles might be the answer,” Averin said. “If we could get one in place up there, you could just jump straight from here to ninety-nine. How long would it take you to make another one on a platform?”

“Oh, I already have several fabricated,” I said. “How would you transport it?”

“There are freight elevators that go between floors regularly,” the Breaker told me. “Perhaps something could be worked out with the operators there. Where did you store the spare platforms?”

I reached into my phantom space and pulled one out to land on the floor next to us. Averin flinched in surprise, then whistled appreciatively. “Now that’s not a trick I see too often. It’s rare even among the Houses. I’d thought yours was just to hold your staff, but something this big…”

“How rare?” I asked. Averin was someone placed highly in this society; I was sure of it. Maybe I could figure out exactly how high with a few questions.

“For anyone associated with the four Great Houses, common. For the lesser Houses, the oldest, most experienced, and highest-ranking members usually have phantom spaces. For the influential government officials, it’s rare, but not unheard of. Anyone else…” He trailed off and shook his head.

“I’ll assume you do not have one, then.”

“No, not even close. Even the small ones bound to rings or necklaces are far beyond my means to acquire. I hesitate to suggest this, but perhaps if you were willing to loan me your phantom space… It would be invaluable, but I honestly don’t have anything I could offer as collateral to ensure its safe return.”

“That won’t be possible, I’m afraid,” I told Averin. He nodded, unsurprised, probably thinking I was just unwilling to part with a valuable trinket. The truth was that my phantom space was bound to my mana core and I couldn’t give it to anyone. I could make a phantom space bound to an item like he was thinking, but that version was so inferior to a true phantom space that I’d never bothered preparing one in advance.

There were ruinously expensive mana costs—at least, outside the tower where mana wasn’t freely available—just to maintain the space, not even mentioning activating it. They could hold almost nothing, with even the biggest ones being a bare fraction of the size of mine. Most annoyingly, one phantom space could not be put inside another, and using multiple spaces at the same time was a good way to get ripped in half.

“Why do you need to get up to the top of the habitable floors?” I asked. I knew that their general goal was to cause destruction and chaos to weaken the government, but I wondered if they were planning to go so far as to assassinate highly-placed government officials, maybe even attack the ruling council itself.

“Ultimately, we’d like to get a shot at the patriarchs of the four Great Houses,” Averin said, “but that’s probably a dream that will remain out of our reach for a long time. The patriarchs are said to be rank fives.”

I wondered if that corresponded to the system I’d grown up with. If Ammun truly was the founder of this civilization, it would stand to reason that he’d measure core progress the same way. A rank five and a stage five were probably the exact same thing, but just to be sure, I decided to clarify that.

“I’m not sure I know what you mean,” I said. “My own culture uses different terminology. What is a rank five?”

“Someone who’s managed to essentially turn themselves into a living mana crystal,” Averin said. “It makes them extremely resistant to all forms of magic, grants them greatly enhanced lifespans, and all but eliminates their need for sustenance.”

That all lined up with my knowledge of stage five mana cores, though there were some other benefits Averin had failed to list. Either he didn’t know about them, or he felt they weren’t relevant. I was betting on the former.

“I see. And is anyone higher than rank five?”

“Only in myths and legends,” he said with a laugh. “Supposedly, there was someone who was rank six back when the tower was first built. He bonded with the entire tower somehow, but of course, the old stories never mention how he achieved that possibility.”

“Of course. They never do.”

“I’ll figure out a way to get this transported up to floor ninety-nine and get back to you,” Averin said, dragging the conversation back on track again. “Hopefully you’ll recognize whatever is different about these wards. If not, well, I think I can break them eventually, but it’ll be trial and error, and we both know how dangerous that is.”

“Get the platform into place and we’ll see if I can help,” I said. “In the meantime, were you informed about the mana wraiths in the maintenance sublevels?”

“Mana wraiths? No, this is the first I’m hearing of it.”

He’d probably crossed the messengers going up on his way down, but the Breakers were so secretive, they hadn’t recognized each other. Even as their leader, it wasn’t unreasonable to assume Averin wouldn’t recognize all of the multiple thousands of Breakers on sight. And that wasn’t even considering their propensity for keeping their faces covered.

“The four who went down with me helped slow them down enough for us to make a fighting retreat of it, but there were a lot of mana wraiths down there. I’m wondering if you have any theories about what’s below us that might explain it.”

“We don’t know much beyond that there are maintenance sublevels down there,” Averin said, frowning.

“Well, what’s below those then? I’ve seen the outside of the tower. It goes a long way down.”

“I would assume just the foundation. It must be absolutely massive considering how high into the sky the Sanctum of Light goes. I doubt there’s anything in it.”

I shook my head. “There must be something. There are far too many mana wraiths for it to just be empty, purposeless hallways. Where did they come from? Why are they trapped down there?”

“I wish I had some answers for you, but I’m afraid I don’t know. I will make some discreet inquiries with a few historians and see if I can turn anything up if you’re sure this is important, but for now, let’s focus on the task at hand, yes?”

“Yes, yes. Go on then, get this platform out of here and let me know when you’re ready for me to teleport to it,” I said. “I’ll be around.”

Averin frowned down at the platform. “This will be… difficult for us to transport without shrinking it down. I’m worried about distorting the runes if I do, however.”

“Don’t be,” I said. “They’ll hold.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes,” I told him, annoyed. I did not like when people questioned my work. If I said it was fine, then it was fine.

Averin cast a stone shape spell to shrink the platform down to the size of a small disk, then threw a gravity twist on it to make it feel significantly lighter. He slipped it into his pocket and told me, “Alright, this should make it a bit easier to get into place then. What will you do while you wait?”

“A bit of exploring outside the tower, I think. I’m curious what’s at the very top.”

The Breaker leader considered that idea for a second, but had no answer. “I would be interested to hear what you learn, but I doubt it’s terribly relevant, not unless you can get to the top floor by coming down from the roof.”

I was sure it wouldn’t be as easy as all that, but I didn’t have much better to do besides wraith extermination and tutoring Senica. Those were both worthwhile activities, but not urgent ones. The only other thing on my plate was my own advancement to stage five, which would necessitate a trip back to Sanctuary to accomplish. I could meet the mana requirements now, but there was a lot of other prep work I needed to finish up.

Now that I thought about it, I could probably manage that in a week or two, maybe less. It would certainly help my exploration with the lower levels. A stage five core—and the attendant body modifications that came with it—would make it significantly easier for me to deal with the mana wraiths and the heavy mana in those lower floors. The problem there was that I didn’t think my new allies would appreciate it much if I disappeared for a few weeks in the middle of their plans. Advancing to stage five now might very well kill any chance of cooperation I had.

I’d keep a watch for an opportunity. Whatever Averin was planning on doing on the top floors, it might take long enough that I could work on my own projects. In the meantime, I’d refill my mana crystal to its maximum capacity, teleport back down to the sublevel I’d left off on, and continue my exploration. There was something down there; I just had to find it.

The Breakers left the safehouse in small groups, usually no more than two or three. They spaced out their exits by a half an hour each time, but eventually, I was left alone again. Annoyingly, no one had thought to offer me any food, and their safehouse was nothing but a shoddily-furnished building. It was a good thing I had my own.

I sat down to focus on processing ambient mana and began to plan my route deeper into the labyrinthine depths of the Sanctum of Light.


Chapter
Sixty-Four



Averin was faster than I’d given him credit for. Barely eight hours had passed before one of his messengers arrived at the safehouse to let me know that the connecting platform was in place and ready for use. We both stepped onto the one at our location, I activated it, and a moment later, we were on what I presumed was floor ninety-nine.

The leader of the Breakers of Chains was there, along with four other masked individuals. “Hah, it worked!” Averin crowed. “You must tell me how you managed to pierce the tower’s wards.”

“The same way all the other teleportation platforms scattered around outside do it,” I said. “Why do you think I was studying them in the first place?”

“Yes, yes, but the technical details. I’d like to replicate these platforms for our own use.”

“That’s something we can discuss later,” I told Averin. His organization hadn’t been all that helpful to me so far, and I wasn’t inclined to keep doing them favors on the off-chance that I’d find a better use for them later. I’d thought they’d be a font of information that would save me a considerable amount of work gathering it on my own, but the Breakers had been a woeful disappointment in that regard.

“Of course,” Averin agreed easily. “Let me show you the warded section of the outer wall with the floor’s control room first.”

That hadn’t been exactly what I meant, but I’d take the change in discussion. While we walked, two Breakers in front, two behind, and one roaming ahead looking to spot problems early, I asked, “How are you doing with getting ahold of the books I want?”

“We’ve got a full collection of the standard history books used in our own schools for you to peruse at your leisure, but I suspect that what you’re looking for won’t be found in there. I’ve also managed to get my hands on a few volumes from the collections of various upper nobility. I haven’t read them myself, but I suspect that if what you want is contained therein, it’ll be obliquely mentioned at best.”

“That’s usually the way of it,” I agreed. Since I had my own suspicions, things that didn’t appear to be common knowledge, I hoped that my unique perspective would clue me in to some details that others had missed. “Where are the books now?”

“I’ve got them stored away in a trunk in my own residence,” he said. “I’ll have them sent to you after this job is done. Now that we have an easy way to jump between floors one and ninety-nine, there’s no need to finish gathering everything to send down at once.”

That seemed like a reasonable excuse for why he’d withheld the books so far. It was hard enough sneaking people down the floors, let alone luggage. Sentinels would want to inspect that, and the Breakers’ fake passes might not hold up to that kind of scrutiny. I wasn’t sure what exactly the regulations were, but given how tightly the government controlled everything else about the Sanctum, I didn’t expect this to be any different.

We ended up pausing for a few minutes when the scout of our little group came back with a warning about a passing sentinel patrol. Averin cast some sort of camouflaging spell that both hid us visually and created a bubble in the mana flowing around us. We could no longer feel any mana outside that radius, but in return, no one would be able to feel us.

It seemed like a bad solution to me. Anyone with a finely tuned sense of the mana around them would notice the obstruction in the natural mana flows, but either there was more to the spell than I realized, or the sentinels didn’t have the ability to recognize what they were seeing. Or maybe they did notice us and didn’t care, but that seemed unlikely.

Either way, after just a few minutes of standing there and waiting, we were in the clear to keep moving undetected. From there, it took half an hour to reach the outer wall, where Averin directed me to the location of the control room. As soon as I saw what he was pointing to, I realized what the problem was.

“This isn’t the access point,” I told him. “Someone got clever and shifted it. Yes, the entrance opens here, but the actual wards keeping it closed are thirty feet to the left.”

This was the third time I’d seen this trick, and I’d only been here a week. Whoever had designed this setup really liked using it all over, and the fact that Averin, who’d been living in the tower his whole life, still hadn’t picked up on that was causing me to rethink my opinion of his skills.

He blinked in surprise and peered down the wall. “I… see,” was all he said as he followed the threads of mana making up the wards until he reached the right spot. He peered intently at the wards, and I heard him mutter under his breath, “Well that’s damned embarrassing.”

A minute later, a section of the wall split open to let us in. Averin walked back over, shaking his head, and said, “I’d appreciate it if you stuck around for a few minutes, just in case there’s anything else funny going on with this one.”

“I can do that,” I said. “Is it possible to send one of your men for those books while we’re here?”

Averin considered that for a second before shaking his head. “They’d never make it back in time. Getting through floor checkpoints with some of those books is a delicate process.”

“I’m going to assume that you live beyond the hundredth floor then, since you’ve been opening your own backdoors from here to the fiftieth for the Breakers to use.”

“One-oh-two,” he confirmed. “Just rich enough to get past the threshold, not so rich that anybody up there cares what I think about anything.”

That did tell me that the Breakers with us were at least respectable enough that they could pretend to have legitimate business on the upper floors. It wasn’t that I cared about their identities, but knowing this gave me a bit of information to help gauge their organization’s strength as a whole. This was a good endorsement, but the real test would be how useful the books they’d managed to acquire were.

There were no further surprises to be found in the control room, so I left Averin to his work and manually teleported myself back down to the floor-one safehouse.
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With my mana fully restored the next day, I resumed my exploration of the tower’s sublevels. The layout still didn’t match any rune structure I was aware of, but I was starting to notice a pattern. It was like the tunnels wound their way through empty space between where the runes would go, almost like an outline of a rune structure. I wondered if there were more corridors completely disconnected from the ones I was currently exploring, but unfortunately, the amount of mana it would take to bore through the stone to check was prohibitively expensive with the wards fully powered, and bringing them down was utterly impossible.

I worked my way down through another four floors, destroying countless mana wraiths in the process, before I finally found something interesting. At this point, I couldn’t begin to guess how far underground I was, not with the drop shafts between floors getting to be upwards of a mile long each and the floors themselves having descending or ascending hallways complete with several stairwells.

But this new one I stepped onto had something no other floor had. Or rather, it lacked something. The ambient mana was thin here, so thin that there wasn’t a mana wraith in sight. I doubted they could even exist without starving on this floor. The wraiths needed a mana-rich environment just to survive.

I started exploring magically, scrying eyes flying out in every direction while I stayed immobile and processed so many different view points at once. Other oddities immediately jumped out at me. First and foremost, there were a lot of doors here, always warded, and rarely in ways I could easily bypass. That stymied my efforts to explore in every direction at once and forced me to follow after my scrying spells to unbar the way for them.

Inside, I found very familiar trappings. There were research labs, archives, storage vaults, living quarters, communication nodes, kitchens, and more. In short, it was everything a team of dedicated on-site mages would need to do something like shape an incomprehensibly large magical tower out of raw magic, and spaced large enough for hundreds, perhaps even thousands, of mages to live there at the same time.

It was also extremely empty of any form of life. Whatever legion of mages had once filled these halls, they were long gone now, probably for thousands of years. The novelty of seeing where they’d lived and worked quickly wore off, and the annoyance of having to defeat so many leftover wards to fully explore the floor returned in full. At this point, I was only looking to explore every nook and cranny to make sure I didn’t miss the next drop shaft.

Part of me wondered if there would even be another sublevel below this one. Surely by this point, I’d descended farther underground than the tower rose up to the sky. How much deeper could it go before the foundation turned to roots that might or might not curl around the world core itself?

I didn’t find an exit leading down, but I did find something else. At first, I mistook it for a door like any of the dozens I’d already broken through, one that would temporarily halt my scrying spell’s progress until I could arrive to break through the wards. Even as I walked in that direction, though, I could tell there was something off about it. My scrying spells weren’t nearly as good as my own eyes at perceiving magic, but they were a far cry from the cheap spells I’d used to track my father’s kidnappers through the desert all those years ago.

By the time I physically approached the door, I was sure of it: the wards were different here. If regular wards were gossamer strands of spider silk, these were thick steel cables anchored deep into granite walls. Not only were the threads of the wards ridiculously heavy from a magical perspective, there were more than five times as many as usual.

“All of this just for one door,” I murmured. “What did you hide behind it, Ammun?”

I worked on that door for an hour, using every trick and tactic I knew. I created wedges to hold those bloated cables of mana aside so that I could access deeper parts of the ward. I made buffers to insulate myself from dangerous components. I cut powering runes off from the main segment multiple times, hoping it would run out of backups and starve itself while I laboriously prevented it from automatically reaching out and renewing its connection to the tower itself.

By the time I was done, I’d wasted more mana on that door than it took to clear an entire floor of mana wraiths, and it still wouldn’t open. In fact, the moment I gave up and withdrew from my attempt to force the ward, the entire thing snapped back into place as if it had never been touched. It was without a doubt the most formidable ward I had ever seen in either of my lives.

Maybe if I’d possessed a stage nine core and my workshop full of tools, I might have been able to break through it. As it stood, I wasn’t getting through this door tonight. I might not be able to get through it ever, not unless I figured out what the keys were. There were four of them, I could tell that much. That probably wasn’t a coincidence, considering that four Great Houses ruled the tower.

It might be time to loop Averin in on this door and see if he could help acquire those keys. Otherwise, my exploration was at an end. I’d found no new drop shaft leading deeper into the tower, either because there wasn’t one or because it was located behind this door.

Defeated, I left a teleportation platform nearby. Since there was so little ambient energy—possibly because this entire floor was being used to power the wards on this one specific door—I had to manually activate it. It took me back to my room on floor one and I collapsed onto my bed, exhausted.


Chapter
Sixty-Five



“This… is incredible,” Averin said. “How did you ever find this?”

“A lot of patience and scrying magic,” I told him, somewhat grumpily. I’d only gotten a few hours’ sleep before his courier had arrived with those books. I’d passed the message back up that I’d discovered something I wanted his opinion on, and he’d shown up an hour later.

We’d taken the teleportation platform straight down, so Averin wasn’t exactly aware of how far I’d gone past the maintenance sublevels, but he didn’t seem to care. He just stood there, gushing over that stupid door and its impenetrable wards while I waited for an explanation.

“I can’t be sure until we get it open, but if I had to guess, I would say this is the master control room for the entire Sanctum of Light,” he said. “If we could get access to this, we could take the tower from the Great Houses and force the changes through that would allow the citizens of the lower floors a chance at a real future. And we could do it without shedding a drop of blood, too.”

That was great for them, really, but I was far more interested in how Ammun had made the tower in the first place. Maybe there were some answers behind that door, but I suspected I was setting myself up for disappointment. I didn’t need the ability to control the weapon-turned-habitat. I needed to know how it had been designed as a weapon originally so I could figure out what damage it had done to the world core when they’d used it.

“Can you get it open?” I asked.

“Not without the ward keys,” he said. “But I’ll work on figuring out what they are. One for each Great House, probably. Hopefully they’re physical objects and not something like bloodlines that would require us to abduct someone from the main family branch. Though, truthfully, it might be easier to abduct a foolish and spoiled noble’s brat than to break into a heavily warded and guarded vault to chase after an object we have no way of even identifying.”

“I suppose I’ll leave you to it then,” I told Averin. “I have other obligations to see to, and this appears to be a dead end for me.”

If I couldn’t get to the bottom of things inside the tower, my next step was to visit the outside. To do that, I needed to shift priorities to completing my stage five advancement. The mana was too deadly to survive otherwise. I had most of what I needed to make it happen, but not everything. Hopefully, Hyago had been doing a good job maintaining the green houses and herb gardens, because I was going to be raiding them heavily over the next few days.

Averin gaped at me. “You’re leaving? Now?”

“I’m really not as excited about this as you are. It’s not what I came here to find,” I explained.

“I… I suppose that’s fair. It’s just… you’re witnessing history in the making, and you don’t even seem to care.”

“I’ve seen plenty of history being made already. It loses its appeal after the first few times. Mostly it just means headaches and clean ups.”

“Very well, if you’re sure…” Averin trailed off. He glanced over at the teleportation platform and asked, “Will you leave us the platform for easy access?”

“Yes. Though be careful to keep it charged. There’s practically no ambient mana around here, and the enchantments are liable to break if you use the mana stored in it recklessly.”

“I understand. Thank you for everything you’ve done. You’ve been a huge help,” Averin said. “I’ll keep looking into the tower’s history for you as well as seeing if we can figure out what the ward keys are for this door. When do you think you’ll be back?”

“I’m not sure. Soon. Maybe a week or two.” It really all depended on what materials I had to work with on hand when I got home.

I made my goodbyes to the Breakers who were down there with us and used the platform to shorten my cast time, though I did use my own mana to power it.
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Senica was hard at work when I appeared in our base camp. “Time to go,” I announced.

She twitched at the sound of my voice and looked up. “I hate when you do that,” she said. “Some kind of warning that you’re arriving would be nice. And what do you mean, ‘time to go?’ Are we in a rush?”

“Yes and no. I need to go take care of something back home, and the faster I do it, the better. I don’t trust the group I’m working with inside the tower not to do something stupid while I’m away.”

“So you’re going back home. Why do I have to go?”

I raised an eyebrow at her. “Do you think our parents would be happy about me just leaving you here?”

“What difference does it make? I’ve been on my own for weeks anyway while you flew around doing whatever you wanted.”

The bitterness in her voice was not subtle. I hadn’t realized Senica missed me so much. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I should have made more time for you.”

“It’s not about that, Gravin. Yes, it would be nice to see you more, and yes, I wouldn’t mind some help with some of the stuff I’m working on figuring out, but it’s about how worthless you make me feel. There’s seriously no way I can help?”

Oh. This. I’d seen this before. Usually I resolved this with an empirical display of the difference in power between myself and the angsty teen mage with the inferiority complex to help them understand exactly how far below the scale I was working on they still were, but I got the sense that Senica wouldn’t handle that so well. And since I actually cared about her feelings, I’d need a gentler approach.

“You are helping me,” I said.

“No, I’m not. I’m sitting in this cave stockpiling mana, which it turns out gets extremely boring extremely quickly, by the way, and struggling to figure out how to put together a mana lattice, something you did when you were three!”

“Okay, first of all, I wasn’t three. You know that. Don’t compare yourself to me as you know me now. You’re thirteen. You know where I was when I was thirteen? I’d just had my core forcefully ignited by an explosion of mana at a local magic academy. A rival school tried to commit an act of sabotage, screwed it up, killed about five thousand people, and I happened to be lucky enough to be just close enough to the edge of the blast radius to not get disintegrated outright while simultaneously being drowned in mana. I was twenty-five by the time I got to where you are right now.

“Second, yes, you are helping me. No, you’re not doing anything that’s going to solve this immediate problem, but I’m thinking long-term. I am going to fix this broken world, and I am going to need help to do it. Fifty years from now, you’re going to be an archmage yourself, and I’ll expect your full cooperation on what will probably be one of the most ambitious undertakings either of us ever pursue.”

“That’s your argument?” Senica scoffed. “You’re investing in my future?”

“Not just yours. Why do you think I teach people magic to begin with? Why do you think I helped ignite cores and shared how to do it? You know me well enough to know that I certainly don’t like these people. I’m banking on a few of them eventually becoming strong enough to help me fix the world, and to be willing to do it because they’ll see how much it benefits them.”

“Well, I’ll grant that you don’t like people, and I always wondered why you helped everyone learn magic,” she said.

“Purely selfish reasons, I can assure you.”

“What about me?”

“Also selfish. I want my family to be better than anyone else.”

Senica laughed and shook her head. “You barely managed to talk Mother into igniting her core, and even that was only to help out the rest of the village. You’re never going to turn her into an archmage.”

“I think ‘mother of two archmages’ is a good start,” I said. It might even be three, if I had my way. There was no way my family wasn’t going to be a dynasty of mages, and that meant our as-of-yet unborn sibling had lots to learn.

“Okay, okay, fine. Sorry I was so whiny.”

“It’s normal to have some moments of doubt along the way,” I said. “That being said, we really do need to get going. I have a ton of work to do, and I cannot return to Sanctuary without you. Mother and Father absolutely do not ever need to know that I left you unsupervised for so long. They think there’s a monster lurking behind every rock waiting to kill you if I’m not there to keep you safe.”

“They’re not far off with this place,” Senica pointed out.

That was fair. The number of monsters surrounding the tower was actually higher than what I’d expected for the mana density in the area. That was probably just a case of my old, outdated standards not accounting for the amount of monsters who had no choice but to live here. Anywhere else would see them starved and dead quickly enough.

“I’m sure the brakvaw are doing a fine job of thinning out the ranks,” I said. “Those birds can put meat away by the tons. I’ve been tempted more than once to measure just how much mana they need to stay in the air after a meal.”

We got everything packed up and stowed away in my phantom space and prepared to leave. It didn’t take all that long, but Senica hesitated when it was time to go. “Will you bring me back here with you again?” she said. “I know I’m getting close to figuring this lattice out. It’s so much easier here with all the extra mana.”

“I… don’t know,” I said. “It should be safe, but I’ve got a feeling things are about to start going wrong. The Breakers are gearing up to make their move against the Great Houses as we speak, and depending on how poorly that goes for them, I might have to step in. I’ve got a few other avenues to explore if things don’t work out, but I’d rather not cut off any of my options before I have to.”

“But how does that affect the camp here?”

“It doesn’t, as long as nothing goes catastrophically wrong. But they’re looking at messing with the master controls for the tower itself, which is probably the weapon that shot a moon out of the sky. I’m a bit leery about having you in the general vicinity, just on the off-chance they vaporize everything within a thousand miles of this tower in the next month or two.”

Senica’s eyes widened slightly and searched my own for any hint of amusement. I wasn’t joking, though, and she could see that. “If it’s that dangerous, maybe you shouldn’t come back, either. Keep an eye on the place from afar and let them all kill each other. We can sift through the wreckage to find what you’re looking for after.”

I shook my head. “It’s not that simple. I need the tower intact so I can study how it works and figure out what it did wrong. If they destroy it, I don’t know if it’ll be possible to learn what I need to know.”

“Then why are you leaving at all?” she asked.

“Because I need to make preparations to drop into that chasm to get a look at the tower’s foundations.”

“The… uh, the one you said would kill us if we fell in from mana overload?”

“That’s the one. It won’t be a problem for me in a few weeks.”

“What are you going to do?” Senica asked.

“Advance to stage five. That’s why we need to go home, so I can finish my preparations. Are you ready?”

Nodding resolutely, my sister joined me on the teleportation platform.


Chapter
Sixty-Six



If I’d been limited to a single workstation, it would have taken me months to make all the potions and elixirs I needed to transition to stage five. As it was, I’d been doing the prep work on these transitions for years. I’d already made everything I needed that I could trust to remain stable for more than a few months. Unfortunately, that was a minority of the project. There’d been plenty left to do.

My original plan had called for another year of scrounging up mana to devote to stage five, but thanks to my time in the Sanctum of Light, and the absolutely enormous mana crystal I’d built to fortify my reserves, I was ready now. At least, I would be in the next day or so, as long as nothing went wrong with the final batch of potions I was working on.

I owed Hyago and his people for dealing with all the raw ingredients I’d consumed over the last week. Some of those plants had been ones I’d acquired traveling, and the druids had done a commendable job keeping them healthy and alive in my absence. Others had been in our gardens and greenhouses for years, but they still took attention and care.

In my alchemical frenzy, I’d stripped most of our resources bare. The end result was a giant box with close to a hundred bottles, jars, vials, and bags of potions, tinctures, powders, ointments, and, in one case, a fleshy rock made of formerly organic elements. That last one wasn’t strictly necessary to the process, but I wasn’t about to try out all these experimental new recipes on myself, not with all the modifications I’d made to them to use local reagents.

With all my preparations nearing completion, it was time to relax for a few hours, to rest and recuperate so I’d be ready for tomorrow’s task. Unlike stages three and four, stage five actually didn’t involve a lot of changes to my mana core itself. It was more of an alchemical transmutation of the rest of my body to become something akin to a living Keiran-shaped mana crystal. It wouldn’t increase my mana generation rate, but it would allow me to store over ten times as much mana in my body as I could now.

Finally, I’d be able to cast a master-tier spell without the aid of a mana crystal again. Additionally, my body would become physically tougher, and I’d be all but immune to most low-level magics. Much like regular mana crystals, a mage with a stage five core passively repelled mana that wasn’t introduced in a specific way, which meant weaker spells tended to fizzle. It wasn’t a perfect defense by any means, and it did introduce complications to using certain types of magic items, but I’d accounted for those problems years ago when I’d been outfitting myself.

Over the next hour, I finished bottling the last few potions I needed and gave everything a once-over to ensure the potency was where I needed it to be. This particular operation was going to be tricky to do by myself, but there was no one to help, so I needed to make sure everything worked perfectly before I even started.

Once the setup was done, I made the final adjustments to the equipment I’d need to use tomorrow, then left my secret lab and returned home.
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Senica was busy regaling our parents with all the new things she’d learned and showing off how well-practiced she was at them. I doubted anyone in the room besides me could follow along with what she was saying, but they were encouraging and attentive anyway.

I was sprawled out in a chair in the corner of the room skimming through the history books Averin had obtained for me—not that I thought they were good for much of anything. Most of them didn’t date far enough back to even cover the relevant time periods, and the lessons contained in them were suitable for children and completely lacked any sort of complexity or nuance.

Interestingly enough, because they were primers for the children who were born in the tower, there were more than a few sections about the magical development of their civilization as well. I noticed plenty of similarities to how I’d taught my apprentices in those pages. It was nothing definitive, but it served to reinforce my suspicion that Ammun had carried my own lessons forward to his apprentices, and that many of the principles I’d instilled into him had become the foundations of the children of light’s own magical culture.

As it got later and I finished going through the stack, flipping through pages and using divinations to parse the data fast enough to absorb a book’s contents in a matter of minutes rather than hours, Father came over and sat in the chair next to mine. “How’s it going?” he asked.

“Just killing some time,” I said. “This is nothing but a few data points that support suspicions I already had.”

“Want to talk about it?”

I shrugged. “There’s not much to say. I’ll know more once I go back and investigate further. Hopefully, I’ll learn what I went there to find out.”

“How this place managed to destroy all the world’s mana,” Father said.

“Something like that. I don’t think it’s all the mana, but it was definitely most of it. Better than ninety percent, I’d say. This is just a guess, but I’m thinking it was better than ninety-nine percent a few thousand years ago, and the world core is slowly repairing itself. Even if I do nothing at all, in another ten or twenty thousand years, it might be like it never happened.”

“That’s a long time to wait.”

“Yes, which is why I’d like to be a bit more proactive. I’m hoping to have this fixed in the next few decades.”

Father thought about it for a few seconds before saying, “I can’t even imagine what a world of unlimited mana would look like.”

“Hopefully you won’t have to,” I told him. “I expect you’ll see it well before you die.”

“Think I’ll live that long, huh?”

“You are speaking to the master of life-extension spells. There is nobody who knows more about the subject than me. If you live less than two hundred years, it’ll only be because you choose to.”

“Huh… that long. Well, I guess it’ll give me plenty of time to spend with my grandkids, and their grandkids… and their grandkids…”

“I’ll leave that up to Senica and the…” I trailed off and glanced at Mother and Senica for a moment before continuing. “Have you told her yet?”

“We’re keeping it to ourselves for a little while longer. In a month or so, we’ll let people know.”

“Right. Well, I’ll leave them to the business of making grandchildren.”

“Gravin… You’re skipping so much of your life. You abandoned your childhood. Now you’re spending your early adult years trying to save the world. When do you plan on carving out some time for yourself?”

I let out an incredulous laugh. “Is that what you think is happening? That I’m sacrificing my happiness for everyone else? Let me assure you that’s not the case. I’m doing what I love, and I have already had more years to live my life on my terms than everyone else in this village combined.”

“And what you love doesn’t include starting a family of your own?”

“It does not,” I said firmly. “I’ve never been interested in romance.”

I’d learned how much of a lie love could be in my first childhood. Even if this go around had shown me what it was like to live in a family who actually cared, I wasn’t eager to make myself that vulnerable to another person, ever. I’d tried that once, when I’d been young and dumb. It had resulted in a few dozen deaths, yet another case of arson, and a vow of eternal vengeance from her family that had gotten them all wiped out over the next decade or so. Maybe the blame lay with me for not being able to give her what she’d needed. Regardless, I’d never repeated the experience, and I had no intention of trying again now.

“How’s work on the new farm town coming along?” I asked, changing the subject.

Father let it shift without fighting me. “Good. We’ve picked out a spot that doesn’t appear to have any competing interests and sent out a group of hunters to scour the area. As soon as we’re sure the monster population isn’t too thick to handle, we’ll see about getting a new teleportation platform installed there so we can start bringing workers and supplies through. Tetrin said he’d help raise the buildings and do the basic enchanting, though he’s charging us double the mana it takes.”

“That sounds like what he’d do,” I said. “I’ll make a new platform for you before I leave.”

It was too bad I couldn’t use any of the ones in my phantom space, but those were a different design, crafted to feed off ambient mana that just didn’t exist here. Still, it wouldn’t take too much effort to make another one, and it would be a good test of my capabilities once I completed my transition to stage five.

“I think I’m going to go to bed now,” I said. “I’ve got a big project tomorrow and I’d like to be well-rested for it.”

“Good night, son,” Father said. He stood and offered me his hand to pull me up out of my chair. I accepted it, spoke briefly to the rest of my family, and retired to my room for the night.
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There was a giant steel vat in the center of the room, two feet in diameter and seven feet in height. The cylinder was just big enough for me to fully submerge myself in. Considering that I’d built it for especially that purpose, I actually could have gone a bit tighter if I’d wanted. But if I did that, it would have necessitated multiple rounds inside it since it couldn’t have held all the materials I was planning on using.

I started by stripping naked and rubbing an ointment that was similar to wet clay all over myself. Following that, I drank three separate potions, then levitated myself up and over the lip of the vat. I carefully dropped down to stand inside it and reached out using telekinesis and scrying to align the top of the apparatus in place.

This was the trickiest part. It contained dozens of potions and vials all suspended upside down and plugged with corks made of force magic designed to dissolve at different times. It would pour the concoctions in one after another at predetermined intervals, thus bypassing the need to have an assistant to help.

Partway through, after the first apparatus was emptied, I’d need to layer a new ointment on my skin, then fill the vat with enough liquid mana to completely submerge myself. I had a whole tank of that already set up and waiting. In fact, that had been the bulk of my mana use—easily two-thirds of what I was spending on this process went into creating the liquid mana.

I was going to be markedly heavier when I got done, with bones as dense as stone and muscles like strands of steel cord. Stage five was the first step beyond human. When I emerged from that vat in roughly twelve hours, I’d effectively have a brand-new body, one that would be stronger, faster, healthier, and age slower. And this time, I’d do it perfectly. That alone would be worth easily an extra five hundred years of life without spending a drop of mana to extend it.

It was time. If I didn’t begin the process now, both apparatuses would release contents too late to work perfectly. With magic, I turned the valve that would start pouring liquid mana into the vat. It spilled in, rising up past my ankles, then my knees. The first of the potions suspended above me dumped amber-colored liquid down into the silvery mana filling the vat.

I got to work incorporating it all into my mana core and body.


Chapter
Sixty-Seven



Everyone at the table was staring at me. I stood in the doorway, nonplussed, and stared back. After a few moments of silence, Senica said, “Go on, then. Let’s see it this time.”

“See what?” I asked.

“How crazy powerful you are now compared to yesterday.”

“There’s nothing to see,” I told her. That was technically true, but only because while my entire body could hold mana now, it currently wasn’t. All of my liquid mana had been used up in the process of recreating my muscles, bones, and organs.

“I don’t believe you. You jumped another stage and there were no changes at all?”

“I didn’t say that. I just said there’s nothing to see right now. It’ll be a day or so until my body is full of mana, and the other changes aren’t something you could see visually.”

“What changes?” Mother asked sharply.

“A stage five core basically creates a system of veins that stretch out through the body, which is enhanced to store mana like a big, mobile, squishy mana crystal. It doesn’t increase the rate you generate new mana, but it does greatly increase how much you can store, in addition to making you a bit tougher physically and more resistant to outside sources of magic.”

I got a searching stare from her while I explained, but since I glossed over the whole process and neither of my parents were magically inclined, they didn’t think to question the mechanics of how exactly I’d achieved that result. That was good, since I doubted they’d take it as calmly if I told them I’d basically turned myself inside out while floating in a vat of alchemically-enhanced liquid mana.

“Come sit down,” she said at last, her examination of me complete and the results apparently satisfactory. “I’ll make you something to eat.”

“That’s alright,” I said. “I’m just checking in to let you guys know I finished and everything is fine. I’ve got some business with Hyago and Tetrin to take care of before it gets too dark out.”

“Surely it’s not so important that you can’t spend fifteen minutes with your family,” Mother chided me. Her ability to guilt me into doing things I had no intention of doing was nothing short of legendary.

“Come join us,” Father said. “I wanted to get your opinion on diverting a river for the new farmlands anyway.”

“Speaking of watering crops, I think the underground channel for the south gardens is clogged,” Mother told Father. “Ayaka said she’d scry the pipe in the morning.”

“Again? That’s the third time we’ve had to clean that out.”

With a not-unhappy sigh, I let myself be drawn over to the table and seated across from my sister, who gave me a little smirk. While Mother was dishing out another helping of food onto a plate for me and Father was distracted watching her and talking about the farms, Senica leaned forward and whispered, “You’re never getting rid of us, little bro.”

I laughed softly. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”
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My talk with Tetrin was simple enough. It was mostly just checking in to make sure the ember bloom was still tolerating our massive, valley-wide enchantment to trap ambient mana. Once I’d confirmed that and the health of the tree itself, I tracked down Hyago to talk to him about a significantly more complicated project.

“I think I’ve got a viable sample,” I said after we’d exchanged pleasantries.

“A sample of what?” he asked, confused.

“Of a living stone-draw stone hybrid, of course. I’ve had experiments running for weeks. Most of them have been failures, but I’ve got one that seems to be spreading the petrification the way we want. It’ll be another few months before it converts the sapling I’m trying it out on over, but if it works, we’ll be moving forward with your idea.”

“An entire petrified forest,” he said, glancing up at the trees around us. “It’ll be amazing to see, but I suppose it won’t need much tending at that point.”

“Don’t get too far ahead of yourself. At the rate this thing is growing, it’ll likely be years for some of these bigger trees. Hell, even if this turns out to be a viable sample, it’ll be months of work just getting them into every single tree in the valley.”

“True enough. I suppose I’ll hang around a little longer before I retire out to that new farm community I’ve been hearing about.”

“I didn’t know you were interested in that,” I said.

“The farming itself? Not so much. Thought I might use the space to plant an arbor like the one in that village your family comes from. You know, something a little less wild than what you’ve got here. Besides,” Hyago paused and looked me in the eye, “I suspect that once we’re done, you’re not going to be so keen on sharing this space.”

“Let’s just say that I consider this village branching out to another location a good thing. We only ever settled here to keep my family safe from reprisal when the Wolf Pack was still in control of the island. Now that they’re gone, there’s not a lot of reason for anyone to live here specifically. The teleportation platforms help with the isolation, but that’s a stopgap solution.”

Hyago nodded and spread his hands wide. “So you see, it’s good to be thinking about the future.”

“Let’s not get too far ahead of ourselves. We’ve still got some work to do here,” I said. “Let me show you the sapling that’s taking to the petrification and we can try to determine if the stone portion is generating mana…”
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Much to Senica’s disappointment, I opted to return to the tower alone. She had more than enough mana to work with, especially considering I left her with a sizeable portion of my own reserves to top off every single battery and storage crystal we had, and since there was no real rush, I decided it wasn’t worth the risk of having her so close by when things had the potential to go catastrophically wrong if Averin and the Breakers somehow managed to accidentally turn on Ammun’s super weapon.

Part of me regretted giving them as much help as I had, but then again, the floor control rooms weren’t really a threat. I was far more concerned about that door down below the sublevels. I’d taken a chance and hoped they could get in there on their own, but that hadn’t been feasible then. I’d needed the upgrade to my core to finish my own exploration of the tower, and they needed weeks at minimum to gain access to the top floor of the tower.

I’d be checking in on them first, then continuing my investigation of the exterior of the tower. Now that my body could handle being in the middle of heavy mana like that, I expected to find a lot of interesting features at the crown and base of the tower.

After a series of teleportation spells brought me back to the artificial cave I’d created to use as a base, I flew straight up past the cloud layer to get my first look up there. From a distance, even with magic amplifying my vision, there was so much mana gushing out of the tower that it appeared more like a hazy mirage than a solid object. It was only as I got closer, my new body cutting through the heavy mana spewing out into the sky, that I finally got my first good look.

“Oh,” I said, coming to a stop. That wasn’t what I expected to find. Hidden behind the shifting layers of mana was an enormous skeleton, so big that it covered the thousands of feet of space the top of the tower boasted. It was curled around on itself, forming an ‘O’ shape that left the center clear where the mana was venting straight out.

If the enormous size combined with the long tail and the delicate wing bones that had fallen and lay scattered inside a rib cage big enough to hold whole houses wasn’t enough of a giveaway, the skull would have confirmed it for me.

That was a dragon’s skeleton—and a big one, too.

Few monsters consumed mana at the rate dragons did. I had serious doubts there was a single one of them alive today for just that reason. It was all too easy to picture them falling in droves and starving to death, weak and frail on the ground. This one had probably sensed the mana coming out of the tower back when it had been fired at the moon and winged its way over here, only to settle around the top of the tower and starve slightly slower than its cousins.

I flew closer to examine the remains, but it was pretty much exactly what I’d expected from my initial pass. The sheer size of it marked it as an elder dragon, around a thousand years old, with teeth longer than I was tall and a pair of ivory horns sweeping back from its skull thirty feet or more. After so many years, even this high up where the air was so thin that I needed magic to breathe, it was nothing more than bones. Dragon corpses took an incredibly long time to decay under the best of circumstances—even dead, their bodies were too tough to succumb to simple rot and deterioration—but this one had had millennia to get to this state.

“I wonder who you were,” I said to the skull towering over me. “Did we know each other in the past? Were we friendly acquaintances, or bitter enemies? Or maybe you lived, grew, and died long after my time ended?”

The tower that pierced the heavens seemed a fitting grave for such a creature, similar to the brakvaw’s own floating cemetery. Dragon bone had its uses, but it was nothing special, at least not to me. I could make ivory every bit as hard and good for channeling magic with a bit of time and effort, so I left the bones where they were. If I ever changed my mind, I knew where to find them, but getting anything bigger than some of its teeth into my storage space was impossible right now.

After a solemn moment of respect for the end of such a senior creature’s tenure in this world, I examined the center of the tower it was curled around. At a casual glance, it seemed that there was nothing there, just the same plain gray metallic stone the rest of the tower was constructed out of, but that wasn’t true.

It was a thin veneer of stone, so thin that it couldn’t even support its own weight. Wards held it in place, just a cap to the massive column of mana rising up through the middle of the tower. I could force my way through that if I needed to, then fall the hundreds of miles to the tower’s base—or wherever it ended. With my stage five core, I was certain I could survive it.

I’d call that the backup plan. Before leaping into the core of what was probably a weaponized fortress powerful enough to shoot down celestial bodies, it might be better to examine it from the outside. Only if that failed to give me a new avenue of exploration would I revisit the whole ‘jumping into the part the death beam comes out of’ strategy.

I flew up into the air, cast one last look down at the colossal dragon skeleton to commit it to memory so I could show the illusion of it to Senica later, and skimmed down the side of the tower. It was somewhat like swimming down a waterfall, with so much mana pouring in behind me that I didn’t really need the magic to help me fall faster. I just had to let the current carry me where I wanted to go.

It was time to see just how deep the tower actually went.


Chapter
Sixty-Eight



If I’d let only gravity take me, it would have taken me close to half an hour just to reach ground level after jumping off the top of the Sanctum of Light. Speeding it up with a flight spell got me there in about half the time, but I still had a long, long way to go. The true size of the tower defied comprehension, even just the portion that was visible. It was one of those things that a person could know, rationally, could see the numbers and claim they understood, but never truly grasp until they saw it for themselves.

The tower utterly dwarfed any single mountain I’d ever seen. They were mere bumps, infants crawling around a giant’s feet. As close to it as I was, it didn’t even seem like a tower, just an endless silvery gray wall that expanded in every direction, the edge of the world itself. Even angling my descent to put a few miles between myself and the tower did little to dispel that illusion.

Once I reached the puckered scar of land that formed the chasm surrounding the tower, it got simultaneously better and worse. The darkness ruined the sense of scale, but at the same time, with nothing to compare it to, it became the sole marker of my progress. Without the tower wall blurring by as I fell, I would have nothing but the howling wind to tell me that I was even moving.

One hour turned into two and still I dropped into the darkness. The temperature started to rise, and the mana became so dense that I grew concerned that even my new stage five core wouldn’t be strong enough to push back on it. I used my travel time to replenish my own lost reserves, not that a few hours would be enough.

Heavy mana wasn’t quite the same as regular mana, and this far down, that was all there was. It was a smothering blanket to my senses, an insulator that made it harder to cast spells outside my own body. It was poison to my mana core if it worked its way in without me breaking it down into something usable. In my previous life, I would have been fascinated to find such a large source of it to work with, since there were also a variety of magical effects that could only be produced with heavy mana.

Now, it just served as another clue about what had happened to the world. If Ammun had harnessed heavy mana for his super weapon, it wasn’t so surprising that it had done enough damage to break the world core. It also pointed toward him tapping directly into the world core itself, which was composed of exclusively heavy mana.

Prior to the cataclysm that had destroyed whole civilizations and reduced much of the planet to a desert wasteland, mana was generated by the world core, something millions of times bigger than even the largest dragon’s core, and it radiated outward, rising up to permeate the ground. Natural deposits of crystallized mana could be found by those who dug deep enough for it. All sorts of lichens, mosses, and fungi grew in abundance in huge underground caverns.

Mana broke down the farther it rose until it reached the surface, where it became what we considered ‘normal’ mana, used in abundance by plants and suffusing every rock and stream. The world core was what people meant by the planet being alive. Without it, we were left with a dead lump of rock and what little mana we could generate ourselves.

The longer I fell, the more convinced I became that Ammun’s tower hadn’t been built to be a super weapon. It was the work of decades at minimum, hundreds of millions of tons of rock transmuted and shaped into the tower, tens of thousands of man hours of ward-laying to make it indestructible—a necessary trait just to keep it from collapsing under its own weight. Whatever he’d been originally planning, adapting it to be a moon breaker had come later.

Had he been trying to build a direct conduit to the world core with the intent of flooding his entire country with mana? Theoretically, it could work, and it would explain why the tower rose so many miles above ground level. It needed the time it spent falling to break apart, otherwise the entire country would have been beaten down by heavy mana.

But why would he devote so many years of labor to this project in the first place? What had been the point of flooding an area with mana? History books were, unsurprisingly, not all that helpful. People rarely knew much about what had happened even a few hundred years ago, let alone a few thousand. The tower itself was probably the most likely place in the entire world to have accurate records since it appeared to be one of the only civilizations that wasn’t actively struggling to survive.

At the same time, the tower was also the most likely place in the world to have rewritten history to fit its modern propaganda. It was difficult to trust anything its books said to be objective fact since the aristocracy in charge had every reason to lie to ensure the continuation of their own power.

Finally, around hour three of magic-enhanced freefall, something changed. I had to cut short the accumulation of mana into my reserves when I sensed a shift in the mana around me. I had an instant’s warning before a serpent-shaped mana wraith reached the edge of my range. It was huge, easily big enough to swallow me whole, and angled to intercept me as I fell. Hundreds of feet of its length coiled around it as it dove at me, but that warning was all I needed.

A phantasmal shell coalesced around me, and when the serpent swallowed me whole, it shredded itself from the inside out. A moment later, I was free and still falling, while it wound its way drunkenly back off into the dark abyss I was passing through, bleeding mana and no longer interested in me, an odd behavior for this type of monster.

That was a big mana fiend, possibly the biggest I’d ever seen, so I was happy to let it flee. I relaxed my phantasmal shell after it left the range I could sense mana at, but I had concerns about the concentration of mana wraiths growing denser. Even with my latest upgrade, I couldn’t maintain an indefinite phantasmal shell. If things got too much worse, I’d have to reconsider my descent to the base of the tower.

As it was, I was running into another problem. The tower kept getting wider, but the chasm it was standing in didn’t. The empty space between the walls was rapidly shrinking to the point of only being a mile wide now instead of fifteen. At the rate it was going, in another ten or fifteen minutes, there’d be no room left.

Hopefully that meant I was close to the base and not that there were hundreds more miles of tower buried in solid rock. After spending so many hours in an enhanced freefall, if I reached the bottom of the chasm and there was nothing there, I was liable to start blowing things up.

Fortunately, the serpent mana wraith seemed to be a one-off. A few smaller ones showed up here and there, but not in any sort of number, and I was easily able to destroy them on approach with a few mana puncture spells. The mana kept getting heavier, so much so that I was starting to suspect it was too thick for mana wraiths to form in, and that the few I saw had drifted down from higher up.

It had gotten steadily darker the longer I fell, to the point where I was now feeling out the wall of the tower by the mana inside the stone, and using invocations to keep track of the distance to the rough stone of the chasm on the other side while doing my best to keep myself in the middle of the two. That wasn’t working so well anymore, not with the gap shrinking down to something that could be measured in feet, so I cut my free fall with a flight spell and went into a controlled drop instead.

It was almost as fast as falling naturally, but with significantly more maneuverability and, more importantly to me, the ability to stop on command instead of splattering into the stone at high speed. I dove for another ten minutes or so, still not reaching the bottom, until something caught my attention.

It was a stone jutting out of the chasm wall at an angle, shaped perfectly into a cube. There was no magic left in it, but there was a door frame cut into one side. I flew over cautiously to examine the thing, unsure of what might be living inside. Thus far, I’d seen nothing besides mana wraiths, but there were plenty of subterranean monsters that were well-adapted to withstand heavy mana. I didn’t know how many were left alive after all this time, but I wasn’t about to rush in blindly.

I scried the strange cube, roughly thirty feet to a side, and found that the interior was familiar to me. Though it’d been a few years, relative to my own life, since I’d seen it, this was clearly one of my old vaults. The mysteel door had been torn asunder, the contents plundered, and the wards long since dead. Only the layout and designs served as evidence of its purpose.

A wave of sadness rolled through me. I’d long suspected that my former home had been destroyed. If nothing else, the cataclysmic loss of the world core’s mana would have seen it withered away. But now I was sure it hadn’t even made it that far. Ammun had built his tower in the middle of my home, destroying the Night Vale in every meaningful way even as he stole everything he could get his hands on from my treasuries, archives, and workshops.

It was somewhat sobering to have the proof in front of me. The slight possibility that the vault had been ripped out of the Night Vale whole and relocated here was so unlikely as to be dismissed outright, which meant that everything I’d spent two thousand years working for truly was gone. All I had left now was my memories, which would have to be enough. I’d rebuild, but it would take centuries to regain everything Ammun had stolen.

I abandoned the broken vault after salvaging the mysteel door. Damaged as it was, mysteel was so valuable that I was sure I could find a use for this piece. Then I continued my descent into the depths until, finally, half an hour later, my feet touched the stone. The tower kept going, of that I was sure. An earth sense spell gave me enough feedback to feel the wall of it burrowed a thousand feet deeper underground. A spell with a stronger range would no doubt confirm that it kept going even farther down.

Perhaps I would be able to go deeper on the other side of the tower. I sent scrying spells out in either direction, seeking a new drop to keep exploring, but there was nothing of any significance. I could get down maybe another thousand feet a bit to the north, but it looked like my exploration ended here.

Or maybe not. Now that I was down on the bottom and had been here for a bit, I realized that the mana currents were curling back into the tower. It wasn’t hard to trace their path to some sort of giant vent built into the side of the wall, the very first and only feature I’d ever seen interrupt the smooth, silver-gray surface. A quick examination revealed dozens more vents, all granting access to the tower’s interior as long as I could withstand the extreme mana pressure.

I hesitated only for a second to confirm that my mana reserves were adequate, then flew into the vent.


Chapter
Sixty-Nine



Ihad to stop almost immediately once I was inside the tower, something that was actually a bit difficult to do. Heavy mana rushed by at such great speed that it affected the physical world around it, forcing me to expend some of my own magic just to keep myself firmly rooted inside the vent.

The reason I needed to stop was simple. The vent wasn’t a singular passage. It forked less than a hundred feet in, and a few seconds of scrying was enough to tell me that each branch was going to split many, many more times. No doubt the other vents would have similar constructions.

It didn’t take me long to understand the pattern. Each split terminated in a shaft shooting upwards a few dozen miles at minimum, and if I was lining up the floors correctly in my head, a feat made somewhat more difficult by the expanding circumference of the tower as I’d gotten lower down, that meant that the terminus of the final splits all lined up with the empty spaces between the halls in the maintenance sublevels, and that they were all spaced out just enough that each shaft could feed another rune.

This was a pretty glaring weakness. If I wanted to destroy the tower, blocking these vents was a fantastic way to do it. It might take months or even years before the mana finally ran dry in those rune constructs, but as long as the vents remained blocked, it would happen eventually. And when the runes stopped being fed mana, the wards would fall. It wouldn’t take much longer for the tower itself to topple, probably filling in a significant majority of the chasm it rose out of. If I had to guess, I would say the amount of stone it took to fill the chasm probably equaled almost exactly how much had been used in the tower’s construction.

Of course, it was far easier to talk about blocking those vents than it was to actually do it. For one thing, no one without at least a stage five core was even getting down here. It just wasn’t going to happen. I couldn’t have done it last week, even with an absolutely massive mana crystal and nigh-perfect transference. That wasn’t even looking at any of the mana wraiths I’d fought off on my way down. Just surviving the heavy mana had required me to reforge my body into something with drastically heightened resistance to outside mana.

After that, there was the fact that I was pretty sure I was close to a thousand miles below the surface of the planet at this point. Disregarding the other problems, even just surviving the drop presented challenges that the average mage would fail to overcome. Controlling that descent while fending off hostile mana wraiths and the heavy mana was an especially potent defense.

And then, after all that, an attacker could begin the process of trying to plug up dozens of vents, each one a hundred feet tall and fifteen feet wide, in a stone that was warded so heavily it was essentially immune to being manipulated or damaged. And it had to be with a material that blocked a massive intake of heavy mana, not just barring physical access.

In short, if I wanted to use the vents as a way to bring down the entire tower, I’d need to think some more about how to accomplish it. Nothing I had available to me now would get the job done.

Once I figured out the pattern, it wasn’t hard to find the spot that didn’t make sense. I flew through the vents until I reached that shaft, then went straight up miles and miles until I hit a grate blocking me from entering a room. It was as heavily warded as the rest of the tower, but I wasn’t about to let it stop me. Working slowly and carefully, I peeled back enough of the warding structure to reshape the stone and let me slip through.

The grate snapped back into place behind me, but that was no matter. I could always pick it apart again if I needed to exit that way. I didn’t pay it much mind anyway because I was pretty sure I’d found exactly what the Breakers of Chains had been looking for.

The room was a hundred feet wide, and almost all of it was taken up by a huge interface similar to the ones in the floor control rooms. The difference was scale. Instead of one or two consoles, there were over a hundred arranged in a circle around a massive crystal pillar. I approached one at random and tried to access it, but didn’t have the credentials needed to make changes. I wondered if that was because the security was higher here, or if Averin did somehow have credentials that I simply lacked. If he was in this room, would he be able to use the interface?

I doubted we’d ever find out, because I had no intention of telling him about my discovery. For one thing, it would do him no good, since he couldn’t possibly get here on his own. For another, I didn’t need him mucking up my own investigation by doing something stupid like trying to take the whole tower hostage.

Finally, I wasn’t all that worried about what it was possible to control from this room because it barely took me five minutes to work my way through the wards blocking my access, and once I did, I discovered something far, far more interesting. I was directly under whatever was behind that warded door that I’d been unable to get through. I could see the mana flows moving up through the tower from here, all of it replicated in the crystal conduit dominating the room. With their patterns so clearly defined, the logic of the whole thing fell in place.

Strangely, the mana had been shifted away from that whole sublevel, leaving just enough to power the annoying wards on all the workshops. It had to be a deliberate act, one that had interrupted many other processes. Whatever was sealed away in that room, someone had decided it was worth the effort to divert mana away from it. Annoyingly, I was unable to manually break the wards from here, nor was there any information about the room itself.

As curious as I was, I turned my attention elsewhere. Hours flew by as I delved into the information stored in the interface. Finally, I found what I was looking for. My suspicions were confirmed. The tower stretched all the way down to the world core. Worse, it had broken the mysteel shell that surrounded it to access the core directly.

When it had been repurposed to fire a beam of mana into the sky and destroy one of the moons, the backlash had killed a huge swath of the world core. In a rare twist, I actually learned something new then and there. World cores were giant, molten lumps of something very similar to living stone. Just by cracking the mysteel shell, Ammun had caused damage when the molten stone had started to cool. Forcefully pulling mana directly from the world core had created a cascading imbalance issue where the core didn’t have enough mana pressurized inside itself to keep moving efficiently.

All of this had happened before the mana exchange between Ammun and the rebels, according to the logs. Things were on the decline for centuries from the massive amounts of mana being sucked up directly from the world core for the tower project, which I still suspected was meant to be some sort of fortress demesne for Ammun to rule from.

Being forced to retrofit the tower’s mana cycling system into a weapon had accelerated the damage to the world core to the point where, close to two thousand years ago, it had essentially died. Instead of a living heart of molten stone, constantly spinning and generating mana, Manoch now had a lump of dead rock with thin veins of life slowly being strangled. The fact that it had managed to recover at all was nothing short of miraculous.

The tower needed to go. There was no other choice if the rest of the world was to survive. And yet, paradoxically, the tower itself was acting as a plug to the damaged mysteel shell. The roots it had laid down in the core needed to be excised and the mysteel repaired before the tower was destroyed. It would take an almost incomprehensible amount of mana to power a spell like that.

I smiled to myself. Finally, after years of searching, I knew exactly how my stupid apprentice had screwed everything up, and I knew how to fix it.

[image: ]


I’d technically gotten everything I needed from the tower at this point. The only mystery left to unravel was the door itself, and if I never solved that one, I’d survive. That didn’t mean the work was done, of course. For my plans to succeed, that meant the tower had to be destroyed, which meant the many, many thousands of people living here needed to get used to the idea of relocating.

It was time to speak with Averin about his long-term goals. I’d prefer not to be responsible for killing another city’s worth of people, especially in a world so desperately in need of mages, but if it came down to restoring the dead core or saving a city grown fat on mana while everyone else suffered, well, it wasn’t a hard choice to make.

I left a teleportation beacon down there, but not a platform. I did not want Averin’s people coming down into this room without my knowledge, so that beacon was as shielded and hidden as I could make it. No one but me would ever find it, and if they did, they’d better hope they were stage five or higher when they teleported to it, else the heavy mana down here would kill them quickly.

Then I returned to floor one and the safehouse I’d been staying in. There was no one there now, which gave me some time to rest, but when the central column of the tower started brightening into their version of daylight and still nobody had shown up, I decided to be a bit more proactive.

I’d left a dozen platforms with the Breakers, and they’d placed them all. Each one was dropped roughly every eight floors, and when I teleported to the one on floor ninety-five, a dozen Breakers jumped in surprise. Spells flared up around me, but I quickly countered them.

“Easy there. I’m just looking for Averin to let him know I’m back.”

“Averin?” one asked.

Oh, right. I’d forgotten that the Breakers divided themselves into cells and went by numbers. Also, I was almost certain Averin had given me a fake name. It seemed like all the cell leaders went by a few different names instead of a number, but my extremely delicate mind reading when I’d probed them on the custom had revealed that the names they gave weren’t their real ones. Whatever Averin’s name with this group was, I was unfamiliar with it.

“Just… get whoever is in charge and tell them that Keiran is back,” I said. “They can pass it up the chain until the right guy gets the message.”

One of the Breakers left, presumably to do what I’d asked, but the other eleven kept guarding the platform. Mana flickered around them, partially shrouded, as they readied various spells in case I made an aggressive move. I pretended I didn’t notice and mentally marked out which Breakers were the most competent.

Two hours of waiting later, Averin appeared on the platform behind me. He blinked in surprise at the tense atmosphere of the room, then chuckled. “So you’re back and making new friends, I see.”

“Something like that. How are your plans proceeding?”

“Ah, well, it’s a difficult task. Not that we’re not making progress, just not as much as I’d like. Why don’t we go somewhere more comfortable to talk?”

I gestured for him to lead the way. The Breakers might not have recognized the alias he was using with me, but they apparently knew the man well enough to not try to get in his way. I followed him out of the room, the guards’ questioning gazes boring into my back.

“This safehouse is a lot nicer than mine,” I commented.

“Yes, that tends to happen on the higher floors. We need to blend in, so having a hovel up here would stand out just as much as a fine manse down on floor one would.”

That all made sense, but on the other hand, there hadn’t really been any need to house me on floor one once I’d introduced the teleportation platforms. Before I could suggest a relocation of my person, Averin opened the door to a posh sitting room.

“Here we are,” he said. “Have a seat and let’s get caught up.”


Chapter
Seventy



It had become a habit of mine after I mastered lossless casting to run constant divinations whenever I could. A person could seem to do everything right and still get outmaneuvered because they lacked the information to know that their choices weren’t going to grant them victory. The old adage of knowledge being power was perhaps the truest one I’d ever heard.

Scrying spells that were hidden from casual observation were harder to pull off. Ones that would detect mana were costly. Getting vision and sound through the spells was a tricky combination, not to mention successfully interpreting it while going about my days. In short, despite Senica’s professed hatred for the discipline, divination was one of the most useful fields to master. It was also one of the hardest.

“I’ll admit that I don’t spend a lot of time on these higher floors, but your staff is nervous, and there seems to be an inordinately large sentinel presence in the streets,” I said. “I take it you’ve been up to something while I was away?”

“You could say that,” Averin said. “We managed to infiltrate floor one-fifty.”

From my perusal of the tower’s history of politics, I knew that one-fifty was both the top floor and home to the four Great Houses exclusively. No one else was permitted to live there, and only select representatives of the lesser Houses could even set foot on the floor. It was a ridiculous waste of space, especially considering how crowded the lower floors were. Really, all of the top fifty floors were under-populated by a significant margin, but the top one was criminally so.

“You’re still working on getting through that warded door?” I asked.

“We’re making progress. Each family line has a… a seal of authority, I suppose you could call it. Something that is bound to the patriarch or matriarch of that House and transferred to their heir upon their death. It made sense to us that that physical object would be the key, so we managed to get our hands on one of them.”

“I’m surprised you breached their security so quickly and easily.”

“Oh, it wasn’t easy, let me assure you.” Averin shook his head and paused to think for a moment. “No, not easy at all. Regardless, we got the job done and got our hands on a seal. It looks like a simple ring with the House crest on it, but when I examined it, I determined that it was in fact a ward key. However, when we tried to test it, we discovered that it can only be used by the person it’s bound to. Thus, we have a problem.”

Blood-bound seals were almost impossible to break. It was easier to mind-control the person the seal was bound to into cooperating—not that I thought that was a particularly good idea, either. Nor was it viable, considering the patriarchs of the four Great Houses were all at least stage four, from what I’d been told. Very rarely did enchantments of any kind work on people that strong, let alone ones that forced them to do things against their wills.

“So you’ve determined what the four ward keys are, but not only are they difficult to collect, they’re worthless without the head of the House they’re bound to,” I said.

“That about sums it up, yes. It’s also concerning, because those rumors that the Great Houses have some sort of weapon have shifted from it being research or in production to it being almost completed. It’s been a concern for the Breakers since day one, and the reason we operate mostly in secret instead of open defiance.”

“You think it’s hidden behind that door,” I said.

“It fits, assuming the rumors are true.”

It was possible. I’d already found the master control for the entire tower, so I knew that wasn’t what was locked away in that room. I was also almost certain that whatever it was, it had been added in later. The tower’s mana flows clearly weren’t built to accommodate it. Someone had made changes after the design was finalized and constructed. Maybe I did need to get in there and determine exactly what was in that room before I considered destroying the tower, just in case whatever it was survived and was unleashed on the world.

“Let me ask you a question,” I said. “Something I don’t understand. You’re fighting to take control of the tower away from the elites living at the top, right? To redistribute some resources toward the bottom, make things a bit fairer?”

“There’s more to it than that, but yes, that’s correct in a broad sense.”

“Why haven’t you just left? I know your people have been outside the tower. You know there’s mana out there. Maybe it’s not as dense, but it’s more than enough to live a life of magical luxuries, not to mention dispensing with that ridiculous farce about being divine emissaries or angels or whatever while you send people out to swindle food from every village and town within a thousand miles.”

“Just… leave our home? Abandon the place where our ancestors were born, lived, and died? Where our entire civilization had grown from nothing over thousands of years? Why would we do that?”

That was about what I’d expected to hear. “Maybe it’s just because I’ve lived outside this tower my whole life, but I can honestly say I see no reason why the people living on the lower floors wouldn’t live a better life outside the tower than they do inside it. What are you all so afraid will happen if you don’t stay here?”

“It’s not about being afraid to leave,” Averin said. “It’s… This is our home. We want to be here, and we want it to be better. That’s worth fighting for.”

That was unfortunate to hear, but not unexpected. This tower was coming down in the next few decades whether they liked it or not. It was necessary to heal the broken world core. But I wasn’t going to argue about it today. The Breakers, like everyone else here, were convinced they needed to live in this place.

“Well, I don’t get it,” I said. “That’s just my outsider’s perspective, I suppose. The land around this tower is plentiful in mana and could easily support the population housed up here. I’m not saying you need to abandon your fight, just that offering people an alternative to waiting and hoping you win might not be a bad idea.”

Averin grunted, but didn’t reply. We sat in silence for a minute, then he sighed and stood up. “I have work to do. Are you planning on assisting us in getting into the sealed room?”

“Yes,” I said. “I’d like to know what’s in there myself. Is it just some vault of magical armaments? Is it something more?”

“We don’t know. For all I know, it’s not some new weapon, but an old one the founders of the four great Houses cooked up many, many generations back. It might be a pile of dust by now, making this whole venture a waste of time.”

I somehow doubted that. Too many safeguards and contingencies were in place for it to be something that would simply fall apart if left undisturbed. More likely, it was something that was extremely mana-hungry, necessitating locking it up on a floor that deliberately had all the mana diverted away from it to keep it from doing whatever it was designed to do.

“If that’s all, I’ll contact you should we have need of your assistance. In the meantime, perhaps you’d like some manuals on adjusting to your new body? Congratulations on that, by the way.”

“Ah, you can tell? Impressive.”

I hadn’t been doing anything special to hide the fact that my mana core was stage five now, but the signs were subtle. I knew Averin couldn’t feel the mana collected in my body—that at least was covered by my natural shielding—but he’d noticed something about the way I moved or how much weight I put on the chair I was sitting in.

“The patriarch of the House of Sinell was also rank five. I had a run-in with him while absconding with his seal. It was… a difficult encounter. Regardless, it gave me some insight into how a rank five moves, and I know you didn’t meet the criteria when we first met.”

I smiled. “Fair enough. Yes, that was the crux of what I left to go take care of.”

“We may have to fight and kill other rank fives to get ahold of all four seals,” Averin said. “Most likely we’ll be abducting their heirs to forcibly bond to the seals and make them open the way. Can I count on your assistance if it should come down to a fight?”

“I will consider it,” I said.

“You don’t seem to have any… let’s call them ‘moral objections’ to this plan.”

“I am a practical person.”

“As am I,” Averin said. “Farewell for now, and congratulations again.”

As I watched the leader of the Breakers depart, I considered that perhaps it was time to stop relying on their largesse. Our paths were beginning to diverge, and I suspected that the last time we cooperated would probably be opening that door. Depending on what was behind it, we might be fighting immediately thereafter.

Averin probably felt the same way, at least judging by the number of discreet tracking spells he’d tried to put on me. We’d never been trusted allies to begin with, but now that things were coming to a head, we were slipping from allies of convenience to potential enemies. It was time to start preparing myself for an ambush in the near future.

I left the safehouse and explored the interior of the tower for a while, keeping mostly to the lower twenty floors. Though I stood out with my darker skin, I kept a simple cloak wrapped around me. That drew attention as well, but not so much as being recognized as an outsider in the tower would. Every so often, new tracking spells would pop up and try to latch onto me, though I couldn’t confirm the source.

I brushed them off easily, and when a trio of sentinels showed up in my general area, decided that I’d pushed my luck enough and retreated under the cover of a few anti-divination spells. I hadn’t really learned much that I didn’t already know anyway; the walk was more to stretch my legs and see about finding a place to hole up that wasn’t associated with the Breakers of Chains.

That idea didn’t pan out, which left me with the backup plan. I returned to the hovel of a safehouse on floor one and left a letter with a small communication mirror. I had its opposite, and they were linked exclusively to each other. I’d also warded it to hell and back to prevent any sort of tracing through the link, something I probably should have done earlier, but I hadn’t wanted to make it too easy for the Breakers to get ahold of me.

Now that I’d completed my own investigation, I had nothing but time left while I waited for them to finish gathering the keys to that warded room. If I could help in some way, assuming it didn’t involve directly risking myself in open combat with the most powerful mages in the tower, I was keen to speed up the process. In the meantime, I had the unenviable task of collecting as much mana as possible for future use.

I teleported back to the base camp I’d hollowed out of the outside wall of the cliffs ringing the chasm the tower was situated in, ate a quick meal, and flew back into the chasm itself where the mana was densest to begin harvesting it for my own use.

The next few weeks were sure to be tedious and boring.


Chapter
Seventy-One



Storage crystals and mana crystals had a lot of similarities in function, but diverged in construction principles. Mana crystals were, for lack of a better word, a more intimate creation. At the end of the day, a mage who wanted a mana crystal had to build it themselves. It had to be tied to their core, and they were the only one who could use it. There were ways to subvert this, but it was practically never worth the effort.

Mana crystals had a delicate construction, almost like weaving a basket. Each strand of mana had to be placed just so, in the right spot, at the right time, in the right order. Individual strands had to be spun out whole, else weaknesses would be introduced into the crystal’s structure. Inefficiencies would build up, and the transference loss when moving mana to or from the crystal would reach a point where it was no longer worth it to even use the device.

Storage crystals, by contrast, were much, much simpler. They were more like building a reinforced box, where I just took the base material and wrapped it in layer upon layer of mana via transmutation spells. They were quick and easy to build, even if they couldn’t hold nearly as much mana and had poor transference ratios.

Simple math indicated that I’d still save more mana filling my mana crystal, teleporting back home, and draining it there than I would making dozens of storage crystals to fill, but math didn’t account for other people needing access to that mana, too. Besides, I didn’t need to teleport. I’d created a permanent portal for the brakvaw not an hour’s flight away, and it wasn’t like they could stop me from using it.

So I spent a few days making storage crystals and filling them, one after another after another. By the time I was done, I had more mana stuffed into my phantom space than my home village had tithed to the Wolf Pack for the entire twenty years the cabal had been in control. It was enough to power every single mana battery in Sanctuary for the better part of a decade, and it only took me a torturously dull half a week of my life.

I traveled to the brakvaw portal with a simple flight spell, slightly slower than using an air elemental form, but infinitely more sustainable since the magic was easy enough to apply lossless casting to. An hour later, I found the ledge the portal was set into. It was currently closed and not designed to be opened from this side, but as the creator, I knew all its hidden secrets. I powered it up and, twenty seconds later, stepped through to meet a pair of very surprised brakvaw on the other side.

“Don’t mind me,” I said. “I just needed a word with Grandfather.”

It was hard to say what a bird’s facial expressions meant, but I could distinctly sense annoyance from the brakvaw. I wouldn’t categorize it as outright hatred, but it was clear they were unfriendly toward me. That was about what I’d expected, which was one of the reasons I’d avoided using the portal until now. I’d essentially bullied them off what they considered their ancestral hunting grounds, even if I had provided access to someplace even better.

This time, my return trip home included a warning for their people, which meant a conversation with Grandfather. Since I was going to end up coming to Eyrie Peak anyway, I figured I’d save myself the price of three teleportation spells. Even with the beacons reducing the cost, it was a lot of mana.

The brakvaw could glare at me all they wanted, as long as they didn’t try anything. Diplomacy wasn’t my strong point, and when something that big attacked me, I would almost have to respond with lethal force by default. It would be a mess to explain and could easily cause a war to break out between the birds and the humans.

Maybe they were thinking something similar, because other than giving me slightly murderous looks, they didn’t make any threatening actions. One of them lifted a wing and pointed up to the peak of the mountain where Grandfather lived, and I took that as permission to be on my way.

I made it halfway there before Grandfather’s projection appeared in front of me. “Keiran, I didn’t expect to see you again so soon. I was under the impression you were busy in the land of mana on the other side of the portal.”

“I was,” I said, coming to a halt and floating in mid-air. “Things are in a bit of a lull right now. My allies over there are working on a project that I can’t do much to speed up, so I’m back to check up on things.”

“That you can’t speed up?” Grandfather repeated. “Somehow I doubt there’s nothing you could do to help.”

“I could, I suppose, but I don’t have a lot of incentive to.”

“Besides the fact that they’re your allies.”

I shrugged. “It’s a loose alliance, one that might turn sour sooner rather than later. I’ve learned just about everything I needed, and I suspect my future goals will run against their own.”

“Truly, if all humans are as cold-blooded as you, it’s a wonder your kind haven’t taken over the entire world.”

“Probably for the best that they aren’t,” I said. “But that’s not what I’m here to talk about. How are your people adapting to using the portal?”

“There are some who resist change, no matter how beneficial it is,” Grandfather said with a heavy sigh. “I do not blame them for wishing to cling to a way of life they have always known to work. All but one flock have rejoined us here, however.”

“Where’d the last one go?”

“Far to the west, past the borders of this island.”

I nodded. “Good enough. Then there should be no further conflicts between the humans here and your flock.”

“Let us hope.”

“Now then, the reason I came to speak to you. I’m sure you know of the tower in the middle of the new hunting grounds.”

“I have not seen it personally, of course, but I have been made aware of it.”

“I’ll be tearing it down sometime in the future,” I said. “It’s a festering wound on the planet’s surface, one that has struck all the way to the core. When I’m done, mana is going to surge through the area. It’ll be unstable, almost certain to break the portal on that side. I would strongly advise any brakvaw in the area to return home immediately at that time until things settle down.”

“And how long will that take?” Grandfather asked, his voice serious. “We need that hunting ground to provide us with food. If it takes years to return to normal, or if this mana surge kills all the prey there, we’ll need to make arrangements to find alternative sources of food.”

“Good points,” I said. “Some of the weaker monsters will definitely perish. There’s no doubt in my mind about that. I believe the stronger ones will weather the change. My hope is that it should only be a matter of weeks at most between the destruction of the tower and me finishing my work there. At that point, the world core should begin functioning normally, and will push mana up in all directions like it used to.”

Grandfather’s gaze sharpened. “You’ve truly done it then?”

“I’ve found the cause, yes. Breaking the tower is only the first step, of course. Fixing the damage it’s caused will take more work, and until I get a chance to study it in depth, I won’t have an exact timeline of how long it’ll take. I’m telling you this now so that your people aren’t surprised when it happens. It probably won’t be for years down the road. Hopefully it won’t be. I have a lot of preparations to make. But if things go wrong, it could be in the next few weeks.”

“I will have my flock begin making preparations and make sure our traditional territories have had as much time to replenish the herds of prey animals as possible,” Grandfather said. He paused to study me, then added in a soft voice, “Are you sure you’re capable of handling this on your own?”

“This part? Yes. It’s what comes after that I think I’ll need help with,” I confessed. “I haven’t gotten a close look at the damage yet, but to repair it… I could do nothing but collect mana for a decade and it wouldn’t be enough to fix the hole in the mysteel shell that surrounds the world core, let alone fix the core itself.”

“The warning may be a bit premature then, but still, thank you for thinking of us. My flock has not always done well by you, and you were under no obligation to warn us of a possible impending crisis.”

It had cost me nothing to keep Grandfather informed, and if it helped secure peace between humans and brakvaw, it was worth a bit of time spent, especially since I’d be depleting Sanctuary of its population soon enough. The last thing I needed was to hear about brakvaw eating those people, or trying to drive them out of their homes.

“You’re welcome,” I said. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll leave you to spreading the news and making your plans. I have a village full of humans to speak to next.”

“Farewell, Keiran,” Grandfather said. His projection faded away a moment later, leaving me alone in the sky.
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“You’re back already?” Father asked.

“I come bearing gifts,” I told him. “Some much-needed mana for your new farming town project.”

“How much mana? Not that I’m unappreciative, but you’re just one guy. And I know you need it for your own purposes, too.”

Father was underestimating both me personally and how much ambient mana I could collect in a short time frame. Boring it might be, but I wasn’t my sister. Her efforts were praise-worthy for her level of ability, not because of the raw amount of mana she’d collected.

I pulled the first storage crystal out of my phantom space. It was an oblong boulder about eight feet in height and wider than two adults could reach their arms around together. It was also filled to the absolute brim with mana, giving it the appearance of a velvety black sky studded with stars. Father jumped when it thudded into the ground, then regarded it warily.

“I… stand corrected. That’s quite a bit of mana,” he said. “We can definitely get up a building or two with that much.”

“I have thirty-four more of them for you,” I told him.

“You mean smaller ones?”

“No, this is about the average size.”

Father’s jaw dropped. He was no proper mage, but he knew the value of mana. I could see him counting it up in his head, weighing it against what he needed. “That.” He paused and cleared his throat. “That is a lot of mana. Are you sure about this, son?”

“Positive,” I said. “The sooner you get this new village going, the better.”

“Why?” he asked. “I know food’s a bit tight, but I think we’ll be fine for a while yet.”

I glanced down at the trees below us. “We’re going in another direction with the mana cultivation project. This thing with getting the trees into a surplus just isn’t working. Pretty soon, the valley is going to be uninhabitable. I’d prefer you all had a new place to live before that happens.”

Father’s eyes widened. “When you say uninhabitable…”

“We’re turning the entire forest to stone,” I said. “There won’t be any foraging or hunting in it to supplement the crops you produce up here, and even those are going to be adversely affected by the changing mana density.”

“Oh.” Father looked back at our house a quarter mile away. “I… hadn’t expected everyone to need to leave.”

“Sorry,” I said.

He reached out and patted the storage crystal. “I guess I’d better see about putting this to good use while there’s still time.”


Chapter
Seventy-Two



It took a week for my scrying mirror to let me know someone was trying to reach me. I’d expected them to try to drag me in much sooner, but apparently, I’d underestimated the Breakers of Chains. When I activated the mirror, it wasn’t Averin on the other side—yet another surprise.

“And who’s this? Another dark child?” The woman looking at me sneered while she spoke. “No, not with skin like that. An outlander then?”

She was old, her face a mass of wrinkles and her hair thin and brittle, with no color but iron-gray left in it. Despite that, her eyes were clear and sharp. She studied me in an instant, then sniffed and said, “Not that it matters. Tell your degenerate friends to return my grandson, unharmed, or I will personally rip each and every one of them limb from limb, starting with you.”

My eyebrows steadily climbed higher as the old woman threatened me. I could only guess what she was talking about—presumably the Breakers had been active against some high-profile targets in the last few days. I wondered if Averin was even still alive at this point. If he’d been carrying the mirror on his person and gotten caught, the answer was probably not. If it had been in a safehouse that had been raided, then it was entirely possible.

Unfortunately, the woman was a good enough mage that she was blocking the mirror from showing me anything in the background. Considering I was doing the same thing, it was hard to be indignant about her precautions. I was going to need to fish for some information so I could decide what to do about the communications mirror falling into a stranger’s hand.

“Who are you, again?” I asked in a flippant tone, hoping to annoy her into giving something away.

It wasn’t hard to guess that she was an overly-proud woman, that being a condition I suffered from myself. It was hard not to feel superior to the average person after centuries and centuries of being completely untouchable. People like me enforced our will on the world, and the world obeyed. That was enough to swell anyone’s ego.

The woman’s face twisted into a snarl, and she snapped out, “You know damn well who you’re fucking with! I’ve ignored this little stint up to now, but to have the gall to attack my House… You should have known better than to stick your nose in our affairs, you outlander savage.”

“Hmm… Yeah. That doesn’t really answer my question, though, does it? Maybe you’re famous around here, but I don’t have the first clue who you’re supposed to be.”

“Oh you little shit. When I⁠—”

Something flashed brilliant white, bright enough that it would have blinded me if the scrying mirror hadn’t been built to prevent visual attacks from coming through. When the light vanished a moment later, the enchantment preventing the background from being seen had broken, and the mirror was lying face-up on the floor of what appeared to be a burning building.

A shadowy figure came into view at the edge of the mirror and looked down. “Huh,” he said. “What’s this, a scrying mirror? Oh! You’re that guy who helped us with the platforms. Why were you talking to the head of House Adylen?”

“Is that who she was?” I asked. “She didn’t seem to want to tell me, seemed kind of offended that I didn’t already know.”

“She’s yesterday’s news now,” the man said. “Dead as a duruka bird.”

“Anyway, what happened to the man who was supposed to have the mirror you’re looking at?”

“No clue,” the Breaker said. He stepped over the mirror and squatted down, giving me an unasked-for view of his crotch for a moment. “They said it was a ring… Where is it? Damn, I hope that inferno beam didn’t destroy the damn thing.”

“Could you do me a favor and move that mirror somewhere else?” I asked.

“Huh?” The Breaker looked down between his legs. “Oh. Uh… Sorry about that.”

He scooped the mirror up and tucked it into a pocket on the front of his shirt, which obscured about two-thirds of the surface, but did let me look out and see what he saw. The building looked like some sort of warehouse, though I wasn’t sure what was in all the boxes and crates stacked up on the racks lining the wall. Most of the roof was gone, at least as far as I could tell from this angle, and a lot of things were on fire.

The bottom half of the woman who’d been looking for me was laying on the floor, her clothes burning and black soot staining her skin. Both arms were there, though neither was attached to the main body, and her head had rolled away to land next to a support pillar. Of her torso, there was no sign. I assumed it had been turned into the greasy smear of ash near the body.

The Breaker picked up one hand, then tossed it aside. “There’s no ring,” he muttered. “Maybe it flew off when she got hit.”

He turned a complete circle and scanned the floor, but if something as small as a ring had tumbled away from the body, there was every chance it had rolled under a crate or behind a box or barrel. Whoever this Breaker was, he wasn’t using any sort of magic to help him look for it.

I cast a quick scrying spell through the mirror, only possible now that the old woman was no longer blocking me. A single sweep was all it took to locate what the man was looking for. “Pull off her left shoe and check her toes,” I instructed.

“Her what? Are you serious?”

“Do I look like I’m joking?”

Who the hell was this guy? He wasn’t familiar, but it was hard to tell with the cloaks and the masks. I didn’t recognize his voice, at least, and he seemed kind of dumb, but if he was the source of the spell that had killed a woman whom I assumed possessed a stage five core, he was powerful. Somehow, I was having trouble connecting the spell to this guy. More likely, he was just the runner sent to go retrieve the goods after someone else eliminated the target.

The Breaker pulled off the old woman’s shoe and curled his nose. “That’s so gross,” he muttered upon sighting a toe ring. Hesitantly, he slid the band of metal off the offending digit and pocketed it. Then he pulled the mirror out of his pocket and looked at me. “Now, what to do with you?”

“You could give the mirror back to the guy who’s supposed to be hanging onto it,” I suggested.

The Breaker nodded. “That’s a possibility. On the other hand, taking this thing into one of our safehouses could be a mistake. That could let you track us to places you’re not supposed to be.”

“I’ve already been in several of them and I provided your group with access to the floor control rooms and intra-tower teleportation platforms. I hardly need a simple scrying mirror to find you.”

“Sure, that’s all true,” the man said. He paused dramatically, then added, “If you’re really who you look like. For all I know, I could be looking at an illusion or a disguise. Maybe you’re part of House Adylen.”

That actually wasn’t a bad theory. He’d found the mirror on the body of someone who was an enemy and for all he knew, the old woman’s screeching could have all been an act as part of a plan to ‘lose’ the mirror in a fight while she retreated. That was assuming he’d witnessed the conversation at all. It was just as likely that she’d been killed from a mile away and it was sheer coincidence the mirror had survived at all.

“I don’t have any way to prove any of that isn’t true,” I said.

“Exactly, so I think I’ll leave this mirror right here. Not going to be my ass if a safehouse ends up compromised because someone brought an unknown scrying beacon into it.”

Maybe he wasn’t as stupid as he appeared. “Fine. Tell whoever’s in charge of your cell that I’ll leave a new mirror in the floor-one safehouse for them to pick up.”

“That won’t be necessary,” a new voice said. The Breaker holding the mirror whipped around to stare at a man with a slender build and a light cloak. The hood was pulled low to cover the top half of his face, and he glanced down at what was left of the body with a grimace of distaste and muttered, “Never did know when to give up, did you?”

“Sir,” the Breaker said, offering the man my communication mirror.

“Who’re you?” I asked.

“Number Seven,” the man said.

From what little I knew of the Breaker hierarchy, fifty-one through one hundred were cell leaders, and everyone above one hundred were regular members. The first fifty were composed of people who actually knew about what was going on outside individual cells and helped coordinate group actions that required more than ten or twenty people.

At the very top were the single-digit agents, people who were incredibly powerful—compared to the local mages, at least—and operated individually with only occasional support from the other cells. They didn’t take orders so much as collaborated on projects.

He was likely the source of the spell that had killed the head of House Adylen, then. “Progress on the plan is moving along smoothly,” Seven told me. “We’ll let you know if we need any further assistance.”

“I’d like to speak to my contact soon,” I said. “Please ask him to set some time aside for me.”

“I’ll do that,” the man said, his voice pleasant. “Come on, Two-Four-Nine.”

The mirror blinked out, and with its connection lost, my scrying spells snapped. I settled back to lean against the wall and consider the recent developments. The Breakers had at least two of the seals now, and their only communication with me had been accidental. From the sounds of it, they’d kidnapped a scion of the great House they’d assaulted, meaning they were going with the ‘force a blood bond’ route. It was simple, but it worked. I’d have done the same.

It wouldn’t hurt to keep an eye on this myself, but I wasn’t overly worried. I’d designed the teleportation platforms they were using, and if they thought I hadn’t included a few safeguards, they were in for a surprise. Just to be thorough, I would need to sweep the area to make sure they hadn’t reverse-engineered the rune structure and placed their own access points.

How annoying.

I didn’t have anything better to do, though. All my time for the past week had been spent gathering more and more mana, enough to build Father’s new town twice over. I’d made a second trip there to drop off another haul of storage crystals and was working on a third set now. There was no reason I couldn’t roam the empty work spaces under the tower with scrying magic while I focused on claiming as much mana as possible, so I took a few minutes to cast a teleportation spell to the platform outside the sealed chamber.

There was no mana there, of course, which forced me to travel up a level and park my physical body there while my scrying spells looked around. That resulted in frequent attacks from mana wraiths, which slowed down my collection to the point where I was starting to question if it was even worth it.

I found no other teleportation beacons besides my own, unsurprisingly. Instead of disabling it outright, I opted to tie a divination ward into it that would let me know if someone arrived at the platform. Then I dusted off some of my old monitoring spells, upgraded versions of the spy eye spell I’d used back in Derro a few years back, and seeded the area with them.

Unlike my old spells, these ones could be accessed remotely via a companion divination to let me watch the area in real time in addition to creating a record of everything they saw for me to review later. If the Breakers tried to cut me out and make a move, I’d know about it. For safe measure, I started teleporting up the tower and placing them in all the safehouses I had access to.

With the work done, sadly, there was nothing to do but go back to waiting.


Chapter
Seventy-Three



There were six people meeting at one of the safehouses I’d put surveillance enchantments in. One of them was Averin, and another was the man who’d introduced himself as Seven. Without the mask on, it was easy to see the familial relation between himself and the former matriarch of House Adylen. There was a story there, but I suspected I’d never know it. It was probably just typical greed and betrayal, anyway.

I didn’t recognize the other four, but I was careful to note their faces just in case that information became useful later. Two were men, one of whom still wore a mask. The other two were women. Everyone looked to be somewhere between the ages of twenty and thirty, but I suspected that was due to liberal use of life extension invocations.

“I don’t see any way we manage to claim House Remin’s seal in the next week,” one of the two women at the meeting said. “The attacks on the other three houses have raised their guard, and we all know Vorik Remin’s reputation as the most powerful battle mage in the world. No amount of stealth is going to get us inside unnoticed, and it would be suicide to attack their home now.”

“I’m afraid I have to agree,” Averin said. “We’ve got three out of the four seals activated and under our control. I think our best bet at this point is to see if we can force the fourth lock on the ward. With three of them undone properly, it might not take so much power to break it the rest of the way.”

“Or it might blow up in our faces,” the unmasked man muttered. “Why are we in such a rush, anyway? Move the hostages out of the tower and nobody will ever find them. And according to the spoiled rich kid here, not even the great Houses know about what’s under the maintenance sublevels. We’ve got time for them to slip up and make a mistake.”

“You’re forgetting our uninvited guest,” Averin told the man. “I still don’t know what his plans are, but I don’t believe for a second he’s going to be content with just looking around. He wants something from the Sanctum, and he’s dangerous enough that I’d hesitate to take him on in a straight fight.”

“So you say,” Seven said. “Is he really so impressive? That team that went into the maintenance tunnels with him didn’t report him doing anything more powerful than a force wall and some divinations.”

“That’s because they were expendable idiots,” the second woman said. She was the older of the two, with auburn hair pulled into a tight tail. “If this Keiran person was using the spell I think he was to kill those mana wraiths, he either has an incredibly large mana core or he’s the most efficient mage I’ve ever heard of. Even if he only killed a quarter of how many those morons reported, it’s still more than anyone here could do.”

Ah, someone had noticed my lossless casting. I’d wondered if that was going to happen or if they’d assume I was very, very good at processing ambient mana into something usable. Not being underestimated now that I had an adult body was a bit of a double-edged sword. I wanted potential enemies to think less of me—all the better to surprise them with—but it was nice not to be constantly doubted and having to prove myself to everyone I met.

Plus it was much less unwieldy holding onto a staff when I was six-foot-tall instead of three-and-a-half. That had been quite the unexpected handicap. It just went to prove that no one could predict every possible consequence of an action.

“He’s pretty easily figured out every puzzle I’ve put before him,” Averin said. “The only one he wasn’t able to solve immediately was the sealed door. In all fairness, we’ve all seen that thing. If he could force that open, the only sane option would be to pledge our loyalty to him and hope he was feeling generous.”

Scoffs came from various people at the table, but their expressions all soured when they realized Averin wasn’t joking. “Have you actually seen him perform any master-level spells?” Seven asked.

“You mean besides the teleportation platforms that are functioning as a network inside the tower? Or the fact that he apparently cut through tens of thousands of mana wraiths by himself? It’s not like we’ve been able to trace his path through those sublevels.”

“But it could all be a trick. He hands the platforms over, but we don’t know he made them. He tells us about a place we couldn’t get access to, but it doesn’t mean he was the one who found it. Maybe this guy is just a mouthpiece for someone else.”

“Who, though?” the unmasked man asked. With a face like his, I’d have probably opted to wear a mask like his companion.

“Patriarch Remin?” Seven suggested.

I was a bit surprised to find that everyone took that idea seriously. After a few moments of silence while they thought it over, Averin eventually shook his head. “The level of manipulation it would take to pull that off is too improbable to credit. No, I think he’s exactly what he appears to be, just with a hidden agenda that doesn’t necessarily line up with ours.”

“Maybe we could make some compromises with him,” the younger woman said. “Just because we don’t have the same goals doesn’t mean we’re at cross purposes. What does he actually want?”

Seven shook his head. “We don’t know. He says he’s just an explorer who’s interested in learning the tower’s history. If that were the case, though, he’d have been content with the pile of history books we gave him. Instead, he went down into the bowels of the city, into places we didn’t even know existed. What if the master control room for the entire tower is behind that sealed door? If we gain access to that, then this shadow war of ours is over. If he gets it… who knows what he’ll do?”

I was mostly just following along at this point to keep an eye on what the Breakers were doing so I could make sure they didn’t interfere with my plans to destroy the tower itself. Other than that one single room in a floor that had no mana, I’d effectively mapped out most of the tower. Though, now that I thought about it, there were some floors above floor one-fifty that mirrored the lower rune-hallway levels, only with a focus on channeling and aiming a mana beam.

I hadn’t felt the need to visit them personally once I’d discovered the master control room, if only because they were largely irrelevant to my own plans. The only interesting thing at the top of the tower was the skeleton of the massive dragon that had almost certainly starved to death up there. I had little doubt its fate had been echoed across the world by every other dragon as well.

“Getting back on track,” Averin said. “It’s unlikely we’ll have an opportunity to even attempt to kill Vorik Remin, let alone kidnap one of his descendants and bind his seal to them. It’s entirely possible we’ll fail to break through the ward on the master control room with only three of the four seals, but it’s worth taking an hour to try it. Even if it fails, we won’t be out anything.”

There was some resistance to the idea, but in the end, Averin got his way. The group quickly made plans to fetch the two hostages from the other houses—it turned out Seven was a part of House Adylen after all, and had already bound himself to his grandmother’s seal—and report to the warded doorway. They weren’t wasting any time about it, either. Orders were given and people were mobilized. Teleportation platforms activated on various floors as everything got organized while I sat and watched.

Did I want to interfere with this plan? If so, when exactly would be the best moment to jump in? Short of spending a few years building ward-breaking equipment to aid me in getting through the door, I had no way in on my own. The Breakers’ plan had a better chance of succeeding than anything I could do in the short term, though I suspected they were still underestimating the power in that ward. Even if three out of four seals were used, that did not guarantee the ward would weaken. It might do nothing at all without all four.

Of course, their theory could be correct. It might be set up to work that way, though if it did, it would merely confirm what I already knew: whoever had built that chamber had done it as an afterthought to the tower. No other ward, all of which had a familiar style, would function the way the Breakers were hoping this one did.

Even if they were right, and the ward sealing the room was substantially weakened, they still might not be good enough to get through. That would be the best time to intercede. I could break through where they failed, possibly eliminating some of them if necessary. Depending on what was in the room, it might prove pointless to fight over it. I hardly needed another cache of weapons, for example. I merely wanted the variable eliminated from my own future plans.

While the Breakers got ready to descend to the depths of the tower to make their attempt, I made my own preparations. A bracelet seemingly made of glass went on my wrist, something I’d prepared specifically for this potential fight when I’d last visited home and had access to my crucible. On my other arm, a copper armlet glittered around my bicep. My belt buckle was carved from one end to the other with runic script, and I’d made the painstaking effort to thread small, flexible strips of rune-engraved gold into the inner lining of my cloak.

None of it should prove necessary, but I was hesitant to face an unknown number of what probably constituted the most powerful mages on the planet without some options. Everything was full of mana, including my own body. Once more, I settled down to watch and wait.

An hour later, the Breakers used my teleportation platform to reach the door. None of them betrayed even the slightest hint that they might have realized I was aware of that, which I’d expected. Their lack of knowledge on how a teleportation platform even functioned made it a good bet that they wouldn’t realize I’d modified mine. Still, I would have thought they’d be more suspicious, since I’d just listened to them talk about how little they trusted me.

Then again, they’d brought no less than thirty mages with them. Huddled in the middle of that group were two children, neither older than ten. I felt my lips compress into an angry grimace when I saw that. For some reason, I’d assumed their hostages would be adult members of the great Houses, but they’d somehow gotten the bright idea to abduct kids instead.

I was not a man with an overabundance of scruples, but that right there made me glad I’d learned the faces of every single person at that council meeting—well, except for the one wearing a mask, but I had eyes on him even now. When things inevitably went sideways, they’d be at the top of my list of people to punish.

The kids were marched to the door, the seals shoved into their hands, and instructions whispered into their ears. Hesitantly, fearfully, they pressed the seals to the spots they’d been told to. Standing behind them, Seven reached over their heads to do the same. Through my scrying spells, I could see the magic start to unravel, exactly like how the Breakers had hoped it would.

That left only a quarter of the ward structure to defend the room from being forced, and while I still wasn’t confident Averin could do it, I knew I could. One way or another, I was getting into that room today.


Chapter
Seventy-Four



Istepped off the teleportation platform and unleashed a spell through my staff. The dozen or so Breakers guarding it all crumpled to the floor, their shield wards overwhelmed and their minds battered into submission by pure pain. Their brief screams were a chorus to announce my arrival.

At the far end of the hall, Averin and his co-conspirators jerked upright from their work and stared at me with wide eyes. Between us stood a few dozen Breakers, surprised but already reacting to my unannounced intrusion.

I held up the arm with the glass bracelet hanging from it and unleashed the spell it contained. I’d only been able to fit enough mana in there for a single cast, but that was all I needed. The whole point was to have the magic prepared and ready without having to go through the lengthy cast time of the spell.

Crystalline prisons flashed into existence, trapping all but a handful of the Breaker defenders. Almost immediately, several of the prisons started to crack and splinter, their occupants fighting to escape. I could have stopped that, but it wasn’t necessary. It would still take upwards of half an hour for them to break free at the rate they were going, and those were the best among them.

That left me with Averin, his five companions, and two terrified children and their minder, all of whom—barring the children, of course—were at least stage three. Averin was probably stage four.

“Keiran, what the hell do you think you’re doing?” he demanded.

“I could ask you the same question,” I said. “From where I’m standing, it looks like you’ve decided to cut me loose, never mind that you only know about this door’s existence because of my hard work.”

“We don’t even know what’s on the other side!”

I made a show of looking at the three dozen Breakers I’d incapacitated. “Seems like you brought a lot of muscle. Are you expecting a fight behind the door, or was it just to stop me in case I caught on to your scheme?”

I already knew the answer, of course. They’d made extensive plans to handle me if I interfered, but it had mostly boiled down to swamping me with sheer numbers while their heavy hitters spent the mana needed to punch through my defenses. That plan wasn’t going so well for them.

“Just get back to working the door,” Seven snapped. “We’ll handle him.”

With a last, lingering sneer in my direction, Averin turned his back on me. Seven and the other four of their group stepped up, forming a line across the hallway as they revealed various implements, including two wands, an athame, a walking stick, and what I was pretty sure was a human femur.

“Mine’s bigger,” I said with a smirk as I brandished my staff.

They were holding off on attacking me because they’d laid a trap across the hallway, one that would draw the mana out of any spell that crossed it and return it to its owner as a paralyzing burst of lightning. Not coincidentally, that was why my own lockdown spells had ended where they did. What they weren’t aware of was that I’d laid my own traps on this hallway earlier, ones I’d thoroughly shielded to prevent anyone from noticing them.

“Go on, then,” the ugly man said. “Let’s see how you do against my defenses. I know master-tier defensive conjurations, and I’ve got four friends ready and willing to blast you to pieces while I keep you from harming a single hair on their heads.”

“As you wish,” I told him. I lifted my staff and pointed it in his general direction to send a gout of fire at his seemingly-unprotected face.

His eyes lit up in triumph at my apparent mistake, only to turn to confusion and then panic in the span of a quarter-second when the wards they’d laid down failed to activate. I had to give him credit, though; he raised a shield around himself instantly, one strong enough to casually repel my conjuration.

It hadn’t been meant to hurt him, just distract and provide a visual barrier. At the same time their entire group was flinching back from the burst of fire, I sent a second spell rolling across the floor. The barrier in front of me would resist any sort of conjurations, a trait almost all defensive spells shared. Conjurations were the overwhelming majority of all offensive magics, after all.

If this guy was any good, he’d also have a defense that resisted divinations and enchantments. But given the relatively immutable nature of the tower itself, I was betting he didn’t have a lot of practice defending against transmutations. And why would he? They very rarely were useful in combat situations, being among the slowest and most cumbersome spells to use.

True to my expectations, the spell slid across the floor and through the barrier wall without slowing down. It washed over the group’s ankles, unnoticed by anyone but me. As it started to work, they brandished their various implements in my direction and unleashed a salvo of their own attacks. My shield wards flared to life, multi-layered from three different sources, and deflected or dispelled lightning bolts, force missiles, a roiling sphere of darkness, and—from the femur wielder—an ectoplasmic frog that tried to land on me and then explode.

My shield wards shed all of the attacks, and I instantly flushed them with more mana to bring them back up to full. “Points for creativity,” I said, “but your spells lack the power to punch through my defenses. Perhaps you’d like to try again—or is it my turn now?”

I wasn’t taunting them to mock their inferior spellcraft. I was doing it because it would take a few more seconds before they started to notice that they couldn’t feel their legs, and the longer I could keep them distracted, the better. The full transmutation took about thirty seconds, and while it was difficult to counter, it wasn’t impossible. If I could reduce the window they had to act with cheap words, I’d be negligent not to.

I pointed my staff down the hall, causing all of them to flinch back, but no master-tier spell erupted out of it. Instead, it was a simple phantasmal arrow, one that I expected to split the barrier easily. Even if it failed, it would still serve as another distraction.

It didn’t fail, but the mage maintaining their defenses was actually quite good. Even as I cast the spell, he recognized the arrow for what it was, and created a small, circular plane of phantasmal energy to intercept the attack. My arrow bounced off it and unraveled into wisps of mana, then disappeared.

“You’ll have to do better than that!” the ugly mage declared pompously.

I gave him an indulgent smile and threw six more arrows in his direction. Three more phantasmal shields bloomed in front of him, one ingeniously placed to deflect two of my arrows at once. The two he couldn’t catch slammed into him, but were harmlessly disintegrated by a secondary defense. That didn’t overly concern me; duels between master mages often went like this.

We’d probe each other, trying to find weaknesses in our shields or some clever combination of spells that would overload them entirely. Or we’d set traps if we knew the battleground beforehand, or bring a few friends along to overpower our opponents completely.

In short, nothing about this fight had been anything unexpected. Magical warfare hadn’t changed much since I’d been gone, at least not in terms of strategy and doctrine. The overall quality of magic had decreased markedly, and now that I was up to stage five, I was in the proper position to leverage my knowledge.

That was why, when the first of their group cried out in surprise, I merely gave them a grim smile and poured on the pressure. I doubted they’d be able to save themselves from petrification even if I let them try to reverse the spell unhindered, but I wasn’t about to do that. Spells flew from me in a storm, some breaking themselves against the barrier that was even now being maintained, some slipping past and having to be manually dispelled.

At the same time, I started attacking their minds. Normally, it wasn’t worth the effort, but in this case, it served as a feint to keep them from devoting all their efforts toward saving themselves. That didn’t stop them from trying, and I silently applauded their resilience even as I watched the creeping stone spread across exposed skin until all five were nothing but vividly-detailed statues dressed in cloth and leather outfits.

“Now then,” I said as I stepped past them and turned toward the Breaker keeping the two children held captive, “that just leaves you. Would you like to surrender those children to my keeping, or shall I kill you first?”

“Do your worst,” he spat. “You won’t harm them while I’m still alive.”

My eyebrows rose at that. “Harm them? Oh, no, you’ve got entirely the wrong idea. I’m actually quite upset about your little group dragging them into this. Children shouldn’t be made into pawns for their elders. They will be returned to their homes as soon as I’m done here.”

Even this was a stalling tactic. Averin was working on the door, and while I was confident I could take over and open it up, I did not know the mechanics of this ward well enough to state with certainty that the other three locks wouldn’t reset soon. Considering I’d just turned one of the keys to stone moments ago, it would be better for everyone if Averin succeeded.

I considered the man for a moment. He’d drawn both children behind him with shaking hands, obviously aware that he didn’t have a prayer of stopping me but determined to try anyway. I could respect that. In fact, that was a rare form of heroism that deserved a reward.

“Run away,” I offered. “Take those children and return them to their homes. Do that, and you’ll live through the day.”

The Breaker glanced at his leader, but there was no guidance to be had there. Averin was deep into his work now and oblivious to the world around him. It was entirely possible he hadn’t even realized I’d broken through their defensive line.

The Breaker gave me a single, jerky nod, then ushered the children past the stone statues of his leaders and the crystalline prisons of his companions. The handful of Breakers I’d put down with mental attacks were starting to stir, but their groans of pain were muted, and the man led his two charges through their ranks. He made eye contact with me as he stood on the teleportation platform, then vanished in a surge of mana.

I hoped he was as good as his word. I’d hate to have to hunt him down and kill him later, but I would. The tracking divinations I’d attached to both the children and him would make it easy.

With the distractions sorted, I turned to Averin and peered over his shoulder. He was struggling, at the very edge of his skill and still not quite through. I doubted he could hold everything he’d done for a minute more before it all collapsed, so I sent four tendrils of my own mana in to assist him.

The ward twisted hard, threatening to throw us both out and probably reset in the process, but a fifth tendril reinforced the section that was buckling, and a moment later, everything broke. The ward was finally down, leaving nothing but the physical door itself standing between us and the contents of the room.

“Let’s see what’s so important that it demands this level of security,” I said, causing Averin to flinch and scramble to get away from me. His eyes darted down the hallway and took in the scene in an instant.

With a bitter laugh, he said, “I should have known it wouldn’t be enough. Well, come on then. We might as well see together.”


Chapter
Seventy-Five



Averin had nerves of steel. I’d just taken out three dozen people, though admittedly none of them were actually dead. Maybe he thought that meant his life was safe, that in the worst case, he’d just be imprisoned. Whatever his rationale was, he didn’t show an ounce of fear over his plan to keep me at bay failing.

The door didn’t swing open so much as it just vanished on the spot, either teleported away or disintegrated; I wasn’t sure which. We peered inside to see an enormous room, empty but for a large box painted a flat, light-absorbing black. It was easily big enough for four or five people to lie next to each other on top of it, completely seamless and in pristine condition.

It was obviously some kind of cache, but what it could possibly have inside was a mystery. The divinations I tried to cast on it unraveled into mana, which was then eaten by the box. Even from the doorway, I could feel it pulling at the mana in my core, an effect that weakened marginally as I took a few steps back. Whatever that box was, it was hungry.

It also affected the petrification spells I’d placed on Averin’s elite mages. I could feel the mana in the spell tearing as the box consumed it. Within a matter of minutes, all five of them would be free again. The crystalline prisons I’d trapped most of the rest in wouldn’t be far behind. That was going to be an issue.

Before I could decide what to do, the mana coming from one of the statues spiked, and the stone shattered to reveal Seven. He spun in place, his spell already formed while he was still struggling to break free, and pointed a hand at me. “Block this,” he screamed.

An incandescent beam of heat and energy erupted out of his open palm, widening to a solid foot-thick pillar of superheated fire. I recognized it as the spell that had killed his grandmother, a mage arguably just as powerful as me and probably even better prepared for an ambush.

Anywhere else, that spell might have proven dangerous to me. It would have stressed my defenses in ways I’d prefer not to test in life-or-death combat. Here, now, with the door open, I just stepped backward into the room and watched the spell’s structure shudder. By the time the fire reached me, it was already unraveling into pure mana. My shield wards easily dispersed what was left of it, though they too were rapidly being leeched of their power.

“I’ll admit, I’m impressed at how quickly you broke out of that transmutation,” I said. The spell didn’t actually turn a person to solid stone. Even for a master-tier spell, doing that to five people at once was ridiculous. What it did was refashion their outer layer of skin into stone, trapping them in place and eventually killing them through suffocation if nothing else. Mages at this stage shouldn’t have a lot of trouble breaking out of it or surviving long enough to be rescued, which was exactly the point.

I still wanted to convince the Breakers to evacuate the tower before I destroyed it, and disabling without killing them—even though they’d technically betrayed me—was a way to leave the possibility of future collaboration open. If that didn’t work, well, there was always the real master control room. I could probably find a way to make the whole tower uninhabitable and force a mass exodus, but it’d be easier if they went voluntarily and in stages while setting up new homes rather than as a displaced population.

Seven quickly recovered from what I assumed was his most powerful spell dissolving into the air in less than a second, but not so fast that he was able to launch another attack before the giant black box in the middle of the room shuddered. The entire room seemed to rumble with it, stone grating on stone despite it being one solid piece carved out by magic.

“I see,” Averin muttered to himself. “Of course that’s what happened.”

Then, before anyone could stop him, he let go of all his shroud, baring his core for all to see. The box immediately latched onto him and drained him dry, then kept pulling as he started channeling mana from a crystal he’d had hidden.

“Maybe feeding that thing isn’t the best idea,” I told the man, but it was far too late.

Seven recovered from his shock and started hurling more spells at me, but he was too focused on conjurations, and none of them could remain cohesive enough to even reach me, let alone hurt me. The mana void had fully expanded beyond the bounds of the room now and into the hallway, perhaps growing stronger as it fed. Keeping my own mana from being consumed was becoming more and more of a challenge, and every item I’d crafted and imbued with a reservoir of mana was slowly leaking it away.

I reached out with my free hand to grab Averin by the shoulder and haul him away from the room. “Alright, I think that’s enough of this,” I told him. “Time for you all to get out of here before this thing explodes.”

I doubted it was some sort of tower self-destruct mechanism, but I hadn’t had a chance to examine it yet and I couldn’t rule it out. Whatever the box was, I didn’t want it eating more mana until I got a close look at it. Unfortunately for me, I’d underestimated just how quick it was spreading. At the same moment I was dragging Averin away from the room, the sound of shattering stone filled the hallway and the other four elites came back.

More mana filled the air, forcibly pulled from their cores while they cried out in surprise and tried to get the siphon under control. “Feed it!” Averin cried. “This is the culmination of our goals!”

The crystalline prisons started cracking as well. Those were easier to escape from in the first place, but also easier to drop on anyone who wasn’t well-warded against conjurations. They hadn’t been designed to last longer than needed to finish up the main fight. With the incredibly strong mana siphon coming from the black box, they dissolved within a matter of seconds, leaving a hallway full of confused and frightened Breakers.

Then, just as suddenly as it started, the siphon stopped. Everyone, including me, paused at that. Silence hung heavy in the air as we watched, waiting for something to happen. The seconds stretched on and the various mages started to murmur to each other quietly, only to be silenced by a single harsh glance from one of the elites standing amidst the stone shards of their own prisons.

A loud hiss filled the air, the sound of air under pressure escaping its container, and the box fell apart. The sides dropped away, leaving the top floating in the air for just a moment before it rose up to the ceiling and clung there. Standing in the middle of that open space was the last thing any of us expected.

It was a man, perhaps thirty years of age and dressed in a somewhat bizarre robe with a lot of excess cloth in the sleeves and so much length that it dragged on the floor behind him. He held a smaller, matching black box, only six inches across, in his hands in front of him. Though he stood there with his eyes closed, unmoving, icy fear clutched at my heart. I didn’t need to see more to know what I was looking at.

His skin was pale, so translucent I could practically see his skull through it. His shadow, instead of the normal black, was a dark blue and speckled with lights, almost like the sky on a moonless night. If none of that was enough, as soon as the black box unfolded, I could feel the mana in the tower shift, exactly like how it would in a demesne. That put him at stage eight, minimum, but all things considered, I was willing to bet he was stage nine.

After all, a lich as strong as Ammun Nescect wouldn’t be content at anything less than the pinnacle of power.

His eyes opened, revealing two fiery red dots for pupils. They scanned the men and women in the hall, dismissing most of them as inconsequential. Then they landed on me, and I saw a hint of confusion in their depths.

“How long?” he asked, his voice exactly as I remembered it even if his face was different.

“A thousand years, my Emperor,” Averin said, dropping to one knee and bowing his head.

“Impossible. My calculations predicted no longer than a few decades.”

“Our ancestors betrayed you. Once you began your repose, I believe they sealed off this chamber and diverted all sources of mana away from it.”

That wasn’t a hard scenario to puzzle out. I’d already known Ammun had built the tower to serve his own purposes. When he’d ruptured the world core and mana had started to thin out, he’d no doubt realized he would be the cause of his own death. Back then, the tower probably wasn’t drawing in a fraction of the mana it did now, certainly not enough to support a lich with a stage nine mana core. He’d gone into hibernation, trusting his loyal vassals to wake him back up once the mana levels had stabilized.

Eventually, they must have realized that they preferred to run things themselves, and taken steps to ensure Ammun’s sleep was permanent. That explained the diverted mana flows and why the ward on this room was constructed differently than everything else in the tower. His minions had stabbed him in the back.

And we’d woken him up. Averin hadn’t been surprised by what he’d found in this room. He’d known all along what they were aiming for. Claiming the tower’s master controls were behind the door was an excuse to sell to his colleagues to get them on board. Or maybe a few of the people at the top had known, but the ones here had seemed just as surprised as me at what we’d found.

It was clear that Ammun had figured out what had happened just as quickly as I had, maybe even faster. He’d actually known the vassals who’d betrayed him, but apparently not well enough to anticipate their treachery. It only took him a moment to process what had happened.

“I shall have to punish them, should any still remain alive,” he murmured. Then he looked out into the hall and added, “These people share your ideals?”

“All but one, Emperor.” Averin pointed at me. “He works against us.”

Ammun peered at me, his brow furrowed. “You… are familiar to me. How is this possi⁠—”

The old lich cut himself off and recoiled. “No,” he gasped out. “You died. I remember it. I verified it myself. I cremated your body.”

“What can I say? It didn’t take,” I told him, putting on a confident façade. If Ammun realized I was no longer a stage nine archmage, there was no telling how he’d react.

“That ridiculous research of yours actually panned out?” he demanded. “You… Master…”

“That’s right, my foolish apprentice.”

“Apprentice?” Averin mouthed, looking from Ammun to me in shock.

“Incredible. When I read those notes, I thought you’d gone mad in your old age,” the lich told me. “Just… it was impossible. Every single part of that magic was theoretical, and a lot of those theories were shaky at best.”

“I’m sure it seemed that way to you,” I said. I needed to steer this conversation in a different direction before Ammun reached the obvious conclusion. “Now, what’s this I’ve heard about you destroying a moon and causing a global cataclysm while I was gone?”

Ammun wasn’t deterred. In fact, he was now giving me a shrewd look that I didn’t care for one bit. “You managed to successfully control your reincarnation, though not without a few problems. You’ve been gone for thousands of years, Master. Still, congratulations are in order. You have a new body, a young body.” He paused and stared hard at me. “A… weak body.”

Shit.


Chapter
Seventy-Six



“Ican assure you, you’ve missed a lot while you were sleeping,” I told Ammun. “And I’m not even close to the age this body appears.”

That wasn’t even a lie. I just didn’t clarify and tell him that I was less than half my apparent age. Hopefully he’d think I was significantly older, but it probably wouldn’t make a difference anyway. I might be at stage six to casual observation; it was impossible to confirm I didn’t have a demesne while I was in the middle of Ammun’s. What he could confirm was that I didn’t have my mage’s shadow yet, meaning I hadn’t reached stage eight.

Ammun knew he was stronger than me right now. If he decided to get rid of me, now would be an excellent time to make the attempt. On the other hand, he was weakened from having just woken up, and even with all the mana his stasis box had pulled in, I doubted he had much in reserve. Most of that had gone toward constructing him a body.

There was also the matter of the little black cube in his hands. Unless I missed my guess entirely, that was his phylactery, something he’d be quite keen to protect. Losing a body was one thing, but if that cube got broken, he’d actually die. It was no wonder he’d taken it with him when he’d sealed himself up to prevent himself from ending up mana-starved.

If we fought now, he risked his phylactery being destroyed, something every lich avoided at all costs. I might just make it out of here alive if I was careful. But while this was Ammun’s best chance to kill me, it was also my best chance to destroy him. And there was no doubt in my mind: I had to destroy Ammun. He’d bound the entire tower as his genius loci and there was no chance he’d ever let me tear it down, not even to salvage the world core. It would mean his own death.

“Calm, Master,” he said, raising a hand. The black cube vanished as he did so, no doubt tucked away into his own phantom space. “Through all the centuries, I’ve never lost my respect for your knowledge and skills. It is a privilege to see you walking the world again. I was merely surprised to see you fallen so far from your former power.”

I didn’t buy that for a second. Of all my many, many apprentices, Ammun stuck out in my mind as one of the most conniving ones, more than willing to get his hands dirty to accomplish his goals and never concerned about the morality of his actions—not that I was one to cast judgment for that. But I knew he wouldn’t hesitate for a second to kill me if he thought it would get him what he wanted.

“A temporary setback,” I assured him. “Part of the reason I even came here was the abundance of mana being produced by your creation. Unfortunately for me, your awakening has made me aware of your claim on it.”

“Indeed,” Ammun said with a chuckle. He glanced fondly at the wall. “The work of many mortal generations. We had to twist its purpose at the end, with some regrettable side effects.”

“That’s putting it mildly,” I told him. Part of me wanted to press him, to see what efforts he’d made toward fixing the problem he’d caused. I knew he’d be every bit as motivated as me, maybe even more so, to restore mana to the world, but he’d probably realized he couldn’t accomplish that while his tower was wedged into the mysteel shell that surrounded the world core.

That was a dangerous topic. I was reasonably sure the only thing keeping Ammun from doing his best to kill me was that he didn’t know I’d discovered what exactly he’d done, or what was needed to reverse it.

“Yes.” His expression appeared pained now. Ammun always had been a good actor. “I was unable to devise a solution to that before I was forced to seclude myself here for what was supposed to be a brief stay while things stabilized.”

He cast his gaze over the various Breakers filling the hall, then to Averin, who was still kneeling in place. The elites who’d tried to stop me, including Seven, were still lined up in formation at my back, but with the loss of the majority of their mana and Ammun’s subsequent appearance, they hadn’t made any moves.

“Still, for all that went wrong, it appears I do still command some loyalty in my own home,” Ammun said.

I didn’t know about that. The Breakers of Chains had been billed as a terrorist faction intent on overthrowing the long-standing ruling families. One could make an argument that a return of their old emperor was the final step of that mission, but if so, I seriously doubted the rank-and-file members were aware of it. No one besides Averin seemed to have known what they were going to find here.

“Yes, Emperor,” Averin said. “Our lives for your cause.”

“That will not be necessary,” Ammun said. “I merely require enough mana to sustain myself, something that I’m sure the tower is amply capable of providing if it has truly been a thousand years.”

His red pin-prick eyes returned to me, watchful and measuring. “But you, my master, this is truly unexpected. You, too, are seeking to repair the damage I inadvertently caused saving my homeland?”

“I wouldn’t say I was here specifically for that,” I lied. “It was more an investigation of a powerful source of mana than anything.”

“Ah.” The old lich shook his head. “Whatever the reason for your arrival, you are far too clever not to have realized what happened.”

I nodded silently and did my best not to tense up.

“I have no doubt you’ve devised the simplest solution already,” he said.

It looked like he wasn’t buying my lie. I started weaving my mana in my core, hidden behind my shield and ready to be unleashed as a surprise attack. If I was lucky, Ammun wouldn’t notice. “I have.”

“I believe I can find an alternative solution,” the lich told me, as if it were that easy. Just let the world ride it out. It had already been a thousand years. It could wait a few more centuries.

The thing was, if I really believed he could, I might have been inclined to work with him on it. But I’d seen the damage, and I knew how indestructible this tower was. Even if we transmuted the mysteel back into shape and left the tower as a plug, it would continue to drain mana directly from the core. Everything would be unbalanced, even in the best-case scenario.

“How long did you work on it before you ended up in here?” I asked.

“Forty years or so. Maybe fifty.”

“And did you make any progress?”

“It wasn’t a very long time for such a complex project. I’m sure we could speed it up drastically by working together.”

That was my out. I could agree now and make a hasty exit. With the world completely drained of mana outside this tower, there was no way Ammun could follow me. All I needed to do was get a single teleportation off and I’d be safe. I had the mana. The platform was fifty feet away.

But if I ran now, I gave Ammun time to consolidate his new lease on life. I’d never see that phylactery again. Everyone else here was drained to practically nothing. This was as fair a fight as I was ever likely to get.

“I think we both know there’s only one solution,” I said just as I unleashed the spell I’d been building while we talked.

Phantom spaces were difficult to target. They existed as a sort of pocket in the astral realm where time and the laws of nature were considered mere suggestions. The only real weak point was where they anchored to our world, and those were protected by the people who owned them.

Despite the name, phantom spaces had nothing in common with the phantasmal line of spells. They would have been much less secure if the connection could be severed with a simple intermediate-tier spell. Just because it wasn’t easy didn’t mean it was impossible, however. My attack was composed heavily of divination magic designed to hunt down that intangible anchor, followed by a powerful enchantment that latched onto and drained the anchor dry.

It struck Ammun before he had a chance to react, but he wasn’t an archmage for nothing. Even with no defensive tools and barely enough mana to hold his new body together, he broke the spell before it could finish its work.

There was no response beyond a flash of anger in his red eyes and a powerful master-tier conjuration of pure force. It was designed to stress test my wards, to force its victim to deal with an overwhelming amount of raw kinetic power. I would know; I’d taught it to Ammun a few thousand years back.

Instead of getting caught by the battering ram of magic, I reshaped my shield ward to deflect the spell to one side while the momentum pushed me the other way. It took less than a tenth of the mana it would have to stop it head-on, and when the spell crashed into the wall behind me, it did nothing more than shake the hall slightly.

Averin bellowed in outrage and sprang to his feet, but having only had a few minutes to regenerate his own mana, he barely had enough for two or three master-tier spells. Lucky for me, the line of elites behind me was not only dealing with the same issue, they also weren’t nearly as sure of whose side they were on. They held back and didn’t try to interfere.

Averin’s ward-splitting attempts were pitiful, the result of a lack of resources, not skill. I could basically ignore them to focus my attention on the lich and his shadow. With the first exchange completed, Ammun’s shadow sprang to life.

A mage’s shadow could act completely independently from its owner, up to and including casting spells. Effectively, that meant I needed to defend myself from two Ammuns at the same time, with the sole saving grace here being that the lich was fresh out of the crypt and didn’t have much mana. Undead, unlike living people, couldn’t generate their own. I could outlast him and batter him to nothing, then shatter the phylactery.

I sent a salvo of elemental attacks his way—not out of any expectation of hitting him, but just to force him to waste even more mana defending against them. His shadow, meanwhile, had jumped free of his body and was now sprinting across the wall to my left. It sent a series of cheap hostile divinations at me, each one slamming painfully against the barriers surrounding my mind.

If even one got through, I was finished. I’d be crippled at least temporarily, but in a fight like this, even a few seconds meant death. Since this was far from the first spell duel I’d been involved in, I was well aware of how lethal a crippled psyche was, and I’d ensured my defenses were top-notch long before I’d set foot in the tower.

The spells were barely a distraction from Ammun’s barrage of force spells, everything from a hail of needles to a cutting wave that blew past me and tore into the people in the hallway behind me. Unsurprisingly, Ammun didn’t seem to care about the collateral damage.

Affecting an undead’s mind with divinations was a fool’s errand, so I didn’t try. Instead, I kept hacking at his connection to his phantom space while throwing an endless barrage of spells at both him and his shadow. It was entirely possible to destroy that shadow. Though it could regenerate quickly enough, unless Ammun took the time to speed up the process, it would be out of the fight.

Shadows were hard to pin down, though, and it easily danced along the wall, avoiding anything and everything I threw at it. I didn’t consider that a waste, not when every moment it spent dodging was a moment it couldn’t cast its own spells at me.

I could sense Ammun slowing down, conserving his remaining mana, trying to find a way out of this fight. He set off a light bomb in my face, only for it to be smothered as I wrapped it in darkness before it could fully detonate. It still provided a visual barrier, but I’d gotten used to processing multiple viewpoints from my ever-present scrying spells thousands of years ago. One flashy attack wasn’t going to blind me, even if it had gone off.

That was how I knew he was running. I turned to give chase, ready to sunder the teleportation platform if I needed to. Seven and the other elites were in my way, but I burned the mana to slip past them and crashed into Ammun just before he reached the platform.

At the same moment, his phantom space tore open, and that little black cube spilled out onto the ground to land right at my feet. I stomped down on it, looked directly into Ammun’s panicked eyes, and said, “Got you.”


Chapter
Seventy-Seven



The reaction was immediate and violent. Ammun whipped both hands straight up and hurled mana out in a tightly controlled burst. Telekinetic force ripped down the hallway, hitting me and everyone else nearby in an ingenious, albeit expensive, attack.

Most shield wards, mine included, handled kinetic force by redirecting it, but if there was too much, it could also shove me off to one side. If I was pinned against a solid surface by it, the shield ward would hold steady until it ran out of mana rather than let me be crushed, but by design, the magic sought to minimize the amount of force it had to absorb via reshaping of the ward to deflect said force away at an angle.

In this case, Ammun’s spell slipped across the floor, just high enough to skim over the top of his phylactery, then shoved everyone straight up to slam into the ceiling. It was so widespread that there was no possible angle my shield ward could slew the force off from, which meant me and six other people were all pinned to the top of the hall for about a second and a half, just long enough for Ammun to cast another telekinesis spell that sent his phylactery zipping into his outstretched hand.

I wasn’t idle while I was being tossed around, of course. Failing to hold onto Ammun’s phylactery was a disappointing but expected result. I’d only really done it to distract him, though if I could have managed to escape with it myself, I absolutely would have. Really, what I’d been after was a few seconds to sabotage the teleportation platform.

Thankfully, I could do that remotely. It wouldn’t stop him from getting around under his own power, but those spells took time to craft properly, and the extreme distance between floors would only make it more difficult. While Ammun was busy recovering the black cube, I launched a series of divination spell instructions to the platform to cut off its connection to the installed mana battery. It would take me seconds to repair, but made it functionally impossible for anyone else to teleport out.

I dropped lightly to the floor when Ammun’s spell ended, a pair of invocations to increase my strength and balance already active. I sped down the hall, twin bolts of lightning leading the way and a hail of razor-edged ice following behind. With no shield wards of his own, Ammun had to manually dispel or defend against the elemental conjurations, a task he was more than up to.

Both lightning bolts slammed into a six-foot-tall needle of stone that appeared and disappeared in less than a second, and the ice storm plinked off an invisible wall to fall in deformed and cracked lumps to the floor at Ammun’s feet. While he was blocking those, though, he wasn’t advancing to the teleportation platform.

My scrying spell caught sight of a second stone needle descending from the ceiling behind me just in time for it to spew my own lightning bolts back at me. Unlike my opponent, my shield ward was fully charged and drawing directly from my immense mana crystal’s reservoir to keep itself that way. The lightning skittered across the ward’s surface before harmlessly dissipating.

That was all the time we had for slinging spells before I closed the physical distance and conjured up a gleaming silvery blade mounted from the top of my staff to run the lich through with. His free hand rose to catch the magical blade, itself covered in the exact same silvery material. A horrid, wailing screech filled the hallway as metal scraped across metal, but in the end, even my strength-enhancing invocations couldn’t compete with Ammun’s sheer physical prowess as a lich.

Undead often had the advantage there, but I’d been hoping to catch him off guard with the quick attack. It hadn’t worked, but all I had to do to reclaim my staff was dismiss the spell-conjured metal blade. I switched tactics, casting an endless stream of force cleaves at him from all directions to hold his attention while I worked on piercing his defenses to snatch the phylactery back out of his hand.

Or, more accurately, to sever that hand at the wrist and take the whole thing. It was easier than trying to pry his fingers open. Ammun’s mana reserves had to be almost gone, despite him using mostly weak and cheap spells. Most of it had gone into animating his body, leaving him with little to fight. My strategy of overwhelming him until he had nothing left to fight back with was quickly wearing him down.

Then, somehow, the teleportation platform flared to life. Ammun gave me a cheeky grin, deflected one last bit of force magic, and vanished. Had he managed to interface with the mana battery and reconnect it, or had he taken in far, far more mana than I’d thought and brute-forced the activation?

I mentally ran through who’d been in the hall during the siphon. Averin had freely given his entire core’s worth to Ammun, which had been half a teleportation spell by himself. Seven and the other elites would have had similar amounts to give, minus the mana they’d burned fighting me. The siphon had probably made that back and more just from eating my petrification and crystalline prison spells.

The numbers didn’t add up. I knew how much mana it cost to make a body like that. I knew how much mana Ammun had used during our own fight. Had he been deliberately underselling himself with weak spells to make me think he needed to conserve his reserves? Maybe he’d had some sort of emergency reserve storage crystal hidden in his robes?

A moment later I realized that no, it was neither of those things. He’d simply bypassed the security on the mana battery while we were fighting somehow and drained the damn thing dry. How exactly he’d done that was a mystery, but not one I had time to unravel, especially since I could see the Breakers still on their feet behind me coordinating to send a volley of spells in my direction. Regardless of their loyalty to Ammun, they were all in agreement that I was still an enemy, even after I’d gone through the trouble of not killing any of them.

That had been a wasted gesture. With Ammun alive and active, there was no chance I’d destroy this tower peacefully. I was almost certainly going to be committing genocide against an entire civilization in the near future, and even if not, it would be no thanks to the Breakers. These people were useless to me now.

I waved a hand behind me and cast a master-tier spell called shrapnel storm. Thousands of pieces of jagged stone filled the hallway, all flying at high speed. For about six seconds, everything besides me was shredded into bloody piles of meat, then the stone vanished. I sighed and shook my head. It would have been nice to be able to use that spell on Ammun, but it took a few seconds to cast, and there was no way he wouldn’t counter it before it could get going.

For these mages, it worked just fine. The only ones to survive were the elites in the back hiding behind the ugly one’s force wall, and even they were considerably worse for wear. The wall must have buckled at the very last moment, exposing them all to a second or so of the spell before it ended.

Tempting as it was to pull the platform into my phantom space and leave the remaining Breakers stranded down here, it would cost me a few minutes to teleport manually. I’d already located Ammun; giving him those minutes to take in mana would only make the fight harder.

I needed to decide what to do. I could confront him directly and continue our battle, or I could teleport down to the real master control room and begin the sequence of events that would destroy the entire tower. That option would kill a few hundred thousand innocent people, but it would deprive Ammun of his demesne and possibly even starve him out in the long run.

If only I could be in two places at once, but without my mage’s shadow, it was impossible. So I made my decision.
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I flew into the control room a few minutes later and immediately approached the nearest interface. While there was no big flashing self-destruct option, there were ways to shift the tower’s mana flows to starve out the wards that reinforced it. At that point, physics would take over, and it would crumble under its own weight. If I did that, then destroyed the master controls, Ammun would be stuck fixing everything manually, and that was far, far too much work for a single person to do. Even an archmage would need a small army of assistants.

Before I could get into the interface, a rope of shadows dropped from the ceiling and looped around my throat. My shield ward flared, but the rope simply tightened around that invisible barrier and refused to be dislodged. I found myself flung from my feet to slam into a wall on the opposite side of the room.

Ammun’s shadow stood on the wall across from me, already working its next spell while I recovered from the surprise attack. Now that it had caught me off guard, there was no need for it to hide its presence like it had been doing when I came in.

“You know, it’s almost refreshing to have an opponent I can’t predict and outmaneuver at every turn,” I said. Ammun would be able to hear the words through his shadow. “You would not believe how boring it’s been in this world going up against the sorry excuses for mages I keep finding around here.”

“Nobody ever really measured up to your standards,” Ammun projected back. “Not even the best of your students was good enough for you.”

“Please. You were far from my best. Plenty of students easily mastered the concepts you spent your time struggling with.”

“Then where are they now?” the lich asked. “If I was such a failure of a student, then how come I’m the only one here?”

“Well, it has been a few thousand years. That tends to put even the best and brightest in the ground, unless they do something stupid like turn themselves into an undead creature whose body requires massive amounts of mana to maintain, only to then destroy the biggest source of mana on the planet.”

“What was I to do? Let that insolent cabal rain destruction down on my homeland, on the whole world? No one was safe as long as they had that moon under their control.”

I hadn’t been there, so I couldn’t say with any certainty that I would have come up with a better response, but… I would have come up with a better response. Ammun’s screwup had caused worldwide problems, and what made it worse was that he’d obviously been playing with things he didn’t understand, otherwise he never would have chosen the course of action he had.

“It’s too late to change, either way,” I told the shadow. While we’d been chatting, I’d been running through the controls on the interface remotely, something that Ammun apparently hadn’t caught on to. Perhaps he simply wasn’t aware that I’d already been here and corrected my lack of access to the systems, or perhaps he was simply too distracted by whatever he was doing to pay attention to what his shadow could sense.

Either way, I finished making the necessary adjustments to the mana flow right about the time we got to that point in the conversation, then I promptly unleashed a massive wave of force into the whole control structure, shattering much of it to useless pieces.

“Now that that’s finished, I’ll be coming for you next,” I told the shadow. It tried to chase me out of the room, but my flight spell gave me too much speed for it to keep up without magic of its own. By the time it ran me down, I’d already reached my teleportation platform and locked onto my next destination.

The world disappeared, and I was bathed in light. The only thing I could see amidst the brilliant flow of mana around me was a lone shadow a few hundred feet below, floating in the center of the mana column that made up the core of the tower.


Chapter
Seventy-Eight



Our new arena favored Ammun. While I could process the mana here, I couldn’t do it nearly as efficiently as he could. I wouldn’t go so far as to say he had an unlimited amount of mana, because even though a lich naturally drew it in, it still took time to trickle into his withered, dead mana core. But for the few minutes he’d been here, actively working on increasing his reserves, I was expecting a mage duel of master-tier spells.

Any spell we threw would have to be castable instantly. If it took even a few seconds to form it, we’d leave ourselves vulnerable to counterspelling. Forming a hidden spell inside our mana cores was all but impossible while actively casting spells. Pulling that off in the middle of a duel wasn’t going to work, not against another archmage.

In a normal fight, I had plenty of time to weigh my options, to consider what piece of my arsenal would best accomplish my goals, and to scrutinize my opponent’s defenses. In this fight, I had no such luxury. Ammun was as close to full strength as I wanted to see him get, and he was no longer going to be throwing weak spells at a slow pace.

The lich spotted me as soon as I arrived, of course. Between his shadow witnessing my departure from the teleportation pad and the many scrying spells he no doubt had running to keep him aware of everything going on around him, there was no real way to sneak up on Ammun here.

It was no surprise to come out of the teleportation and find myself facing down a pair of mana constructs charging through the air at me. I’d expected him to use that moment of disorientation where the world reasserted itself to strike at me, though I was surprised to see that his chosen attack was a duo of stone lions.

Each was ten feet tall and twice as long, with teeth the size of my forearm. They ran through the sky with no apparent regard for gravity, almost shining in the light of the mana pillar we stood inside of. It made it harder to pick out the nodes of the construct spell that formed them, which might have been Ammun’s intent in choosing this particular spell to open with. It could have worked if I hadn’t established the correct divinations prior to my teleportation.

Instead, I merely reached through the mana to break the stone lions into pieces. It took only two tendrils of my own mana tugging the nodes out of place to destabilize the whole spell and cause them to collapse back into nothingness.

At the same time, I sent a dozen spiraling waves of force down at Ammun and wove an enchantment to draw mana toward it, then positioned it away from his body. There was far too much mana in the air for it to completely dry out an area, but every little bit helped. While my opponent was fending off my enhanced force bolts, I sent seven more mana-drawing enchantments out to join the first. They made a cube formation around Ammun, one he immediately attacked.

I actively contested his assault, defending the enchantments liberally while reinforcing them to not only pull harder at the ambient mana, but to convert it into barriers that connected all of the enchantments together and formed a cube with Ammun trapped in the center. Enchanting him directly would fail, but trapping him in an area of effect was possible, as long as I could keep him from tampering with it.

Unable to overpower my control of the enchantments, Ammun let gravity take hold of him and tried to drop out of their range. It was a good plan, there being well over a hundred miles of this pillar just in the habitable portion of the tower alone, never mind what was above and below it. The problem was that when I’d placed the enchantments, I’d used him as the anchor to their locations. Just fleeing out of range wasn’t an option.

I flew after Ammun, still shooting off conjurations of various flavors at him. Force magic worked the best in this environment, mostly because elemental energy tended to get lost in the noise of the background mana, sharply reducing its effectiveness with distance. This was now a running battle where we were both falling as we threw spells at each other, which made distance a factor.

My shield ward remained strong despite the repeated hammering it took, and within a handful of seconds, Ammun switched tactics to mental attacks. Before, he’d been trying to be sneaky. Now, he was bringing a battering ram to bear. It didn’t work, but it did make it harder to cast multiple spells at the same time while holding onto my defenses.

This was how battles at our level always went. It wasn’t one grand gesture that decisively claimed victory, but a thousand cuts that slowly wore away at the enemy until they were too weak to fight back. He was attacking my mind to slow down my casting. I was attacking the ambient mana to slow down his resource gathering. The whole while, we were both hurling force spells, lightning bolts, shards of stone or ice, and enchantments designed to ensnare or distract at each other.

Some spells didn’t work that well. Enchantments were a poor choice of offense against another mage, but that was counterbalanced by the fact that undead were notoriously bad at coping with them as long as they didn’t affect their minds. The ones I was using all went straight for Ammun’s mana core, which was synonymous with his life force, but he wasn’t an archmage for nothing.

“You’re not going to win this!” he howled up at me as we fell. “Look around! I’m surrounded by more mana than either of us could spend in a year. You’ll never drain me dry.”

That mana wouldn’t be here in a year, not if my alterations to the tower stuck. Admittedly, that did nothing to help me in this particular fight, and if I lost it, Ammun would certainly be able to fix what I’d broken. I didn’t respond, just kept up the pressure on him.

My staff was a blur in my vision as I used it to direct force shields to intercept Ammun’s attacks, and the copper armlet I was wearing started to heat up as it overloaded with all the mana flowing through it. I’d designed it to process ambient mana into something usable, specifically to help keep my reserves going while I burned through them with master-tier spells. I’d known when I made it that it wouldn’t survive more than a single fight, and the arena having been moved to here of all places was probably the worst possible outcome for it.

But for the moment, it was taking some of the pressure off my mana crystal, which was itself still more than half full. I was paying no attention at all to how fast I was burning through it, but it had taken over a week to fill it even with all the mana I was processing out of the air, and this fight hadn’t even gone on for ten minutes yet.

We fell past the bottom floor and into the maintenance sublevels, where we encountered a new problem. Mana wraiths, it turned out, were freely passing in and out of the core column. My mind noted that fact distantly and formed a theory that the mana got thinner the higher up it went, which probably served to unintentionally keep them lower down the column where that mana wasn’t needed to keep the habitable floors heated, lit, and full of water.

Whatever the reason, their inclusion added a new dimension to the battle. Suddenly, we were both fighting off mana wraiths as much as each other, and I was having an easier time of it. Ammun’s body drew them to him the same way he pulled in mana, and the enchantment cube I’d saddled him with didn’t slow him down enough for the wraiths to ignore him. They swarmed him, while only a handful seemed to even notice me.

I saw Ammun’s version of my own phantasmal shell pop up around him, though his had jutting blades popping out of it at every conceivable angle. They spun rapidly, ripping through the wraiths around him as fast as they could appear. He must have realized the monsters were getting thicker as we continued to drop, because he halted his descent.

Meanwhile, I let the distance between us increase so that even more of the wraiths would cling to him. It couldn’t last forever, but it gave me time to collect myself and start putting together a big spell. Even with my staff, I needed at least fifteen seconds, which was normally impossible to get in a duel between archmages, but Ammun had been completely blindsided by the horde of wraiths. I even went so far as to throw a handful of divination blockers out to tie up his scrying spells and keep him totally blinded.

The very act of casting that spell drew more mana wraiths to me, but they were a known threat I’d already taken steps to neutralize before showing up here today. Each of the golden bands I’d threaded into the lining of my cloak was a phantasmal blade, capable of operating independently and hunting down any wraiths that got too close to me.

Six swords phased into existence around me and started spinning and slicing, effectively shielding me from the wraiths without any additional effort on my part. They would only last for a minute, but I’d made thirty of the bands, so I had plenty of weapons in reserve.

I was halfway through constructing the spell I hoped would break Ammun’s physical body and allow me to recover his phylactery when an explosion of phantasmal constructs shredded every wraith within a thousand feet of the lich. His eyes snapped up to me immediately, finally clued in to what I was building.

A bone-white beam of energy shot out of his palm, so cold that my breath misted up mid-exhale. I was almost surprised by such a straightforward attack as his response, especially one I recognized as a simple overcharged ice beam. If Ammun hadn’t fired it in an environment so rich in ambient mana, I might not have realized in the split second I had that the beam didn’t just eat heat, it was also eating mana.

Hitting me with it would do damage to my spell construct, possibly enough to cause it to unravel fully. Blocking it was also not an option. That just left dodging, accomplished most readily by dropping straight down out of the way. That clever idea worked for all of half a second, then Ammun swung his palm down to follow my path.

My only options were to disrupt the beam, something I doubted I could pull off in time, or get out of the way, which gravity and flight magic were failing at accomplishing. That left me with one extremely expensive spell, something that cost ten times as much mana as a simple teleportation.

Chronoslip would let me move between moments in time, and its cast time was determined entirely by how fast a mage could pour out the necessary mana to form the extremely simple spell construct. For me, and probably for Ammun as well, that meant it was an instant-cast spell.

Time froze, and mana poured out of me. I dropped and spun to circle behind Ammun, still holding the construct for my other spell steady. I gained precisely three free seconds of uninterrupted action, which would just have to be enough because I’d already chunked a quarter of my remaining mana getting away from that beam spell.

I released the spell and watched the white beam scour the far wall of the core column, eating all the mana it passed through to fuel its own destructive power. My divination blockers were still stubbornly clinging to Ammun’s scrying spells, and he’d yet to throw out new ones or crack the blockers’ hold, which gave me another second of time to build my spell.

Then mana burst from his body, streaking out in every direction to threaten me even without a visual confirmation of my location. I shielded myself against the probing tendrils as best I could, but short of a full-body barrier, that was always a losing proposition. Even the barrier itself could barely slow the tendrils down since they were designed to rip apart magic.

For all of that, my spell was almost complete. Ammun wouldn’t be able to stop me, not in time. Even if this attack didn’t destroy him, I was confident it’d cripple him enough to win me the fight. All I needed was a single second to finish it.

Then his shadow raced up the wall behind me, nothing more than a blur of black moving many times faster than we were.


Chapter
Seventy-Nine



Ididn’t hesitate to send out a dozen more phantasmal swords from my cloak. They wouldn’t be very effective against a mage’s shadow, but they would do something. If it didn’t dodge out of the way, it’d be taking damage. If it did, it’d give me the time I needed.

Unsurprisingly, an insubstantial body not possessing things such as bones or joints was extremely flexible. The swords pin-cushioned the wall around Ammun’s shadow, but it deftly twisted itself around to avoid each strike. Limbs flattened and elongated. Its torso twisted into a sinuous S-shape as it slithered between two swords that should have taken it through the heart and kidney. The shadow wove through the attacks easily, barely even slowing down, but the blades chased after it and kept trying, forcing it to constantly deal with the distraction.

All of that happened over the span of two seconds at most, but that gave me the time I needed. Ammun’s own attempts to stop me were absorbed by my shield wards, mostly force and fire, though he also tried to pepper my brain with mind spikes.

I fought through all of that, finished the last segment of the spell I was constructing, and, with an evil grin, unleashed it on the lich.

Golden light enveloped him for a second before sinking into his skin. He looked back at me in confusion when nothing else happened, and I wondered if he thought that I’d botched the spell somehow. If so, he was in for a surprise.

The spell was called body link, and what it did was replicate all spells cast on me to the recipient. That included offensive and defensive spells, so if he hit me with something, he’d also be attacking himself. More importantly, though, any spells I cast on myself would affect him as well.

Ammun might not have known exactly what spell I’d used—his apprenticeship with me had ended long before he’d gotten to the point where he was learning master-tier spells—but he knew better than to let an unknown magical effect linger. Already, he was working to dispel the enchantment while putting distance between us and letting his shadow attack me as a distraction.

I ignored both of them and focused on my belt buckle. That piece had been ruinously expensive to create, requiring more mana than everything else I’d made combined, but I’d wanted it as my ultimate insurance in case things went sideways. What it did was cast a modified teleportation spell at six times the cost and one-tenth the maximum distance, but it did it instantly instead of taking five minutes.

I felt myself get ripped through space and appeared in the air a hundred and fifty miles east of the tower. At the same time, Ammun appeared nearby. His shadow was left in the tower and would need some time to rejoin the battle. By the time it could make it here, I intended the fight to be over.

There was still mana in the air, but it was nothing compared to what we’d been fighting in. It certainly wouldn’t be near enough for Ammun to hold his constructed body together, which meant that every passing second cost him some of his reserves.

Unfortunately, we weren’t nearly far enough away that I could just abandon the lich and let him die of mana starvation. All I’d done was limit him to what he’d already absorbed into his core, which might still be more mana than I had left after being forced to use that chronoslip spell earlier.

“Clever,” the lich congratulated me, “but not good enough.”

Without the interference of the mana streaming past us in enormous quantities, we were free to fight at range now, a fact we both took immediate advantage of. Ammun summoned a ball of liquid fire into existence and cast it up into the sky, where it rained down glowing drops that would melt my flesh if they made contact. A thousand individual attacks impacted my shield ward in the bare second it took me to fly out of the radius of the spell.

At the same time, I unleashed the rest of my phantasmal swords to attack Ammun directly while targeting myself with a slowing invocation. As counterintuitive as it seemed, there were plenty of invocations that were detrimental, either by design or because they were miscast. Since my flight spell was what was moving me, I didn’t need reflexes or extreme speed. If he wanted to dodge my attack without wasting mana on expensive barriers, Ammun did.

The first sword skimmed across his arm, leaving a shallow gash in the fabric of his robe and slicing off a section of the excess fabric making up the sleeve. The next two missed completely, but they swung right back around for another attempt. The remaining ten or so hacked into his body in various locations, one even severing a leg.

Ammun felt no pain, of course. That was one of the great advantages of lichdom—to have a body that was naturally stronger and faster, that never got tired and never hurt, that even if it were utterly destroyed, the lich would simply reform in a new one. I wasn’t fighting to kill Ammun here. I was fighting to gain control of his phylactery before he could hide it away.

Our duel continued for another thirty seconds, over which time we utterly annihilated the landscape below us. Ammun’s liquid fire rain set a swath of the forest ablaze while I conjured up several hundred tons of solid rock to crash down on him and the ground below. Chilling beams of pure cold scoured the ground as I darted around to avoid them, and fields of reversed gravity that we both scattered through the sky sometimes clipped the tops of trees below, ripping them up and drawing them into the air to serve as visual barriers.

I was burning through mana at a fantastic rate, almost every single one of my spells master-tier and unable to benefit from lossless casting, but so was Ammun. As it so often did for mages at our level of skill, it looked like it was going to come down to who ran out of mana first. Luckily for me, even though my mana crystal was getting low, I still had ten enormous storage crystals in my phantom space to use as backup.

If Ammun had known about their existence, he might have been targeting my own phantom space the same way I’d ripped open his. His divinations were firmly rooted in the here and now, however, and while we hurled conjured spells at each other, we also dueled in the realm of divinations, each attempting to blind the other, or to feed false information on our locations, spells, and actions to each other.

I gained a momentary advantage when I slipped into a phantasmal state, causing Ammun’s divination to lose track of me. Before he could reestablish visual contact, I shadowleaped into the underside of one of the floating rocks that had been caught in a gravity well, then hit him from the back with a barrage of mana punctures.

Even without seeing the attack coming, Ammun blocked all but two of them. That was fine by me; the spells hadn’t cost me anything, and while it would have been fantastic to riddle his mana core with holes, that was nothing Ammun couldn’t repair. The real benefit was that it told him where I was at the time of the attack, which was different than where I was now.

I’d gone invisible and flew a wide loop, dodging an outpouring of random fiery explosions filling the air, until I was in a blind spot I’d made in his divinations by subverting the spell to feed him a false image of an empty sky. If he was clever, he’d realize that it wasn’t showing the explosions he was throwing out, but my one-time apprentice was looking harried now.

I dropped down out of the sky on him like judgment descending from the heavens, a gleaming blade of light held in my hands. Ammun had just enough warning to see the attack coming, but as he started to form a shield between the two of us, I lashed out with a mass of mana tendrils to pry the spell open. It was a losing proposition for me, good for only a split second of stalling before the shield closed.

I passed through in that moment and the blade split Ammun in two, from the crown of his skull to the bottom of his crotch. Each half of the lich was flung in opposite directions, though there was no blood or gore. His body had been made to look human, but inside, he was nothing but a skeleton with fake skin wrapped around conjured padding.

Scouring flames roared out of both my hands, each one pointed at one half of Ammun’s body. They washed over the lich, burning his physical shell away into ashes and leaving behind nothing but the small black cube of his phylactery. It fell a hundred feet and got caught in a gravity well to swirl around with a million shards of wood that had once upon a time been a whole tree before being caught in the crossfire.

The sudden end to the battle was almost alarming. We’d been wearing each other down for the better part of half an hour across three different arenas. I was mentally and physically exhausted, and my mana reserves were so drained that it would take me months to refill what I’d spent if I didn’t have any ambient mana to pull from.

Part of me expected it to be some kind of trick, an illusion Ammun had spun out of nothing while he lurked in the periphery, waiting for the right moment to strike. But no, all of his magic was gone. The divinations had unraveled, the gravity wells were starting to fade as they ran out of mana, and no lances of force, flame, or anything else cut through the sky.

I pulled his phylactery to me with simple telekinesis and let out a laugh of disbelief. Just like that, I’d averted a major hurdle to my plan to restore the world. The tower itself would become uninhabitable over the next few months with the mana flows disrupted, forcing everyone to either flee or die. I hoped they’d choose the former, but whatever they decided, it was coming down. Then it would be years and years of clean up.

I just needed to rip Ammun’s soul out of this phylactery and consign it to oblivion first. Then there’d be no way for him to come back. Except, when I went to do that, I realized something.

The cube was a true phylactery, of that there could be no doubt. I’d checked first thing to make sure it wasn’t a fake before the fight had even begun. In every way, shape, and form, the square chunk of black metal was a soul vessel.

The problem was that it was empty.

This whole time, Ammun had been baiting me into a battle, dangling this phylactery in front of me to force me to fight instead of fleeing. As long as I thought I had something to gain, he knew I’d stay. And it had worked. I’d exhausted myself destroying his physical manifestation to claim an empty phylactery under the assumption that it housed his soul.

From well over a hundred miles away, a roar shook the world. I didn’t need to look to know what it belonged to. My assumptions about that dragon skeleton on the top of the tower had been wrong. It wasn’t the grave of a dragon that had starved to death. It was the home of a skeletal dragon undead, in some ways every bit as powerful as Ammun himself.

Most likely, he was controlling it directly while his true phylactery constructed a new body for him to inhabit. For all my efforts in this battle, even though I’d vanquished his physical form, I’d lost. For the first time in centuries, I’d lost a fight.

There was no way I could take on that skeletal dragon, not in my current condition. I hurried through the motions of a teleportation spell to the brakvaw portal, passed through, and destroyed it behind me. Hopefully I hadn’t stranded any of them near the tower, but there was no way I was leaving access to my backyard right outside Ammun’s demesne.

Brakvaw came on the wing to swarm me when I broke their portal, but Grandfather cut through their screeching with a single command and silenced them. He took one look at me, then turned to his flock and said, “Disperse.”

“Thanks,” I said tiredly as the brakvaw flew away.

“Tell me what happened,” he commanded, his voice grave.


Chapter
Eighty



For three days, I’d been overseeing the migration of Sanctuary’s population to their new town. I’d helped put up homes for the farmers fast and cast spells to prepare their fields for planting. I’d even transmuted the soil to match some of the samples I’d taken from other lands where things seemed to grow better.

All the while, I’d been watching through the various surveillance spells I’d scattered throughout Ammun’s tower. His new body had been up and active within hours of the conclusion of our battle, and he’d immediately gotten to work repairing the altered mana flows I’d left behind. I’d hoped the loss of his master interface would slow him down, but with the entire tower being his demesne, he didn’t need it. Apparently, that had been for his underlings to use, not him.

“You look tense,” Father said, pausing in the act of hauling bags of seed out of a barn to be piled up on a wagon, all of which would get pulled into my phantom space for easier transport.

I grunted in reply, not turning my attention away from what my divinations were feeding me. At this distance, it was hard to get a clear picture. I doubted I’d be returning anytime soon to recover the stored images, so this was as much as I was going to get.

“Gravin?” he asked.

I shook my head. “Everything’s going wrong, Father. We’re not ready for this yet. Maybe in a decade, but not now.”

“Do we have a decade?”

“No,” I told him bluntly. “That’s why you all need to leave.”

Between the brakvaw pitching a fit about the necessary destruction of their portal and Ammun’s people leaving the tower in every direction to hunt me down, I’d be lucky to get a year to prepare. The brakvaw were the more immediate problem, but they were the less serious of the two. I couldn’t afford to waste time dealing with them when I needed to prepare for my next confrontation with Ammun.

Father looked like he wanted to say more, but he just sighed and shook his head before disappearing back into the storage shed. I watched him go with a pensive frown and went over my mental calculations again.

The petrified forest experiment was going well. The plan seemed viable, but it needed more time. It would be the work of months to seed the entire forest, then years for them to finish their work. Even my most optimistic estimates put it at two years to fully petrify the valley. I was going to have to take additional steps to shield my home from divination. What I had now were designed to defeat the weak mages of this era, not an undead archmage I’d personally trained thousands of years ago.

“Keiran,” Ammun said, catching my attention through one of my scrying spells. He was looking right at the anchor for the divination, clearly seeing it and just as obviously aware of what it was. “I want you to know that you failed.

“You could have worked with me. You should have agreed. We want the same thing. For all your faults, your sheer arrogance, that unchecked ego, I always respected your brilliance as a researcher. Look what you made: a spell to defy death itself.

“But no, you had to do it your way. You had to fight me, all to destroy my greatest creation. Look upon it now. Your efforts were for naught. The tower stands strong, and it will be even greater now that I’ve reawakened.”

I felt his magic trying to crawl across the link between myself and the surveillance spell, to trace it back to locate me while he monologued. It was easy to defeat the outside intrusion into my spell, and he seemed to realize that there was no chance of him getting through.

“I’m coming for you,” he said, his voice turning angry. “It won’t be today, but it will be soon. How quickly can you grow in the wasteland that is the rest of the world? Only here could you find the mana you need, and we both know you’re too smart to set foot in here again. At the level of power you’re stuck at, your death is inevitable. There’s no way you’ll escape my reach long enough to be able to confront me again.”

There was some truth to that statement. I’d had my shot at him, and I’d missed. I wasn’t sure when exactly he’d made the switch between his phylactery and the empty one, if at all. Maybe he’d done it a thousand years ago when he’d sealed himself up, and his true phylactery was hidden somewhere else in the tower. Either way, unless I could find it, he was a never-ending problem.

“Just know that your days are numbered,” Ammun said.

Then, he simultaneously crushed every single surveillance spell I had in the tower, which was particularly impressive because they spanned hundreds of miles. It was only possible because he’d bonded the tower as his genius loci, a perfect example of how futile it could be to fight a properly prepared mage in his own demesne.

Father came back out of the shed, two more bags of seed slung over his shoulder. “That’s the last of it,” he said as he dropped them onto the wagon bed. “Shouldn’t need too many more— Hey, you okay there?”

“I’m fine,” I told him, pulling myself out of my thoughts. “Just watching some divinations I’ve got out and about for threats. So this one is ready to go?”

“Yeah,” Father said slowly, still watching me. “You sure you’re…”

I just shook my head and pulled the wagon into my phantom space. “Come on, lots of work to do,” I said. “And not a lot of time to do it.”
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It took two weeks, including the time the field hands spent bringing in an early harvest. None of them were too happy about that, but I absolutely needed them out of the valley as soon as possible. I’d already helped Tetrin relocate his workshop to the new farm town, though I suspected without me there, he wouldn’t linger long. Maybe he’d surprise me, though. After all, there was plenty of mana for his experiments, and that was what he was after.

While everyone else worked on relocating an entire village, I had Hyago and his three assistants seeding every tree in the forest with the petrification pebbles I’d made. Creating such a colossal amount of living stone had drained all of the storage crystals I’d been working on and I’d still run up short, so I’d be devoting the majority of my personal mana generation to making more over the next few months. Hopefully, I’d keep ahead of how fast Hyago’s team was going through them.

Once it was just me and the four druids left in the valley, I removed the teleportation platform and activated the divination shroud I’d been working on. It latched onto the mana shielding network we’d already built and spread across the length of the entire valley—weak for now, but it’d grow to its full potency over the next day or two.

Not only would it protect the valley from all forms of divination, it also served as a giant attention redirector, so anything flying overhead that could physically see the valley would be inclined to forget about it. Their eyes would slide right over it and dismiss it as an unimportant, irrelevant chunk of land nestled between two mountains.

I just hoped it would be enough.

Hyago was waiting for me to deliver the next batch of stone seeds, so I collected them from my workshop, each in its own container to prevent them from merging into each other, and flew out into the valley to meet him at his tree house. His assistants were there as well, people whose faces I recognized but whose names escaped me. I was almost positive one of them had been an Arborist back in my home village before moving here.

“How many in this batch?” Hyago asked as I pulled four wooden cases out of my phantom space to distribute.

“One thousand each,” I said. “This will be the last big run. I’ve pretty much used up all my reserves at this point.”

“And there’s no going back to get more mana from wherever you were before?”

“No, too dangerous with an archmage lich ruling over the area now. I had to break the portal the brakvaw were using to hunt there, too. I even left an explosive spell behind to shatter the stonework after I passed through so there’d be no way anyone could trace it back to our island.”

Hyago didn’t say anything to that. He didn’t need to. We’d both done the math and concluded that there were a lot more than a few thousand trees in the valley. Without a source of outside mana, it was going to be a chore to keep growing new petrification seeds.

“I have some ideas,” I said. “We’ll see how they play out.”

“Maybe you should visit Derro again,” he said. “Lot of people there.”

“It’s a possibility,” I agreed. “I actually had another idea, though…”

“Oh? What’s that?”

“I have this chunk of moon rock I recovered years ago that I’ve started experimenting with again recently. I think I might be able to get it producing mana for me, but we’ll see. If it fails, I have other routes to explore.”

All four of the druids stared at me for a moment before one of them hesitantly asked, “You have a piece of a moon? What color is it?”

“Color… is complicated,” I said. “Only the outer layers are colored like we see them up in the sky. Their interiors are the same black and gray and brown as anything else. This particular chunk is gray with black striations.”

“Alright, enough of that,” Hyago said. “Off with you. We’ve got a lot of work to do and the sooner it gets done, the better.”

His assistants scattered into the forest, trackable by the mana they were burning on strengthening invocations to hold the massive weight of the wooden boxes I’d given them. Hyago hefted his own box and glanced at me before walking away. “Anything else you need, boss?”

“About a million things,” I said, “but nothing you can help with. I’ve got another meeting with the brakvaw to try to calm them down and keep them from returning to their old hunting grounds.”

“Surprised you’d bother,” the druid said.

“If I’m being honest, brakvaw are huge and have a ton of mana they don’t need. I’m hoping to secure some of it by being cooperative with them. We’re still negotiating.”

“Ah. You’ll figure it out. You always do.”

Hyago steadied his box once more, then slipped off into the woods, leaving me standing alone in the small clearing below his tree house. I looked up at it and blew out a frustrated sigh, then cast a flight spell and lifted off into the air. Despite Hyago’s confidence in my abilities, getting this done under such a tight deadline was a longshot. There was no telling when Ammun’s hunters would find me, and I suspected that I had, at best, a few years before he felt confident enough to venture out of his place of power.

Ironically, the lack of ambient mana in the rest of the world was the only thing keeping me safe now. For the moment, he was trapped in his own tower, unable to venture away for more than an afternoon jaunt. As long as I kept my distance, I could avoid another fight.

That wouldn’t work forever. I needed to regain my former status as a stage nine archmage, or even go beyond. Right now, Ammun had all the advantages. If I didn’t turn the tables, he’d eventually find me and crush me.

I skimmed up the coastline, heading to Eyrie Peak to start working on the next phase of my own plans, and hoped it would be enough.

End of Book 3
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Nameless Sovereign — a Cultivation Progression Fantasy
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Wish Upon the Stars — a Cultivation LitRPG Adventure

Grant wishes. Gain stats and skills. Outpace the competition.

On his 18th birthday, Shane learns that he has the bloodline of the Wishmaster, the most powerful criminal in the universe... and that he has the ability to grant people’s wishes.
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