
        
            
                
            
        

    
The Broken Night
KEIRAN: THE ETERNAL MAGE
BOOK FOUR


D.E. SHERMAN


[image: Timeless Wind Publishing]



First published by Timeless Wind Publishing LLC 2024

Copyright © 2025 by D.E. Sherman.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute it by any other means without permission.

This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental.

D.E. Sherman asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

First edition

Editing by Nicole Amato.

Cover art by Poyjee.


The Story so Far…


Four years have passed since Keiran dismantled the Wolf Pack in Derro and broke their stranglehold over the island’s mana. In that time, his sanctuary, once built as a safe haven for his family, has grown into a whole village and begun spreading his knowledge of magic as they travel to and trade with other communities.

A band of hunters from the village of Ghalin appear one day, begging for assistance as their home is being swarmed with monsters attracted to all the mana in the location. Keiran, Senica, and a group of mages leave to help, only to discover that it’s not the newly ignited cores of the villagers drawing in the monsters, but a recently activated tower in the nearby mountains. The tower is part of a network, all connected by an enormous, ever-flowing stream of mana.

Tracing that back to its source, Keiran discovers the existence of the brakvaw, a race of gigantic birds with a unique approach to using magic. Their techniques are extremely efficient and Keiran spends some time on their home mountain befriending their progenitor, a massive old grayfeather known simply as Grandfather. After trading some assistance and knowledge to him, Keiran eventually masters the brakvaw method of cycling mana to reduce the cost of using it, a technique he calls lossless casting.

With most of his mana problems finally sorted and his ointment of aging having close to half a decade to do its work, Keiran now has an adult’s body and is prepared to take the next step in his plan: enhancing his mana core from stage two up to stage three and then right onto four. This gives him a massive boost to both how much mana his core can hold and how quickly he can generate more. More importantly, he’s finally prepared to go hunt for answers to the mystery of how his world’s core came to be broken and what needs to be done to fix it.

He sets out with Senica, him intent on exploring lands outside the island he’s been reborn on, her to practice her magic and experience new things. The two make their way from island to island, flying to follow the brakvaw mana stream connecting their towers and stopping frequently to see what the local areas are like. Keiran collects samples to bring back home with him while Senica tests her magic against various monsters.

Eventually, they make it to where the old kingdom of Ralvost once stood before it fractured into a dozen smaller countries. There, Keiran discovers that the locals have the strange belief that mages are divine beings who live in a holy land called the Sanctum of Light. Being foreigners, Keiran and Senica are not lumped into that group and are instead considered apostates. When emissaries from the Sanctum arrive, Keiran questions them and learns of an immense tower a thousand miles away.

The two travel onward, now outside the guiding mana stream of his brakvaw allies, and they soon find a land with the faintest traces of ambient mana. The deeper they go, the stronger it gets. With that mana comes monsters of various shapes, sizes, and strength – all good practice for Senica’s budding skills.

They find the Sanctum of Light, an immense tower that’s size defies comprehension. Its peak is lost above the clouds, and its base so deep in an enormous chasm that it’s hidden in the darkness. Villages and towns are scattered around outside the chasm, each one with a specially guarded building that houses a teleportation platform. These are the only way in and out of the tower, and Keiran begins studying the defenses in preparation to break in.

Before he can, he stumbles across a group of people known as the children of the dark, the Sanctum’s term for any mages who aren’t part of their society, or who are but are breaking their laws. The children of the dark call themselves the Breakers of Chains, and are a terrorist faction intent on bringing down the Sanctum’s government and breaking the aristocracy’s hold on the populace.

Keiran agrees to help them as a way to streamline his own entrance into the tower. In return for his assistance breaking into the higher floors where the rich and influential live, they furnish Keiran with a safehouse to operate from and records of the tower’s history that point him in the correct direction. He makes his way deep underground, fighting through hordes of mana wraiths living in the tower’s sub-levels, until he finds a room so well warded that not even he can get through the door.

The Breakers of Chains also examine the door, which is sealed with four keys. They speculate that the keys are owned by the four Great Houses that control the tower and begin the process of attempting to collect them while Keiran takes care of his own project.

After collecting massive amounts of ambient mana, he returns home to begin the process of advancing his core to stage five, a step that will protect him from becoming poisoned by the heavy mana that fills the chasm and the tower’s lower levels. Thus fortified, he sets out to explore the outside of the tower in relative safety.

He finds vents at the tower’s base that pull in the mana cycling through the tower and confirms his theory that the tower itself goes all the way down to the world core. Keiran explores the ventilation shafts and eventually finds his way into the tower’s master control room.

Keiran quickly learns that the Breakers have cut him out and are attempting to open the warded door themselves. He intercepts their attempt and defeats the mages they brought along as a contingency, including a group of five elites. While he’s fighting, their leader, Averin, opens the door and the two find out what’s inside.

It is a large black cube, tall enough for a man to stand in and wide enough for half a dozen people to lay side by side on top of it. As soon as the door is opened, it begins pulling in mana from the defeated mages. After a few seconds, it opens, revealing the lich, Ammun, the archmage responsible for destroying one of the six moons and breaking the world core.

Ammun went to sleep a thousand years ago in a sort of stasis designed to keep him dormant, but alive, until the tower gathered enough mana to sustain his undead form. His vassals decided they liked being in charge and betrayed their master, leaving him sealed forever. Averin knew what was behind the door and was determined to bring the old lich back, hoping that he’d destroy the four Great Houses for their ancestor’s treachery.

Keiran and Ammun fight, Ammun to destroy a potential threat before it can gain enough power to challenge him and Keiran to claim possession of Ammun’s phylactery before the lich can hide it. Keiran wins the battle, only to discover that while the phylactery the lich held is real, it’s also empty. He flees the tower and returns home to begin preparations for his next ascension to stage six.


Chapter
One



For two years, I’d devoted practically every waking moment to a singular goal. I’d made compromises, I’d sold my skills, and I’d begged favors to keep the mana I needed coming in. I’d sacrificed time with my family and secluded myself away to stay focused. And now, finally, I was ready to reap the rewards of that dedication.

I stood in the middle of a forest, in a clearing that had been made when a local druid had decided to relocate his home, treehouse and supporting trees both, to escape the encroaching stone. Rather than plant new trees to replace the ones he’d left with, I’d decided to turn the site into the ritualistic center of my plan. I’d used magic to smooth out the ground into flat, bare stone, and spent endless hours carving runes into it. Now I stood in the center of a circle of a million runes spread out fifty feet in every direction.

Surrounding me were a hundred thousand trees, every single one of them petrified from their roots to their crowns. It was a forest of living stone, and it would have been a natural wonder of the world if not for the fact that it was all artificial. I’d made it, along with the help of that druid and his assistants.

Mana hung thick in the air around me, probably the second densest place on the planet next to the demesne of my greatest enemy. That tower was sunk directly down to the world core, providing him with an unconquerable advantage when it came to sheer quantity of mana. It had also broken the rest of the world, leaving it with no mana at all.

We’d disagreed strongly on the best way to solve that the last time we’d met.

Despite promises to find me—and soon—I’d managed to keep myself and my sanctuary hidden while preparing for this ritual. And now, unless that evil old lich managed to interrupt things in the next half an hour or so, I was finally about to form my genius loci and advance my mana core to stage six.

I put those thoughts out of my head to focus on the task at hand. Every single tree was producing mana, and I needed to tap into that. I stood in the center of my ritual circle and began pumping mana into it, runes lighting up in a rush around me, line after line, until finally, the whole thing was glowing.

The ritual wasn’t a long one. My mana reached out into the area around me and laced itself through the entire valley like a net. More and more strands wove themselves through, reaching for the far-off border of my domain and my hidden underground labs underneath it. They stretched until they touched the line of ember blooms making up the east and west borders, all clippings from the original I’d found years ago and carefully cultivated over the last eighteen months.

My awareness merged into the ritual magic. This was the most dangerous part, where the sudden influx of information threatened to overload my mind. If I failed to hold the ritual together, everything would fall apart, and months of mana would be wasted.

So of course, that was when the ground started rumbling, and plumes of dirt shot up into the air.

Thanks in large part to my new awareness of the entire valley, I already knew what was happening. I’d had a few problems with these creatures over the past year. They were some sort of enormous worms that ate rock, and they were extremely interested in the petrified forest I’d created. More than once, I’d had to exterminate a colony of the beasts.

They generally stayed underground, but I’d embedded explosive spells at a depth of about fifty feet all over the forest floor, just waiting for something to run into them. These ones came from about half a mile to the north, meaning the worms had come in from under the mountain and had just reached the edge of the valley’s floor. It wasn’t particularly surprising. I’d been dealing with them on a weekly basis for months once their colony had discovered the valley, but I’d just killed the last group yesterday, and I’d been expecting a few more days of peace.

Normally, I’d use various divinations to get a visual on the intruders, then head over there directly and destroy them if my automated defenses couldn’t get the job done. Rock worms in particular were hardy enough that they tended to survive my countermeasures and aggressive enough that they didn’t even consider retreating.

Now that I’d begun to establish my bond to the genius loci of the valley, I could dispense with the surveying and travel portions. Though the bond wasn’t yet permanent, it was still a bridge between my mind and my home. An act of willpower was all it took to get a sense for what was happening at the northern edge, and another to form the spells from where I stood that sent pressurized jets of water to cut through dirt and stone.

All six of the rock worms fell to pieces in a matter of moments, and I felt something akin to smugness come from the genius loci. It wasn’t a sapient being, but it was… aware, and it knew that I was its partner. We’d protect each other for as long as the bond lasted – and that would be a very, very long time.

The interruption dealt with, I returned my full attention to the in-progress ritual so that I could solidify the bond.
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Ironically, one of the first things I did after bonding my genius loci and advancing to stage six was leave the valley. It wasn’t happy about that, but no genius loci ever liked when its mage was absent. Unfortunately for it, I had places to be and things to do.

That was why I’d teleported to New Alkerist, the farming community my father had designed and built with my help. Over the last few years, I’d rarely seen my family. This was partly because I was extremely busy, and partly because I did not want an assassin tracing me to the village and killing people in a bid to get to me.

Having the attention of a stage nine archmage—who also happened to be a lich—focused on me was not pleasant. I’d expected him to make a serious effort to find me, but so far, I’d only had to deal with his agents twice. Both times, I’d intercepted them before they could cause damage and sent them on their way, their knowledge of the island altered to believe that what they sought was elsewhere.

Twisting their minds left a foul taste in my mouth, but there wasn’t a better alternative. Options were the privilege of the powerful, and I wasn’t one of them – not yet. I absolutely could not afford to be found. In two years of pondering, I’d determined that I was faced with an impossible situation. Prying a lich out of his demesne when it produced many, many times more mana than my own wasn’t a possibility. The only option was to regain my former strength so that it became equally impossible for him to defeat me.

I appeared inside my room in my family’s home. I’d built the house for them using stone shaping magic, and even though I had no plans to live there, both my parents had insisted I carve out space for myself. Two chairs and the scrying mirror I’d gifted them years ago were the only ornamentation in my otherwise empty room.

The mirror itself had a teleportation beacon woven into its enchantments, making it easier and cheaper for me to appear in front of it than anywhere else in town, and despite my newfound advancement to stage six, it was impossible to have too much mana in this desert of a world to be wasteful. I could walk the last twenty feet with no complaints.

I exited my room into a hallway with four other doorways, those of my other family members and a bathing room. At the end of the hallway was a kitchen, currently empty, and beyond that was a parlor where they were all gathered.

Father sat in a chair at the far end of the parlor and studied a map of the village mounted on the wall. Senica had made it for him last year, and its magic allowed him to continually update it as he saw fit. He used it to keep track of crop rotations in the field, which seemed a waste to me, but everyone else was happy with it, so I kept my opinion to myself.

My sister was at a desk, flipping through a book and jotting down notes of her own. Ever since she’d managed to put together her mana lattice, she’d been progressing by leaps and bounds. It was unfortunate that I wasn’t able to spend more time with her, but we’d spoken regularly over the last few years, so I wasn’t completely out of the loop.

It was Mother, holding my new baby brother on her lap, who noticed me first. “Gravin!” she said in surprise. “I swear, you need to announce your presence instead of just sneaking into the house.”

At one and a half years old, Nailu was exhibiting none of the signs of being anything other than a normal, happy, healthy child. I’d plied my mother with quite a few alchemical concoctions throughout the pregnancy to ensure that he had all the advantages I could grant him, which at this point weren’t much. When he got a bit older, though, I had high hopes for his ability to control mana. If Senica was any indicator, we had the pedigree to be a powerful mage family.

“Hello,” I said, pausing to conjure a small illusion in front of Nailu. He giggled and swished his fingers through it, causing it to break into little streamers of light that spiraled out and vanished, only to reform a moment later. With that accomplished, I claimed an empty seat and relaxed into it.

“You’re different,” Senica said.

“Stage six,” I told her. That was all the explanation she needed, having studied the topic of core advancement extensively. My parents, still sitting at stage one and showing no desire to go further, knew only the broad strokes.

“So the valley is all stone now?” Father asked.

“As of about a week ago, yes.”

“That’s too bad. It was beautiful the way it was,” Mother said. She touched Nailu’s head and added, “We had some good memories there.”

“Ewwwww,” Senica groaned. “I don’t want to think about that!”

Our parents exchanged looks and simultaneously rolled their eyes while I laughed softly and Nailu let out a stream of incomprehensible babble. “That’s right, Nailu,” Mother said. “Your big sis is just so dramatic.”

“Don’t listen to them,” Senica pleaded with our baby brother.

My laughter just got louder. Of all the things I’d missed, these moments with my family were at the top of the list. Unfortunately, the mood wasn’t meant to last.

“The traders came back this morning with news about a group of strangers in the towns up north,” Father said soberly. “Three different places so far. They weren’t being obvious about their intentions, but we don’t get strangers often enough for it to be a coincidence.”

“Ammun’s men,” I agreed. “Were they pale skinned?”

“Yes. Very obviously foreign.”

“They have good timing, I suppose. I’ll have to intercept them tomorrow and send them on their way.”

Not for the first time, I wondered what life was like for the civilization that lived in Ammun’s tower now that he’d resumed power. Perhaps some of them had fled, but I doubted it. In life, he’d been some sort of minor nobility, presumably schooled in the skill of ruling. Assuming those skills hadn’t completely atrophied, I’d expected him to smoothly step into the tower’s ruling class and begin making whatever changes he desired.

As I was making plans to track down Ammun’s people, a rapid knock came from the front door. Without waiting for anyone to answer, one of the farmers burst in. “Sellis,” he said, addressing my father with a shaky voice. “Intruders on the platform, all armed.”


Chapter
Two



In the worst-case scenario, Ammun’s hunters finally caught up with me and came in numbers. Even if they were all stage fours, I still wasn’t worried about them actually killing me, but the fact that they’d found my family’s home was a different matter.

“What are they doing?” Father asked, rising to his feet and crossing the room to reach the farmer.

“They haven’t attacked yet. I saw them teleport in and ran to tell you right away.”

“So they’re still in the market square?” Father asked.

I tuned out the conversation and sent a scrying spell over to see for myself. There were nine of them loitering near the teleportation platform, mostly just looking around and muttering to each other in low voices. No one had confronted them, but the locals were giving them curious or frightened looks, sometimes both.

All of them wore metal armor and wielded spears or axes, but none of them were threatening anyone quite yet. None of them were mages, at least. I judged them to be dangerous to a random person, but not an issue for me to deal with. The real problem was that if they were hunters looking for me, them not reporting back would draw attention to the area and lead to even more people coming here.

“Let’s go see what they want,” I suggested.

“What if they’re here looking for you?” Father asked.

“They won’t find me.”

Senica and I both stood up. She snatched up her wand from her desk and gave me a nod, then we all filed out into the street. As we walked, I cast an enchantment on myself that would make it hard for people to focus on me. As soon as that was in place, I followed it with an invisibility spell, which was probably overkill, but it cost practically nothing at this point.

“I wish I could do that,” Senica said wistfully as I faded away.

“Huh?” Father asked.

One of the drawbacks of the enchantment was that it worked on my family as well. Father had already forgotten that I was walking next to him, and Senica wouldn’t resist much longer. She frowned at the empty air and shook her head. “It’s nothing,” she said, struggling to remember what she’d been thinking about.

Father approached the market square with Senica and the farmer who’d rushed to let us know about the strangers flanking him on either side. New Alkerist was a far cry from the dirt road and mud-brick huts I’d known when I’d been born, and the center of the town reflected that. The streets were paved in stone, and the buildings were one or sometimes two stories tall. They were also shaped from stone, with glass windows and sturdy wooden doors. I’d made the initial handles and latches with magic, but at some point, they’d acquired a blacksmith who knew more than just repairing farm tools.

The traders used the platform network I’d created to get around and they’d come back with plenty of metal, among other things. The town had grown so prosperous, in fact, that they’d switched off the bartering system and were now using the same currency the neighboring kingdom had pioneered, a type of cloth-based paper they called velci that was quite difficult to replicate with transmutation magic.

The square hadn’t been crowded to begin with, and, other than the tavern serving meals to farmers coming in late from the fields, everything was closed for the night. A group of strangers appearing on the platform was reason enough for everybody else to clear out.

“Why did I think it was a good idea to let you come?” Father muttered to Senica after the crowd of strangers came into view.

“Because I’m the strongest mage available,” she told him.

“There are nine of them!”

“It’ll be fine.”

It would be, but I suspected if it came down to a fight, Senica wouldn’t win it by herself. She was doing well, but she’d almost certainly run out of mana before she could put them all down. Practicing magic was an expensive process, and her mana crystal was less than a quarter full. I’d have to step in to help if things weren’t resolved peacefully.

“I’m here,” I said softly from behind them, making all three of them jump.

“Oh, right,” Father said. He’d forget again soon enough, but the reminder gave him the confidence to approach the group without worrying about Senica’s safety.

“Hello,” one of the strangers said as we walked up. He was a tall man, broad-shouldered with a shaved head and piercing eyes. “Is this the village called New Alkerist?”

“It is,” Father said. “What can I help you with?”

“We were told that this village produces a surplus of food that they use for trading. We would like to purchase some.”

That was true. I’d spent some time creating a few custom transmutation spells to turn the ground here from a dead, sun-baked wasteland to something arable. We’d also diverted a river to help with irrigation, and with so many of the farmers having ignited cores and some education in casting invocations, they easily outworked the other villages. Admittedly, we’d made no effort to keep that knowledge concealed and it was slowly spreading to those communities, so it was a temporary advantage.

I had no problem with people being given the tools they needed to improve their lives, though in this case, it was creating a bit of a trail leading back to me. We’d started the process years before Ammun had woken back up, however, meaning it was far too late to do anything about it now.

“That… could probably be arranged. We’re primarily operating on a velci currency here, but if you don’t have any, we could do some bartering. Before we get into that, though, how much food are you talking about, and how are you planning to transport it?” Father asked.

“As much as you can possibly spare,” the bald man said. “We have an entire town of refugees to feed and not enough food to last us a week.”

Father was taken aback at that. “Refugees? From what?”

“You see our skin, hear our accents? We flee a war from far, far away. Our home was a coastal town, so when the soldiers came to demand we submit in the name of their empire, we escaped in our boats. We ended up on this island, on a spit of land to the west of the mountains. Most of our people are still there, but some of us continued on to find food and supplies. We landed at a place you call the Outlander’s Gateway and heard about this town there.”

“I didn’t even know there was any land west of the mountains,” Father said. “Why choose to settle there?”

“We are fisher folk. We wanted a town with access to the ocean. Also it is good land, much better than what I’ve seen of the interior so far. The majority of this island seems to be desert or scrubland, excepting your town, of course. I am confident that in a few months, we’ll be completely self-sufficient – assuming we can last that long.”

Father nodded along. “Which brings you back to buying food to fill the gap in your supplies. I think we can be of some help, but it’d be best if you talk to our traders. I run the farms themselves, but I don’t negotiate on behalf of the town.”

“I see. Very sensible of you to direct us to whoever it is we need to talk to,” the man said. “Would it be possible for my men to rest in that tavern I see over there?”

“As long as they can behave and keep those weapons sheathed, I don’t see why not,” Father said. He turned to the farmer accompanying him and said, “Would you go in with them and make sure nobody does anything foolish?”

“Of course,” the farmer said. “Happy to.”

He didn’t look at all happy about it to me, but my father had grown to be quite respected these days. Unlike his time living as the town pariah in Old Alkerist, here he was judged on his actions today, not on a mistake he’d made as a child. Whatever this particular farmer’s personal thoughts on the request, he was going to do it just because it was my father who’d asked.

I’d keep an eye on this situation, but from all appearances, this group wasn’t a threat. I hadn’t been able to scry the Sanctum of Light properly since Ammun had taken control of it. His claim on its genius loci made it impossible to penetrate its defenses, and I’d been more focused on improving my own position regardless, but perhaps I should have spent more time observing the land around the tower. Unfortunately, the land around the Sanctum was too far away to scry without some sort of beacon, and the ones I’d left during my journey there had long since been starved of mana and collapsed.

That did not mean I was completely out of options, just that my efforts to obtain information would be both expensive and limited. I would start with something a bit closer to home, however. If these strangers were being honest, it would be simple enough to find their new settlement and confirm their story. And if they were lying, well, it would be equally simple to find out why they were really here.

The square emptied out quickly enough and I made my way back to my family’s home to let Mother know what had happened. There was no sense in leaving her to worry, and I left scrying spells both at the tavern and following Father to ensure our uninvited guests remained on their best behavior.

While I walked, I considered my own next steps. I’d spent years preparing to bond a genius loci and claim my demesne, but now that I’d done that, I needed to start preparing to reach stage seven. Things got complicated there since it involved opening a portal to the Astral Realm, which was going to be particularly challenging since I doubted there was a single point of mana resonance left on the planet. I’d have to manufacture my own, something I wasn’t entirely sure could even be done.

It had been so much easier in my old life. Mana resonance points were well-known, at least in my circles. They might be difficult to reach, but the whole thing was a straightforward process. If the world hadn’t been broken a few thousand years back, I’d already be on my way to the nearest resonance point to bring my core in line with the Astral Realm so I could advance to stage seven.

Now… I shook my head and sighed, causing a merchant walking past me to peer in my direction for a moment. Then my attention redirection enchantment washed over him, and the man promptly dismissed the sound. Truthfully, it wasn’t doing me much good to keep the enchantment running anymore; I already had eyes on all the strangers, and none were near me. But it was good practice in my never-ending quest to perfect my magic.

Enchantments, inscriptions, and alchemy were the worst offending disciplines for my technique of casting spells without wasting mana, but I was slowly making progress in figuring out the trick to things. It would just take time and patience.

I dropped both spells as soon as I got home and found Mother still sitting on the couch. Nailu was fast asleep lying on her while she absently stroked his hair. “Welcome home,” she said, looking up at me as I entered the room. “You don’t seem upset, so I’m guessing things went okay.”

“Okay enough,” I said. “But I’ve got to do some work to get caught up on current events on foreign shores. Apparently, we have refugees fleeing a war and washing up here.”

With that, I pulled my scrying mirror out of my phantom space and started casting spells through it. When Father and Senica came home an hour later, I’d barely moved an inch. I glanced over to meet his eyes and shook my head. “It’s not good,” I told him.


Chapter
Three



If anything, the refugees were understating the precariousness of their position. It had taken me a few hours to look everything over, but by my rough count, they had close to five hundred people with them. That number included a hundred or so children who would not be able to contribute meaningfully to the construction of their new home.

Even with the best help magic could offer, they’d need a few months before their first harvest. In the meantime, they were living off what little stores they had left after their months-long journey and trying to supplement that with a great deal of fishing using a very small number of boats that I personally would not have trusted out on the open ocean.

That was assisted by two full ships anchored off the coast and manned day and night, but it was a losing proposition. Of course, they knew that already. That was why they’d sent a single ship up the channel to look for civilization. They’d eventually reached Outlander’s Gateway, where even now that ship was moored. I was only speculating, but I suspected they’d had no less than five or six groups going in different directions on the hunt for food and probably some other resources.

Shelter was another concern for their new village, based on what I’d seen. If I had to guess, I suspected they came from somewhere with plentiful timber. Their new home did not have that natural resource, and as a result, they were struggling to find new ways to build their houses. Since most of them weren’t mages themselves—not even ignited, from what I could tell—they were suffering under the cooler coastal weather.

That certainly explained the refugees’ interest in the town’s buildings. New Alkerist was unique in that everything but the doors had been built with transmutation spells, mostly stone shape and sand to glass. Stone doors had proven too heavy to be popular, especially after the original population of Sanctuary had realized they had a readily available source of wood in the valley. Though their original homes had been abandoned, they’d taken the doors and furnishings with them when they left.

I finished explaining what I’d learned to my family and held back a grimace at the expressions on their faces. Sentimental as they all were, it was no surprise that they’d want to help. I fully expected I’d be out there putting down a teleportation platform to send workers and relief supplies over to this new town tomorrow at minimum.

“What can we do to help?” Mother asked.

“Their first priority is food,” Father said, a frown on his face. “But… five hundred people. That’s a lot. Even if it’s only for a few months, we don’t have that much to spare.”

“We’re not the only place they’re looking for help from,” I pointed out. “We don’t need to supply their entire village with food.”

“Our mana reserves should be more than sufficient to put up a few communal houses for them,” Senica said, “even at Tetrin’s outrageous pricing markups. That’s something, at least. Maybe if we made some more boats, they could get more fish?”

I held back a laugh at that idea. Nobody in this village knew anything about fishing, least of all how to make boats. Most of them hadn’t ever seen a fish. Aquatic monsters were a rarity, but since it was equally rare for a random farmer to be willing to tangle with one, people tended to stay away from streams and rivers. The ocean was on a whole different level, of course.

I suspected it was probably far safer now than it had been in the past—the worst of the sea monsters having starved and died off thousands of years ago—but safer wasn’t the same thing as safe. There was a reason the few ships they had stayed in the shallow waters near the coast, and while more fishing boats probably would help somewhat, I doubted it was the solution they needed here.

“A bigger concern for me is sustainability,” I said after a few more minutes of debate. “These people, their culture, they worship mages who pretended to be divine messengers. The ones I met didn’t believe it was possible to even learn magic. I don’t know how far away from the Sanctum of Light this particular town was, but I haven’t seen anything to make me believe their beliefs differ in any substantial manner. Will they ignite their cores? Will they learn to use their mana? Or will they struggle and rely on others to save them from every single disaster that comes their way?”

“We all survived for centuries with dormant cores,” Father pointed out.

“Alkerist was one bad harvest away from starving,” I said. “All the villages were. You weren’t connected to anything else and had no reserves. It was all you could do just to survive. It wasn’t that many years ago you were spending half your life working the fields and coming home exhausted every night. How many villages do you think ceased to exist when the wrong monster found them or the crops got ruined a single time?”

“They managed to survive an attack from an enemy and flee thousands of miles across the sea,” Mother said. “They must have been prospering before coming here. Who’s to say they can’t do it again?”

I shook my head. “The lands around the Sanctum are different. However faint it might be, there’s still mana in the air. The soil is better. The plants grow healthier. Game animals live in their forests. Yes, they’re all capable warriors who can defeat a monster with coordination and a lot of swords and spears, but they’re not going to have access to the natural resources they’re used to here.”

“There’s some truth to that,” Father ruminated. “Everything grows so much better here after all the work we did to the soil, and we still put loads of mana into the crops. Even just having ignited cores is a huge boost, but a few dozen mages would make it so much easier for them to prosper.”

“You should feel out how open they are to becoming mages,” I said. “Given that an army attacked their home and forced their entire population to cram themselves into a handful of boats to flee, they might be amenable to abandoning some of their old traditions, especially if it means the difference between their families surviving or starving to death.”

The conversation lapsed into silence after that, all of us lost in our own thoughts. I wasn’t personally all that interested in helping the refugees, but I knew my family saw it differently. I’d long ago learned that it simply wasn’t possible to still have my own life if I accepted responsibility for every problem that was within my power to change. Today it was this group of people. Tomorrow it would be something else. And the day after, a new problem would pop up.

In my previous life, I’d tried to strike a balance by only helping in situations that were right in front of me. I’d assumed that as long as I didn’t go looking for problems, they wouldn’t overwhelm all my time. That hadn’t worked out. Instead, word started getting out, and before I knew it, I had people hunting me down to beg for help. All of a sudden, my reputation was bringing me a flood of petitioners and, as much as I’d determined I would atone for past misdeeds, it became too much.

That was a large part of the reason I’d become so reclusive for the second half of my life. A century of being a bleeding heart for every lost cause that sought me out had left me bitter toward mankind and their petty problems. It was a lesson well learned, and not one I was eager to repeat this time around.

Yes, I could go out there and spend a day or two building them an entire town made of magic-shaped stone. Yes, I could descend into the sea and harvest enough food to see them through the coming weeks. Yes, I could establish schools to train their people in mana control and provide the necessary mana needed to ignite cores. I had in fact done much of that in limited forms for other villages on the island.

But one of the reasons I’d done that was so I wouldn’t personally have to address problems like this in the future. This was something that was within my father’s power to handle, though I could tell he didn’t think he was up to the task. All he was seeing was the overwhelming immediate need, which he knew couldn’t be answered by New Alkerist alone.

“I should go,” I said abruptly.

“So soon?” Mother asked.

“I’ve been here for hours,” I reminded her.

“It’s alright, I understand.” Father rose with me and clapped a hand on his shoulder. “This isn’t your responsibility. We’ll manage just fine.”

“Thank you,” I said. It was nice to not have to justify my cold-heartedness to my family. They did understand, too. It wasn’t just something Father was saying to make me feel better. More than anybody else, my family knew exactly how strong my magic was, that I could literally make almost anyone’s problems disappear with a wave of my hand, and that nobody had the right to demand that from me.

“Wait!” Senica said. She scrambled to her feet and rushed over to me. “I need some help with an alchemy thing.”

Well, almost nobody had a right to make demands. Senica seemed to consider herself immune to that restriction. To be fair, she was my sister.

“You’re supposed to be working on divinations,” I said.

“I can do more than one thing at a time! I was going to ask you earlier, but then things started happening and…” she trailed off with a shrug.

“Fine, fine. What is it you’re working on?”

“Here, let me show you,” she said, grabbing my hand and dragging me toward her workshop. We’d modeled it after mine when we’d been building the house, though only in shape. The contents diverged wildly since she was still a beginner in the discipline, and not one given to the amount of patience required to truly excel in it.

“So I’ve been trying to make an elixir of heat resistance,” she started to explain, though I’d already deduced that from the herb-drying rack and the ingredients she’d processed and stored. “I thought they might go over well as a trade good for farmers in other towns who haven’t got the time or skill to master the invocation.”

I nodded. That wasn’t a terrible idea. Nobody liked toiling under the hot sun all day, especially when it was at its peak. “But the blue leaf keeps settling out of the mix instead of properly bonding when you add the catalyst,” I finished for her as I eyed up the equipment.

“Exactly! I can’t figure out why. I know I’m following all the steps. I haven’t skipped any. The ingredients are properly prepared. What am I doing wrong here?”

I pointed to a delicate, spiraling piece of glassware, but said nothing. Senica followed my finger with a confused frown, then looked back at me. “What’s wrong with it?”

“You used river water to clean it instead of distilled water.”

Senica’s jaw dropped for a moment before she schooled her expression. “No I didn’t.”

“Yes, you did. What have I told you about lying to me?”

“Fine. Yes, once. I was out of distilled and didn’t realize it. I didn’t want the syrup from the extract drying in there, so I had to use what was available. But I recleaned it with distilled water as soon as I had some more!”

“It doesn’t matter,” I said. “There are contaminants in the coil now. You’ll need to flush the whole thing with a mild acidic solution, then reclean it again with distilled water.”

“Noooo. There has to be another way. Can’t you just make me a new one?”

I chuckled. That coil was a huge pain to clean, and I’d been guilty of throwing them out and making new ones myself more than once. Senica, lacking my transmutation skills, didn’t have that option. “I’m afraid not,” I told her mercilessly.


Chapter
Four



Curious apprentices had asked me many, many times over the years what it felt like to be bonded to a genius loci. Place spirits, as they were sometimes called, encompassed so much more than the human range of senses, and connecting to one on a profound level had a tendency to fundamentally alter how we viewed the world.

I’d never come up with a satisfactory answer. I could talk about the expanded sensory information, how it dwarfed even master-tier divinations in terms of processing it. That was true. I could talk about how it made me feel like a giant with thousands of ants crawling across my body, each one some individual animal or monster inside my demesne. And that was true, too.

But mostly, it was ineffable. I imagined a god, if there truly existed such a thing, probably felt much the same, though on a far grander scale. There was a sense that I ruled the bounds of my demesne with absolute authority, though many a mage had found out in a spectacularly painful manner that that wasn’t true. There were limits to that expanded power, but the jump to stage six was a far greater advance than anything that came before it.

Returning home was like stepping into a warm, secure shroud of authority. It was comforting in many ways. Not coincidentally, more than a few mages had reached stage six and simply never set foot outside their demesne again, unwilling to be parted from their seat of power even temporarily. I’d gone several decades inside the Night Vale after I’d achieved stage six, working both to improve the land I’d claimed and to take advantage of the unrivaled mana control having a demesne offered me.

The petrified valley was no Night Vale. Despite my best attempts, it remained a mediocre stretch of land by my standards. It amplified my mana generation a thousand times over, probably more, but I still felt a sharp pang of loss for my former home as I settled back into my workshop. For my current purposes, this genius loci would suffice, but I was not done working on it – not by a long shot.

For all its faults, one of the best things about the valley was that I could draw literally every last drop of mana out of it without having to worry about damaging anything. The trees were already stone, but because they were living stone, they’d just keep right on producing new mana and filling the whole valley back up again.

I wasn’t going to do that, but if I needed to, I could. Before I did anything else, I had a great deal of mana debt to repay to my associates in our island’s only city, the former capital before the world had been broken – Derro. The Hierophant was still running the place, and he’d loaned me a huge portion of the mana the city had harvested over the last few years. It was time to start returning that.

Now that the ritual was complete and the valley’s mana levels were beginning to rise, I filled several huge storage crystals and set them aside. One would go to my family, my contribution to their refugee crisis. The other four were destined for Derro, but it would be a few more weeks before I had enough to clear what I owed, and I wanted to take care of it all in one trip. In the meantime, I would limit my activities significantly.

I spent the rest of my evening walking the length of my demesne – not that I needed to. It was beautiful in its own way, but it was also a stark reminder of the loss of the Night Vale. Ammun had destroyed my former home when he’d built his tower there, his lust for power overriding any respect he’d once had for the place.

The walk wasn’t just to reminisce. It was to see with my own eyes what I’d accomplished, and to solidify my plans for what would come next. I was not content to have a demesne that was nothing but a mile or two of dead, petrified trees. It wouldn’t happen soon, but someday, I’d fill this entire valley with a hundred feet of good soil and grow a new forest right overtop of this one – one that was supported by the mana-radiating stone trees that served as their foundation.

That might someday rival the Night Vale in beauty, if I did it right. I smiled a little at that thought.

Someday.
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The refugees called their new village Beacon of Hope, or just Beacon for convenience’s sake. It took two days of haggling and arrangements, the end result of which I never fully discovered, but which necessitated a flight across the island and over the mountains to find the fifty-mile-long peninsula jutting out of the southwest corner of the island.

I landed on the path they’d worn from their collection of wood-framed, animal-skin tents to the beach they’d taken to launching their fishing fleet from, sending more than one refugee scurrying away in fear and causing a half dozen more to converge on me, spears poised to skewer me where I stood.

It was only my darker skin tone and foreign attire that stopped them from attacking immediately. Given their previous experience with a group of mages demanding fealty from them and driving them from their home, I found the suspicion to be understandable. That did not stop me from reading the minds of everyone around me to ensure there were no surprises.

“Hello,” I said, hands held up disarmingly, even though the gesture did nothing to diminish my magic. “I represent a town some of your people have traveled to in search of aid. I am here to deliver the agreed-upon assistance. Is there someone in charge I can speak with about the particulars?”

Three different warriors thought the name Baviru along with a mental picture of a middle-aged man with crow’s feet at the corners of his eyes and an infectious smile upon his face. The leader himself was already hustling down the path, having heard the commotion and dutifully come running to investigate.

“You’ll forgive these men, I hope,” Baviru said, making no move to shove past them and talk to me face to face. I could respect the desire for caution, and fought to keep an amused smirk off my face. Just standing behind a few men with spears and chain shirts was not going to save him.

“I understand,” I said. “I’ve been given to understand that your home was… occupied by a squadron of mages. The suspicion is natural, but trust me when I say I have nothing to do with that.”

Technically, that was a lie. If I hadn’t discovered Ammun’s crypt and led the leader of a terrorist faction of mages inside the tower right to the door, he wouldn’t have woken up and, in all likelihood, there would be no conflict in the old empire of Ralvost.

“No, I don’t suppose you did,” Baviru said. “Pardon my confusion, but I thought I overheard you say you’re delivering supplies to us. You seem to be traveling somewhat light.”

I pulled a thick leather sack out of my phantom space, causing everyone to jump at its sudden appearance, and offered it to the nearest of Baviru’s warriors to investigate. Cautiously, he snatched it out of my hand and pulled it open. “Food!” he said.

It was just beans, but I was well aware that when a person got hungry enough, anything could taste like a king’s feast. No doubt these people had been strictly rationing their food for months. “I’ve got nine more bags of those for you,” I said. “I also need you to direct me to a spot where you’d like your teleportation platform installed.”

“Teleportation… platform?” Baviru asked. He tilted his head curiously and traded looks with the warriors, who all seemed just as confused as he did.

“To connect you to the rest of the island,” I explained. “You’re going to have a bit of a hard time getting trade goods and supplies here with the mountains in the way.”

“I am only vaguely familiar with such magic. That is how the divine emissaries travel from their holy land to the villages, yes?” Baviru spat out the title like a curse, leaving no doubt how he felt about the mages from the Sanctum of Light and their treatment of those they disparagingly referred to as ‘dirt people.’ By that, they meant anyone with a dormant core who didn’t live in their tower.

“Correct, although this platform won’t connect to anything from your homeland. We have a network of them throughout the island linking various villages together for easier trading and travel.”

Baviru thought about that for a few moments while I waited, then shook his head. “Forgive me, I do not mean to be rude, but we do not want such a thing here. We deliberately chose this place for its isolation to give us time to rebuild. We are not ready to integrate with the rest of the world just yet.”

“I see. Well, that is unfortunate, since the warriors you sent out to look for food and supplies already bargained for this platform, and there are workers who are waiting for it to be dropped so they can come through to help you build proper shelter.”

The warriors all perked up at that news. It was easy to see why, too. There was a cool sea breeze blowing my hair around, far colder than I was used to anymore. It was pleasant for now, but I suspected I’d soon grow tired of it. I definitely wouldn’t want to try sleeping in it without magic to keep me warm. Based on the ruddy complexions of the refugees surrounding me, I suspected they were sick of it, too.

“What… What have we paid for such assistance?” Baviru asked.

That was smart of him to ask. It showed he was wise to the ways of the world not to expect something for nothing. In this case, though, the price was one I suspected they wouldn’t mind paying. It was one I’d requested for my services, and I’d be doing the bulk of the work.

“I wasn’t part of the negotiations. I only know my own price, which is information about what’s going on back in your homeland. I have quite a few questions to ask, but those can come later after we get your people settled. Now, come, let’s stake out a good spot and we can discuss your village’s housing needs. I’m guessing you’ll need probably a hundred or so homes? Maybe fewer, if your warriors sleep in a barracks? You’d probably like some proper docks as well? Maybe a well-paved network of streets to keep you from getting mud on your boots?”

“I… er… Yes, I suppose that…” Baviru trailed off.

“Not much for city planning, huh?” I asked him. That was fair enough. His hometown had probably been built generations before he’d even been born. It had never been a particular interest of mine, but I’d learned enough just in this life from setting up two different villages for my family.

I made my way through the warriors, who parted to let me through, and dragged Baviru along as we headed back to camp. He followed in a daze, half-heartedly mumbling confused answers as I bombarded him with questions about the logistics of his fledgling town. It was clear he was a bit overwhelmed by the whole thing, but I managed to get the salient decisions out of him. By the time I’d pulled a teleportation platform out of my phantom space and filled it with mana, I already had a rough mental map of how their new village would be laid out.

“By the way,” I said, “I understand that your people are primarily fisherfolk – but how do you feel about farming? The land here is surprisingly good for it.”

“Farming?” Baviru repeated, his eyes glazing over. “I… Yes, I suppose we could.”

“Perfect,” I said, keeping up the friendly façade. This wasn’t the first time I’d had to help someone almost against their will, and I knew how to overwhelm them into accepting what was offered without giving them time to think about it. “How about we rope off some plots over there for fields?”


Chapter
Five



Baviru sat in one of the dozen stone petitioner’s chairs I’d shaped for the meeting hall I’d built in their administration building while I leaned against the table where the town’s leadership would be seated.

“Alright,” I said. “I want you to walk me through everything that happened. Just start at the beginning.”

“The beginning,” Baviru muttered, more to himself than me. He heaved a sigh and said, “I suppose the beginning was when a Lightbearer showed up out of nowhere one day. We’d just had the procession come through three months earlier, and they’ve never come unannounced before. But this one came alone.”

“What did they look like?” I asked, not because I wanted a description, but because I was skimming Baviru’s thoughts and I wanted the mental image.

“Tall. Slim. I remember he had dark hair that was too long to be practical. Soft hands, too. Not a callus to be found. Clearly, he wasn’t someone accustomed to doing any sort of labor. That was before I knew he was from the Sanctum of Light, of course. It all made sense once he started displaying miracles to prove his identity.”

People in general were bad at remembering specifics. They thought they could see things clearly in their minds, but those images rarely matched reality. Mages generally did better since their work so often relied on them recalling precise instructions and paying attention to details, but we weren’t infallible, either.

So I got a picture of what this man looked like from Baviru’s mind, and while the mage wasn’t one I recognized, that didn’t necessarily mean the memory was accurate. I hadn’t met most of the higher-ups in Ammun’s loyalist organization, so it was entirely possible that Baviru’s recollection was perfect. Either way, I filed the image away as one to investigate later.

“And what did he want?” I asked.

“To demand more food from us,” Baviru said. “I tried to tell him we’d just given the emissaries all of our extra a few months back and needed more time, but he wouldn’t hear of it. Nothing I said or did could convince him that we simply didn’t have more to give. He said we had two months to come up with something and he’d be back to collect. No explanations. No negotiations. Just the demands. And then he left.”

That was what I’d expected to hear. Ammun was raising an army, and armies needed food – the one thing magic couldn’t provide for them. I wondered what it was he was planning on conquering.

“What happened after that?” I prompted Baviru when he fell silent again.

“There was nothing we could do. Our fleet was already working at maximum capacity. It wasn’t like we could build new boats in such a short amount of time. Our hunters supplemented our food supplies, but not enough to make up for the outrageous demands the Lightbearer had dropped on our head. So we got organized, delayed as long as we could to build up our supplies, and left.”

I saw mental images of ships lined up in their docks, far more than they had with them now. Barrels filled the holds – food and fresh water. People took what small valuables they could as they abandoned their homes and crammed themselves into the ships.

“We should have left sooner,” Baviru said. “We were set to flee a week before the due date, thought it would give us plenty of time to put some distance between ourselves and the Lightbearer. He knew, somehow. Maybe it wouldn’t have mattered. Maybe they were always watching us.

“Six of them showed up as we were loading everyone up. They didn’t ask any questions. They just started killing people.”

I didn’t have to ask for a description this time. Baviru’s mind showed me a scene of half a dozen Breaker mages standing on a dock, bodies scattered around them. Some were floating in the water; others were slumped over on the streets behind them. Baviru saw the whole thing from the rail of a departing ship, only a few hundred feet out to sea. A dozen other ships just like his were fleeing alongside him.

One of the mages raised a hand and unleashed a familiar white-hot beam of fire that struck a nearby ship. He raked the beam across the deck, killing sailors and setting the ship on fire. Another mage started hauling the ship back in with some powerful form of water manipulation after the sails were shredded and burnt.

Working in concert, the mages destroyed ship after ship, killing the people on them and looting the supplies before letting the burnt husks sink into the ocean. Only four of the ships got away, and even then, only because the mages let them. If I had to guess, I’d say it wasn’t for any altruistic reasons. They’d probably just run out of mana.

Baviru didn’t describe the carnage to me. He just sat silently, lost in his thoughts for a few moments, then shook his head softly. “Most of us didn’t make it out,” he said after a while. “Of those that did, well… we did our best to supplement our rations with fishing and foraging once we’d been sailing for a week or so to put some distance between us and the Lightbearers. We’ve lost more than a few good people on the journey here.”

Considering Baviru’s memories and my own headcount, I guessed that roughly a fifth of their population had survived. Most had been killed in the attack on the ships, and the rest had suffered a variety of poor ends on the journey. That was a lot of broken families.

“How long were you on the ships?” I asked.

“Six months, I think. Why does it matter?”

“I know a few people who’d be interested in learning that an army is being raised and might be planning on expanding outwards,” I said.

“An army?” Baviru jerked upright. “What army?”

“Why do you think they needed all the extra food all the sudden? My understanding is that the Sanctum’s been doing these pilgrimages on a regular basis for decades, maybe even centuries. Now they’ve cut off all future resources they could get from your town. Forever. And if they did it to you, they’re probably doing it to plenty of other places.”

Baviru considered my words and nodded in agreement. “I hadn’t considered that the Lightbearers would be building an army. There doesn’t seem to be any need for one. We’ve lived peacefully for generations. But I suppose it does make sense.”

I didn’t mention the second half of my suspicion – that Ammun was probably planning on kicking out a few hundred thousand of the lower-class citizens living in his tower and forcing them to take over those farming, fishing, and hunting jobs. As it was, those people were an enormous drain on the tower’s resources, specifically on the amount of mana it produced.

As a mana-hungry lich and a mana-hungry archmage, Ammun probably felt he had better uses for that most precious of resources than to let a bunch of useless freeloaders feed off it. I could see that line of reasoning working for him. If they were worthless where they were or, worse, an active detriment, then the thing to do was put them somewhere else where they could contribute. A farming village worked by mages, even poor-quality ones like the dregs of the tower, was far more efficient than one staffed by dims.

What I wasn’t sure about was why Ammun needed an army in the first place. As far as I’d been able to tell, Manoch didn’t have much in the way of nations left, certainly nothing that could stand against a group of well-outfitted stage four master mages. Was he expecting me to raise an army of my own somehow and preemptively preparing to fight back?

Or did he just know something I didn’t? I’d spent a few months exploring this new world, but that hardly made me an expert. There were plenty of corners left for me to poke at. Maybe this army had nothing to do with me at all.

But when had my life ever been that easy?

“Thank you for your help,” I told Baviru. “I know this wasn’t easy for you, but I appreciate that you’ve given everyone living here a chance to prepare just in case this army shows up at our borders. That warning could save a lot of lives.”

It couldn’t, not really. An army of a few thousand mages would roll across the island unimpeded by the handful of stage two mages we could muster, and it would be the work of a decade or more of dedicated training to create even a small elite fighting force. Whatever Ammun was trying to accomplish, he’d do it long before we were in a position to fight back.

I left the fledgling town of Beacon and returned to my demesne to consider these new developments. While I wasn’t terribly worried about the army assaulting me personally, I didn’t relish the idea of letting Ammun proceed across half a continent uncontested. As always, I needed more information.

The problem was that it was dangerous to get it. I’d need to venture back into the lands that formed the old empire of Ralvost, which would completely negate the advantage of having a genius loci in addition to putting me in a place where I might have a direct confrontation with Ammun. I wasn’t sure how far from his tower he could travel these days, but I was betting he was willing to risk up to at least a few hundred miles.

It would get more expensive the farther he got from his phylactery, however, and I doubted he wanted to carry it around with him. At some point, it wouldn’t matter how much mana he was hauling around. He’d just bleed it out in a matter of hours. Then again, it was exactly that supposition that had allowed Ammun to trick me with the empty phylactery he’d used when we’d first battled, so I needed to be careful about planning around that.

Regardless, I didn’t have much choice. The tower itself was strictly off-limits, but I would need to divine what was going on around it. That meant I needed to travel back to that part of the world sooner or later, which meant risking another fight.

I spent the rest of the evening making preparations. My crucible was put through its paces for hours, manufacturing various trinkets and contingencies. Most of them weren’t even for me, but instead to be given to Senica and some of my more promising students. In the event that I didn’t return, I’d already left an enormous library behind detailing everything they’d need to know to reach stage five, though I had a few volumes in progress detailing my journey to stage six in this new world and my speculations on the final three stages.

I didn’t expect things to go sideways, but the possibility existed. The soul invocations I’d cast in preparation for my reincarnation were still present, though I wasn’t confident in their integrity to last a second time around. Even if they did, I had no way to control where I’d be reborn or how long it’d take, and I wasn’t keen to come back in a world where Ammun controlled everything.

To that end, I’d been preparing to leave my successors as many edges as possible. This would likely be the most dangerous thing I’d done since being reborn. The last thing I did before retiring for the night was to teleport an invisible letter into Senica’s bedroom, hidden and sealed. In three months, the enchantments would fade. By that point, I’d either have returned and taken the letter back, or she’d be given the metaphorical keys to my kingdom and my best wishes at achieving archmage status in her own right.

With that, I closed my eyes to rest and awaited a new day.


Chapter
Six



I’d stumbled upon lossless casting a few years ago when I’d encountered a flock of gigantic sapient birds called brakvaw. It hadn’t been a skill I’d needed in my old life, but now that I was living in a world without ambient mana, it was perhaps the greatest technique in my repertoire. Unfortunately, I’d struggled to bring my skill with it up to the level needed to use it in conjunction with master-tier spells.

Even now, after more than three years of practice, the best I was able to do was a slight efficiency increase. I knew this was a ‘me’ problem, not a limitation of the technique, mostly because I’d seen the brakvaw leader, an enormous and ancient bird they called Grandfather, use their equivalent to master-tier spells seamlessly. Despite that, I’d gotten stuck at advanced-tier.

On the bright side, anything short of a master-tier spell was basically no longer a cost for me. That meant I could fly indefinitely at the fastest possible speeds while invisible the whole time, which was exactly what I did when I left. I’d drained as much mana as possible from my demesne and stored it in huge mana batteries designed to feed the enchantments in my home and workshop, which I estimated would give me about three weeks before the valley was at maximum capacity again.

My journey started from the new teleportation platform I’d dropped at Beacon. It was as far west as it was possible to get while still on the island, and my other teleportation beacons I’d dropped in my previous journey had all long since unraveled or been discovered and destroyed. From there, I spent the next three days flying and scrying, to use an old military reconnaissance term from my past life.

For the most part, it was a boring job. I considered that a good thing, since it meant I wasn’t fighting for my life against a group of mage hunters or, worse, Ammun himself. That was expected, though; I was still well over a thousand miles away from the Sanctum of Light and I doubted an army, even one composed entirely of mages, had pushed that far in less than a year.

On the fourth day, things got interesting. It was only a few hours after dawn when my scrying spells showed me a group of six people, all adults around the age of twenty, attempting to bring down what appeared to be some sort of bull-like monster that had three pairs of curving horns coming from its head, chitinous plates on its chest and flanks, and an extra thousand pounds of muscle.

It quickly became apparent that the human side of this fight was operating on pure muscle and presumably some subconscious invocations. Four of them had spears, well-made with straight hafts and leaf-shaped steel heads. The other two wielded bows with half-empty quivers. The bull itself already had a few dozen arrows sticking out of it, including one jutting straight up from a ruined eye socket. That didn’t seem to be slowing the monster down.

Even as I approached the scene, the bull charged forward. Two of the spear-holders managed to plant their weapons and hold them steady against the bull so that it would impale itself, but one was unlucky enough for the tip of his spear to catch on the chitinous chest plate and ended up getting trampled. The other sunk his weapon in somewhere around the monster’s shoulder and dove out of the way in time.

Then the bull was past the hunter it had downed and rampaging through the backlines, sending both archers fleeing in opposite directions. The unfortunate fellow that caught the bull’s eye fled toward a copse of trees, perhaps thinking to climb to safety or that he could shelter behind trees too tightly packed together for it to fit between.

I was pretty sure that the bull was going to knock those trees right over, probably crushing the young man in the process. This seemed like a good time to interfere, however, so it never got that far. A bolt of lightning dropped out of a clear sky, striking the bull on its horns and arcing down into its skull. I expected it to die just from that, but this monster was made of tougher stuff, and all I accomplished was to momentarily stun it.

There was nothing to do but play it off like that was part of the plan. I followed my lightning bolt down, a phantasmal sword held in my hand like a length of clear, blue-glowing glass. The blade passed cleanly through the bull’s neck with no resistance, beheading the monster in a single strike.

I let my invisibility fade away to reveal me standing on top of it, then hopped off before it could fully topple over. The group stared at me with various expressions of shock, all except the one who’d been trampled and his friend trying to stem the flow of blood. I strode past the stone-still hunters, none of whom managed to process what had just happened fast enough to jump in front of me.

The injured hunter was on his back, bleeding from a cracked skull with a few crushed ribs, a broken leg, and a full body’s worth of lacerations from the hooves kicking him. His companion was trying desperately to stop the bleeding, but there was far too much of it for the shirt he’d pulled from a pack to handle. Even if there’d been time to rip it into bandages, the injured man would have needed three or four shirts’ worth of materials.

“Step back,” I said softly.

The wild-eyed hunter glanced up at me, surprise in his expression. He’d been so intent on his wounded companion, I doubted he’d even realized the fight was over. It was admirable, I supposed, but also foolish. If I hadn’t stepped in, they’d have been down two warriors instead of one. Though, truth be told, I doubted any of them would have walked away.

Healing was an interesting category of magic: one part conjuration, one part transmutation. It had a host of diagnostic divinations that accompanied it, most of which had to be maintained in the background so that the mage could tell what their healing spells were doing. It was also a relatively slow process, not something even the greatest healers could do mid-battle.

For this man, I started with the crushed ribs. Those were the greatest danger, since several of them were poking against his lungs, and if I ended up having to heal a few perforated organs, that would make everything much harder. The head wound was serious as well, but he wasn’t going to die of blood loss now that I was here.

Everything else was secondary beyond those two injuries. I focused my efforts there first while his companions gathered around, silently watching. One of them started to speak, to ask some question about who I was or if their friend was going to be alright, only to be shushed by their leader, a young woman who’d been the luckier of the two fleeing archers.

About five minutes after I’d started, the trampled hunter groaned and opened his eyes. “Wha-” he started to say as he tried to rise, only to halt when my hand pressed down on his chest and firmly laid him back out on the ground.

“Don’t move yet,” I said. “You’ve still got internal bleeding I’m dealing with and a broken leg.”

“I feel okay?” he asked as much as said.

“I’m blocking the pain,” I explained. “Otherwise you’d be screaming and writhing around on the ground, making everything harder for me.”

“Just do what he says, Gaerg,” his leader told him.

It wasn’t that I couldn’t talk while I worked on the young man, but I was busy snooping through their minds first. All of them had dormant cores, which eliminated almost all the risk of being caught. I was liberal in my use of mind reading, which I had to be since most of their surface thoughts revolved around the question of who I was and their concern for their friend.

Below that, though, was the kind of information I was looking for: who they were, why they were here, and what they knew about the military forces pushing out from the west. The last two were tied together. Mages had shown up in their home village, a place called Jaeska, and started commandeering not just food and water, but other trade goods the locals produced. Jaeska was primarily a hunting community with a strong leatherworking economy, and the army saw the appeal of extra boots, belts, and harnesses.

The villagers didn’t see it that way, of course. As far as they were concerned, they’d been robbed of everything valuable and were now scrounging just to survive, which was an entirely accurate viewpoint. That was why these six novices were out here trying to bring down something they had nowhere near the skill to actually kill: for the meat and the hide.

I allowed Gaerg to get to his feet a few minutes later. Other than the torn and blood-stained outfit he was wearing, he looked as whole as he’d ever been. That led to a round of relieved hugs as the dam of silence burst and the whole group launched into high-spirited babbling. Only their leader kept to some level of decorum as she approached me.

“Thank you,” she said, sincerity dripping from her voice. “We’d have lost at least Gaerg if you hadn’t arrived. My name is Miribel. Might I have yours?”

“No,” I said. “As far as you six are concerned, I was never here. You killed the monster on your own and suffered no injuries. I recommend burning those clothes if you’ve got some fresh ones to replace them with.”

Miribel took a second to process that, then nodded. “You are on some sort of mission, one that relies on secrecy,” she said. “You risked it to save us.”

“Something like that,” I said. “If you want to pay me back, tell me everything you can about the mages that are making trouble around here, then forget you ever met me.”

“They are your enemies, too?” she asked.

I didn’t answer.

Nodding to herself, Miribel said, “I understand. They appeared about a month ago, at first just three, but after we drove them off, they came back with fifty more, killed a few people, burned a few houses down, and looted the whole town.”

It was a slightly different story than I’d gotten from Baviru, but it mostly differed in the mechanics of how Ammun’s mages had gone about their business, not the end result. Jaeska as a town was already outside the radius of the tower’s former business and had never been the destination of a pilgrimage. It seemed the soldiers were just raiding any towns or villages they could find for supplies, regardless of their affiliation with the Sanctum of Light.

“You have no mages of your own,” I noted.

“No,” she shook her head. “Not for many, many years.”

That wasn’t surprising. We were still well outside the radius of the tower’s ambient mana cloud, and these people spent their mana surviving. The brief look I’d gotten at their battle revealed only rudimentary mana manipulation skills, but then again, this group was young. The more experienced hunters might be better prepared to ignite their cores.

I could help, start spreading the knowledge here as I’d done back home. It might even cause a problem for Ammun in the short-term, though the more likely result was that if they proved to be any sort of threat, stronger mages would just come through and raze the village down to its foundations.

More importantly, if I left behind a storage crystal and written instructions, it would be evidence that I’d been here. Ammun would know I was moving through his territory, spying on him. The more people I talked to, the more likely it was that someone would give up information about me. No, I couldn’t leave any hard evidence behind. Some basic knowledge, on the other hand, could come from anywhere.

“The secret to creating a mage is to put more mana into a core than it can hold,” I said. “Practice your mana control, then pull in mana and make it spin, like water sloshing in a bucket. It will take up to ten times as much mana as your core can hold, but expect to only get seven times as much actually in your core. The rest will be wasted as part of the process.”

Miribel’s eyes widened and her jaw dropped. Before she could say anything, I added, “I was never here,” and cast an invisibility spell on myself and flew away.


Chapter
Seven



Ispent two weeks flying around the edges of the old Ralvost Empire placing scrying beacons anywhere and everywhere. Some might be found, but I went out of my way to make the objects they were attached to unobtrusive and to shield them from casual detection. If Ammun himself randomly stumbled across one, I doubted he’d be fooled, but I figured my efforts were too sophisticated for the rank-and-file shock troops marching through the countryside to see through.

I also made a point to interview the refugees from various small towns I came across, often adopting different personalities and disguising myself, even going so far as to encourage people to forget they ever met me. The stories were similar, usually that of a smaller group coming to make demands followed by a larger group to see the threats through if the village didn’t give in. Since those demands were often so unreasonable that to agree to them would result in mass starvation, it was the rare town that wasn’t attacked and razed to the ground.

It wasn’t until my third week of skirting around the edges of Ammun’s territory, still far enough away from his tower to be safe, that I encountered the army itself. There were over a thousand of them in the kind of magic-crafted fortified bunkers I vaguely remembered armies using in my past life. It was all earthwork ramparts and barracks, with support buildings laid out in neat, disciplined rows.

If anything, I was a little surprised by how orderly it was. The army couldn’t have had that much practice given how long they’d existed. I wasn’t impressed, however. Neat rows were all they had going for them. Real mage armies would have covered their camp in wards designed to prevent scrying and detect intruders. This one didn’t even have basic vermin repellents to keep rats and bugs out of their food stores.

I levitated a few thousand feet in the air under a shroud of invisibility and stared down at the camp while my scrying spells roamed about, unimpeded. They were definitely tower mages, most either with stage one or two cores. I saw an officer here and there with a stage three, but nobody higher than that. The commander’s cabin was hidden amongst the other officers’, a popular strategy from my time to make it harder for assassins to find them.

That was the only part they got right, however. The mere fact that the square stone building was doubling as a command center made it trivially easy to pick out. Any competent assassin would have recognized its strategic importance immediately and quickly realized that the guy in charge also had his living quarters in the same building.

Luckily for him, I wasn’t here to assassinate anybody. I just wanted to snoop through their records to find out where they were from, where they were going, and what they were planning on doing once they got there. These types of camps were designed to be temporary, set up only if an army was going to be in the area for a few weeks while they worked through an objective before packing up and moving again.

Unfortunately, while it was possible for me to use a combination of scrying and long-range telekinesis to rifle through their records, it wasn’t possible to do it without someone noticing, mostly because there was no separate records room from the office. There was always at least one person in there, even if it was just a secretary. Usually, it was two to five people.

With hours to kill until it got dark and people started going to sleep, I had nothing better to do than fly wide circles around the area, dropping new scrying beacons as I went and hoping to stumble across anything interesting. My luck was poor, however, and I ended up wasting the second half of the day just waiting for my chance to get a closer look at what was going on.
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It was after midnight, as dark as it was going to get with three partial moons in the sky above me. The vast majority of the army mages were sleeping now, with only the sentries standing guard. The commander was still awake in his quarters, but was showing no signs of leaving and he’d already dismissed his aide for the night. I wasn’t likely to get clearer access to those files than right now.

It was trivial to bypass the patrols, the walls, and the few wards they’d actually bothered to enact around the commander’s cabin itself. Apparently, these mages were so used to the tower providing endless mana for them—not to mention so many wards being built right into the framework of their homes—that they had no idea how to make them last without drawing on ambient energy. The ones they did have were actually being actively powered by a mage doing nothing but standing there and keeping it running.

It made me feel somewhat embarrassed to be threatened by Ammun’s forces, but quantity was a quality all its own, unfortunately.

Invisible and silent, I landed on the roof of the command center and used phantasmal step to slip inside. For the next half an hour, I proceeded to ransack the place for every last scrap of information I could find – everything from troop deployments to relief schedules to supply logistics. I was no tactician, but all put together, it painted a grim picture. Whatever Ammun was doing, he wanted everyone out of the land around his tower.

Probably the most interesting thing I discovered was the shipment of raw materials, their exact quantity and composition unlisted, passing through the area to some mysterious site, destination unknown. The only reason the army even knew of its existence was to know to stay away from it. Whatever was in that supply caravan, Ammun didn’t even want the normal soldiers to catch sight of it.

Patrol schedules had been altered to leave a gap for the caravan to pass through with only the top executives of this base knowing about the holes deliberately opened in their defenses. Three times in their paperwork, I found caravans had passed out of old Ralvost’s territory into the world beyond, all with no records of destination or cargo.

Now that was something worth looking into. Ammun was obviously building something secret, but why did it need to be so far from the tower? Or was it even him doing it? Perhaps some of his higher-ups were chafing at life under his rule and were trying to carve out a spot of independence far enough away that he couldn’t interfere.

I wouldn’t know until I found the place, and that could be a lengthy project. Even at my speed and with my divination skills, searching hundreds or thousands of square miles for a base that was probably hidden far better than this one was no easy task. If only there were some clues as to where the caravans were going, I’d have a place to start.

I wasn’t going to find that in the paperwork. I might find it in the minds of some of the top officers here if I cared to look, but those were the types of people whose thoughts I'd have little luck casually reading, and certainly not without them noticing. That wouldn’t be necessary, thankfully. I just needed a little patience.

I knew the route the caravans took. I just needed to drop some scrying beacons with proximity wards attached to them to let me know the next time one came through, then follow it to its destination. It might take a few weeks before it happened, but this way, I’d find out about it without anyone ever knowing I’d been here.

There were risks, of course. It was possible there wouldn’t be a fourth caravan, that they’d complete whatever they were working on with the materials they had on hand. It could be that I’d lose my one and only chance if I didn’t act now. It was equally possible that by kidnapping and interrogating a bunch of officers here, I’d reveal my presence and make it impossible to accomplish anything substantial.

Either way was a risk, but I was more inclined to take the one that didn’t have a good chance of getting me caught. Ammun still had hunters out there looking for me specifically, and I did not need them getting a fresh trail to follow while I worked.

So I put everything back as close to the way I’d found it as I could. Enough people handled these files that if anything was slightly out of place, whoever noticed would just think someone else had moved it. Then I did one last sweep with divination magic to make sure I wasn’t missing anything or anyone who might have spotted me through my invisibility, confirmed the commander was still working in his private quarters, and left the base.
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Eventually I had to give up on my recon mission. I’d confirmed that Ammun had tens of thousands of mages on the move, that he was pushing everyone out of the villages and towns that had sprung up in the intervening millennium since he’d vanished, and that he was sending troops out to the borders to patrol them, presumably to hold that land.

My best guess was that he simply planned on reestablishing his empire, though why he was pushing out the villages already there instead of incorporating them remained a mystery, as did his secret project beyond the edge of his borders. I had some theories—things like an advanced scrying station seemed likely—but I wasn’t sure why that would need to be secret or beyond his established defensive line – again, unless it wasn’t Ammun’s project at all.

Feeling frustrated with the whole thing, I returned to my demesne to continue working on my own projects. Building a mana point resonance manually was going to border on impossible, but I was utterly convinced any wild ones had collapsed long, long ago. If I couldn’t figure out a way to do it myself, I was never going to make it past stage six.

In a way, it was almost a relief when a messenger showed up in New Alkerist asking for me. I’d been doing nothing but going in circles for close to a month, no closer to solving a single problem than I was when I’d started. Sure, I’d started rebuilding some of the specialty tools and rooms that were essential to a researcher’s work, but I’d only done so because I couldn’t find a better avenue to direct my efforts down.

I teleported immediately, surprising my mother, who was still standing in front of the scrying mirror in my room. “Oh!” she yelped in surprise as she flinched away. “I wasn’t expecting you to just pop over like that.”

“I was looking for a reason to take a break,” I said. “This is as good as any. Who’s this messenger and what do they want?”

“She’s at the tavern,” Mother said. “And she didn’t say, just that it was important and time-sensitive.”

“Anyone with her?”

“Not that we saw. I didn’t talk to her personally. One of the serving girls ran the message over to us.”

I nodded and cast a quick scrying spell. It zipped across town, slipping through the privacy wards on the tavern without issue, and gave me a good look at the floor. The place wasn’t busy this time of day, but there were three people there. The first was the bartender, one of three who rotated shifts. The second was one of the orphan crew that had come in with Juby, a girl perhaps twelve or thirteen years old now.

The third was someone I vaguely recognized. It took me a moment to place her face since it had been years since I’d seen her. Perhaps if she hadn’t been so tired and ragged looking, I would have gotten it more quickly.

“Ah… That’s probably serious,” I said. “It looks like the Hierophant’s sent his daughter all the way from Derro to see me, and with no escort, either.”


Chapter
Eight



When I’d first traveled to Derro, it was with the intention of breaking a cabal known as the Wolf Pack. They’d managed to set up a system where they were harvesting mana from tens of thousands of people all over the island, with agents installed in practically every village and town. Even Derro itself was using leech stones as currency, draining people of their mana just by handling them.

A significant portion of that had gone to their leader, Monarch, who had already been several hundred years old and no longer able to produce the mana she needed to support her life-extending invocations without outside assistance. I might have had some sympathy for her, considering I’d been in a similar state myself at the end of my previous life, except she’d tried to kill me a few times. That tended to dull any warm feelings I might have for a person.

I’d dismantled her cabal, killing most of the core members. A few had lived through the process, including Tetrin, who I’d personally recruited with the promise of more mana, a fully stocked workshop, and tutoring in the old ways of enchanting and inscription. His skills had risen dramatically over the last half a decade, and he’d even managed to bring his mana core up from stage two to three a year back.

Two other cabal members who’d survived but stayed in Derro were Keeper, who cared only for her library and expanding on it, and Zara, who’d been a sort of brainwashed hostage meant to ensure the cooperation of her father, the nominal leader of the city. The price for his help in reaching Monarch was the safe return of his daughter – not necessarily an easy task since she had been an active, hostile combatant at the time.

Seeing her sitting here in New Alkerist was a bit of a surprise. During my infrequent visits to Derro, I’d never caught so much as a glimpse of her. I’d been told they had a lot of work to do on her, not because Monarch had used mental magic to manipulate her mind and personality, but just because she’d been raised from childhood to be a member of the Wolf Pack, groomed to work as Monarch’s personal seer.

It was unclear whether Zara was grateful to be rescued and reunited with her father or bitter at having her cabal destroyed. Considering how she’d spent almost her entire life working with those people and probably considered some of them to be family, I was leaning toward the latter.

I entered the tavern and crossed the room, waving off the barmaid with a single gesture when she started to follow me over. Zara glanced up at me, but her eyes betrayed no recognition. That didn’t surprise me. I had looked like a four-year-old child the last time she’d seen me, and had aged close to twenty years in the span of just six.

“Hello, Zara,” I said as I pulled out the chair opposite of her and sat down at the table.

“H-hi,” she said.

“You’re a bit more timid than I remember.”

“‘Than you remember…’” she repeated. “I’m sorry, do I know you?”

“I’m the person you came here to talk to,” I said.

Zara raised an eyebrow and made a show of looking over the side of the table at my legs. “Huh, well, you don’t appear to be a child on stilts, so I guess my response to that would be, ‘I have questions.’”

“I needed an adult body to maximize the size of my mana core before I could advance to stage three and didn’t want to wait an extra decade, so I sped up the process,” I explained.

“I… was not aware that was a possibility.”

“It wasn’t cheap. But we’re not here to discuss me. You said you needed to talk to me.”

“Yes. I need help. Well, Derro needs help, but I’m responsible for it, so…”

“Help with what?” I asked.

“Are you aware of the project we’ve been working on for the last few years?”

“You mean the city restoration?”

“It’s been slow going. There were a lot of objections from the inner city, mostly claims that the funds should be allocated there first. Father lost his temper a few times.” Zara smiled to herself there. “Many of the nobles found themselves stripped of titles and lands, not coincidentally the ones who’d worked the hardest to undermine him when Monarch first rose to power.”

“People in power rarely want to give it up and never appreciate what they consider to be rightfully theirs being diverted to the impoverished,” I said.

I hadn’t dug into the motivations behind the Hierophant’s decision to begin restoring Derro, mostly because I wasn’t concerned about it. The city existed in the middle of a desert and relied on outlying farm villages powered mostly by magic to produce food. It could easily house a hundred times more people than it currently had, and greater than half of the city was nothing but ruins. There wasn’t much reason to live there at all, as far as I was concerned.

Zara didn’t argue my point with me. “Regardless, the restoration has been proceeding at a sustainable pace, and quite a few mages in the city have begun picking up transmutation skills to participate. Everything was going fine until a few weeks ago.”

“What happened then?”

“You are aware of my father’s abilities?”

“And yours,” I said. Her family practiced a difficult form of divination that tried to peer through time instead of across space.

“We started having visions of floods of refugees filling the cities, thousands and thousands of them. If it comes to pass as we’ve foreseen, not only will we have far too little space to house them, but food will almost immediately become a major issue.”

“The refugees are already starting to appear,” I told her. “We had a whole town show up in boats and start moving through the teleportation network not two months ago.”

“It must be a different group,” she said. “They never came to Derro.”

“No, they ended up here. We helped them.”

“Did they say why they were fleeing their homes? We haven’t been able to divine the cause of all this.”

That didn’t surprise me. Ammun kept anti-scrying wards up, ones powerful enough to block even temporal divination. Most likely, he maintained the expensive defenses to prevent me from doing exactly what Zara and her father had tried to do, and for much the same reason I was powering the same wards against him.

That protection only extended so far. Ammun himself might as well not exist as far as Zara’s magic was concerned, and it would probably block her from seeing the direct results of his actions, but things rippled out and eventually the wards couldn’t shield the effects from being seen, especially when it was something that affected an entire continent. So she was seeing potential futures of refugees coming to Derro, but lacked the skill to trace it back any farther.

“An army of mages is claiming a huge chunk of land a few thousand miles west of here and making probing strikes past their new border,” I said. “I suspect they’re going to continue to expand as far as they can.”

Zara was understandably alarmed at the news, but I brushed past it and said, “You still haven’t told me why you’re here.”

“A couple reasons. One was to see if you could help us figure out what was going on, but I suppose you already knew. Another was to see about recruiting you to speed up the restoration of the city, though I can see from the look on your face that you’re not interested. Finally, I have a message for you from Keeper. She said she found something in the archives she wants you to look at – nothing urgent, but intriguing enough that she’d like your opinion.”

“Did she say what she found?” I asked.

“Some kind of record for ancient city infrastructure. We can’t figure out what most of the equipment is for, not from the diagrams, at least. Hopefully, it’ll be something useful, but we’ve been getting along without it for hundreds of years, so a few more weeks won’t change much.”

There were any number of old devices that could be, though if it was important enough to make it into the ancient city records, it was probably something big and powerful. Given the state of Derro as little more than an old desert ruin that had been steadily filling with more and more sand when I’d found it, I doubted there was anything functional left there.

“I guess I could make a trip to Derro,” I said. It wasn’t like I had much better to do besides experiment and hope to stumble across a way to create an artificial resonance point.

“Keeper will be delighted to hear it,” Zara said dryly. “I don’t suppose there’s a chance you’d help with the restoration while you’re there?”

“I’m not really interested. Maybe you should ask Tetrin. His rates are steep, but he does good work.”

“I actually already did,” she admitted. “He turned me down, said he was busy working on a project.”

Knowing Tetrin, that could be any number of things. He hadn’t gotten in contact with me, so it was either something he already knew how to do or something he was trying to work out for himself. For as many things as I’d taught him over the years, he did have a love for tinkering, and occasionally got an idea that he was hellbent on putting together without any assistance.

“I guess that’s that, then. I’m going to go see what Keeper wants. You can come with me if you want to save the cost of a teleportation spell.”

Zara gave me a strange look and said, “You know, you’re not really much like what I expected you to be.”

“Oh? What were you expecting?”

“I don’t know. Someone grimmer, I supposed. Darker, maybe.”

“Perhaps I made a bad first impression on you. We were on opposite sides then.”

Zara flinched at that, but didn’t deny it. The first time she’d seen me, it was with a temporal divination reviewing a battle I’d had with the Wolf Pack’s resident alchemist and flesh crafter. I’d killed him and his menagerie of mutated monsters. Then I’d proceeded to systematically destroy mage after mage until I’d slaughtered almost the entire inner circle of the Wolf Pack.

It was no wonder Zara hadn’t wanted to get anywhere near me. Her forecasts about the refugee problem must have worried her immensely to get her to overcome that fear and seek me out. Maybe I should do a bit of temporal divining of my own. I wouldn’t get close to Ammun, and the cost was ridiculously expensive for what was unreliable information, but with my demesne fully bonded, I could afford to take a few stabs at fishing for something useful.

That would be a project for later. I stood up from the table and escorted Zara to the teleportation platform. “These things,” she said softly. “It’s probably for the best that you didn’t bring this magic back until after Monarch was dead. I can’t imagine much good coming from her gaining access to them.”

I wisely didn’t remind Zara how much she’d personally benefited from Monarch’s rule, or how little she’d seemed to care about the commoners exploited and left for dead at the time. Whether this change of heart she was going through was genuine or not, I’d be doing myself no favors needling her over it. That didn’t mean I was going to trust her, though. She hadn’t switched sides willingly.

Putting a platform in Derro had been a decision made by the merchant’s council, a coalition of trading leaders hailing from different villages across the island. I wasn’t in favor of it, but they’d requested it and if I’d wanted to overrule their decisions, I’d have put myself in charge. Since I didn’t fancy myself a king, Derro had gotten a platform.

It saved me a bit of work now, at least. I activated New Alkerist’s platform and we disappeared, reforming an instant later and several hundred miles away.


Chapter
Nine



There were three mages waiting for us at Derro’s platform, all of them with anxious looks on their faces. Zara froze for a second when she saw them, then asked, “What are you doing here?”

“Waiting for you, of course. Your father… he was not happy with your decision to leave…”

“I do not need his permission,” she snapped.

Before anyone else could say anything, I raised a hand and cut in, “I’m not terribly interested in this piece of drama. Zara, unless we have any more business, I’ll leave you to sort this out while I go take care of things.”

“No, this isn’t something you need to worry about,” she told me. “Though don’t be surprised if someone hunts you down with an invitation to speak to Father before you leave.”

“Maybe just let him know I’m preemptively declining,” I said as I floated up into the air. Despite the city’s restoration project, Keeper’s home hadn’t moved since she’d been forced to relocate out from under the palace after the Wolf Pack’s defeat. It was still what was essentially a refurbished warehouse in the inner city, stuffed full of tens of thousands of books. It was nowhere near as physically secure as her original archives, but the building was so heavily warded that I was certain she was getting mana from an outside source.

I flew over the inner wall, using a burst of mana to mentally shrug off all the alarms and tracers that had just tried to go off. There’d been a time when that wall had been a major obstacle, all but impenetrable with the enchantments laid on it. I’d barely had the mana budget to expend on just studying the wall back then, and I’d been forced to do it by standing right next to it and dodging patrols.

Now it was no more effort than parting a curtain, though to be fair, I didn’t care if anyone saw me these days. Also to be fair, if I did care, I could have easily slipped through the ward screen extending up over the wall anyway, and been invisible to the eye while I did it. My childhood years truly had been a frustrating time, and it was good to have some measure of my old power back.

A number of people saw me as I flew over the city, including an entire squad of Enforcers that tried to wave me down and gave half-hearted chase when I ignored them, but no one actually got in my way. A minute or so later, I landed outside the front door of Keeper’s new archive and knocked. While I waited for her to answer, I took a moment to study the wards.

Nothing looked to have changed since the last time we’d spoken a few years back. The stonework was battered, reinforced by magic to keep it upright. The windows were sealed, not with glass, but with some sort of transmuted sandstone that looked like it had been grown in to fill the holes in the building. Was this how they were doing their restoration work?

While I was examining Keeper’s privacy wards, I noticed her approaching the front door. She paused about thirty feet away, glanced at my scrying spell, and sighed. “I see the wards need a bit of work,” she said. “You might as well come in and save me the extra steps.”

I walked through the door without bothering to open it, the wards there also insufficient to keep me out. That earned me another sigh and an eye roll, followed by a beckoning gesture as she started the trip back to her office. She was walking a lot slower these days than when I’d first met her, probably as a consequence of reduced mana budget with no room for life extension spells in it.

I followed her in and dropped down in the chair opposite her desk while she slowly settled herself into her own seat. When she was done, she looked over at me. One of her eyes was green, the other blue. It was the blue one that was fake, an old piece of magical equipment called a memory sphere that someone had decided should be shaped as an eyeball and inserted into the mage’s skull instead of left as a freestanding device.

I never had gotten the details on that one and could only assume that its original owner simply liked the way it looked. Certainly no mage who could afford to have a custom memory sphere commissioned was too poor to have a missing eyeball regrown. There was no good reason for it to have been built that way, but Keeper had felt it was valuable enough to pluck out one of her perfectly functioning eyes to access the memory sphere.

“I heard you found something you wanted my advice on,” I said.

“Something like that. Less advice on what I’ve found and more on what to do with it.”

“What can you do with it? Zara said it was something about some old city infrastructure. I’d assume it’s in shambles by now.”

“Not exactly,” Keeper said. She raised a hand and telekinetically pulled a book to her off a nearby shelf. After a moment of flicking through it, she spun it around and slid it toward me. “If this book is correct, every city built during the Age of Wonders had something like this. Apparently, they controlled all sorts of things in the cities they were installed in, which got me thinking that Derro might have one, too.”

I scanned through the passage while she spoke. It was a diagram for some sort of complex underground machinery that would theoretically span the entire city, handling public transit, sanitation, and security, as well as provide access to a complex inter-city portal network. We’d had something similar, though far less complicated, when I’d been a child in my previous life.

“Even if something like this exists, the enchantments definitely starved themselves out a thousand years ago,” I said. “I’m sure there are plenty of inscriptions on it, but what makes you think they’ll be more than partially intact?”

“Keep reading,” she said.

Past the basic description were schematics for installation and support infrastructure to allow access to it, including labor prices and estimated construction times. It was all entirely irrelevant since the city being described wasn’t Derro, but I skimmed through the text anyway. Other than the contractors’ estimates taking at least four times longer to install the thing than I felt they needed, I didn’t see anything strange. Maybe the prices were high, as well. I couldn’t be sure since it wasn’t a currency I was familiar with.

It was only when I got to the outlined plan and actually read the materials list that I got it. I drew in a sharp breath and glanced up at Keeper to see her grinning smugly. “And you think Derro has one of these?”

“I’ve got some anecdotal evidence on the history of the city that suggests it might,” she said.

“Thousands of tons…” I muttered to myself. “What are you proposing?”

“I doubt we’ll ever excavate it without your help, and even if we did, what could we do with it besides sell it? I’ve done all the legwork to point you in the right direction. I’ll give you all of that and help in any way I can. In return…”

I didn’t like dealing with Keeper. There was only one thing she wanted: knowledge. Old books, old stories, old skills, it didn’t matter to her what it was, just that it was something she hadn’t seen before. It was always time-consuming to make a deal with her, mostly because the only thing I could just give her was books, and her collection was impressively robust already.

“No way,” I said. “For something this valuable, it would be years of work paying you back. You could die before being paid in full.”

“Yes. Mysteel is quite valuable,” she agreed. “Happily for you, I’m beginning to feel my age. What I want now is not more knowledge, but more time to enjoy the knowledge I’ve already collected.”

“Ah.” I leaned forward. “Now that I think we might come to an agreement on.”

“Training in your best life-extension techniques and spells, and enough mana to keep me going for another two hundred years,” she said.

“The best techniques you’re capable of mastering right now and enough mana for fifty years,” I countered.

“One hundred and fifty and I’ll convince the Hierophant to fence all the mysteel you recover so you don’t have to deal with the hassle.”

“I don’t want to sell it. I want to keep it,” I said.

“Ridiculous. What could you possibly do with that much mysteel?”

I thought about the enormous rent in the world core’s outer mantle, an absolutely mind-boggling quantity of that most precious of metals. A single city’s infrastructure probably wouldn’t have close to enough mysteel to patch it. A dozen cities’ worth might not be enough, and all of this was based on some assumptions that no one else had scavenged this all first.

“Irrelevant,” I told her. “I’m not interested in selling it.”

“Fine. A hundred and twenty years and personal instruction on life-extension magic.”

“Instruction, a fifty-year supply of mana, and I will personally make a decade’s worth of potions needed to reverse aging,” I countered.

Keeper glowered at me as she considered my offer. “Make it seventy-five and we’ve got a deal.”

That would set me back quite a bit. “Sixty and I’ll provide the storage crystals.”

That gave her pause. “You… have that much mana on hand?”

“Enough for a few years right now, yes. It’ll take me a month to build up the rest.”

“A month! What kind of mana core do you have now?”

“A very big one that makes mana very, very fast,” I told her. That was a completely true statement, just not one that addressed how I was actually going to get my hands on that much mana. No matter how big my mana core got or how fast I could generate mana, I was never going to outpace an entire forest of living stone. Even when I regained my stage nine core, the bulk of my mana was going to come from my genius loci.

“You’d better not even be thinking of scamming me,” she warned.

I snorted. Now that I knew of the potential existence of a great deal of mysteel beneath the ruins of various ancient cities, I was going to get it one way or another. I’d pay Keeper for the knowledge of where to find this one, but only if we could come to an agreement. My scrying spells were more than developed enough to find it myself if I needed to.

“Sixty years of mana, deliverable in storage crystals provided by me; a decade’s worth of age-reversal potions; and personal tutoring in a life-extension spell suitable for a mage of your abilities,” I said.

Sixty years was more than enough time for her to get her own situation sorted, and we both knew it. As it stood, she probably had another decade or two left on her own, but age reversal would give her the energy she needed to pursue self-sufficient life-extension magic.

“You know how to raise your core to stage three,” she said. “Teach me how, as well.”

“I will give you a lesson and a primer on the process. You’ll have to make your own arrangements for completing it.”

“Agreed.”

I was giving up a good bit, more than the information was probably worth, but at this point, it was to reinforce Keeper’s behavior. She’d gone digging, noticed something, and researched it to the point that she felt she had a valuable find. And then she’d brought it to me. The next time she found something like that, I wanted her to do the same thing.

“Show me what you’ve put together so far,” I said.


Chapter
Ten



Whatever faults she might have, Keeper was a thorough researcher. She’d pulled information from dozens of different sources, speculated on what hadn’t been written down, confirmed those speculations, and compiled everything into an entirely logical conclusion. I couldn’t find a single fault or unaccounted-for variable in her chain of reasoning.

I just wished the entry point was anywhere else.

The Actalus family had no reasons to like me and many, many reasons to hate my guts. I’d killed their head of house and his daughter, as well as a decent portion of their guards and probably a few unlucky servants who’d been caught in the crossfire. I’d also caused a significant amount of property damage in the process.

All of that made it easy to understand why the woman standing across from me radiated hostility. Their former leader, a man named Roenark Actalus—but more appropriately known to me as Velvet, the charismatic socialite who controlled the Wolf Pack’s lesser ranks—was her cousin, and the familial resemblance was obvious.

“Let me get this straight,” she said, her voice tight with anger. “You want me to grant you access to my family’s castle grounds, but you won’t explain why or what you’re doing.”

When she put it that way, it would have been suspicious even if she didn’t already hate me. I said nothing, though, and merely waited for Keeper to formulate an answer.

“Lady Vaciana, I understand your skepticism, but I’ve already given my word that nothing we’re interested in will bring any harm to you or your own. Considering the payment we’re offering, I hardly think we’re being unreasonable here.”

Keeper was far politer with this woman than she’d ever been with me, but there was enough steel in her voice to know that she’d haggle just as fiercely when it came down to it. If it came down to it. Vaciana was giving every indication that she was about to summon the guards and have us tossed out onto the street. Probably the only reason she hadn’t was that the scars from my last visit were still visible in certain parts of the castle.

“No,” she said. “Not for you. Never for him.”

That was that, then. I didn’t blame the Actalus family for not wanting to deal with me, but that wasn’t going to stop me from getting what I was after. A pair of retainers escorted us back out of the castle, a slow trip in deference to Keeper’s age, and we waited until we were alone to discuss our next move.

“Do you have a second-best place?” I asked.

“We do have a few other options, but the Actalus crypts are by far the deepest and also the closest to where I suspect we can find the core of the device. The next best spot would add weeks to the excavation at minimum.”

That wasn’t an idle estimate, either. We’d already discussed how fast I could dig with my magic, a speed that I’d had to assure her wasn’t an exaggeration. But dirt and stone were still heavy, and not even my mana was unlimited. Digging down a thousand feet just to reach the depths we needed wouldn’t take too long, but then finding the device itself was another matter altogether.

Keeper was confident that at least part of the mysteel framework ran directly under the Actalus castle, which was why we’d wanted to start from their catacombs. Unsurprisingly, they weren’t interested in cooperating. “What if we find someplace close by, dig deep enough to get under the Actalus catacombs, and then go straight for them before we go the rest of the way down?”

“That… might work,” she admitted. “I’ll have to look into the closest place we can find that might be amenable to us working there.”

“Alternatively, we can use the Actalus castle as a starting point anyway,” I said. “Honestly, it’s not like it would be hard to get in there and, once I get started, I could seal up the hole behind me and set up a teleportation beacon. There would be at most a half an hour window where someone might stumble across me while I do the initial work. Do you think they patrol their catacombs that frequently?”

“That is also a good option. Yes, I rather like that one. Vaciana should have just taken the offer,” Keeper said with a laugh. “This would be illegal, of course. And since I no longer have any measure of political power in this city, if you get caught, you’ll have to deal with the Hierophant’s justice system. If I recall, the Enforcers do not like you, and I doubt your stay in prison would be pleasant.”

“You are greatly underestimating my abilities if you think any amount of Enforcers in Derro could even capture me, let alone keep me restrained for an extended period of time.”

“All the same, I would have thought you’d prefer to keep better relations with the city.”

“Derro means nothing to me. I care more about this supposed cache of mysteel under the city than the city itself.”

“I feel a bit too old to be moving my archives again,” Keeper said. “And unlike you, I’m not confident I can fight off every mage in the city at the same time. How certain are you that you can get in and do the work without getting caught?”

“Completely,” I assured her. “I’ll get started tonight.”

“No, get me my payment first.”

I rolled my eyes. “Fine. I’ll brew your potions and build your storage crystals. Give me a week for that, then I’ll be back to start digging.”

With a final nod, Keeper started shuffling down the street, back to her converted warehouse. I didn’t bother going with her. Instead, I spent a few minutes completing a teleportation spell and returned to my demesne. I had work to do.
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One of the drawbacks of living in a petrified forest was that it was difficult to find any alchemical reagents growing wild. I did have a few greenhouses set up, but I was busy enough that I didn’t take care of them like I should. Back when there’d been other people living here, Hyago and his assistants did most of that for me, and I’d found I quite missed being able to offload that work.

I considered the idea of tracking Hyago down again and seeing if I could convince him to grow more reagents for me. The last I’d seen him, he’d gone to New Alkerist with the rest of the population of the little village we’d established in the valley. At some point in time, he’d decided that wasn’t the life for him and left, but I wasn’t sure where. Once I found him, I knew I could tempt him into doing some work for me, though.

In the meantime, I needed to grow my own, and I was sadly short on a few key ingredients for the potions I’d promised Keeper. I frowned to myself as I surveyed my supplies and considered how best to go about obtaining what I needed. There was the trader’s market in New Alkerist, though that was unlikely to have what I was looking for. Perhaps the Arborists in the original Alkerist might have some of it.

No, that was even more unlikely. I had enough to make a third of the potions needed. I’d deliver that and Keeper would just need to accept that I’d have to bring the rest to her at a later date.

Not for the first time, I resolved to do a better job keeping up on my greenhouse work. It had been so much easier in the Night Vale where everything I needed just grew wildly, and if it didn’t, I had connections to trade for it. Damn Ammun for destroying it.
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“Do you happen to know where Hyago moved?” I asked my father through my scrying mirror.

“No, I don’t.”

“Could you do me a favor and ask around?”

Father nodded slowly. “Suppose I could. Ryla might know. Maybe Tetrin.”

“I’d appreciate it if you could find out for me. I have some work for him but I’ve lost track of his whereabouts with everything else on my plate. I really thought he’d stick around New Alkerist longer.”

“I heard someone say he decided it was too structured for him, that planting trees in neat little rows was less exciting than he thought it’d be.”

“Well, I can’t argue with that. There’s a reason I want to hire him to grow stuff for me instead.”

Father laughed at that. “What kind of stuff? You know we’re a farming village, right?”

I started to tell him that it required a lot of mana to grow, but then I paused to think about it. Father was technically an apprentice mage, even if he had no desire to ever advance past that. He imbued plants with his mana literally every day. With my demesne supplying me so much mana, I could easily afford to cover anything and everything he might need to grow what I wanted.

Why hadn’t I ever considered that before? Probably because I hadn’t needed to. Up until a few years ago, I’d had Hyago to do that for me. “It’d be a couple greenhouses,” I warned. “Probably a full-time job. It’s not hard, just time-consuming.”

“Sounds perfect for your sister.”

“Hmm. Not a bad idea. I can teach her how to properly manage her alchemical reagents and pay her in mana so she can get some practice in. Is she home? If she’ll agree to it, I’ll come over right now and set the greenhouses up.”

“Uh…” Father looked behind him through the open door of my bedroom. There wasn’t much of the rest of the house to see from that angle. “One minute.”

I waited while he walked out of the room and looked around. When he came back, he shook his head and said, “She’s ‘hanging out with friends’ right now. So probably just Juby and probably not so much hanging out as looking for some privacy.”

I chuckled. No teenager was ever half as sneaky as they thought they were, and my sister, despite her growing proficiency with magic, was not an exception to the rule. I’d hunt her down later with the job offer.

“Maybe some other time then,” I said.

“You could still come visit for dinner,” Father offered.

If I was going to make the trip there anyway, it wasn’t wasted mana. I’d just have to stay a bit longer than I planned to set things up afterwards. Even if Senica didn’t want to take care of the greenhouses, I was sure I could find someone who could be trained to do the job. Why couldn’t Hyago have just stayed in New Alkerist? That would have made this much easier.

“Give me an hour,” I said. “I need to make a few mana batteries to power the greenhouses’ enchantments first.”

I’d also want to head out into the desert and use the sand there as a raw ingredient for the many, many panes of glass that I’d need, but I could do that after I went home. It was easier to find out there than it was up in the mountains where my demesne was.

“I’ll see you soon,” Father said.

“Wait, what are we having?” I asked just as he started to let the connection go.

“Uh… That is a good question. I’ll go find out.”

“Never mind,” I said. “It’ll just be a surprise for me. I’ll be there soon.”

The mirror went blank and I stood up from my desk. After a quick lap to confirm the progress of a few alchemical solutions with long brew times, I put together six mana batteries, topped them off by pulling on the mana coming through my genius loci, and stashed them in my phantom space. Then I walked over to my own personal teleportation circle, one that wasn’t connected to the rest of the platform network, and went to visit my family for dinner.


Chapter
Eleven



Unlike the old village, New Alkerist had only continued to grow since its founding a few years ago. I wasn’t entirely sure where all these people had come from, but the introduction of the teleportation platform network across the island had certainly encouraged traveling. With the knowledge of exactly how to ignite a mana core spreading, and with the removal of the Wolf Pack agents scattered all over, just about every village was doing significantly better than it had been a decade ago.

With that came a need for bureaucracy, as distasteful as it was. Gone were the days of just plopping down on an unused chunk of land at the edge of a village, especially since in New Alkerist’s case, the entire town was surrounded by farms and had a comprehensive road and sewer structure running through it. They’d known the town was going to grow when they’d founded it, and that meant I needed to do some paperwork to claim a spot for my greenhouses to stand.

Well, someone needed to do the paperwork. It didn’t have to be me, just so long as it got done. Fortunately, I had a family who all loved me and included a father on the council. By the time I showed up with the mana batteries and seed samples, he’d already run over to the town hall and claimed one of the pre-sectioned plots on the north side of town.

“Does this cost anything?” I asked.

“An administrative fee, normally. They waived it for me.”

“Oh. That was nice of them.”

“I’m pretty sure you’ve got a lot more credit with the town than getting a bit of paperwork done,” Father said. “The air-cooling enchantments on the building alone make you the hero of everyone who works there.”

“I suppose so.”

The whole island was a desert with occasional pockets of life nurtured mostly by the people that lived there. Despite the surprising number of streams coming down from the mountains, very little actually grew out in the wastelands where there was no mana to nourish the plants. The heat was ever-present and absolutely punishing, so it really wasn’t much of a surprise how much everyone loved having a cool place to work.

The plot itself wasn’t big enough for six greenhouses, at least not of the size I’d been planning. Once I thought about it, though, that was probably for the best. If I was going to have Senica tending to them, she wasn’t going to be nearly as effective as Hyago. I built the three greenhouses over the span of the next few minutes and placed the mana battery in the first one, but left the other two empty. I’d have to come back and do the enchanting later.

Creating physical locks was a difficult task compared to most transmutations. Locks were relatively complex to shape, and doing so while maintaining the transmutation spell magnified the concentration required many times over. It wasn’t anything beyond my abilities, though I generally preferred magical locks, but I hesitated to make one.

My initial intention had been to craft duplicate locks for all the greenhouses and supply Senica with a key, but locks weren’t really a part of the culture here. In part, that was simply because metal was a scarce resource, meaning that farming equipment was the top priority for it, followed by weapons as a distant second. Impractical uses such as jewelry were almost unheard of.

Creating locks might draw more attention than just leaving them open like everything else. These were hardly the only greenhouses in New Alkerist, not since I’d introduced an easy supply of glass via an intermediate-tier transmutation spell. They’d be less inconspicuous if they looked just like all the other ones. With that thought in mind, I left them open and resolved to doubly ensure the wards and enchantments were well-hidden.

“Are you ready to go?” Father asked.

“Hmm. Yes, for now. If Senica agrees to help, I’ll bring her back out to do the initial setup together. It’ll be good for her to learn that part of the process, too.”

We returned home together to find that Senica had beaten us there, and that she had Juby in tow. He was sitting at the table while she played with Nailu, his eyes shifting around and his muscles tense. When we came in, he gave us a quick glance, then did a double take when he saw me. I could almost hear his teeth tightening into a grimace behind his lips.

“H-hey, Gravin,” he said. “I didn’t know you were joining us tonight.”

“I didn’t know you would be joining us, either,” I said, claiming the seat opposite him. “Is this a regular thing I’ve been missing out on?”

“Hah. No, it’s… you know, Senica invited me. It would be rude to decline, but I can go if it’s-”

“Juby. Relax.”

Unsurprisingly, that didn’t do much to calm him down on its own. I caught both Mother and Father smirking behind his back, Mother’s shoulders actually shaking a bit as she tried to hold in a laugh. Senica threaded her way past the table with Nailu in her arms, slowing down only to lean in and hiss into my ear, “You be nice to him or I will make you pay.”

‘I would never be anything but,’ I telepathically replied.

“Hmmph,” she said as she completed her walk past.

For his part, Juby looked like he was about to pass out from fright. I had never seen him this jittery, and when I’d met him, he’d been an orphan who’d been pressed into service by a local street gang. By the time I’d caught up to him, he’d fully expected me to kill him on the spot, and he’d still managed to carry himself more calmly than he was now.

“How long until dinner is ready?” I asked Mother.

“Another ten minutes or so,” she said as she threw a look at Father. “Less if I could get someone to come help me.”

“You know I would be delighted to assist,” he told her as he sidled up next to her and put an arm around her waist.

“Assist me with cooking or with something else?” she asked.

“Whichever you prefer.”

With a snort, she slid the pan of veggies she’d been frying over to him. “Finish these up for me, then.”

Ten minutes was plenty of time. “Come on, Juby. Let’s take a quick walk.”

I got a blank stare from him for a moment before he scrambled to get out of his seat. “Okay, that sounds good.”

We walked out of the house together, me ignoring my sister’s warning look and him so relieved to get out the door that he didn’t even notice. As soon as we were back out in the hot, dry air, his shoulders immediately relaxed and the tension drained out of him.

“Did I miss something before I got there?” I asked. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you that on edge.”

“No… it’s just…” Juby let out a frustrated sigh. “I know it’s not a secret and that you guys tease her about it all the time, but we’re kind of making things official tonight and I’m a bit worried that your parents are going to have a problem with it, which I know is stupid but that doesn’t make me feel any better so I’m just kind of trying to keep it together, but it’s not really working and I keep thinking the best thing to do is just run away, and now you’re here so that’s even more pressure not to screw anything up and-”

“Stop. Take a breath before you pass out,” I said. “I’m going to tell you a few things here. First, my parents like you, and more importantly, Senica likes you. Second, it’s normal to feel nervous about something important, even if you have no reason to suspect things could go wrong. Third, absolutely no one is going to be surprised by the official announcement. If they had a problem with it, you’d know already.”

“I, uh, I noticed you didn’t include yourself in your list of people who like me,” Juby said.

“Do you really care about my opinion?”

“Well, yeah. Obviously. You’re, you know… You’re you.”

“So what? Do you think I’m going to challenge you to a mage duel for the right to see my sister?”

Juby gave an awkward laugh. “I hope not. It’d probably be a short one.”

“I trust Senica. She’s smart enough to make her own decisions. They won’t always be the right ones, but she’ll learn from her mistakes just like everyone else.”

“Are you saying I’m not the right decision?” he asked.

“No. I have no idea if you’re a good decision or not. But you make her happy right now, and that’s got to be worth something.”

It might not be enough in the end. Plenty of people had entered relationships that made them happy in the beginning, only to have things fall apart later. That was just part of life. But if Juby wasn’t going to be her partner forever, which, no matter what it seemed like today, was almost certainly the case, she’d realize that and do what was necessary. A relationship didn’t need to last to the death to be a good one.

Though mine had. Her death, specifically.

I was probably the wrong person to consult on matters of the heart.

“Anyway, my point is that you don’t have a lot of reasons to be nervous right now, so just take a minute to compose yourself, then come back and eat dinner while you make small talk. It’ll only take an hour and then it’ll be over.”

“Right. I know. I do. It’s just a big step for us.”

“You’ll get through this. Like I said, this isn’t a surprise for anyone. If my parents were against it, you’d already know. I want my sister to be happy at the end of this meal, got it?”

“Me, too,” he said. “I care about her a lot, you know?”

“That’s good. I’d be wondering what you were doing here if you didn’t.”

More importantly, it was going to be a lot easier to ask Senica to take care of my new greenhouses if she was in a good mood. I was sure I’d convince her one way or another, but depending on how well the night went, it might end up costing me a lot more to persuade her. Juby didn’t know it, but I had a lot riding on him making a good impression tonight.

We lapped the block and the house came back into sight. Juby paused when he saw it, took a breath, and straightened his shoulders. “I can do this,” he said. “It’s just dinner with the family. It’s not like I’m a stranger meeting them for the first time.”

“That’s the spirit,” I told him.

“You’ll help me get through this if I need to be rescued?” he asked.

“Me? Hell no. But I’ll keep my laughter quiet so it’s less distracting.”

“You’re evil. I knew it from the first time I saw you. I just didn’t know you were this bad.”

He was more right than he knew. Despite how badly his life had been turned upside down when I’d bumped into his group in Derro almost eight years ago now, he really hadn’t seen how vicious I could get firsthand. It was lucky for him that I had a soft spot for kids, otherwise things would have turned out quite differently.

I clapped both hands onto his shoulders and steered him to our front door. He resisted for a moment, but it was a half-hearted thing. We timed it perfectly, returning just in time to see the plates being loaded. With a final look back at me, he made his way to his seat next to Senica, who watched me with narrowed eyes before turning to look back at her almost-official boyfriend.

“Well, you don’t seem to be hurt,” she told him. “Good walk?”

“Yeah,” he agreed, his voice still a bit shaky. “Good walk.”


Chapter
Twelve



Senica and Juby followed me into the greenhouse. I’d explained what I wanted, and not only had my sister agreed to help, she’d volunteered Juby’s assistance as well. When he’d tried to protest, it had only taken a single look from her to silence him. Perhaps if our parents hadn’t been there to witness the conversation, forcing Juby to be on his best behavior, he might have fought harder.

Regardless, he’d agreed to help, and it wasn’t like I was asking him to do it for free. We’d agreed on a price in mana for each greenhouse, which the two of them could split however they chose. I hoped my sister wouldn’t sacrifice her own progress to prop him up, but if she chose to, that was her business. Juby was decent for his age, but he was no genius. He’d need all the mana I was paying and then some just trying to catch up to her.

“Alright, let’s get some tables in here,” I said. “Senica, if you would?”

She was more than familiar with how I set my greenhouses up, and stone shape was a basic-tier spell, making this more of a test of her control in a discipline she didn’t much care for. Judging by the dirty look I got, she knew exactly what I was doing. With a sigh, she started pulling tables up out of the ground, shedding loose dirt as she drew on the raw material under the surface. After a moment’s hesitation, Juby joined her.

Between the two of them, they got the outer ring of tables done, though I made a mental note to go back through later and fix some of the uneven legs Juby had crafted. That was enough to tap them both out, however, prompting me to pull a small—relative to my limits—storage crystal out of my phantom space and toss it over.

Senica refilled her mana core completely and handed it to Juby, who did the same at a significantly slower rate. Then they got to work on the middle tables. Each one was more of a basin on legs, a square trough about a foot deep that would need to be filled with soil before we planted anything in it.

“Good work,” I told my sister when she finished. “Very smooth and even. Do you think you can repeat it on the other greenhouses while I do the initial enchanting here?”

“Depends on how long your storage crystal holds out,” she said.

“There’s more than enough for me to do it myself in there,” I said. “If it’s not enough for you to do the same, then I suppose some remedial transmutation lessons will be in your near future.”

“Yeah, yeah. I’ll get it done,” she said. “Give us an hour.”

If they kept burning through mana at the rate they were going, there was no way they’d get the work done before they ran out. Senica could probably do it by herself, but Juby wasn’t half as efficient. As the pair walked out, I sent a telepathic message to Senica and told her, ‘Take a bit to help Juby refine his technique before you get into it. His spell structure is bleeding at the linking runes.’

She nodded without turning her head and followed her boyfriend out into the night. I put the two of them out of my mind and started laying the enchantments the greenhouse needed to function. Spells to reinforce the glass were my first priority, followed by a series of sprinklers hooked into the framework that would draw from the town’s water supply. The river wasn’t anywhere near as close as I’d like, but I’d established water lines connecting to the houses years ago, so it wasn’t a huge task to simply add a few more buildings.

After that came the mana-capturing enchantments to keep the interior ambient mana high enough to grow the things I needed, followed by the wards to keep everyone but Senica away. Almost reluctantly, I added Juby to them as well. My parents went on as a matter of safety. If something were to happen to anyone inside, I didn’t want there to be no one who could go in to help them.

When I finished my enchanting, I took a moment to reshape Juby’s work. Once it was up to my standards, I started pouring soil out of my phantom space to fill each table, then went to go fetch my new assistants so we could discuss what I needed them growing, how it should be tended, and what they’d need to do to process it once it was ready to harvest.

Then my scrying spell caught sight of them in Greenhouse Three and I immediately changed course to Greenhouse Two while cutting mana to the spell. I also made a mental note to use a hundred pounds of sand to scour the floor of Greenhouse Three later on. It was the only way to make sure it was truly clean…
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With everything set up, it was time to return to Derro and claim my prize. More specifically, it was time to argue with Keeper about why I didn’t have her full payment and then sneak into the catacombs under the Actalus castle so I could start boring through the bedrock until I found this still-theoretical buried mysteel infrastructure.

I teleported directly to Keeper’s warehouse, mostly because she’d warded it against exactly that and I thought it might help my position if I reminded her that there was a vast gulf between her abilities and mine.

“Agh!” she screeched when I appeared in front of her. “What’s wrong with you?! You almost gave me a heart attack.”

She’d been sitting at a desk positioned directly under a light enchantment, a dozen different books open in front of her and a loose sheet of paper she’d been scratching down notes onto using a steel-nibbed pen enchanted with a connection to a nearby ink well to require no dipping. Upon my arrival, she abandoned her seat to clutch at her chest and glare daggers at me.

“Hello, Keeper,” I said, ignoring the outburst.

“Yes, yes, hello to you too,” she grumbled, sinking back into the chair she’d practically leaped out of. “Took you long enough. You have my payment?”

“Most of it,” I said. “I’ll need a bit longer to finish gathering the mana, but I’ve got enough for a few years of life extension already.”

I pulled three squat circular pillars, two feet tall and one foot wide, from my phantom space and dropped them to an open spot on the floor. They hadn’t been enchanted to reduce their weight or size, but each one still had thirty times as much mana as Keeper did.

“And the age-reversal potions?”

I handed over what I’d been able to make, less than a third of what I owed her. We both looked down at the wooden rack when I put it on the table. It was only partially full of vials with murky brown liquid that looked like nothing so much as bottled muddy water. “I used up everything I had making those. I’ll make you another batch next month when I can renew my supplies.”

“That wasn’t our deal,” she said immediately, her tone turning ugly.

So much for her being cowed by my abilities.

“I am aware,” I told her. “This is what I have left. I thought I had more, but I don’t. There’s nothing I can do unless you have a secret herb garden for me to ransack.”

If looks could kill, my shield ward would be activating right now. “I want an extra year’s supply,” she said.

“That wasn’t part of the agreement.”

“Neither was getting my payment on an installment plan.”

She had me there. It really was my own fault for forgetting how low my own stores were. I’d gotten distracted preparing the genius loci ritual and no longer had Hyago keeping me supplied. I really did need to track him down sooner or later.

“Fine,” I told her. “One extra year, to be delivered within the next three months.”

“Good boy.”

I raised an eyebrow. “I am… significantly older than you.”

“Stop looking so young, then.”

“Oh no, I plan to enjoy my youth this time around.”

Keeper cocked her head to the side, perhaps sensing a story that wasn’t in her archives. “You had a difficult childhood as Keiran?”

“I did, and let’s just leave it at that.”

The wheels were turning in her head. She was going to be pestering me for first-hand stories about the time before the Age of Wonders again. I’d thought I’d broken her of this the first time she’d tried several years ago, but now she had information she knew I wanted, and she was exactly ruthless enough to leverage that for all she could get.

Damn. That was going to be annoying.

“Did we have any last-minute adjustments to our digging plans?” I asked, changing the subject in an attempt to derail her train of thought. I could tell it wasn’t working.

“None. Will you go in tonight?”

I shook my head. “Right now. No reason to delay it.”

“Maybe wait until night when most people are sleeping,” she said dryly.

“No need. I’m already scrying the catacombs and there’s nobody in there.”

“It’s not warded?” she asked. “No, what am I saying? It is, but not enough to stop you.”

“Now you’re catching on. I’ll be back tomorrow morning after I finish digging.”

“Very well. I have some work of my own to do,” Keeper said, eyeing up the row of potions on the table next to her and the storage crystals on the floor.

“Then I’ll leave you to it,” I said.
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It was a frivolous waste to teleport directly into the catacombs, but I had the mana to spare. More importantly, I was still slowly refining my ability to cast lossless spells at the master tier. Since teleportation was one of my most used spells of that nature, it was the perfect one to practice with.

The catacombs were pitch-black, that absolute, oppressive, heavy darkness that only came from being deep underground where no sun or moons could reach. I conjured up a small globe of light to illuminate the area around me, which was mostly support pillars and arches that held up the castle above my head.

There was a cloying stink in the air, faint but unmistakable. This was a hole in the sand, stone, and dirt, a place to store the remains of the dead. If there’d been any ambient mana left in the world, I would have readied myself to face rogue undead.

For better or worse, that wasn’t going to happen here. Perhaps somewhere in Ammun’s tower, or if anyone stumbled into my petrified forest and buried the remains of a departed companion there, a zombie might arise. In the resting place of the Actalus line, it was an impossibility.

Though I doubted I’d see a guard, I sent a scrying spell to explore the halls above me. If someone did venture down here, I’d see them coming and overpower them. Until then, I started casting a powerful earth manipulation spell, one that would dig a hundred feet in a few minutes, though it would take considerably more time to open that hole enough to descend through. That wasn’t the goal, though.

Scrying through a thousand feet of dirt and stone was no easy feat, even for me. It was even worse when the composition wasn’t uniform, which made the most efficient method of getting a look down there the one I was currently using. The spell quested downward, shoving aside material and compacting it into the wall.

There were other spells that could dig far faster, of course. I’d once forced open a pit a thousand feet deep in an instant during my battle with Monarch, but using that here was not a good idea. Not only would it draw a lot of attention, there was every possibility it would drop the castle on my head. It wasn’t necessary, anyway.

Half an hour of digging revealed a pocket in the stone, large enough to suit my purposes. I teleported myself again, a short-range version that was both cheaper and faster to cast, then sealed off the hole I’d bored through the ground. This would be my new base of operations, if necessary, though it lacked some essential comforts – things like enough air to breathe. I’d come prepared for that, however.

Hopefully the rest of this expedition wouldn’t have such a hostile environment. I kept digging, determined to find the answer.


Chapter
Thirteen



The cavern wasn’t natural, of that I was sure. It was another five hundred feet lower than the little pocket I’d claimed earlier, well below the sewer lines running under Derro. If Keeper’s theory was correct, it was part of the ancient machinery used to elevate the city from mundane to a magical paradise.

I doubted it had been like that, but what did I know? The only cities I’d ever seen with a subterranean mysteel infrastructure were ones that flew in the sky, and those weren’t for poor, struggling mages like I’d been. By the time I’d gathered enough power to set foot on such places, I’d already learned enough to realize how they were nothing but foolish, expensive vanity projects.

I couldn’t even begin to guess what one under a place like Derro had been designed to do, but I reminded myself that this island hadn’t always been a desert. It probably hadn’t even been an island, originally. Breaking apart a whole moon and letting its pieces rain down from the sky had dramatically altered the geography of the world.

Regardless, there was no mysteel in this cavern. Worse, it had partially collapsed. Something had shattered the south wall, leaving me with the options of taking the east exit or trying to dig out half the room. For the time being, I decided it was worth it to send a few scrying spells out to explore while I telekinetically excavated the rubble.

That was a simultaneously easy and complicated task. Moving earth wasn’t hard. Doing it in such a way that even more didn’t come down on my head was a different story. I started with a lot of transmutation spells designed to reinforce the cavern, a somewhat tedious task made slightly easier by the fact that all the stone I was using came directly from the cave-in. By the time I was done, I’d used something like a fifth of the rubble, which still left me with plenty to move.

But now that I didn’t need to worry about being delicate with it, it didn’t take long to clear it out with great, booming applications of force spells. I wasn’t anything approaching subtle, but I was far enough underground that no one up on the surface was going to hear me anyway. And if there was anything living down here, the earlier I found out, the better.

With the way before me open and my divinations returning nothing of interest behind me, I ventured forward. According to Keeper’s best guesses, I should run into something directly west of the Actalus castle, but the problem with underground exploration was that it was incredibly easy to walk right over or under the goal without ever realizing I’d passed it by, separated by a few feet of stone. To help counter that, I started running a spell called earth sense that let me sort of see through the ground around me.

For the most part, it didn’t find anything besides an unusual amount of unmixed stone that I assumed was due to the underground tunnels and caverns being man-made. There were occasional pockets of other material, usually sandstone or sometimes clay, nothing interesting or unexpected. At least, there wasn’t until something in the stone shifted and disappeared from my earth sense.

Frowning, I pumped more mana into the spell to expand the range. Mana started bleeding out of the circuit, too much to be contained in the spell form and cycled back into my core. As soon as that started happening, the shifting spot in the stone flexed and started moving toward me, and a few dozen more came into range.

“Ah,” I said softly. “Unexpected.”

It was a colony of some sort of subterranean monsters, one I thought I recognized. The fact that they were reacting to the excess mana I’d inadvertently dangled as bait when I’d overcharged my spell made it unlikely they were animals, not to mention that they were having no trouble moving through solid stone. It barely even slowed them down.

The closest one angled its approach to breach stone right above my head. I walked forward and watched the gap in my earth sense perception adjust direction. Twenty more all chased me down, coming at me from every possible angle, but none were as close as the first one I’d sensed.

The stone overhead cracked and vanished, probably drawn into the maw of whatever was bearing down on me. Creatures like these always had a few things in common, namely a worm-like body, a mouth that could grind anything that got caught in it into paste, and a thick, nigh-impenetrable hide that made them difficult to injure.

Difficult wasn’t the same as impossible, however. When the monster lunged out of the hole it had chewed through the ceiling, I sent a force lance directly down its gullet. The spell shattered into a hundred smaller shards of force and started spinning around, turning the monster’s guts to slurry as it spasmed in place. Ichor dripped out of a corpse that slid partially out into the air before its body got pinched in the curve of its own tunnel, leaving it hanging in front of me.

I sidestepped the puddle forming at my feet and made it another two steps before the next one dug into the tunnel. It met the same fate, and so did the one after that. At that point, I was forced to stop walking to deal with them as they started popping up three or four at a time.

I pulled my legs up and levitated, sitting in the air in the center of the tunnel so that I could target the worms coming up beneath my feet. Force lances shot out in every direction, slaughtering the monsters half a dozen at a time. After a minute of that, the worms stopped coming, though I doubted it’d be the last I’d see of them.

I flew forward twenty feet to get clear of the mess before resuming my walk. Never had I been happier that my shield ward could deflect the spatter of those monsters’ churning guts than right now. That alone was worth every scrap of mana it cost me to recharge it back to full capacity.

I made it another ten minutes without incident, not because I didn’t detect more of the monsters in the stone around me, but because I stabilized my extended earth sense spell to stop the mana leakage. Without that to latch onto, it seemed the monsters didn’t notice my passage.

The whole time I was walking, I was being fed information from eight different divinations that were busy mapping out the whole underground complex I’d dug my way into. Whatever else might be here, it was obvious that Keeper had been right about it being artificial. There was far too much worked stone making straight hallways, though they were usually buried under a layer of loose gravel and sand.

Unfortunately, my scrying magic didn’t reveal the prize I was after. The network of tunnels was big, possibly spanning the entire length of the city, though I hadn’t proved that just yet. It was also entirely empty of any trace of mysteel. It was possible it was buried elsewhere and I’d just missed it, or that I hadn’t explored far enough to find it, but Keeper’s theory was that it ran under the entire city, and so far, there was no evidence of that.

Maybe I was just in the wrong section. I’d discovered a few tunnels below or above me, but no connections leading to them. It might be time to make my own. Boring through thirty or forty feet of stone wouldn’t take me all that long, maybe half an hour at the worst, depending on the material. I did a bit of surveying to find a tunnel passing beneath me that wasn’t blocked off by solid stone, then started digging.

That attracted more of the worm monsters, of course. They might ignore me walking around as long as I wasn’t dangling mana in front of them, but there was no way they were going to miss me shaping a magical tunnel when I was deep into their territory. I killed them as they surfaced, hundreds of them this time, and eventually cut my way through the bedrock to the tunnel below.

Preceded by a simple light spell, I levitated down into the much narrower tunnel to continue my explorations. Occasionally, one of the burrowing worms would leap out at my light spell, only to pass through it and smack against the opposite wall or floor, where it flopped around until it lined its mouth back up with the stone, then burrowed back into hiding while the light spell flickered slightly at having some of its mana stolen. It was actually harder to kill them that way than it was when they came straight at me, and I quickly gave up bothering to try.

After twenty minutes of exploration, I saw a door through one of my scrying spells. Halting, I examined it while mentally tracing a route from my current location to there. It was metal of some kind, possibly steel, but if so, it had been polished to a high shine. Despite the dust and dirt caking its surface, it was in flawless condition, not a scratch on it. It was lacking any sort of handle, but that was hardly an uncommon characteristic.

I made my way there, noting as I did that the giant worm monsters were getting rarer until finally, they disappeared from my earth sense altogether. By the time I got to the door, it was like they’d never existed at all.

A brief examination was all I needed to get it open. The bolts inside that locked it had to be manipulated by a combination of divination and telekinesis, not because anything was damaged, but because whoever had built the door had designed it that way. Presumably, anybody with a reason to go in or out would have no trouble with that.

Whatever wards might have been placed on the door had long since expired, which made it easy for me to scry past it. After confirming there were no immediate mechanical traps in the area, I pushed the door open, or rather, slid it sideways into a slot in the wall. Beyond was a long, dark hallway made of the same metal.

I tapped my foot against it and cast a few divination spells to identify the composition. As far as I could tell, it was some sort of steel, high quality but otherwise mundane, except it was plated with a different, brittler type of metal. It resembled steel, except that it was reflective like polished silver.

What it wasn’t, however, was mysteel. Interesting as it might be, I wasn’t here for this metal. I stepped through the door and started exploring, mostly by sending my scrying spells down the hall, then splitting them up as they came to intersections and forks.

I was starting to despair of finding anything truly valuable when one of my spells stumbled across a room with a large pillar covered in runes. It was hard to tell from just the divination, but I was almost certain I’d finally found what I was here for. And that much of it… That alone was worth the time and effort I’d spent on this expedition. If there were more pillars scattered around down here, so much the better.

I hurried toward the pillar, following the path my spells had mapped out for me. Within minutes, I was in the room, eyeing up the enormous chunk of mysteel. It was twenty feet tall and eight feet wide, every inch of it carved with runes that no longer had any mana running through them. Perhaps those would give me a clue where to find more.

As I approached the pillar, a hidden panel slid partially open in the wall nearby, revealing some sort of golem. I stepped back, preparing myself to be attacked, but the construct’s eyes just flickered with mana for a moment before it tipped forward and collapsed onto the floor.

“Well… that was anticlimactic,” I said.


Chapter
Fourteen



Iglanced around, curious to see if any other secret panels would open to reveal guardians that had long since lost any semblance of power. Whoever had been in charge of security must have decided that one was enough, or else the panels had malfunctioned in some way. It might be as simple as there not being enough mana to activate them, much like everything else down here.

It was honestly surprising that even this single door had held onto the flicker of mana needed to slide three feet to the right before dying. It hadn’t even made it all the way open, either, which was what had caused the construct to topple over onto its side instead of falling straight forward. Once I was sure there was no mana left inside it, I approached it curiously.

At its full height, it’d be eight feet tall and probably weighed half a ton. It was human-shaped, though with the exaggerated trunk common to constructs, making it appear something like a barrel with limbs. It was difficult to condense everything needed to keep a construct functioning into a human-sized chest cavity, even if it was scaled up to this construct’s height.

I rolled it onto its back with magic and straightened out the limbs so I could examine them. It appeared to be smooth metal, the same reflective steel that the door I’d passed through was made of, but there were no runes carved into its surface. I suspected I’d find them on the inside of the plates, but unfortunately, the easiest way to tell was to run mana through the construct so that I could see them.

That sounded like an extraordinarily foolish idea. Reanimating a guardian construct just to have it immediately attempt to kill me wasn’t on my list of mistakes to make this life. I’d already done that once with an undead that had been on the brink of expiring, only to have to put it down a minute later when it attacked me. I hadn’t even gotten the chance to study it like I’d wanted.

That wasn’t an issue this time. This construct had survived for probably a thousand years or more, and I had all the time in the world to poke and prod it, to tear it apart and see how it worked. I was tempted to stick it in my phantom space right now for later study so that I could get back to tracing the mysteel pillar to see if there were more.

Before I could make good on my plan, I noticed something where the golem’s broad chest met its throat – a seam of sorts. I couldn’t open it from the outside, and even my divinations were struggling to slip through its mirrored outer shell, but I wasn’t willing to be defeated after a mere minute of effort.

An inch or two of metal shouldn’t be strong enough to block my spells without any sort of warding scheme backing it up. Whatever this material was, it hadn’t existed during my last life, and I was starting to find it annoying now. On the other hand, if I could figure out how to make it myself, it could be extraordinarily useful.

After twenty minutes of tinkering, I finally managed to modify a steel shaping spell enough to curl the lip of the seam open a paper’s width so I could slip a divination spell inside. As I’d suspected, the interior was so densely carved with runes that it would be the work of weeks to sort them all out. What was strange about the whole thing was that the inside of the golem was largely hollow, more a mass of braided steel cables running through the limbs than anything else. Even odder, my scrying spells were reacting to the material in some way and starting to pull apart the longer I looked.

“What are you?” I muttered to the motionless body. “I’m almost tempted to feed you some power, just to see what happens. As soon as I can construct a safe cage to hold you, that’s exactly what I’m going to do.”

For now, I stowed the construct away. Once I had it back in my workshops, it was getting my undivided attention, but this wasn’t what I was here for. I already had a giant pillar of mysteel, far more than I’d expected to find, and I needed to get back to dealing with that.

I approached the pillar and did a lap around it, just studying the runes carved onto its surface. I could already tell it had noncontinuous connections to other sites down here, possibly as some sort of cheap, low-distance teleportation hub. Whether it was for people or something else remained to be seen, but either way, it boded well for the existence of other mysteel pillars.

There was no way I could remove this thing and chop it up before I knew what it was for. I’d been expecting a destroyed system, but the pillar was in pristine condition. It might even be possible to reactivate it, though I couldn’t imagine the Hierophant had anywhere near enough mana in his treasury to tempt me more than the mysteel itself. No, this thing was mine now.

I settled in for a long night of deciphering rune constructs, the process sped up by my divinations peering at it from every angle at once. So far underground, with no sun or moon to track time, I lost myself in my work, stopping occasionally for food or a nap. And slowly, so slowly, I started to unravel the pillar’s secrets.

[image: ]


“Three weeks,” Keeper told me. “I thought you were dead.”

She was sitting in a different chair at a different desk with different books spread out in front of her this time. I wasn’t sure what she was working on, but she had this setup replicated at least thirty times throughout her new archive. Apparently, carrying the books to one central location just wasn’t her style.

“Why would I be dead?” I asked.

“It was supposed to be a day, maybe two, before you returned to the surface. I expected you’d run into some sort of trouble, a cave-in perhaps, or a strong monster that had ambushed you.”

“No, no, nothing like that. There was simply a lot down there. It took some time to sort it all out.”

And I still hadn’t even gotten started on that golem yet. After I’d finished the first mysteel pillar, I’d discovered no less than twelve more of them. Those were all smaller, only about ten feet tall and two wide, but the runes carved onto their surfaces had been just as dense as the large one. After having thoroughly examined them, I understood why such an expensive project had been approved.

They were masterful, a rune-carving virtuoso’s life project. Now, it would take a whole team of them working in concert for years. The pillars didn’t just have a single set of runes on the outside. They were layered, dozens and dozens of concentric mysteel sheets in the larger pillar and twenty or so in the smaller ones. Each layer had its own distinct rune structures carved on the inside, meaning each pillar had hundreds of thousands of runes at minimum.

They had a hundred or more functions. If they were properly powered, they could allow those connected to their network to teleport around the entire city at will, or send supplies to designated locations. Users could track every single living creature in the city in real time, raise barriers to block or trap invaders, or even teleport them into prisons.

It was also a city-wide communication hub, and not just for the military. Every single person in the city, including temporary visitors, would be automatically tagged with an identification enchantment that allowed the network to target them for any of its various functions. They could be denied entry or deported at will, though from what I could tell, those kinds of administrative privileges required more than a casual level of access.

Beyond that, when activated, the mysteel pillars would radiate mana upwards to promote health in Derro’s citizens, making them stronger and more resistant to disease. Administrators could designate sections of the city, arranged in a grid, that let people use magic like levitation at will, drawing on the pillars to power the spells.

They could also connect with other cities to enable long-distance communication, though I hadn’t been able to discover any coordinates for additional mysteel networks. It looked like they sent out a signal when activated that allowed them to find each other.

If I had to guess, my theory was that they’d drawn all of their power in one titanic surge to deflect a huge chunk of moon debris falling on the city many, many centuries ago. Even that hadn’t been enough to completely protect Derro. With the loss of ambient mana in the world and the damage from the sky falling, they’d probably been knocked out and never powered back up again.

“And you found the mysteel?” Keeper asked.

“I did.”

“Did the quantity meet our expectations?”

“It did not,” I said. We’d expected connecting lines to span the city, but that hadn’t been the case.

“You don’t seem upset about that,” Keeper remarked, her expression shrewd. “Maybe you found something better.”

“Someone certainly put a lot of work into the project,” I said, feigning disinterest. It would not be wise to let Keeper know how keen I was on my discovery. She’d use it to raise the price on information about future sites to explore. “Removing the mysteel is going to be a chore, but there’s enough down there to make it worth the effort.”

“I see,” she said in a tone that made it clear that she knew I was hiding something. “Three weeks just to survey how much is down there seems a bit much.”

I waved off her concern. “I like to be thorough. Even though I had no reason to think there’d be any mana left in the system, I wasn’t about to start cutting pieces of it off without confirming. That much mysteel could hold enough mana to destroy the whole city.”

That was an understatement. The central pillar could do that by itself if it was fully charged. Adding the ancillary ones would also destroy every single outlying farm village around Derro. It might even wipe out the entire basin, which included New Alkerist.

“Oh. I… see,” Keeper said again, this time considerably taken aback. “Then… you’ve extracted it safely?”

“No, I haven’t started yet. This system is more complex than the old sky engines that held floating cities up in the air that I’m familiar with. All that work was just to confirm I understood what it was designed to do so that I could safely salvage it.”

Keeper considered that for a few seconds, her fingers tapping together. “What happens now?” she finally asked.

“I need to check on some other things I’ve been neglecting, like making sure the reagents for your potions are coming along properly, then I go back down and start dismantling everything.”

That was a lie. I wasn’t going to dismantle anything. I was going to relocate it to my demesne and set it back up there. It would take some tweaking, but the defensive capabilities it offered were absurdly powerful. The only issue was going to be how mana-hungry the pillars were, but I was confident I could keep the costs reasonable as long as I didn’t activate anything but the protective measures. I hardly needed a communication hub or an on-call teleportation network, after all.

“And how long will that take?” Keeper asked.

I shrugged. The smaller pillars were easy enough, but the big one was too large to fit in my phantom space, so I’d be upgrading that first. “A few more weeks,” I guessed. “Mysteel isn’t exactly easy to work with.”

“Hmph. Good enough. When you’ve finished that and given me the rest of my fee, we can discuss the next location I’ve discovered. This one is a bit farther afield, but I’m confident you can find it with the clues I’m digging up.”

As loath as I was to destroy something so sophisticated, I did need several thousand tons of mysteel to patch up the ruptured shell around the world core. This probably wouldn’t be enough, but I had to start somewhere.

I said my goodbyes to Keeper and teleported away.


Chapter
Fifteen



Unfortunately, just transplanting the mysteel pillars and expecting them to work wasn’t a reasonable assumption. Even if I managed to get them in the exact same formation, right down to the inch, there wasn’t the slightest chance of them activating once I fed them mana. Instead, I had to deep dive into their rune constructs to find the parts that controlled their connections to each other and the areas each governed.

Also unfortunately, mysteel was far more difficult to modify than stone. Given its construction method, I couldn’t even ‘borrow’ some of the material from the inside to patch up the runes I’d need to rewrite, since that material also had runes on it. And since no one had handed me all the shavings that had been carved off the metal during its original construction, that meant I needed an outside source of mysteel to update the rune structures.

In that, at least, I had some good luck. It just so happened that I’d come across an old mysteel door that had sealed a vault of mine a few thousand years back and reclaimed it. Then it had sat, forgotten, in my storage for a few years waiting for me to find a use for it. Today was that day.

Working with mysteel was difficult. It demanded a high level of skill and devoured mana to make even the simplest changes. If not for my demesne supporting me, I’d struggle with this project for months just trying to scrape together the resources I needed. With the mana not being a concern, however, I wouldn’t need more than a few weeks to rewrite the rune structures.

I hoped.

I’d already surveyed the whole valley and determined where I wanted to place the pillars, so the only thing left was to alter their relative positioning coordinates in their rune structures, which weren’t on the top layer, because of course they weren’t. That would have been too easy.

By the third day of work, I was starting to think I’d overestimated myself. By the tenth, I’d revised my completion time from a few weeks to two months. I had to take a break to finish Keeper’s potions—Senica had done a passable job tending my greenhouses, though Juby wasn’t going to last at the rate he was going—and deliver them.

Then, before I could get back to work, I had to return to New Alkerist to get the greenhouses going in the right direction and give another lesson on how to keep them that way. As I was about to leave, Ryla tracked me down to let me know they were having problems with the teleportation pad out in Beacon, which prompted another unscheduled detour.

It turned out the locals hadn’t been keeping the platform properly charged with mana, which was understandable considering how few of them were mages, but they’d inadvertently cut themselves off from contact with anywhere else. After taking care of that, I finally managed to get home – a full three days after I’d left.

Though there were still many weeks of work to do here, at that point, all I wanted was to fall face-first into my bed for a day. So that was what I did.
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“Moment of truth,” I said as I finished up the large, central pillar. Everything was perfectly placed, modified to precise specifications and fed with weeks of mana production from the entire petrified forest. It might not be enough to run for long, but it would be enough to test the setup to make sure it worked.

Just as I was about to reach out to telepathically flip the switch on the whole thing, a divination scratched at my consciousness. I frowned as I turned to mentally focus on it, only to see a strange caravan passing through an unremarkable countryside. It took only a moment to realize it was the one I’d been trying to track from Ammun’s military outposts, the one with the secret destination.

“Of course you’d make your move now,” I grumbled.

I didn’t need to go rushing over there. Now that they were en route, I had a window of an hour or two where I could easily catch up to the supply train. That didn’t really leave me enough time to do all the testing I needed to on my new defensive system, even if it worked perfectly.

With a sigh, I turned away from my new project and headed for my teleportation platform.
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I floated in the air, invisible and undetectable by anything less than active scrying from a master-tier divination. Unless Ammun himself was in one of those wagons, no one on the ground was going to notice me following them from a few miles back.

The supply train was a lot longer than I’d expected, easily two hundred wagons. That couldn’t all be food, but everything was warded to prevent snooping. Whoever had done those wards had invested a decent amount of raw mana into them in addition to being skilled in their creation, which made it difficult for me to thread my way through them. The fact that they were moving and I was so far away didn’t make it any easier.

On the other hand, I had a lot of time to keep working on it since it didn’t look like the soldiers were going to be reaching their destination any time soon. After surveying the entire train, I selected a wagon that had a set of guards hanging around nearby escorting it. The wards were even thicker than usual, and I was almost certain the guy sitting next to the driver was a mage at the fourth stage who was actively monitoring them.

I really couldn’t have picked a harder target to crack, but all the safety precautions just meant that this wagon was the one that could tell me what was going on here. I moved forward about two miles and got to work unraveling the defenses.

The first thing to do was take care of the mage monitoring the wards. Luckily for me, he wasn’t talkative. Instead of conversing with the driver, he was just sitting there, eyes closed and unmoving. If I didn’t know better, I could have mistaken him for being asleep. My hope was that the man sitting two feet away from him would do the same.

The hardest part of the magic wasn’t the range, it was keeping it undetectable. Mages in general were poor targets for various enchantments, because the best way to counter an enchantment was to rip the mana out of it. Anyone with good mana control could throw off all sorts of enchantments just by being aware of them.

The loophole there was to use enchantments that were, by their very nature, deceptive. In this case, I needed to rob the mage of his senses without him realizing it. As long as I could properly hide the enchantment and he didn’t grow suspicious, he’d sit there, blissfully unaware of anything going on around him while his brain tricked him into thinking he was hearing and smelling everything he was supposed to.

I used the mage’s open conduit to the wards on the wagon as a vector to slip the enchantment in, where it took hold without so much as a ripple. I could rip the entire ward scheme off the wagon now and he wouldn’t notice. There was a risk of the driver poking at him and shattering the illusion, but that was a risk I was willing to take.

The guards flanking the wagon as it trundled down the road with the rest of the supply train were a non-issue – there only to guard against monster attacks or other physical threats. My work was subtle enough that as long as no one was actively looking at the wards, I was confident I could slip through undetected.

The train carried on through the night, moving at unnatural speeds as they burned mana to lighten their wagons and empower the horses they had pulling them. While they moved across the dark landscape, I wormed my way through the wards on my target. Long before they were ready to stop, I had my scrying spell inside.

What I found confused me at first. The wagon was packed to the brim with wooden crates, each stuffed with straw and housing a singular component of what appeared to be some massive three-dimensional puzzle. Runes were inscribed across the surface of every piece, but without the whole structure to study, it was like seeing random words on a page with no context.

It was obvious that Ammun himself had created these. They were far and away beyond anything I’d seen from any of the tower mages during my time there, even their stage five rulers. This kind of skill had been lost to the ages, and only old monsters like the lich and myself retained knowledge of it. I supposed it was possible he’d just stumbled across something, much like I had when I’d found the mysteel pillars beneath Derro, but it didn’t matter much in the end.

I studied each piece as thoroughly as I was able, more to keep a mental record of them than to tease out their purpose. There were only twenty sections here out of what could be hundreds or even thousands of components. I didn’t know how much time I had left, but I needed to thoroughly check as many other wagons as possible while I still could.

None of them were quite as difficult to gain access to, though some were close. A few had more rune-scribed components, including one that was stacked high with panels of etched marble, and I found several caches of mana in the shape of storage crystals, batteries, and in one case, what seemed to be a mana wraith that had been compressed and imprisoned inside a phantasmal orb. That was no doubt draining to hold, but I couldn’t imagine what the purpose was behind it.

The problem with trying to predict Ammun’s decisions was that he had at least a thousand years of magical advancement on me before the whole world went to hell. I was playing catch up with some of the stuff that had popped up in between my death and the loss of mana – not that there was all that much of it just lying around.

Whatever he was making here, I just didn’t have the clues needed to figure it out. It was definitely supposed to be secret, so much so that the minds of anyone I dared snoop around in were completely devoid of useful information. Admittedly, I had to use the lightest of touches and could only skim surface thoughts, and even then, only on specific targets that demonstrated a lack of awareness of their mana, but the results were borderline useless.

There was one piece of information I managed to pry out of the lead wagoneer’s thoughts, however. He knew where the supply train was heading, which saved me another two days of slowly trailing along behind them. I sent scrying spells ahead, tracing the route I’d pulled from the man’s thoughts to confirm the facility they were headed for.

While my magic coursed over miles and miles of land, I debated what to do with the supply train. I could destroy it, and that would both set Ammun’s plans back a month or two and net me a tidy profit in stolen mana. But if I did that, it would tip him off that someone was aware of his secret base, and I doubted he had too many enemies who could wipe out the entire caravan without leaving a witness behind.

For now, it was best to cover my tracks. Once I knew what he was up to, I could decide where, when, and how best to insert myself into his business. With that decision made and my target destination located a hundred miles to the east, I let my magic carry me away and watched the wagons dwindle to nothing behind me.


Chapter
Sixteen



Most of the facility was underground, with only a few silos breaking through the dirt to squat amongst the rolling hills that made up the area. That did make it a bit harder to break in unnoticed, or at least it might have if I hadn’t stolen the knowledge of the site’s unloading grounds from the supply train.

It was an impressive—and wasteful—use of mana. Rather than unload the carts or let anybody into the facility, everything was parked in a single barn, one that was about five hundred feet long. The horses were unhitched and the team rode them back out of the site. What happened from there was outside the knowledge of anyone I’d scanned, but it was easy to see once I got there.

Everything, wagons and all, was teleported five hundred feet straight down. Why they needed the wagons was a mystery to me, but teleporting supplies over such a short distance in the name of security was ridiculously wasteful. Just what were they building down here that they thought it was worth that?

Much like the Sanctum of Light itself, the teleportation effect was all sorts of warded against tampering. Unlike the tower’s platforms, this one had no key to allow unrestricted access through. Every single spell was manually cast using the barn’s framework as part of the spell. It was entirely possible that I could sneak myself into the spell without anyone realizing, but far less likely that I could force a teleportation down to the facility itself.

There was always the option to dig my way down there, but if they were this paranoid about just bringing in supplies, I didn’t believe for a second that there wouldn’t be wards to detect any tunneling. Even the ground above the facility was seeded with alarm wards to detect anyone moving around there. If I so much as landed on the grass, someone in that underground bunker would know about it.

An enormous amount of mana was going into this project, even on the scale Ammun’s tower produced it at. The more I found out, the curiouser I grew, and right now, I was only seeing around the outside edges of things. I needed to find a way into that facility, hopefully without anyone realizing I’d done it.

Worst-case scenario, I’d come back in a few days when the supply train got close and execute my plan to hitch a ride on the teleportation as some unintended luggage. That would require waiting, however, and worse, it would bring me in at the moment when security was at its highest. It wasn’t ideal.

Luck was on my side. It took a bit of investigating, but I eventually found what I was looking for. Humans needed air to breathe, and one of the major hurdles of an underground fortress was keeping enough clean air coming in that its occupants didn’t start to pass out. It was entirely possible to recycle that air with magic, but it wasn’t easy or cheap.

Given how much mana this place had wasted on their insane security measures, I’d despaired of finding any sort of chimney. If they were willing to teleport their supplies a few hundred feet, there was no reason to think they’d balk at the expense of air-scrubbing enchantments.

And yet, there it was: a small tube of stone, perhaps six inches across and hidden inside a nest of overgrown bushes tangled together. Even with as diligently as I’d been searching, I might have missed it but for one fact: a thin curl of smoke rose from its depths and broke apart on the branches around it, but my magic still picked up the scent.

I sent a divination down it to check for wards and found a few down near the base, but I was confident I could get through those. All I needed to do now was cast an elemental-form spell to turn myself into living air and slide down the pipe.

There were numerous screens made of fine razor-edged mesh wires that would have shredded any monsters attempting to descend the vent, but which did nothing to slow me down. I swirled downwards, the smoke mingling with my body as I went, and stopped when I got to the first ward. It was a simple insect repellent, a standard precaution in any sort of chimney. The only surprising thing was that it was so far down from the mouth of the pipe.

When I considered it, though, there was something else unusual. In facilities like this, all the wards were connected to a ward stone so that they couldn’t be overpowered one at a time, and so that if one of them was broken or tampered with, an alarm ward monitoring the stone itself could sound. This ward stood alone.

That made it pathetically easy to defeat simply by draining its mana and letting it unravel. I could have done as much when I was three years old. Even better, there were no other wards until I got to the base of the vent. There, I encountered the expected ward setup, one that was properly tied into the facility’s ward stone and that I couldn’t break without being noticed.

I could, however, slip through it with a careful application of mana to tease the strands of the ward apart. It didn’t even take that much effort, given my current physical state. I slid past them in a matter of seconds and finally reached the bottom of the vent, where a bonfire burned in a room while dozens of enchantments did their best to clear the smoke and feed clean air to it.

It was all starting to make sense now. This was some sort of disposal room, apparently for the useless wagons, judging by the current contents. Whoever was in charge of disposal probably had a lot of issues with the fire being starved of the air it needed to burn and the enchantments not being powerful enough to offset the smoke.

A small fire would have sufficed and burned indefinitely with just these enchantments, but small fires would take ten times longer to destroy all the wood. Someone had made some modifications to increase airflow, probably without approval and definitely without having it properly secured like the rest of the facility.

No matter how many times I saw evidence of it, I was always struck by how human beings themselves were the weakest point of every security system in existence. All they had to do was not mess with what someone else had set up, but they just couldn’t manage it. Laziness won out in the end – good for me, but bad for whoever had made that vent once the person in charge discovered its existence.

The fire was untended, yet another flaw in their garbage-disposal system. But it did allow me to take my time analyzing the wards around the room to confirm that they were designed to keep the smoke from leaking out of the room while the enchantments worked. If I’d still had a face, I would have grinned.

Now that I was inside, it looked like I had damn near free rein of the place. Apparently, if someone was trusted enough to be let in here, they were trusted enough to go anywhere unsupervised. I ghosted through the hallways, past living quarters and mess halls, through workshops and labs, skipped by the sealed room with what was no doubt a massive ward stone sitting in it, and eventually found the main floor.

There were no less than fifty people hard at work there, some of whom were assembling a massive array of what I assumed were parts that had already been delivered beforehand. As I’d expected, it was a three-dimensional puzzle that needed to be built on itself, which explained why none of the sections I’d examined were congruent with each other. Each one went somewhere else on the outermost visible layer of the construct.

This did give me an opportunity to examine more of it, but I’d need to be careful not to tip off any of the mages working here of my presence. And they were mages, every last one. At casual glance, it looked like most of them were at least at stage three with a few stage fours. One woman fully into stage five stood at the far end of the room, discussing something with a group of mages gathered in front of her.

Tempting as it was to go eavesdrop, it was better to keep away from a mage strong enough to reach that level of advancement. I wasn’t truly invisible in this form, though it would be difficult to detect me without specialized divinations or enhanced magical senses like the brakvaw back home had.

I circled around the monstrosity being slowly put together in the center of the room, reading the runes on it and making guesses about what was already hidden below. I couldn’t be certain without tearing it apart, but there was definitely a resonance component to the machine designed to connect to somewhere else, somewhere hundreds and hundreds of miles away.

It wasn’t a standard communications array, more like a syncing construct to ensure both sites were correctly aligned. That didn’t make any sense, though, not when it was far cheaper and easier to just build everything in one spot. There had to be more to it.

I kept searching, and to my utter lack of surprise, I found not one, but seven additional sites. It took a bit of work to decipher the coordinates, but eventually I had it pieced together. The eight sites formed a giant ring with Ammun’s tower in the center.

Perhaps it was some sort of massive barrier designed to encompass the entire empire he was rebuilding. I didn’t see much reason to put so much effort into that, or to keep it secret even if he did. Ammun wasn’t at war with anyone. As far as I could tell, there simply wasn’t anything remotely approaching real nations anymore. The largest kingdoms I’d seen were nothing more than single cities with some vassal towns surrounding them, not unlike Derro.

Maybe that wasn’t it. Ammun’s big problem was that, as a lich, he needed mana just to survive. Undead didn’t generate their own supply, which meant that he was stuck in or near his tower. Maybe this project was an attempt to correct that deficiency. If he did it right, the arrays might create a tether of mana connected to him that would let him access his supply as long as he stayed within their bounds.

There were some holes in that theory. Some of the rune constructs I’d examined didn’t support that supposition. Of course, there was no reason to assume these facilities had just a single use. Perhaps they were a barrier, a tether, and more besides. Ammun had already proven his ability to execute a grand design with the formation of his tower, a structure that descended all the way to the world’s core to feed directly on the mana of an entire planet.

Whatever was going on here, destroying it was suddenly my highest priority. I needed to confirm the locations of all eight of these facilities, and to confirm that there even were eight. For all I knew, this might just be a single ring. Maybe there were a hundred more of them radiating out from the tower, each one on their own resonance network.

There wasn’t much more to be gleaned from this site. The mages were too good to risk a casual mind read or to spend more time than I needed to, lest I risk being caught. When I did strike, I needed to be lightning rushing from one facility to the next. If someone spotted me now, everything would be ruined before it even began.

I retreated, my mind whirling with the preparations I’d need to make. At minimum, I needed to set up a teleportation network all over Ammun’s territory and somehow keep it hidden. Then I needed huge caches of mana to replenish myself between attacks, as well as divination-blocking tools that I could use to shroud each site so that none of the others would know what was happening.

What I really needed, more than anything else, was some help. But I didn’t have anyone I could trust who was capable of an assault on this level. Tetrin and Hyago were probably the most powerful friendly mages I knew, and neither of them were even combat-oriented, let alone skilled enough to do this kind of fighting. Senica wanted to be a combat specialist, but her core was still at stage one.

There was one possibility, but it would require some work. It was a good thing nobody was nearby when I thought of it, because it was impossible to suppress a groan. Hijacking a golem’s control structure was such tedious, boring work.


Chapter
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Ispent the next six hours scouring the lands being absorbed into the new Ralvost Empire. My first project was to confirm the locations of the other seven facilities I was guessing existed, which wasn’t something I could complete in a single night. I settled for the nearest two, both of which were inaccessible unless I wanted to make some noise. I’d gotten lucky stumbling across the one that had a hole in the physical defenses I could exploit.

I left hidden teleportation beacons scattered across the landscape behind me. It was a risk, but I needed to be able to move around Ralvost more quickly than flying could let me. Hopefully, I’d placed them in obscure enough locations that no one would have any reason to stumble across them.

Unfortunately, my attempts to trace the supply train’s route backward in hopes that it had multiple stops that would lead me to other facilities wasn’t working out. The wagons themselves didn’t exist as far as any sort of temporal scrying was concerned, and it seemed like the train’s staff and guards were close enough to Ammun that his own wards were bleeding onto them. It wasn’t an unexpected result, but it was frustrating.

That left me with trying to follow the physical trail directly, something I was not well-equipped to do. It went fine for a little while, perhaps a day’s worth of their travel. Their tracks were easy to follow when they went cross-country, but once they got back onto an actual road, things got a bit more muddled. I could make some guesses that were probably reasonable, but I was an archmage, not a game warden. Deciphering which particular ruts belonged to the wagon train I was trying to trace wasn’t a game I was likely to win, long term.

Each guess I had to make only increased the likelihood that I’d get it wrong and start following some other set of wagons. The sheer size of the supply train helped somewhat, but even that was far from foolproof. More often than not, every crossroads I came to saw me standing there, casting divination after divination on other tracks, trying to determine which set I needed to follow by process of elimination.

It was ironic that I was spending all my time casting not only divination spells designed to feed me information, but ones specifically focused on peering through time. If my focus hadn’t been so narrow, I might have gotten more than an instant’s warning that I was being attacked.

This far from Ammun’s tower, the ambient mana was basically nonexistent. A sudden surge of mana around me was my only clue that something was wrong before a pillar of white-hot molten fire descended from the sky, erasing the night and smiting me like a vengeful god from on high.

I threw myself away just before it hit, my movement sped up by magic so that I moved twenty feet in an instant. That got me out from directly underneath the attack, but still left me caught up in the radius of its aftereffects. Tendrils of fire thicker around than my waist arced off it, rising into the air and flicking out to dissipate into pure heat as the temperature spiked upwards to lung-scorching and skin-searing levels.

My shield ward made a valiant effort to keep me from getting broiled, but it took less than two seconds for it to run through all the mana it held. I desperately pushed more into it as I scrambled to put some distance between myself and the outdoor oven I’d gotten caught up in, but all that did was give me another fraction of a second before the ward broke entirely.

That would have been enough. I could go a hundred feet in a second, and easily. The pillar was a bare thirty feet wide. While I wouldn’t have been out of danger completely, I’d have successfully evaded the most dangerous initial strike. All of that would have been true, but then the damn thing started moving.

It ripped across the landscape, leaving a trail of fire and scorched earth as it chased me, every bit as fast as I was. It was all I could do to keep ahead of it, but while I couldn’t increase my speed, I could and did throw out my counter-attacks at its source, high up above me.

There were four of them up there, lurking just at the bottom edge of the clouds. One of them was a stage four master mage whose name I’d never officially gotten, but who’d been designated as Seven by the organization he worked for. The flaming beam spell was his specialty, though I’d never seen it charged to this extent. Somebody had been taking lessons from Papa Ammun.

Of more concern to me were the other three. One of them was holding the enchantments they were using to try to hide from me, a task he’d failed spectacularly at. I could dismiss him for now other than to make sure his role didn’t shift into something else once they realized their attempts at obfuscating the source of the burning death beam chasing me around had failed.

The other two were more immediate threats. One of them had started launching telepathic attacks at me – nothing serious, but obviously aimed to distract me. I brushed off her attempts to break through my mental defenses easily. The final member of their group was trying to cut off my escape by conjuring up force spells in my way. With my shield ward so thoroughly drained, I was left to manually dodge around them.

Their jobs were obviously to distract and disorient me so that Seven’s master-tier destructive evocation could finish me off, which made them far more dangerous than the minimal amount of mana they were using would suggest, but at the same time, significantly less important to deal with than Seven. Stopping his spell, or at least outlasting it, all but removed the threat this entire group posed.

I was faster in my elemental form, but casting the spell to shift to it took a minute normally. I could get it down to forty seconds with my staff, which was about thirty-five seconds more than I had before I turned into a greasy smear on the dirt. I had time to get off one good spell, and I needed to make sure I hit the right target with it.

Seven was the obvious choice, but also likely the best protected of the bunch. A better choice would be whichever one of them had divined my presence. I had several active spells to hide it, but those obviously were doing me no good. I could cast an aura crash spell on one of them before the death beam caught up to me. But which one?

It wasn’t Seven. I’d dealt with him before and I knew what he was capable of. He was the magical equivalent of a hammer – all force, no finesse. The mind and force attacks coming from the other two were lackluster, the attempts of weak mages who had no business being in a fight with an archmage. They barely qualified as distractions.

That left the one trying to cloak their location, a feat he’d successfully managed right up until Seven had launched his attack. There was some real skill involved with that, which made him the most likely candidate. He was also the least threatening of the possible candidates, and therefore the biggest gamble. If I wasted my one shot on the mage who was doing absolutely nothing to hinder me, I could very well end up dead.

Doing nothing and overthinking it would lead to the same result. I cast aura crash, my mana spilling out of me and weaving itself into an elaborate knot of runes before streaking through the sky in a blink to strike my victim, the mage who was still trying to hide their presence from me.

Instantly, his spells crumbled. Without his magic to hide behind, I could feel the other three mages clearly. Seven was every bit as protected as I’d expected him to be. He was the scion of a Great House, after all, and had clearly been gifted every possible advantage in his life. Just because Ammun had returned and taken over the tower didn’t mean he’d let himself be cast down from his lofty position.

More importantly, I’d been right. Without the other mage’s magic to guide them, the force spells that had so precisely thrown themselves in my way became wild and erratic, more of a random bombardment than anything targeted. Most of them could be outright ignored.

It also meant my evasive maneuvers quickly shook Seven’s death beam. I watched it slice through the ground in the wrong direction and put some more distance between us, just in case it was a ploy to reverse direction and cut me apart as I ascended to cloud level to attack them directly.

The death beam cut off and I caught the faint noise of them panicking as they realized that not only had they lost their ability to discern my location, but that they could no longer hide their own. As a group, they turned to flee. Seven left the other three behind, and they were slowed by the two I hadn’t hit with aura crash struggling to support their comrade between them as they flew off. He’d probably pull himself together in the next few seconds, but by then it’d be too late.

I cast a grand telekinesis spell and grabbed all three of them, then jerked them straight down to plummet to the ground. As a group, they probably could have resisted the spell well enough to allow one of them to get away. Fighting individually to save themselves, they had no chance of making it work. They hit the ground with bone-breaking force and I landed next to them a few seconds later.

The mentalist was unconscious with blood running down the side of her face and her leg fractured in several places. Bits of bone poked out through the skin, visible under the blood and torn fabric of her pants. The force magic user had managed to cushion his fall enough that he was battered, but awake. He groaned in pain and tried to haul himself upright as I approached.

I was still invisible and silent, undetectable to mundane senses, so it was no surprise that he didn’t realize I was there yet. It was the third mage, though, the one I’d struck with aura crash, that impressed me the most. Even now, he was working to fix the damage I’d done to his mana control while he pretended to be dead. A thin veneer of illusion hid his efforts, so subtle that if I hadn’t been looking for it, it was possible that I might have overlooked it.

“Your boss just left you for dead to save his own skin,” I said, dropping my invisibility to hover directly overhead. “And you’re too dangerous to leave as is, so the way I see it, you’ve got two choices. I can drain you of your mana and we can have a conversation, or I can just kill you now.”

The force mage looked up at me. He was a middle-aged man with a thick beard, heavily muscled and wearing simple, practical clothes. I didn’t recognize him, but I didn’t have a hard time picturing him wearing the cloak and mask of a Breaker of Chains, the terrorist group that had woken Ammun up from his millennium-long nap.

He started to cast a spell, some kind of force magic, but I countered it immediately and hit him with my own force lance. It struck him on the chest, slamming him straight into the ground and leaving him insensate to the rest of the world. The woman was truly unconscious and would probably die without intervention, leaving just the clever one of the group.

“What’s it going to be?” I asked, focusing my attention on the one playing dead.

Realizing that his ruse had failed, the man cracked open one eye and grimaced. “Doesn’t seem like I’ve got a lot of options left. I surrender.”


Chapter
Eighteen



After draining the mana from all three of them and taking a few minutes to stabilize the woman—and drop a sleep spell on her while she wasn’t in the right state of mind to resist it—I turned my attention to the one I’d dubbed as the clever part of the hit squad.

“Let’s start with your name,” I said.

Tendrils of my mind-reading spells wormed their way into his brain, interrupting the man before he could even begin to speak. He recognized it as easily as any other mage would, but I wasn’t trying to be subtle at this point. “Laphlin,” he said through gritted teeth.

“Truth. Good. Next question, Laphlin. How did you find me?”

“Luck and excessive manpower.”

He didn’t need to say anything more than that. I could see it in his mind – hundreds of mages sequestered in a room in Ammun’s tower, all constantly divining different sections of his empire. It was the brute-force equivalent to a full divination ward setup – entirely too wasteful but far quicker to mobilize and cheaper in the short-term.

“That explains how you’re watching all this territory Ammun is trying to claim, not how you found me specifically.”

“I… I don’t know. I didn’t find you,” Laphlin said. “Our senior scrying team did that.”

A vision of six men and women swam across Laphlin’s mind. All of them were powerful, much stronger than Laphlin, and there were notes of reverence tied to the memory. Whoever these mages were, this guy thought they were the pinnacle of diviners. Maybe he was right. Someone had found me, even if I was starting to think it had been a fluke more than anything.

Or maybe I had fouled up some hidden ward at that facility, something that had sent up a silent alarm. It was clear that Laphlin didn’t know. His job had just been to relay my location to the rest of his strike team until they’d gotten close enough for him to lock onto me directly. That did mean that the divination masters back at the tower were likely watching us even now.

Well, that I could fix. I took a moment to cast a master-tier divination ward over the area, one that could stop Ammun himself from peeping on us. It was so expensive to maintain that I’d need to let it drop after a few minutes, but that was fine. It was only a smoke screen to hide my next few spells.

I started by stripping any active spells on all three of my prisoners, something I’d been planning on doing at the end of the interrogation anyway. Depending on what I’d learned, I might have wanted to follow the trail of any divinations attached to them back to the source. Now that I’d plucked the answer to that question directly out of Laphlin’s head, it was no longer necessary.

It took very little effort to set up a quick teleportation circle to spread the effect of the spell to my new victims, and well before the divination blocker expired, I’d whisked all four of us a thousand miles away to a random location I’d dropped a beacon in while I was exploring a few months back.

Laphlin watched me work in silence, and the other two were still held in the grips of my magic. Neither was going anywhere until I decided to let them go, which wouldn’t be until I was done questioning the smart one of the group. When my teleportation spell grabbed hold of us, the man completely deflated, all hope flown from him.

“No, there won’t be any rescue team coming for you,” I said. “There probably wouldn’t be one even if we’d stayed there. Perhaps another kill squad might have attacked me, but at that point, you three would just be collateral damage. I doubt very much that your new lich overlord values your lives so highly that he’d let an opportunity to kill me slip by just to save them.”

‘So we’re dead,’ he thought, despair radiating off him in waves.

“I didn’t say that,” I responded to his unspoken assessment. “I need competent underlings just as much as the next archmage, and you wouldn’t be the first mage I’ve recruited from an enemy faction. Really, your survival depends on just how much you can convince me that you’re both trustworthy and an asset. Since I’m in your head, it should be remarkably easy to do so. Or not, I suppose, if you aren’t trustworthy.”

Laphlin gulped and glanced past me to his two unconscious companions. “What… What do you want to know?”

The good news was that he had no intention of lying to me. I’d take it as a start. “Let’s talk about these secret facilities all over the place. What do you know about those?”
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I was relentless in my quest to dig every last useful piece of information out of Laphlin’s head. I took names from him. I took jobs. I took every interaction he had with anyone giving him orders. I learned about Ammun’s new Sanctum of Light, that he’d essentially turned the mages he’d allowed to stay into a military organization and press-ganged everyone he’d kicked out into running the farm villages and towns that had been overrun.

Morale was low and dissent was high. The Breakers of Chains were still an active force, though obviously under new leadership since their old boss had been some sort of secret Ammun cultist whose only real goal was to find the being he worshiped and serve him. Now the Breakers were actively fighting Ammun’s hostile takeover, a battle they were losing badly. The only reason their ranks weren’t completely empty was that Ammun’s draconian laws kept driving new recruits to them.

More relevant to my immediate concerns, Laphlin knew absolutely nothing about any secret facilities, let alone whether there were more than the eight I’d already discovered. That was vaguely disappointing, but not surprising. He was a low-level grunt from Ammun’s divination team – not without his talents, but nowhere near the top of the tower hierarchy. He didn’t make decisions, which meant he didn’t need to know about almost anything outside his current objective.

The high point to the whole interrogation was determining that while Laphlin wasn’t much interested in a job offer, he was extremely interested in not working for the tower anymore. As a former spy for one of the Great Houses, he hadn’t been given a choice about being pressed into service in Ammun’s new society. Initially, he’d been grateful to have been spared a one-way trip to the fields, but he’d quickly grown weary of the work he’d been asked to do and, more importantly, the utter lack of compensation he’d received for his efforts.

As a consequence of that, he was more than happy to spill his guts on everything he knew or suspected, often drawing connections between memories I wouldn’t have had the context to do myself. All of this was a mere act of self-preservation. The happier I was with the outcome, the more likely I was to let him go free. At least, that was his hope.

I didn’t have much reason to let him live if he wasn’t going to be useful to me beyond the immediate conversation. As reluctant an enemy as he might have been, he’d still been instrumental in guiding Seven to me. Before I made my final decision, however, I decided to question the other two.

It turned out they knew almost nothing useful. I got some more insight into what was going on in the tower itself, but these two weren’t part of anything important. The mind mage was involved in some sort of secret police that interrogated suspected dissidents, and the big guy with the beard was just part of a vanguard unit for any sort of combat. He’d been deployed three times to wipe out villages that had failed to surrender every scrap of food they owned.

Unlike Laphlin, that guy didn’t mind being drafted. In fact, he’d enjoyed crushing the villagers and townsfolk with his magic. The woman didn’t take pleasure from her work invading the minds of those who were abducted for questioning, but she did feel a sort of grim satisfaction at doing it. Every time they managed to uncover someone who’d been actively plotting against Ammun’s new society, it justified their tactics in her mind.

I was certainly no saint. It would be hypocritical of me to judge either of them, so I didn’t. That having been said, I had no use for either and every reason to think that letting them live could come back around to cause problems for me later. They weren’t going to see the next sunrise.

That just left the diviner. Perhaps he saw it in my expression as I considered him and his companions, because his anxiety spiked and he started giving serious consideration to some of the half-hearted escape plans he’d cooked up. Even knowing they were futile—and not just because he was completely overmatched, but because I’d watched his mind concoct them—he was still trying to figure out which one had the best chance of success.

“Relax,” I told him. Unsurprisingly, that did nothing to calm him down.

“You’re going to kill us,” he said. Beads of sweat were forming on his forehead and running down across his face now, and there was a noticeable tremble in his hands.

The bearded man sneered at him. “Coward,” he said. Though he was outwardly calm, he was raging inside, both at the violation of his thoughts and that he’d been bested in combat. Apparently, he’d thought of himself as quite the battle mage prior to me bruising his ego. I honestly should have been thankful for him. His arguing to stay and fight was what had delayed their flight and allowed me to so easily capture them.

The woman, oddly enough, had accepted the mind probe the best out of the three of them. Her defenses were the most formidable, but she knew when she was overmatched and was now the calmest of the three. She was scheming on how best to ingratiate herself to me, everything from offering to go back and spy on my behalf to trying to seduce me with her feminine wiles to buying her life through copious amounts of mana.

She was cold-blooded, that one. If I let her live, that’d be the one I regretted most. With a mental sigh, I dual cast two force spells and split both their throats at the same time. For the first time, surprise showed on the woman’s face as she tumbled backward. The man tried to summon every last bit of his mana to attack me even as he died, but the bare whisper he called forth couldn’t have hurt me even if I’d stood defenseless and naked in front of him.

“I’m not going to kill you,” I told Laphlin. “I probably should, to be honest. You are a dubious asset at best and more likely a liability. The only reason you’re alive is that you didn’t ask for any of this. So I’ll give you a choice. You’re not going back to the tower. And you’re not coming to work for me. You wouldn’t do it voluntarily and I have no need for your skills, anyway.”

“What’s the choice?” the diviner asked.

“I’ll take you somewhere far away from here, find you a village in need of a mage, and drop you there. You’ll never see your friends or family again. You won’t be working for Ammun anymore. You won’t be anywhere near me or mine. But you’ll be alive.”

“That’s not a choice.”

“You know what the other option is,” I said.

Laphlin swallowed hard and bobbed his head. “Right. I get it. Could it be somewhere warm? I always hated the cold.”

“You’re in luck,” I told him. “Most of the world is quite hot these days.”


Chapter
Nineteen



The whole world, at least as far as I’d gotten around to exploring it, consisted of a thousand little villages, most with populations of less than three hundred people. Sometimes they had connections with other nearby villages; usually they didn’t. The places that did have real connections with their neighbors usually had a light density of monsters, or sometimes no real monsters at all.

I took Laphlin to one of those towns, some little place just big enough that no one thought it was odd when a stranger showed up. We teleported onto the side of the road a mile away and I gave him his final instructions.

“Don’t cause problems here. Don’t try to take it over. Don’t try to bully people because you’re better at magic than they are. This is your home now, unless you want to walk somewhere else. It’s far enough away from the tower that you’re never getting back home on your own,” I said.

“So that’s it? I’m… exiled… to this mana-dry dirt clump for the rest of my life?”

“Welcome to how the rest of the world lives,” I told him. “If your tower had never existed, it wouldn’t be like this. Even now, that place sucks up practically every drop of mana the world core produces to use for itself, leaving the rest of us with nothing.”

“That’s not my fault,” he protested.

I shrugged. “I’ll be back to check and make sure you’re… adapting to your new life. So be on your best behavior.”

The problem with teleportation was that it took too long to cast, thus making it unsuitable for a dramatic exit. It was hard to have the last word if I had to stand there for several minutes casting the spell, so instead I cast a simple flight spell and shot straight up into the air. The mage I’d stranded in the middle of nowhere scowled up at me, no doubt thinking I couldn’t see him, but then he heaved a great, weary sigh and started trudging to the road.

However he might feel about his new life, he knew what the alternative was. He’d been forced into service, but I wasn’t running a prisoner of war camp. I didn’t have the time or resources to secure enemies I took alive, even if I did have some empathy for his situation. It was an unwinnable game, and I’d given him the best outcome I could afford.

With that done, it was time to decide my next move. Tracking the supply train hadn’t done much good. Not only was it tedious and growing more difficult with every intersection I followed its trail back through, I was almost certain its initial departure point was just one of the villages near the tower that had a teleportation platform in it. The other sites probably got their own individual trains.

The good news was that likely meant there were only the eight facilities I’d already determined the locations of. It made sense for separate supply trains to go to each one since they were all in different directions, and if they had no other stops, there probably weren’t other facilities hidden in the interior of the new Ralvost Empire.

The bad news was that I was making some assumptions to draw that conclusion and had no hard proof. I might very well end up needing to attack a facility to search for more evidence after all. It was too bad real life never left conveniently labeled folders and files on desks in suspiciously unguarded offices. Most of my research time was spent sifting through far too much information, trying to figure out what was actually important and useful. It was a good thing I could cheat with magic to sort through it all faster than a normal person.

Regardless of what I decided to do about the facilities, I’d already found enough of them to make attacking them one at a time a bad idea. Ideally, a simultaneous strike against all eight locations would eliminate them without allowing them to contact each other or the central tower. That plan relied on me being in eight places at once, however, which I couldn’t actually pull off.

That brought me back to the golem I’d stashed in my phantom space. I’d been so busy with everything else I’d discovered that I hadn’t had time to come back to it and figure out a safe way to power it up. Rewriting a golem core was a chore under the best of conditions, and they generally weren’t useful enough to justify the expense, but in this case, it might be exactly what I needed.

I didn’t necessarily want anything complicated, either. If I could sneak them past any defenses in the facilities and position them near whatever Ammun was having built, then all I really needed to build was a shielded golem core set to blow – essentially a bomb with legs. At the right time, they could all charge their targets, detonate their cores, and set Ammun back by months or even years.

There were a lot of flaws in that plan, a million ways things could go wrong, but I couldn’t be everywhere at once. What I could do was mitigate the chances of them being discovered and defeated with a careful selection of spells scribed into their rune scripts. If the one I’d salvaged from beneath Derro was advanced enough, I might be able to slave the other ones I’d build to it and increase the amount of direct control I could exert substantially without wasting six months building infrastructure.

There was no point in speculating on plans any further until I managed to pry open the golem I already had and see what I was working with. The whole plan hinged on it being as advanced as the mysteel pillar it was guarding, or at least somewhere in the same area.

I finished my teleportation spell and started my journey back to my workshop.
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After a full day of tinkering, I was forced to accept that I had no way to crack open this golem while keeping it intact. Sure, I could break it. That was easy. But getting it open without damaging it or the delicate runes inside was a different story. Maybe if I could figure out what this metal actually was, that would help.

I knew that it was two different substances bonded together magically, that one was the base metal—some sort of enhanced, lightweight steel—and that the other was almost like a coating it had been dipped in. I didn’t have the first clue what spells had been required to do this, though it was almost certainly something in the transmutation and alchemy disciplines.

I really didn’t want to break this thing, but I needed access to its golem core to ensure it didn’t try to immediately murder me as soon as I gave it some mana. I’d hoped to gain access through the mana intake on it, but I couldn’t figure out how the mechanism worked. In fact, I was almost certain it was either broken, or it needed some sort of internal input to unlock the channels. If that was the case, I was screwed because there was nothing going on inside that could possibly send that signal.

There was only one thing left to do: crack the golem open and hope I didn’t break anything beyond my ability to fix. I lacked a fully equipped golem lab to enact repairs, not to mention I’d be working on someone else’s designs. Paired with the fact that I’d found it in an incredibly advanced facility, it was entirely likely that it’d take weeks just to figure out how the core worked.

I set up the golem on a table the size of my bed and encased its arms and legs in restraining steel. For the amount of force I was about to bring to bear on its chest cavity, nothing less would suffice.

Then I started casting spells. My first choice was a fine beam that had been superheated to the point where most metals melted when they encountered it. It was a precision spell, one that was generally reliable. If it worked, I’d be able to carve open the golem’s chest plate without doing more than heating up the interior. Hopefully that wouldn’t damage anything.

It didn’t work.

After that, I tried pressurized water, another powerful cutting spell with an equally draining mana cost associated with it. It would soak the interior even as it cut through, but as long as it spent the majority of its force on the chest plate itself, it probably wouldn’t damage the golem core.

That failed, too.

Grumbling to myself, I moved on to my next idea. This one was going to be both messy and expensive. I took a chunk of mysteel and flattened it out into a disk that would fit into the palm of my hand, then sharpened it and gave it teeth like a saw. Working with mysteel using nothing but magic was a giant pain, damn near impossible for anybody else, but since I wasn’t a master blacksmith with a smithy full of enchanted tools, I made do with what I had.

Once my saw was ready, I cast a force spell to press its edge down against the golem’s chest plate and set it to spinning. Mysteel being the hardest thing in the world and resistant to magic, I was confident that I’d crack the golem open this attempt. Hopefully there wasn’t anything important directly behind the outer shell, because I’d be cutting that apart, too.

I couldn’t even see the golem through all the sparks flying everywhere. Despite the saw only being a few inches wide, it was slowly carving a line straight down the center of the golem’s chest, visible only through a divination that filtered out all the light from the sparks. Both edges of the incision absolutely glowed with heat, but the mysteel saw was stronger.

Unfortunately, I’d miscalculated how damn thick the golem’s frame was going to be. Not only was there no interior damage, I hadn’t even cut all the way through it. The saw was going to need a second pass, which would have been a nightmare if it wasn’t being held and spun by magic.

I tapped into the mana being generated by my demesne to keep me going and sent the saw back to the top to try again, this time at half depth. With my actual eyes squeezed closed while I stood with my back to the golem, I watched through my scrying spell, trying to see if I’d made it through so I could adjust the height of the blade.

It took another half an hour, and I was pretty sure I had nicked at least one important mana channel on the inside of the golem that would require some sort of patch to repair, but in the end, I cracked the shell. Even then, the metal was so strong that I couldn’t actually pry the chest plate open, so I ended up cutting it off completely.

I winced and tried to ignore a snapping sound that I was almost certain was a set of overlapping plates that allowed the golem to bend and turn at the waist while I was doing that. If that was the worst of the damage, I’d count myself lucky.

Finally, the chest plate was gone, the metal had cooled, and I got a chance to look at the golem core. I leaned over the table, wanting to see this with my own eyes so I could appreciate the work properly. Even with no mana left, a golem core was still a beautiful piece of work to behold.

Thus, I was quite surprised to find what appeared to be a dead, lifeless human boy, perhaps ten years old, lying inside the golem where its core should be.


Chapter
Twenty



There was no way that body was actually human. For one thing, it was far too small to properly fit the body of the armor, if that’s what the golem truly was. For another, it was perfectly preserved after what had no doubt been centuries of isolation trapped in a closet. There were plenty of spells that could do exactly that in the short term, but not for a thousand years without being refreshed, not in this manaless hellhole we were all living in.

I got to work analyzing it immediately. My first step was to remove it from the shell, which required a bit of finesse to pull off. After that, I set the body aside on a new table and took a moment to confirm that the ‘golem’ didn’t have an actual core. Weirdly, it had almost everything I’d expect on the inside of a golem, things like joint articulation, mana channels, and rune constructs in all four limbs and the head. It was just missing the power source in the chest.

One strange thing about the armor was that there were clearly mechanical parts on the inside that made me think it was designed to split open – I just hadn’t been able to find a way to activate them. Perhaps if I’d known the interior layout ahead of time and had managed to slip some force magic inside, I could have forced it to open without resorting to cutting through. But since neither of those things were true, I’d been left with brute force.

The body was more interesting than the shell it had been stuck in. By all appearances, it was a human corpse. Though maybe ‘corpse’ wasn’t the correct term for it. It was more like a living person, except one who didn’t breathe or have a heartbeat. There was no trace of rigor mortis. The skin hadn’t even lost its color. It was like a body that had just died a few minutes ago, at most, easily confused for someone who was asleep.

When I looked deeper, however, I discovered that the appearance was only skin-deep. Beneath that fleshy exterior, there were no bones or muscles or organs. No veins or arteries carried blood through the body. Instead, it looked more like a shapeshifter did. It had a rigid, spongy material – strong enough to support its own weight, but soft enough that prodding the body produced a realistic response. Without the actual anatomy of a living creature, however, it would be unable to move except by magic.

That meant there were only two options: it either grabbed mana from the environment, which didn’t work anymore, or it had a power source that had long since dried up. Most likely, it did both. I moved my scan up to the corpse’s chest and nodded to myself in satisfaction. Here was what I’d been searching for this whole time: a golem core.

Why this child-sized body was the golem and not the gigantic metal construct was a mystery to me. Presumably, it was some sort of versatility thing. I certainly hadn’t discovered any shells specialized for various tasks, but that didn’t mean they hadn’t existed in the distant past. If that wasn’t the reason for this unusual configuration, then I was out of guesses. It didn’t really matter anyway. I didn’t need the golem to fight for me. I needed it as a coordination hub to control all the other, dumber golems I was going to build.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the golem core was built from mysteel. Once again, I was both astounded and annoyed by whoever it was that thought doing delicate rune work on a metal famously resistant to magic was a good idea. Yes, it made it practically indestructible, which was an important trait to have for something that was both fragile and likely to see combat, but there were other options that were significantly less annoying to work with.

However, I’d spent weeks and weeks prying the secrets out of those mysteel pillars. There was no way a compact little golem core barely eight inches across was going to defeat me now that I finally had access to it. And judging by how complicated it was, I was starting to think it could do exactly what I needed.

Rubbing my hands together eagerly, I started casting the diagnostic spells I’d developed specifically to work with mysteel.
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“This is dumb,” I complained as I sat in a chair I’d conjured up and considered my findings. “Nobody is stupid enough to have built this.”

It would have taken thousands of hours to construct this thing. Thousands of hours, at least. As far as I could tell, the vast, vast majority of the layers inside the golem core were devoted not to allowing it to move correctly, or to cast spells, or to do anything remotely useful. No, whatever mad genius had built this thing had invested years of effort into making something akin to a homunculus’s personality matrix, except completely artificial.

If I fed this thing enough mana, it would wake up and act like a living, breathing person with hopes and wants and fears. More than that, it definitely could and would change its shape whenever it wanted. The kid-sized body was probably something it had taken on specifically to fit inside that shell it had run out of mana inside of.

It was a morphic golem with a fully-integrated personality. And I couldn’t think of a single rational reason anybody would have wanted to build it.

The thing was essentially worthless to me. A golem I couldn’t control was a golem I had no need of, and the best use I could put its mysteel core to was to use it as a chunk of scrap metal.

And yet…

What secrets were locked away in this golem’s memory? Could I persuade it to give them to me? It would be a drain to keep it fully powered, but that was a good thing, in a way. That made it dependent on me if it wanted to stay awake, which gave me a handle to control it. It wasn’t as good as a mindless golem that would obey my every order, but it was a start.

I needed to secure the golem before I brought it to life, but that was a bit more difficult to do when it could reform its body’s shape at will. Simple restraints would do nothing to hinder it. I needed a box, completely sealed and magically reinforced, to stand against the strength of a giant.

That, I could make. The only question was where to put it.

I opted to do things right and carved out a whole new room just for this golem. It was deep underground, fifty miles north of the valley, lined with enchanted steel, and without any kind of exit. I put the golem’s body in there and flooded the room with enough mana to awaken a dormant core a hundred times over, then settled back to watch through my magic.

It took about thirty seconds for the golem’s eyes to flicker. When it woke, it did so immediately, jumping to its feet and peering about in the darkness. I hadn’t bothered to provide a light, having seen its rune scripts. I knew it didn’t need one.

“H-hello?” it called out in a voice surprisingly deep for its child-like appearance. “Is anyone out there?”

“Hello,” I said. An audible illusion carried my voice to its prison. “I imagine you’re a bit confused.”

“I am,” the golem told me. “Who are you, and what have you done with me?”

“I am a mage. I discovered you deep underground, sealed inside a suit of armor and without a drop of mana running through your core. After a thorough examination, I concluded that you would react unpredictably if awoken, and decided to take some… precautions.”

“That’s understandable,” the golem said. It was a bit shaky, but that was a perfectly natural reaction to this situation. It – no, ‘he’ was more appropriate for now. Depending on his shapeshifting proclivities, it was difficult to refer to something that looked and acted human now that he was awake as an ‘it.’ He was taking the situation pretty well, despite having a full matrix of runes designed to mimic a human personality.

“What are you going to do with me?” the golem asked.

“I haven’t decided,” I told him honestly. “You are a… very unusual creation. I’m sure you already know that. Unfortunately, you also take quite a bit of mana just to keep going, and that’s not a cost I can justify just as charity.”

“I would not ask you to,” the golem said politely. “If you could just let me go and point me towards Dherevo, I will make my own way.”

“You wouldn’t last thirty minutes,” I told him bluntly. “You have been… asleep… for a long time, and many, many things have changed. There is no mana left in this world. At my best guess, you’ve been gone for about a thousand years.”

“A t-t-thousand years?” the golem stuttered. “No. No, that’s impossible. I have work to do. Professor Velder needs me. Please, let me go. I need to go.”

I paused to think for a moment. The golem didn’t appear dangerous, but looks could be deceiving. I hadn’t been lying when I said I’d thoroughly investigated his core. Almost all of it was devoted to his personality matrix, but that did not mean he was defenseless. There were rune constructs for several dozen spells built into his body, though they were mostly benign.

It did seem clear that he’d been built as a researcher’s aide, but I couldn’t ignore the framework I’d pulled him out of. That thing was a weapon, one that I was convinced this golem kid could use simply by hopping into it. His own core would interact with the frame, granting him a hundred new offensive spells. The fact that it was missing a chest plate would make him vulnerable, yes, but he would still be a threat.

Fortunately, the shell was still sitting safely in my workshop, nowhere near the golem’s humanoid body. Right now, I was in no danger. Much as I doubted the golem would be able to find a big enough source of mana before he ran out of his own were I to let him go, it wasn’t a risk I was willing to take – not without some sort of reason.

“I think you’ve skipped over the part where I said there’s no mana out there,” I projected through my magic. “I know how much it takes to keep you up and functioning. You’re not going to find that. You’re going to walk a mile or two and then fall over dead again.”

“Please, sir mage. I won’t trouble you. Thank you for waking me up. I’d like to be on my way now.”

“You’re rather single-minded, aren’t you? Do you think that I’m lying to you?”

“Of course not. I wouldn’t dare cast such aspersions on the character of a man I’ve only just met.”

“That’s remarkably naïve of you. Plenty of people are liars who are just out for themselves.”

“Are you?” the golem asked quietly.

“A liar? Not generally. Out for myself? Most certainly.”

“Then why did you wake me up at all?” he demanded.

“Curiosity. I suspect you were there the day the moon fell from the sky. You probably remember it like it just happened, don’t you?”

“I do, yes. Is that what you want? A story from me?”

“To start,” I said. “I don’t know who created you. I don’t know why. I can tell you were some sort of assistant. The spell selection you’ve been inscribed with gives that away.”

“A family,” the golem said. “The professor, he got… lonely.”

And crazy, from the sounds of it. What kind of nutjob went and built himself a kid?

“I’m not your family,” I said. “But let me tell you a little bit about what I’m trying to accomplish, what I think you can do to help, and what I’m willing to offer you in exchange.”

“You’ve got me at a disadvantage, sir mage,” the golem said. “I don’t even know your name.”

“Keiran,” I told him.

His eyes flickered at that, but whatever he was thinking, he didn’t comment. “Mine is Querit,” was all he said. Then he settled back to listen, and I began to explain what he’d missed.
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Isummoned Querit out of his cage after a few minutes of discussion. It was obvious he was having trouble processing some of what I’d told him, and I thought an in-person meeting in an area completely devoid of mana might help speed things up. Not coincidentally, I didn’t want him to have access to my demesne just yet.

Instead, I flew a hundred miles northeast of the valley and summoned him there. We stood together on a rocky cliff overlooking the ocean, a mountainous backdrop behind us. When he appeared, he was as naked as he’d been when I found him, a fact that didn’t seem to bother the golem at all.

“You… were not exaggerating the lack of mana in the region,” Querit said, looking around. “There’s practically nothing, just some hints of it deep into the mountains.”

“I’m surprised you can feel it from so far away,” I said. Unless I missed my guess, he was sensing the streams of mana running from the various guideposts the brakvaw had built all over the world to guide their young on their journeys. “That’s not natural ambient mana, however. It’s part of a network a group of monstrous birds developed to help them navigate.”

“And Dherevo? Or no, you said it was called Derro now,” Querit said. “Is it in this situation, too?”

“Dry as a bone,” I confirmed. “Humanity lost almost all of its magical traditions, even the basic stuff like how to ignite a core. The whole world is full of dims struggling to survive with only the mana their dormant cores can produce.”

“It all sounds so unbelievable, especially with you standing in front of me. You are obviously at least a master mage at stage five, possibly higher.”

“I’m not from this time,” I said. “Kind of like you, actually. My knowledge of magic predates the cataclysm that broke the world.”

“That sounds like a fascinating story,” Querit said. “You aren’t a golem like me, I’m sure of that. You don’t appear to be an undead, either. Some sort of stasis spell?”

“Reincarnation. I created a framework of soul invocations to carry my memories intact through the process.”

“Remarkable!” Querit’s eyes gleamed in excitement. “No one’s ever done that before. So then, when you say that you’re Keiran, you mean you’re that Keiran? Keiran of the Night Vale?”

“Yes,” I said with a soft smile. A moment later, it turned bitter. “Not that there’s a Night Vale anymore.”

“This… cataclysm you spoke of,” the golem said. “I believe this may have been the event that prompted Professor Velder to direct me into a war frame to guard the primary pylon. The royal seers were going crazy, warning of some great calamity that was to befall the city, something unstoppable. They couldn’t be sure what it was, only that it would strike like lightning and that we would not be able to stop it.”

“One of the moons broke. Amodir. Pieces of it rained down from the sky. I recovered a chunk from Derro. I can’t even imagine how big it must have been before it broke down to the size it is today.”

Querit stared at me in disbelief, once again making me marvel at the amount of effort that had gone into making the golem as humanlike as possible. If I didn’t know he was a construct of magical engineering, I would have believed he was a person. Of course, the effect was somewhat spoiled by the fact that he was still naked. Apparently, shame wasn’t part of his personality matrix.

“I don’t want to fall asleep again,” the golem finally said after a minute of silence. “But how can I even exist in a world without mana? I’d be forever dependent on someone else just to keep my mind active. Maybe… Maybe it’s for the best if I simply… stop.”

“Don’t get all fatalistic on me just yet,” I said. “We haven’t gotten to the part of the conversation where we talk about my goals and how I think you can help.”

“What’s the point?” Querit asked. “I know how much mana my core takes to keep running. It would take far more mana than any single person could spare. Even a stage four mage would struggle to keep me supplied. Please, I mean no offense, Keiran of the Night Vale, but this is hopeless.”

“About that,” I said. “You’re a research golem, right? You were created to be someone’s assistant. That was my read on your core.”

“I am,” he said. “But why does that matter?”

I pulled back the shield around my mana core enough to let Querit see me cast a simple light spell. The orb formed, floating next to me, as perfect as always. His brow furrowed as he considered the magic. “What did you do? The mana…”

“I call this lossless casting. It’s a technique I picked up a few years ago that allows me to cycle almost all of the mana I use back into my core instead of being released into the environment or back to the Astral Realm. I haven’t been able to adapt it to enchantments, inscriptions, or alchemy yet. Too many other things have occupied my time. But if I had a competent researcher I could pass the workload off to…”

I left unsaid that master spells were still proving tricky to adapt to this style as well. I’d had some minor successes, but not enough to allow me to freely cast my full repertoire without concern for cost. Even as I advanced my core stage after stage, I was still rationing my reserves. Perhaps if Querit was willing to work for me, I might see about a way to create an artificial mana resonance as well. He came from a time of magical enlightenment with a thousand years of progress stacked over what the world had known at the end of my life. He might already know.

That would come later, though. For now, dangling lossless casting in front of him would be enough. If he could learn it and figure out how to make it work with his own golem core, he would essentially never run out of mana. That was a danger in its own right, especially if someone like Ammun discovered the technique and then further adapted it to support his own undead existence. As long as I could keep the knowledge contained for my own use, however, it would be a huge boost to my capabilities.

Querit wasn’t stupid. He understood what I was baiting him with immediately. This task was directly relevant to his own wellbeing, meaning he’d be extremely motivated to get results. I’d keep him functioning until then. If our working relationship was good enough, perhaps I could keep him on for other purposes. If not, well, I’d get something important out of it, and he’d go back to Derro or whatever. As long as he didn’t end up in Ammun’s clutches, I didn’t much care what he did.

Truthfully, I didn’t want a research assistant. I preferred to do it myself. But I had other problems to deal with and not enough hours in the day. The looming threat of whatever the old lich was working on needed to be addressed, and golem crafting was far too advanced to delegate to a mage of Tetrin’s skill. Though, perhaps Querit could help with that, too. I’d need to question him about his capabilities soon.

“I understand,” the golem said. “I’m willing to work with you for the time being. I do have a request, before we get started.”

“What’s that?”

“More mana. I assumed this form to use the war frame, and my mana reserves are too low for me to change my shape into something more familiar.”

“That I think I can help with,” I said with a laugh. I pulled a storage crystal out of my phantom space and tossed it to him.

He examined it briefly, nodded to me, and pulled the mana out of it. A second later, he shot up two feet in height and his limbs thickened with muscle. His hair remained short, brown, and wavy, but his cheekbones grew more pronounced and his eyes were deeper set. It gave him a handsome, brooding loner appearance.

Clothes also sprouted from his bare flesh, or at least something that looked like clothing. It was actually the same inorganic material the rest of him was made of, just modified in texture and weight to mimic cloth. The outfit was an unusual one, not at all like the loose, flowing clothes the desert-dwellers of the island normally wore.

Instead, it had wide pants that tapered down at the ankle, soft slippers, and a sash looped around his waist. His chest and arms were bare and well-muscled, but a thin, blue scarf hung from his neck, thrown back so that it trailed down behind him.

“That was the style back when you were last active?” I asked as I eyed up the outfit.

“One of them, yes. I suppose people dress more like you these days.”

“Some of them. The poorer ones. The family I was reborn into were farmers, and I don’t have an eye for high fashion. Maybe you can bring the style back,” I said, though I didn’t have the faintest clue why anyone would want to wear a scarf in this heat. Maybe if he’d wrapped it over his head to keep the sun off, it would have made sense.

The slippers didn’t seem practical to me, either, but I really couldn’t be bothered to pretend to care about that. Querit could wear whatever he wanted, so long as he brought me results. If he wanted to spend his spare time researching modern fashion senses, I wished him all the best.

Shrugging his shoulders and stretching his newly-lengthened limbs, the morphic golem said, “Do you have a lab set up for me to work in? Oh, and were you able to recover any of my other frames?”

“I have a few unoccupied workshops. I’m sure one could be refurbished to meet your needs. I’ve also got some documentation on the lossless technique I’ve compiled that you should review before we begin lessons. And no, I only found the one frame you were in.”

But I’d be going back to look around for others now.

“That sounds perfect,” Querit said. “I’ll be up to speed and ready to assist in no time. Pardon me if I’m overstepping, but what will you be doing in the meantime? You mentioned you had some goals of your own you were attempting to achieve.”

“Yes, that,” I said. “It’s a bit of a story. Essentially, one of my former apprentices built a tower that digs all the way through Manoch to reach the world core. He ruptured the mysteel shell and killed off the core itself. That’s what’s caused all the mana to dry up. I need to pry his dusty, bony ass out of his tower and tear it down so I can get access to the core and shell to repair them.”

Querit’s eyes widened slightly as he thought that over. “It’s… certainly an ambitious plan. I take it from your explanation that your apprentice transitioned to lichhood as a form of immortality.”

“Correct.”

“How did he manage to keep himself going without any mana?” the golem asked. “Perhaps if we could replicate that-”

“No. He just woke up a few years ago. He’s been gone practically since he broke things, locked up in his phylactery in a sealed box to wait out what he thought was going to be a short-term drought. Things would have been a lot simpler if he’d never woken back up.”

That was at least partially my fault. Without my help, the guy who’d unlocked Ammun’s box never would have gotten anywhere near it. The lich probably would have slept on decades more, probably only waking back up after I’d fixed the problems he’d caused.

“Oh. I see then. His method of keeping himself alive is irrelevant to what you’re trying to achieve,” Querit said. “And I assume you’ll be taking an active hand in foiling his plans, thrashing his minions, and breaking his toys?”

I grinned. “Something like that, yes.”
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Iset Querit up in a set of rooms near the outer edges of my demesne, a place where there was enough ambient mana that he wouldn’t drain himself dry just existing, but where he wouldn’t be anywhere near my own workshops or the mysteel pillars I’d pilfered from his homeland and hadn’t gotten around to telling him about yet. We had a brief discussion about his accommodations; he looked human, but golems didn’t generally need things like beds or toilets. Once he was happy with the workshop, I furnished him with a set of books covering what had happened in the last thousand years since he was gone.

Next to those were the many books I’d put together myself, the start of a series designed to take someone from core ignition through novice-tier spells and all the way up into intermediate in every discipline. I’d included field guides for identifying useful alchemical reagents and understanding the composition of various forms of inorganic matter common to the area. There was even a slim volume on how to advance a core to stage two, though that had admittedly been written specifically for Senica. A broader version covering different ways to approach the problem would be needed for wide distribution later.

I left the golem with a scrying mirror to reach out to me if he needed something, then teleported back to Derro’s underground. I’d explored it thoroughly and located the mysteel pillars, but Querit had been hidden behind a panel that had only opened when I’d gotten too close, presumably because it would have allowed him to jump out and ambush me. It was surprising that it had even had enough mana left in it to do that much, and there was no telling how many other hidden panels I’d missed.

If possible, I wanted to find his research frame to speed up his work, but the golem’s instructions on where he’d left it were based on a city that had been half-destroyed a thousand years ago, then buried in the sand and left to crumble. Where I’d been told to go hunting wasn’t a place I’d found in my first pass, which almost certainly meant I’d be digging again to find what I was looking for.

Those damn worms were going to be all over me the entire time.

Before I even got that far, the divination tied into my own scrying mirror started tugging at my mind. I pulled the mirror out of my phantom space, expecting to see Querit on the other end. Instead, I found my sister staring at me. “Senica?” I asked. “Is something wrong?”

“No,” she said. “I just… When are you coming back home again?”

“Probably not for a few more weeks at least, unless there’s some reason I need to?”

“Well. It’s just that I kind of need your help with a thing. But it’s not important. I can wait.”

I’d never seen her act this nervous about anything. If I wasn’t seeing it now, I would have said it just wasn’t part of Senica’s personality. She was brash, overconfident, overeager, and very much still immature—not that I blamed a teenager for any of that—but never nervous or hesitant.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“You know how you paid me in mana to take care of your greenhouses?”

“Yeah, so?”

“Well, I used it to finish making my lattice.”

I froze in place. Senica had been working on the project for a few years now, but it was slow going and required a lot of experimentation. I hadn’t really encouraged her to sink a lot of resources into it because the size of the mana core expanded as people grew. Until she was an adult, any lattice she built would need to be modified later on. I hadn’t followed that route, of course, but I also hadn’t needed to do any experimentation. I’d long since perfected a modular design prior to my reincarnation.

“You’re sure? It’s ready?”

“I think so,” she said hesitantly. “Probably. I was kind of hoping to get you to look at it first and maybe help me set it up.”

“Of course I’ll come help with that,” I said. “Why wouldn’t I?”

“It’s just, you’re busy saving the world now and it’s really not a big deal.”

“Senica, it’s a big deal. You’re my sister. Are you ready now?”

“Uh… Yes?”

“I’ll be there in a minute,” I told her.

I cut the flow of mana going into the mirror and shoved it back into my storage space while I scrambled to the teleportation platform I’d set up down here. I’d had no idea she’d been spending so much time and energy working on her lattice, but I supposed it made sense. After experiencing the mana saturation outside of Ammun’s tower back when it was still the Sanctum of Light, she’d wanted to increase her mana generation. Advancing her core was the only way to do that.

I skipped the town’s platform and teleported directly to the beacon in my room, then found my sister sitting in the garden with our baby brother. He was crawling between the plants, sticking things in his mouth that weren’t especially edible – mostly leaves. I raised an eyebrow when I saw it, but Senica just shrugged and said, “Mom said you used to do the same thing and you turned out fine.”

“That’s… a bit of a different situation,” I said. “I don’t think Nailu’s going to awaken the memories from his past life.”

“Spirts save us if he does. One of you is enough.”

I squinted at her and said, “Didn’t you ask me to come do you a favor?”

Senica was saved from answering by Nailu picking up a rock and throwing it at us. I casually caught it with some telekinesis, then grabbed a few more and set them to spinning in the air to his delighted giggles.

“He’ll be walking any day now,” she said fondly.

“So soon?”

“He’s over a year old already.”

“I suppose so. I don’t have a lot of experience with babies.”

“Something you don’t know?” Senica gasped. “Impossible.”

“You don’t need to snark so hard. I am well aware of my shortcomings.” I turned my attention from Nailu to my sister and peered into her mana core. She’d shrouded it as thoroughly as she could, which was significantly better than most mages, but a shroud wasn’t as good as actually shielding a core from detection. It was just easier by a wide margin.

It meant I could see into her core without much issue, and it didn’t take me long to scan all of the individual lattice pieces she had floating around. Each one was a form of hardened mana, one that would adhere to the inner wall of her core in a specific pattern designed to help increase her core’s contact with the Astral Realm. If she did it right, she could expect her mana to generate at up to three times her previous speeds.

“You’re aware that you’re going to need to maintain this for the next half a decade or so, aren’t you?” I asked.

“I know,” she said, following the shift in our conversation easily. “I’ve got plans for that.”

“Did you map out how it’s all going to fit together?”

“Right here.” Senica pulled out a thick sheet of paper from her pocket and handed it to me. I unfolded it and skimmed the contents. Each piece fit together like an elaborate puzzle, a sort of pseudo-rune construct inside her core. One by one, I matched them against the pieces hovering inside her, waiting for her to will them all into place.

“This… looks good,” I said finally.

Tension drained out of her as I said that. “That’s a relief. I was afraid I was going to have to dissolve parts of it and rebuild them. I’m low on mana now.”

“No, I think you’re ready to assemble the lattice. Did you want to start now?”

“Do you have time to watch and make sure I do it right?” she asked.

“For a few hours, yes. This isn’t really the best environment to work in, though, especially not with a baby needing your supervision.”

She followed my eyes back to Nailu, who’d grabbed hold of the spinning pebbles and was now being lifted several inches in the air before he lost his grip and fell onto his butt, only to unsteadily rise back to his feet to try again a few seconds later. He was determined, I’d give him that much.

“Mom and Dad won’t be home until dinner,” she said.

“Oh, what are they doing?”

“I didn’t ask too many questions. Hopefully not making another baby.”

I snorted. “Just get to work. I’ll keep Nailu out of trouble.”

“Are you sure?”

“I think I can handle it, Senica.”

Although, truth be told, I couldn’t remember the last time I’d taken care of a child. I’d been an only child in my past life and far too focused on survival to worry about anyone else. This time around, I’d been the younger sibling until Nailu had come along, and I’d been too busy with my own life to spend much time with him.

There was also the fact that most of my fondness for my family came from the Gravin part of me. I’d been almost three years old before awakening my former memories, and his love for our parents and our sister had strongly influenced my own feelings for them. That wasn’t the case with Nailu. If I was going to love my little brother, that would come entirely from me.

I wasn’t sure I was capable of it. It was hard to relate to people, to empathize with their petty problems, to not feel superior in every way to them. I was in a world surrounded by strangers, even the strongest of whom were essentially children to me. There was literally only one person from my past life still walking around, and he was doing his best to kill me. Although, in his defense, I’d tried to kill him first.

As far as Nailu was concerned, I didn’t feel the connection to him that I did to the rest of my family. I frowned down at him as he caught me looking his way and started laughing. Maybe today would be a good opportunity to spend some time with this baby and see if I could encourage those feelings to grow – or discover if I really was nothing but a black-hearted bastard incapable of doing more than assessing every person around me for what they were worth and treating every interaction with cold calculations.

Maybe it was only the Gravin part of me buried deep down that allowed me to care even for my own family. If I’d awakened immediately like I was supposed to instead of taking years to gather the mana needed to trigger my soul invocations, I probably wouldn’t even have that.

“Alright,” I said, cutting that line of thought short. “Go ahead and start putting the pieces together. I’ll keep an eye on you and let you know if I see anything go wrong.”

At my side, my sister closed her eyes and started manipulating the mana inside her core.
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Nailu clung to my leg and stared up at me with big, blue eyes. He wanted something, but I wasn’t sure what it was. I was afraid it was for me to pick him up or play with him, neither of which I wanted to do, but I didn’t know.

Would our parents be upset if I cast a mind-reading spell on him? Would it even work on a child with such an undeveloped mind? I glanced at Senica, who was sitting with her eyes closed, mentally shifting around the pieces of her lattice as she tried to line everything up. She was too busy to advise me with this, and I’d told her I could handle it.

That meant I’d have to muddle through it on my own. To do that, I needed more information. Divinations were the obvious answer, and it wasn’t like I was going to hurt my little brother. I was just going to find out what he wanted and determine whether it was appropriate to give it to him.

Besides, I couldn’t deny being a little bit curious about what I’d find. It had never occurred to me to study the mind of a baby, an oversight in my own preparations for reincarnation. I’d simply taken for granted that my consciousness would overwrite whatever fumbling thoughts my new body might have. Admittedly, that was more or less what had happened, so it wasn’t like I was exactly wrong, but I hadn’t taken any steps to mitigate the potential disaster.

How foolish and overconfident I’d been in my own abilities. So many things had gone wrong in my reincarnation plan, and it was only looking back on it now that I realized just how much my mind had begun to degrade at the end of my previous life. When I truly went over how I’d spent the last few decades, the decisions I’d made and the contingencies I’d put in place, I realized how poorly I’d actually prepared for my reincarnation. I was lucky it had worked at all.

Nailu’s mind was both simple and strange. He had some thoughts, but they weren’t structured in a way that made it easy to read them. Instead, he operated mostly on impulses and desires. Right now, he wanted me to pick him up. Why did he want that? Because he liked being picked up, and so he could get a good look at my face.

That was simple enough. I wrapped him in a cocoon of telekinesis to support his weight and brought him up to eye level while he giggled as happiness surged through his brain. That desire to look at my face immediately morphed into a desire to touch my face, which I was less inclined to play along with.

So far, he seemed like a typical baby to me. It wasn’t that I was expecting anything else, but I wondered what he’d be like in the future, and if I could see any signs of it now. Senica, for example, was a gifted apprentice, especially considering her humble origins. She wasn’t the best I’d ever seen, but she was in the upper echelons of students.

Nailu didn’t exhibit anything that made me think he’d follow in her footsteps. Maybe it would just take a few more years to develop, or maybe it never would. While I studied the stream of information passing through his mind, the focus of which changed by the second, I tried to tease out anything that might indicate an aptitude for magic. Letting a bit of mana out into the air around him didn’t seem to catch his attention in any way, but I couldn’t determine if he didn’t notice it or if he saw and just didn’t care.

While I experimented with my little brother, I also watched over Senica’s work. A lattice could be put together in as little as a few minutes if the mage doing it was experienced in that sort of work, but Senica wasn’t. She was going to take at least an hour, assuming she made no mistakes, which was still a fraction of the time it had taken me to put together my lattice the first time around. And hers was going to be at least twice as efficient as mine had been, too.

It probably wouldn’t come close to touching the lattice I’d used in this life, however. I’d done something unconventional and made mine into a sort of spider web that stretched across the inside of my core instead of merely a mosaic of treated mana clinging to the walls. I hadn’t ever let Senica see it, nor had I hinted at the possibility. It was an insane level of over-optimization for a stage two core that would have required her to put in decades of mana control exercises in order to pull it off.

Nailu got bored of me soon enough and went back to exploring the garden. He had a whole corner that had been separated for his use, which contained nothing but sand, a few wooden toys, and a trowel that I was almost positive had been Mother’s when I was a baby. He was more than happy to wield it now, however inexpert his technique might be, and soon, sand was flying through the air.

I briefly considered the logistics of making him some sort of minor shield ward to protect him when he almost accidentally smacked himself in the face with the blade of his trowel, but decided to just manually keep him from gouging an eye out for the time being. I’d talk to my parents about it later.

Around the same time Senica hit the halfway point, my nose crinkled as an unpleasant aroma hit it, and I caught a spike of discomfort in Nailu’s mind. I glanced over to see him looking back at me with pure, innocent, guileless eyes, as if he had no clue what had caused the problem. But I knew, and so did he. He could pretend otherwise, but I was in his head. He knew what he’d done, and now he wanted me to fix it for him.

“Lucky for you,” I told the baby, “I happen to know a spell for this.”

Well, it wasn’t exactly for this, but any mage who’d spent any amount of time fighting quickly sought out and mastered spells designed to pull blood and guts out of clothing and hair. The best spells could do it instantly, leaving no stains or residue behind, without even taking the soiled garments off. The current predicament wasn’t exactly a mess of monster viscera, but it was close enough.

A few seconds later, my little brother was clean and fresh again, something that amused and confused him in equal amounts. Not being given to copious amounts of introspection, he quickly forgot the experience and crawled back off to play.
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I’d overestimated Senica’s abilities slightly. It actually took her an hour and a half to finish, but she did it on her first attempt. The last piece slotted into place, and the whole lattice lit up in my senses. She gasped, and her eyes snapped open.

“I did it?” she said aloud, though not to me. “I… I think I did. I did it!”

“You are officially the first mage I’ve tutored to reach stage two, to the best of my knowledge. To be considered a mage in the old world, you had to advance your core and be able to cast intermediate spells in at least three disciplines,” I said.

“I can do that,” Senica interrupted.

“I know. That’s why I said it. Do you mind?”

“Sorry.”

I took a breath, then continued. “That you made it this far with the handicap of having so little mana compared to the apprentices of my time is a testament to your intelligence and your dedication. And perhaps you also had a really good teacher.”

I pretended not to see her roll her eyes. She’d worked hard to get to this point. “Unfortunately, there is no organization to recognize your achievement. There is no school to graduate from. But in my eyes, you are a mage. Congratulations.”

“Thanks, Gravin,” she said. Her voice was solemn, but her eyes twinkled with restrained mirth.

“However,” I said, raising the volume of my voice slightly. “Do not think for a moment that you’re anywhere near the end of your path. I have many, many more spells left to teach you, and you have years of mana controlling exercises ahead. That having been said, it’s time for me to take a step back in guiding you. You’ve learned enough to pursue your own interests. I’ll always be here to advise you when you want, but from now on, you’ll decide what to study and how to do it.”

Senica waited a moment to make sure I was done, then said, “I don’t know what to say. I didn’t really expect you to just cut me loose like that.”

I gave her a wolfish grin and said, “Oh, I’m not letting you go just yet. We’re riding the same wagon; I’m just giving you the reins. I still expect you to work hard.”

If anything, I thought my sister looked a bit relieved. Perhaps she’d thought I was abandoning her for a moment. If so, she’d quickly banished such a foolish idea. She was family, and that meant she was stuck with me. I expected her to live at minimum another four or five centuries, and to do that, she’d need to get vastly better at magic.

Those were milestones far off in the future, though. Today, I wanted to recognize her progress in an official capacity. She was only fourteen and already, she’d met the technical qualifications to be considered a full mage. Whether any magical institution would have actually passed her was questionable, as they generally demanded a wider breadth of spells mastered before they considered an apprentice to have graduated, but all things considered, she’d done extraordinarily well.

“So, what would you like to do next?” I asked.

“Hmm.” She tapped a finger against her lips. “What do I want to do? What… do… I… want?”

After a moment of her silently pondering, I leaned back and let myself fall into a net of telekinesis to keep me from falling over. Nailu, seeing me floating in the air, crawled over and pulled himself upright using my dangling leg. Then he started making grabbing motions with his hands. I lifted him to float in the air next to me and we both watched Senica think.

“Take your time,” I told her.

“It’s an important decision. I need to consider my options from every angle. Maybe… more fire magic.”

I stared up at the clouds drifting by and kept my mouth shut.

“On the other hand, I’ve got a lot of weak spots that could be filled in,” she said. “Maybe that would be better.”

I ignored her musings and kept my eyes on the clouds. Next to me, Nailu gurgled and flipped himself upside down. He blinked at me in surprise, perhaps uncertain why I’d failed to keep him upright as he squirmed.

“Maybe I should just take a vacation for a bit. It’s a long run; I’ve got to pace myself.”

When she saw that she wasn’t going to get a response out of me, she dropped the act and turned to face me directly. I glanced over and raised an eyebrow. “Yes?”

“What do you think?”

“I think… you don’t need to decide right now,” I said. “Look, this is an important day. I’m proud of you. But you’ve still got centuries of life left if you continue to learn more magecraft. It’s fine if you take a day or two to think through your options. It’s fine if you make a decision and then change your mind a week later. It’s fine if you devote yourself to solidifying your current skill set before you start learning something new.”

Senica huffed out a sigh. “Gravin, I still want your advice.”

“Are you sure?” I asked. “Seriously, this is the part of your career as a mage where you get some independence.”

“I’m sure.”

“Well… Let’s see…”


Chapter
Twenty-Four



Querit had been my guest for a week now while I attended other business. During that time, he’d been perfectly reasonable in all ways but one, and that was that he was the most mana-hungry creature I’d ever seen. His golem core drank mana at a rate of three or more master-tier spells a day, more than I could even have produced at stage two or three. Fortunately, stage six didn’t have such feeble limitations. It was costing me dearly to host the golem, but not to the point of ruin.

I spent that time trying to find more frames for him to use, specifically his research frame. The whole setup made a kind of roundabout sense to me when I thought about it, but it still seemed inefficient to build a single golem that could take on multiple different roles when it would have been just as easy to create multiple golems instead. This Professor Velder person must have been desperately lonely to build himself a companion.

His work, unfortunately, was buried deep, deep underground. My efforts to unearth anything for Querit’s use had been completely unsuccessful, and though he never complained about it, he made me very aware that he was limited in his efforts without the tools his research frame gave him.

“That’s not to say I’m not making progress!” he assured me one day when we were discussing it. “This method of cycling mana back into the core is rather ingenious. I’ve managed to apply the technique to a few beginner spells already, and it’s only a matter of time until I can refine my abilities.”

“So quickly?” It had taken me much longer. Perhaps he just had a better teacher than I did. Surely, that was the case. I definitely wasn’t competing with a sapient research golem.

“From what I understand of how things work, I have a few ideas on why you’ve been having difficulty adapting it to free-standing spells, but I think I might be able to make it work. I just need to progress my own skills enough to begin testing,” he said. He was so earnest and eager about it that I just shook my head and laughed.

“I’m sure you’ll get it figured out in no time,” I said. “In the meantime, I’ll try digging through the next section today. I’m almost positive someone collected and moved your frames somewhere else. They might not even be in the city anymore.”

I was afraid I’d be asking Keeper to do more research for me. Worse, I was afraid the answer she’d find was that they were all locked up in the Hierophant’s treasury, covered in dust, their true purpose long forgotten. Anything I was interested in was automatically valuable to those people, even if they had no idea what it did themselves. Just the fact that I wanted it made it a point of leverage to be used against me, which was one of the big reasons I did my best not to associate with them.

Stealing the frames was always an option, but I didn’t even know if they existed. I could be breaking into the royal treasury for nothing. It wouldn’t hurt to take a look around, I supposed. It wasn’t like their wards could stop me from at least scrying in there to see if the frames had been collected and stored away hundreds and hundreds of years ago.

It did require a quick teleportation out in that direction. Derro was far enough away from my demesne that it would present an extra layer of difficulty to pierce the wards remotely, so I spent the mana to go address them in person. Luckily for me, no one other than Keeper, Zara, and a few palace officials I’d had to deal with when I’d repaid my mana debt to the city really knew what I looked like anymore, so it was practically impossible to run into anyone who’d want some of my attention here.

At least, that was the plan.

I wasn’t three seconds off the platform before I heard someone say, “Hey! Wait!”

Since I was the only person there—and since I could see the woman pointing at me through one of my area scrying spells—I stopped and turned around. I honestly couldn’t place her appearance, but a quick brush of her mind filled me in. She worked for the Actalus family and had seen me when Keeper and I had gone there to try to negotiate access to their catacombs. Right. I’d forgotten about that meeting.

I regarded her as politely as I could manage and waited for her to cross the plaza from where she’d been sitting in the shade. “You’re him,” she said. “The archmage.”

“I’m afraid you’ve mistaken me for someone else,” I told her.

“No, I didn’t. I remember you.”

“You’re mistaken, and even if you weren’t, would it really be a good idea to accost someone with that much power in the middle of the street?”

“I’m not… accosting.”

“Then what are you doing?” I asked.

“I just wanted to say hi to someone I recognized.”

“Very well. You’ve done so.” I turned to leave.

“Wait! Wait.”

“I really am very busy,” I told the girl while I internally debated the merits of flying out of this conversation. It would draw eyes to me, but it might be worth it.

“Look, I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be a pest-”

“And yet you’re doing it so well.”

“-but Lady Actalus has people watching all over the city to track your movements,” the girl finished in a rush.

I paused again and frowned. “Why?”

“She doesn’t share her reasons with the servants,” the girl said.

“That’s not what I meant. Why are you telling me this?”

“You spared my sister a few years ago.”

I had? It was possible, I supposed. I hadn’t gone out of my way to kill too many people outside the Wolf Pack itself. The Enforcers suffered the most damage from my rampage, but considering that they’d been working directly for the Wolf Pack, I’d considered them enemy combatants. I couldn’t think of any I’d spared, though.

“Her name is Lyxana,” the girl continued. “She worked for Blue Rat’s crew.”

I vaguely remembered someone of that name. I’d only met her once after cutting through the street gang to find their leader. She’d been working security at the building he’d been using as a base to try to hunt me down at Roenark Actalus’s orders. She’d been personable and friendly, and had made a few judgment calls that had kept a lot of other people from dying by attempting to ambush me.

“She was smart enough to stay out of trouble,” I said. “I didn’t spare her.”

“So you are Keiran!” the woman said, her finger pointed at me like she’d managed to trick me into confessing my guilt.

“Thanks for the warning,” I said. “Consider us even if you’d like. I need to get going.”

“But what about the people looking for you?”

I shrugged. “I won’t be here long. If they’re smart, they’ll stay away from me.”

“Please don’t hurt them,” the girl said. “We don’t have a choice. The nobles made us do this.”

I waited a moment to be sure she was done, then firmly said, “Thanks again. Goodbye.”
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Keeper probably knew what was going on. Despite how much of a hermit she was, she valued knowledge too much not to have an informant network. I’d never proven it, but I suspected she’d run the Wolf Pack’s spy network under the moniker ‘Sibilant,’ a persona that hadn’t even existed despite many people being completely convinced they’d dealt with the man personally. There was no reason to think that she’d cut those contacts loose just because the Wolf Pack had broken apart. If there was one thing Keeper would freely spend resources on, it was acquiring new knowledge.

If it became an issue, I’d talk to her about it. For now, I wanted to be in and out of town as quickly as possible. If the frames were in the royal vaults and I had to steal them, it’d be better to do so at a time when no one realized I was around. I planned on doing nothing but some light spying today.

Cloaking myself in invisibility and lifting up into the air, I skimmed across the rooftops until I reached the Hierophant’s palace. They’d long since repaired the damage I’d done breaking in years ago, but with the loss of mana as a currency, they’d had to downgrade their wards.

That was good for me. It made my job easier. I was able to perch on top of one of the watchtowers on the outer wall, two oblivious guards not ten feet beneath my feet, while I probed the remaining wards for weaknesses.

I didn’t know exactly where the treasury was, but I felt it was a safe bet that it’d be somewhere the wards still covered. I could cross the royal suites off my list immediately. I’d already mapped those out years ago. The prison was also warded, oddly enough. I supposed with the Enforcers’ collective fall from grace once the Wolf Pack lost control of the city, the Hierophant had opted to house his criminals elsewhere. I wouldn’t have thought it would be in his own palace, however.

Maybe they were important prisoners. Either way, the dungeon was another place I didn’t expect to find treasure vaults. I stretched my scrying spells out in multiple directions, hoping to run across something through sheer overwhelming magic, but I quickly grew tangled up in multiple wards and was forced to narrow my scope back down.

Then I found it, barely a thousand feet from the Hierophant’s personal quarters. The hallway was patrolled, and the door was manned by four different palace guards in front. It was locked and warded, and when my divinations squirmed their way through, I found a golem construct on the inside in the shape of a decorative stone statue. It depicted a four-armed man, each hand holding a curving sword, but the magic imbued into it would allow it to come to life and attack anyone who lacked proper clearance.

That included me, of course. But the wards would need to detect me first. I wasn’t even physically there, so I wasn’t worried about triggering that particular defense. My magic glided past the construct and into the main vault, where I took a quick glance around.

There were a few lock boxes and chests full of the city’s new currency, though not as many as I would have expected to find in the treasury of its ruler. Perhaps they were still making the notes. Its very strength, that it wasn’t replicable with easy transmutation magic, also made it difficult to produce large quantities of it.

Other than that, there were a few stands with various odds and ends. I saw examples of inscribed objects, nothing terribly complex, and a few enchanted pieces that had somehow survived intact despite being in storage for what I could only assume was many, many years. Those weren’t what I was interested in.

After that came the magical armaments, including a set of draw stone shields I’d had the misfortune to have to fight against years ago. Those had been a giant pain to deal with then, though these days I had so many options available to me that it would be trivially easy to work around the defense.

Beyond those was a heaping pile of leech stones, the former currency of the city. Those had fallen out of favor once the knowledge on how to ignite mana cores had started spreading and mana became much more freely available. Someone had been thorough about cleaning every last bit of mana out of the stones before they’d been tossed into bins and left to collect dust.

And that was it. There were plenty of things of dubious value, but not the things I was looking for. It had been a longshot, anyway. The chances of someone recognizing the armors for what they were and stowing them away were almost none in this day and age.

That was when I realized that I had also fallen into the same trap. I’d already seen a frame. It just wasn’t in the treasury. It was standing on a pedestal, held upright and used as a bit of decoration in the corner of one of the dining rooms, polished to a shine and otherwise ignored.

At least it’d be easy to steal.


Chapter
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Three hours later, I’d finally finished checking every single piece of decorative armor I could find. The good news was that none of the ones I was planning to steal were secure in any way. The bad news was that there were only three of them, and of those three, one was missing the bottom half. That one actually wasn’t on display, but was in some workshop attached to the library. Someone had made copies of all the runes they could see and was apparently in the midst of trying to decipher their meaning.

I kind of felt bad about disrupting their research. Maybe I’d find out who it was and give them some help later. For the moment, however, I had a greater need for these pieces than anyone else. Or rather, Querit did. I wasn’t going to give him any of them until I determined what their capabilities were, but I was hoping that at least one would be his research frame. I was having a hard time picturing what it would even look like, as I couldn’t imagine working in a seven-foot-tall suit of armor would be easy.

Once I’d successfully extracted my ill-gotten gains from the clutches of Derro’s royalty, I teleported myself back to my demesne and got to work on getting a look inside. The busted one was easy enough. It was basically a metal jacket with attached gloves at this point, but I suspected it wouldn’t work at all. It had been sheared at the waist, cutting the runes there apart and breaking the structure. It was possible that I could repair it with Querit’s help, but I was going to go over the rest of it before I let him anywhere near it.

The other two were more of a challenge. I already knew I could cut them open with a mysteel saw, but getting them unlocked without damaging them might just be impossible. Querit had confirmed that there was no way to manually open one of his combat frames from the outside, especially not if there was no mana on the interior. Giving an enemy a way to eject him from his frame was obviously a terrible idea, so it hadn’t been built that way. His other frames, things like research, alchemy, metal shaping, and travel, those could be opened from the outside.

Of course, I was making an assumption that these suits of armor were combat frames. It made sense to me; they were suits of armor, after all. Why else make them that way? There had to be a way to open them from the outside if no one was inside, though. Otherwise, these were sealed closed and worthless, and I couldn’t see someone spending a thousand hours engraving runes all over the inside of them only to fail to add a way to actually let Querit inside.

After a bit of tinkering, I found it. The mana intake was exactly the same as the one he’d been wearing, except this time, when I ran mana through it, it actually had a reaction. Unfortunately, it wasn’t the reaction I’d hoped for. I pulled out my scrying mirror and reached out to the one I’d mounted in the golem’s workshop. A moment later, his face appeared.

“Yes?” he asked.

“I recovered a few of your frames from Derro,” I said.

“You did? Amazing. I was starting to suspect it was a lost cause. Which ones did you find?”

“Suits of armor. They were set up around the palace as decorations on stands,” I said. “I’m trying to open them, but the mana intake is rejecting me. I’m thinking there’s a trick to key it in.”

“Oh, yes. It’s designed to accept mana that’s been passed through my core. I can come over and unlock them for you if you’d like.”

“That’s okay. I thought it would be something like that. I just wanted to confirm it before I wasted time duplicating the wrong key.”

“You… You’re going to duplicate my mana signature?”

“Sure. Why not?” It was artificial, anyway. If he’d been a human, it would have been a challenge, but I’d already done a full workup on his golem core. I just needed to fabricate the specific rune construct in his core that was responsible for molding his outgoing mana.

“Wouldn’t it be easier if I just…?”

I waved away his question. “It’s fine. I’m sorry for interrupting your work. Thanks for the help.”

Querit wasn’t convinced of my sincerity, which was good. He shouldn’t be. He knew why I was keeping him away from these frames, but if he was hurt by my lack of trust, he didn’t show it. “If you’re sure,” he said slowly. “Let me know if you need anything else.”

Then the mirror went blank again and I stowed it back in my phantom space. It took me a moment to locate a chunk of metal and transmute its shape. Slowly, the runes resolved themselves out of the steel, raised up instead of carved. It was more difficult to shape that way, but that was how the golem core had done this particular section, so that’s how I duplicated it.

When it was finished, I gave it a once-over before channeling my mana through it. The runes started glowing softly for a moment, and the mana that came back out was distinctly different from mine. These kinds of devices only altered the shape for a short period of time, but that was all I needed.

The intake accepted the altered mana and, with a soft scraping sound, previously invisible seams appeared all over. The whole thing unfolded, still upright and somehow staying balanced. I followed the mana as it circulated through the metal and noted the runes on the feet drawing a bit more power than I would have expected. No doubt they were some sort of balancing magic, useful for fighting and for getting dressed.

Now we were getting somewhere. The interior of this frame was just as densely packed as the one I’d cut Querit out of, but I quickly determined the magic was completely different. That frame had focused on strength, containment, and defense. It was a brawler, big and brawny, made to take a hit and dish one back out.

This was different. It was a skirmisher, light and fast, with flight and scouting capabilities. I could easily picture Querit buzzing an enemy camp, raking lines of tents with fire beams before disappearing into the sky behind a cloak of invisibility. I could also see him getting hold of this suit and fleeing the valley, leaving me with nothing for my troubles and out a great deal of mana.

Of course, if he did that, he’d almost certainly shut back down within a few days. No matter how much extra mana his core was stockpiling, there was no way he’d last a week. As long as that was true, I held a strong measure of leverage over him. The irony that I had him working on a way to solve his own mana issues was not lost on me.

The second full suit of armor was similar to the skirmisher, but even more heavily devoted to scouting and hiding. It also had magic designed to do extremely high amounts of damage to soft targets without drawing a lot of attention. In short, it was an assassin’s kit. That was kind of hard to square with Querit’s personality, and it forced me to consider again that I knew very, very little about the golem.

Finally, the partial suit of armor was too mangled to get a clear picture of its purpose. The chest piece was mostly intact, and those pieces were the same across all the different frames. The runes there were what allowed Querit to interface with the magic to begin with, to move the frames as extensions of his own body, and to draw mana both in and out of them. What little was left in the arms and head made me suspect that its primary purpose might be some sort of spell defense, possible for a small area, but I could only speculate with over half the frame gone.

None of these were tools I wanted to give my reluctant new ally right now. However, they did give me enough examples of how the frames were set up that I just might be able to make one of my own, something with no combat capabilities but which could nonetheless help him to help me. I did still need someone to help me control the eight bombing golems I was going to build to sabotage Ammun’s project.

I started drafting my preliminary plans. The interface part of the rune structure was practically flawless, so there was very little to change there, but since Querit wouldn’t actually be fighting, it didn’t need to be an overly large suit of armor. Perhaps some sort of vest or coat would be sufficient. It wasn’t like the golem actually needed his arms or legs to control the frames. Those were nothing but morphic simulated flesh, anyway.

I grabbed another slab of metal out of my phantom space and started reshaping it. I wanted it thin enough to be flexible, which required a bit of alloying, but not so thin that it would distort the runes once I’d added them.

Once I was satisfied with my base material, I took it over to my crucible and got to work. I had plenty of room and a few thousand runes to add.
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Querit looked blankly at the vest I’d presented him. “What is it?” he finally asked.

“Let’s call it a controller frame,” I said. “I made it myself.”

His expression brightened and he reached out to take it. “You made this?”

The golem studied the rune structures intently. “Linkage runes are properly aligned. Mana capacity is a bit lower than usual, but it’s a lot smaller, so it should work. Lots of divination constructs… Huh, mostly based around mind linking. This…”

He stopped and looked back at me, surprised. “I just said it was a controller frame,” I told him.

“I’m… not really comfortable with something like this,” he said, offering it back to me.

“I think you’ve got the wrong idea. It’s not for using on people. It’s to control other golems – non-sapient ones, of course.”

“Oh! Yes, I see it now. That’s very clever. I guess my question would have to be why you made this. What purpose does it serve?”

“You remember how I told you about my former apprentice causing the cataclysm that broke the world core?”

“Yes, the lich. Quite irresponsible of him.”

“And how he’s awake and active again?”

“Ah, I see now. You’re recruiting me to fight against him.”

“Something like that. He’s building something. I haven’t had a chance to figure out what it is yet, but I’m reasonably confident that destroying it would be a good idea. I’m going to build some golems to infiltrate the various facilities he’s constructing. Their job will be to perform a simultaneous strike on all eight locations so that none of them can warn the others or get reinforcements.”

“But surely you don’t need my help to control them,” Querit objected.

“Well, there are two problems. First, the facilities are so far apart that I don’t think I could keep all the golems in range of the control connection without being in the very center, which would put me in Ammun’s demesne. Second, the facilities I personally investigated are very, very well-defended. An extra mind helping me control the golems will drastically increase my chances of getting them in undetected.”

Querit was silent for a long moment. Then his expression firmed and he nodded. “I owe you my life. Every day, the only reason I can still walk around is because of you. And I think I have no moral objections to stopping an archmage whose actions resulted in indirectly destroying my entire world from further compounding his errors. I will help you.”

“Good to hear,” I said – not that I’d ever doubted. Still, I was glad I hadn’t had to coerce him into cooperating. “Now, let’s talk golem designs.”


Chapter
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Ihad far too much to do, and not nearly enough time to get it all done. I’d made my modifications to the mysteel pillars I’d relocated from beneath Derro, but I still hadn’t gotten a chance to test them. With Querit here, my demesne’s mana reserves were under immense strain, and I wasn’t eager to tax them any further.

I also needed to confirm the location of Ammun’s remaining facilities and, if possible, make sure there weren’t any other locations outside the ring I’d already discovered. I needed to finish seeding Ralvost with teleportation and scrying beacons, and hide them well enough to keep the legion of diviners constantly scrying the entire empire from locating them. I had eight golems to build, all of which needed to be sturdy enough to survive a fight with mages capable of casting advanced spells.

There were other ongoing concerns, like the hunters searching for me, constructing an artificial mana resonance point, and locating Querit’s remaining frames. At least Querit himself was handling his introduction into lossless casting with minimal supervision. I only wished I could say the same for Senica and Juby. They were doing their best, but neither were druids.

I mentally added figuring out where Hyago had gotten off to back to my list again. That was a task that continued to get pushed down as more urgent problems kept cropping up, but one I wanted to take care of soon. My sister’s reagents weren’t really of the quality that I’d grown accustomed to, and I just didn’t have time to educate her in proper greenhouse tending.

Ideally, I’d make the golems while Querit figured out how to sustain himself indefinitely without needing far more mana than he could reasonably carry around with him. Then I’d seed the beacons so as to reduce the risk of discovery before use, and then we’d go ruin all of Ammun’s plans. Unfortunately, I had no way to keep track of their progress building whatever it was they were building thousands of miles away, and for all I knew, the mages there could be slotting the very last piece into place at this very moment.

So I shuffled my plans around and teleported myself several times to return to Ralvost, where I immediately shrouded myself in every reasonable divination countermeasure I could think of and flew to the facility I’d already explored once. Thankfully, the hole in its defenses hadn’t been fixed. I infiltrated it a second time in air elemental form and made my way to the main floor.

The device the mages here were building floated in the same place it had been last time I’d seen it, but it was significantly larger now. Either a second caravan had come through to drop off materials while I was busy elsewhere, or they’d had a much larger store of parts on-site than I’d expected and had been very busy indeed.

Neither possibility was good for me. This thing was practically completed, as far as I could tell. Without that stage five master mage overseeing the work this time, I was able to more freely examine it, which finally allowed me to confirm the answer to another question I’d been wondering about: why hadn’t Ammun just used portals to bring the supplies here? It couldn’t only be a security concern.

The simple answer was that he couldn’t – not for this cargo. Even in its incomplete form, the device was emitting some spatial warping properties, and the enchantments on them were so sensitive that being teleported or passed through a portal would twist them to uselessness. I marked that down as a potential method to wrecking Ammun’s plans, though just corrupting the enchantments would be a temporary setback at best.

If that was the case, then I was missing something about how they got transported down from the warehouses up on the surface. I hadn’t seen it in action before, only skimmed part of the process from someone else’s memory, but now I was guessing it wasn’t a teleportation effect after all. Instead, it had to be some sort of massive version of phantasmal step literally pulling the wagons through the ground. That might actually be even more expensive than a teleportation spell to cover an area that size.

While I was there, I took some time to map out the site’s layout so I could determine the best way to sneak a golem in. I’d be making something small, no larger than a cat, but I’d need a different way inside in order to make it work. That meant getting a better handle on the wards and defenses, but with my new understanding of how supplies were making it in, I had a few ideas on where to exploit weaknesses in the wards. I just needed to do some testing to confirm them.

I made my way over to the unloading bay, ironically not that far from where I’d originally entered the facility. As I’d suspected, the wards were thinner here. They were still present, of course, and if I attempted to pass through, they’d sound the alarm, though I didn’t think they’d stop me from exiting. However, it was obvious this spot was meant to be exempted on command, that it hadn’t been possible for them to figure out the exact composition of everything that would enter the unloading bay, which meant that my original plan to sneak in with the supplies would have actually worked so long as I could have avoided being spotted.

It didn’t give me an easy way into the facility, but it did give me a point of attack. The whole ward structure was designed to not need this portion. If something were to disrupt it in such a way that the rest of the ward couldn’t detect it, nothing else would feel the effect. In short, I could be aggressive about pushing through it, and as long as the damage was kept localized and I avoided any sort of tattler wards, I could punch through undetected.

As long as the rest of the facilities were set up the same way, I’d found my infiltration point.

[image: ]


“You’re in a good mood,” Querit commented through the scrying mirror during our daily check in.

“I’ve been doing some reconnaissance and finalizing some plans,” I said. “I just need to build the golems and get us both out there. Everything else is ready to go.”

“Then soon you’ll just be waiting on me,” he said. “I’m sorry, but I don’t have an estimate on how long it’ll take me to adapt lossless mana usage to powering my golem core.”

“If we have to, I’ll eat the loss in mana and load you with a huge storage crystal. It’s better than delaying.”

“That could work for a temporary outing,” Querit conceded, but I could tell he was uneasy about it. If something went wrong, he’d be stranded out there until I could rescue him, and he wasn’t sure that I’d do that. His usefulness would curtail sharply once we’d completed this mission.

“Even if there’s a problem, you’ll be in the best possible place to handle it. Ralvost is the only place on the planet with ambient mana. It might be too thin to keep you fully operational outside of the tower itself, but you should maintain limited capabilities if the storage crystal is completely drained.”

“That’s a relief to hear, but I would still prefer not to be stranded in the demesne of a hostile lich.”

“That’s an entirely reasonable stance to take,” I agreed. “I could put together a recall device for you, something to pull you back here if there’s an emergency.”

Such safeguards weren’t foolproof, of course. If Ammun confronted Querit directly, it was entirely possible that he’d recognize the device and take steps to block it from working. But the offer did dispel the golem’s fears, or at least alleviate them.

“I’ll keep working on adapting lossless casting while you create the golems,” he said. “How are you planning on having them work?”

“They’ll be small and spider-like,” I said. “The internal power reservoir is only going to be good for an hour’s operation time, less with invisibility and attention-deflecting spells active, but that should be more than enough time to get them into position. I’m thinking a spatial annihilation field is the best way to attack. The machines we’re targeting are vulnerable to spatial warping, so even if the spell fails to completely destroy them, it should at least corrupt the enchantments enough that Ammun will need to have the parts sent back to him to be reworked.”

“Have you mapped out the local wards for possible interference?”

“Partially. I focused most heavily on the area around the machines and the infiltration point. There are some spatial suppression fields near the machines, but I’m confident I can overpower them with a quick burst using a dual-layer explosion to disrupt the wards before releasing the spatial annihilation field.”

“That’s a lot of mana,” Querit said. “And you want to do this for eight different locations? Are you sure that’s necessary?”

“No, but I’d rather waste the mana than let Ammun pull off whatever he’s trying to do.”

“You hate the man that much?”

I frowned and looked up from the outer shell plate I was shaping. “I don’t hate Ammun,” I said. “Where’d you get that idea?”

“Oh. I just thought… You’re enemies, and all…”

“We’re only enemies because he’s standing in the way of me fixing the damage he did to the world core,” I said. “Which I get. I need to remove his tower, which would likely result in his almost immediate demise without that source of mana. I don’t begrudge him trying to save his own existence.”

“Why not try to reach a compromise? Perhaps there’s some way to fix the world core that doesn’t involve breaking apart his demesne?”

I shook my head. “He already tried, for decades. He’d rather let the world exist as a wasteland so long as he survives. We both know it’s not possible. He’s an obstacle to my goal. That’s why I’m going to destroy him.”

Querit shook his head and laughed. “I don’t think I could be so casual about confronting what is probably the most powerful creature on the planet.”

“I beat him in a fight once already back when I was stage five. I have no doubt I’ll do it again.” I paused. “Though I’ll admit, I haven’t made much progress in finding a mana resonance point. They probably don’t exist anymore.”

“You’ll make an artificial one?” Querit asked.

“As soon as I have time to figure out how,” I said. I gestured to the golem parts I was shaping. “There’s always something else keeping me busy.”

The golem regarded me silently for a second, then said, “I know how.”

I whipped around to face the mirror fully. “What was that?”

“I know how to manufacture a mana resonance point. It’s not easy, and definitely not cheap, but I can show you how to do it.”

For a golem that consumed several master-tier spells’ worth of mana a day, if he was saying it wasn’t cheap, the expenditure had to be massive. Even if his method wasn’t the most efficient, it would probably still cost less in the long run if I didn’t have to waste a bunch of resources experimenting.

“And… what would you want in return?” I asked.

“That’s simple,” he said. “I understand why you’re doing all this – the caution, the secrets. It’s smart. It’s safe. It keeps you insulated from me and cuts down the chances of me causing you any problems. That’s why you’ve got three combat frames stowed away where I can’t access them.”

“And you want them back,” I reasoned.

“No. It’s not that. What I want is for you to trust me. I’m not a schemer. I’m not a master manipulator. I’m a research assistant, and even though I’m not human, my core is complicated enough that I feel like one. I don’t want to be isolated and kept in a box for the rest of my life, wondering if and when I’ll be starved back into shutting down.

“Keiran, I want to help you. I want your help, too. I want us to be friends, or at least colleagues.”


Chapter
Twenty-Seven



Querit and I walked through the petrified forest together. He brushed a hand across the stone trunks, still textured like bark years later. “Amazing,” he said.

“I can’t take all the credit. I figured out how to make it work, but it was someone else’s idea initially.”

“Merging living stone and draw stone together to create…” Querit trailed off and gestured around at the forest. “All of this, in a matter of only a few years. This is a momentous achievement.”

“Yes, well, that’s not what we’re here to talk about. You wanted some trust.”

“I’m glad you decided I was worth investing in,” the golem said. “I know that we don’t know each other all that well yet, but I won’t let you down.”

“I’m not out anything yet,” I said, only partially lying. I was out a lot of mana already, but it would be worth it if Querit could help me stop Ammun’s plan.

“We both know that’s not true. But let’s talk about something else. You’re trying to reach stage seven, but you need to find a mana resonance point.”

“Yes, except I don’t think there are any left in the world.”

“From what you’ve told me, I would say that’s probably a good guess,” Querit said. “It’s hard to have a resonance without any mana in the first place. A place like this could form one naturally, but it would take decades at least, and not at all as long as you’re claiming it as your demesne.”

“Could we fabricate an artificial one here?” I asked.

“It shouldn’t be an issue to have it inside your demesne. If anything, it might be better.” The golem looked thoughtful as he considered that idea. “Greater control over the mana would eliminate the need for at least a few assistants.”

“Finding capable assistants could be a problem. I don’t know a single mage past stage two who isn’t hostile toward me.”

Though perhaps I could rope a few brakvaw into helping. They might not be technically proficient in advanced- or master-tier spells, but they were used to handling huge amounts of mana for extended time frames. Then again, other than Grandfather – who couldn’t leave Eyrie Peak – only their elders were good at any sort of spell work. And they all hated me, mostly because I’d killed a bunch of them.

“It may not be an issue at all,” Querit said. “You’ll see once I draw up the spell form. It’s… a lot for one person, but for an archmage… I think we could probably manage it with just the two of us.”

“Walk me through the principles. I don’t think anyone ever researched artificial mana resonance points back in my previous life. We just had some well-documented naturally formed ones to use when needed, which wasn’t all that often.”

“No, I can’t imagine too many mages reached stage seven, even during the Age of Wonders. Or, I guess, before the Age of Wonders.”

“You’re making me feel old,” I groused.

“You are old.”

“Older, then.”

Querit snorted and stopped walking. “I guess I’m also old now. A thousand years. It still doesn’t feel real.”

“Took me a while to wrap my head around it, too. I didn’t want to believe it at first. How could my magic have gone so wrong? But the proof just kept mounting up until it became inescapable.”

“I wonder how many other people have been cast adrift through time,” he mused.

“There’s Ammun,” I pointed out. “He managed to live for half a millennium, transformed himself into a lich for another half, then went into hibernation for another thousand years after that.”

“Given what he’s responsible for, I don’t think I could conduct myself in a civil manner if we ever came face to face.”

“I would pay to see that fight,” I said.

“Give me my mage-breaker frame, and it’d be worth the money.”

“I don’t think we’re likely to find too many more. You’ll be building your next one from scratch.”

Querit nodded glumly. “So much has been lost.”

We started walking again, not heading in any particular direction, just touring the valley. Petrifying the forest had destroyed the ecosystem here. Without anything green and alive, all of the animals had quickly abandoned the place, which left things eerily quiet. It was wholly depressing when I compared it to my memories of the Night Vale, but I was centuries away from recreating a place like that, if I ever did.

While we walked, Querit outlined the broad strokes of how he planned to create an artificial mana resonance point. Or rather, he outlined how he planned to have me do it. Essentially, it involved a series of highly technical divinations designed specifically to peer into the Astral Realm to get a template of the mana pattern there followed by a massive group ritual to massage the ambient mana back in our world into the same shape.

It sounded simple, in theory, but the spells Querit was describing weren’t any I’d ever heard of. They didn’t feel like they were beyond my reach, individually, but there was a reason dozens of mages combined their efforts to perform the ritual as the golem described it. There was no way I’d be able to do it all by myself. Querit could help, but it wouldn’t be nearly enough.

“We’re going to have to fabricate a lot of tools in a very short time span,” I said.

“Yes. I have the scripts recorded in my core. I’ll show you how to make the blanks. We can imprint the specific patterns on them once we have the template designed.”

“The way you described it, I suspect each mage used no more than one or two pieces to anchor the part of the template they were responsible for maintaining. We’re talking about fifty or more, all of which need to be calibrated fast enough to perform the ritual before the Astral Realm shifts and renders the template inviable.”

“Which, if we’re lucky, we’ll have at most six hours to complete,” Querit said. “And that’s including the time for the ritual itself.”

“I don’t think we can make it work – not like this. We’d need to find some way to lock down the section of the Astral Realm to give us time to work.”

“An enchantment on the Astral Realm itself?” Querit asked. “I don’t think that’s possible.”

“No, it is. I’ve done it before, but not on this scale. Come with me.”

“Where are we going?”

“To my workshop,” I said. “This is going to require some careful planning.”
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As tempting as it was to push everything else to the side to focus on my own advancement to stage seven, I couldn’t afford to ignore Ammun any longer than I had to. While Querit worked on adapting the designs for a ritual that required three dozen people to something that could be performed by two, I finished putting the rest of the golems together.

There were eight of them, as I’d planned. Each one was heavily enchanted for both stealth and ward penetration. I’d put the majority of my effort into those enchantments, all of which were wrapped around a single pulsing black stone installed in each of the lizard-golems’ chest cavities. A thin plate of copper was placed overtop of that.

“Done,” I announced.

Querit looked up from the desk I’d provided him and examined my handiwork. “You’re sure the range on these is going to be enough? It’s a lot of miles.”

“I’m sure. Put the resonance project on hold for the night so you can get some practice operating four golems at once. I need to finish charging the spatial distortion fields before tonight.”

“We’re going in so soon?”

“No reason to wait,” I told him. “The sooner we get this done, the sooner we can get back to other things.”

“Right. It just feels sudden, is all.”

“We’ve delayed long enough setting everything up,” I said. “Too many distractions. This is a priority and it needs to get done immediately.”

“Got it. I’ll go grab the controller frame and get it ready. When are we leaving?”

“Two hours, at most. I’ll have the spells fully powered in the next twenty minutes, then I’ve got to check over the beacons I’ve placed and make sure nothing’s changed since my last scouting session.”
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It took a full hour to get everything into position, mostly because I had to teleport each golem to an individual location and confirm with Querit that everything was working on his end. We had a set of small scrying mirrors to keep in contact, but we were limited to essential communications only. I didn’t think Ammun’s divination squad would catch us unless we got spectacularly unlucky, but this was no time to take unnecessary risks.

We both started piloting our assigned golems remotely, slipping them through the wards protecting the facilities with slow caution. This was going to be what was simultaneously the least difficult and most risky part. Either I’d designed the ward-cracking enchantments correctly, or I hadn’t. There’d been no way to field test that part without running the risk of alerting the facility, so we were about to find out if I’d pulled it off.

I held my breath as the golem slipped through the unloading bay wards and into the facility. It passed through the ground, courtesy of a modified phantasmal step spell that definitely wouldn’t have worked if the golem had been flesh and blood. As it was, it put a ton of strain on its metal shell, so much so that I was briefly concerned I’d underestimated the distance the spell would have to travel. Three of my golems made it through with nothing but some stress fractures, but the fourth had a leg joint get mangled partway down.

It could still function on three legs, thankfully. The mission wasn’t sunk just yet. I’d just need to focus more heavily on that one to ensure it made it to its destination undetected. Fortunately, the layouts of all eight facilities were identical. At this point, we only needed to worry about the randomness of the human element. It hadn’t been feasible to spy on eight different locations to try to find a pattern that would allow us to sneak the bomb golems through, so we’d be improvising our approach.

I got two golems in without any issues. They clung to the top of the machines, nestled into crannies between the unfinished sections and waiting for my final order to deliver their payload. The other two had more problems, one because it was damaged and moving slower, and the other because when I got to the assembly room, there were eight people in there working to process some new parts that had apparently just come in.

“All four in place,” Querit’s voice whispered out from the mirror sitting next to me.

“Two in, two to go,” I replied. “One damaged during infiltration. One encountered a late shift working on the machine.”

“Understood. Standing by.”

I worked in tense silence for another few minutes, eventually guiding the damaged golem to where I needed it to be. For the fourth and final one, however, I couldn’t get a good opening. Too many people were coming in and out of the room or were working on the machine directly. In the end, I decided to have the golem scale the walls and crawl across the ceiling under its camouflaging magic. Once it was in position directly overtop of the machine, I readied the other three to drop their spatial bombs.

“Ready to go,” I said into the mirror.

“Confirmed. Ready as well,” Querit said back.

“Going in three… two… one.”

I ordered the golem to drop when I reached two, and all four to blow as soon as I said one. At precisely the same time, Querit’s panicked voice came to me. “Someone’s here! They know where I am!”

“Blow the golems and trigger your recall,” I ordered harshly as my own golems ripped apart Ammun’s machines.

There was no reply through the mirror.


Chapter
Twenty-Eight



The connection to Querit’s scrying mirror snapped abruptly, meaning he’d either cut the mana feed or the mirror itself had been broken. I quickly cast my own scrying spell on the area I’d dropped him in, some seventy miles southwest of Ammun’s tower in a thick copse of trees.

The first thing I saw was a bunch of corpses all over the place – not people, but monsters of various flavors. A pack of them must have stumbled upon him, but Querit had killed them without even bothering to mention it. In all likelihood, though, that was what had drawn the diviners’ attention to him. As fast as we’d been, it hadn’t been quick enough to complete the job before they caught up to him.

What I didn’t see was the golem himself or any of his attackers. Either they’d struck like lightning and captured him, or the fight had moved away from the area. Neither would surprise me, and finding out wasn’t my priority. I needed to determine if the golems that Querit was in charge of had successfully detonated Ammun’s machines before anything else, but they were too far out of range to check.

Three minutes later, my teleportation spell took hold and whisked me away to Querit’s operation site. I spent a few precious seconds sweeping the nearby area and spotted Querit fighting a group of five mages about a mile away. He was holding his own for the moment, mostly thanks to the fact that his body was practically immune to injury. Any damage done to him was instantly regenerated, and all he needed to keep that up was enough mana. I’d given him a generous supply, and we were close enough to Ammun’s tower that he could pull even more from the environment.

He’d be fine.

I turned my attention to the golems he was supposed to be controlling. All four of them were still active, waiting for their final inputs. Three of them were still in place, and I triggered them immediately. The final one had been discovered by some technician onsite and was being hauled off for containment. Without Querit to control it, it offered no resistance and sat docilely in the man’s hands.

My goal was all but accomplished at this point. I’d confirmed seven of eight sites sabotaged, which had probably set Ammun back by at least a year. Unfortunately, since I’d never been able to get a good look at what exactly he was doing, I couldn’t know for sure whether all eight sites were necessary or if they’d been a set of massive redundancies whose loss would only slow him down, not stop him.

Finishing the job was the highest priority, especially since it was entirely possible that reinforcements would be swarming the one intact site any moment now. Unlike the machine components, there was nothing stopping enemy mages from teleporting themselves in. I needed my bomber golem back in position and ready to scrap that machine out.

It thrashed in place, startling the man holding it and causing him to drop it to the floor. Immediately, it scrambled to the nearest wall and scurried up it. The mage yelled out a warning to draw attention, bringing two other people running. Even as they sprinted down the hallway, the mage started chanting the words to a spell, then unleashed a bolt of fire on the golem.

He’d need to do better than a basic-tier conjuration to hurt it, but unfortunately for me, he and his two companions would have plenty of time. With the golem already discovered, most of its camouflaging enchantments weren’t available, and even turning it invisible wouldn’t allow it to escape if the mages had any sort of aptitude for sensing mana.

Thankfully, I didn’t need stealth, just speed. The golem skittered up the wall and onto the ceiling, where it ran at full tilt back to the main hall while being pursued by a storm of fire and ice. It wasn’t until one of the mages cast a greater telekinesis spell to snatch the fleeing golem that I ran into a problem.

The spell slid off the golem’s body, but it caught well enough that even if my creation wasn’t captured by the magic, it still loosened it enough that it lost its grip and plummeted to the floor below. The golem bounced off the stone, unharmed, but now within physical reach of the pursuing mages.

I sent it charging away at top speed. The mages pounded down the hallway after it, one of them easily outstripping the other two as he empowered himself with an invocation. My mobile bomb was still thirty feet away from its target when the mage pounced on it.

That wasn’t ideal, but it didn’t look like I was going to get any closer. The spell had a radius of twenty feet, but I could remotely reconfigure it to project outward in one direction, amplifying the distance it could encompass at the cost of losing the effect behind it. The switch took me two seconds to complete. Then I detonated the bomb.

The mage holding my golem down was immediately crushed. Spatial distortions ripped through his body, snapping bones and sending fountains of blood gushing out into the air, where they twisted and writhed as they were caught in the effect of a master-tier conjuration. The golem itself was also crushed, but the scrying spell held on just long enough for me to see pieces of the machine rip themselves apart.

I didn’t get the whole thing – not even close. The bottom half was trashed, and I’d have to hope that the proximity of the spatial distortions would render the remaining pieces unusable. That was as much as I could do, and it would just have to be enough. I stopped fighting to hold the scry connection open against the failing beacon enchantment and devoted my full attention to Querit’s fight.

It had moved another mile away from me, closer to Ammun’s tower. Querit was starting to look desperate now as he fended off repeated force spells from one mage and dodged creeping ice trying to ensnare him from another. I took a moment to examine my new ally’s defensive spells and shook my head. It was pathetically obvious that he was completely reliant on his combat frames to see him through a fight.

I started flying to the battle while I studied the mage hunter team. Much like the one I’d encountered, there was a pair devoted to helping keep track of Querit while hiding their group from his senses, but instead of having a heavy hitter like Seven leading the charge, they had three mages who looked to be around stage three coordinating to keep the pressure on with a salvo of intermediate-tier spells. Maybe if there’d only been two, the golem might have been able to counter, but he was barely holding himself together against the full group.

I swooped in from above and unleashed killing blasts of razor-sharp force-cleave spells, killing both the reserve mages. If the situation hadn’t been so desperate, I would have gone for a capture technique, but this fight had gone on for far too long already and if reinforcements weren’t already on their way, they would be now that I’d shown up.

Of the three conjuration specialists, I targeted the one who was all offense, no defense. A spike of pure force penetrated the back of his skull, killing him instantly and sending his body careening into the ground as his flight magic was left uncontrolled and quickly ran out of mana. The other two started panicking and shrieking about the loss of their support. Their lack of coordination told me that neither were the brains of the group.

Querit switched to offense immediately, but his spell selection was too weak to do any real damage. That was irrelevant, since it distracted one of the two remaining mages long enough for me to conjure up four shimmering spikes of ice that slammed into the other one’s chest, a poetic end to a mage who had been wielding ice magic herself.

With only one mage left and no reinforcements in sight, I reconsidered my decision to kill them all. None of them were strong, but they were all risking their lives out here, which meant they were unimportant. The final living mage probably wouldn’t know anything useful, and I’d need to relocate him somewhere else to interrogate him. That ran the risk of Ammun’s diviners scrying him directly unless I spent even more mana to shield our location, unlikely as that was, or following in his temporal wake, which was slightly more possible.

It wasn’t worth the risk. I wove a force spell around the mage, one that clamped down on his skull and squeezed until bone cracked and brain matter burst out. The mage’s corpse hung limp in the air for a few seconds, then my spell ended and he fell away to the ground. Querit cursed and leaped to the side to avoid the gory missile, then scowled up at me.

“Thank you,” he said. “I wasn’t able to finish destroying the machines. If you can keep watch for a minute, I’ll take care of that.”

“I already did it,” I said. “It’s probably best if we flee now, just in case more of them show up.”

“Agreed,” Querit replied. “Should I use this recall charm you gave me?”

“Just keep some divinations running while I manually cast a teleport spell. We’ll be out of here in a few minutes,” I ordered.

With my companion watching skyward for any mages about to attack us, I got to work building a two-person teleportation spell.
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“That was more excitement than I generally prefer in my life,” Querit said once we’d hopped a few more beacons and arrived back at my demesne. “But the job got done. I’m sorry I was not able to accomplish my half of the work.”

“It happens. I should have provided you with one of your combat frames, but I thought we’d be able to get in and out without anyone noticing us.”

I’d had too much faith in Querit’s ability to avoid divinations. Even with the extra precautions I’d taken on our return trip, I was concerned that Ammun would follow the trail back. He certainly could, if he was willing to leave his tower to do it. Against any of the weaker mages he commanded, I was confident we’d escaped, but the old lich himself was a different matter.

“I need to reinforce the valley’s defenses,” I said.

“Do you have any thoughts on how you’ll go about doing that?” Querit asked.

“I do, in fact.” He wanted me to trust him. I supposed letting him know that I’d looted his former home’s city-wide defensive system was a good way to do that. “Actually, it’s something that I think you’re quite familiar with. I’ve been repurposing it, but I haven’t had a chance to test it out yet. Come with me. We’ll turn it on together.”

“Something that I’m familiar with?” he echoed. “What could… Oh! You didn’t! No. That’s impossible.”

“Extract those pillars from the underground network I found you in? You bet I did.”

The golem shook his head. “It won’t work. There are runes etched into the inner layers of the pillars that would need to be changed if you wanted to move them. It’d be nearly impossible to even get to them, and the pillars themselves are made of mysteel. You’d practically destroy them just trying to adjust them.”

“I don’t mind admitting that it was a tricky piece of work, but I did all that already.”

I walked away, leaving Querit’s jaw gaping open at my back. He sputtered something unintelligible, then hurried after me. “Wait, wait! You can’t just… I need to inspect these first. What if they malfunction and destroy the whole valley?”

“Why do you think I want you to come with me?” I asked. “Let’s hurry. I have a feeling we’re going to need these things operational sooner rather than later. If Ammun was only half-heartedly searching for me before, I’m sure he’ll be spending a lot more time on it now.”


Chapter
Twenty-Nine



Querit took the news that I’d plundered his homeland’s most valuable artifacts better than I’d expected him to, if only because my modifying the rune scheme through multiple layers of mysteel without damaging any other part was overshadowing any offense he might take. What remained to be seen was whether those modifications had worked.

Querit scrambled all over the pillar, even climbing to sit on top of it at one point, as he cast a series of divinations to peer inside. “I would say this was impossible if I wasn’t standing in front of it,” he said when he was done. “These aren’t supposed to be movable. Just the act of relocating them alone should have turned them into scrap metal. To pull that off for not just one pillar, but the entire network, and then to hunt down and modify the location-dependent portions of the script… I cannot wait to see if they work.”

“It all looks right to you?” I asked.

“It does, but I feel like I need to tell you that I wasn’t involved in their creation. Professor Velder worked as part of a team of a hundred master mages building this whole system, and that was all done before he created me.”

“But you’re familiar with his methodology,” I said.

“I am,” Querit agreed. “And this all looks right, according to everything I know.”

“What if it’s not? What are the risks of feeding this network enough mana to activate it?”

“Minimal. There are plenty of safety redundancies built in. If something goes wrong, the mana will be wasted, but I don’t foresee any explosions or feedback issues, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

“That’s always a risk when this much mana gets concentrated into this small of a space,” I said. “Even if it’s held in mysteel.”

“For the central pillar, I can confirm the safety runes are still intact,” Querit said. He jumped down from overhead, landing with a hard thump that would have required a bit of mana to handle without getting injured for a normal person. His morphic body just took the shock without so much as flinching. “Let’s go look at the others?”

We flew through the forest, not because it was a long trip, but because it gave Querit a chance to practice lossless casting while I observed him. His technique was still shaky, but he was starting to figure things out. About a quarter of the mana he used got pulled back in, and he compensated with an ambient mana draw that only worked here in my demesne.

“I’ve been focusing more on adapting the technique to enchantments at the moment,” he admitted when I remarked on his progress. “So far, I’ve been able to get an enchantment to recycle about ten percent of the mana used, but in a different way. It’s kind of like how we’d build part of the enchantment to make it self-sustaining through the environmental mana it could harvest, except it’s sort of harvesting from itself as the mana cycles through it.”

“Sort of an efficiency upgrade,” I said.

“Kind of the same principles, except it’s not scaling down the mana being used, just reclaiming it before it can disappear.”

“Wouldn’t that increase the total amount of mana the enchantment needs to function in the first place?” I asked.

Querit nodded eagerly. “Exactly! It’s reclaiming about half the mana used, but it costs so much more to begin with that the actual net savings is only a fraction of that. I’m trying to figure out a way to boost the reclamation amount now.”

“Because if we can get it to one hundred percent, then it won’t really matter how much it costs to do it,” I finished for him.

“Assuming the initial cost doesn’t become prohibitive, yes.”

“I like it. It’s a good line of reasoning. Have you started trying to apply the process to inscriptions or alchemical work yet?”

“Not yet. I considered enchantments to be the most viable discipline for experimentation, and also the most useful.”

“Inscription is better now,” I said. “Without ambient mana, enchantments run a risk of starving and breaking easily.”

“Hmm, yes. I hadn’t thought of that,” Querit said with a thoughtful frown. “Still, I think the same principles should work, and enchantments are easier to work with. Once the process has been refined, I can draft a rune script to do the same thing and start testing how to integrate it.”

“How much faster would this all go if you had your research frame?” I asked.

“Immensely,” the golem told me. “I’ve been making some simple tools by hand, but it’s a tedious process and it doesn’t give me even a fraction of the versatility a full frame would.”

I debated whether or not to introduce Querit to my crucible. If there was anyone who could learn to use it quickly, it’d be a golem designed to be a lab assistant. It would be useful, no doubt, perhaps even to the point that it allowed him to recreate some of his frames if we could find the right material.

It came down to a matter of trust. Querit had asked for it, and so far, he’d done nothing to abuse what little I’d given him. If anything, he seemed eager to please. But I’d learned from bitter experience that a person could act perfectly trustworthy for months or years until they finally wormed their way into a position to properly betray me.

As soon as he figured out lossless casting to the point where he could operate indefinitely outside the petrified forest, I’d lose a massive amount of leverage over him. That was probably the point where I’d find out how trustworthy he really was. If he disappeared in the night, well, I’d have my answer. I doubted he’d try to destroy anything on his way out, but not being able to use any sort of mental magic to read his thoughts did make it harder to predict his motivations and plans.

How much damage could Querit actually do? He could betray the location of my demesne to Ammun’s forces and possibly sabotage the mysteel defensive array on his way out. He didn’t know about New Alkerist or my family there, so they were safe for the moment. My private workshops and labs were still unknown to him, and my wards would have alerted me if he’d been snooping around looking for them.

If I gave him access to the crucible, that was something valuable that could easily be broken. He probably already suspected its existence, given how quickly I’d fabricated that controller frame for him to use, but he didn’t know where it was, which made it safe. However, if it turned out that Querit was a long-term ally that I didn’t need to worry about betraying me, the sooner he was able to make the tools he needed, the sooner he’d produce the results I needed.

I wasn’t the kind of person who liked to take unnecessary risks, but then, this wasn’t really unnecessary. I was competing against Ammun and an entire tower of resources and staff. What he’d almost accomplished in those eight facilities would have taken me a decade to do if I’d devoted my time to nothing but manufacturing those pieces. He’d managed it in barely two years, and there was no telling what else he was also working on at the same time.

The simple truth of it was that I was never going to be able to keep up, and if I was going to fight against Ammun and win, I needed to advance my core to stage nine as quickly as possible. Querit could help me do that, at least for the moment. Right now, gaining access to a mana resonance point was the bottleneck. That was what I needed to focus on, and the sooner Querit fixed his own issues, the sooner he could work on mine.

“I can help with your tool issue,” I said. “After we’re done here, I’ve got something to show you.”

“Oh? Do you have some cache of ancient tools you also recovered when you found me?”

“Not exactly.”

The golem gave me an inquisitive look, but I ignored him and landed at the next pillar. “We’ll talk about it later,” I said. “One project at a time.”
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“Ah! A crucible. And… not the most advanced I’ve ever seen, but it should work for what I need,” Querit said as he circled around the rune-covered pillars. “Where did you find this?”

“I made it about six years ago, then transported it here after I settled in this valley.”

“You really do have all the best toys,” Querit told me. “I cannot wait to see your alchemy equipment.”

“Let’s see what you can do with this first,” I said. “What kind of raw materials do you need to start fabricating your tools?”

“Can this thing cut steel?”

“Easily.”

“Then lots of that. Maybe a bit of copper spooled as wire.” Querit paused to think. “Tin sticks. I imagine those will be easy to transmute. I wouldn’t mind a bit of living stone to experiment with, but I understand if you don’t want your demesne damaged.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” I said. “In the meantime, I’m going to give the mysteel system a test run. You should probably be on standby to assist with that in case anything goes wrong.”

“I can do that. I’ll just start sketching out the rune scripts for a few of the tools I need while I wait.”

“I’d love to see those when you’re done,” I told the golem.

Perhaps he was naïve, or perhaps he was just putting on an act, but he nodded eagerly. If total transparency in his work was his play to keep me trusting him, it was a good one. It would be harder to sneak anything potentially disruptive into his crucible work if I oversaw everything he did.

“Alright, get ready for the test run,” I said as I left the room.

I activated the pillars, allowing each to pull mana from my demesne. They took far more than any simple ward stone could hope to match, so much so that the ambient mana grew thin and I briefly wondered if I’d find Querit a lifeless doll on the floor. But then they reached minimum capacity and started up. A divination field extended out over the valley, one designed to give the system an early warning and conserve mana until it was needed.

I spent the rest of the day measuring the mana draw before powering the system down. Even functioning at bare minimum, it was just too expensive to keep running indefinitely. If I knew an attack was incoming, I could reactivate it as a defensive measure, which was better than nothing, but not what I’d been trying to achieve.

No matter how much my capabilities grew, I never had enough mana to do everything I wanted. Hopefully, Querit’s experiments would prove successful, and I could streamline the enchantments on the valley to completely negate the load on the ember blooms powering them. Even that would only be a step in the right direction, but I’d long since given up turning the valley into a new Night Vale. I couldn’t even get the original ember bloom to drop any sort of seeds so that I could make an attempt to grow more of them, though I suspected that was at least in part because this really wasn’t the environment it was supposed to grow in. The cuttings I’d taken had worked as a substitute, but they weren’t exactly healthy and robust.

With my experiments concluded for the moment, I spent the next week working closely with Querit to speed up his own progress. At no point did he ever do anything suspicious or have an explanation for his actions that didn’t make sense. It seemed more and more foolish to continue to distrust him, but I couldn’t make myself let go of that feeling, and he could tell.

Neither of us brought it up, however. We just kept working, every step bringing us closer to a complete solution to his mana issues. Then, one day, almost by accident, we figured it out, and Querit was able to exist indefinitely on a set amount of mana.

“What will you do now?” I asked.

“Well, about that…” he began. “How would you feel about helping me out with something?”
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“Idon’t want to commit to anything,” I said. “There’s a lot going on right now, and it’s all kind of time-sensitive.”

“I understand, but hear me out.”

Querit cast a quick illusion spell, and a cityscape appeared between us right at waist level. “This is Derro as I remember it,” he explained. “From what I can tell, the aboveground portion is mostly the same layout, though it’s in bad shape. Below that is the city sewers, and below that is the sub-plate that the real infrastructure sits on.”

As he spoke, the illusion divided itself into three pieces, with the aboveground and sewer sections rising up out of the way to leave the sub-plate. It was an impressively complete map, detailing what was probably a thousand miles of tunnels and chambers bored out of the bedrock beneath the city.

“Here is where the central city pillar sat, the room you found me in,” Querit said.

“Yes, I remember. You showed me this when I went digging for your frames.”

“Right, and you checked the places I pointed you to where my other frames were stored, but as I understand it, you didn’t look anywhere else?”

“I had other concerns,” I said. “Why, where do you want to look now?”

Twenty different spots lit up on the map, one after another, all of them scattered in every direction. “These are places I think could hold something valuable. Some of them held mana banks of various types. Some were workshops full of delicate and valuable equipment. A few were libraries and archives which are hopefully preserved well enough that they’re still intact.”

“Those could all justify the time and expense of an expedition,” I said, “but is any of it truly necessary right now?”

“Just one spot,” Querit told me. “This one, here. This was Professor Velder’s private quarters. Tucked away in his personal library are all his notes on creating artificial mana resonance points.”

I frowned. “I thought you already knew everything there was to know on the subject.”

“I know everything the professor taught me. That does not mean I know everything he knew, and to be honest, we’re adapting the spells to fit this new environment anyway. It’s likely we’ll hit a few stumbling blocks along the way, and the research left behind here might provide us with valuable insights on how to navigate those problems.”

That was a dubious claim to me. Querit had explained how the project would advance, and I’d already accounted for several spots that would need to be adapted for a mana-starved environment. It was possible we’d run into problems I hadn’t foreseen, but it seemed like it would be better to proceed until we were stymied, and only then go looking for outside help.

There was also the fact that the golem claimed they’d managed to manufacture several resonance points back in his time, which meant that the process worked from start to finish. The only issue should be adapting it to our modern environment, which meant that his fake father’s notes probably wouldn’t provide solutions to any of the problems we’d run into.

“Do you honestly think we need these notes, or do you just want an excuse to find out what happened to everyone when the moon fell out of the sky and destroyed the city?” I asked.

“I…” Querit trailed off and let out a heavy sigh. “Maybe we can figure it out on our own, but it wouldn’t hurt to go check, would it? And yes, I’m hoping to find some answers to my own mysteries. What’s so wrong about that?”

“There’s nothing wrong with that,” I said. “I did something similar when I reincarnated into this body. But I really don’t have the time to run fool’s errands right now.”

“I helped you break Ammun’s machines,” Querit pointed out. “You said that’d give you at least a year. You can’t spare a few days out of a whole year?”

“I don’t know,” I told him bluntly. “Maybe I can. Maybe I can’t. All I can do is prepare as best I can and hope that I do it well enough that when Ammun does make his move, he doesn’t destroy me.”

“And you’ll do it faster if I’m helping you. Just think of how much time you’ll save with me working for you over the next year. It’s way more than you’ll spend helping me do this one thing right now.”

He had a point, and it wasn’t like taking a few days to help him dig was going to halt my demesne’s mana generation. I’d be out some research time, but ultimately, making enough mana to forge the resonance point was going to be the longest part of the project.

“Fine, fine. You win.” I held up my hands in surrender. “Give me a day to get things set up here, and we’ll go digging in the sand.”

“Thank you!” Querit said. “I promise, we’ll find plenty of useful stuff. You won’t be disappointed.”

“Don’t make promises you can’t keep. You have no idea what’s still left down there or what condition it’s in.”

“Well that’s just not true. I’ve been scrying the area quite extensively.”

“And what have you found?”

“Mostly a lot of sand worms,” the golem admitted. “Actually, a rather disturbing amount. I’ve got some speculations that the moon chunk that wrecked the city might have also cracked the foundation it was built on, which let in a whole underground ecosystem.”

“Good theory,” I offered. “And another time, I might be interested in discussing it, but if we’re going to do this, I have work to take care of.”

“Right. Of course. I understand. I should get my own affairs in order,” Querit said. “I’ll leave you to it, then.”

He rushed off, leaving me standing by myself as his illusion started to dissolve into motes of light. I sighed and shook my head, then teleported back to my own workshops. I needed to use up some of the mana building in my demesne if I was going to be gone for so many days in a row, and I had a hundred different projects I could spend it on.
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“Where are we?” Querit asked when the teleport ended. “I don’t recognize this room.”

“One of the smaller pillars was here,” I said. “This was as close as I could get to where you think your professor’s personal rooms were.”

The room was partially collapsed, the entire north half filled with sand held back by a wall of stone I’d transmuted to keep it out of the way. In the center of the room was a pit six feet deep left over from my excavation of the mysteel pillar that had formerly graced the chamber with its presence.

“There should be a tunnel leading out of here behind all that sand,” Querit said.

“The only thing behind the sand is more sand,” I told him. “You’re going to be digging the whole way through.”

“I think you mean we’ll be digging.”

“No, I don’t. You’ll be digging. I’ll be keeping the monsters from eating you.”

“Oh…” Querit eyed the huge retaining wall holding back the sand and sighed. “That’s probably a good division of labor.”

“How are you planning on doing it?” I asked.

“Force spells, mostly.”

I shook my head. “You’re going to bury us alive. I thought you knew about architecture.”

“What? Why would you think that?”

“You know so much about the city and how it’s built.”

“I know where things were built, not the techniques used in their construction.”

I considered the golem gravely and wondered what the odds were of him getting me killed down here. I was going to have to show him how to properly excavate at least the first tunnel to make sure he did the rest right.

“Okay, there are two steps. First is material removal, then structural reinforcement. Transmutations are safest for both, since you can turn the loose dirt and sand into retaining walls and support beams. It’s slow going, but it’s the only safe way to do it.”

“What if something attacks us?” he asked.

“Then you let me handle it. I can kill anything down here without bringing the tunnel down on our heads. You know how to cast sand to granite?”

“Yes, of course.”

I nodded. “Let’s start there then. We’ll float up to the top of the room and I’ll split this wall. Gravity can take some of the sand out of our way before we start working.”

The two of us levitated up to the ceiling and I broke down the wall. Tons of sand and dirt spilled out, filling in the hole I’d left from removing the mysteel pillar and half of the rest of the room on top of it. I created giant scoops of force and started digging, and after a moment’s hesitation, Querit joined me.

“I thought you said we’d be transmuting to dig,” he said.

“As soon as we’re in the tunnel. This room is a big stone box. It’s already stable.”

After a few minutes of work, we dug out enough sand to see the entrance to what had at one time been a hallway. Now it was just hard-packed dirt and sand. “There’s no point in following the old floor plan,” I said. “Figure out a straight line to where we want to go and we’ll dig directly to it.”

Querit didn’t need to summon a map to get the correct angle, and within a minute he was chaining transmutation spells one after another. I joined him, mostly to ensure that everything was being done properly and to help speed things up. Once I picked up the first worm coming in with earth sense, though, I had to shift priorities.

“Take two steps back,” I ordered.

“What? Why?” he asked, looking back over his shoulder at me.

I reached out and hauled on his collar, dragged him back out of the way just in time to avoid having one of the sand worms come up and bite down on his leg. A quick force cleave spell split it apart before it could dive back underground.

“That’s why.”

“Oh,” he said with a nervous laugh. “That was a lot bigger than I was expecting it to be.”

“Really?” I asked. It seemed about average from what I’d seen of the breed.

“They’re usually a quarter that size.”

I thought he said he’d been scrying this area. Whatever he was using must not have been very good if he was surprised by how big the worms were.

“Take a few more steps back behind me,” I said. “There are a few more coming in now.”

I slaughtered them one after another while Querit watched, slack-jawed. “Why are they all so big?” he demanded, as if I had the answer.

“I don’t know. They just are. I don’t sense anything else coming our way, so get back to work.”

“There must be a reason for it,” he murmured. “Some sort of mutation in their past, maybe? Perhaps the moon fragment caused it.”

“I already recovered the piece of moon that dropped onto Derro,” I said. “It doesn’t have any mana coming off it now, and it probably never did.”

“Oh no, I remember when we detected it coming down on us. It was only a few weeks back for me. It was ablaze with mana, all hundred feet of it.”

“Hundred? It’s not even a tenth of that.”

Maybe it had shattered on impact and the other pieces had been taken away. Perhaps they’d left the chunk I’d found because, without any mana in it, the survivors had never discovered it. No, it had been very conspicuously located at the bottom of its own crater, what was now a huge underground lake.

Maybe the locals hadn’t carted off the chunks of moon core that could still make mana. Maybe something else had, some monster from the deep, a sand worm progenitor. If that chunk of moon rock was still buried underground and making enough mana to cause thousands and thousands of sand worms to grow to colossal sizes, it might be worth digging to see if I could find it.

“I think mucking around down here could pay off after all,” I said.

Querit paused in his work to peer at me, then muttered, “Why does that make me so nervous all of a sudden?”
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Querit agreed with my theory after I explained it, though he didn’t seem all that excited about it. Considering that I’d potentially gain a huge source of mana generation and kill a whole hell of a lot of the sand worms plaguing the area that he was actively digging through, I’d expected him to care a bit more.

“Oh, it’s not because I think you’re wrong,” the golem said. “It’s because you’ll never find it. These monsters could dig very, very deep back when they were normal sized. Now that they’re all huge like this, I don’t even want to consider how far under the surface they’ve gone. And the smaller ones always end up closest to the open air. It’s more than likely that if you go down another mile or two, you’ll find some big enough to swallow you whole.”

“I’m not worried about fighting them, no matter how big they get, but you’ve got a point on the locating problem. Still, if there is a huge chunk of moon core buried somewhere down here, it should be emitting mana, which should make it a lot easier to find.”

“Unless some enormous sand worm has wrapped itself around the thing and is eating the mana as fast as it can,” Querit pointed out. “Or worse, eaten it.”

“Eaten it?” I asked. “You said this chunk of moon was a hundred feet wide. How big are these damn worms?”

The golem just shrugged. “I’m merely speculating on the possibilities.”

“No one’s saying it’s going to be easy, but I think it’s worth a little effort to determine the viability.”

“I won’t try to stand in your way, but I would appreciate if you stuck around long enough for me to reach the professor’s old chambers.”

I wondered exactly how much would be left of them at this point. Thousands of tons of sand filling every hallway and room in this underground complex was hard on the furnishings, and having enormous worm monsters roaming around wasn’t doing anyone any favors. Even if there had been some enchantments protecting things, they’d surely have failed by now.

Then again, the civilization that had built all of this did have a tendency to build things to last. Even after a thousand years, there were still a few wisps of mana here or there, which was surprising since the worms should have gotten into those remaining enchantments a long time ago. Only the durability of the construction of certain rooms had kept them out. Perhaps Professor Velder’s suite had been given the same treatment.

It took us four hours of work to finally reach it, lengthened only slightly when Querit realized we’d accidentally passed underneath the room and had to calculate the correct exit a few hundred feet back. Eventually, we ran into a steel wall, a sight which pleased the golem to no end.

“Now we just need to cut through this and we’re in,” he said happily.

“Should be easy enough as long as there are no lingering wards, which I’m not sensing.”

“It is six inches thick, though.”

“Really? Why?”

Querit just shrugged. “I didn’t build it. This’ll probably take me a few minutes to make a door. Would you mind watching for monsters?”

“Sure,” I said. I settled back to wait while Querit worked, my mind split between keeping track of earth sense and the other divinations I was running and considering the best place to look for a chunk of stolen moon core.

The original impact site was the underground lake. I’d already confirmed that by diving down to the bottom years ago and recovering the chunk of moon rock there. If there’d been more at the time, and presumably not underwater, then it would have been taken from there.

As far as I could tell, the sand worms couldn’t easily dig through rock. If they couldn’t do it now, they certainly wouldn’t have been able to back when they were all relatively tiny. Depending on the ground composition, I might be able to trace a trail downward from the bottom of the impact site to wherever the worm’s main colony was.

That wouldn’t necessarily lead me to the moon core, however. At best, it would lead me to where the worms used to live a thousand years ago. If I managed to find that spot, there was every possibility that they’d have long since moved on, and I’d just have to hope I could keep following a century-old trail.

That plan wasn’t going to work. It relied on too many assumptions, and the odds of it failing at any given step were far too high. I needed something cleverer, and I thought I knew exactly what that something was.

“Scrying beacons,” I announced, surprising Querit and causing him to look back at me.

“What about them?”

“I’ll build a few steel balls with scrying beacons sealed inside and a coating of mana on the outside. Then I’ll feed them to the worms around here so I can track where they go. Most of them will end up wasted, but I can keep track and, sooner or later, one of them will lead me to the rest of the colony where the moon core is.”

“Huh. Well, it could work, I suppose. Do you have a way of preventing the monsters from eating the mana right out of the beacons and destroying them?”

“I have a few ideas. I’ll need to experiment.”

I might also need to figure out how long a giant sand worm’s digestive tract was, though that might end up being a nonissue. As long as they still had mana in them, there was every possibility the worm would simply eat it again after shitting it out. The real challenge would be keeping the beacon intact.

I scooped up a chunk of steel Querit had discarded from the wall as he slowly forced his way through and transmuted it into a perfect hollow sphere four inches wide, then split it open. Inscriptions on the inside would probably be the best way to physically protect the beacon from being destroyed by the rigors of a sand worm’s intestines.

For the actual beacon itself, I could hide it with an aura of untraceability, though that would only last for a day or so unless I made some serious effort to extend it. The problem there was that the spell had harsh diminishing returns, requiring more than double the mana just to get a few extra hours out of it.

I shook my head and smiled. It wasn’t even that expensive of a spell to begin with. I could afford the inefficiency. Then I bit back a sigh. I could afford the inefficiency on one unit, but I was planning on making hundreds of them. If this plan didn’t work, I’d be out a significant chunk of mana, multiple master-tier spells’ worth.

There was no point in worrying about it before I’d even tested it. Using a transmutation spell, I carved away steel from the inner curve, adjusting the rune shape to account for the fact that I wasn’t working on a flat surface. Once I was done, I fused both halves back together and used a minor divination to confirm everything was lined up properly inside. Then I powered the inscription, threw an aura of untraceability over it, and infused mana into the outside of the orb.

Querit paused in his own work again and said, “Clever. How long will it last?”

“A single day,” I told him. “I want to make sure it works at all before I waste time and mana manufacturing hundreds of them.”

I gave the sphere an underhand throw that sent it a hundred feet down the tunnel. It rolled out of sight, following the downward slope we’d accidentally made, and waited for a worm to come along and eat it. I’d killed everything in the immediate area already, but it wouldn’t take long before something new showed up.

“I’ve got a small opening carved into this wall,” Querit told me. “It should only take another ten minutes or so.”

I waved a hand and slashed through the steel with force magic in the outline of an eight-foot door frame, then pulled the steel into my phantom space to be recycled later. Querit gaped at me for a second, then annoyance flashed across his face.

“You could have saved me some work!”

“I was busy with something else. I thought you’d get through it on your own faster than you did.”

I cast a light spell and sent the orb into the newly-revealed room. There wasn’t much to see at first, not with all the dust in the air, but that was easy enough to filter out. Once I’d cleaned the place up, I got my first look inside.

Old, faded carpets covered the floor, possibly a vibrant red once upon a time, but now more the color of dried, sun-bleached blood. A bed dominated the room, far too large for a single person to need. The sheets, now threadbare and rotted, had been kicked down to the bottom, and pillows were strewn haphazardly about the room, with only a handful still on the bed itself.

There was a writing desk in one corner with stacks of yellowed parchment and a few ink wells that had long since dried out. More papers were scattered across the floor, along with the nibs of dozens of quills.

“Your professor was a bit disorganized,” I remarked.

“He was a slob,” Querit corrected, his lips pursed as he surveyed the mess. “Every few days, I’d have to come in and clean the place up. Obviously, I didn’t get to it before… everything.”

“I hope he was more diligent with his research than he was with his personal quarters.” He’d almost have to be to have built a golem like Querit.

“That I kept strictly organized. Come on, it’s just through that door on the far side.”

We stepped into the room and I noted the golem had done an excellent job of placing our makeshift entrance between furniture. A few feet in either direction and I’d have been knocking over either a wardrobe or a standing shelf to make room. I eyed the shelf up, noting the various curios scattered across it.

“The professor was a collector?” I asked, gesturing to my left.

“Something like that, though it’s probably not what you think. He was known to become fascinated with random things, especially objects with rich history that he could divine. Those are bribes from politicians trying to swing his vote on city policy that he kept as tokens to laugh about later. None of them were what he considered to be interesting.”

“Politics.” I practically spat the word out.

“Necessary bureaucracy,” Querit corrected.

It wasn’t worth the argument, especially not over a culture that had mostly died out a thousand years ago. Their descendants were pale imitations of the greats of Querit’s time, not even able to fathom the works the ancient mages had achieved, let alone replicate them.

I followed the golem through the mess of Velder’s bedroom and through a slightly cleaner receiving room, though that too needed the dust cleared from the air. After that, we came to the library, which was happily just as organized as Querit had claimed it would be.

Keeper would have choked with envy if she’d known such a trove of information was under her feet this whole time. Even I was interested in what magical secrets might be hidden in these books. It was obvious that knowledge had advanced in the thousand years between my demise and Ammun’s foolish actions, and I was eager to catch up on what I’d missed.

Before I could dive into that, something else caught my attention. “Ah, we’re in luck,” I said. “Something picked up my scrying beacon. It’s moving to the east and holding strong. Looks like I’ll be making more of them and hoping they lead me to a broken moon core.”

Querit just shook his head and went back to looking through the brittle old tomes.
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Sand worms weren’t that smart – something I’d known intellectually but hadn’t really internalized until I’d wasted two hours following my scrying beacon around as the worm crawled through the sand and dirt in great circles, accomplishing absolutely nothing as far as I could tell.

It did confirm for me that they definitely had a mana source somewhere, else they’d have all starved to death given how little sustenance there actually was in the desert sands over a mile below the surface. It was either that or I’d been mistaken about classifying them as monsters. The line between monster and magical animal could get quite blurry, but the way they’d attacked me in suicidal droves when they’d sensed mana coming from me had indicated that the species fell firmly on the monster side of things.

“I might need to seed some of these beacons deeper into the ground,” I mused. “That or I just got unlucky with an exceptionally stupid worm.”

“They’re worms. What were you expecting?” Querit asked. He dropped another stack of books on the table I was sitting at. “These ones, too.”

I swept them up into my phantom space and said, “You know I’ve got enough room to take this entire library, right? And I know they look like worms, but I was expecting something this big to be a bit smarter. There’s more to them than a wriggly, mobile stomach, isn’t there?”

“I don’t know. They weren’t a problem before the moon fell. There was a thick layer of bedrock beneath the city that must have protected us from them. You had to go fifty miles out into the desert to even have a chance of running into something like that.”

Oddly, I hadn’t encountered anything like these sand worms anywhere other than deep under Derro. The closest I’d gotten were their rock worm cousins up in the mountains. Admittedly, I hadn’t gone digging in random spots in the wastes for them, but I’d used plenty of mana. Maybe they didn’t come to the surface anywhere now, or maybe they’d all been drawn to this particular area to feed on the moon core chunk.

Anything that hadn’t or couldn’t make it here in time might have starved and died off centuries ago. It was only a theory, but it made sense. More importantly, if I was right, it was yet more evidence that the sand worms fell firmly into the ‘monster’ category, and that they’d only survived because there was a powerful source of mana buried somewhere down here.

While I waited for Querit to sort through the books to decide what he wanted and what was irrelevant, a chore he insisted on doing right here and now, I idly built a second beacon and stored it away in my phantom space. When that didn’t kill enough time, I made a third and a fourth one. Eventually, I ran out of patience.

“It’s time to wrap this up,” I announced. “Anything you haven’t gotten around to sorting through yet can come with us.”

“But-”

“Give me just one good reason why this needs to be done in this dusty old chamber,” I said. “A good reason, mind you, not something like nostalgia or honoring your sort-of-father’s memory.”

“I just wanted to leave his home as intact as I could,” Querit said. “What’s so wrong about that?”

“I’m heading back to the valley to make more of these scrying beacons. If you need more time to sort through things, then you can stay here and I’ll pick you up when I come back.”

“But what about the worms? They could attack me.”

“You can’t defend yourself?” I asked.

“From one or two, but I don’t regenerate mana like a human.”

“I thought you’d mastered lossless casting.”

“Not for advanced spells! And you know that,” Querit said.

“Fine, I’ll seal up the hole we made and teleport straight back here tonight after I’m done with my worm bait project. You’ll be as safe in these rooms as everything else that’s been locked away in here for centuries.”

Querit reluctantly agreed to that, though it was obvious he wasn’t happy with the idea. I made a mental note to teach him how to build a phantom space so he could shove his various combat frames into it. If I had to babysit him every time he left my demesne, his usefulness was going to drop sharply. What was really surprising to me was how timid he’d turned out to be. He’d held his own against five other mages long enough for me to get there and help; I wouldn’t have thought a bunch of stupid sand worms would have scared him so much.

“For what it’s worth, I know you could handle a couple sand worms,” I said. “You fought worse not that long ago.”

“I appreciate your confidence in my skills, but I’m not a battle mage.”

“I know that you can cast spells that don’t have the runes carved into your core,” I said. “You’re able to freely manipulate mana into any spell you like. You have a memory that beats any human’s. There’s nothing stopping you from becoming an archmage in your own right.”

Querit appeared startled by the idea, as if it had never occurred to him to learn anything outside of what someone else had told him to. Maybe it hadn’t. His thinking was driven by an extraordinarily complex sequence of rune structures that did an incredible job of mimicking human behavior, but in the end, he was still a golem.

Treating him like a person may have been the wrong tactic, but it was difficult not to when he looked and acted like one most of the time. Because he was already capable of casting advanced-tier spells, which made him a better mage than just about anyone else on this whole island, it was also easy to treat him as a contemporary, someone I could rely on when I needed an assistant.

“The mana cost—” Querit began.

“—Will be irrelevant once you fully master lossless casting,” I finished for him.

“You haven’t even mastered it!”

“We’ll work on it together, but later. I have something else to take care of right now.”

I left then, a new teleportation beacon hidden in the suite and the steel wall reshaped to fill in the gap. It was an inch thinner, but that would still be plenty to protect Querit. After I was done, I tossed the new scrying beacon orbs out for the worms, then teleported myself back to my demesne.

I went to my crucible immediately and started manufacturing the orbs as quickly as I could. I also put together a special tank filled with liquid mana, one that I connected to the many, many orbs and which could track their positions, including depth. After sealing that closed, I stashed everything in my storage space and teleported back.

Querit jumped to his feet immediately upon my return, like an excited puppy eager to greet its owner. “You’re back!”

“Yes,” I said, frowning at him. “I was only gone for a few hours. You got the rest of the books sorted?”

“This pile here is coming with us,” he told me, gesturing to a small mountain of books as tall as he was. I eyed it up speculatively, then turned my attention to the rest of the library. About half the shelves were empty now.

“Hardly seems worth sorting them if you’re going to take that much,” I said. It took me a few minutes to pull the books in, each one being its own individual object, then I opened the steel wall back up. “I’m going for a walk around the area to distribute trackers.”

“I’ll come with you,” Querit said quickly.

“Sure, if that’ll make you happy. Do you mind if I leave this tank of liquid mana here?” I asked.

I pulled out the tank, a five-foot square glass construction reinforced with magic. The liquid mana on the inside was enchanted to take the shape of the tunnels, based on my own experience scrying them, and it had already found the tracking orbs I’d left for the worms. They existed as little pinpricks of light, moving around in the mana.

“Fascinating,” Querit muttered as he studied it. “A sympathetic connection?”

“More like an automated scryer with a heavy-duty output device. It’s not foolproof, but I don’t suspect the worms will make any attempt to shield the trackers from being detected.”

“Oh, I see. That’s a remarkably efficient and easy solution, though I can’t imagine that much liquid mana was a cheap medium to use.”

“I had it in storage for alchemy work, and I’ll reclaim it when I’m done with this project, so it’s no real loss,” I explained.

We left the room, something that seemed to cheer Querit up immediately, and started our lap around the tunnels. Every thirty or forty feet, I’d toss another tracker orb out, and occasionally I’d have to kill a few dozen worms that were more interested in us than in the bait.

“So what’s going on with you today?” I asked as I casually dissected a sand worm with a force cleave spell.

“What do you mean?”

“You look kind of depressed. Something in your master’s suite?”

“Nothing in particular. It just kind of reinforced that everything from my time is gone. I knew it already, but that wasn’t the same as seeing it.”

The personality matrix in Querit truly was a work of art, but I couldn’t say I would have made the same. Professor Velder had gone through a great amount of effort to build something that was as close to a person as it was possible to get, which was fascinating, but not really a desirable quality in a research golem.

“I do also feel like I need to remind you that I am unable to cast a teleportation spell myself,” Querit said. “It was a bit anxiety-inducing to be left behind like that – not that I ever lost faith that you’d return, of course.”

“I see. You know the recall bracelet I made for you could have pulled you out if absolutely necessary?”

“I thought that only worked in the area where we did that sabotage job.”

I shook my head. “No, I modified it to be a bit smarter about selecting teleportation beacons based on where you are. At this distance, it would just take you straight back to the valley in a single jump.”

I’d thought he’d known that already. The runes were plain as day on it, and he should have been able to read them. Admittedly, they were sandwiched between two layers of copper so that the outside appeared plain and unadorned, but that wouldn’t stop Querit’s divinations.

After another half an hour of spreading around the bait, we returned to the tracking tank to confirm everything was working. Hundreds of little dots roamed around, none converging on anything just yet or going much deeper than we already were.

“It would have been nice to get immediate results,” Querit lamented as he studied the tank with me.

“It would have, but I’m not surprised. I put in a recording spell so I can review everything whenever I have time. There are no worries about missing something crucial because I wasn’t paying attention. Everything should run for about two days before the orbs lose too much mana; hopefully we’ll have an answer by then.”

“And if not?”

“Then it’s on to the next plan. I’m convinced there’s a moon core buried deep underground here. Getting my hands on it would help immensely with getting the mana needed to form the resonance.”

I wasn’t sure if Querit really agreed with me, but he nodded anyway. I sealed up the entrance again and considered installing some hinges and a lock there for future convenience, then started casting the teleportation spell that would take us home. After a brief, unhappy glance around the last remnants of his creator’s life, Querit joined me.


Chapter
Thirty-Three



It was a matter of efficiency that I had to leave the orb tracker in the area. If it were only a single connection, it wouldn’t have made much of a difference, but with hundreds of links between the tank of liquid mana and all the orbs being ferried around by sand worms, it just wasn’t feasible to scry all of that from hundreds of miles away.

My workaround was to leave the tracker in Velder’s old rooms and scry that area so I could physically see the tank. It wasn’t as good as being there to experience the full breadth of the divinations I’d built into it, but it was good enough to leave up on my scrying mirror while I worked on other projects.

I’d known this was a bit of a longshot to begin with, that there was almost no chance of it leading me to the moon core, but I was hoping that it would at least point me in the right direction. If I assumed the prize was buried somewhere within three miles of Derro, and that tracking the sand worms could eliminate all but a sliver of that area, I’d have a much better chance of finding it when I started digging.

So far, that did not appear to be the case. I knew the worms weren’t surviving on the mana they could find digging through the sand a mile under the city. They had to go back to the source sooner or later. The problem was that I’d put too much mana into the bait, and now the scrying beacons were going to break before their unwitting carriers got hungry enough to go back home.

I was almost certainly going to have to repeat this experiment with less enticing bait and hope that I struck the right balance between putting in enough mana to attract a worm but not so much that it could subsist off it for a long period of time. I was already building a small test batch that kept the beacon active for a week while having only the slightest hint of mana. The plan was to toss them out for sand worms to snatch up while using myself as bait to draw them in.

If it worked, the worms that survived would ingest the scrying orbs immediately while gaining next to no mana from them. The downside was that they cost almost twenty times as much mana to make, so I was only doing fifteen in this batch. If Querit was able to fully crack lossless enchanting and inscription, then this would all be a moot concern, and I’d have beacons that lasted practically forever at no real cost.

That hadn’t happened yet, and I couldn’t afford to delay my plans indefinitely in the hopes that he figured it out eventually. If things went so poorly that I still hadn’t found the moon core by the time he finished his research, I’d have bigger problems to worry about.

Something flickered across the divination ward surrounding the valley, so brief that I couldn’t tell what it was. I turned my attention away from the steel I’d been shaping in my crucible to focus fully on my wards and quickly spotted what had gotten my attention.

It was a large group of people, the exact number hidden from me by their own defensive spells. Someone had screwed up and gotten too far out of formation, just for a second, but that was all it took for my wards to recognize that there was a mana source up in the sky a few miles northwest of my demesne. It also told me that whoever was up there was competent enough to study my own wards and figure out exactly how close they could get with the defenses they had before I noticed.

Unfortunately for them, now that I had noticed them, they were well inside my range. I just needed to start looking manually to lock onto their position. My mysteel pillar defense was a mere thought away from activation, but I wanted them to get just a little bit closer so I could prevent them from escaping once I counter-ambushed them.

“Querit,” I said as I opened a new scrying channel to the workshop he’d taken over. “We have uninvited guests. I sincerely doubt they’re here for any good reason, so now would be a good time to climb into one of your combat frames.”

“You know that I don’t really have any experience actually using those, right?” he asked with a slight quaver. Apparently, that scuffle with those mages outside of Ammun’s tower had killed any confidence he had in his own abilities.

“I’m not expecting you to fight. The frame is just to protect you from any stray shots that might go in your direction. You should get as deep underground as you can. Take anything valuable and portable with you.”

While we were talking, I finished my own scrying and located a distortion in the light near where my wards had detected the clumsy mage. “Found them,” I muttered. At that range, it would be difficult to pull them all in, but it looked like they were taking their time up there, possibly setting up some sort of massive ritualized group attack.

One of the nice things about defending a demesne was that it was very easy and somewhat cheap to teleport around inside of it. In a blink, I was gone from my crucible and standing at the very edge of the valley, now invisible and undetectable. The genius loci that had formed when I’d bonded the stretch of land to me could only rise so far from the ground, but it was more than enough to get me close to the interlopers.

Though they themselves remained outside my demesne, they’d made too many mistakes that I could capitalize on, the biggest one being not repositioning themselves after one of their number had slipped up. By the same token, keeping a master-tier spell hidden until it was finished was almost impossible to do under normal conditions.

This particular spell, however, was very quick to cast. It took only three seconds to put it together, and another five to select the location to detonate it, then a mass dispel went off in the middle of their formation. Their camouflaging barrier was stripped away instantly, along with their levitation spells. As one, they started falling from the sky.

Some of them panicked. They accomplished nothing productive for the first few seconds of their unanticipated dive, flailing their arms and legs wildly as the wind streamed past them. Others were smarter, reflexively casting the spells they’d need to save their lives almost before they started to fall. And three of them were so powerful that they didn’t budge from their positions in the sky, their spells so strong that the mass dispel wasn’t able to break them.

The ones that fell below were immediately trapped as I mentally activated my defense pillars. The magic pulled them the rest of the way down to the ground, where my demesne was waiting for them. Twelve of my attackers were instantly transported to prison cells I’d made, boxes of solid draw stone that would fight their occupants to take every last scrap of mana. They wouldn’t be very effective against a good mage, but they’d hinder an amateur enough to hold them for at least a few minutes.

Five mages managed to save themselves from my ambush by casting flying spells and keeping out of range of my demesne, but I ignored those for the moment. The mysteel pillars were completely visible now, and their automated defensive spells were busy shooting blasts of elemental energy with surprising accuracy given how fast their targets were moving.

The three remaining mages ignored the fight going on below them to focus on me. None of them were fooled by my own invisibility or divination blockers, which was no real surprise at the distance we were working at. It was nearly impossible to hide from a competent diviner who knew I was there at such a short range.

The same was true for them, and now that the battle was starting, I got my first good look at the trio. I vaguely recognized one of them as an elite who’d fought against me when Ammun first woke up, the one with the strong defensive magic. The other two were unknown, but presumably were equally powerful. One or both of the remaining mages were probably specialized into conjurations. It seemed to be how their cells operated.

This fight wasn’t like the last one. I was in my demesne here. I’d had plenty of time to prepare, so much so that almost their entire group was losing just to my automated defenses. When the barrier specialist raised a hand to create a sphere of force magic around the trio, sneering the whole time, I simply smiled back and summoned a hundred force lances to surround the sphere from every angle.

The lances launched themselves with outrageous speed all at the same time. Within moments, the barrier shattered, and if it took eighty or ninety lances to do that, it didn’t matter. There were plenty left to skewer the mages who’d thought they could shelter inside. The barrier mage managed to raise a secondary defense that flashed in and out of existence in less than a second, but it stopped all but two of the remaining lances. Those sliced through flesh, ripping out skin and muscle while trailing streamers of blood.

The one who’d gotten lucky and avoided being skewered, a tall, skinny man whose head was wrapped in some kind of scarf that left only his eyes visible, started loudly chanting as he waved his hands dramatically. I couldn’t help but gawk in surprise as he audibly called out the runes he was putting together to make his spell. That was just asking to be countered.

Was it some kind of diversion? Did he need me focused on him so that someone else could pull something off? Surely, he couldn’t be this incompetent? Nothing I was seeing suggested this was anything other than what it appeared to be: a clumsy attempt to harm me while his companions did their best to recover from the wounds they’d just taken.

I sent a tendril of mana out to break the spell anyway, then followed it with multiple blasts of fire. The barrier mage saw what I was doing and fought through the pain of his injury to put up new defenses, a heat ward to keep their whole group safe and a kinetic shield to block the concussive force of my spells.

While he was doing that, I started casting a master-tier spell, one I hadn’t had occasion to use in years. Fancifully named Chill of the Infinite Void, it was the opposite of a fireball. Its primary effect was to pull every last scrap of heat out of an area, which could flash freeze anyone caught inside it. Given the properties of the heat ward my enemies were surrounded in, it would be even more effective than usual.

Ice formed in the air in great clumps and started raining down below, where a stray projectile caught one of the mages busy dodging my mysteel pillars’ energy attacks. The mage was caught completely unaware and started spinning out of control as he spiraled down to the ground. That was a nice little bonus to my attack, but not something I had intended.

Up above me, the three master mages—or possibly just two, all things considered—were fully caught in the attack. Blabbermouth succumbed to it immediately, but the barrier mage had some reactive measures on his person that were fighting to keep him alive. Instead of being a person-shaped ice sculpture, he was merely entombed in a huge block of it, one which was perhaps too heavy for his flight spell to hold up.

The third mage was probably the smartest of the group. Whether it was the surge of mana as I built the spell that tipped him off or something else, he fled using a short distance instant teleport that took him about a mile away from the fight. Rather than stop there, he continued flying north as fast as his magic could carry him.

Part of me wanted to chase him down, but I had far too many captives that, given sufficient time, could break free of their prisons. Fortunately, I had a solution. I cast a simple divination spell and reached out a few hundred miles to the north.

“Grandfather,” I spoke through my magic, “I was wondering if I could get you to send one of your people out on an errand for me.”
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Interrogating all my new prisoners was a waste of time. Other than sorting out the ones who were there voluntarily from the ones who’d been coerced into it, I learned absolutely nothing of any value. For the six I didn’t kill once I was done with them, I sent them to the same place I’d banished Laphlin to.

The two powerhouse mages who’d survived, the barrier mage and the smart one who’d fled, probably knew lots of useful information, but getting it out of them was a different matter. Both were master mages, and a mage specializing in defensive spells was a difficult nut to crack. The brakvaw had caught the runner for me, but I’d delayed picking him up until I finished with the group I already had, which meant finding a way to secure this guy before I did anything else.

With everyone else dealt with, I turned to face the reinforced block of ice I’d trapped the man in. It was riddled with cracks, held in place only by my own force magic. The mage had dispelled the ice six times now, only to trigger a trap ward that recast it each time. Fortunately, he hadn’t been able to sort through the trap’s weave to drain it.

There was a reason it was dangerous to overspecialize. He might have archmage-level defenses, but he was barely competent at everything else. It worked out well for me, however, in that he was still trapped and ready to be interrogated.

“Let’s start with something simple,” I said, knowing he could hear me through the ice. I didn’t bother to dispel it, not when keeping himself from freezing was a distraction to his own spellcasting and a constant drain on his mana. “How about you tell me your name?”

Unfortunately, my mind reading spells weren’t getting through his own mental defenses. At best, I could barely pick up thoughts he was actively directing at me, and he knew it. I got back a string of curses from him and nothing else. Trying to press deeper resulted in being blocked completely as he flexed his countermeasures to push me back.

“I think we’ve firmly established that I’m not getting any information out of your brain by force,” I told him. “Which means there are really only two options left here: either we come to some sort of agreement that we can both walk away from, or I just cut my losses and kill you. So let’s try again. What’s your name?”

‘Hebrem,’ he thought. Somehow even his thought managed to convey the idea that he sneered at me while he said it.

“There we go. Progress. So, Hebrem, let’s talk about what you want. Am I right in assuming you’re not some sort of religious zealot interested in dying for the cause? I mean, you specialize in defensive magic, which clearly shows a strong interest in self-preservation to me.”

‘You’re going to kill me anyway. Why should I help you first?’

“There’s not really much reason to. You’re not a threat to me,” I said. “You could be useful if you know something about Ammun’s plans that I don’t, and I’m perfectly happy to trade your life for that information.”

There was nowhere I could dump Hebrem that he couldn’t escape from. Barely competent he might be, that was still enough for him to fly out of any local village or town. More importantly, Ammun’s hunters had figured out where my demesne was, which meant this was only the first attack unless I did something to stop them.

‘The lich will crush you like a bug the next time the two of you face off. We saw your last battle. You barely scraped a victory, and that was against an opponent with almost no mana who’d just come out of a thousand-year hibernation. Betraying him to you seems like a bad idea.’

“Sure, I get where you’d think that. It makes sense from your point of view. Counter argument: he’s not here. I am. Do you think Ammun is going to fly a few thousand miles to rescue you before we reach the end of this conversation?”

Hebrem didn’t answer with words, but I did get a vague sense of frustration, unease, and anger all mixed together. Either he was good at controlling his emotions or, more likely, he firmed up his mental defenses quickly, because the feeling cut out after barely a second.

‘Let me out of this ice prison first.’

“Why would I do that?” I asked. “It’s keeping you occupied, and we’re still enemies.”

‘Let me out and we can talk.’

In all fairness, being trapped in a block of ice would normally be fatal, even to a fully-trained mage. It took some fairly specific countermeasures to survive something like that, which was why Hebrem was alive and one of his other companions was not. It wasn’t a master-tier spell for no reason.

“That doesn’t sound like a good idea to me. We can talk just fine like this.”

‘I can barely hear half of what you’re saying. I’m extremely cold. It’s hard to think while maintaining this spell. And besides,’ Hebrem thought to me, ‘You’ve proven I can’t beat you. There’s no way I’m going to escape. This is just pointless torture.’

“I wouldn’t call it pointless if it’s softening you up to do what I want,” I said. The mana costs to maintain the cold around Hebrem’s icy prison weren’t negligible, but with lossless casting and us being inside my demesne, I could keep him trapped indefinitely. “But I’ll meet you halfway here. I’ll let you out of the ice, then you’ll answer some questions. Or you won’t, and I’ll kill you.”

There was no mistaking the surge of hatred coming from Hebrem there. Surprisingly, there was no fear in the man. I wasn’t sure if it was sheer arrogance making him believe he’d find a way out of his predicament or if he just truly wasn’t afraid to die, but either way, it was unusual.

Did he know something I didn’t? Was that why he wasn’t worried? Or was he actually terrified, but too good and controlling his mental shields to let it slip out? If that was the case, then every emotion I felt coming from him was calculated, though I couldn’t guess what he was trying to accomplish.

My wards were fully charged and my divinations were actively scanning the area for threats. Any attempts by anyone other than me to scry or teleport into or out of the area would be contested by my defenses, and short of Ammun himself showing up, I was confident the defenses would win.

I relaxed the spells holding Hebrem’s ice prison together. About ten seconds later, the first chunk broke free and crashed to the floor, where it scattered into a hundred tiny shards of ice. Within a few seconds of that, the rest of the prison collapsed, leaving a shivering, red-faced, wet-haired Hebrem standing there glaring at me.

“Y-y-you,” he started to say, but stopped to gain control over his chattering.

I watched, one eyebrow raised, and waited patiently for him to compose himself.

Hebrem took a minute to cast a spell to dry himself off. Perhaps he knew that I’d watch him like a hawk to ensure no other magic snuck its way into that casting, or perhaps he simply cared so much about his comfort that he couldn’t help himself. Either way, it truly was simple, basic magic that did nothing more than clean him up and dry his hair.

“You,” he said again when he was done, this time with a finger jabbed in my direction for extra emphasis, “are thoroughly insufferable.”

“You know, for a guy who could very well end up dead in the next ten seconds, you sure are bold,” I pointed out.

“You’re not going to kill me,” Hebrem said.

“Why’s that?”

“Because you attacked Ammun’s secret project, set him back on it. But you don’t know what it is, or you wouldn’t have given up after your first assault.”

“What makes you think I’ve given up?” I asked.

“There’s a whole legion of diviners focused on finding you if you go anywhere near those things,” Hebrem told me. “We know you haven’t been back to make sure the damage was thorough.”

That was true. “So what is it, then? And how far back did I set production?”

“Lord Ammun isn’t telling anyone, but he’s got a lot of us involved in crafting specific pieces to his specifications. We’ve compared notes.”

“And?” I prompted. Hebrem was starting to annoy me now.

“And if I tell you, you have to let me go.”

“No. I’ve got a hundred more questions to get through. I want to know who’s on this team that’s specifically hunting for me. I want to know what the inside of the tower looks like now that most of the inhabitants have been kicked out. What else has Ammun been up to? You’re going to tell me everything if you want to walk away from this.”

“I’d never be able to hide that I betrayed a lich lord if I gave you that much information! I’ll tell you one thing only.”

“No deal,” I said. “Do you have a preference in how you die? I’m assuming you’d prefer quick and painless.”

For all his blustering, Hebrem was right about one thing – I wasn’t actually going to kill him, not yet. One way or another, I was going to get answers to my questions. It would be better for him if he gave them voluntarily, and it would save me a lot of time having to break down his mental defenses and trawl through his mind, something I didn’t want to do anyway since there was every chance I’d miss important information.

“Damn you, negotiate with me!” Hebrem snapped. “You can’t just expect me to hand over every bit of leverage I have before we even get started.”

“Oh, I see the issue,” I said. “You’re misunderstanding what’s happening here. This isn’t a negotiation. I’m going to get what I want, freely given, or you’re going to die. You get to choose which option you’d prefer.”

“Everything is a negotiation,” he said. “That’s what makes the world function. If you don’t see that⁠—”

“It’s because I am a very old, very dangerous, and very impatient monster,” I finished for him. “Negotiations are for people too weak to just take what they want.”

Something must have finally clicked for him, because for the first time, a sharp spike of fear surged through him. It hadn’t been some kind of act or deception, after all. The idiot truly just thought he was safe from harm for some reason. He was just now finally realizing that I wasn’t trying some sort of tactic or scam on him.

“Now, let’s start again. What exactly is Ammun building, and when will it be completed?”

“We think it’s some sort of tether,” Hebrem blurted out, his nerve failing him. “It’ll connect him to something, probably the Sanctum itself.”

“To let him draw mana from it directly, even if he’s not there,” I said.

Hebrem nodded. “Exactly! The components are extremely delicate to spatial distortions. It must be because the setup has to cross great distances.”

If Ammun completed it, he’d be able to roam anywhere inside the circle of those eight sites with full access to his mana. I could see why he’d put so much effort into something like that. He was effectively trapped in the tower right now, the massive amounts of mana he needed to keep his body from crumbling too much to allow him to travel more than an hour or two away at a time, not unless he wanted to bring his phylactery with him everywhere he went. Even then, it wouldn’t increase his radius enough to justify the risk.

That would make assaulting the tower all the more difficult if Ammun could leave to defend it, but it all felt underwhelming to me. There had to be more to it than just that.

“Tell me everything you can about the pieces you helped build,” I ordered. “I want to know exactly how these machines work.”
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Iended up with an entire notebook of sketches from Hebrem, who grew crankier and crankier about the work I was forcing on him with each passing minute. His mental defenses remained solidly in place throughout the entire questioning, which did make it harder for me to trust him, but I thought the information was probably genuine.

There was definitely more going on with those machines than just creating a tether to the tower. They were far more advanced than they needed to be, and also far more delicate. There was no reason to overengineer them to the point of introducing unnecessary vulnerabilities into the system, and I knew Ammun was smarter than that. It was obvious that he hadn’t told his followers everything.

My best guess was that they were vastly underestimating the range of freedom Ammun planned to claim with these devices. Just from the pieces I knew about, they seemed to scale an enormous amount, enough to cover the entire globe and then some. It just didn’t make sense, though. Why would he need that? Was it just because he could, or did it do something else besides tether him to his source of mana?

I just didn’t have enough pieces of the puzzle to come up with anything definitive. All I knew for sure was that the machines weren’t only designed to let him roam his reestablished empire freely. There was more to them, and I would likely find it much more difficult to sabotage his plans next time.

Frustrated with this line of questioning, I decided to move on. “What’s the point of this expansion operation? Killing people, taking their homes, driving refugees out? Why not integrate these towns into Ralvost if Ammun is that determined to revive the empire?”

Hebrem hesitated on that, not because he didn’t know the answer, but because he thought I wouldn’t like it. Either Ammun was doing something that was amassing him power and I needed to be worried, or Hebrem had misread the direction my moral compass pointed in.

“He… This isn’t an opinion shared by everybody, mind you. Lord Ammun’s people sheltered in the tower after Ralvost was broken. The dirt people who lived in the towns and villages outside the Sanctum… they are foreigners who came to Ralvost and took over the land.”

“I didn’t know Ammun was so… patriotic,” I said. “So it’s really as simple as not wanting anyone he considers an outsider to be part of his empire. Does he know what the word ‘empire’ even means?”

Unexpectedly, Hebrem laughed. “Several of my former colleagues made a similar argument, though worded with a bit more civility. I say former because they are no longer among the living.”

I was not surprised to find out that Ammun styled himself a God-Emperor, one with absolute and unquestionable authority. Even as an apprentice, he’d hated taking orders from anyone else. It had made him a chore to teach, but his family had been in control of a region rife with rare alchemical ingredients and had strong enough political ties that I hadn’t been willing to deal with the headache of having an entire nation declare war against me if I just took what I wanted.

“And the tower dwellers being forced out into those lands is more of the same?” I asked.

“Perhaps. Lord Ammun certainly said as much. We all suspect that he determined having thousands of mages living there had a significant impact on the amount of mana available for him to use, however. That may have motivated the decision more strongly than any feelings of patriotism you believe he has.”

I doubted that was the reason. For the moment, at least, his demesne produced more mana than he could possibly use. Perhaps he expected to strain his resources when he turned on his new machines and was preemptively relocating his forces away from his center of power, but that didn’t feel right, either. I knew how much mana the tower pulled from the world core, and I knew how much he needed to survive. It was barely a fraction of what he had available to him, and powering a few machines wouldn’t change that.

Finally, I’d finished asking all my questions. I got some answers I suspected were deliberate lies, and more answers that were admittedly guesswork, but I ended the interrogation with a much, much better understanding of what Ammun was up to. There was just one remaining detail to figure out.

“What should I do with you?” I mused out loud.

“The deal was that you would release me!”

“It certainly wasn’t. The deal was that you would answer my questions or I would kill you. There was no mention of what would happen once I was done asking those questions.”

Hebrem’s face reddened and he scowled. I could sense him start to pull mana from his core, even through his admittedly excellent shroud. “Don’t,” I warned.

“You treacherous bastard,” he hissed. “We had a deal, and now you’re going back on it?”

“I have an alternative to killing you,” I said. “But it requires your cooperation, and you’re not going to like it.”

“No.”

“You really don’t want to be saying that.”

“Whatever you’re thinking of doing to me, I’m not going to let you.”

“It’s the only way you’re getting out of here alive.”

“You’re not going to let me leave alive. I was an idiot to trust you.”

I sighed. “I will, but not as a threat to go back to my enemy and continue supporting him.”

“There’s no way to guarantee that,” Hebrem argued. “What oath could I possibly swear that you’d believe?”

“You’re correct. Nothing you can say would convince me. However, there is something that I can do to ensure you’re physically incapable of helping Ammun further.”

Hebrem’s eyes widened and he took a step back. “No, absolutely not. I’m not letting you break my mana core.”

“Either your life as a mage ends today, or just your life,” I told him.

Hebrem unleashed the spell he’d been secretly building up, but offensive conjurations weren’t his specialty. Not only did I not need any special defenses beyond my standard shield ward to protect myself, it was easy to foul up the spell just as he cast it. With a little less than ten feet between us, my counterspell was instant.

His attack, some sort of paralyzing enchantment, fizzled out. I shook my head and said, “I understand why you’d choose death over life without magic.”

Then I mentally activated the enchantments I’d placed in the room long before I’d brought Hebrem here, and everything that wasn’t me was instantly vaporized in a flash of heat and pressure. There was nothing left of the man but a single lump of polished black stone, the compressed matter of his entire body, now small enough to hold in the palm of my hand.

“I did say I’d make it quick and painless,” I told the lump.
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“Can you look these over and give me your thoughts?” I asked Querit as I dropped the notebook Hebrem had scribbled designs in onto a table. “I can’t vouch for the accuracy of everything in here, so it’s best to assume there could be some errors, intentional or otherwise.”

The golem was sitting in an underground bunker connected to his workshop inside one of his two combat frames. It was hard to tell with him hidden inside the shell, but I thought I might have surprised him with my entrance. He certainly flinched hard enough to make me suspect he hadn’t realized I was there.

“Intra-demesne teleportation,” he muttered, his voice strangely modulated from inside his frame.

“Quick, easy, and cheap,” I confirmed. “But also, I’ve been standing here for the last minute, flipping through this thing myself. I just didn’t say anything. You’re unobservant.”

“So the professor always told me,” he said dryly. “What’s this?”

“Extracted information on the machines we busted up. They’re too complex for what my prisoner thought they were used for, which was a link between Ammun and the tower that would let him roam the countryside freely. I suspect the machines have other functions he’s kept hidden from his underlings. It would be a good idea to figure out what those functions are just in case any of them threaten us.”

“Right. Uh, where’s the guy who drew all this in case I have any questions?”

I pulled the black stone out of my phantom space and set it on the table. “I don’t think he’ll be much in the mood to answer, but you’re welcome to try.”

“You killed him? Why?! I thought he answered your questions.”

“He did,” I said, “and then he tried to attack me and escape once he found out I wasn’t going to let him leave with his mana core intact. There was no way I was going to let a mage with archmage-level defensive magics return to Ammun with information about what the inside of my demesne looks like.”

“I understand, but…” Querit cut himself off and shook his head. “No, it was the right decision.”

“I’m glad you agree. I need to go pick up my other prisoner that the brakvaw captured for me and interrogate him. I’ll try to get some corroborating information about what these machines actually do so we can cross-reference these rune structures.”

Querit glanced over at the glossy black rock that used to be a human being and shuddered so hard his entire combat frame rattled. “I suppose there’s no need for me to be inside this thing anymore,” he said. The seams on the armor opened up, and a childlike Querit of no more than four feet in height stepped out. His body shifted, and he immediately shot up to something closer to six feet.

“I suggest you do some thinking about building a new frame designed for aerial skirmishing, because this isn’t going to be the last attack. Ammun has an undead dragon minion, and if he figures out how to get that over here, we’re going to be in for a hell of a fight.”

“So much to do,” Querit said. “Now a combat frame on top of that?”

“Prioritize these notes. Figuring out what Ammun’s making will help point us to the right preparations to defend against it. After that, any progress you can make on adapting lossless casting for enchantments and inscriptions would be the biggest help. If we get to the point where I need your help in a spell duel with Ammun’s forces, we’ve probably already lost anyway.”

“Then why do you want me making an aerial frame?” he asked.

“In case you need to run away.”

“Oh,” he said quietly. Maybe it hadn’t occurred to him that I might lose next time a group of hostile mages appeared. I hadn’t told him how much worse this attack could have been if not for that one mage who’d set off my divination wards by straying too far from their formation.

“I’ll leave you to it. I’ve got plenty of other projects of my own to deal with,” I told the golem. “Expect to hear from me again in a few hours.”

I teleported back across the valley to my outbound teleportation platform. Thankfully, the brakvaw had allowed me to set up a platform on Eyrie Peak, so it wouldn’t take me long to go fetch my prisoner. I wondered what Grandfather would ask for in exchange, and whether he’d want it immediately or if he’d bank the favor for later.

I also needed to see my family soon. Other than a quick scry of New Alkerist to confirm the attack had been localized to just my demesne, I hadn’t made any sort of contact with the farm town. Now that I knew Ammun had located me, I needed to take additional measures to ensure I could quickly defend both my home and theirs.

“So much to do is exactly right,” I muttered. The real question was how much time I had left to do it.


Chapter
Thirty-Six



Eyrie Peak was the largest mountain in the range by a mile. In fact, it was one of the largest I’d ever seen, its height dwarfed only by Ammun’s tower thousands of miles northwest of here. The peak of the mountain had been ripped off, leaving a relatively shallow—compared to the rest of the mountain—depression in the top. That chunk of stone was a few thousand feet overhead, floating up beyond the clouds and full of the interred bodies of dead brakvaw.

I’d never gotten an accurate count of the living brakvaw, especially not after they’d had a bit of a civil war a few years back once their leader had finally managed to come down from their floating graveyard to oversee the mountain personally. His elder council hadn’t liked that one bit since it meant they were no longer free to flout his commands and run things as they saw fit.

Things had gotten messy, and I’d have been content to stay out of it except for the fact that some of the splinter factions had started targeting human settlements. That had dragged me into the middle of the problems and resulted in me assassinating four of their elders and opening a portal to another continent to expand their hunting grounds so as to keep them all from starving when they returned to Eyrie Peak.

Of course, that portal had to be shut down once Ammun woke up, and I’d been obliged to make a whole new network of sixteen portals to unleash the scourge of giant carnivorous corvids on wildlife all over the world. I’d been well-compensated for that work, so I couldn’t complain.

For all of that, though, our alliance was tenuous. Most of the brakvaw didn’t like me, and some of them for good reason, but Grandfather wasn’t in that camp, and he kept the rest of his people from attacking me on sight. It was with only a nominal amount of caution that I appeared on the teleportation platform I’d left at Eyrie Peak. I wasn’t expecting to be attacked, but I was ready to respond if I was.

To my surprise, the platform was unguarded. That didn’t usually happen, not that the brakvaw stood over it like a human soldier might, but there was always one or two of them in the area to notice someone showing up. Today… nothing.

Tendrils of scrying magic extended in every direction to give me a better picture of what was going on, only to reveal more of the same. The mountain seemed to be abandoned, something that hadn’t happened even when two-thirds of their population had moved to other hunting grounds. And I’d just spoken with Grandfather a few hours ago, which would have been the perfect opportunity for him to warn me if something big was going on.

Did this have something to do with Ammun’s mage hunters? Individually, I doubted any of them were a match for an adult brakvaw. But they certainly had the numbers to swarm the entire colony if they wanted. It was just hard to imagine what the point would be. Portal networks weren’t unique, and they were well inside Ammun’s expertise to create himself. They weren’t even that expensive to maintain.

I took to the skies while I hunted for signs of brakvaw. At first, I was only mildly curious, but when three minutes of scrying confirmed for me that there were none anywhere on Eyrie Peak, I started to get concerned.

Everyone else might be gone, but Grandfather physically couldn’t leave. He was permanently tethered to the bowl at the top of the mountain so that he could channel the spell that kept their floating graveyard aloft. Even in his sleep, he cycled mana through the massive construct. The only way he was moving was if Querit was able to figure out lossless enchanting, or he died.

Given that I didn’t see the wreckage of a floating island strewn across the top of the mountain, it seemed safe to assume that Grandfather would still be there. When I flew closer, however, I didn’t see the enormous grayfeather perched in his customary nest. Knowing how little he could actually move from there was the hint I needed.

I was trapped in some sort of enchantment, probably triggered the instant I had arrived at the Eyrie Peak teleportation platform, which meant that the mysterious third master mage who’d fled was far, far more dangerous than I’d given him credit for.

Now that I knew what to look for, I could sense the ethereal threads of the enchantment surrounding me. The formation wasn’t one I was familiar with, but all enchantments shared the same weaknesses. If they ran out of mana, they starved and broke. All I had to do was start pulling, and things would unravel on their own.

“Lord Ammun did warn me that you’d be more formidable than anyone else I’d ever faced,” a voice said from nowhere. “But it appears I underestimated you. I thought I’d have more time to work. No matter. Just becoming aware of the dream net doesn’t mean you can escape its clutches.”

The enchantment shifted around me, its threads slipping through my grasp as it did. Laughter echoed through empty air, and Eyrie Peak faded away. Instead of the familiar mountain, I stood in a fog-filled forest, greener than anything I’d seen since being reborn. I wondered briefly if the illusion was based on some real place the masked mage had actually seen, or if it was wholly imagined.

The one thing I was sure of was that my attacker hadn’t managed anything deeper than a surface-level enchantment on my mind. Even that was surprising; my shield ward should have at least alerted me to a hostile action. Whoever this mage was, he was archmage-level good at enchanting. Was this Ammun’s plan then? If he couldn’t field an actual archmage against me, he’d form teams with individual skill sets that picked up each other’s slack?

It wasn’t the worst idea I’d ever heard, but it lacked the kind of synergy having all that knowledge and skill in one person gave. That was how I kept picking them off, by finding the gaps in their techniques and exploiting them. This guy was very, very good at what he did, but I knew all about enchanting, too. More than that, I knew the weakness to this kind of attack.

He couldn’t be very far away if he was actively manipulating it, possibly so close that he was touching me. He was hijacking my senses and motor functions, essentially keeping me paralyzed, blinded, and deafened. I couldn’t move my mouth to chant the runes of a spell, but I didn’t need to. I just needed to understand that the spells I thought I’d been casting hadn’t been real, and burrow past that to tap into my true mana core.

I hoped there were no brakvaw nearby.

Even trapped in this enchantment, I’d maintained the shield around my core that made it invisible to others. And the master-tier spell known as inferno took no time at all to cast. Usually, the pre-spell setup was for creating the wards needed to prevent the spell from cooking me alongside everything else, since I would by necessity of design be at the exact center of it.

I’d just have to trust my shield ward to keep me safe. No doubt the enchanter was attacking it right now, trying to overcome it by draining its mana so he could kill me. If he did a good enough job, I was in trouble. If not, I’d walk away unharmed.

I couldn’t see the light or feel the heat, but fire washed out of me in every direction, swirling around and around. Anything and everything nearby was scoured down to the bare stone. At first, nothing changed, but then the enchantment started to waver. I latched onto it instantly and ripped the mana out of it.

The illusion surrounding me faded away, revealing the teleportation platform at Eyrie Peak. There were no brakvaw near me, thankfully, but there was one very blackened corpse about three feet away. It was facedown, turned away from me as if it had been running away when the flames caught it. Smoke rolled off its twisted and distorted limbs.

I wouldn’t be asking him too many questions, not unless I wanted to delve back into necromancy and pull his soul back from beyond the veil. But no, I’d sworn off that power. Never again would I bring back the dead. It only caused more problems.

No less than six brakvaw were winging toward me from different directions, probably attracted by the burst of light and heat my spell had caused. If I had to guess, my attacker had probably woven some sort of magic to trick the normal watchers into leaving the platform unguarded so that he could ambush me the instant I came through, when I was most vulnerable.

I took a moment to recharge my shield ward, now almost completely drained, while the brakvaw closed in. Luckily, I recognized a few of them. When they landed, I just said, “I’ll need to speak to Grandfather right away. This shouldn’t have happened.”

I used telekinesis to shake down the corpse, hoping to find something that would clue me in to how the mage had escaped custody and set up a trap. I had some theories, but I wanted evidence before I spoke to Grandfather. My spell had been a bit too thorough, however. It was hard to feel too bad about it when I’d been facing an unknown, invisible attacker. Better to kill him than to let him escape, or worse, break through my defenses.

Theories would have to do. Grandfather and I had a strong working relationship. He’d listen to me.

My examination of the corpse complete, I flew up into the air and let two of the brakvaw accompany me up the side of the mountain. This time, there were plenty of giant birds perched on their nests, and even more of them flying through the sky. I gazed down at the wall of portals I’d built for them and wondered which ones I’d be breaking. Hopefully the brakvaw had a better idea than me.

Grandfather’s projection appeared in the sky next to me as we flew past the portals. “Keiran,” he said, “I’m afraid the intruder managed to escape and fled.”

“He didn’t go far, just down to the teleportation platform, where he used powerful illusions and enchantments to hide,” I said. “I was forced to kill him to save myself, which leaves me in a bit of a quandary.”

“What’s that?”

“Originally, I thought the force that found my home came overland, flying or teleporting the whole way. Then the one that got away was waiting to ambush me here instead of fleeing. Why here, of all places? How could they know that I’d come here?”

Grandfather followed my eyes down to the portals. “You said it was impossible for anyone who wasn’t keyed in to use the portals.”

“It is,” I said. “What’s not impossible is someone else keying more people in, and this group showed a surprising amount of skill.”

“But we would have seen a few humans coming through.”

I shook my head. “Maybe, but the one that nearly got me was sitting on your teleportation platform for what I assume was several hours, completely undetected. He even managed to drive away the brakvaw who should have been watching it. It’s entirely possible that they had a teleportation specialist who managed to key them into the portal to go along with the enchantment specialist who allowed them to pass through undetected.”

“These portals aren’t safe then,” Grandfather said.

“No.”

“But we need access to the hunting grounds.”

“I know. Talk to your people. Find out which portals lead to places with human activity. Maybe I can shut down a single portal for now. In the meantime, I’m going to add some heavy detection wards, independent of the portals themselves, which will hopefully prevent anyone who does manage to come through from hiding. At the very least, you’ll know about future intruders.”

Our plans laid, Grandfather and I separated. I cast a few temporal divinations to try to discover which portal had been infiltrated, but got nothing in return. Still, I didn’t think I was wrong. Just in case I was, though, I needed to secure my parents’ home as well.

One problem at a time.


Chapter
Thirty-Seven



Based on some testimonies from a few of the flock’s primary hunters, we eventually narrowed Ammun’s mages’ entry point down to three possible portals. I gave all three a thorough examination and found evidence that one had been subverted to include an extra twenty-some people onto its registry.

“There’s proof, then,” I muttered to myself while I decided what to do about it.

The best thing from my perspective was to shut them all down. There was still a chance the actual location of the island hadn’t been discovered, though if the portal expert who’d modified my designs had taken the time to check, he could have figured things out. I could easily envision a scenario where they sent information back to the tower to let Ammun know what they’d discovered before venturing across the portal’s threshold.

I had to assume more attacks would be coming whether I closed the portals down or not – they just might take a few extra weeks to arrive if I cut off the shortcut into the island. That might not be enough time to forge a resonance point and bring my mana core up to stage seven, but it would certainly let me generate a nice chunk of much-needed mana to power my defenses.

I flagged that portal to break in exactly eight hours when it ran out of mana, and also made it only work in one direction. That way, any brakvaw on the other side would have time to return instead of being stranded. Then I considered the other portals. The best I could do was to alter the inscriptions to blow themselves up if anyone tried to modify the registry, which would allow the brakvaw to still use them now, but no new ones to be added. It also ran the risk of locking them out of the eyrie if someone else tampered with the portal while they were on the other side.

‘I need you to make some decisions,’ I telepathically sent to Grandfather. ‘I can rig the portals to collapse if anyone tries to tamper with them like the group that got through did, but it means no new brakvaw can be added to them. It also means that if any brakvaw is out hunting when they collapse, we’ll have to manually fetch them.’

A moment later, I got his reply. ‘I’ll discuss this with the council and get you an answer shortly. We’re already in session.’

Damn it. I had other things to do and I didn’t want to come back. Minutes passed while I sat there, waiting and watching brakvaw fly around. None approached the portals, presumably on orders from the elders. Until we determined exactly what I’d be doing to them, it was best not to let anyone else go through.

With nothing better to do, I scried on my orb tracker vat back below Derro, hoping to see something interesting going on. I couldn’t manipulate the device’s fine controls from this distance, but I could tell it to show me what had happened over the last few hours. It was, sadly, about what I had expected. The experiment would need another round, this time with the tracking orbs seeded deeper under the surface. Hopefully my test batch would be enough to get the job done – once I had time to go dump them.

There was nothing else to see there, and I still hadn’t gotten a response from Grandfather, so I turned my divinations to their council meeting. It wasn’t hard to find; Grandfather couldn’t physically go anywhere, leaving only his location as the place for the brakvaw to meet in person.

One of their strange innate magics allowed them to shrink their bodies, though from what I understood, it was a skill to be mastered like any other. Some of them were incredibly adept at it, able to reduce themselves down to a man-sized bird instead of a two-story-house-sized bird. Others struggled to shrink their physical forms down by more than a tiny fraction.

The elders and Grandfather were the best mages among their species, and that meant all of them had mastered their innate abilities. I found them gathered around Grandfather, who himself remained his true size in order to continue channeling the spell that held their floating graveyard up. It made them look like a gaggle of school children being minded by their teacher.

“-can’t shut down the Green Plains portal,” one of the elders said in their ear-splitting screech of a language. Figuring out how to translate that into Enotian had been a chore and a half. “Almost a third of our food is coming from that area alone.”

“Only because we can send so many of our hunters to one location. The other areas will pick up the slack once we reallocate resources to them,” a different elder argued.

“They won’t bring back the same volume,” the first one said. “And they certainly won’t find any more of those little green and brown things with the shells. You know, the crunchy ones.”

Why that should be an argument to leave such a massive security risk open was beyond me, but for some reason, the elder’s words seemed to sway the others. I tried to give them the benefit of the doubt and hoped it was the amount of food being brought back that they cared about, not the loss of some particular brakvaw delicacy.

Either way, it didn’t matter. I was shutting the portal down. Their debate needed to be on what to do with the rest of them. With a sigh of disgust, I let the scrying spell go.

‘I’m leaving in five minutes if I don’t have an answer,’ I sent to Grandfather. ‘Get your council off the topic of the portal I already destroyed and onto whether they want to keep the rest of them unchanged.’

‘You are too impatient,’ Grandfather sent back.

‘At my age, you would be too.’

I was well past the point in my life where I waited in audience halls to petition others for favors, and being reincarnated had done nothing to change my stance on that. It really wasn’t much of a stretch to say that other than Ammun himself, there probably wasn’t a single person on the planet who had a prayer of making me do anything I didn’t want to.

Except my family. Somehow, I always ended up doing what they wanted. It was hard to complain, though; without them, I would never have encountered the brakvaw and learned lossless casting. The giant birds might be a bit of a headache now, but they’d basically given me access to unlimited mana for any spell I might want to cast below master-tier, and even that was something I was getting closer to.

Three minutes later, Grandfather projected his human shape to me. He looked like an old man, his head full of hair the same steel gray as his real plumage. “We’ve reached a decision,” he told me.

“We?”

“Fine. I’ve reached a decision, and I’ve forced my bickering children into agreement. Are you happy now?”

“That depends on what the decision is,” I said.

It was kind of funny how many bird-like mannerisms showed through, even in his human shape. I could practically see his ruffled feathers in the set of his shoulders, but he pushed his annoyance down and said, “We’d like the remaining portals restricted for now. Our hope is to open the Green Plains back up after this whole dispute you have going on with that lich is resolved. In the meantime, we’d like to have a different portal opened somewhere else to offset losing a hunting ground.”

“You don’t ask for much, do you?”

“I’m aware of how much work it’ll be. I’d planned on slowly bringing my council around to just closing Green Plains and restricting the rest, but someone got impatient and forced me into an action before the time was right.”

I shrugged. “I just fended off a hostile assault on my home earlier today. I have other things to do besides securing these portals. I’ll do the registry restrictions now, but then I’m leaving. Your flock will need to figure out how to survive with just fifteen portals.”

I took Grandfather’s silence as agreement and got to work while he watched. “What are you going to do about the lich?” he asked after I finished the first portal.

“Finish rebuilding my mana core. Find him. Destroy him,” I said. “Assuming I have enough time, which is looking less and less likely.”

“And if you don’t?”

“Then I guess I’ll need to get clever.” Running wasn’t a good option, but it might be my only choice if Ammun managed to get his tethering device working. His flunkies were one thing, but I wasn’t even confident I could battle his bone dragon right now, let alone Ammun himself.

Breaking the tower would go a long way toward killing Ammun, and he knew that. That was a big reason I suspected he never left it, not even to travel the short distance he could get away with. He knew I was spying on Ralvost and probably worried that I’d find some way to sabotage his demesne if he left it unguarded, and who else besides him could protect it from me?

If only I hadn’t shown Averin the door that led to the lich’s tomb. That tower would have crumbled around his phylactery, burying him fifty miles under the surface, and I wouldn’t be in this situation. It was funny how one small mistake could turn into such a disaster.

“Liches aren’t invincible,” I said. “If he showed up at my demesne, just him, I might beat him in a straight fight. The problem is that it won’t be a straight fight, and even if I win, all I’m doing is banishing him back to his phylactery for a few hours, maybe a day at most. If I really want to end it, I need to be strong enough to get back into the tower to hunt down whatever rock he’s got his soul bound to.”

“That seems impossible, from what I understand,” Grandfather remarked.

“That’s about how it seems to me, too,” I admitted. “I’m working on some alternatives, but all of that is just to catch up to a target that I know isn’t standing still and waiting for me. It’s not going to be easy, especially if he finds a way to keep pushing me without this portal.”

I left unsaid my suspicions that more of his agents would arrive on the island to establish their own portals soon enough. They’d probably build a base camp somewhere in the mountains surrounding my valley, nowhere near the brakvaw and not their problem. My bigger concern was them realizing the connection I had to New Alkerist.

I needed Querit to finish modifying lossless casting to work with enchantments so I could set up proper defenses for the village, and I needed it done a week ago. Stopgap measures would have to suffice today, but I didn’t want to think of someone in my family dying because I couldn’t get there fast enough to save them.

“I know that my children have not always been friendly to you and yours,” Grandfather said, “but please count us as allies if you need us.”

“I need mana,” I said immediately. “As much of it as I can possibly get. If you’re serious about an offer to help, I’ll drop a whole bank of storage crystals here for your flock to fill.”

“I can’t promise how quickly we can fill them, or how many will come to your aid, but I will do my best to see that you receive what you ask for.”

“Thanks,” I said. A knot of tension started to unravel in the back of my neck. Brakvaw were big, and they had a lot of mana. It probably wasn’t enough to ignite an artificial mana resonance, but it would be a huge step in the right direction.

I paused for a second in my work as a thought occurred to me. Maybe I could do them a good turn as well. “Say… how do brakvaw feel about sand worms?”


Chapter
Thirty-Eight



Istopped back home to use my crucible and let Querit know what happened to the mage I’d gone to collect. Without the planned second set of notes, it was going to be far more difficult to confirm which parts of the rune structures were accurate, but I had faith in the golem’s research ability. He’d literally been created to be a lab assistant and had all the tools he needed built directly into his golem core.

He was less than impressed with my faith in his abilities, or maybe he was just feeling the pressure to succeed. I wasn’t sure what his old life had been like, but it probably hadn’t involved speedy research into pioneering new techniques to fend off the predations of a powerful archmage lich. In all fairness, that was a lot for anyone to handle.

Once I’d passed on the update, I stashed my trinkets into my phantom space and teleported to the tunnels below Derro to seed my new and improved scrying beacons as far underground as possible. Unfortunately, that was not a particularly quick or easy task. Just opening a dozen holes wide enough to drop the orbs a few hundred feet down took me hours to accomplish, hindered by the fact that hundreds upon hundreds of sand worms were drawn to the mana I was using to transmute the sand and stone.

That did take care of the other part of my plan. Every corpse got tossed into a special box I’d made. It was a two-foot cube with an open top that opened into a pit fifty times that size. Everything inside went into stasis, essentially keeping it fresh forever. By the time I was done, it was over half full with sand worm corpses, which ought to keep a few brakvaw fed for a week or two.

It was kind of a pain to use, though. For one thing, I had to be far more deliberate in my use of force magic to kill the worms so I had more than just shredded corpses. For another, I needed to make sure the worms were actually dead, something which took a surprisingly long time, else shoving a decapitated-but-still-living worm into the spatially expanded storage box would cause it to tear itself to pieces. Spatial expansion and live creatures did not mix well together.

The final problem was that no less than three of the worms who’d taken the bait at previous drop shafts followed me over and tried to attack me while I was making new ones. Killing them necessitated retrieving the scry beacons from their stomachs, a particularly gruesome job that I could thankfully perform with force magic and telekinesis.

With any luck, this plan would pay out soon. I’d been running the numbers for adapting the artificial resonance creation ritual, and things did not look good. It would take months of uninterrupted mana generation at minimum – time I didn’t have. A nice, fat chunk of moon core to ease my mana burdens might actually be the only way to pull this off unless the brakvaw proved to be exceptionally generous.

Maybe I could sell them the next batch of worm food. Did their societal model even have concepts for bartering and trade?

Eventually, I ran out of work to do, which meant I was also out of excuses to put off the next task on my list: talking to my family. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to see them, it was that they weren’t going to like what I wanted to do. I could already picture the arguments, the good reasons they’d have to reject my suggestions. If I couldn’t convince them, I might have to override their autonomy in order to protect them.

I placed the lid on my stasis cube and shrunk it down so that it would fit in my hand. It was still made of solid stone and weighed more than two hundred pounds, but weight reduction enchantments had been easy enough to weave into its construction. The whole thing was a bit more mana hungry than I liked, reminding me once again how much I’d benefit from Querit figuring out how to apply lossless casting to enchantments and inscriptions.

Then I returned to the platform I’d installed down here and reached out mentally to feel the dozens of other platforms I’d scattered across the island in various towns and villages. Most of them weren’t hidden – they couldn’t be, since they were designed for other people to use them with only minimal understanding of how they functioned. New Alkerist had that type of platform, which was part of the problem. It’d be easy to find by anyone who could cast a teleportation spell manually, or just by locating any of the other platforms it was linked to.

I selected my destination and let the platforms bridge the connection, saving me the time and hassle of having to do it manually. With the spell ingrained into the stone via the complicated rune patterns carved there, it was so easy to teleport across a few hundred miles that a reasonably competent child could do it. The ones in town even had mana emitters built into the base for easy charging.

I appeared in New Alkerist right around sunset. Someone had tossed a few globes of light up in the fields, and I could see a steady stream of farmers making their way towards town. Somewhere out there was my father, presumably. I sharpened my eyes with a quick invocation to help me pick out details from the shadows while I scanned the fields, but didn’t see him.

Maybe he’d quit early today, or maybe he was working on the other side of town. It was easy enough to find him with a few divinations, which tracked him down at town hall. He looked equal parts frustrated and annoyed as he listened to two men argue, both of them attempting to drown the other’s words out by shouting over one another.

It seemed I’d arrived at the perfect time. A meeting with New Alkerist’s council was just what I needed, and it was a happy coincidence that it was happening on the night I showed up. Almost everybody I needed to talk to was already in one place, saving me the effort of tracking them down and dragging them all into one room. I quickly set off in that direction.

Every building in New Alkerist was built in the same style: smooth, solid stone magically transmuted and shaped by me. Its streets were smooth, wide, and dry. Enchantments worked to keep everything clean, including the water. Buildings were cooled to comfortable levels against the desert heat, and magical lighting, indoor plumbing, and cooking stoves were fixtures of every home.

Quite a bit of planning had gone into its construction to accommodate its need to grow as more and more people flocked to what was the most magically advanced society on the island – which, again, was the problem. New Alkerist had a bigger school than anywhere else, one that included mana control classes for adults to train them for their ignition rituals and casting novice- and basic-tier spells. Nowhere else was really doing anything like that.

It drew attention. Ammun’s followers had found me, but where would they go when the next group realized they couldn’t break the defenses surrounding my demesne? It wasn’t a huge leap of logic to assume that the magical center of the island would be connected to me in some way, that attacking it might draw me out, or at least give them some valuable hostages.

I walked into town hall to find six people looking at me from the councilman’s table and two men so engrossed in continuing their argument that they didn’t notice my arrival. My eyes were drawn to Father’s face, to that crease he got on his forehead when he was worried. He knew I avoided politics if possible, that this particular building was the last place in town I wanted to be. He probably thought I was here for him specifically, which meant he thought I had an urgent family issue.

In a way, he was right. My interest in protecting New Alkerist was based on my interest in protecting my family. If I could convince them to take a vacation in a hidden location for a few years until I got this whole Ammun thing sorted out, I wouldn’t care so much if the town got destroyed. It’d cost me some of my investments, but nothing irreplaceable.

Of course, my parents and siblings would be devastated that all of their friends were dead, so there were some drawbacks to any plan that involved abducting my family and abandoning everyone else to their fates. I’d call that my plan of last resort for now and start by proposing some less drastic solutions.

The two arguing farmers still hadn’t noticed that nobody was paying attention to them anymore. I took a moment to listen to the conversation—nothing more than an argument over property lines because one of them wanted to build a fence—then tossed a sphere of silence over them. The barrier effectively split sound so that they could continue fighting each other without bothering the rest of the room, while we could talk without having to shout to be heard over them.

“Praise the ancestors,” one of the councilmen said with a chuckle. He obviously hadn’t realized the seriousness of my presence here yet. “I know what spell I’ll be learning next.”

That got a few laughs around the table, but not from Father. If anything, his expression had grown even graver. “What happened?” he asked.

“My sanctum was attacked. Twenty-two enemy mages, including at least two who were capable of casting master-tier spells in their specific fields. I captured and interrogated one. They were sent by Ammun Nescect. I believe they found me by way of gathering rumors and information from local communities until they narrowed the location of the valley down.”

The two farmers realized nobody was listening to them at that point, or perhaps just that they couldn’t hear anything outside the bubble. One of them must have had enough of an ability to sense mana to realize there was a spell cast around them, because he burst out and started trying to yell, only to be stopped again by more targeted magic. This time a wave of paralysis hit him, causing him to slump down to the ground when his muscles grew too weak to hold him upright.

“What… What happened to the other mages?” the councilman at the far end of the table asked, ignoring the attempted interruption and looking faintly ill.

I gave him a flat stare and ignored the question. “I’ve sealed off the portal the intruders reached the island from, but that will only delay the next assault.”

“You think they’ll come here?” Father asked. Alarm rippled across the table, with half of them shooting anxious looks at me and the rest staring off into the distance with horror on their faces.

Six people governed New Alkerist. None of them were at stage two. That didn’t mean there weren’t a few more powerful mages floating around, but it reflected just how unprepared the town was to fight off a cabal of hostile mages. That was partially my fault, I supposed. They’d had years to prepare, to train and learn, and I could have shepherded them along that path. I’d devoted my time and energy elsewhere, leaving them vulnerable.

“There are too many signs pointing in this direction,” I said. “At some point, they’ll realize there are softer targets than attacking an archmage in his own demesne. When that happens, it won’t be hard to figure out where to go instead. New Alkerist is almost certainly going to be attacked by a hostile force of powerful mages in the near future.”

There was a second of stunned silence, then everyone broke out yelling at once.


Chapter
Thirty-Nine



Once things calmed down, the pair of arguing farmers were kicked out. They protested in booming voices, somehow still caught up in their struggle to shout over each other. One of the councilmen muttered a spell under his breath, and a burst of telekinesis picked both of them up to hurl them through the open doors and into the street.

I hadn’t realized intermediate-tier spells had become common in New Alkerist, but then again, I’d paid very little attention to what was going on here. It was enough that I’d gotten things moving a few years back. I could occasionally come around to give people a push through their current bottleneck, but otherwise, I ignored their progress.

“Now then,” the councilman said, “I’m assuming you have some ideas on how to keep a hostile force of mages from showing up and taking over the town.”

“I do have a few thoughts, yes. For starters, we need to remove the teleportation platforms. All of them, I mean, from every location on the island.”

One of the other councilmen sputtered out a protest. “Too many places are relying on them! Trade would grind to a halt. Some villages would starve without food.”

I nodded. “And yet, every teleportation platform is a beacon drawing Ammun’s forces to it. Given enough time, they’ll eventually invade the entire island using our own infrastructure to move around.”

“We all got by without the platforms before,” a different councilman argued. “We can do it again.”

It wouldn’t hurt to go through the effort of learning some names here, if only to help me keep track of who was who, so I discreetly forged a telepathic connection with my father. ‘Who are these people?’

He flinched at the sudden voice in his head, but it was small enough that I didn’t think anyone else noticed. ‘Fribl is the one with the gray hair. City Maintenance,’ he sent back. That was the one on the end who’d laughed at me silencing the two farmers. ‘Verik is next to me, trade and economics; then Celd with the beard, city planning; Oramo has the braids, law enforcement; and Lishav is the one who used telekinesis, education.’

‘Thanks,’ I sent. I waited a moment to make sure there wasn’t a return message, then cut the connection.

The two arguing over my proposal to remove the teleporters were Verik—against the idea—and Celd—for it. My brief aside with Father hadn’t slowed them down in the least, but it wasn’t that hard to keep track of two conversations at once.

“We can, but a lot of towns are reliant on it now. If we could give them warning, even a month, to start adjusting, it would be hard, but they could do it. The villages that couldn’t gather enough food and supplies on their own could be helped. But to just walk up and take them now? It would be a disaster.”

“Do we have a month?” Celd asked. The whole council turned to look at me.

“I don’t know, and I doubt I’ll be able to find out. Scrying into Ammun’s territory is risky and difficult. There are thousands of square miles of land they could use as a staging ground to launch attacks from. A chain of three or four teleports at most would get them here. If they wanted to invest the resources into making their own portals, it would be even easier and quicker.”

“So they could be here tomorrow,” Oramo said. His braids had tiny rings woven into them that clinked together as he spoke.

“Theoretically? They could arrive right now. Practically speaking, I expect we have a week or two. They need to establish a new way to reach the island first, and I expect their opening strike will be against my sanctum directly. It will only be after that fails that they’ll spread across the island, looking for new ways to attack me or draw me out.”

“So you’re saying this is really all your fault,” Fribl said, jabbing his finger in my direction. “Without you, these invaders would have no reason to come here.”

“Essentially correct,” I agreed.

“Calm down,” Father said. “You all know how much good my son has done for not just this town, but the entire island.”

“All good he could have done if he’d just left well enough alone and stayed here instead of going off on a lark to stir up problems on the other side of the world,” Oramo argued.

“I’m not here to argue with you about how much I’m to blame,” I told them. “I understand that trouble followed me home. I’m here to talk about what I’m going to do about it.”

Father winced at that. None of the other councilmen seemed pleased by that statement, either, and it only took a second to figure out why. They were used to locals coming to petition for something, and they held the ultimate decision in the matter. I wasn’t asking for permission; I was informing them of what was going to happen.

I hated bureaucracy. People who had true power never bothered with the rules and regulations. They—we—did whatever we wanted, whenever we wanted. It was for lesser men to get out of our way or be crushed underfoot. It looked like that was a lesson I was about to deliver yet again.

Fribl leaped from his seat, an outraged scowl on his face, only to be dragged back down by Verik. The two exchanged intense but silent glares with each other before the former subsided. No one looked too happy with me, but the rest of the council refrained from leaping over the table in a misguided attempt to throttle me.

“As I was saying, the teleportation platforms will tell the invading mages where to find people, where they can do the most damage for the least amount of work. I don’t believe that will be their first objective, but I know how Ammun thinks, and if he can’t pry me out of my demesne with force, he’ll start looking into what’s going on everywhere else.”

“Why, though? Other than being connected by your teleportation network, the rest of the island has nothing to do with you. Your family is here, but as far as I’m aware, you don’t have any real interaction with anyone else,” Celd pointed out.

“True, but they don’t know that. I doubt Ammun will expect me to have a family at all, but he’ll be looking for towns that supply me with food and other necessities, anywhere with a connection for me. If he razes a few dozen to the ground in pursuit of that knowledge, I doubt he’ll lose any sleep over it. This is the man who broke the world’s mana core in an attempt to hold onto his own power and status during the Age of Wonders.”

“Can we even fight against someone like that?” Oramo asked.

By ‘we,’ he meant ‘me.’ Everyone in the room knew that the whole town combined couldn’t fight off a single mage capable of casting master-tier spells, let alone an entire army led by a two-thousand-year-old lich. The lich himself probably wouldn’t be here, not unless he got his little project fixed far quicker than I expected, but he’d hardly be necessary to devastate the island.

“Yes,” I said. “We need to make a lot of preparations in a very short amount of time, and that includes limiting where the invaders are likely to strike so that we can build ways to counter their assaults. I can’t protect every village and town on the island personally. All I can do is take away the platforms so they’re less likely to be targeted.”

“For how long?” Verik asked. “Tell me you don’t mean permanently.”

I shook my head. “It might be a few years, but eventually we should be able to reestablish the network.”

“A few years might as well be permanent for a lot of those places. Everyone there will starve to death before help can arrive.”

“We could send some overland caravans,” Father offered. “The wastelands are dangerous, but with so many mages among our numbers now, it’s not impossible to reach other towns.”

That idea seemed to calm Verik down. “That’s… certainly a possibility.”

“I’ll leave you guys to coordinate that later,” I said. “In addition to ripping out all the teleportation platforms, I’m also going to be adding some automated defenses here. Your ward stones are going to be completely overhauled and will alert me directly if and when they detect any attacks. If needed, the ward stones will draw on the mana stored in your homes’ batteries to power the defenses until I can arrive to manually take control of the situation.”

“Wait, what? That’s our own personal mana we’ve put into those batteries. You can’t just take it!” Fribl snarled, half-rising out of his chair again before Verik clamped a hand on his arm.

“Control yourself, man,” the councilman hissed.

“I’m prioritizing protecting the town over air cooling, running water, and lights,” I said.

I understood that as the man in charge of keeping New Alkerist in working order, I was creating a massive headache for him to deal with if I had to drain the town’s mana supply. I’d just thought that he would understand that if a master-tier spell hit the town uncontested, there’d be no buildings left to maintain. Maybe my problem was that I was talking to a bunch of idiots who didn’t understand what kind of damage magic that powerful could do.

“Let me show you something,” I said. I cast an illusory map of the town with the adjoining fields into the air between us. “This is New Alkerist, agreed?”

The councilmen leaned forward to study the map before nodding to each other. “It looks accurate to me,” Celd said.

I waved a hand at the map, purely for the theatrics of it, and a massive orb of fire descended on the town, engulfing two thirds of it before it detonated. Stone and debris went up, then rained down on what was left, leaving thousands of craters in the field and destroying the crops as well as most of what was still standing in the town itself.

“This is what would happen if a single master-tier spell hit the town,” I told them. All six, Father included, stared down at the illusory wreckage in horror. “I will be hooking your home batteries to the ward stones because if someone starts hurling master-tier magic at you, that extra mana might stop one or two of them, which might give me an extra minute to find whoever is casting those spells and murder them.”

I waited a moment to let them finish absorbing that demonstration, then I dismissed the illusion. “I will also personally be donating as much mana as this entire town makes in a week to the defenses, and I have ten transmission stones that can send messages to me directly as long as I’m within a thousand miles to distribute to people who need them, just in case the attackers manage to disable my divination wards without me noticing.”

There were no arguments at this point. Good. My little demonstration had done exactly what I needed. The only response I got was from Verik. “How long can you give us to get our traders back from whatever villages they’re currently in and help prepare the smaller ones to survive without us selling them food?”

“How long do you need?” I asked.

“At minimum… three days?”

That was a risk, but if I was right, I’d have the early warning of an attack on my own demesne to let me know Ammun’s people were back. I’d have to move quickly to collect all the platforms at that point. Actually, it would be faster to have the villagers pull the emitters out of them and take hammers to the stone.

“We can try, but if the invaders show up before then, we’ll have to destroy the platforms instead of collecting them,” I warned. When no one objected, I continued. “In addition to the enhanced wards, I’ll also be setting up some offensive measures throughout the town…”


Chapter
Forty



Ileft two transmission stones with the council to be given to whoever they saw fit. One was immediately claimed by Oramo, which I supposed made sense. The man in charge of keeping the town safe would probably be the best person to react in the event of an attack. The rest argued over who should take the other stone, but I tuned that out.

While they were arguing, the councilman at the far-right end of the table, the one who’d thrown out the two farmers with magic, stood up and walked over to me. “Gravin,” he said with a bow of his head. “My name is Lishav. I oversee the school and training halls for our students in town.”

“An important job,” I said. “I’ve noticed you haven’t had much to add to this discussion.”

He chuckled softly and shook his head. “No, I’m afraid it’s all outside my area of expertise. I actually wanted to talk to you about something else.”

“Something involving magic, I’m assuming.”

“Yes. I’m afraid I’m quite predictable in that manner.”

“Most people looking for my help usually have problems of a magical nature,” I said.

I left unsaid that the magical problems people in this life had were so basic that any standard academy instructor from my previous life could have solved them immediately. The idea of bothering an archmage for help… Well, it didn’t matter anymore. That time was long past, and it’d be another generation or two after I got the world core fixed before civilization even approached the level I’d known.

“It’s two things, really. Your sister donated some of the books you gave her after she was done with them, and we’ve had copies made for instructing new mages, but there are some things in there none of us can quite figure out, and Senica is… How to put this delicately… She does not have the temperament to go into education.”

I couldn’t help myself. I started laughing so hard that it interrupted the argument the other councilmen were having, one which my father was struggling and failing to referee. “That’s a nice way of saying she’s impatient and reckless to a fault. I imagine the fact that she’s so smart fools people at first, but as soon as you get to know her, you realize the truth.”

“Something like that,” Lishav said with a sickly smile. “This isn’t a pressing issue, of course. If things take a turn for the worst, I suppose it won’t matter at all, but since this is the first opportunity I’ve had to speak with you personally, I wanted to bring the matter up and see if you would be willing to help.”

“Give a few guest lectures? I can’t promise when I’ll have time, but I’m not against the idea.”

“That’s delightful to hear. If you could get a message to me when you have time, after this whole…” Lishav waved a hand vaguely in the air. “This whole everything is resolved.”

“I’m sure I can find a way,” I said dryly. “What was the second thing?”

“Yes, that! I noticed that when you were outlining plans for defending New Alkerist, you didn’t include any sort of shelter for the children. I was hoping I could convince you to convert the school’s basement into a place like that.”

I hadn’t thought to for a very simple reason: if the attackers overpowered the ward stone before I arrived to personally fend them off, the whole town was going to die. Though, if I was able to repel Ammun’s forces, that didn’t mean that they’d do no damage at all. It couldn’t hurt to get the children out from underfoot, not unless some unscrupulous mage decided to target them while they were all grouped together.

“I think I can do something to help with that,” I mused aloud, my mind whirling with plans. Just warding a stone box in the ground wasn’t going to be enough. It would be best if it had sensitive wards that would teleport the whole room to a hidden location should anyone breach the basement. I could stock it with supplies to last a week or two so that I could fetch them after the fighting died down.

It couldn’t be in my demesne. That might give some attacker a way to bypass my own defenses. Nor should it be anywhere nearby, not when there was every possibility that Ammun’s forces would continue to besiege the valley. Still, it was a big island with a lot of mountains. I could find some inconspicuous location.

“Alright, I’ve got a few ideas,” I told Lishav. “I’ll need to do some prep work, but when I come back to deactivate the teleportation platforms, I’ll do the work for your school as well. Clear out anything you might have stored in there beforehand and clean the place as best you can.”

“Thank you, Gravin. You can’t know how much it warms my heart to see you care.”

I did my best to fake a smile, but didn’t reply. I didn’t so much care about individual kids as I felt they shouldn’t be the victims of the battles between adults. It was worth going out of my way to help them if it meant keeping a few six-year-olds alive.

After Lishav resumed his seat at the table, I grabbed Father and said, “I’m going to get started on the work around here. I’ll be home in a few hours to discuss things further with you and Mother. Here, take one of the transmission stones for the house. Use it immediately if you even think there’s a problem.”

“Gravin…” Father began. He hesitated and shook his head. “Be safe, son.”
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Most of my work on New Alkerist was just setting up the various things I’d made in my crucible earlier and making sure they were ready to connect to the new ward stones I was putting in. Swapping those out took more time than anything else, but when I was done, the town had far more robust barriers and wards than anywhere else on the island, not including my own demesne. It also had a number of tall, thin pillars that appeared blank on the outside, but which had thousands of runes inscribed in their hollow cores. Those were tied in with the wards to target hostile mages, a tricky and demanding task since I had to make sure they didn’t accidentally kill one of the locals.

Nothing was going to match the mysteel pillars I’d scavenged and modified. I doubted even Ammun’s tower had reactive defenses that good. Of course, being an unaging, unsleeping lich who couldn’t leave the tower meant he didn’t really need reactive defenses. He could just take care of any issues personally.

Unfortunately, the pillars had been built in a world full of mana, and using them to their full capacity wasn’t really feasible, so I’d do my work quickly, prepare my family for what was to come, and get back to my demesne as soon as possible. I had plenty of work to do on my own, and the best thing I could do right now was get back to gathering as much mana as possible. Either it would power my defenses and keep me alive, or it would be used to forge a resonance point so I could move my core to stage seven.

By the time I was done, the sun was fully down, and anyone still working was doing so by the light of three moons. I flew across New Alkerist to land in the backyard, where I found Mother and Nailu sitting in their garden. Well, Mother was sitting. Nailu was doing laps around a row of tomato plants while slapping the leaves with an open hand and trying not to stumble over his own feet. Senica hadn’t been kidding when she’d said he’d be walking any day now.

Mother jumped to her feet when I landed, and I saw mana stirring inside her. Then she realized who I was, and the tension left her. “Gravin! You gave me a scare. With the news… I thought you might be one of those mages from far away come to abduct us.”

“Someone might actually try that. It probably won’t be for a few weeks at the earliest, but it’s best to watch for trouble. That’s actually why I’m here. I have some stuff to⁠—”

Nailu crashed into my leg, or rather, into the shield ward around my leg, in an attempt to hug me. I quickly let him through before the magic sent him flying away, and he latched onto me. “Grah-vuhn,” he gurgled.

“Close, sweetie,” Mother said.

“You know, nobody calls me that outside of New Alkerist,” I commented.

“I know. I don’t care. We named you Gravin. That’s your name.”

“Grah-vuhn!” Nailu said again, this time more insistently.

“Alright, I suppose that’s fair.” I lifted Nailu up with telekinesis and he started giggling as he kicked and squirmed his way through the air. “I’m assuming Father and Senica are inside.”

“Senica is… somewhere,” Mother said with a sigh. “She’s at that age.”

“The age where she’s starting to become an adult and make her own decisions about where to go, what to do, and who to be with?”

“Yes. That age. The age where she gets into trouble thinking she knows better than all those stupid, out-of-touch adults, but then when something blows up in her face, she comes running to her parents to help her out.”

That age had been around nine for me in my first life, except for the part where I had parents to help me out. I couldn’t help but wonder how my life would have turned out back when I’d been Keiran if I’d had a family like my current one. I’d probably have been happier, but a lot of my early drive to excel had been caused by negative emotions – revenge, bitterness, spite.

Maybe I still would have made it to archmage, just as a more well-adjusted individual who didn’t indulge in necromancy, mind control, arson, and mass murder. There had been many, many stories casting me as the villain when I was young. Most of them were more-or-less accurate, too.

“I do need to speak to all of you,” I said. Nailu spun around, flipping over and over while he laughed and tried to grab at me with each rotation. “Yes, even you.”

“I don’t think Nailu’s going to be able to help much just yet,” Mother said.

I shook my head. “Doesn’t matter. This isn’t about getting help from you. It’s about keeping you safe. I don’t really have time to be waiting for Senica to come back on her own, but I’m sure I can find her and bring her back home.”

It didn’t take more than a minute to locate her. And Juby. And then I immediately killed that scrying spell. “You know what? Let’s actually wait half an hour or so,” I said quickly. “That should be fine.”

Mother quirked an eyebrow at me. “What… Uh, what’s going on there? See something interesting?”

“We’re not going to talk about it,” I said. “We’re not going to mention it. It never happened. There is no ‘it.’”

Hopefully, Senica had taken the time to practice the spells in that book I’d given her a few years ago. It seemed like she was going to need them.

“Speaking of ‘it,’ when are you going to bring home a special someone for us to meet?” Mother asked.

I did my best not to wince. My last relationship had ended on such a sour note that in all the centuries I’d lived after it, I’d never formed a serious bond with another person again. The stronger I’d gotten, the harder it had been to even entertain the idea. The power disparity was so stark that it felt shallow and pointless.

Things weren’t looking any better in my new life. “I don’t think that’s likely to happen,” I said.

“Well, that’s too bad. Nobody deserves to be lonely their whole lives.”

“I can think of a few people who definitely do.”

Our conversation ended right then and there, interrupted by my baby brother, who started urinating wildly as he spun in the air like a top. I immediately regretted my decision to let him through my shield ward.


Chapter
Forty-One



Three transmission stones sat on the table: one for Senica, and one for each of my parents. Nothing against Nailu, but he needed to learn to talk in person before I gave him a magic rock to talk into my brain from a thousand miles away. Unless he also was secretly a reincarnated archmage that was going to awaken his lost memories in the next six months or so, it’d be another half a decade or more before he even started learning mana control. And I trusted that he was no secret archmage.

When Senica arrived home, it was to find all of us staring at her. She froze in the doorway, nonplussed, and her face started turning red. “What?” she asked.

“Page thirty-two,” was all I had to say on the subject.

Forget turning red. She looked like she’d gotten a bad sunburn from a week of field labor with no invocations to protect her. Her jaw dropped open and she tried to stutter out some sort of rebuttal, but I ignored her and started explaining what was going on with Ammun’s minions.

“And so,” I said at the end of the explanation, “I made these for you. The transmission stones are functionally identical to the scrying mirror on your end. They’re designed to reach directly to me and will transmit your thoughts into my mind. I need you to keep these on you at all times so you can contact me if enemy mages assault the town.”

Next to them were four amulets made of polished black quartz strung on fine steel chains. “These are shield wards, as strong as I can make them. They won’t take a shot from a master-tier spell, but anything weaker than that shouldn’t break them in one go.”

“Why not?” Senica asked, frowning as she picked one up to examine it. “I’ve seen your own shield wards take that kind of punishment.”

“Simple. Do you remember the emergency recall teleportation orb I made for you a few years ago?”

“Yeah. I’ve still got it in my closet even though it’s worthless here.”

“Same concept. If activated, one time only, this amulet will take you and one other person that you’re touching to the valley. If you try to take more than one person, the spell will fail. If you are trying to flee and someone grabs you at the last moment, the spell will not take them with you. It has to be one single person that you unequivocally want to teleport with you, someone like Nailu, or… ahem… Juby.”

The amulets were a fraction of the size of the orb, mostly because I’d eliminated the need for multiple jump points. That made them both cheaper and easier to produce, and it was good for my family to have some emergency equipment anyway. Truthfully, I should have made stuff like this a long time ago, but they’d been relatively safe for years now.

“I thought you needed the mana for your resonator thing,” Mother pointed out. “You said it would take months and months to build up enough. Aren’t these expensive?”

Relative to what the town was used to working with, they were. For me, it had taken longer to build them than to generate the mana. My parents didn’t really understand the quantities of mana I worked with these days, a fact I hadn’t gone out of my way to educate them on.

“They weren’t too bad, and some peace of mind that you’re going to be alright was worth the price,” I said. “Unless I can convince you all to move somewhere else that’s hidden and safe.”

Father laughed. “We did that once, but then you kicked us out a few years later, remember?”

“Hey, you were all looking to leave anyway!”

“Not all of us,” Mother said. “Don’t get me wrong, the amount of effort you put into building this town went a long way toward soothing some ruffled feathers. But still, there were a few people who weren’t happy about being evicted from Sanctuary.”

I hadn’t realized. Nor did I care.

“Regardless of any hard feelings, I can’t actually guarantee your safety if you stay here. I doubt it will be hard for Ammun’s spies to figure out that my family lives here. You’ll be targets.”

Father nodded along. “And that’s all reasonable and makes sense to me, but son, we can’t just put our lives on hold every time you’ve got a new problem.”

“Besides, what was the point of all the magic you’ve woven around New Alkerist if not to keep us safe?” Mother added. “I think we know you well enough to know it was done to protect us, not everyone else.”

“Only because I knew you’d refuse to leave,” I muttered. “You’re predictable, that way.”

“You’re supposed to know your family, Gravin,” Mother said. She reached down to pick Nailu up and cooed, “Isn’t that right? You have to learn all about us so you’ll know how much we love you.”

“Besides, how will I fight off the invaders if we leave?” Senica asked, ignoring Nailu’s laugh as Mother tossed him up into the air and caught him.

“You will be doing nothing of the sort,” I said. “You are far from ready to fight on the front lines against someone capable of casting advanced-tier spells, let alone a few dozen mages that strong all at once. Nobody living in this town has the slightest chance of fending off an assault. Leave that to the reactive wards.”

“I think you’re underestimating how good I am,” she said, her jaw set in a stubborn clench.

“No, I’m not. You’re underestimating how strong your enemy is. People aren’t like monsters.”

“I know that! But I’m the undisputed champion of mage duels in town. There is literally no one better than me living here.”

I actually hadn’t known that. I wasn’t even aware that the schools were doing mage duels. No one had asked me for help setting up wards to keep the participants safe, which made me wonder just what they’d cooked up on their own. I made a mental note to check on that when I went to the school to build their basement shelter.

“There’s a difference between being the best in a small town of a few hundred people, and being good enough to compete on the world stage,” I said, perhaps a bit more harshly than I’d intended. But this was serious. I needed Senica to understand that challenging one of the mages Ammun sent here could very well mean her death.

“Why don’t you have any faith in me?” she demanded.

“Senica,” Mother reprimanded, but my sister didn’t back down.

“Because you’re fourteen,” I told her bluntly. “Not only are you fourteen, but we live in a world with no ambient mana. Your training time is limited. Your resources are limited. Your education is limited. These mages aren’t like that. They’re going to be adults with a decade or more of experience, all spent in a tower with practically unlimited mana for them to use. This isn’t a gap you can overcome by being stubborn.”

“Easy for you to say. When was the last time you had to work at learning magic? Do you even remember what that feels like?”

My eyebrows shot up, and I looked over Senica’s head to our parents, who appeared equally as baffled by the outburst. Whatever her problem was, it was something that had been eating at her for a while now. Perhaps if I’d spent more time at home, I’d have noticed it before it got to this point.

She kept ranting, “All I do is study and train. I spend every scrap of mana practicing spells, and I’ve gotten so good. I swear I have! But you don’t believe in me at all. What could your loser sister possibly do to help? She’s just a burden you have to carry along, keep her safe, stick her in a box. I hate it.”

“That’s not true,” I said.

“Yes, it is! Every time trouble comes along, you hide me away and forbid me from helping.”

She wasn’t wrong, but did she really not understand why she wasn’t ready for this yet? I knew my sister wasn’t stupid. Given another decade, she would almost assuredly make it to stage four, with or without my help. She might even manage to reach stage five if I provided her the instruction and mana.

But the threat wasn’t a decade away. It was weeks, maybe months if we were lucky.

“Look, I’m sorry, but you’re not ready for this. Don’t take it personally. I wouldn’t ask Tetrin or Hyago to fight against these people, and you know how many projects they’ve handled for me. Most of the mages coming this way would easily defeat anyone from the Wolf Pack, and they were strong enough that they took over almost the entire island. You’ll get there someday, but you need more time.”

Senica’s only answer was to throw the transmission stone she was holding at me, then storm off to her room. The stone bounced off my shield ward, then slowed to a halt midair as I caught it with a minor telekinesis spell. With a sigh, I set it back down on the table.

“I never was very good with children,” I told my parents. “Do you think you could talk to her?”

My parents exchanged looks. “We can,” Mother said slowly, “but it might be better coming from you.”

“Me? Why?”

Father shook his head. “You do have your blind spots, don’t you, son?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Your sister… she kind of had a hard time with her little brother outgrowing her, you know? That’s an odd situation for anyone, let alone a child that young. You were physically older than her by the time she was ten. But she took it in stride, decided she’d just have to work harder to keep up.”

“And then I tell her that all her hard work isn’t enough, not even close,” I said.

“You can see where that might hurt someone’s feelings, telling them they’ve wasted half their life chasing after you.”

Well, that explained why she was upset, but it didn’t change the reality of the situation. I was surprised our parents weren’t agreeing with me. They couldn’t possibly believe Senica could face adult mages who’d grown up in a mana-rich environment and had access to spells Senica could only dream of.

“I’m not saying she’s right,” Father said, almost like he’d read my mind. “We all know she’s outmatched. She knows it, too. She’s just frustrated.”

“So what am I supposed to do about it? She’s got to accept reality or she’s going to die.”

“You could try encouraging her,” Mother suggested. “Not to fight, I mean, but to keep practicing, keep learning. She wants to know you approve of her and all the work she’s done.”

“I do approve of her,” I said.

“Go tell her that.”

I glanced at the bedroom door, then sighed and shook my head. “I should have gotten back an hour ago.”

But I made no move to leave the room. My parents watched me silently for a moment. With a sigh, I asked, “You think I should go do that now or wait for her to calm down?”

A thump came from Senica’s door, followed by a crash as whatever she’d thrown hit the ground. Father sighed and muttered something under his breath. I wasn’t entirely certain what he’d said, but it sounded like a disappointed, “Teenagers.”

Louder, he said, “Gravin, you are my son and I love you, but sometimes, you are an idiot.”

He’d get no argument from me there. I could freely admit that my social skills had languished during my long centuries of isolation. A mere decade or so of being among the living again had done nothing to fix that deficiency. If I was being honest about it, I hadn’t been that good with people when I’d been young the first time, either.

“I’m going to go now. I’ll be back tomorrow or the next day.”

“Bye bye, Grah-vin,” Nailu said. “Hug?”

“Bye, little brother.” I gave him a quick hug, then walked out the door.


Chapter
Forty-Two



The next morning, a niggling sensation in my mind prompted me to pull out my scrying mirror. I was expecting someone from New Alkerist, probably my family since the transmission stones should have projected the user’s voice directly into my thoughts, but it turned out to be Querit.

He beamed at me through the mirror’s surface after I finished the connection to allow him to see me. “I have excellent news!”

“How excellent are we talking?” I asked.

“My latest test results show about a thirty percent reduction in mana expenditure for all enchantments,” he announced. That was good news, but not necessarily something I could act on. Before I could say anything, he continued speaking. “Additionally, I’d put together a little cluster of runes you can simply integrate into currently-existing enchantments to recycle about ten percent of the mana they use. So far, I haven’t found an enchantment too complicated to modify this way.”

The enchants around my demesne used an enormous amount of mana. Even getting back just a tenth of that would be a huge boon. If Querit was right, it would be well worth taking a day to update everything. “What about inscriptions?” I asked, excited now too.

“Very little progress to speak of, unfortunately. And I probably won’t ever have anything like this enchantment cluster, given the nature of physical mediums.”

That made perfect sense to me. All too often, an inscribed object used all the available space to achieve its function. If there was extra space leftover, that just meant the next version could be smaller, or have additional functionality added to it. My own inscriptions had undergone so many rounds of refinement over the centuries that there was no way to add additional runes to them without reworking the entire design.

“Probably true. Still… it’s unfortunate. Those defense pillars I scavenged from Derro are fantastic at their job, but they demand so much mana that I just can’t afford to use them to their full potential.”

“Those are too delicate to modify,” Querit said. “Then again, I suppose you already did exactly that already. Perhaps if I can come up with a version of the rune clusters that work when physically carved into an object, we can find a way to modify them. It would have to be a secondary object connected to the pillars in some way since there’s no room otherwise.”

Connecting two objects with their own inscriptions was always a difficult procedure, and for something as complicated as the mysteel pillars with all their internal layers of additional runes, I had my doubts that it could work. That whole system was incredibly delicate.

“You should focus on the enchanting modifications first,” I said. “Even a ten percent savings is huge, but if you can get that higher, it might solve our mana problems completely. We could forget about salvaging the moon core from under Derro.”

Though I’d probably still try to do that anyway, it wouldn’t be a priority anymore. Once I got to stage seven, I would only need a week or so to reach stage eight, then stage nine would become my next goal. That would be my most complicated transition, not in the least because my former methods would be unavailable without another stage eight archmage to help me. The only one I knew of who even could was Ammun, and I somehow doubted he’d be willing. I could perhaps teach Querit what he’d need to know to do his part, but I’d be trusting him with my life in the process.

“Maybe you should come review what I’ve come up with,” Querit suggested.

“I have a lot to take care of preparing for the next assault,” I said.

“Yes, but, well… You’re applying this technique to master-tier spells now. It’s possible that an hour of your time could save me weeks of experimentation and research.”

He wasn’t wrong, but I hadn’t been lying, either. I had about two days before I was due to reclaim every teleportation platform on the island, and I needed a full day to build the shelter I’d be placing under New Alkerist’s school and scry out a fallback location for the teleportation contingency to transport everyone too. That location would also need at least some wards to keep it secure and the children who ended up there alive.

Still… if that hour of time resulted in even a five percent increase in efficiency, it would be worth it. I wanted all the gains I could reasonably expect from this line of research before I started updating the valley’s enchantments, that way I didn’t have to do them a second time.

“Fine, you’re right. I’ll be right there,” I said.
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Querit’s solution was rather simple. He’d essentially created a set of runes that ‘fuzzed’ the lines of the enchantment in the same way we did it manually. The problem was that it couldn’t interpret the feedback, so the mana it recycled back into itself was more or less grabbed at random.

One hour of work turned into sixteen, which I honestly should have known better than to let happen. But I’d always been a researcher first. Handing this project off to someone else hadn’t been a desire to offload the work, but a necessity born of my lack of time. And Querit had been completely right. I did have a lot of insights into what he was trying to do. Our collaborative effort had paid dividends.

We’d refined the rune cluster he’d pioneered down to half its original size and increased its efficacy another twenty percent. I was convinced that we’d plucked all the low-hanging fruit in this project, but Querit wanted another day to work on it before we started upgrading anything. He had a few ideas he wanted to try out, and since I was now entirely behind on my own workload, I was happy for the excuse to delay servicing any of the many, many enchantments I’d placed on my home.

I idly scried my vat back beneath Derro while I mentally reorganized my schedule. The orbs moved around as the worms burrowed and scavenged, but my idea to drop them at a significantly lower depth seemed to be working. There were six of them all near the same location now, and two other ones traveling on paths that could have conceivably taken them near it.

Now why would so many of them be in one spot? Was there something down there worth eating, or was that where they retreated to rest? I shifted the focus of my scrying spell from my vat to the actual beacons themselves, which resulted in nothing but darkness coming back to me despite the modifiers to allow the spell to amplify any little scrap of light. The worms were truly deep underground if I got absolutely nothing from the spell.

No matter. I had other ways to go about solving this problem. A few seconds later, the spell shifted to give me feedback more akin to how earth sense functioned, which limited my range, but also let me feel out everything in every direction around me.

And what I felt was worms, worms, and more worms. They squirmed around each other, surprisingly placid for carnivorous monsters. I supposed they didn’t eat their own kind, which was actually not that surprising. Cannibalism seemed like it should run rampant in monsters, and in some species, it did, but the majority of them didn’t go after their own kind – not as food, at least.

I swept the spell’s sensory array around me and made my next big discovery – ‘big’ being the operative word. Apparently, the worms I’d been dealing with up near the surface were the smallest, youngest, and weakest of the bunch. Despite Querit’s surprise at their size, they had nothing on the other worms down there. Some of those monsters were over fifty feet long and five or six feet thick!

I felt a grin stretch across my lips. Monsters that size needed a lot of mana to survive. With that many of them down there, they had to have an abundant source of food. I just needed to go digging and find it.

The grin faded. I needed to find the time to go digging first. Where did this expedition, no matter how likely it was to pay off, fall on my list of priorities? It was certainly behind keeping my family safe, which meant I still needed to collect the teleportation platforms, and it was probably behind building a shelter for the children of New Alkerist. But everything else? That could wait a day or two.

Priorities reshuffled, I started gathering the supplies I needed while I scoured the mountains for a private retreat I could shape to fit my needs.
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“I admit, I wasn’t expecting to see you until tomorrow,” Councilman Lishav said.

“The safety of the children was a priority to me,” I told him. “I wanted to make sure I got this job done before events outpaced me. Can you show me to the room you want to use for your shelter?”

We were standing in his office on the third floor of what had become the largest building in town. I wasn’t actually sure who’d built it other than that I’d personally had no hand in its construction. The school I’d built had been two stories, four rooms on each floor, and was on the other side of town. They’d apparently outgrown it and somehow built this monstrosity, which I was doing my best not to cringe over as I examined it.

It wasn’t their fault. They rarely built anything more than a single story high. There was so much space that it wasn’t necessary to build up instead of out in most situations. But here, they’d established their fields, and New Alkerist had quickly grown beyond their initial expectations. And so, people who had no idea what they were doing had built a clunky box with walls that were way too thick on the assumption that that would keep things from falling over.

Admittedly, it wasn’t the worst construction idea I’d ever seen, but when this was all over, the school needed to be rebuilt in a way that made it far, far less likely it would collapse on itself, killing several dozen small children in the process.

I followed Lishav down to the basement, which was divided into two rooms. At least they’d gotten a proper supporting wall running the length of the school and some evenly-spaced pillars, though it was more the thickness of them than the placement that was keeping the basement from filling in with the rubble of the building above it.

“We moved all the supplies in storage to the back room,” Lishav explained. “It seemed easier to only have to organize getting everyone down the stairs rather than have them spread across two rooms.”

“Sound logic,” I said, trying to make it sound like every part of this school didn’t strike me as ill-conceived. “I’ll get started laying down some wards. This place will have its own mana battery you’ll want to keep fully charged. I won’t be using a ward stone so as to avoid drawing attention to the non-detection wards that will help hide the shelter.”

“Wouldn’t that risk weakening the wards without an adequate source of mana?” Lishav asked.

And this guy was the dean, or headmaster, or whatever, of the school. I made a mental note to take a more active hand in the magical education of New Alkerist once I was done dealing with Ammun. If this place was going to be the center of magical culture in the new world, its standards needed to go way up.

“No, a ward stone doesn’t provide a stronger source of mana. It just provides structure so that the wards can be powered by anyone who pours mana into them and makes them impossible to attack individually. They’re great for quick activation, but they don’t do anything that a set of enchantment wards can’t replicate. The big drawback is that the wards are always active this way, and if the mana runs out completely, they’ll break and need to be rebuilt, but this is only meant for a single use if and when the town is attacked, so it’s fine.”

“I see,” Lishav said. “But what about⁠—”

“I don’t mind answering questions, but I do need to get started,” I said. “As long as you can keep out of my way, feel free to hang around.”

“Of course, of course. Just tell me where I should stand,” the councilman agreed.

“Right there is fine. I’ll answer your questions when I can, but I won’t be able to stand here and hold a conversation.”

Now that the ground rules were laid down, I started moving around the room and anchoring the enchantments to various spots while explaining the methodology behind my work in as simple of terms as I could. Lishav peppered me with questions, so many that I briefly wondered if he was any relation to a woman named Shel from Old Alkerist who used to do the same thing.

I got the work done in a few hours while he watched, which actually ended up working out well for me since it meant I could explain the defenses and his part in them in real time as I set them up. Finally, the wards were set and I departed back to my home.

I had some worm hunting to prepare for.


Chapter
Forty-Three



With just about everything else on my list of immediate tasks finished, I began searching for my entry point into the deep tunnels and caves under Derro. Worst case, I knew where to dig straight down from, but, if possible, I’d prefer to teleport past that and save myself a few thousand feet of excavation.

“You’re sure you want to do this now?” Querit asked. “Even if you come back with the moon core tonight, it’s not going to generate so much mana that it makes a significant difference in the next few weeks. You could spend that time updating your demesne’s enchantments instead. It would be a safer bet.”

“I could,” I admitted, “and that will likely be my next project. But you said you wanted another day to eke out every possible efficiency before finalizing the new design, and this seems like the best use of my time until then.”

“And if the enemy mages show up again while you’re gone?”

“I’ve made contingencies,” I said.

I wouldn’t be taking much with me for my underground expedition. Any enchanted item I brought would only duplicate spells I could cast directly, often fully reclaiming the spent mana in the process. For all of that, there were two new additions to my arsenal.

The first was my own emergency recall bracelet, forged not because I suspected I’d encounter some sort of problem that forced me to retreat, but so that I could return home quickly in the event that Ammun’s forces arrived while I was busy. It was far too expensive to be used for casual teleportation, which was why the official plan was just to drop a platform down there when I was ready to leave if I didn’t have what I’d come for.

The second piece of gear I’d fashioned was a little garden trowel I’d somewhat whimsically created to serve as the base for a set of transmutation inscriptions that probably wouldn’t be necessary, but which could buy me some time in the event the ground collapsed on me. I wasn’t a fan of the idea of being buried alive, especially not at that depth and surrounded by giant flesh-eating worms. The trowel was designed to let me compact any sort of dirt and stone in a five-foot radius around it, theoretically leaving me inside a sphere of rock that I could then teleport out of.

Querit still didn’t know about New Alkerist, though I was sure he was keeping track of my comings and goings as best he could, so he knew I was going somewhere. I wouldn’t be the least bit surprised if he’d correctly speculated on what I’d been spending my time on, but as long as he didn’t know where the town was, that was good enough.

Even if he tried to examine my personal teleportation platform, all he’d find was that it wasn’t linked to anywhere else, and that I’d removed all the markers that would help scry my destination from the stone. I trusted him more now than I had a few weeks ago, but not enough to put my family in danger.

“Just keep doing what you’ve been doing,” I said. “You know how best to spend your time. I should be back in a few hours, but don’t hesitate to use the transmission stone if you think anything weird is going on.”

“Oh, don’t worry. I will.”

My scrying mirror focused on a narrow tunnel that was almost completely vertical. Most of the paths the worms ate through the sand and dirt collapsed behind them, but this one hadn’t. That was probably a combination of a slab of stone above it and gravity carrying what sand had fallen in there away. “This will be my entrance,” I said.

Querit peered over my shoulder at the tunnel. “Four feet wide. How far under the surface is that?”

“Not quite two miles,” I said.

“You’ll have a hard time breathing down there,” he warned.

“I have spells for that. If the sand worms can do it, so can I.”

Finally, Querit was out of arguments. He’d made it clear that he thought I was wasting my time, and I’d decided to go anyway. There was no point in trying to talk me out of it. I wasn’t really sure why he’d fought so hard anyway. Maybe he was afraid I’d die and leave him all alone in this new world.

I left his workshop ten minutes later via intra-demesne teleportation and jumped across the island to the spot I’d picked out with my scrying mirror from my platform. I appeared in complete darkness in the vertical shaft dug out by a worm that could swallow me whole. It was surprisingly warm down there, even by desert wasteland standards.

The first thing I did was cast an earth sense spell to get a feel for what might be lurking in the sand around me. The burst of mana from my teleportation spell was contained, but anything close enough might sense it. As if to prove my fears true, something rumbled through the ground.

The tunnel next to me burst open, spraying my shield ward with sand and rock. A moment later, a truly gargantuan worm appeared at the edge of my earth sense. It crossed the distance, pushing what sand it didn’t consume in front of it like a ship’s prow parting the waves, and I got an instant’s look at a cavernous maw ringed with row upon row of teeth before I was inside the monster.

I summoned my staff from inside my phantom space and drew mana through it. Great, jagged pillars of ice exploded outward in every direction, carving apart the worm’s guts and piercing its thick skin from the inside-out. The worm convulsed, silent but for the grinding of dirt around it, but it could no more spit me out than it could swallow me deeper. I was a caltrop in its throat, stuck fast and slicing it further apart with every move it made.

Blood dribbled from the wounds I’d dealt the monster. I watched it run down the edges of my conjured ice for a long moment while I held myself in place with grand telekinesis. The worm was probably strong enough to contest even a master-tier spell, but it was in no condition to leverage its body. It didn’t matter either way. The only muscle it could bring to bear against me was the inside of its own body, so either it cut itself apart thrashing in pain or it cut itself apart trying to dislodge me.

It died after a minute’s struggle, and I sliced my way free.

The brakvaw would have loved to have this thing, but it was too big to fit into my storage box without chopping it up. Besides that, all its squirming had completely destroyed the tunnel I’d arrived in, leaving me no choice but to start digging. Once again, I extended earth sense and tried to get a feel for what was going on around me.

The brief scuffle had attracted attention, but they were lesser worms that were far easier to deal with. The biggest trouble I had was keeping myself from being buried alive as their attacks collapsed the tunnel I was in. That did nothing to stop them—burrowing through the ground was how they spent every second of their lives—but it was a nuisance for me. My little trowel turned out to be a very good pick, though the rock shell it created around me was too brittle to stop the sand worms from breaking through it.

I’d expected to have a network of semi-solid tunnels to follow downward, the literal passage of the giant worms roaming around down here, but I hadn’t been able to find one with my extremely limited scrying capabilities. Truthfully, I was lucky to have found the relatively narrow passage that I’d teleported into from so far away. Now that I was here, however, I could feel my scrying beacons moving around.

That gave me a direction to start in, and I set about building my own tunnel into the depths, one that was properly reinforced to handle worm attacks without dropping a thousand tons of dirt on my head. It was every bit as slow a task as it had been back up below Derro, but other than my rough start, things went according to plan. Worms showed up; I killed them. I went back to digging. Occasionally I left one of my beacon orbs behind.

Two hours later, I found what I was looking for: a round tunnel in the sand ten feet wide with walls that were hard packed and relatively stable. Even better, it was going in roughly the right direction to reach the knot of scrying orbs that had initially drawn my attention down here.

I walked through the darkness, completely reliant on a single wavering speck of a light orb, no bigger than a grain of sand and so faint that without invocations enhancing my night vision, I still would have been blind. The goal was not to attract any new worms, especially not the big ones. I didn’t want them breaking this tunnel apart now that I finally had a place to walk without having to fight for every inch of progress.

The tunnel didn’t take me straight there, but even following its wandering course got me to my goal quicker than any other option. I wasn’t actually sure where I was in relation to the surface anymore, but at this point, it hardly mattered. All I cared about was finding the bottom of this nest.

The ground became less sand and more dirt and stone as I descended lower until I finally reached a point where the tunnel I was following started to curve back up. Apparently, the sand layer only went so deep, and this particular monster’s magic wasn’t sufficient for cutting through hundreds or thousands of feet of stone.

I considered following the tunnel I was currently in back up in the hopes that it would loop around the pocket of stone I’d found, but the more I stretched earth sense out, the more I became convinced I’d bumped into an underground wall, one that there was no way around. If that was the case, then I’d have to go through it. Unlike a sand worm, my magic could cut through stone just as easily as anything else.

One good thing about traveling so far below the surface was that the smaller, weaker worms avoided the area. I wasn’t sure if that was because they physically couldn’t get down here or if there was some other reason, but the larger worms were comparatively rare, and that meant I could cast spells with less risk of them finding me.

Less risk wasn’t the same as no risk, as a burrowing sand worm even bigger than the one that had initially attacked me proved. I ruptured its mana core and stole the mana from its body, not because I needed it, but because I didn’t want anything else nearby that might notice the free meal to show up and partake. I still had plenty of space for extra mana in my mana crystal, so I harvested everything I could get before returning to work.

And then I finished excavating a hole two feet wide and thirty feet deep through the wall. The last chunks of stone fell away into a vast nothingness so big that no echo of them crashing to the ground below reached my ears. Curious, I flew forward into the void myself and sent my scrying spells out into the dark to see just how big this cavern truly was.

I didn’t detect any kind of life living down here, which wasn’t terribly surprising given the lack of water or light plants needed to grow. Without that, there was nothing to base an ecosystem off of, and since there was no ambient mana radiating out from the world core anymore, there would be no monsters that could live without food, either.

Which was why I was terribly surprised when something big, fast, and invisible crashed into me and slammed me into the wall.
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My shield ward flared to life, protecting me from the impact – but not the pin. Whatever had smacked into me, I still couldn’t see or sense anything at all. I scrunched my eyes closed, wove mana together, and took advantage of the universal weakness of practically all subterranean creatures.

Light bloomed in the air around me, prompting a startled and pained cry from a… thing. I’d never seen anything quite like it. Its whole body was transparent, only visible now because of the light reflecting off its skin in scintillating patterns as it flailed about. It was a giant, easily twenty feet tall, with mitts the size of my chest.

The monster pulled away from me, releasing me from the wall and letting me fall away from it. That was great, since gravity allowed me to put some distance between us, but at the same time, my light orb dropped with me. As soon as the monster was outside its radius, it became completely invisible again. I halted my descent and forced the orb back up, but the thing was already gone.

Something slammed into me from behind and sent me spinning away, but it was gone again before the light could reveal it. I had a simple solution to that: more light. Six more orbs flashed into existence around me, illuminating everything within a hundred feet, but no monster.

The light stung my eyes, but a bit of magic fixed that up. I sent out the orbs to scour the open air, but whatever the thing was, it was quick enough to get away. The orbs spun around me in an ever-expanding circle, not revealing anything, but not letting it get close enough to hit me again, either.

If it wasn’t going to come back into the light, I’d just have to hunt it down. Just because I couldn’t see it with my eyes or sense its mana didn’t mean it could hide from my divinations. There were dozens of ways to detect monsters, everything from vibrations in the ground to shifting air currents to sensing blood or even the presence of life itself. Something was going to show me where this creature was; I just had to figure out what.

Actually, now that I thought about it, there was no real reason to do this the hard way. Light spells were cheap, even without lossless casting. How big could this hole under the ground possibly be?

The lights flared as I poured more and more mana into them. When that failed to illuminate the whole cavern, I added more lights and set them to flying about randomly as they expanded.

The creature, whatever it was, was fast, I’d give it that. Three different times I caught light reflecting off parts of its body as it dodged around. Each time, I concentrated more magic into that area, only to find that it was gone again. Frowning, I started trying to calculate just how quick it could move and whether I was actually leaving it avenues to escape through in the darkness. Based on my initial assessment of its size, I should have already fenced it in.

Even if I wasn’t catching it directly with the light, just the mere presence of the orbs should have been enough to blind it, but the creature didn’t seem to be hindered at all. Perhaps it had some sort of short-range teleportation ability, though if so, its core shielding was so strong that I still couldn’t sense it at all. If not that, then it had to be some sort of shape shifter.

Or I was mistaken about how many opponents I was fighting. There was no reason to assume only one of the creatures existed.

More surprisingly, despite being up to twenty light orbs all shining at four times their normal strength, I still couldn't find the ends of this cavern. Despite the many, many stories saying otherwise, our world was not riddled with endless underground caverns and tunnels. It barely even had the worm-eaten tunnels I’d been following, and those were only temporary. Not even the rock worms plaguing the mountains around my valley dug caverns like this.

A simple novice-tier spell obviously wasn’t appropriate for this situation anymore. Fortunately, light was a very common side effect of many conjurations, and trying to hunt down my attacker—and failing—I was plenty annoyed.

A line of fire cut through the darkness, stretching out a thousand feet, then two, before finally splashing against the stone. It was joined by a dozen more streaking away from me in every direction, all filling the cavern with the light of day. When that still wasn’t enough, I cast explosive blasts into the air all around me, each one a burst of brilliant white fire that sent waves of heat rolling into my shield ward. Without my magic to protect me, my lungs would have been seared by my own spells.

And there, finally, was the thing that had attacked me. It was vaguely humanoid but with too-long arms and a hunched appearance. It had no real neck to speak of, just a head that sat directly on its chest. A long tail curled around its feet, and it took me a moment to realize that there was some sort of skin flap connecting its torso and arms together to form something approximating wings.

That was all the detail I could get, since even in bright light, it was still nothing more than a shimmering outline. It could have fur or scales or be completely naked flesh for all I knew. What was important was that I had eyes on it. The next flame lance I cast was aimed directly at the monster,

It shrieked in agony and tried to flee, but I kept the light on it. It was fast, but not to the speed I’d expected, which likely meant it needed the darkness to freely shift around using some spell similar to shadow step. Given its sheer size, it probably had the mana reserves to use a spell that cheap a hundred times, even with a dormant core. Since I had no proof that its core was dormant, I had to assume its movement was unlimited as long as it was in the darkness.

It was the perfect predator for its environment, but once it was exposed in the light, there was nothing it could do to fight back.

At least, that was what I thought, until it ripped up a chunk of stone out of the floor with its bare hands and threw it several hundred feet in my direction with startling accuracy. I caught the stone with greater telekinesis and redirected it back to the monster, though just barely. I wouldn’t have been able to stop the missile’s momentum with an intermediate-tier spell, not at that weight and speed.

The stone crashed into the monster and sent it sprawling, leaving it wide open to be struck by a few more flame lances. Less than a minute later, its shrieks ended and it stopped thrashing. Its body flickered into true visibility once its mind no longer shaped its mana, which I could now feel draining out of its corpse.

It had pale, colorless scales, sickly white like so many other creatures that lived in lightless environments. Really, it was the perfect ambush predator for this giant cave I’d found myself in. The strange part was that there didn’t seem to be much of anything else here for it to actually eat. Admittedly, I still hadn’t found the walls on this place, but I had to have covered a fair amount of its interior just trying to hunt down my attacker.

This was all a distraction, in the end. I wasn’t here to go spelunking or fight off unfriendly wildlife. I was here to find a shortcut to the worm nest my scrying beacons had alerted me to. Whatever this monster was, whatever it hunted to feed itself, and however good it was at doing that were not details that were relevant to my goals.

I cast out scrying spells in every direction while I flew west and kept myself in a wide area of bright light just in case there were any more of the camouflaged beasts roaming around. I was unlikely to see them outside the sphere of light centered on me, but as long as they didn’t attack me, their presence remained nothing more than a curiosity.

My scrying quickly revealed the presence of no less than six tunnels leading away from the cavern. Four went in completely the wrong direction, going east and south at least far enough to not make it worth the time to explore them in the hopes that they’d turn back farther in. Of the remaining two, both went generally westward, but one sloped down and the other remained level. Since I needed to descend deeper under the surface, it was an obvious choice which way to go.

Still, I sent scrying spells down both of them to make sure they continued in their general directions. After a few thousand feet, I started to reconsider my initial choice. The downward sloping tunnel was dropping at such a sharp rate that I suspected I’d end up having to burrow back up to get to the worms. It might be better to just keep going west until I came out the other side of this chunk of stone and got back into sand. Then I could try to find new worm-bored tunnels to follow.

Unfortunately, scrying through hundreds of feet of solid ground just wasn’t feasible. No matter which choice I made, it would ultimately be a guess. After considering the path both tunnels took, I decided I’d be more likely to find the edge of the stone by going straight, and started down the appropriate tunnel.

I’d only gone a thousand feet before I slowed my flight and came to a halt. Scrying spells could sense mana, but it wasn’t nearly as easy to feel it out as when I was there in person. There was a mass of mana down there, though, something big enough to be noticeable and entirely stationary. It probably wasn’t a chunk of moon core, but it was worth investigating.

I turned back and started down the other tunnel instead. A few minutes later, it turned into a straight chute that narrowed too much for me to get through without altering it, but a simple stone shape spell got me past that bottleneck and gave me access to another cave.

Unlike the first one I’d entered, this one was only about two hundred feet wide. Its walls were a smooth and glassy black, like volcanic glass, and its floor was wavy like the sea on a windy day, only frozen in place. In the middle of all that was the source of the mana I’d sensed down here, and it definitely wasn’t a chunk of Amodir’s moon core.

It was a stone tree, for lack of a better word. There were no leaves, and the branches were too evenly spaced and symmetrical to be anything but purposefully designed. The trunk was thirty feet tall and five feet wide, smooth black stone just like the rest of the chamber. Strangest of all, there were millions of tiny holes in it, just big enough for some ant-like creatures to crawl in and out of.

Much like the monster I’d killed up above, each one was transparent, seemingly made from the purest living glass. That was where the similarities ended. They had no reaction to the encroaching light of my magic at all, not a single one of them.

It took only a moment’s examination for me to realize that they had no eyes to see with. No amount of light would matter to them, because as far as these creatures were concerned, there was no such thing. If I remained motionless and silent, would they be able to sense me at all?

‘It has been thousands of generations since we were last threatened by the devourers,’ a voice calmly announced in my head. ‘But do not make the mistake of thinking that we have forgotten the old ways. Take this as your one and only warning to turn back now, while you can still leave under your own power.’
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“That’s unexpected,” I murmured as I settled into a sitting position in the air next to the ‘tree.’ “Sapient creatures.”

I couldn’t find a singular mind to connect with to return its telepathic communications. Clearly, this was some sort of gestalt entity, not unusual for a hive species that specialized in divination magic. If it came down to a fight, its strength could be overwhelming until I thinned its numbers.

Before I crushed the entire colony, I’d try communicating first. As unlikely as it was that this entity would know anything useful, it wouldn’t hurt to ask questions. If it turned hostile, I’d crush it. If it was merely uncooperative, I could just leave now that I understood the source of the mana I’d scried.

“Can you hear me?” I asked. Hopefully it could, since I wasn’t eager to blindly broadcast my thoughts so that anything nearby could hear them.

‘We hear,’ the entity responded.

Good. That made this a bit easier. “I’m not here to fight you. I’m looking for an immense source of mana buried deep underground somewhere near here.”

The gestalt didn’t respond.

“I know you’re not what I came down here to find,” I added. “Your mana network is impressive, but I’m looking for something else. Could you point me in the right direction?”

‘Why would we help you?’ the gestalt asked. ‘What claim do you have to this mana source? Why is your need greater than whoever currently owns it?’

“Does that mean you know where it is?”

‘Perhaps. If we refuse to tell you, will you bend the light of the Astral Realm to your will to scour us from existence?’

It certainly wouldn’t have been the first time I’d destroyed something that had gotten in my way, but there was no gain to crushing a somewhat unique lifeform that couldn’t possibly cause me any problems.

“No,” I said. “There’s no point. An entity like yourself can’t be compelled to give information it doesn’t want to. Even if I could destroy you, it would change nothing.”

‘It’s not that your morals or ethics are holding you back. It is a matter of practicality.’

“Yes,” I agreed. “I’m not given to sentimentalities.”

‘We have no answers for you.’

“I don’t think I believe that,” I said. “I think you know where the thing I’m looking for is. And if that’s the case, then there’s no reason we can’t come to an agreement. You know what I want; what can I do for you? Knowledge? Enchantments? Some sort of raw material to build with?”

‘Our goals are our own. We neither require nor want an outsider’s help.’

My magic showed me more of the ant-creatures crawling out of the walls of the cavern, hundreds of thousands of them at least. The black-glass tree might have been the core of their home, but it wasn’t the sum of it. Its roots went deep into the stone, deeper than I could feel out with earth sense. Perfect.

“How many of you are there?” I asked. “A million? Two? More?”

‘Are you reconsidering the use of force?’

“The opposite.” I needed to keep this conversation going for another two minutes. “This far from the surface, it must be hard to find prey. The only other creature I’ve seen down here is a master of stealth, and huge besides.”

‘We shall survive, just as we always have.’

“I’m sure you will. How much of your population dies when times get lean?”

‘Irrelevant. We are a collective. No individual physical body matters.’

“So you say, and yet there are so many of you. There exists some desire to continue to expand in there, which means your physical bodies need sustenance.”

I pulled a piece of fruit from my phantom space and dropped it to the glass floor below. It rolled a few times before settling into the dip between two of the waves. Hundreds of crystalline, translucent ants immediately crawled all over it.

‘Your offer is noted and rejected,’ the gestalt sent. ‘Such a trivial amount of food means nothing.’

The fruit started to float back up to me, undamaged despite being buried in ants for a few seconds. “That’s a sample,” I said, making no move to reclaim it. “I can give you a thousand thousand times more food than that.”

The first chunk of my invisible assailant floated down from the hole in the ceiling. I’d cut it apart with remote force magic and brought it down here with telekinesis. It would take another few minutes to butcher the entire corpse, and even longer to transport the meat down here, but I’d carved off enough to make my offer.

‘You claim to offer food that was already destined to sustain our physical bodies.’

“How so? This is meat from my kill, freely offered. I would be happy to trade the rest for information about the mana source I’m looking for.”

‘No. This kill was abandoned.’

Pressure mounted in my head as I fended off the gestalt’s thoughts. Anger bled into its words, either because it was unable to regulate the mental connection it had forged, or because it did not care to. Whatever the reason, the gestalt was starting to stress my wards, but I didn’t let it show on my face. A bit of mana to reinforce them guaranteed my continued safety, not to mention keeping it from reading my own thoughts.

If the gestalt realized that I was growing annoyed enough to consider filling this entire room with fire, it probably wouldn’t be willing to negotiate with me. It would be a shame if I’d wasted all this time and effort only to walk away no better off than when I’d started.

I let the slab of meat drop to the ground. “It was still my kill. I can easily take it with me, but I’d be happy to trade it to you. I’ll even transport the rest of it down here. All I want to know is where to find the mana source in the area.”

Ants swarmed over the meat, so many that even though I could see through them, they covered the food with a sort of blurry haze not unlike looking through a poorly constructed camouflage spell. It took seconds for them to carve up the meat into a thousand pieces small enough to be carried away, a not-so-subtle reminder of what they could do to me if I wasn’t careful.

‘This is not enough,’ the gestalt sent. ‘What you ask for will cause the death of millions. Providing us with sustenance today means nothing if we trade it for starvation tomorrow.’

It had a point there. If I removed the moon core, which I was planning on doing once I found it, the worms that dominated the sands below Derro would most likely die. Monsters needed mana to live, and it was the rare specimen that could generate enough mana to survive without an outside source. Some could, of course, but usually only small and weak monsters.

It was impossible to predict the impact removing the moon core would have on the local ecosystem. The worms appeared to be the apex predators to me, but I’d done very little in the way of exploration. I didn’t even know what other monsters lived down here, let alone how many of them relied on the worms in some way. This colony of ants seemed contained to this relatively small area, but there was no telling how deep they’d burrowed through this stone to reach food sources.

Maybe I could solve two problems here. “I have a proposal. How willing would you be to relocate to a new home near the surface where regular food could be provided?”

‘Unnecessary.’ The gestalt almost sounded confused. ‘We have everything we need here.’

“For now,” I said. “But rest assured, I’m not going to give up my search just because you decide not to help me. If you’re concerned about your food supply disappearing were you to give me the location of that giant, mana-producing rock, that will still be a concern for you in the future.”

‘Then it seems that the proper course of action to ensure our continued survival is to stop you from ever leaving this place,’ the gestalt said.

“You could try,” I said with a shrug. “You won’t succeed, not unless your ability to attack my mind is much, much stronger than you’ve led me to believe.”

‘Perhaps it is time to find out.’

The gestalt lashed out at me with all the strength its collective millions upon millions of members could muster. I floated there, unperturbed, a veritable rock at sea withstanding the beating of the waves on it. The difference here was that the ocean would continue to slam against that rock endlessly, slowly and inevitably wearing it down. The gestalt couldn’t, and unlike the rock, I could fight back.

It was by no means weak, but my mental defenses were solid years before I’d ventured into this place, and I’d used the last few minutes to reinforce my passive abilities with a few choice barriers specifically designed to resist the constant deluge of pressure this particular type of entity was known for outputting.

The gestalt’s attacks were primarily mental, but it did have millions upon millions of bodies, several thousand of which poured out of holes in the black-glass ceiling to rain down on me, only to strike my shield ward and bounce off or slide away. There was no purchase to be found there, and rather than cling to me, they were scattered across the floor.

I was content to let the two-pronged offense go on for a few minutes, just to prove my point, but the gestalt wasn’t stupid. It quickly realized the futility of the fight and ceased its assault. ‘We have no desire to leave our home, but it seems you leave us with little choice, assuming you haven’t decided to obliterate us now.’

“If you’re ready to listen to my offer now, I’m still willing to give it out.”

‘We will listen.’

I’d expected it would. Most gestalts were beings of logic and reasoning. They had to be in order to form a gestalt. Strong emotions could break the union and tear the entity apart. Besides, they were ants. It wasn’t like they were known for their tempers.

“There is a place full of portals to far off lands,” I said. “The portals are used by a flock of enormous birds, so big that they would have difficulty fitting in this chamber. The amount of food they consume daily is so great that to feed all of your vessels wouldn’t even be a snack to them. They would have no issue providing you with all the sustenance you need to multiply your numbers several times over.”

‘What would they want in return?’ the entity asked.

“Invaders came through the portals recently. They were killed or driven off, but there are more that could arrive at any moment. I propose that you reestablish your colony in the rock face that the cliffs are built into. It would be trivial for you to keep watch over the portals and sound the alarm if more invaders come through.”

‘That is all you would require? A simple warning?’

“Yes. If you wanted to subdue and interrogate any intruders, you’d be welcome to keep them when you were done, but you wouldn’t have to.”

‘And in return, you will claim the mana stone here using the knowledge we give you, irreparably altering the world forever and likely causing everything that lives here to starve.’

“Something like that,” I agreed. I wasn’t about to feel sorry for a bunch of simple-minded worms that had vastly overgrown their place in the food chain because their ancestors had lucked into stumbling across a source of unlimited mana a thousand years ago.

The gestalt didn’t say anything. Long seconds stretched on while it thought, likely an eternity to it considering the way its collective consciousness worked. Then, suddenly, I was bombarded with a mental map of everything within a few miles of the colony’s home, including the moon core buried under a mile or more of sand beneath me.

“It seems we have a deal,” I said with a smile. “Let’s talk logistics.”
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The biggest sticking point was that the gestalt, for some inscrutable reason, wanted to bring its entire room of black-glass stone with it. It wasn’t impossible, but it was an expensive and time-consuming endeavor. I countered with an offer to relocate the ‘tree’ itself and all of the floor within twenty feet, which was about the biggest section my phantom space could hold now.

The gestalt wasn’t convinced, but gave up when I countered with transporting slabs of the walls if it was willing to cut them into sections small enough to move. When it admitted it didn’t have the power, we went with my original plan. The ants cleared out of the tree and surrounding area, and I used a modified stone shape spell to cut out a foot-thick stretch of the floor to stash in my phantom space.

The tree resisted entering, probably due to the connection the gestalt had with it. Closing my phantom space might sever that, so I held off on stashing it for now. While the ants gathered, I created a temporary portal to Eyrie Peak. “Ready?” I asked.

‘As we can be for such a momentous change,’ came the answer.

The portal finished unfolding and the ants began streaming through. I pulled the tree into my phantom space, holding the connection open for just a second while I stepped through the portal myself. I immediately ejected the tree back out, allowing my phantom space to snap closed and the gestalt to reaffirm its link.

‘We are exposed here,’ the gestalt said.

“We’ll burrow into the cliff face,” I told it. “It’ll take a few hours, plus I’ll need to inform the brakvaw of your presence and introduce you. Incidentally, are you able to cast audible illusions?”

‘To mimic speech? This is within our capabilities.’

“Good. The brakvaw leader is tied down to a physical location and will almost certainly speak to you via a projection spell. You may find it difficult to reach his mind over such a vast distance.”

‘We will find a way,’ the gestalt said. I got the feeling it was including me in that ‘we’ this time, which was fair. I was the architect of this plan, and it was my responsibility to overcome any problems that cropped up.

Briefly, I wondered how it would go if I introduced Querit to the gestalt. Being a living golem with no actual mind, it was an existence completely outside the gestalt’s understanding of reality. Would the colony of psychically connected ants be able to comprehend Querit?

That was a fascinating question, but it was too low on my list of priorities to be answered any time soon. Of more immediate concern were the trio of brakvaw winging their way toward me. Considering we’d been standing here for about half a minute now, their response time left something to be desired. If enemy mages had come through any of the portals, they would have had plenty of time to flee.

Grandfather’s projection appeared in front of me in his typical human shape. “Keiran,” he said. Warily, he peered past me at the transparent ant swarm rolling out of the open portal, then up at the stone tree behind me. “An explanation, if you please?”

“I have discovered a gestalt entity in need of a new home and food source,” I said. “I’ve agreed to provide transportation in exchange for the entity keeping an eye on the portal networks on our behalf. It will require… Hmm…”

I trailed off and eyed the swarm. How much meat did a single ant need in a day? And how many of them were there? I had no doubt I hadn’t seen even a fraction of the gestalt’s total numbers, even with them being as exposed as they currently were here.

“Fifty pounds of meat a day?” I asked.

Mana danced through the ant swarm like a constellation of stars, and a soft, almost feminine voice said out of nowhere, “Double that. Part of this promise was room and resources for us to expand the colony.”

“There you go,” I said. “One new neighbor with a vested interest in keeping the brakvaw safe in exchange for one afternoon snack a day.”

Grandfather pondered that for a few seconds, then glanced at the empty portal ring on the cliff face. “Does that mean you’ll be opening the Green Plains portal again?”

“Not for another few weeks,” I said. “Once Ammun’s forces establish their own path to the island, there won’t be much point in keeping it closed. Until then, I’d like to avoid giving them any shortcuts. I know where the moon core is now, thanks to our new friends; it should take less than a day to retrieve it.”

“You will be staying here to assist with our relocation first,” the gestalt said firmly. “It would not even be needed if not for your interference.”

I shrugged. “You were free to refuse my offer.”

“And be left to starve,” the gestalt pointed out.

“Keiran, did you strong-arm a powerful mind-magic wielding entity into living in the middle of my flock?” Grandfather asked, his voice tight.

I thought about that for a second, then nodded. “Pretty much, yes. Really, though, this is for the best. All of us are going to benefit from this.”

“You could have at least discussed it with me first,” the old bird said.

“I’m under a bit of a time crunch right now. It was faster to just go ahead and convince you after we got here. Now, I’m assuming you want this tree back underground?” I directed that question to the gestalt.

“Correct.”

“Any caves under this plateau?” I asked Grandfather. Not waiting for his answer, I sent scrying spells sweeping down the side of the mountain to find out for myself, and cast a quick earth sense spell to get a better look at exactly what I’d be working with.

“I do not believe so,” he said, confirming what I’d already determined for myself.

“Perfect. This should be close enough to the portals. Hmm, unless you’d prefer to take over the wall behind the portals? You’d need to be careful about opening micro-tunnels to the surface,” I told the gestalt. “The rune structures are delicate enough that too many tunnels could break them.”

“Fifty feet straight down from here is sufficient,” the gestalt said. “We are able to sense your weavings from here.”

I started opening the ground while a flock of agitated brakvaw circled overhead. Grandfather scowled at me, but I ignored that. He’d forgive me, or he wouldn’t. Either way, life would go on. Unless the gestalt tried to take over the brakvaw and claim the whole eyrie, this was a win for everybody. And if it did do that, I’d just kill it. A few explosive fire blasts would do in the majority of its bodies, and I had some more targeted spells to clean up the remnants.

It took well over an hour to plant the black-glass tree in its new underground home, which was only a fraction the size of its old one. The gestalt complained about the reduction in size, loudly, but I just reminded it how much more food it was about to have available. It would be doubling in size quickly and could regain lost ground easily enough.

With the transplant complete, I moved to step through the portal leading back underground, but Grandfather stopped me. “I would like a word,” he said. “In private.”

“Of course,” I said. “Shall I meet you at the roost?”

“Please.”

The projection vanished, and I spent a moment seriously considering walking back through the portal instead before I reluctantly flew up to the top of the mountain. Grandfather was there, as always, his immense bulk in the middle of the eternal stream of mana holding up the brakvaw graveyard high above the clouds.

“What were you thinking?” he demanded as I landed nearby. “Inviting something like that here! It’s a threat to all of us.”

“What? No it’s not,” I said. “It’s a gestalt made out of an ant colony. Even with millions of members, it’s barely got human-level intelligence.”

“That’s what it is today, but what about in a year? How big will it grow before it decides it doesn’t need us to deliver food when it could just eat us instead?”

“You’re worried about nothing. Even if it decides to try that, any brakvaw, even a freshly-hatched chick, can defeat it. Did you notice the crystalline body structure? Its bodies are vulnerable to sonic attacks. A loud enough screech will scramble their internals and fracture their exoskeletons.”

“All well and good, unless they start by attacking our minds.”

“A possibility,” I acknowledged. “And if it does that, I’ll destroy it. All you have to do is let me know. That reminds me, I have a transmission stone for you to reach out to me with. This is for emergency use only. I’ll hear your words directly into my mind no matter what I’m doing, so use it responsibly.”

I produced one of the stones from my phantom space and tossed it to Grandfather, who caught it in his magic and brought it up to his eye to examine it. Apparently satisfied with what he saw, the stone zipped off into the interior of his roost.

“I’m not happy, Keiran,” he announced. “You don’t own the brakvaw. You don’t run our home. You don’t get to make decisions like this without even so much as consulting me. Don’t get me wrong; I am grateful for all the assistance you’ve given my flock and me personally, but this was a step too far.”

“And if I had more time, I would have spoken to you first,” I said. “Unfortunately, I do not. This meeting is a courtesy to assuage any fears you might have. I have to get back to work, unless you have anything else to talk about.”

I was aware of the effect I had on people. Dozens of rulers over the centuries had looked at me with the exact same frustration Grandfather felt right now. It was hard for them to accept that some people were beyond their control. Sometimes they got angry and tried to prove that no one had more authority than them. That never ended well for them.

Usually, logic and sense prevailed, and they bowed to the inevitable. That was the case with Grandfather. He might have thought that he could prevail if it came to an open conflict, and truth be told, if the entire flock descended on me, I’d be forced to flee. But he knew the cost that would come with that: no more portals, renewed violence between humans and brakvaw resulting in deaths on both sides, me razing their civilization to the ground to eliminate a threat and harvest their mana.

It was better for both of us to remain cooperative, just so long as he understood that we weren’t equals.

“No,” Grandfather all but snarled. “That was everything.”

“Then I’ll be on my way.” I started to fly away, but paused and turned back. “For what it’s worth, I truly believe the gestalt’s presence has a positive effect on the security of the portals, and not just for my own sake, either. If an army of mages comes through here, there’s every possibility that the brakvaw will come under attack as well.”

“That thing won’t give us more than a few seconds of warning. How much good could it possibly do?”

“You are misunderstanding its nature,” I said. “It’s going to spread through the portals to the other side. As long as they remain open, it will be able to monitor both sides and the surrounding area. You’ll know well before anything comes through. Trust me, for the price of a deer carcass a day, you’re getting the better end of the deal.

“And if it decides to act against you, I’ll annihilate it. On that, you have my word.”


Chapter
Forty-Seven



With the gestalt’s map in my head, it was easy to plan my route. Ants were naturally burrowing creatures; that combined with human-level intelligence and access to mana allowed them to thoroughly map out the underground for miles in every direction. Even dying did nothing to slow them down, not when the gestalt knew everything each individual ant discovered right up until the moment of its death.

There were small tunnels leading out from the main cavern where I’d been attacked by that invisible creature, almost all of them too narrow to allow it to escape. It seemed to have been primarily subsisting on nothing but mana and the occasional sand worm when it felt like digging through the sand pits at the very end of the tunnel I’d been exploring before I discovered the gestalt.

I ignored that route myself, since it wasn’t really any faster to dig through sand with transmutation than it was to go through solid rock. It probably wasn’t a coincidence that the closest spot to the moon core was actually the gestalt’s home, which worked well for me since it cut down on the backtracking I needed to do.

Two miles of dirt, stone, and sand were all that separated me from my goal. A few hours of work would see me there, probably with an extra hour or more to deal with interference from any curious and hungry sand worms that happened to be in the area. As long as Ammun’s forces didn’t pick today to make their move, I could finish this job up.

I started digging at the same steady and careful pace I always used, a few feet at a time as I chained transmutation spells one after another after another. After about ten minutes, I made it to the outside edge of the rock layer and pushed back into sand, where things began to slow down both because of my need to ensure I'd properly reinforced the tunnel and because all the mana I'd been spending had apparently drawn in a crowd.

No less than six different sand worms, all of them big enough to swallow me whole, attacked me within a few minutes of burrowing out into their territory. Fortunately, all of them had enough mana that it was easy to feel their approach and ready myself. I even went so far as to butcher the corpses and stuff them into the spatial box in my pocket. Hopefully, it would soothe some of Grandfather’s ruffled feathers.

After the first hour of digging and fighting, I took a break to consult the mental map the gestalt had given me to determine if I needed to make any adjustments. Everything seemed to be on course, but without being able to scry through a mile of sand, I had no way to know for sure. The best I could do was keep digging and hope nothing went wrong.

By the end of the second hour, I was pleased to find that I could feel subtle pulses of mana up ahead. Those only got stronger as I dug, and I took the fact that I’d fended off several dozen massive sand worms as a good sign. I started stretching earth sense ahead of me, hoping to pick up the moon core on a sweep. It would be incredibly easy to tunnel right past it, missing it by a hundred feet or less.

Then, finally, my divinations found something. Or rather, earth sense picked up a hole in the ground. It didn’t make sense, either. There was nothing but sand around it, no supporting structures inside the void and no rock shell to explain the absence of material. There was plenty of mana, presumably from the moon core itself, but I didn’t sense any sort of active spell.

The void shifted, pushing the walls of sand back a foot before settling back into place. Sand poured down from above, filling the empty space within seconds.

“That’s impossible,” I said aloud.

Earth sense wasn’t going to cut it here, and normal scrying would struggle to pierce walls thicker than a foot or two, but if the void was what I thought it was, I had other options. A quick spell later confirmed my fears. The void was a creature buried underground, a creature so absolutely massive that I couldn’t even get the whole of its shape.

Could a sand worm live and grow indefinitely, given a big enough source of mana? How large would one be if it had a thousand years of exposure to something like a fragment of moon core? And, most importantly, how difficult would it be to take that moon core away? It would be a death sentence for a monster so massive that it couldn’t live without an unlimited mana budget.

The last layer of sand fell away before my eyes, revealing a leathery brown wall. If I hadn’t already figured out what I was seeing, I’d never have guessed I was looking at the monster’s body. I could feel the mana from the massive worm radiating out, so heavy that I wasn’t even sure there was a moon core somewhere past it.

Maybe I could dig around the worm and come at the moon core from another angle, but I had a suspicion that it was wrapped entirely around the stone. No matter which direction I approached from, I’d have a guardian monster to deal with. To that end, I needed to get some space to fight in, otherwise I was liable to be smeared across the sand the first time it shifted.

If there was ever a time to put a master-tier transmutation called abyssal maw to good use, this was it. The problem was that I wasn’t sure the chasm it ripped open would be big enough. Also, it was entirely likely that if I used the spell down here, it would cause the roof of the newly opened pit to pour down and crush me.

What I needed was a combination of spells to keep me safe while dislodging the worm from around the moon core so that I could steal it. And if that didn’t work, killing it was an acceptable alternative. A plan started to come together in my head, one that I spent a few minutes turning around to look at from every angle.

Once I was confident that it would work, I set about pulling it off.
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The trickiest part of the abyssal maw spell was that it was designed to split the ground open directly underneath me. Casting it out in front of me required some off-the-cuff modifications, always a tricky proposition when dealing with spells at this level of complexity. The spell went off without a hitch, however, and a chasm ripped open beneath the worm’s body as sand was transmuted into air and—on the outer edges—stone.

As I’d suspected, the worm’s bulk was so massive that even with that spell, it barely budged. What the spell did do was get the monster’s attention. Thankfully, there was so much mana permeating the area that it couldn’t sense me. I’d used elemental form to shift myself into an earth elemental, which wasn’t generally all that useful since earth wasn’t really known for moving, so the spell more or less locked me into one position.

But it made me indistinguishable from the rest of the sand around here, and that was the important part. Other than by sensing the mana from the spells I was casting, it was practically impossible to find me.

Core rupture was the next step in my plan. Every living creature, whether it was a fifty-ton worm or a single transparent ant, had a mana core, and in this case, the worm had the largest one I’d ever encountered. I wasn’t sure a single core rupture would actually slow it down, not in the short-term.

Unfortunately for the worm, I was well past the point where I had to worry about conserving my mana. I had enough in my body alone to cast all the master-tier spells I needed, not even considering my mana crystal, which held easily fifty times as much mana as I was capable of.

Another thing about core rupture: it was a combat spell, which meant it was designed to be cast quickly. Three of them hit the sand worm in the space of a second, and if abyssal maw woke it up, having its core carved up got it moving.

The ground started vibrating as it thrashed in agony, mana bleeding from it in explosive bursts. I drank in what I could, but even at stage six, my mana core simply couldn’t pull mana from the environment at the speed the worm was losing it.

A coil of the worm’s body swept through the sand that made up my elemental form, scattering me across a span of twenty feet or so. It wasn’t an attack so much as random flailing, but it dislodged the monster and caused part of its body to slip into the open abyssal maw beneath it. That was all it took to start the chain reaction, and soon the entire worm was slipping out of place. Unfortunately, that wasn’t enough to make it let go of the moon core it had wrapped itself around, and that fell a thousand feet with it. Fresh sand poured down on top of us, reburying the monster in place.

I could only imagine what the surface looked like right now. We were so far down that it was possible it was undisturbed, but I doubted it. Between the worm crashing against the sand, sending vibrations rolling through it, and the sudden loss of tons and tons of earth, there had to be some sign of something going on.

If there hadn’t been already, there definitely would be in the next few minutes. I cast a second abyssal maw, this time directly above the worm. The new void immediately started filling in with sand, literally dumping an incalculable amount of weight down on the monster.

Burrowing through sand was one thing, but giving it a thousand feet to fall before it slammed down on top of a living creature was something else. Honestly, I wasn’t confident that even this would seriously be enough to injure it, but it was my first backup plan if the drop didn’t cause the monster to lose its grip on the moon core.

I learned two things at that point. First: the worm wasn’t too big to shrug off getting slammed with that kind of weight. Second: it was big enough to fight through it. I was essentially fighting blind underground with only extremely limited scrying to show me anything at all, but earth sense told me the behemoth was starting to uncoil its body and lunging straight up, no doubt hunting whatever had attacked it.

As an earth elemental, there was practically no way I could be injured. Even if the worm scattered the motes of sand that made up my current body, I’d just pull my consciousness back together into a unified whole again. So I wasn’t particularly concerned about being killed right now so much as I was that the worm would wriggle its way through a few miles of sand, necessitating I track it down and start the fight all over again.

I needn’t have worried. It went straight up, its body so massive that when the part near me I could actually sense began moving, I was pulled up along with it. I spared a moment to consider what exactly was on the surface above me and hoped we weren’t about to come up directly beneath some poor farming village on the outskirts of Derro, but it was a passing concern. The odds were astronomically low, anyway.

The worm surged upward, still carrying the moon core along with it, as it searched for its unknown assailant. What had taken me hours and hours of digging took it no more than a minute before it breached the surface and kept rising, a thousand feet straight into the air. That was when I was thrown free of the ground as part of a continuous geyser of sand.

Fresh scrying spells flashed into existence as I finally got my first good look at this thing. It was at least two hundred feet thick and already a quarter mile into the sky with an unknown portion of its body still underground supporting it. Despite the damage I’d done to it, it hardly looked hurt at all.

Well then, I’d just have to do a whole lot more.


Chapter
Forty-Eight



Iresumed my human shape somewhat reluctantly. With as spread out as I’d gotten, it was difficult to fight as a scattered pile of sand, and besides, I needed hands to hold my staff. The worm, somewhat surprisingly, noticed me immediately. I wasn’t entirely sure what kind of senses it had, but I’d assumed flying into the air would go a long way towards hiding myself from it.

Apparently, just getting off the ground wasn’t going to be enough to keep me safe. Also apparently, and somewhat unsurprisingly, this particular sand worm had extremely powerful terrakinesis. Pillars of sand exploded into the air as I slipped around them, the sheer weight of it all outstripping anything I could manage through telekinesis. Even specialized sand-moving spells wouldn’t come close, no matter how much mana put into them.

Well, it was no surprise. For something that big to move underground, it would almost have to have these kinds of capabilities. I’d expected to be dealing with something like this, though I’d hoped it would let go of the moon core long enough for me to stuff it into my phantom space. That hadn’t gone as planned.

As powerful as the sand worm was, it had its limits. Its terrakinesis could only throw sand so high, and I could fly much, much higher than that. My shield ward was protecting me from loose sand for now, though it was a steady drain on my mana reserves, and I used that time to pepper the worm with a few more rupture core spells as I ascended into the sky.

Mana bled out of it in immense waves, infusing the ground and air so thickly that it pained me to let it all go to waste. I reminded myself that the moon core was the real prize, not whatever I could scavenge from the corpse of this titanic beast. Those would be one-time gains; I needed a power source that would deliver for the next few decades.

Between the sand worm’s massive size and the amount of mana it was bleeding out, I couldn’t actually sense the moon core down there. I wasn’t seeing it through any of my scrying spells, either, which meant I was likely in for a long clean up and excavation once I killed this thing.

Once I was out of the immediate threat range, I switched to more offensive attacks. The worm had no mind to speak of, so mental attacks were out. I hit it with a variety of force spells, but its hide was so thick that those did nothing but scratch it. Master-tier spells like inferno and Chill of the Infinite Void scarred its hide, but the damn thing’s size protected it.

The whole time, the sand worm thrashed around either in pain or rage, or maybe both, and did its best to kill me. Whatever instincts drove it were good enough for it to switch tactics once I got outside the range of its explosive sand pillars, and I soon found myself dodging rocks being launched from the ground at massive speeds. Some of them were thrown so hard that I couldn’t see where they landed miles away.

The image of some poor farmer looking up just in time to be crushed under a massive quarter-ton stone came to mind. It was a distinct possibility, too. The sand worm had surfaced out in the middle of the wastes, but from my vantage point, I could see no less than three villages within thirty miles of here. No doubt, those people were staring back at us, probably wondering what in the hell that monster was, and whether they were all about to die.

However tough it might have been, the worm wasn’t immortal. Blood dripped from its many wounds, just not enough for this fight to end any time soon. I needed to switch tactics again, this time to a style of conjurations that worked particularly well against armored opponents.

While I was putting the spell together, the worm’s mouth swung around to face me. I was treated to the view of circular rings of teeth all bigger than I was and the black cavern that was its undulating throat behind them. Then something flexed, and greenish-brown fluids shot out.

It was an unbelievably fast attack, easily traversing the thousand feet that separated us. Acid splashed against my shield ward, eating away at it almost instantly. Desperate, I flooded it with more mana to try to stabilize my defense, but it was a losing game. The acid dribbled down through the air, fast enough that I mentally calculated I’d only need to hold the shield ward for another few seconds before it fell away.

I had to revise those calculations a moment later when another stream of acid shot out of the worm’s open mouth.

This time, I got a force wall up between me and the attack, though it cost me the master-tier spell I’d been building to keep my shield ward up while the acid from the first blast rolled off of me. I’d underestimated this worm, thinking of it as nothing but a scaled-up version of the ones I’d been slaughtering with ease – something that I’d have to put a bit more mana into to kill, but not a real challenge.

Maybe all sand worms had been like this a thousand years ago, but this one was the only one that had survived the entire time. It was possible the younger sand worms had lost the ability to spit acid at their enemies because it hadn’t been necessary after all the other monsters had starved. I’d seen more unusual changes between generations in monsters before.

Whatever the reason, this thing was a true monstrosity. I restarted the spell I’d need to kill it, weaving it together as fast as I could while flying evasive patterns and occasionally tossing out other spells to repel the sand worm’s attacks.

Hopefully, it wouldn’t unveil any new tricks in the next sixty seconds. Hopefully, it would die shortly after that. Hopefully, the moon core would be close to the surface and wouldn’t have a giant worm land on top of it.

I never had been all that lucky, so three hopes in a row seemed like too much to bank on.

One last force wall appeared between me and another acid shot, then I completed the spell. An orb of phantasmal energy twenty feet across appeared between us and immediately launched itself at the worm. Somehow—and I still hadn’t figured out this thing’s suite of sensory organs yet—the monster knew something was coming. Four different boulders were flung through the air to pass through it, one of which came close enough to me that I had to dodge out of the way to avoid being clipped.

And then the orb passed into the worm, about two hundred feet below its head and right near what I was mentally thinking of as its throat, though really just about the entire thing was a throat. It pulsed brightly in my mana sense, just once, before triggering.

The spell was called phantasmal shrapnel bomb, and it was what most archmages casually referred to as a siege breaker. Its primary purpose was to murder several hundred to a thousand tightly-packed and heavily-armored individuals. It did exactly what the name implied.

Huge shards of phantasmal energy exploded out of the orb in every direction, not just once, but in repeated waves as the spell slowly expended its energy over the next ten seconds. The effect on the sand worm was instantaneous, starting with the ground shaking for miles in every direction as a kind of localized earthquake.

That was quickly followed by an eruption of blood and viscera through the worm’s mouth, and finally by the yard-thick leather skin in the area I’d detonated the bomb ripping to pieces, and the top few hundred feet of the worm being ripped off the body to fly through the air. It landed with a crash powerful enough to knock a house down and flung sand a mile into the sky.

The rest of the worm toppled over, all but burying itself in the sand just from the sheer weight of its body. I watched it warily for a moment – not because I expected it to start moving again, but because I wasn’t going to get anywhere near it until I was absolutely sure that it wouldn’t.

While I waited, I did my best to harvest as much of the monster’s mana as I could. I’d used more in this fight than I had in my spell duel against Ammun himself a few years ago, and it’d be irresponsible not to salvage as much as I could from the sand worm.

‘We’re under attack!’ a voice screamed into my head.

I blinked in surprise and spun to face New Alkerist a few hundred miles in the distance. As I was doing that, a second voice yelled, ‘Enemy mages have launched some sort of unknown spell on the town.’

Both were members of the town’s council, though I struggled to put names to their voices. Before I could think to answer either, my father’s voice came through. ‘Gravin, something is happening. The ground started shaking for a few seconds, but it’s stopped now. Also, a boulder flew through the air and smacked into the mountains about a minute ago, but we weren’t able to figure out the source of it.’

I almost started laughing right there. ‘It’s fine,’ I replied. ‘I know what happened. It’s not an attack from Ammun’s mages. I can explain it all later if you want.’

‘You’re certain?’ Father asked.

‘Positive. Will you tell the rest of the council to stop bothering me?’

‘I’ll try to phrase it a bit more politely.’

‘Thanks,’ I projected.

I’d gotten lucky twice, first in not having to fend off any more surprises, and second in completing a lethal spell to kill the monster. Unfortunately, my luck had run out there. The sand worm’s residual mana was rapidly fading—though the fact that it took whole minutes to disperse was astounding in and of itself—and without its interference, I should have been able to feel the moon core.

But I couldn’t, which almost certainly meant I needed to go digging for it. If it was just sand, I wouldn’t have minded, but excavating the corpse on top of it was going to be more difficult, more expensive, more time consuming, and definitely far, far messier. The worst part of it was that I didn’t know how far down I needed to go. I didn’t even know how big the moon core was, though I was hoping it was a decent size.

The sand worm’s sheer size supported that hypothesis, but even a small shard of moon core could grow something massive given an entire millennium to do so. I spent a few minutes making and discarding plans before I decided the best approach was to dig out thin scrying tunnels next to the worm in the hopes that the moon core’s mana output would be detectable if I got a divination within ten or twenty feet of it.

If that didn’t work, I’d open a new portal to the gestalt and see if I could convince it to help me look. Such a creature was far more suited to finding something buried in the sand than I was, anyway. I gave myself three hours of digging to see if I could locate it, with my plans to be reassessed at that point if I turned up nothing.

Before I could even get started, the first scavenger showed up. I regarded the monster, some sort of hyena or jackal, blandly for a moment. Seeing that it had no interest in me and that it was content to stay a thousand feet away where it could tear at the exposed meat from the decapitation I’d given the worm, I ignored it and hoped that any other scavengers would be equally inclined to gravitate toward that part of the corpse.

But, as I already knew, I wasn’t that lucky. I’d barely gotten started before a monster interrupted my progress, requiring me to scour it off the face of the planet. I was already reconsidering my timetable.


Chapter
Forty-Nine



Querit stood in the middle of the petrified forest with me, right on top of the ritual circle I’d constructed to form the valley’s genius loci. Overhead, a slab of sparkling silver stone floated in the air. It was oblong, a hundred feet long and thirty feet at the widest, and nearly as thick. That had been a pleasant surprise, but also an unexpected complication. My phantom space couldn’t hold nearly that much volume, even if I’d been willing to chop it into chunks.

I’d ended up creating a massive portal on the spot and multicasting two grand telekinesis spells to relocate the moon core after I’d finally pried it out of the coils of the dead behemoth sand worm. It hadn’t been a pretty or clean process, but it was done now.

“Is… uh… What’s… what’s that thing stuck to the bottom of the core?” Querit asked.

I followed his eyes to where a three-foot-long section of worm muscle had adhered to the stone and frowned in annoyance. A flicker of force magic cut it free, where I directed it into the worm stasis box.

There, now it was done.

Querit opened his mouth to say something else, saw the look on my face, and wisely changed his mind. Instead, he just looked around at the clearing and said, “This is a pretty nice setup. How long did it take you to make?”

“Too long,” I said. “I’ll be breaking it here momentarily.”

“To put the moon core in its place?”

“Yes. This is relatively close to the center, so the moon core will have the least impact on the mana flows here.”

I’d left the ritual circle intact for two reasons, even though it wasn’t necessary once I’d completed the magic to bind myself to the valley and form its genius loci. First, I hadn’t needed the space for anything else, and second, if for some reason my bond to the valley was broken, I could quickly and easily reestablish it.

Stone shape did the majority of the work cutting the ritual circle from the ground over the next few minutes. I delegated holding the slabs out of the way to Querit while I started digging. It was a good thing I was back in my demesne, both for the mana recovery that afforded me and because the genius loci could help reshape the ground as I desired. It still took an hour to hollow out the space for the moon core, but we did eventually get the job done and the ritual circle replaced back over top of it.

A great deal of tension drained out of me with that. One of my big fears over the last few days had been that Ammun’s mage hunters would show up while I was in the middle of this project. That fear had only gotten stronger when I’d discovered and unearthed the moon core. The absolute worst-case scenario would have been losing it to the enemy.

Now that the moon core was buried in the center of my demesne, it was as safe as I could make it. The valley’s defensive wards would protect it, and the mana regeneration from the petrified forest would help camouflage the core from any invaders who managed to somehow get inside. Short of digging it up, no one besides Querit and myself would ever know it was there.

On the other hand, plenty of people were going to know that something had happened out in the desert east of Derro. There was no way to hide that, not with that sand worm being multiple miles long. The whole area was going to have trouble with an influx of scavenging monsters in the near future, and they’d need to handle that without the teleportation network until the current crisis had been resolved.

That reminded me that I still needed to go collect the platforms. That was going to be an expensive project, requiring thirty or so teleportation spells all over the island. Fortunately, by my best estimates, my newly improved valley should produce that much mana in less than a day.

“Get me a projection of when we’ll have enough mana saved up to start building our resonance point, will you?” I asked Querit.

“We can start the preliminary divinations in the next two weeks or so,” he answered immediately. “It’ll be another month after that before we’re ready to actually map out the Astral Realm’s connection to the valley.”

“I can see I underestimated your ability to gauge ambient mana levels,” I said.

“It is a matter of my very survival,” the golem told me. After a moment’s thought, he added, “Or it was.”

“Still, something putting out as much mana as the moon core… You’re sure you’ve got a read on it?”

“I am.”

And Querit had been living in the valley long enough that he probably had a better grasp of how much mana each individual tree produced than I did. Certainly he’d spent more time here. If he thought he had the mana production capabilities figured out, well, that was his job, and I was inclined to believe him.

“How are we doing on the storage crystals?” I asked.

“I’ve got them arranged in an Adenmeiyer array for maximum conductivity. We’re at thirty percent capacity.”

“I’m not sure what that is,” I said. “Is it similar to a Volstigar configuration?”

“Oh, yes! It was created about a hundred years ago—well, plus another thousand—using Volstigar’s work as a basis, and the principles of mana harmonics to calculate the optimal mana flow path between crystals.”

I would have loved to get a closer look at that, but I still had an hourglass with an unknown amount of sand in it looming over me. “If that’s what you think is best,” I said. “I need to finish recovering my mana reserves, then I’m going to collect the platforms for the teleportation network. After that, I want to test the pillar defenses to confirm they can operate at a higher sustained level of mana output.”

“That reminds me, I’ve finished streamlining the new enchanting rune clusters. When did you want to start updating the wards?”

“What did you get the mana reclamation up to?” I asked.

“Exactly where we expected it to end up. The rune cluster will recycle about a third of the mana used.”

“Okay. Platforms first. Ward upgrades next. Then pillar stress testing.”

Querit nodded along. “I think it’s quite admirable that you’re so dedicated to helping the natives of this island.”

I snorted. “No, you don’t.”

“No, I don’t,” he agreed. “Admittedly, I haven’t known you that long, but you’re not that selfless of a person. I assume there’s some tactical reason to prevent any invading forces from gaining the locations of those villages.”

“Something like that,” I said. I trusted Querit more every day, but not enough to tell him about my family. That was a weakness I would never reveal to anybody I didn’t have to, especially not a golem as powerful as Querit was. He would understand how vulnerable my family was.

Unfortunately, I couldn’t stop the rest of the island from talking about New Alkerist—which would easily lead any invaders to my family—without killing everyone. Genocide was almost never the correct solution, even for a monster as heartless as me. The best I could do was remove the clues pointing out where to look now that I knew I could expect mage soldiers showing up in large numbers.

Whatever Querit’s thoughts on the matter were, he recognized that I wasn’t interested in talking about it and dropped the conversation. We parted ways, him back to work on adapting lossless casting and me to my personal teleportation platform once I finished gathering all the mana I’d need.

This was not going to be a pleasant task.
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“What do you think you’re doing?!” a middle-aged woman with hair like straw and a frumpy green robe screeched at me.

“Removing the platform so that the invading mage army can’t use it to access your village,” I said.

“But we need that! Half our supplies come by teleportation these days!”

“I understand that, and you were given several days to stock up.”

“Please,” another villager pleaded. “That’s not nearly enough time. We’re not ready yet.”

“Overland caravans are being organized,” I told them as I pulled the last of the emitters out. “With any luck, this will only be a temporary situation.”

A small crowd had gathered around me, some keen to fight, others silent with haggard faces. They knew they were in for hard times, and some of them rightly blamed me for it, even if they didn’t understand exactly why it was my fault.

Mana burst out of the woman with the green robe in the form of a lick of fire that hurled itself through the air in my general direction. It splashed harmlessly against my shield ward while the villagers gawked at the scene.

I paused in my work and straightened up to my full height before slowly turning to face her. “That,” I said slowly, enunciating the word, “was a mistake.”

I raised a hand and pointed a single finger in her direction. The crowd flinched back, all except for a young man who appeared to be around my age. He threw himself between me and what I assumed was his mother, or perhaps grandmother.

“Stop,” he cried out, too late to actually accomplish anything even if I’d been inclined to listen to him.

A single thin line of lightning jumped from my finger and crossed the intervening space between us. It easily arced around the man to shock my attacker. She let out a pained howl and jumped back, but there was no escaping my magic. The spell stayed connected to her for a few more seconds despite her defender’s attempts to interpose himself, then I let it fade.

The woman slumped to the ground with a groan. Ignoring her and the young man, I asked, “Would anyone else like to fight, or can I get on with doing my job now?”

Despite some muttered conversation and a lot of dirty looks, nobody else came forward. Satisfied, I turned my back to them and started disconnecting the rune plate from the base. It would have been easier now to pull the whole thing into my phantom space, but leaving the rest of the platform in place here would make it easier later when I went to put the whole thing back together.

“You’re an evil, heartless man,” the guy who’d tried to stop me from zapping the woman said. “How can you just condemn our entire village to suffer like this?”

“You’ll survive,” I told him. The rune plate came free, and I pulled it into my phantom space. “Or you won’t. I don’t really care. If you do die, though, it won’t be because a dozen mages teleported to your village and burned it to the ground.”

Without waiting for a reply, I took to the air and flew a mile or so out into the desert. I’d gotten similar receptions from every other village I’d visited, though this was the first time anyone had been bold enough to actually throw a spell at me. Usually, I just got a pitiful audience mewling about how much harder their lives would be without the magical conveniences they hadn’t even known existed a few years back.

I’d learned my lesson about teleporting away inside the village itself. It just gave the people an opportunity to pester me for solutions to their problems, solutions I had no interest in providing. Honestly, it was like no one could think for themselves anymore.

I heaved a great sigh and crossed another name off my mental list. That was fifteen down, nineteen more to go. Maybe the next village would show a bit more grace about the loss of the teleporter.

Probably not, though. My spell took hold and I appeared on the platform of my new destination. There was already a crowd waiting for me. “Great,” I muttered as they surged forward. “Just great.”


Chapter
Fifty



It was impossible for me to narrow down where Ammun’s mages would set up their staging point, but that did not mean I didn’t spend a fair amount of time using the various scrying beacons I’d seeded around Ralvost to snoop for any useful information I could find. And while I did find plenty of interesting things, like a few towns that had managed to ignite all their cores and were busy inventing some basic combat conjurations, I didn’t stumble across what I was looking for.

I was very deliberately keeping an eye on the caravan routes I’d projected Ammun would send replacement parts for his machines on, hoping to destroy the shipments, but there was nothing. Whether that was because the caravans simply hadn’t departed from the tower yet, or because Ammun had managed to ward them so thoroughly that I couldn’t find them, I couldn’t tell.

Unfortunately, my assault on the eight facilities had caused someone to go over the security of all of them. They’d discovered the air vent in the trash disposal chamber, which I imagined had probably resulted in at least one execution, and repaired the gap in their defenses. Even if I’d been willing to brute force the wards to get a look inside, Ammun’s designs were so thorough that I couldn’t do it from thousands of miles away through a relay chain of scrying beacons.

Despite my best efforts, all I could do was wait and prepare. I overhauled the wards. I stockpiled mana. I tested new defenses. I built staves, wands, athames, bracers, amulets, rings, and belts with various spells worked into them, then distributed them to mages in New Alkerist who probably still didn’t have a chance of repelling an assault, but who could at least buy some time now.

I even helped Querit build a few new frames, including a research frame designed specifically to help map out the Astral Realm near my demesne. It was surprisingly complicated and involved redesigning a section of my crucible to allow for greater flexibility in rune combinations, but we got it done. Preliminary explorations were promising, and Querit was more than satisfied with his new tools.

The one thing I couldn’t do was stockpile any meaningful amount of potions or salves. I suspected a lot of people would need some amount of healing if and when New Alkerist came under attack, but I just didn’t have the reagents to mass produce anything. And, unfortunately, my tour of damn near every village on the island hadn’t turned up any sign of Hyago. Wherever he’d settled down at, it was apparently out in the middle of nowhere, far away from civilization. Knowing him, he was probably completely self-sufficient already and never going to set foot on a paved street again.

I also made good on my promise to deliver a few lectures to the New Alkerist magic classes, which went about as well I’d expected they would. Every time I went there, I internally cringed at how bad a shape the building was in despite being less than a year old. I wanted to tear it down and rebuild it, but doing that would be as good as guaranteeing it would be the first place to get flattened if the town actually was attacked, so I reined in the impulse.

Finally, almost two months after I’d slain the behemoth sand worm and claimed a shard of Amodir’s moon core, something happened.
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“It’s ready,” Querit told me through the scrying mirror. “How’s the ritual coming along?”

“Twenty minutes,” I replied, not looking up from where I was carving runes into a granite pylon thirty feet tall. Three more, identical except for the completed rune structures on them, stood in a row nearby, waiting to be transported to the ridge Sanctuary had been built on before I’d evicted everyone to New Alkerist.

“Got it. I’ll keep everything updated in real time. I think we’ve got about two hours before the divergence ratio gets too high to continue.”

“Plenty of time,” I said.

The mirror went blank, and I finished carving the rest of the runes into the pylon. I would have preferred to build them ahead of time, but the rune structure was dependent on the current conditions in the Astral Realm’s mana flow. If I’d made them yesterday, they’d have been junk today.

I pulled all four of them into my phantom space, then teleported across the valley. Hopefully, that wouldn’t disturb the Astral Realm too much, but it was a necessary risk. The crucible was the only way to make the pylons fast enough, and moving it up to the top of the ridge would have placed it too close to the ritual site.

The pylons went into the ground, into holes I’d already bored in the stone. The bottom ten feet were buried, leaving only the top two-thirds visible. I stone shaped the final runes into the ground in a circle around each pylon, then pulled out my mirror. “I’m good to go here,” I told Querit. “Give me the final numbers.”

Images appeared on the mirror, looking somewhat like an elevation map, except one that was constantly shifting. I reached out and mentally activated each pylon, manually manipulating the mana rushing through them to reach out and alter the mana flows to match their counterparts in the Astral Realm.

“Not enough mana in section nine,” Querit reported.

“I know. I’m trying to siphon some out of section four without twisting everything between them.”

“Pull it over at once and smooth out the damage after,” the golem advised.

“If I do that, we risk the Astral Realm twisting too far for us to match.”

“If you don’t, there’s no chance at all of getting things lined up before things naturally shift away from the current map.”

As annoying as that was, he was right. His idea was the only way to level out the mana flows properly, even if it was going to cause a bunch of work fixing what I damaged in the process. I was already controlling sixteen different spells at once, with Querit handling another nine from his position a thousand feet away.

Adding four more spells to the mix taxed me to my limits, both mentally and mana-wise, but I managed to hold it for the thirty seconds I needed to make the changes and fix section nine. “Shit, I’m losing sections one through three,” I said.

“Reinforcing now,” Querit answered, and I felt some of the strain ease up as he stepped in to handle that portion of the ritual.

It was easy to see why this was something that twenty or thirty mages collaborated to do. The construct was absolutely massive, easily on par with my most advanced spells. It was draining a master-tier spell’s worth of mana every few seconds, and we weren’t even trying to recover any of that. The added variables in the enchantments alone would have put the ritual out of our reach, never mind trying to calculate the effect lossless casting might have on the mana flows.

Slowly, painfully, things started to come together. One piece slotted into the next, and the connections were forged. Mana started flowing according to an infinitely complicated pattern as I made minute adjustments to match Querit’s maps of the Astral Realm.

With each piece I solidified, the strain on my mind eased just a bit more. It never went away entirely, of course. Even just holding things in place without making further adjustments was difficult, but Querit was able to take over more and more of the ritual once I got everything into position.

Finally, the last section snapped into place, and the ritual pulsed. “We’re going to lose it!” Querit yelled.

I pushed mana into the pylons and snarled, “No we’re not!”

A second pulse rippled through the delicate mana flows, threatening to destabilize the whole thing and cause it to collapse. “Sections seventeen through twenty-one are diverging. We took too long to get everything put together,” Querit said.

“Update the flow maps,” I demanded. “I’ll fix them in real time.”

The golem didn’t say anything, but he did what I wanted. I spun out new spells to twist the mana flows and started working backwards, fixing each piece to resync it to the Astral Realm and making new connections to the other sections.

“Seven and eight are diverging now.”

The hell they were. Two more spells went through the pylons. “Hold onto the framework,” I said. “I’m losing it.”

Querit’s mana shifted to reinforce the part I’d directed him to, giving me just enough leeway to finish fixing section seventeen and turn my attention to the two new problems. For a moment, I was worried that my assistant was right, that the failing sections were going to cascade out of control, but when I finished reweaving seven and eight, everything held stable.

“Resonance forming!” Querit yelled. “Get ready for the pressure wave.”

Despite everything we’d done already, this was the part of the ritual with the highest chance of failure. The very act of forming a resonance point had a large chance to alter the mana flows and rip the entire ritual apart. At this point, there was nothing to do but hold everything in place through sheer willpower, something that would have been a lot easier to do with a dozen more assistants.

Mana flashed through the pylon, coming down the wrong way from the emerging resonance. As the mage at the back end of those pylons, there was nowhere else for the mana to end up but in my core. I desperately pushed it out into my body and gritted my teeth against the pain. I just needed to hold on for a few more seconds, then I’d discharge the mana into my demesne without fear of altering the mana flows at the last second.

An explosion of mana ripped through the air as the resonance point fully manifested in the sky fifty feet overhead, spaced perfectly in the center of the four pylons. With that, the ritual shattered. I was too exhausted to hold it together even if I’d wanted to, but I didn’t think it was necessary.

“Keiran?” Querit asked. When I didn’t answer, he added some urgency to his voice. “Keiran! Are you alright?”

“Fine,” I croaked as I slumped down to a seated position. “Things… hurt.”

“I imagine so,” the golem said. He displayed some tact there and didn’t remind me that he was incapable of feeling pain, even from mana overload. Still, I imagined he’d be repairing some stuff over the next few days, too. “The resonance point appears stable.”

“It does,” I agreed. I flopped onto my back and stared up at it. Completely invisible to normal senses, I could nevertheless feel it as a sort of knot of mana, half from the physical world and half from the Astral Realm, all twisted up on itself and forming a bridge between its two sources.

“How’d we do on mana usage?” I asked.

“Um…” Querit paused. “Not as bad as we projected, honestly. Not great, but the ritual only took twelve minutes.”

“Twice as long as it was supposed to,” I said.

“If we had a full ritual circle, yes. It shouldn’t be possible at all with just the two of us.”

I grunted and didn’t reply. However much it had cost us, it was complete. And that meant I’d be advancing my core to stage seven as soon as I recovered. The next step was to use the resonance point to form an astral body that would mirror me from the Astral Realm, which would drastically increase not only my ability to store mana, but how fast I could channel it. What I’d just done would have only been half as difficult if my astral body had already been formed.

“I’m exhausted,” I told Querit. “Give me six hours to recover and we’ll move on to the core advancement.”

As soon as I said that, the valley’s wards flared to life, and an explosion of light and fire filled the sky.


Chapter
Fifty-One



Whether it was a coincidence or deliberate, the attacking mages couldn’t have picked a better time to launch their assault. Whoever was in charge was better about keeping their forces safely hidden than the last bunch, too. Even now, with the sky burning above my wards, my divinations didn’t detect anyone out there. That was going to make it hard to counterattack, but there was some small consolation in knowing that they were likely expending a great deal of excess mana to fire at such a long range.

The mysteel pillars lit up in my mind, thankfully only because I was connected to them and not because of the amount of mana they were pulling. Any defensive system that highlighted its weakness wouldn’t be very good, after all. Unfortunately, without an enemy nearby, they couldn’t do much besides defend against the next attack.

More explosive conjurations painted the sky, but those were just a distraction. I was sure the enemy was prepared to take advantage of the situation if something managed to shatter my wards, but the true danger was the sappers trying to subvert or undermine the ward schema so that it would unravel on its own. Failing that, they would try to weaken my defenses enough to smash through.

It was too bad for them that in an effort to dodge my divination wards, they’d given themselves a huge handicap with the distance they’d launched their assault from. While my valley did have twenty ward stones spread across it to help regulate and power my defenses, all of them funneled feedback through my genius loci and back to me. As long as I was in my demesne, I could feel every probing attempt the enemy made, and it was no strain at all to capture the mana they tried to inject into my wards to break them.

It also revealed close to thirty mages working on just ward-breaking, plus however many more were slamming conjurations against the wards directly or using counter-divinations to block my attempts to find their group. “Querit, can you focus on locating the enemy mages while I block their attempts to undermine the wards?”

Golems didn’t get tired like people did, and despite what we’d just gone through creating the resonance point, all Querit really needed was to pull in more mana to get back into fighting shape. He might not be at full strength, but he’d be a lot closer than I could get in the next few minutes.

“I’m already searching for them,” he replied. “The conjurations are originating from a location two miles west of us on the slope of the mountain, but I can’t find anyone there. It’s possible they’re even farther back and using remote casting techniques to place the origin points of their spells away from their actual position.”

“The simple fact that those conjurations are traveling over a mile to reach the barrier and still have that much strength behind them means the enemy is using master-tier quality spells,” I said.

“Or ritual conjurations to compensate for the lack of power.”

I nodded. That was a possibility as well. Most likely, it was a mixture of both. They’d have one or two heavy hitters to anchor their offense while the rest operated in groups of five to ten. They’d probably timed their ritual conjurations to keep up a steady pressure against the wards.

Ammun’s forces weren’t the only ones who’d been preparing, though. The mysteel pillars would hold for hours, even with the loss of all the mana that had gone into the resonance point project. That was plenty of time for us to find and eliminate our attackers, as long as I could stop the saboteurs from subverting my wards enough to allow anyone through.

On the other hand, maybe it wasn’t the worst idea to deliberately let a few mages in. If they were stupid enough to walk into an archmage’s demesne, they deserved their fates. But no, tempting as it was to see if they’d take the bait, giving them a foothold in the wards could result in them spreading their reach to the more sensitive portions where they could do real damage. That would just be a waste of mana refreshing them when I could easily prevent that damage in the first place.

I wanted to leave the valley’s defenses to the mysteel pillars and fly out there to take the fight to the enemy. Sitting here letting them wear me down was no way to win, and even if they gave up, it did nothing to stop them from attacking villages and towns all over the island instead.

But leaving my demesne would be the worst strategy right now, simply because I lacked the strength to scour the mountains trying to find them. Once Querit got a fix on their location, it’d be a different story, but even then, I had enough energy in me for one good strike. I needed to make sure I caught as many enemies as possible in it, since anyone who survived and fled was almost certain to get away.

Minutes rolled by while I waited for Querit to finish his search and did my best to recover my spent strength. Lightning bolts, fiery explosions, spears of stone and steel, and more crashed into the barrier my wards wove over the valley in hundreds of different locations, all hunting for a weakness to exploit.

There was a pause in the bombardment, followed by a sound of satisfaction from Querit. “They’re trying to block me,” he announced through the mirror. “I’ve got their position narrowed down, and their divination blockers can’t do more than scatter the signal a little bit to keep me from getting an exact read.”

The enemy force must have pulled their artillery team off of the attack to help shore up their divination wards – that or whatever master mages they had among their ranks had switched tasks and had been doing far more of the heavy lifting than I’d given them credit for.

My mana core was full now; it was just a matter of mustering the willpower to wield it. I teleported across my demesne to the platform and waited for Querit’s word, or rather for the image he was projecting into the scrying mirror to tighten down from the thousand-foot stretch it was searching through.

“Their ward breakers must be getting tired,” I said. “Attacks against the ward schema directly are starting to fall off, too. If this is their big offensive push after months of gathering resources, I’m not impressed.”

The problem was that I didn’t think either of us believed they were throwing everything they had at us. This was a probing strike, or maybe at best an opening blitz to see if they could overwhelm us before we solidified the valley’s defenses. It wasn’t unreasonable to assume that such a huge tract of land couldn’t be warded from end to end, however wrong that assumption happened to be.

“Found them,” Querit reported. A spot on the map flashed red for a moment, then the scene shifted to an unassuming stretch of sky a few thousand feet up above the slope of the mountain. “Think you can hit it from here?”

“No,” I said.

“What? I thought⁠—”

I missed whatever Querit was about to say as my teleportation magic took hold, bringing me to a spot a few hundred feet above our attackers. I was invisible and warded against divinations, which did not mean they wouldn’t be able to see me, just that it would hopefully take a few more seconds before they noticed I was there.

I only needed one to unleash the master-tier spell I’d been holding.

I’d created a great many of the spells in my repertoire myself, either researching them from scratch or by adapting inferior versions I’d found throughout my many years. Occasionally, though, I had raided some lost trove or found a forgotten research lab and came across something so good that all I needed to do was learn how to cast it.

Falling stars was one such spell. It wasn’t terribly useful because it had an extremely long cast time, was prohibitively expensive, and had a limited range, making situations where I could effectively use it fairly rare. In this case, however, it was perfect.

Brilliant orbs of fiery white liquid appeared out of nowhere and began raining down through the sky. Any single one was close to ten feet wide, and I dropped eight of them down on the enemy mages.

As soon as the first one popped into existence, they noticed it, of course. Panicked defenses were quickly raised in the first second, only to be abandoned in the next when they realized their wards and force walls wouldn’t be strong enough. The third second was spent trying to use instant-cast short range teleportation to escape, and the fourth was when the first orb reached them and exploded.

Liquid fire coated everything within a hundred feet of its detonation point and started dribbling out of the sky. The wards already in place took the brunt of the impact, but even that was enough to drain a massive amount of their reserves.

Their resistance collapsed completely when the second and then third orbs hit their ward screen. Dozens of mages died in that instant, their bodies vaporized under a deluge of liquid fire, but thirty more scattered in every direction. Any attempt at remaining hidden was forgotten as they flew off, teleported away, and in the case of one particularly heartless mage, spatial-swapped positions with someone else who’d already fled the splash radius.

Exhaustion swept through me as I unleashed the spell. Even keeping my flight spell going was straining my mind, so much so that I didn’t think I had it in me to teleport back to my demesne. I started flying back at a fraction of my normal speed while I watched those few mages who’d managed to survive my surprise counterattack flee. No doubt they’d regroup miles from here to plan their next strategy.

I regretted that I wasn’t in any condition to chase them down, but breaking their attack would have to suffice for today. If Querit was a bit more bloodthirsty, he could probably pick off at least a few more of them using his aerial skirmisher frame, but the golem’s taste for battle had died when he’d been ambushed near Ammun’s tower.

As soon as I crossed the ward threshold back into my demesne, I pulled myself through space to the teleportation platform where I’d left the scrying mirror. “How many got away?” I asked wearily.

“Twenty-two,” he said. “I’m tracking all but four of them right now, but only because they’re grouping back up at a rendezvous point deeper into the mountains. What do you want to do about it?”

“Nothing,” I said. “Two hours ago, I would have gone out there and hunted them down. Right now, I just want to sleep.”

“Is there any backup you can call in to help?” Querit asked. “I know you haven’t been too keen on introducing me to your social circle, but⁠—”

“No. It’s not that. I don’t really have a social circle, and nobody that does any work for me is above stage three. Most of them aren’t even at stage two. It’s just you and me, unless you’d like to cut your losses and escape. I won’t hold it against you.”

“That would be supremely ungrateful of me after everything you’ve done to help me acclimate to this new world.”

“Wouldn’t be the first time someone decided to look out for themselves,” I said. “Won’t be the last. That’s just how people are.”

A portal unfolded in the sky above my demesne, drawing my attention immediately. “Now what are they planning with that?” I asked.

“Initial divinations are putting the origin point at what I believe to be the lich’s tower,” Querit said.

“Reinforcements? Their timing is a bit off.”

But it wasn’t a stream of fresh mages ready to continue the fight that poured out. No, it was one mage wearing a dark purple robe and holding a staff made out of bleached bone. His hood flapped back in the wind, revealing the grinning skull of his face.

Ammun had taken to the field.


Chapter
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“Impossible,” I breathed out. “The mana costs…”

I couldn’t even calculate how much mana Ammun was burning every second to be that far away from his phylactery. Had he brought it with him? No, that would be the height of foolishness. There was no reason to take that kind of risk, not even to kill me. What, then?

A brilliant orb of white light appeared in front of him and fell to crash into my wards, where it splattered into liquid fire. A second and third followed it, each one putting an unbelievable amount of strain on the mysteel pillar network.

By the time the falling stars were striking my wards, Ammun had already stepped back through the portal, then a hundred new mages flowed out. They spread out overhead and watched their boss’s spell devastate my mana reserves while I silently seethed.

“Isn’t that the same spell you just used?” Querit asked.

“Yes,” I said shortly. “Why bother to be original when you can just copy the master?”

The sixth orb was the one that finally broke the wards, leaving the seventh and eighth to land unimpeded in the petrified forest. Stone didn’t burn, but it could melt. I scowled at the sight of the damaged trees, but there was nothing I could do to counteract the magic, not when all my resources were tied up in manually repairing the wards.

Mages swept down in formation, spread out enough to avoid being taken out by a single spell but still close enough to share overlapping defenses. “Querit, it’s time for you to go into hiding,” I said. “They’re inside the valley now.”

Before he could reply, I stuffed the mirror into my phantom space and summoned my staff. Bursts of force magic streamed through the sky, striking the invading mages and breaking on their wards, or, in some cases, cutting through to slice open my targets. The attack did little to slow them down, especially since I was focused on the ones in the middle of the pack.

The leading mages were going to get in; there was no question of that. Even as the wards wove themselves back together, I knew it wouldn’t be fast enough to keep them out. The ones at the back of the line were too far out and too slow to matter. They wouldn’t be a factor in the next stage of this battle. It was the ones in the middle who’d get past the wards before they could reestablish themselves if I didn’t act to slow them down.

Force magic was just the start. My next spell was a huge elemental blast of air to counteract their flight spells and throw them away from the valley. The magic only caught and blew three of them off course, but it slowed down another dozen or so. The ones who had wards strong enough to keep their flight paths stable were my next targets.

Waves of dispelling magic rippled up through the air, the first ones splashing uselessly against the mages leading the charge, but more and more magic passed through the group, and the weaker mages with fragile or partially-drained wards couldn’t compensate for my spells. A few more lost their focus and tumbled from the sky, their controlled descents transforming into panicked, screaming free falls.

It wasn’t enough. I had time for one more spell, but there was nothing I could do right now that would stop nearly thirty mages from making it through. I’d already used force walls, popping them up directly in front of mages. Some of them weren’t quick enough to prevent an impact, but even the ones who’d gotten hit rolled away and shook off the crash to resume flying moments later. Creating a bigger one as my final, desperate act wasn’t going to accomplish anything.

If I couldn’t stop them from entering, maybe I could deter them from trying. I waved my staff from left to right, and a massive rubbery black ball appeared in the air. Tendrils thicker around than my waist stretched out hundreds of feet to grab at the approaching mages, most of whom had the basic sense to swerve away. Those that were too stubborn or too slow were quickly snared in my construct’s grasp.

Their wards were enough to stop the tendrils from crushing them, but not enough to keep them from being caught in the first place. A few of them got clever with force spells—and in one case, conjuring up a stone egg to force the tendril out, then squeezing through an opening in the top before the stone could be crushed—that allowed them to escape, but my only goal was to stall them.

The construct broke apart, its physical matter decaying into mana over the span of a second and releasing all of the mages it had snared, but by then it didn’t matter. The wards finished knitting themselves back together, blocking out the majority of the mages who’d come through Ammun’s portal but still leaving twenty inside the barrier for me to contend with.

They were, unfortunately, the twenty fastest, smartest, and best equipped to cause problems. Whatever their plan was, they’d obviously laid it out well before the attack started, because they immediately scattered to start hurling various conjurations at the petrified trees. Six of them banded together to come straight at me, a storm of force blades, fire blasts, and stone spears leading the way. Less obvious, one of them sent mind spikes at me in an attempt to shake my concentration and even tried to slip in some sort of blinding hex in the wake of his attacks.

“Now this is just insulting,” I said. Sure, I was tired, but to just come at me head-on like that was either unbridled arrogance or unfathomable stupidity.

If they wanted to give me easy targets, I wouldn’t waste any more time complaining. Targeted dispels were so much more powerful than area magics, and they were making it easy to aim. The first dispel ray shot out of the tip of my staff and stripped the lead mage of both his protections and his flight magic. The impact of him hitting the ground at such high speed was probably enough to kill him by itself, but just to be safe, I cast a stone jaws spell where he landed, causing the earth to rise up around him and snap shut.

The second mage dodged my next dispel ray, but the one right behind him didn’t. He met a similar fate to the lead mage, but that still left four more of them close enough to begin a new round of their own attacks now. They scattered to circle around me, all of them sending out a barrage of conjurations, offensive divinations, and, surprisingly, one bottle of silver liquid that shattered when it got near me and filled the area with choking white smoke.

A simple gust of air would clear that away, but if the attackers thought taking away my sight was going to help them, I was eager to show them how mistaken they were. My shield ward was keeping me safe from inhaling the smoke, and my mana sense told me exactly where they were. I was more than used to dealing with the background mana from my forest, and it was especially low right now after so much mana had been used anyway.

A beam of light pierced the smoke and turned into a diffuse cloud before it struck me. I snorted as the spell fizzled. These idiots weren’t so coordinated after all, not if their attacks were going to trip over each other like that.

Then I realized that my shield ward was draining rapidly and pumped some more mana into it. What was causing – Oh, I saw it. It wasn’t a mistake. The light was a form of mana drain, and scattering it like that had caused it to attack a significantly wider swath of my shield ward.

I dismissed the shield ward for a fraction of a second and resummoned it, causing the mana drain to lose purchase and fizzle out. Damn, I really was too tired right now to be dealing with this. It was embarrassing that I’d missed that.

With a sigh, I shook my head and sent out a retaliatory explosive blast, purposely targeting it off course so that the mage flying into it could dodge to the left. The spell was all flash and no substance, so weak that it wouldn’t have done more than redden the mage’s skin even if she’d flown right through it unprotected.

What it did do was get the woman to skim the outer layer of the smoke cloud, which then contorted into solid ropes that tangled her up and dragged her to the ground. If my enemies wanted to leave the smoke uncontested, I was happy to send my own mana through it and animate it.

Ammun had timed this attack perfectly, but he’d given his minions too much credit. They never would have breached the outer wards without his intervention—and I was still boggling at the absolutely massive mana expenditure he’d paid to move his physical body close to three thousand miles from his phylactery—and now that they were inside, they were cut off from any sort of reinforcements.

The defensive pillars were wreaking havoc on the saboteurs who hadn’t engaged me directly. I’d still need to hunt them down to put an early stop to their rampage across the forest, but they weren’t inflicting even a fraction of the damage they could if they didn’t have to contend with my wards.

Gravity twisted around me, slamming me down to one knee. The smoke flattened with me, leaving me revealed in a circle of open air and showing me two new mages who’d worked together a few hundred feet overhead to create a ritual spell.

“Good try,” I grunted as mana flooded my limbs in the shape of a strengthening invocation. At the same time, I reached out to my genius loci and let it pull me through my demesne to appear in the sky next to the two mages.

“Light protect us!” one of them yelped in terror, right before I sent twin bolts of black lightning raking across his shield ward. The spell easily overloaded the mage’s meager protection and proceeded to rip through his body, leaving him floating in the air, dead. His partner screamed and hurled an enormous force cleave spell at me from point-blank range.

I countered with my own force spell, an angled wall that caught the cleave spell and redirected it to slide past me, then repeated my twin lightning spell on her. Then I looked down and frowned. Where had the other four mages I was fighting gotten off to? None of them were circling the smoke cloud, nor were they flying up to meet me in the sky.

My gaze snapped up to the mana resonance point still floating in the air at the south edge of the valley. It was an obvious target, one that had only been spared so far because it was so far away from the center of my demesne where Ammun had shattered my barrier ward.

Sure enough, the four of them were flying that way. They’d even picked up three more mages who were focusing on deflecting the mana beams the defense pillars were firing at them and cutting through the snare spells. They were seconds away from getting in range of their target.

I slid through my demesne again and appeared next to the resonance. Apparently, these interlopers still hadn’t learned their lesson. But as I raised my staff again to channel more mana through it, my arms quivered with unexpected weakness.

“No,” I growled. I wasn’t done, not yet. I still had plenty of mana.

With my hand clamped down so hard on my staff that my knuckles were white, I forced another spell to form.


Chapter
Fifty-Three



The timing of this attack was too perfect to be a coincidence. It had come mere moments after we’d finished stabilizing the resonance point. I was the weakest I’d been in years right now, weaker than when I’d fought Ammun personally back when my core was still stage five. Somehow, they were watching through all my divination-blocking wards. It shouldn’t have been possible, especially not from three thousand miles away.

Unless they had a mole on the inside.

I didn’t have time to figure out if that made sense right now. Querit had helped hunt down the first wave of attackers, but it wasn’t that unheard of a strategy to kill off some pawns in order to get the victim to trust someone – all the better to betray them later when it really counted. I’d sort through things after I addressed the immediate problems.

There were fourteen enemy mages still inside my demesne, and probably something like sixty or seventy outside the barrier. As much as I would have liked to get rid of them, I’d settle for killing the ones trying to destroy the valley and letting the rest flee for now.

The pylons that formed the corners of the ritual were no longer necessary, nor were they recyclable. They’d been carved to specific patterns to match conditions that had only existed for a handful of minutes, and even if the ritual had failed, I’d have had to make new ones anyway. Since they were essentially just fancy stone poles now, I might as well get some use out of them.

Grand telekinesis ripped one out of the ground and flung it at the approaching mages while I leaned on my staff and tried not to show any weakness. The stone shattered against shield wards, but the sheer mass and speed of it was enough that two of the mages took solid hits and lost control of their magic.

Two down, twelve more to go. Five were in front of me, and seven were wreaking havoc elsewhere, slowed only by my demesne’s automated defenses.

Despite my best efforts, the invaders knew I was tired. They had some sort of telepathic network up to help them coordinate their assault, which was probably how they were managing to keep ahead of the mysteel pillar system well enough to attack it. Fortunately, it was mysteel, and practically indestructible. I was more worried about one of the pillars being shifted out of place than I was about actual damage to it.

The five mages attacking me circled me like hungry sharks, all of them firing off weak spells from various angles. None of them were dangerous on their own, but that wasn’t the point. They were wearing me down, draining my reserves, pushing me to the brink. Sooner or later my shield ward would fail, and they’d close in for the kill.

And they weren’t in a hurry to do it. The initial exchanges had been frantic, them trying to find a weakness to exploit or to overwhelm me with numbers and speed. Now that they’d failed, they were adjusting their tactics. Normally, I enjoyed a smart opponent. Right now, I wasn’t in the mood.

I ripped a second pylon out of the ground and swatted at the flyers with it. One of them fired off some sort of force beam that struck it in the middle, breaking it apart and causing pieces to go flying in every direction as my telekinesis spell lost control of them. I quickly snatched a few of the larger stone fragments out of the air and flung them in the general direction of my enemies, but not quickly enough to hit any of them.

One of the mages started some sort of transmutation spell, probably something along the lines of earth to mud in hopes of affecting me in a way my shield ward couldn’t block. I let the spell build to its crescendo over the next thirty seconds, then reached out and broke apart the mana just before she could complete it. It was rare to see anyone casting anything so slow that I had the option to simply counterspell it, but everyone made mistakes.

I realized a moment later that the person who’d made the mistake was me. The transmutation had been a distraction while the rest of the group lined up their shots, and suddenly I had four ultra-hot beams of white fire pouring onto me from every angle. My shield ward kept the heat off me for the moment, but I needed to move before I got cooked.

Reaching through my demesne was a strain now. Even trying was enough to make my vision blur, but I pushed past that and pulled myself through a teleportation to appear in the air behind the mage I’d mentally marked as the most competent of the bunch. Then I slammed two panes of force magic into him like a pair of giant hands clapping and broke his shield ward. Before he could react, my staff descended on his skull and bashed it in.

Humans, despite the powerful magic we sometimes wielded, were ultimately very fragile creatures. Whether from a bolt of lightning or a heavy piece of metal to the back of the head, dead was dead.

Something stabbed into my mind at that moment, not a spell from one of the enemy mages, but feedback from my defense system.  One of the mages I wasn’t directly engaged with had done something to a pillar. It had responded by detonating a huge chunk of mana into pure kinetic energy, flattening the nearby trees and ripping that mage to shreds, but the damage was already done. The pillars were out of sync now.

There were still ten mages alive and I’d just lost the bulk of my support. The valley itself was safe, for now, since many of my wards operated independent of my stolen security system. That would serve to keep out the other mages for the time being, more than long enough to fix the positioning on a single pillar.

I just needed to live long enough to get the job done.

A swarm of mana bolts came at me, all from one mage who was generating them six at a time. It was an odd choice of attack to use against anyone with better than basic mana control, since each individual bolt had such a low investiture of mana in it that it was easy to take control of them. At first, I thought it was another distraction, but I quickly realized that it was actually an error made because of an emotional reaction.

The tipping point was the strong resemblance between this mage and the one I’d just killed. It was an easy assumption to make that they were related somehow, perhaps siblings given their apparent ages. Rage or grief had caused the surviving mage to lash out, but he hadn’t chosen a smart attack, just one that he could cast rapidly. I easily suborned the mana bolts and unraveled them.

It didn’t take me long to realize the rest of the group had lost a lot of their coordination as well, which led me to believe the dead mage had been the one who was running the show. It was even possible they’d lost their mental connection when he’d died.

Regardless of the reason, it was the break I needed to finally turn this battle around. Without them covering each other and moving in sync, I was quickly able to swat down two more of the mages with the remaining pylons, including the enraged one who hadn’t been smart enough to use a spell that had a prayer of working. The last two broke and ran – not that there was anywhere for them to flee to. They’d quickly learn that my barrier was just as good at holding things in as it was at keeping them out.

I wanted to start hunting them down immediately, but once the enemy mages broke and fled, I just didn’t have it in me to chase after them. I sat down on a busted chunk of rock and leaned my head against the smooth ember bloom wood of my staff for a few minutes while I tried to think things through.

Even that was too much effort for me right now. My body was running on almost pure mana and nothing else. I had no energy left to do anything, which I rationally knew was a problem since there were still eight hostile mages in the valley and part of my defense system was down. I couldn’t waste my time just sitting around.

Slowly, I pushed myself back to my feet and cast my senses out through the genius loci that made up my demesne to figure out where the mages had run off to. Three of them were at the northwest edge, trying and failing to figure out how to escape. I still needed to kill them first, though. They were dangerously close to the ember blooms that anchored the mana containment enchantment I’d cast over the whole valley. Without that, all the mana the petrified forest—and now the buried moon core—emitted would be lost.

The remaining five were scattered, two trying to dislodge another mysteel pillar and the last three, surprisingly, fighting. It took me a moment to realize that Querit had climbed into one of his combat frames and left the safety of his underground workshop. More than that, he appeared to actually be winning. The frame was practically unharmed, and it was clear that all three mages were desperate to keep themselves away from his spells.

Did Querit need help? It certainly wouldn’t hurt, but it looked like he had things under control. It would be interesting to see how he handled his opponents once he beat them, too. Would he kill or capture them? Was there any chance this was all part of his cover and he was going to betray me? Even if he wasn’t working for Ammun, I still couldn’t rule out that our interests were only temporarily aligned.

In the interest of fairness, there was also the possibility that he was completely sincere and had been since the moment we’d met. Some people actually were that way. And even if I couldn’t actually see what he was thinking, I’d spent enough time poking at his golem core to have a good idea of what kind of personality he’d been built with.

For the moment, I’d trust Querit to handle those mages. My efforts needed to go toward the group trying to break out of the barrier before they turned their attention to the ember blooms. I’d taken enough of a breather to be ready for the next round, anyway.

I teleported across my demesne to appear behind the three mages. They were so focused on their work that they didn’t even notice me. Only one of them had a shield ward up, probably because the pillars had drained the ones held by the other two. That would make this easy, then. Twin force lances shattered their spines and ripped through their chests, painting the otherwise-invisible barrier wall red.

I conjured up a lethal barrage of spells to quickly overpower the third mage, killing him almost before he could even spin around to face me, let alone fight back. Even that much magic was enough to make me long to sit down and take another break, but the work wasn’t done yet. This last part was going to be difficult, though.

Querit could kill the trio he was fighting – of that, I was sure. That meant if I wanted anyone to question, it would have to be the two would-be saboteurs working to dislodge another pillar. Hopefully they’d be just as tired as I was, because ‘capture’ was always harder than ‘kill.’

I gave myself another minute to gather my strength, then teleported to the branch of a tree near the pillar the pair was working on. Unlike the three I’d just killed, these ones noticed my arrival. I deflected a pair of force spells and got to work subduing them.
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“Did they know anything?” Querit asked when I appeared in his workshop.

“Nothing all that useful. Mid-level mages, disposable fodder just strong enough to cooperate with each other. Somehow, Ammun knew about the resonance point project and was keeping tabs on it.”

“Maybe he’s upset about us breaking his toys a few months ago.”

If that was an attempt to deflect suspicion away from himself, it wasn’t a very good one. I’d only known about Ammun’s project because I was personally in Ralvost snooping around. Ammun’s surprise appearance at my demesne aside, there was no way he was roaming the island scrying on me. Had his followers seeded the area with scrying beacons?

It still shouldn’t have worked for the exact same reasons I wasn’t able to scry the tower directly. And there was no mistaking that Ammun had known the precise moment I was going to be most vulnerable far enough ahead of time to move more than a hundred mages into position for a full-frontal assault. Somehow, he knew. I needed to find out how.

Unsurprisingly, the disposable mages he’d sent at me in the vain hopes of killing me while I was weakened hadn’t been privy to the details. Other than prying some information about what kind of military forces Ammun had put together—lots of mages at stage two or three who were willing to commit acts of violence in exchange for keeping their places inside the tower—there hadn’t been much of use in their heads.

When I didn’t reply, Querit changed the topic. “I think we can fix the displaced pillar without too much effort. I’ll start cataloging the destroyed trees, too, but the invaders only got about ten minutes to do some damage, and living stone is resilient. Even with the ones knocked over or broken, I don’t anticipate any statistically significant loss of mana production.”

“It doesn’t make sense,” I said.

“What?”

“This whole attack. They timed it perfectly. Ammun himself spent an inconceivable amount of mana to show up in person and crack my wards just long enough for a few dozen mages to get inside my demesne. Was that really his whole plan? He didn’t even send in a single elite. What was the point? I would have said it was a cheap probing strike with some disposable soldiers if not for him showing up. Why waste that mana? Why waste the window of vulnerability? What was he trying to accomplish?”

I was sure Ammun would have no complaints if I’d actually died, but it just didn’t feel like that was the goal. Maybe there’d been more to the plan but my defenses had been too robust for him to reach that stage. Or maybe they were trying to sabotage me somehow, destroy some piece of infrastructure or slip something inside my demesne that would come into play later.

Or maybe it had all been an act to let Querit come to my rescue, to give him a threat to face on my behalf. But why? What benefit was there to that over simply killing me? Did Ammun need me alive for some reason? I couldn’t imagine what benefit he might potentially extract from me as a prisoner or a pawn that would outweigh the very real chance of removing me as an obstacle today.

“What’s his game?” I asked. “What are we missing?”

Querit thought about it for a second, then asked, “You knew him back in your previous life, yes? You trained him at one point. What was he like?”

“Arrogant, but fragile,” I said. “He wasn’t nobility, but he was something close to it. His home country had a weird political structure. Ammun had some raw talent and a lot of resources spent on him to nurture it, which gave him an overinflated opinion of his prowess because he never met anyone his own age who could challenge him. He intensely disliked being shown up at anything.

“I had many apprentices, usually with some overlap. One might be at the end of his apprenticeship, while another was just starting, and there could be two or more somewhere in the middle. Some lessons I taught to classes, and Ammun had the misfortune of coming to me about three years after a pair of twins I took in.

“They had a lot of potential, but no formal training. Apprenticing them was an act of curiosity on my part, just to see how much I could nurture them. Ammun came in with a solid foundation, and I ended up lecturing all three of them together regularly. At first, he looked down on them both because they were older than him and because they’d had years as my students, yet he was their equal.

“Then they started to pull ahead of him. That potential, you see. They were both brilliant in different fields. They just needed someone to point them in the right direction and give them the resources they’d lacked. Ammun was… infuriated by what he saw as an unfair situation. He thought I must be cheating somehow, sneaking the twins off for extra lessons. He couldn’t comprehend that they might just be better than him. The idea that I, at the time already a thousand years old, would even care enough to play games just to spite him got so cemented in his head that I had to dismiss him from my care for several years.”

“He came back?” Querit asked.

I nodded. “His family was highly influential and could make gaining legitimate access to certain rare reagents I wanted impossible. It wasn’t worth an open conflict with them. Ammun came back after a period of tutelage with someone else, somewhat more proficient in spellcraft but with the same character flaws he’d always held. He finished up his apprenticeship with me over the next decade and departed. I think both of us were happy to be rid of the other.”

“And you met him again when he woke back up,” Querit said. “You spoke with him. Was he the same?”

“Nobody lives for a thousand years without changing, and a single conversation isn’t enough to say whether any of the spoiled child I tutored still remained inside that fleshless skull.”

Querit had a good point, though. Could Ammun’s motivation simply be pettiness and spite? Had he avoided sending in what could have been an overwhelming force just to string me along, to force me to confront how weak I was right now? To be killed by a handful of mages barely deserving of the title was humiliating, but I couldn’t imagine anyone operating at our level of power committing such a massive tactical blunder just out of pride and anger.

No, it still didn’t make sense. I was missing something. Regardless of whatever plans Ammun might be working on, it didn’t change the fact that he was somehow spying on my demesne. That was a more immediate problem that needed resolving.

“It might still tell us something,” Querit said. “But I have no idea what.”

“Let me know if you figure it out,” I said. “In the meantime, we need to know everything every one of those mages did while they were inside the barrier, and we need to find every mage who got trapped on the outside so we can hunt them down.”

“You’re not really in any shape to do either of those things.”

“I am aware. My agenda only has two things on it today: fix that pillar, and go to sleep.”

“I’ll help with the first, then take care of the other stuff while you recover,” Querit offered.

I couldn’t see a way Querit could sabotage the pillar system if I was right there working with him, so I agreed to let him help. ‘Help’ turned out to mean he did the majority of the work while I supervised. It wasn’t lost on him that I stuck around to oversee the restoration, but he didn’t mention it. After an hour of work, the pillar was once again perfectly positioned and the network resynced. A quick test revealed everything was working fine.

“One problem solved,” I said. “You’ll handle things for a few hours?”

“I told you I would,” he said simply.

“Good,” I said. Just as I was about to teleport back to my quarters, I hesitated and added, “I’m sorry. It’s not that I want to suspect you, but the stakes are too high for me not to consider every angle.”

“I understand. We are still essentially strangers, and I’m not even human. There could be anything in the rune structures of my core, even…” Querit trailed off, then he leaped into the air and flew away, calling back, “I have to go check something.”

“Dramatic much?” I asked his retreating form, but he was too far away to hear me.
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It was the middle of the night when I woke up. The very first thing I did was consult with my genius loci to sweep the valley. Everything appeared to be as it should be. The pillars were pulling in mana to recharge. The moon core was undamaged. Most of the petrified forest was filling the air with mana. The valley was still shrouded in a mana containment enchantment.

The resonance point hung in the air over the southern bluffs, waiting for me to use it to reforge my core and reach stage seven. If everything had gone according to plan, that would be my first stop. Did I have time now? Would I weaken myself too much in the process to take care of everything else if I tried?

I’d scried New Alkerist before going to sleep and let my family know about the attack. Father had promised to make sure everyone with a transmission stone had it on them at all times so they could immediately report anything even remotely suspicious. Nothing had woken me, so I could only assume the town hadn’t been assaulted.

Just to be safe, I scried it again, and was relieved to see everything quiet and in one piece. Ammun’s forces hadn’t attacked – not yet. I wondered if Querit had made any progress in tracking them down. Thinking of Querit reminded me of his mysterious exit, and I turned my mind to finding him next. That was easy enough; he was standing in his lab, working furiously on something.

Feeling refreshed now, I stood up and took a few minutes to feed and clean myself, then teleported to Querit. He barely even looked up when I appeared before going back to his work. “I’ve got good news and bad news,” he said.

“Bad news first.”

“I’ve tracked down the majority of those mages. They’re all over the island. Eight towns were destroyed while you were sleeping, and a significant number of them are preparing to attack Derro right now.”

So not bad on a personal level, but not great. Any minute now, one of them might appear in New Alkerist, though with the strength those mages possessed, the town’s defenses would keep everyone safe long enough for me to get there.

“Have any new mages appeared on the island?”

“Not that I can tell, but then, they’ve already proven their ability to get here unnoticed. It’s not like we can keep watch over the entire island.”

I nodded. It wasn’t impossible, but the investment of resources to create an island-wide scrying network was far greater than I was willing to commit to. Even if I had the spare mana, the amount of time needed to finish the work was prohibitive.

“I’ll get to hunting the mages we know about in a minute,” I said. “What’s the good news?”

“You were right,” the golem told me. “It’s my fault Ammun was able to spy on you.”

“That’s good news?”

“I found out how he did it. He made a mistake.”

“A mistake that lets him spy on us?” I asked.

“No, a mistake that lets us spy on him.”
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“Asympathetic scrying connection?” I asked.

There was no way Ammun would make that kind of mistake. But then, maybe it wasn’t his mistake. As far as I was aware, today had been the closest Querit and the lich had ever gotten to each other, but it wasn’t the first time Querit had encountered any of his minions.

“The fight outside the tower,” I said before Querit could answer. “One of them must have tagged you with the enchantment.”

“Not me. My combat frame. And I haven’t used it again since then, so I never noticed.”

That was a disturbingly plausible theory, but there was one hole in it. “We would have noticed active scrying,” I said.

“Not if they did the same thing on their end that I just did on mine. Look.”

Querit pointed to the combat frame in the corner of the room. It looked like nothing so much as a slightly oversized suit of armor on its stand, but when I examined the enchantments on it, I saw what he was saying. Hidden in everything that was supposed to be there was the scrying connection, designed as an open two-way channel, commonly used in paired scrying mirrors.

Usually, there were other enchantments woven in to help close those connections when they weren’t wanted, either to conserve mana or for the sake of privacy. In this case, only the simplest part was present. There was, however, a second enchantment woven around it like a cage, one that reversed any scrying coming through the enchantment.

“Clever, but they’ll realize what you did immediately.”

“They will, but no one’s using the link right now, which is why I’ve been using it to gather information on them for the last few hours.”

“Their own reversal enchantment would stop that,” I said.

“Unless you scry through a device like this,” Querit told me. He gestured to the mirror he was using, one he’d created himself and that I’d never seen before. “They got too clever for their own good trying to make their magic work.”

Querit was right about all of it. Somehow, we’d gained a window into Ammun’s operations past any and all of his defensive measures. I took a moment to analyze the enchantments and ensure they weren’t harmful or trapped in any way, then peered into the mirror. It revealed an enormous circular room with mirrored walls. At least fifty glass pillars were scattered across the floor, all of them stretching to the ceiling and five feet wide.

Upon closer inspection, I realized that they were all filled with liquid mana. That was an extremely expensive and wasteful setup, but I supposed Ammun had the mana to waste. The liquid mana would drain as the scrying pillars were used, requiring more to be constantly pumped in. On the other hand, it was possible to scry significantly farther this way.

The sympathetic scrying link wasn’t on one of the pillars, but at a station on the wall. It was one of the many mirrored panels, but covered in etched runes to shield our side from peering back across the connection. Querit’s mirror neatly countered the effect.

“You’ve seen this before,” I remarked. There was no way he’d spun the enchantment up from nothing and gotten lucky on the first try. That was like taking a blank key and filing it in random places in the hopes that it would fit the lock.

“I’ve read the theories. They’re in one of the books we took from Professor Velder’s room.” He cast a glance over at his bookshelf, then grabbed one with telekinesis and pulled it over to us. “Chapter twenty-one, I believe.”

“I’ll review it later,” I told him. “Has the room been this empty the whole time?”

“There were about twenty mages in there earlier, but they all left an hour ago. Judging on where they were scrying, I believe it’s the middle of the night there.”

I shook my head. “Ammun doesn’t sleep, and I don’t believe he’d leave a place like this unmanned just because us mere humans still need to. There should be shifts of diviners working here.”

In fact, I knew that because I’d seen it in Laphlin’s memories when I’d captured him. The diviners never left the room completely unstaffed. Something had to be going on, and what better place to find out than the center of information in Ammun’s tower?

“Move over,” I said. “I’m going to do some digging.”

Querit gave me a questioning look, which I ignored, and stepped to the side. I took a few seconds to familiarize myself with the enchantments to make sure I wasn’t going to break them, then got to work.

The first step was to convert the scrying connection into something I could send mana through. That wasn’t hard to do in a very limited capacity, but I needed more finesse if I was going to work the enchantments on the other side of the mirror. “This is going to be expensive,” I muttered as I started adding another layer of spells to the mirror.

After ten minutes of work, I was ready to proceed. Tendrils of mana stretched out through the glass and invaded Ammun’s scrying room. I connected them to the nearest station and cast a spell to show whatever the mirror had last scried. An unremarkable stretch of countryside appeared in the wall, somewhere west of the tower.

I quickly moved around the room, mostly discovering more of the same, though I did occasionally get a glimpse at a town stuffed with former tower-dwelling mages. There were no signs of the prior occupants, likely all slain or fled by now. I couldn’t imagine a scenario where Ammun’s forces took prisoners.

There had to be something worth seeing here. These people were the ones feeding him information about everything going on in his empire. Was it really nothing but looking at random stretches of fields and forests?

On the far side of the room, I finally found something. The image faded into the mirror as I pushed mana into it, and a large bluff just outside the tower appeared. Unlike the majority of places Ammun’s diviners were watching, this one was fully occupied. There had to be thousands of men and women there.

Almost all of them were dead.

“Ancestors forbid! What is this?” Querit gasped.

“He’s a lich. What do you think?”

“Necromancy, but… on this scale? It’s an abomination. Where did he even get so many bodies?”

“I guess now we know why Ammun sent mages out to attack all those towns. It wasn’t about reclaiming Ralvost. It was to gather materials for a zombie horde. The better question is, ‘What is he planning on doing with them?’ And judging by those archways I see at the far end, I think the answer is ‘flooding somewhere via portal.’”

“Here?” Querit asked. “What would be the point? The wards and defense systems would tear them apart.”

“Exactly why it won’t be here.”

The archways had portals glowing in them, fourteen in total. Zombies shuffled through them at the command of living mages, loosely organized into squads of twenty for each handler. Their progress wasn’t swift—zombies weren’t the nimblest variety of undead—but it was steady. It would probably take hours to finish emptying the bluff, but they wouldn’t be taking breaks.

“It’s a distraction,” I muttered. “A fire for me to focus on putting out while Ammun makes his move somewhere else. That’s what the attack on the valley was, too. He’s giving me problems to keep me busy. Pretty soon we’re going to start hearing about zombies attacking villages.”

But what was Ammun’s true objective? It had to be something big if all his elites were there helping him. He hadn’t even bothered to put anyone truly powerful in charge of the attack on my demesne. “We broke the machines, though. Were they just another distraction? Or did he get them fixed?”

Maybe he didn’t need all eight of them. If he threw all his resources into fixing just one, it might be online now. If that was the case, though, then obviously we’d been wrong about what the machine actually did. It couldn’t be an expansion of Ammun’s radius if he didn’t need the whole ring. If not that, then what?

“Did you ever figure out anything about those hidden sites we attacked?” I asked.

“I did jot down the schematics of anything I saw,” Querit said. “Nothing substantial, just a lot of partial designs.”

“Let me see them.”

A few seconds later, I had thirty loose pages floating in the air in front of me while I scoured them for clues. So many of the rune structures were generic enough that they could have been used in dozens of different constructions, and with huge portions of the overall design missing, it was impossible to put them together.

There were still some I didn’t recognize, though. Maybe there’d be a hint in there. “This one,” I said, shifting a page to Querit. “Have you ever seen anything that uses this design?”

“No,” he said immediately. “It has a similar composition to an ultra-long-range scrying design developed about sixty years prior to the breaking of the world, but this section here doesn’t match.”

I studied the rune structure again as I mentally tried to fit in the missing pieces. Now that Querit pointed out what the small cluster of runes might be used for, I could see how it would work with a few modifications. If it was being used for communication, it wouldn’t work as it stood—not on its own—but there was plenty of room for additional components outside the piece Querit had copied.

“This would only go one way,” I said. “It doesn’t make sense. There would have to be additional runes between these two sections if the return communication was a separate structure.”

Even the idea that it was a communication device was a stretch, if I was being honest. I was just trying to build off Querit’s initial idea, and besides, he was right. It was complete overkill. There was no reason to power a communication spell this way, not when there were so many simpler and more efficient ways to speak with someone, even on the other side of the planet.

Unless...

My blood ran cold.

"What is it?" Querit asked.

"Who developed the ultra-long-range scrying design?”

“A small independent research team based in Khashir, I believe.”

“Where’s Khashir located? I mean, back when it existed.”

“The kingdom was called Nephar, but it fell apart well before the world broke. Khashir remained independent as far as I’m aware, though I should add that world politics was not my purview of study.”

“How about world history?” I asked. “Do you know anything about the group that enslaved a moon core?”

“Only what you’ve told me,” Querit said.

“Could they have been the same mages who developed the scrying design? Or connected to them in some way?” I pressed.

“I suppose it’s possible. Why do you… No.”

I nodded and brandished the paper. “This isn’t designed to enable a conversation across the planet. Its purpose is to transmit instructions to a celestial body like a moon.”

“But then, why did Ammun need eight of them?”

“Maybe he didn’t. Or maybe he did, but he changed his plans to focus on just getting one of his machines operational.”

“You think he’s trying to destroy another moon? Why? What would that gain him?”

“No, not destroy. I think he’s trying to repeat what his enemies did to him. He’s trying to take control of a moon to turn it into a weapon. Only this time, without an enemy force in possession of a tower like Ammun’s, there will be nobody to fight back against him. He’ll be able to rain destruction down from the skies without fear of anyone being able to stop him.”

“But we know where the facility is. We can attack it,” Querit argued.

“We know. But who else would? And besides, Ammun’s spent an enormous amount of resources providing us with distractions. Where do you think the first place he’s going to target is?”
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Querit stared at me in horror for a long moment before his golem core started processing information again. “But, if he’s hitting you with all the distractions now, that must mean that he’s almost done.”

“Probably,” I agreed.

“What do we do?”

“I’d suggest you flee somewhere less likely to be annihilated by a beam of destructive energy coming down on us from the moon. If you want to be useful, maybe track down these zombie invasions and put a stop to a few of them.”

“What will you be doing? I know you too well to believe you’ve given up.”

“Trying to figure out which site Ammun’s got operational so I can attack it,” I said.

“What if Ammun’s there?”

“Then it’s a toss-up whether he can beat me so far away from the tower. That’s assuming he doesn’t have his elites there, which he probably does. There’s no other reason I can think of that they’re not taking care of his other business.”

My guess was the reason his divining room was empty was for the same reason. Establishing a connection to a moon probably required a lot of diviners working in tandem. The ritual for that couldn’t be a simple thing. From my perspective, that was a good thing. It meant there’d be plenty of opportunities to screw things up.

I dove back into Querit’s mirror to check the rest of the room over. With even a little bit of luck, there’d be something to point me to the ritual site. Querit, meanwhile, opened a cabinet and pulled out another mirror to scry the island. That was surprising. I’d expected him to run for safety even if he wanted to help. It was far more practical to scry from somewhere not likely to be destroyed sometime today.

Five minutes later, he announced, “I found a village under attack.”

“How are they doing at defending themselves?” I asked without looking up.

“Against the zombies? Fine. Against the mages controlling them? Not very well. The undead are being used as walking shields to soak spells and keep anyone fighting without conjurations from getting near the back line while Ammun’s mages bombard the village. It’s strange, though. They could have burned the place to the ground easily. It’s like they’re deliberately taking their time.”

“They are,” I said. “Like I said, it’s a distraction. They’re trying to get me to show up and stop them. Then they throw a bunch of zombies at me, maybe a few specially prepared traps, and they hightail it back through the portals while I deal with everything they left behind.”

“And if we don’t spring the trap, then eventually the town is overwhelmed and everyone dies.”

“Yep.”

“What are you going to do?” the golem asked.

“Keep looking for the ritual site.”

“But your people⁠—”

“They’re not my people. I have watchers among my people who have the tools to contact me. If you’re that worried about them, take a combat frame and go break the siege on their town.”

“I… I think I will.”

I pulled a teleportation platform out of my phantom space and dropped it in the middle of Querit’s lab. It was one of the ones I’d designed to feed off ambient mana a few years ago when I’d been exploring Ammun’s tower and needed easier access to various floors. Unlike the permanent fixtures I’d spread all over the island, this one was primed and ready to go already. If I could have found a way to bring them with me when I teleported, I’d use them all the time. Alas, that was impossible.

“I’ll adjust the wards to let you in and out. If you’re going to handle this feint, you’re going to need to be able to move quickly between disasters and recharge your mana,” I said.

Why he cared was beyond me. They weren’t his people. He’d never even met them. Hell, he wasn’t even human himself. In the end, what was probably the real reason was that his creator had designed him to care, so he did.

“Thank you,” he said simply before injecting some mana into one of his new combat frames, one designed for fighting mages. I’d been a bit wary upon seeing him complete that one, but it was hard to argue the need for it when I’d considered what we were up against. Watching him shift down in size so that he could nestle himself into the harness inside the frame was somewhat disconcerting, but it only took thirty seconds.

Then the frame closed itself up and Querit piloted it to the platform. “I’ll be back soon,” he told me in a hollow voice, speaking through the magic in his frame instead of with his mouth.

“Good luck,” I said. He nodded back, then teleported out to fight. Part of me was tempted to keep his mirror going so that I could watch his fight, but my own task was too important to split my attention.

My circuit of the outer wall completed, I moved on to examining the glass pillars. Those were, unfortunately, more complicated to access. I could barely activate them with the amount of mana I could send through the connection, and for the first time, I seriously considered modifying the connection to form a teleportation bridge, a sort of miniature portal.

That would leave my demesne vulnerable, and if I crossed over, I risked a fight with Ammun in his own tower. Now that he’d had years to regain his strength, there was no way I was beating him there. There was a good chance he wasn’t there, however. Wherever this project was happening, he was likely overseeing it personally. If I could actually find that site, I’d know for sure.

Perhaps it would be better to stop my attempts at hijacking the divination room and turn to my own scrying mirror instead. I’d placed beacons all over and could chain a connection to the facilities I’d attacked. Maybe there was something obvious to indicate which one Ammun had restored.

Or maybe there was an entirely new site nowhere near any of the old ones. If that was the case, then exploiting this sympathetic scrying connection was the only chance I had of finding it before Ammun turned the petrified valley into a smoking crater.

I managed to get the first pillar working – just barely. Manipulating something that complicated with tendrils of mana from thousands of miles away was roughly akin to trying to paint a masterpiece while holding the brush with two forks wielded in either hand as a pair of rough tongs. It was possible, but it would have been a lot easier to do it the proper way.

Frustratingly, the pillar didn’t show anything interesting. Instead of the countryside, it gave me a view of one of the floors inside the tower. I didn’t recognize it, but that didn’t mean much. I’d spent most of my time in the sublevels investigating the tower’s foundation, not socializing with the people living there. They all had much paler skin and lighter hair than me, anyway. I’d stuck out in the crowd, and considering how xenophobic they were, I would have drawn a lot of attention from the wrong people if I’d attempted to mingle.

The pillar rapidly cycled through different floors, but never left the tower and didn’t reveal anything I wanted to know. I let it die and adjusted my focus to the next one, then the one after that when it, too, proved to be a dud.

Querit reappeared twenty minutes later, his frame stained with blood and other, more disgusting fluids. “Do you not know any cleaning spells?” I asked. Before he could answer, I added, “That was a rhetorical question. I know that you do.”

“I’m a bit busy, and I’ll just be getting dirty again. No need to waste the time or mana,” he explained.

While he went back to his mirror, I shifted my focus to a new pillar. They weren’t all focused exclusively on the tower, but none of them were showing me what I needed, and I was starting to feel like I was running out of time. I could flee my demesne, but I’d leave a huge amount of my power behind if I did. I’d be safe from Ammun’s opening strike, but it would be much more likely that he’d destroy the valley since it would take me ten times longer to finish searching everything.

Stubbornly, I started checking the next pillar. Querit located a new target and disappeared again, leaving me alone. That cycle repeated two more times, with him growing even filthier each time and me getting more and more frustrated by my lack of progress.

Then I heard the voice I’d been dreading. ‘Gravin. Something is going on. Strangers have appeared outside of town, at least a hundred of them.’

Cursing, I pushed back the chair and stood up. The mirror connecting me to Ammun’s tower went blank for a moment, then returned to its normal reflective surface. ‘I’m on my way,’ I sent back to my father.

At least there was a teleportation platform right here, a little low on mana from Querit using it a few minutes ago, but I could fix that. It took twenty seconds to activate it. Then everything went black and I appeared at my chosen destination: an empty patch of sky above New Alkerist.

A simple invocation sharpened my sight enough to survey the fields and empty desert beyond them. There, half a mile to the west, was an open portal with a steady stream of zombies trudging through it. There were probably five hundred zombies already here, along with thirty or so mages corralling them as they built up numbers to start their assault.

It took me ten seconds of flight to reach the portal, where I hovered overhead, invisible, and cast a master-tier spell that turned the desert into a wild, raging sea of sand. Huge waves swept across the portal, hurling tons of the stuff through the open doorway before burying it completely. With their retreat cut off, the mages here could do nothing but fight and die.

I killed methodically with bolts of lightning that arced down from a clear blue sky to strike them one after another. There was no hiding from my magic, no delaying it. These mages were weak, barely even stage two, and in no way prepared for me. Ammun had sent them here to die, sacrificing them to buy a little bit of time.

I wondered why he’d thought this would work. Other than my family, I wouldn’t go out of my way to save anyone else, and since I’d never mentioned that they so much as existed to Querit, I couldn’t have let their existence slip to Ammun’s watchers. Probably, his agents had questioned people and found out that way, but with the teleportation network destroyed, they’d had no choice but to guess which town to attack.

If that was the plan, then he was once again wasting an enormous amount of resources to simultaneously attack dozens of locations on the off chance that he found the right one. Then again, I was out here stopping his plan from working instead of interfering with his ritual site, which I had yet to even find.

Destroying the zombies was easy once their handlers were all dead. I made quick work of them, left the corpses smoldering out in the sands, and teleported back to the valley to resume my frantic search. Hopefully the failure of that attack wouldn’t prompt Ammun’s commanders to throw more forces at New Alkerist now that they’d provoked a response. Querit was wiping them out all over the island; there was no reason to assume that that particular town was any more important than the others.

But still, the best way to end this was to find Ammun’s project and smash it to pieces. That would buy me the time I needed to exploit the mana resonance point to achieve stage seven. With that, I might just have a chance of standing up to the lich.

I reestablished the connection, confirmed there was still no one home, and resumed my search.
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Ikept digging for another hour or so, but then mages started to filter in. Bleary-eyed and shuffling, they resumed their posts as the room slowly started filling up. That meant my time spying on their operation was at its end. We wouldn’t be able to hide that we’d discovered their sympathetic link, or that we’d broken through their defenses, not without letting them continue to spy on us.

Given how little I’d discovered of any use, it wasn’t worth it. Instead, I prepared my final surprise and waited as long as possible to activate it. Every diviner in this room was an asset to Ammun, both to help him keep an eye on his new empire and to assist him with his moon project. My position would be strengthened if he lost those assets.

Unluckily, they all clumped together at the far side of the room, preventing me from moving forward with my plan even as their presence kept me from going through any more of their scrying devices. It looked like they were starting their shift with some sort of meeting, so I’d now have to wait until it ended in order to trigger the kill spell I’d laced into the mirrored walls all over the room.

“Okay, everyone,” one of the diviners said after enough mages had gathered. “Same as yesterday: rank twos are on wide scans, rank threes are searching for active threats, rank fours are on the special project. We’ve got three hours to go over everything recorded in the last half a day, then it’s our shift at the summit. Anyone, and I mean anyone, who misses that portal is going to be reported.

“Lord Ammun is taking security on this very, very seriously. Deadly serious. You want to find out if you’re special? Disobey orders and see if you can survive the next day. In case any of you missed the memo or think we’re joking around, well, go take a peek at Floor 87 where Rhengis used to live.”

What was the summit? Presumably, it was the top of a mountain somewhere, but there was an entire range that circled the northern border of Ralvost, and none of the facilities I’d already located were anywhere near it. Was it possible that the project I’d trashed and this one were unrelated? That didn’t seem likely, given that the whole reason I suspected he was trying to replicate the moon core enslavement weapon was the clues I’d gleaned from the rune structures inscribed into the parts of the machine I’d been able to study.

The diviners had already started to drift away at the fringes of the crowd, something that I could tell annoyed the speaker to no end. The whole group had that weary energy I’d sometimes seen in countries that used slave labor – forced to work far too many hours with nowhere near enough rest, all of it mixed with a thick dose of resentment. Either fewer of these mages were here by choice than Laphlin had led me to believe, or something had happened in between my encounter with him and today.

One mage rounded a pillar, his eyes dark and angry and his movements jerky. He was muttering something under his breath, too quiet for me to hear, and shooting dirty looks over his shoulder. Unfortunately, his course was going to take him right past the rune-inscribed mirror, where he was certain to recognize that I was looking through it. Killing him without alerting anyone else would be difficult, bordering on impossible, but if I activated my kill spells now, I’d accomplish very little beyond destroying the scrying mirrors.

He looked up and froze mid-step, eyes wide, and I started casting the spell. I wouldn’t get what I wanted from it, but I’d do what damage I could. Then, instead of calling out, he glanced around carefully to make sure no one else nearby was watching. Seeing that there was nobody within thirty feet of him, he altered his course to walk by the mirror while I watched, curiously, the final part of my spell at the forefront of my mind.

“You’re the only thing that monster is afraid of,” the diviner said in a whisper. “The lengths he goes to just to prevent you from interfering… He truly believes you can stop him. I hope he’s right. Look northeast from the tower, three hundred twenty-two miles. He had a whole platoon transmuting a hollowed-out mountain.”

I tilted my head to one side and studied the diviner. Betrayal wasn’t exactly unexpected, not the way Ammun had treated his new subjects. Life in the tower was a shadow of its former glory, though I expected the people at the very bottom hadn’t seen much of a reduction in quality. Those who’d been deemed useful probably had it the worst.

The diviner peered back at me as I considered what to do. “Could you… save us? Most of us aren’t here voluntarily. I could tell you which ones would fight against Ammun and which would betray you to him at the first chance.”

I snorted quietly. “What would I even do with you?”

“Just get us out of here. We’ll make our own way.”

“Is Ammun in the tower?” I asked.

The diviner shook his head. “Still at the summit directing his project.”

Three hundred miles wasn’t a cheap price to pay, but if this was as important to Ammun as it seemed, that was still within his budget. To oversee it personally and make sure I didn’t interfere again after I’d wrecked his machines before was nowhere near as expensive as walking through a portal three thousand miles to crack my wards, and he’d done that.

If Ammun wasn’t home, that meant I had an incredibly rare opportunity. I already knew how to teleport through his wards, though I expected he’d probably updated his procedures. Even better, I had a cooperative mage on the other side who was willing to help me. I could open a portal under these circumstances, but I’d need a few minutes to make it happen. Portals didn’t just spring out of nothing.

“I can help,” I decided, “but you’ll have to work with me to anchor the portal on your side to let me through. It’ll take a few minutes. Do you have that much time?”

The diviner grunted and cast a dark look behind him. “That blowhard will go on for at least that long.”

“If you get caught and interrupted before we finish, I won’t be able to save you,” I warned, which wasn’t exactly true, but there was no reason to explain all the magic I’d already slipped into the room.

“It’s worth the risk. What do I need to do?”

Serving as the anchor for a portal was a lot easier than actually making it. I just needed to thread the mana across the sympathetic link to connect to him, which actually sped the process up quite a bit. At the same time, I was lacing the room on my side of the portal with all sorts of trap wards. These were Ammun’s people, after all, and there were some fairly obvious risks to letting them inside my demesne. If I needed to kill them all, I wanted it to be quick enough that they couldn’t cause any damage.

I really wasn’t expecting such a half-baked plan to work, but the diviner was right about how much the guy running the meeting liked to talk. He really did just go on and on, oftentimes repeating the same points three or even four times. His captive audience grew visibly annoyed, but all the ones who’d been willing to slink away had already gone, and none of them came near where we were forming the portal. Thankfully, those pillars full of liquid mana provided enough of a visual barrier that no one realized what was happening.

And then the portal solidified and I stepped through. In person, the diviner was smaller than he’d looked. The top of his head barely came up to my chest, and his shoulders were hunched tight. “Stand by the portal,” I said as I extended a telepathic connection to him. “I will be killing anyone you point out. If you’re not sure whether someone is willing to betray Ammun, err on the side of caution.”

“But… I don’t know what everyone’s thinking!”

“Let me be clear,” I told him in a harsh whisper. “If anyone I rescue here now betrays me, I’ll kill all of you. Only the people you’re absolutely sure will side with you should walk through this portal.”

The telepathic link solidified and I sent him a command. ‘Point out who you want to save.’

The nice thing about working with diviners was that they were generally good at divination, which meant that the link between us quickly surpassed the need for words. The diviner scanned the crowd and pointed out who he knew would side against Ammun, then did a second sweep for people he was confident about but would need to be vetted. A third pass gave me the ones who were firmly in Ammun’s camp, people like the speaker who was somehow still lecturing the assembled diviners.

There were a number of people not tagged one way or another. My accomplice wasn’t willing to make the judgment call to end their life, but either didn’t know enough about them or didn’t trust them enough to believe any claims that they’d turn against Ammun. His attempts at a half measure were pointless. Those mages went onto the kill list.

“What the—” a woman said in surprise as she walked around one of the pillars and saw me standing there with an open portal.

‘Ammun supporter!’ the diviner practically screamed in my head, though it wasn’t so much words as an inarticulate bundle of emotions, mostly panic and hatred.

Before she could say or do anything else, a force cleave decapitated her. I caught her severed head and slumping body with telekinesis and lowered them silently to the floor, not that it would make much difference. Unlike when I’d made the portal, the spell had unleashed mana into the room, and of course, the diviners were sensitive to it. Already dozens of heads were turning toward us.

I summoned my staff out of my phantom space and channeled a pair of advanced-tier spells through it. Lightning bolts arced around the pillars and into the crowd, most of whom were ill-prepared to be attacked. Some of them succumbed instantly, but others were either quick enough to raise some form of ward or had prepared them beforehand.

Those that survived the opening strike were targeted by a barrage of force lances or gripped telekinetically and hurled into the walls, where the master-tier shattering spell I’d laced through the room started going off in sections. Their shield wards were immediately overwhelmed, resulting in a second round of mass death only seconds after the lightning.

That was all it took for the screaming to start. Roughly half of my targets were dead and the rest were scattered among a crowd that was now fleeing in every direction. I picked off a few more of the priority targets, then deflected a mental attack from the first diviner brave enough to fight back. My information told me he was one of the few that would absolutely turn against Ammun, so I held off on killing him, but I pushed the thought through my mental link that my new partner needed to calm the man down and get him out of here.

Suddenly, a nine-foot-tall monster of metal and bladed limbs loomed over the scattering diviners. At first glance, it looked like some sort of insectoid golem, though I was fairly certain it was actually a mana construct. It ignored them and charged at me, scythe-arms raised to split me in half.

I flew backwards and fired off a lightning bolt at it, only to watch the magic ground itself out as the scythe slashed deep into the stone. The construct tugged for a moment, then ripped its limb free and advanced on me again. Behind it, two more identical copies flashed into existence.
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They weren’t guardian golems summoned into the room, of that I was certain. I’d already gone through the whole place looking for wards and traps. That meant this was the active work of one of the diviners who also had a solid grounding in conjuration, probably one of the three mages with stage four cores who’d survived my opening attacks.

Unfortunately, just because they were solid mana given a facsimile of life didn’t mean I could just ignore them. The first one had already proven itself to be monstrously strong, easily powerful enough to batter through my shield ward if I let it. I put up a wall of force to delay it, but that would only stall the construct for a few seconds.

The ceiling was too low to fly over them, and the other two were moving quickly and with intelligent purpose, spreading out in either direction to flank me. If I wanted to get to the mages behind them, I was going to have to go through them.

Fine. I could do that. I had plenty of mana, and, whatever I spent, I’d replace by stealing it from Ammun’s demesne.

There were two ways to dispel a construct. The first was to attack its mana matrix directly, which was easy enough when it was unattended but became much more difficult when the summoner was around to actively contest the attack. The second was to use enough physical force to destabilize its body, which a summoner could attempt to mitigate by rebuilding things. That was significantly harder and more mana-intensive than holding the mana matrix together through sheer willpower.

However, I didn’t have a lot of time, and breaking the mana matrix was by far the faster of the two options, assuming I could overpower the summoner. I had a lot of confidence in myself, and not just because I was an archmage. I had no plans on fighting fairly.

Explosions started going off behind the constructs, not necessarily the fatal kind, though they absolutely could kill someone caught in one directly, but ones that were deliberately louder and brighter than they needed to be. They made for a very good distraction when I went after the closest construct’s mana matrix. Whoever had summoned it must have been very close to one of those explosions, because it took me less than three seconds to dismantle the construct.

I didn’t bother with the other two. A pair of quick force walls slowed them down enough that I slipped past them while blocking a set of force bolts four diviners had collaborated on creating. It was more bewildering than anything that they even knew a ritual for such a simple spell. It was a lot of force bolts, I supposed, but still, it was kind of pathetic that they needed to work together to attack with a basic-tier spell.

Three of them were on my kill list, so I shot off a lightning bolt to arc through their group. The fourth mage was one of the ones that my informant wasn’t sure about, which meant I didn’t take any special care to avoid catching him in the spell.

Their distraction was almost enough for another one of the scythe-armed constructs to catch up to me, but a blast of sonic energy rippled out across the room when I slammed the end of my staff into the floor, flattening several mages nearby and breaking apart a dozen spells in the process of being created.

Surprisingly, one of the constructs vanished on its own. Whichever mage was controlling it must have been shaken hard by my last spell. Then the last one sped up and blurred across the room, clueing me into what had actually happened. Both of them had been under the control of the same mage, and they’d sacrificed one to devote their mana and attention to the other.

It brought its arms down in sweeping slashes at the same time its foot lashed out to catch me in a kick. Any of the attacks could easily be fatal if I let them through, and my shield ward was already dealing with the multitude of weak attacks the diviners who hadn’t run off were throwing at me. It could withstand a hit from this construct, maybe two, but I could do better than that.

A force wave rolled out in every direction, picking up mages who were too close and hurling them through the air to slam into walls. The construct was far too heavy to suffer the same fate, but with one leg already in the air, it was also too unbalanced to stay upright. It toppled over and, in a remarkable display of agility for something that big, rolled backward to come back up on its feet and lunged back in.

The second’s delay was all I needed to fly away. I passed through a net seemingly made out of strands of interwoven fire, killed the diviner who’d thrown it at me with a single force bolt of my own, and finally reached the stage four mage that had summoned the construct.

“Bye,” I said.

Force magic clamped onto the man’s neck and twisted. His wards resisted for a second, then gave out. Humans, even those empowered by invocations, were only able to resist so much pressure. This one wasn’t that strong, and he definitely wasn’t reinforcing himself with magic. My spell tore his head off in a fountain of blood. Behind me, the charging construct collapsed into pure mana.

The whole battle had taken less than a minute, and throughout my dance with the constructs, I’d kept picking off targets. The only people left in the room were diviners I’d mentally tagged as safe. Of course, they didn’t know that I wasn’t going to kill them, so it wasn’t that unreasonable of a response that they kept attacking me.

“Enough,” I said, my voice magically amplified. “This battle is over. You have two choices. Walk through the portal and be spirited out of Ammun’s reach, or stay here. This choice expires in the next thirty seconds. Decide quickly.”

I didn’t mention that anyone who didn’t take the portal wouldn’t be left alive, but I expected they were smart enough to figure that out on their own. It wasn’t a difficult decision. They filed through, leaving me alone in the enormous scrying room, now pitted, scorched, and littered with bodies.

I probably had a minute to spare, so I produced a few enormous vats and stole Ammun’s supply of liquid mana before activating the remaining parts of the shattering spell I’d laced the room with and stepping back through my portal.
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There wasn’t nearly enough room in Querit’s workshop for the fifty or so diviners still alive, so I’d teleported them to the surface. They were talking among themselves, holding conversations both verbal and mental, and I gave them time to get situated while I refilled my mana reserves and debated what I wanted to do with the group. They certainly weren’t staying here, but they were too dangerous to just let go, and there were far too many to exile them like I’d done with Laphlin.

The diviner who’d first noticed me wasn’t having a good time of it. From what I’d gathered, he wasn’t well liked by his colleagues, and his decisions about who was trustworthy, or more accurately, who’d lived and who’d died, were heavily criticized. I suspected that he wouldn’t survive much longer if I didn’t intervene.

While I observed, Querit flew up from his workshop and made his way over to me. “I was only gone for twenty minutes,” he said. “What did you do?”

“Found a dissident in Ammun’s ranks. The rest of his diviner corps are dead – all the ones that showed up for the morning shift, at least. How’s it going with the zombie attacks?”

“We’ve lost at least nine villages completely,” he said. “I rescued survivors from them out in the wastes, but the villages themselves are gone. I took them to Derro. They’ve also been under assault, by the way, but they’re easily holding the invaders off. What are you going to do with these people?”

“I haven’t decided yet. As soon as I’ve recovered from the fight I had with all the ones who stayed loyal to Ammun, I’m going to get all the information they have on his moon project out of them. After that… I’m open to ideas. There are too many to just exile and hope none of them find their way back to Ralvost.”

“Do we have time to wait?”

“I think so,” I said, “but just in case, maybe you can do some research for me. Take this one with you and question him.”

I plucked the diviner who’d let me into Ammun’s tower out of the angry crowd with telekinesis and pulled him over to where I stood in the air. “This is my companion,” I said to him. Querit, still encased in his gore-stained combat frame, nodded at the diviner. “He’s going to verify your information before your friends down there kill you. You’ll be going with him while I deal with the rest of these people. You can fly, yes?”

The diviner nodded and I released him. He tumbled twenty feet or so before his spell took hold. He drifted back up to us and said, “My name is Ashinder. What’s yours?”

“Querit,” the golem said. “Come with me, please.”

The two flew off, and I turned my attention back to the group. They were all looking up at me now, a few of them rising into the air on their own flight spells to approach. I let my magic carry me down closer and studied them.

“Choose someone to represent your interests,” I told the group. “I’ll speak to that person. You have five minutes.”

That time limit was more important than it seemed. Without it, they’d no doubt argue in circles for hours. With it, they’d be pressured into coming to a quick decision. No less than four of them were trying to ignore the order and approach me directly, but they backed off when I turned a glare on them. None of them needed a reminder of the kind of violence I could commit, not when I’d just demonstrated it ten minutes ago.

Just because I didn’t want to speak to their whole group in an open forum didn’t mean I wasn’t paying attention, and it quickly became obvious that they were essentially divided into two camps. One wanted to help me strike back at Ammun, or at least, that was what they were saying. It was quite possible that I had my own crop of saboteurs looking for ways to disrupt my plans, cause damage, and then escape back to their own faction.

The other group, I trusted more. They wanted nothing to do with the fight, and they were smart enough to know that as long as Ammun was alive—so to speak—they weren’t going home. Their arguments were mostly centered on where they could wait out the war.

The problem was that I’d said I wanted one representative, and the group was split evenly between what they wanted to do. Finally, annoyed with the delay and with their five minutes up, I said, “One representative from each side step forward. We’ll meet here.”

I pointed a finger at a clear section of ground between two enormous petrified trees, and a stone table with a trio of chairs rose out of the ground. I flew over and sat down at one, leaving the open two chairs on the other side of the table for them.

Two mages quickly separated themselves from the crowd, one a tall man with gray hair and a weathered face who looked vaguely familiar to me. The other was a young woman, perhaps in her mid-twenties, with a fierce scowl and eyes that flashed with anger. She sneered at her companion with such contempt that I wondered if I’d be forced to intervene, but they marched side by side and took their chairs.

“Now,” I said, “let’s talk about what’s going to happen next.”


Chapter
Fifty-Nine



“Introductions, first,” I said. “I’ll assume you already know that my name is Keiran, and that you’ve been told a great deal about me by Ammun.”

Both diviners gave nods, and the old man spoke. “Nakra Adylen,” he said. “Senior diviner for Great House Adylen.”

“Oslea,” the woman said simply as she sneered at her fellow diviner.

“Does Great House Adylen even still exist?” I asked.

The woman snickered.

“We certainly do!” Nakra said stiffly.

“The ones willing to stick their tongues up Ammun’s bony ass do, at least,” Oslea added.

“Silence!” Nakra snapped. “Lesser mages should know their places.”

“I agree,” I said. “And since you’re lesser than me, maybe you should limit yourself to answering my questions, Nakra.”

I could practically hear the old man’s teeth grinding against each other, but he kept his mouth shut and gave me a tight nod.

“And as for you,” I told Oslea, “I’m not interested in whatever this feud you have going on is about. If you can’t stop picking at this guy for ten minutes, I’ll toss you into the side of a mountain and find someone else to speak for your group.”

It wasn’t an idle threat. My tolerance for people was at an all-time low, and it had never been very high to begin with. Ammun’s death weapon loomed overhead, literally, and I needed to know more if I was going to stop it.

“Let’s start with this secret project of Ammun’s,” I said. “I’m assuming he’s close to finishing it, considering the effort he’s put into keeping me busy. How much longer until it’s operational?”

“We don’t know. That wasn’t really what he had us doing,” Nakra said.

“You set him back quite a bit when you destroyed the collar,” Oslea added.

I shook my head. “No, he’s close to finishing something. Otherwise, he’d just be wasting resources trying to distract me now.”

“The summit project?” Oslea asked, looking at Nakra.

“I can’t imagine that will be done soon,” the older diviner said. “We’re still eight hours away from just establishing the relay link.”

“What does that do?” I asked.

“Does what it sounds like,” Oslea said, rolling her eyes. “Relays information from the summit up to the moon.”

“Which moon?”

“Yulitar.”

There was some irony there. Yulitar was also known as the corpse moon, an appropriate place for a lich archmage to tie himself to. I doubted that was why Ammun had chosen it, however. Yulitar was also the largest moon, which theoretically meant it had the largest core. It had one of the slower orbits around Manoch, but I was sure Ammun had done the math and determined that the amount of mana he could harvest while it was in the correct part of the sky was greater than a different moon that appeared more frequently but produced less mana.

“The divination corps have been working in two shifts for over a month to complete the rituals,” Oslea said.

“But that just establishes the link,” Nakra said. “At best, it lets Ammun put a beacon on the moon to scry through. Maybe he cobbles together a mana drain, but so what? It’s not like he can weaponize Yulitar overnight.”

That was a good point, but it just told me that Nakra didn’t understand Ammun’s objective. Whatever he was trying to do, he was wrapping it up now. I could safely assume I had half a day at most before he was done unless I interfered, which would involve challenging Ammun directly at the summit. At least he wouldn’t be inside his own demesne there.

That… did actually give me enough time to utilize my resonance point to reach stage seven, as long as there was nothing else the old lich could throw at me between now and him finishing up. Things had been quiet at New Alkerist for a while now, but other towns were still being attacked by undead controlled by necromancers.

I spent twenty minutes questioning the two diviners about the summit, Ammun’s plans, and anything and everything they thought was relevant. That got me confirmation of the summit’s location and a near certainty that Ammun was camped out there to ensure I didn’t destroy everything he’d been building like I’d done with the ring of facilities they called the collar. From the name alone, I had a suspicion that its primary purpose was to lock a moon in place so that it would orbit in time with Manoch’s rotation, granting a never-ending source of mana, but they couldn’t confirm that.

That was more of a long-term problem, however. If Ammun did have a way to unleash mana blasts from Yulitar, he’d only need to fire it once to get rid of me. Rebuilding the collar and keeping the moon leashed in position relative to his tower could be accomplished after I was gone. Apparently, I hadn’t really delayed anything by destroying those machines, at least not anything that would have bought me more time.

What a fool I’d been to assume I’d slowed him down.

Once I learned everything I wanted to know, the conversation switched topics. “Your diviners are split into two groups,” I said. I gestured toward Nakra and said, “You represent the ones who want to go somewhere far, far away from Ammun and me, where we won’t bother you and you can live your lives.”

“And the rest of us aren’t a bunch of cowards. We want our old lives back,” Oslea said.

“Idiots,” Nakra muttered. “No matter what happens or who wins, nothing will be like it was. Don’t you think I’d be fighting for the same thing if there was the slightest chance?”

“I’m going to have to agree with Nakra,” I said. “Regardless of who wins this conflict, you’re never going back to how things were before Ammun woke up.”

“Is it true, then? You really do want to tear the tower down? I always thought that was a lie Ammun’s followers told to get people to side with him.”

“No, that’s true. The tower is wedged into the shell around the world core and needs to be removed in order to heal the planet. I’ll have to destroy it to restore the balance of mana. You all are free to build a new tower somewhere else if you really want to, but Ammun’s demesne has to go.”

I didn’t know why anybody would want to build a giant tower like that, especially if it wasn’t going to be tapping directly into the world core to monopolize every scrap of mana produced. It had its uses, to be sure, but to this day, I still didn’t understand what had possessed Ammun to start that project. Maybe he’d just done it to prove he could. Maybe he’d been bored. I’d certainly spent years on nonsensical projects just to see if I could pull them off.

For mortal mages with finite life spans measured in decades or perhaps a pair of centuries at most, building something like that tower was pointless. They could build an entire city from the ground up in a fraction of the time, one that would be more than sufficient to meet their every need. As much empty space as there was in the world these days, it wouldn’t even be hard to find enough room. Almost the entirety of what Ammun had claimed as the Ralvost Empire had been uninhabited by anything but monsters and animals, and that would all be up for grabs soon enough.

“You’re going to tear down what’s been our whole world for countless generations,” Oslea said, slumping back into the chair. “But you’re also going to destroy Ammun?”

“I am,” I said.

“Then I’m with you,” she declared, as if that settled things.

“What makes you think I want you with me?” I asked.

Her jaw fell open, and she cast a bewildered look between Nakra and me. “But… I thought… If you don’t want… Then… But you saved us? You don’t want our help?”

“With fighting Ammun? No, not even a little bit. I don’t have time to individually interview all of you, and I can’t trust that there aren’t loyalists to his cause in your ranks. This meeting is to determine where I’m going to put you all for the foreseeable future to keep you safely out of trouble.”

“Do we get a say in this?” Nakra asked.

“Sure. There wouldn’t be much point in a meeting otherwise. I’d have just announced my decision and sent you on your way if that’s what I wanted to do. I do have some stipulations, however. You won’t be placed anywhere in or near Ralvost, nor will you be allowed into my territory.”

It was weird to think of the island as my territory, but in a way, it kind of was. If that was the case, though, I was a terrible territory lord. I’d mostly just ignored everyone other than to spread some basic knowledge of magic. For all the work I’d done that actually benefited anyone besides me, any enchanter could have done the same. If Tetrin had been willing to teach other people and had the access to the amount of mana I did, he could have done all of this.

I didn’t feel particularly guilty about that. I had more important things to worry about, and besides, no one was entitled to my time and energy, not even my own family. I’d fix what I wanted, when I wanted, and if people weren’t happy with that, then they could just go on being unhappy.

“An island would be good,” Nakra said. “Something big enough to support life, but uninhabited. We could rebuild there, far away from all of the fighting. If we could retrieve our families…”

“Not a bad idea. Getting anyone else from the tower will have to wait, though. I’ve scried out a few islands, but I can’t promise any of them have long-term viability. You’ll have your work cut out for you, especially getting access to enough food to keep you from starving. Do any of you actually know anything about farming?”

The two diviners exchanged uneasy glances. “We… weren’t really farmers…” Oslea admitted.

Of course they weren’t. Their whole lives were spent in the tower, except for those unlucky enough to be sent to oversee yearly pilgrimages through the surrounding villages to collect food while tricking all the natives into believing they were angelic messengers.

“Maybe that is a bad idea, then,” I said. “If I drop you off on an island, you’re going to need to be able to forage and hunt enough food to keep everyone from starving, and you’re going to have to figure out some basic farming at the same time.”

“Foraging shouldn’t be too unreasonable. We are diviners, after all,” Nakra said.

“How many of you can fight?” I asked, remembering the pitiful attempts at defending themselves most of the diviners I’d just killed had put up. Other than that pair of mages with the construct summons, I doubted a single one of them could have defeated Senica in combat.

“Five or six?” Oslea asked as much as stated. She looked over to Nakra, who shrugged and nodded.

“Something like that,” he agreed.

“Alright, if that’s what you want. Give me ten minutes to get the portal ready and I’ll send you all through with some supplies to last a week or two.”

I’d found dozens of islands off the coast, most of them no more than a few hundred feet wide, but a few that had miles of land on them. What I hadn’t done was vetted them for monsters, so I hoped Oslea hadn’t been exaggerating about having a few diviners who knew how to fight in their ranks. I chose one that was about five miles long and a half-mile wide, its interior filled with trees.

The portal took shape after a few minutes and I held it in place manually while dumping food out of my phantom space. Thanks to its ability to temporally preserve its contents, I had a considerable supply that I was willing to donate.

“Pick something up and march through,” I yelled.


Chapter
Sixty



One of the hardest parts of being a diviner was having to have an excellent memory. There was only so much magic could do to help that along, too. At some point, how well a mage could process and remember information separated the hobbyists from the professionals. Ammun’s diviners were, presumably, all professionals.

I was about to put that to the test with Ashinder. Querit had been grilling him heavily, and I was very curious to see if his information would match up with what the other diviners had told me. Part of me regretted that I couldn’t talk to all of them, but the truth was that I had a limited amount of time remaining, and I’d rather spend it advancing my core to stage seven than interviewing a bunch of people for the same information to see who was lying or misremembering.

I teleported myself into Querit’s workshop, where the golem was busy putting together an illusory map of what I assumed was the summit. It was impressively big, especially for an artificial mountain. There were no less than eight floors, each one with dozens of rooms, all nestled behind a thousand feet of solid, spell-reinforced rock. There were permanent portals leading in, but the other sides were all in the tower, which was inarguably even more well defended than the summit.

The odds of me getting lucky with another sympathetic connection I could use to bypass the wards were next to nonexistent. The only reason it had happened the first time was because Querit had tangled with somebody with enough skill to put the enchantment on his combat frame, but without enough skill to use a better alternative. Ammun’s only options had been to leave the vulnerability to spy on me, or lose the ability to see what I was up to.

He really should have put the other end of that room somewhere else besides his diviner corps main operations room. His mistake – it was a pile of shattered glass now, and I was several thousand gallons of liquid mana richer.

“This hallway is wider,” Ashinder was saying as I appeared nearby. “And I think there are some wards on the door at the end. We had to be escorted past it every time.”

The image stretched out a bit at the diviner’s direction. He nodded in satisfaction, then froze when he saw me standing there. “Uh… Hello.”

“Hi,” I said dryly. Ashinder didn’t quite flinch at the sound of my voice, but it was clear that he was holding himself steady. This was far from the first time I’d seen a mage struggle to control his fear when I showed up, though admittedly it hadn’t happened all that much since my reincarnation. This particular mage, however, had watched me slaughter the better part of a hundred people at his direction. I imagined he had some baggage to deal with after that.

“What are the defenses like on this?” I asked.

“No physical access,” Querit said. “We could probably bore through it if we had a week and Ammun left us alone, but neither of those is likely to happen.”

“Ward set up?”

“Identical to his tower, from what I understand.”

“So we’re not going to be phasing through it,” I said. “This site must be incredibly important to him if he’s investing this much into it.”

I asked a few more questions about the defenses, all of which confirmed the information I’d gotten from Nakra and Oslea. It seemed Ammun hadn’t treated his diviners very well, which was generally bad practice since there was no one else more likely to start digging for secrets better left alone. Pissing off an entire platoon of diviners was beyond stupid, but I supposed Ammun hadn’t been too worried about betrayal when he thought they had nowhere to go and he had an entire army of mages to help keep them in line.

“Can we get some eyes inside?” I finally asked.

Ashinder hesitated. “Maybe? We couldn’t scry half of the summit even when we were inside it, but I might still be keyed into the wards?”

“Let’s find out,” I said. I pulled all three of us from Querit’s workshop to my personal scrying chamber.

Unlike the portable mirror I usually used, this room was set up similar to what Ammun had furnished his diviners with – yet another design he’d copied from me. The walls were all mirrored panels five feet wide and stretching from floor to ceiling. Each one was trimmed with a border of runes, optimized for different situations. One worked better for long-distance scrying, another excelled at communication between multiple discrete points, and a third was designed to pierce wards.

It was to that one that I led Ashinder. “I’ll handle the distance. You focus on getting through the wards.”

“What do you want me doing?” Querit asked.

I thought for a moment. “Have those zombie strike teams stopped coming yet?”

“Slowing down. I managed to collapse another portal, and that seems to have them hesitating. I know they’ve still got a thousand zombies in reserve, probably more.”

“Stay here for a bit. I might need your help with that other thing we were talking about.”

Querit nodded and settled back into place. I noticed he hadn’t left his combat frame and found that the thought of that didn’t really bother me. Perhaps I was coming to trust the golem after all. I was running out of reasons not to at this point, and every time an opportunity came up to betray me, he chose otherwise.

Huh. Was Querit a friend, now? No, not yet, probably not ever. But a colleague? That felt right. He was an ally, one I found myself trusting, but it had still only been a few months. He could still be playing a long game, but if so, it wasn’t anything to do with Ammun. That, if nothing else, I was confident in.

I turned my attention to Ashinder and the scrying mirror. Mana raced through the inscriptions as I activated them and started guiding the spell through the series of relays I’d laid across thousands and thousands of miles.

“Take control of the spell,” I instructed the diviner.

He took the handover clumsily, but I compensated and kept everything stable until he was ready. Then, we plunged through the summit’s outer walls. I studied the wards carefully as Ashinder guided the mirror through them, stopping twice to complete verification checks on his spell signature. There was a weakness there, one I could exploit as long as I did it before Ammun revoked access.

The scrying spell broke into the interior of the summit, revealing the same silvery gray stone that made up the tower. No surprise there. Ammun had never been terribly original, and it made sense that he’d stick with a design he knew would work. Still, I’d have expected a more dramatic change to his warding schemes after what I’d done to his tower. It had taken him months to fix everything I’d broken in less than ten minutes.

As far as I could tell, the only thing stopping me from doing the same thing here was that I didn’t know where the master control room was yet. Based on what Ashinder and the other diviners had shown me, I could make a few educated guesses as to where it might be. Seeing the wards for myself, I was even more sure of my speculations.

This was just about as perfect a situation as I could ask for. I’d found Ammun’s secret base. I knew the majority of the interior’s layout. I was familiar with the ward setup. The only way this could be easier was if Ammun left.

He was going to be a problem, but one I thought I could take care of once I utilized my new mana resonance point. I just needed to confirm that this moon beam weapon wasn’t going to descend on the valley in the next six hours first. And to do that, I needed Ashinder to guide me to where the other shift of diviners was busy working.

That wasn’t hard to find, mostly because it was in the most obvious place. It didn’t hurt that Ashinder had already told me where he’d been working. The very center of the summit was a series of six rooms stacked on top of each other, open-floored with ringed balconies to make a silo. All of them were worked with divination runes and hooked up to mana banks. The signal started in the bottom level and, as it was pushed upward, it grew stronger and stronger until the top room sent it off-planet to reach the moon.

We took a quick tour of each room, with Ashinder explaining what they’d done there. All but the top-most room was complete, and in that, close to a hundred diviners worked feverishly while several dozen mages with stage four cores watched over them. Ammun himself was presumably busy working on something else and was nowhere to be found.

“If I destroy these rooms, that would set him back over a year,” I said. “More, really, since he lost half his diviner corps today. Thinning out the other half could very well stop this project for good.”

I didn’t believe that. In the worst case, Ammun would step in and do the rituals himself. Liches were very, very good at completing rituals that should require whole cabals by themselves. It was one of the advantages of their undead state; they didn’t generate their own mana anymore, but they were capable of controlling enormous amounts of it without tiring or losing focus.

The most important takeaway from our little spying mission was that I still had that most precious of resources available: time. I could finish my advancement and take a few hours to recover, then launch my attack against the summit without fear of a moon beam destroying my demesne.

“I think we’ve learned everything we need to,” I said. “Go ahead and⁠—”

Ammun appeared in the middle of the room in a swirl of black robes trimmed in indigo. He floated in the air, his skeletal body fully on display and the burning red pits of his eyes scouring the diviners. “Which one of you incompetent idiots let the runes defending the scrying center from Keiran run out of mana?” he demanded.

“Ah, looks like he knows about the other diviners,” I said. “That’s unfortunate. I was hoping we’d have a few more hours before that got back to him.”

When no one answered, the lich picked a diviner seemingly at random and lifted him with a pointed finger and a powerful telekinesis spell. “You. You’re supposed to be in charge here. Explain this.”

“Lord Ammun, I don’t know what you mean! The runes were fully charged at the end of our shift. There’s no way they could be drained already.”

“Excuses!” the lich roared as he flung the unfortunate diviner away. Ashinder winced when the man hit the stone wall and slid down to the ground, but I could see he wasn’t dead. Despite Ammun’s apparent rage, he wasn’t willing to destroy important resources just because he was angry. The display was a calculated thing, perhaps some sort of motivational ploy to make the remaining diviners work harder.

Ammun’s eyes swept across the room again, then stopped and darted back to land on my scrying spell. “So you know about this place now,” he said. “Of course you do. You’re too clever by far. But I know your weaknesses, too. Averin!”

One of the mages who’d been guarding the room flew up into the air and approached Ammun. “Yes, my lord?” he asked. I recognized the man as the former leader of the Breakers of Chains, the man who’d lied to everyone in order to release Ammun from his thousand-year stasis.

“Take Ghaldiral to the village we’ve discovered, New Alkerist. Destroy it.”

“Yes, Lord Ammun!”

Then the lich sent out a wave of dispelling mana and broke my scrying spell. With him being mere feet from it and us channeling it through a dozen relay points, there was no contesting the action. The image faded from the mirror, leaving us in silence.

“It seems the next round of distractions is about to begin,” Querit remarked. “Who is Ghaldiral?”

“No idea,” I said. We both turned to look at Ashinder, who’d gone pale and was trembling.

“Ghaldiral is Ammun’s pet dragon,” the diviner said.


Chapter
Sixty-One



Dragons, even undead skeletal ones, were difficult opponents. Sheer size was a quality all its own, both in terms of offense and defense. The living ones could shrug off hits that would kill smaller creatures, and the undead versions were even more durable. Physically attacking one was an exercise in futility.

Worse, dragons had enormous mana cores, easily hundreds of times the size of a human’s. Attacking their cores directly was almost as difficult as fighting them physically. There was a reason they were the world’s apex predator, or at least they had been back before Ammun had inadvertently driven them to extinction.

“What’s in New Alkerist?” Querit asked.

“Don’t worry about it,” I said. “How long has it been taking them to get a portal open to a new location?”

“Ten minutes? Why am I not worrying about it?”

“Because I’m going to take care of it myself. Ten minutes isn’t long enough.”

“If I knew where the portal was going to open…” Querit began.

“Temporal scrying won’t work. Ammun wards against it.”

“Smart of him. In that case, there’s not much we can do to delay them.”

I’d have to fight the dragon at stage six, which wouldn’t even do me any good as I’d be hundreds of miles from my demesne. Ammun had made the right call not sending it here. Knowing what I did now, I almost regretted not using the time I’d had to take advantage of the mana resonance point, but it had been the right decision at the time to go after more knowledge first, and even if I’d started the second I’d woken up, I still might not have finished in time.

Besides, it wasn’t like I hadn’t made any preparations at all. I’d known that dragon was going to be a problem sooner or later, and I’d had years to get ready for a fight with it. If it was just the dragon itself, I could at least hold it off. But it wasn’t just the dragon. Averin was a stage four master mage, or at least he had been a few years ago. He could very well be stage five now.

There was no reason to think a few hundred or even a thousand zombies wouldn’t be accompanying him, complete with necromancer squad leaders. There might be some other surprises in there, too. Ammun had had just as much time to cook up his series of distractions as I’d had to prepare myself for them.

“Take Ashinder somewhere out of the demesne,” I said. “I’m going to meet Ammun’s monster and put it down. If you want to help stop whatever else is coming, I won’t turn it down, but be prepared to fight stage four and five mages.”

With only minutes on the clock, I didn’t have time to argue or explain. I teleported to my workshop and pulled out a crate full of gear I’d made specifically with this fight in mind, loaded my phantom space with everything I wouldn’t be wearing directly, and telepathically reached out to my family.

‘Ammun is throwing a heavy hitter at New Alkerist. He’s somehow discovered your presence there. Start the emergency contingencies to get everyone you can out of the town. It’s probably going to be nothing but rubble by the time the fight ends.’
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The portal opening wouldn’t be subtle. It couldn’t be, not really, with something dragon-sized coming through it. It was smaller than I’d been expecting, but not by much. Technically, it only had to let the skull pass through cleanly, since the rest of the dragon’s body was bones unconstrained by things like muscles or tendons.

Below me, farmers ran for the relative safety of the town’s barrier, abandoning their tools in the fields. I’d dropped a single platform in the center of town that connected to Derro after I’d arrived, but it wouldn’t have anywhere near enough mana to take more than three or four groups. At most, a quarter of the town would escape through it. Most of the children at the school would be teleported out through their own safe room.

And that left better than two hundred people with no choice but to flee on foot or stand and fight. Despite my urgings, they’d foolishly chosen the latter. The barrier wasn’t going to protect them from a dragon, but if I could keep that monster fully occupied and draw it away from the town, the wards might save people from the weaker mages and their zombie minions.

Averin was going to crack it open in under ten minutes, though. After that, all bets were off.

I watched the townsfolk scramble around below me and tried to pick out my family. Mother and Nailu were already in the shelter below the school. Father was busy helping organize people, and Senica was, inevitably, preparing to repel the invaders along with two dozen other mages. Not a single one of them was past stage two. If it came down to a fight, they’d die.

‘You’ve got the recall pendant, right?’ I sent to her.

‘Yes. Stop pestering me,’ she thought back.

‘I won’t be able to save you if things go wrong on the ground. It is very possible that a lot of people are going to die in the next half an hour, and I’d prefer you weren’t one of them.’

‘I’ll be fine. I’ve got this under control. You just focus on what you’re doing.’

I very much doubted things would go anything like how Senica envisioned. She’d hunted monsters a few times. She’d sparred with other mages near her skill level under controlled conditions. But she’d never faced anything like this. Unfortunately, Querit hadn’t shown up yet. I wasn’t sure if he was going to.

A flash of blue light split the sky, and a portal started to unfold. A bleached-white maw came through, razor-edged teeth on full display, followed by the undead dragon’s empty eye sockets, then finally its long, swept-back horns. By itself, the dragon’s skull was probably more than a ton of weight. It was bigger than most of the houses in town, and that was only the start.

Before the rest of the monster could slither out of the portal, I launched my attack. In my hands was a new staff, one made of black steel, gold, and diamond. I’d crafted it with a singular purpose, and then it sat, fully charged and waiting for my command.

The force bolt that surged out of its tip was so overcharged with mana that the steel fractured and the gold started to melt. Only the diamond core held strong through the spell, and the enchantments I’d placed on it shredded themselves as the magic overloaded the staff.

A normal force bolt could split a man’s skull. One sized to do the same to a dragon needed to be hundreds of times more powerful. That meant the spell I’d opened with was a solid orb of pure force eight feet in diameter flying more than five times faster than I could at maximum speed. It was so fast, in fact, that it cracked the air with its passage.

Thunder rang out behind it, so loud as to be deafening all on its own, and the force bolt jumped through the sky to strike the emerging dragon’s skull. The dragon’s head snapped to the side, and a chunk of bone cracked and fell away from the impact. More importantly, it disrupted its smooth passage through the portal. The attack was only a stall to keep it trapped halfway here, but it gave me the opportunity to hit the monster a few more times before it pulled itself free.

I cast the ruined staff aside and let it fall to the ground below me. In its place, I pulled a ball of pure, empty darkness bound in runes that glowed gold from my phantom space. The ball immediately started crackling and the runes lit up bright as they struggled to contain it now that it was exposed to the air.

I might not have access to my demesne’s mana right now, but I’d brought a hell of a lot of it with me. The costs had been enormous, far more than simply casting the spells myself would require, but what was the point of having an archmage’s resources if I never used them?

The ball hissed and sputtered as I launched it. Unlike the force bolt, it moved at a more sedate pace, taking about twenty seconds to reach the skeletal dragon. As soon as it got close, mana flared from the monster and started pushing the ball off to the side. I wasn’t about to let that happen, not after how much work it had been to make the damn thing.

I pushed back against the spell—not telekinesis, but something akin to it—and corrected the ball’s course. More mana radiated out of the dragon, enough to overwhelm my own attempts to keep the ball heading in the right direction. That had been an inevitable conclusion to our little duel, but I’d hoped to hold my own long enough that the dragon couldn’t avoid the attack. In that respect, I won.

The dragon was halfway out of the portal, its ribs partially collapsed to let it slip through, when the ball reached it. Rather than take the strike head-on, it raised one of its forelegs to deflect the attack. Deflection wasn’t really a possible outcome, though. Detonation was the only way things could turn out.

Against a flesh-and-blood creature, the effect would have been fatal. The ball exploded outwards, expanding to a hundred times its original size as the gold-glowing runes containing it shattered. Everything inside its radius was deconstructed down to particles, removing the dragon’s front claw and part of its foreleg.

Chalky-white bone dust puffed out in every direction, but I knew the damage was mostly superficial. If Ammun wanted to waste the mana, he could even regrow the lost limb, assuming the dragon survived our battle and made it back to him. I wasn’t planning on letting that happen, but this was one of the few times since my reincarnation that I was entering a fight I wasn’t certain I could win.

Just because victory wasn’t guaranteed didn’t mean I was going to shy away from putting this monster down. If anything, Ammun had done me a favor sending it out here and now. I’d expected I’d be fighting it off while battling him directly. Meeting it above New Alkerist wasn’t ideal, but Averin acting as its partner was going to make this fight a lot easier than I’d planned on it being.

Two new master spells coalesced around the skeletal dragon, both freezing the air solid on either side of the monster and causing ice to form on its bones. The dragon twisted in slow-motion as it forced its way through the physical effects it was sandwiched between. While it fought through that, I used the last bit of time left to attack the animating energies binding its body together directly.

A good necromancer would always win out against any attempts to dispel their corpse-controlling magic, and despite the fact that I hadn’t taught Ammun any necromancy personally, I had no doubt he was excellent in the field. He’d turned himself into a lich, after all. However, Ammun wasn’t here, which meant that, at best, Averin would be contesting me. And he hadn’t yet made his appearance, probably because he was sending the dragon through the portal first to avoid me tearing him into bloody shreds and scattering him across the desert.

Smart of him, really. I’d do it anyway, but fighting the dragon at the same time was going to make it a lot harder.

My dispelling magic started to unravel the connections holding the dragon’s leg together, but it proved my point about their enormous mana cores making them a chore to fight and tore through my magic by sheer volume of mana.

Then it pushed through my spells and its wings unfolded as more of its body slithered through the open portal. An instant later, it launched itself forward into the sky, and the true battle started.


Chapter
Sixty-Two



Dragon tongue didn’t have a word for ‘subtle.’ They just didn’t think that way, which wasn’t to say that they were stupid, just that the idea of being clever instead of crushing challenges head-on was synonymous with being weak. It was something lesser races did.

Dragons were straightforward. They shredded enemies with their immense talons, ripped them apart with their teeth, crushed them under great weight, or incinerated them with their potent fire breath. If, for some reason, none of that worked, they tended to use invocations to apply even more strength to their attacks, or conjurations if they needed some range.

Thankfully, their immense size and the need to consume massive amounts of mana worked against them when it came to igniting their cores. It was the rare dragon that reached stage one, and only generational talents could claim to reach stage three. That meant human archmages had the advantage when it came to spells, which was good, because it was the only arena we could claim that in.

Luckily for me, undead dragons had all the issues associated with needing massive amounts of mana just to survive, but none of the brains their living counterparts did. If I’d been facing a dragon of flesh and blood, I most certainly would have died. Even if I managed to win the fight, it wouldn’t be without the town below being utterly destroyed.

This particular dragon was well past a thousand feet in length if I included the tail. Its bones were stark white beneath a mesh of black and purple animating mana. Tendrils spread between the joints, holding everything together, and strung themselves through the fingers of the dragon’s wings. It shouldn’t have been able to fly like that, not with nothing but those relatively thin strands looking like black cobwebs forming its wings, but its flight was purely powered by magic, so it not only flew, it flew horrifyingly fast.

And it was flying directly at me, easily closing the distance as it burned precious mana to pack on more speed. There were times when being frugal was justified, especially in this new world. And then there was right now.

I cast a short-range teleport spell, timed perfectly so that the skeletal dragon would lose track of me just as its own muzzle blocked its view. A fraction of a second later would have meant being struck by a multi-ton behemoth. But this way, it couldn’t be sure what had happened while I was in its blind spot, at least not until I reappeared above and behind it and unleashed two more of the void bombs I’d stashed away. They veered in, targeting the wing joints to blow the limbs right off the monster.

It rolled at the last moment and took both shots to its ribs. Another cloud of powdered bone filled the air, though it was far from a lethal attack against a creature that was already dead. That didn’t matter, though; the physical damage wasn’t the point. Disrupting the necromantic animating web was. As long as that was fully intact, even striking its core was going to be difficult, let alone doing damage.

The dragon banked hard, practically curling up on itself as it changed directions and shot up at me. I was already retreating, a string of explosive inferno spells trailing out behind me. Undead monsters had singular focus, which could be both a blessing and a bane to them. It flew right through every single spell and completely ignored the scorch marks appearing on its skull.

Each spell chipped away at its animating energy, forcing it to spend more mana from its core to keep itself together. Fighting a dragon was a game of attrition, one which they were well-suited to win. I could be up here for hours leading this thing around, which was time I didn’t have!

Worse, I couldn’t even draw it away from New Alkerist yet. The portal it had arrived through still hung open in the air, but there was no sign of Averin. He probably knew I’d target him for immediate extermination and was hanging back, hoping the dragon alone could kill me. Unfortunately, that meant I couldn’t stray too far from the portal – he could just as easily destroy the town if he arrived and I wasn’t here to intercept him.

As long as the dragon was limiting itself to physically chasing after me, I’d only get caught if I did something stupid, like overreaching on the damage I was laying down on it. Unfortunately, even skeletal dragons had access to their mana and the ability to shape it. It wasn’t likely to use it, but I couldn’t discount the possibility that it might, so I had to let some opportunities to break it down slip past me since I would be leaving myself vulnerable if I tried to take advantage of them.

Below, six new portals opened up in a line a few thousand feet outside of town. Immediately, swarms of undead started pouring out of them at a run, all headed the exact same direction. There were too many for me to get an accurate headcount, but as long as it was just zombies, New Alkerist would be fine. I did my best to spot any necromancers in their ranks, but the dragon up in the sky was keeping me busy. Instead of targeted attacks, I had to settle for raining down wide-area conjurations and hope to catch someone important inside their reach.

My ongoing divination perched high overhead alerted me of someone coming through the sky portal while I was busy dodging dragon teeth and raining fire down on the undead massed below. Even forewarned, I wasn’t able to dodge his attack: a fully-charged mana beam that arced through the open air unerringly toward me.

Immediately, the dragon got clever. Rather than snapping at me or taking a swipe with its remaining forelimb, it turned its dive into a spin and lashed out with its long, spiny, whip-like tail. At the same time, mana surged down its body, and a line of pure force arced out.

I wasn’t dodging all of that. The tail slash was doable with a bit of effort. The mana beam was chasing me across the sky and, in all honesty, would probably be easier to absorb. But the great thing about being an archmage was that I didn’t need to scramble to fly out of the way. I simply expended a ruinously large chunk of mana and teleported directly behind the man who’d come out of the portal.

As I’d expected, it was Averin. He’d been lurking on the other side, waiting for the moment to make his move. It was a good one, too. Whatever spell he’d used to create that mana beam had locked onto me and wasn’t letting go. It curved through the air to circle back to my new location, which amusingly enough was also Averin’s location. His eyes widened as he grasped the implication, and mana burst out of him in every direction.

My shield ward twisted the explosion of mana away from me and let it wash back toward the portal. If it had actually gone through, that probably would have been enough to destabilize it completely, but whoever had built that portal knew what they were doing. Mana rolled across its surface and slid around it, not stressing the rune constructs enough to collapse the thing.

It was tempting to finish the job myself, but the truth of the matter was that I had a lot less time and fewer resources than Ammun did. If I could force the dragon into a retreat back through that portal, I’d count it as a win. Destroying it probably wasn’t in the cards, especially not now that Averin was here to control it, as evidenced by the fact that the monster had pivoted midair again and had unhinged its jaws to reveal a maw full of rapidly-forming mana.

Averin hurled himself straight down as the dragon unleashed a blast of fire that traveled hundreds of feet. At the same time, the mana beam locked onto me closed in. Those could hit each other and see who won; I wouldn’t be sticking around to be part of it.

Battlefield teleportation was too expensive to use this freely, but dragons were so huge that it was impossible not to occasionally. There just wasn’t a better way to keep ahead of them. Even now, it was already reorienting itself, either having found me through its own senses or because Averin was directing it. My bet was on it being a mixture of both.

I threw fire from either hand as I flew backward, raining it down on Averin’s fleeing form as he dodged left and right. Then the dragon caught up to me just as the mana beam lanced by again, and I had to set off a force bomb to hold its jaws open long enough for me to slip out.

This was getting ridiculous. I needed to collapse that mana beam before it got me killed. The only advantage I had here was that I could predict its path, so, much like I’d done with the dragon, I started dropping mana disrupting spheres in my wake as I flew directly away from the mana beam. It cut through them, one after another, and the structure of the spell started to collapse.

Averin saw what I was doing and took manual control of his spell. It started weaving around the spheres, but that was well within my expectations. I simply willed them to move and intercept the beam again while I desperately flew at a sharp angle to avoid another lunge from the dragon. I’d hit it enough times now that the animation weave coating its bones was starting to thin, which hopefully meant I’d have a clean shot at its core soon.

Before that, I needed to take care of its handler, which meant finding a way to ground the dragon for at least a minute. I had just the thing to make that happen, but I needed to set up the right circumstances. This was going to be dangerous, more so than the rest of the fight had been.

I went into a dive, not aiming for Averin specifically but angling myself close enough that he took evasive action rather than risk it. The mage threw himself out of the way, only slowing down when he realized I hadn’t corrected my descent. By then, it was too late for him to catch up with me.

The dragon, on the other hand, could fly far faster than I could, and it had no problem chasing me down. More mana was gathering in its open maw to spew in a deadly burst of flame that would turn me into a piece of flying charcoal. I turned to look up at it, wanting to judge its speed with my own eyes. If I messed this up, there was a very good possibility that I’d be killed in the next few seconds, shield ward be damned.

I pulled two things out of my phantom space, took a breath, then teleported right next to the skeletal dragon’s open rib cage and forced a lump of glowing marble between bones bigger than I was. Immediately, the dragon roared, and the animating net jumped into place as it bucked against the interfering spell.

The disruption only lasted for a second before it was smothered by the sheer metaphysical mass of the dragon’s mana, but a single second was all I needed. I flicked what looked like a small seed made of polished steel through the gap in the dragon’s defenses, then threw myself as far away from the dragon as I could. It streaked past me, a blur of white and black, and I almost completely cleared its back legs without getting clipped. At the last moment, a foot of bone claw smacked into me, utterly demolishing my shield ward and sending me spinning end over end through the air.

I missed the effects of the seed, but by the time the disorientation wore off, I could see its results. The dragon rolled through the sky, completely out of control, as silvery tendrils thick around as tree trunks crawled through its bones and tangled things up. A few seconds later, the titanic monster struck the desert, sending a great plume of sand a mile up into the air.

I turned to Averin and started pumping mana into my shield ward to rebuild my defenses. I’d only get a minute at most before the dragon regained control of itself. That was more than enough time.


Chapter
Sixty-Three



Averin wasn’t stupid, despite his inexplicable desire to bring Ammun back from the annals of history. His questionable motives aside, he was perfectly aware of how overmatched he was without the dragon’s help. There were really only two possible options: he either fled the field back through a portal, or he found some way to stop the fight.

Whether it was because he knew the price of failure if he ran back through that portal, or because he didn’t think he could reach it without me catching up to him, Averin decided to fly directly toward New Alkerist instead. Mana surged out of him, building itself up into an expensive master-tier spell with a lot of shifting pieces that made it hard to identify.

I had seconds to deal with him, maybe a minute or two at most, before the spell I’d tangled the dragon up in expired—or more likely was broken early—and I’d have to fight them both at the same time again. That wasn’t an experience I was eager to repeat, which meant I needed to prioritize saving as many of those seconds as possible.

So while I could have probably caught up to Averin through flight, I opted for the far more expensive instant teleportation spell instead. My mana crystal was over half empty at this point, meaning I needed to start being thrifty with my tactics if I couldn’t end the fight soon, but I was confident there was enough mana left to finish the job.

I appeared twenty feet in front of Averin and immediately blasted a wave of dispelling magic over him. He was too skilled to let his constructed spell collapse from just that, but it gave him one more thing to juggle. His speed suffered from it, giving me enough time to start moving and match his pace so that he didn’t just blow past me while I was reorienting myself.

Up close, I could see that he’d advanced his mana core to stage five under Ammun’s tutelage. That would complicate things, since it gave him a body akin to a mana crystal. He’d naturally resist just about all magic by virtue of draining the mana right out of it. Some spells, such as offensive transmutations used on his body, would outright fail with no effort on his part.

I hated it when my enemies enjoyed the same perks I did.

Force spells were a good opening move and, at this range, it would be near impossible to miss. I flung out force cleaves, conjuring waves of them three at a time. Averin’s shield ward soaked up most of them, but the sheer momentum and weight of the spells knocked him around enough to disrupt his attempt to reach New Alkerist.

Averin tumbled away in an uncontrolled spin that took him several seconds to pull himself out of. Impressively, he never lost control of the master-tier spell he was building. He even managed to fend off my own probing tendrils of mana, but that was a losing proposition. Even if we were at the same level of skill, it was far more difficult to defend a spell construct than it was to break one.

And we weren’t at the same level.

Averin knew it just as well as I did, and he didn’t try. After repelling my initial attempt to break it, he simply detonated the spell in my face. Concussive waves of force radiated out in every direction, steered subtly by their creator to focus on me. I was battered over and over again, each wave weakening my shield ward as I was thrown back. It didn’t take much to break the defense completely.

That hadn’t been the purpose of Averin’s spell. He’d planned to use it on the barrier protecting the town. Arguably, I should have let him instead of intercepting him. The spell was specifically designed to crack magical defenses through repeated and mounting pressure, perfect for stressing a barrier powered by a ward stone.

As an unfortunate consequence, it also worked against shield wards. Only the fact that I was flooding the ward with mana in the fractions of a second between each wave of force energy, and that my own mana-crystal body was soaking up some of the power of the spell, kept it from pulping me up in the sky. I was left to weather the attack as best I could.

If all I’d needed to do was defend myself, I could have managed it without being in any real danger, but Averin’s attack also presented me with an opportunity. Such a large amount of undirected force had also cracked his defenses, too. Admittedly, being at the epicenter of the eruption of force waves was making things a lot easier for him, but he hadn’t escaped the power of his own spell.

I had a small window of opportunity to smite Averin out of existence, but only if I could survive the onslaught of magic and strike while he was vulnerable. Fortunately for me, the bottleneck in maintaining my shield ward was in how fast it could accept more mana, not in how fast I could supply it. The rest of my attention was going toward counteracting some of the force waves to prevent the ward from being overwhelmed and shutting down completely. I could survive a few seconds without that.

Whether it was coincidence or strategy that saved Averin, I couldn’t tell. Either way, his flight spell ended and he started falling just as a lance of force shot through the space his head had occupied a fraction of a second earlier. Cursing at the unexpected drop in elevation, I descended to chase after him and fired off a second spell.

This one struck true, tearing into his mana-reinforced body and leaving a bloody, gaping wound. It wasn’t as much damage as it should have been, but it proved that he’d overwhelmed his own defenses with his force explosion. He was vulnerable, and I had whole seconds left to take him out before I needed to switch my focus back to defense.

A bolt of lightning arced out from my hand and scorched him, leaving streamers of smoke behind as he continued to fall. Before he got much farther, a second force lance tore off a leg, followed by a force cleave that bisected his abdomen. I finished him off with a small tornado of solidified wind centered around him.

Briefly, the column of air became a wall of chunky red gore. When the spell faded, there was nothing recognizable about the corpse. It was thrown wildly about, still caught in the throes of the ongoing force explosion spell.

That was one problem down, and with the distraction taken care of, I bent my full abilities toward keeping my own body from suffering the same fate Averin’s was undergoing. I managed to ride out the remaining waves long enough to escape the radius of the spell, a surprisingly robust distance of over five hundred feet.

Below, zombies continued their assault on the barrier at the commands of the necromancers who’d arrived with them. Various conjurations tested the ward’s integrity, but the amount of mana I’d left to power it was far, far greater than what a mere twenty or thirty mages of indeterminate quality were capable of overcoming. Unless something went drastically wrong, New Alkerist was safe for the moment.

Of course, with a massive undead dragon still in the area, there were plenty of opportunities for things to go wrong. I was hoping that with its handler nothing but scraps of bloody flesh, I’d be able to wear the dragon down without any further issues, but even that might not necessarily be a victory if it took me so long that Ammun finished getting his device working.

I’d killed Averin with plenty of time to spare, however. The dragon was still struggling to disentangle itself over a mile away out in the desert, though it looked like it was starting to win that fight. I had half a minute or so before that became a problem I needed to deal with again, which was plenty of time to prepare a good shot, or barely enough time to wipe out all the weak mages and undead fodder below.

“Eh,” I muttered. “The town can take care of itself.”

I flew over to the dragon. By the time I got there, it was nearly free, but my spell was complete. I triggered it just in time, and an abyssal maw opened up beneath the struggling skeleton. It fell in and I immediately landed on the edge, or as close as I could get with all the loose sand pouring into the giant hole and burying the dragon.

That wouldn’t do much to stop it, but my hope was that the extra weight from the sand would slow it down, and the jolt from falling and slamming into the ground would keep it tangled up a bit longer. I pulled out a metal pole covered in runes and drove it into the sand deep enough that only four feet were still visible, then flew a few hundred feet around the outer edge of the pit and did it again.

This trap needed five points all properly spaced out before it could be activated, which was a bit of a long shot to get up and running, but if I pulled it off, I might very well destroy this dragon instead of just forcing it to retreat. I had two down already, and it was still partially buried under the sand and struggling with the snare I’d implanted in its ribcage.

I was just setting up the third pole when a crack like a thousand trees breaking came from the pit, followed by a triumphant, guttural roar. I quickly placed the pole and started flying again while peering down at the dragon with a divination centered over the pit. It had ripped away the restraints and was now wallowing in loose sand, trying to extract enough of its body to climb free. With only one forelimb, it was having some trouble.

I dropped the fourth pole in place and oriented it in the right direction. One more to go, just ten seconds. The dragon finally ripped its hind legs free and shook loose sand out from between its bones. There wasn’t a lot of room in the pit to spread its wings, but then, it didn’t really need to. It crouched down, cat-like, and pounced on the wall.

Claws ten feet long dug through the sand and stone to find purchase while it flared its wings as best it could. I zipped through the air overhead, cutting across the pit instead of circling around it to save myself a second. The final pole materialized in my hand as I closed in on the last spot, but before I could drive it into the ground, the crack of stone filled my ears.

The dragon hadn’t escaped the pit. Instead, its weight had been too great, and whatever chunk of stone it had driven its claws into hadn’t been up to the task of supporting it. Rather than leverage itself out of the pit, the dragon slid back down, causing a miniature avalanche of sand and stone. That would have been fine, except in doing so, it had caused one of the poles to shift out of place.

I dropped the fifth pole in one smooth motion and darted back across the pit to rescue the wayward pole before it could slide into the pit, only to pull up short when a beam of mana shot out from between the dragon’s jaws. It missed me by a hair, and only because I’d sensed it coming at the last second and stopped short of flying into it.

The pole tumbled into the pit. I watched it slip into a free fall, then winced as the metal clinked against a chunk of stone in the wall and went spinning off. If I could have grabbed it with telekinesis, I would have. That might have salvaged my plan. But instead of doing that, I was busy dodging another death beam from the dragon.

It leaped again, and this time, there wasn’t enough sand in the way to stop it. The dragon bellowed as it clung to its perch, then jumped again. I barely managed to fly out of the way as its massive wings spread to their full length and pulled it back into the sky, my attempted trap left worthless below on the ground.


Chapter
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It should have been impossible for a battle with a titanic undead dragon to feel tedious, but honestly, that’s how it was. Without Averin or anyone else here to control it, and with its limited number of ways to express its mana, it really wasn’t that hard to outmaneuver it in the air while I whittled it down. The worst part of it was the knowledge that even a single mistake could end up with me absorbing so much kinetic force simply from impacting its body that it could kill me.

Ten minutes turned into twenty as we danced through the sky. I was forced to abandon casting master-tier spells in favor of attacks that I could recycle all the mana from, which slowed down my progress even further. The worst part of it was when Querit unexpectedly appeared in town and decided to help kill off the attacking zombies. The surge of mana he put out drew the dragon’s attention and required some quick thinking on my part to get it focused back on me, even though we were miles away from the town at the time.

Other than that, I splintered bones one spell at a time, leaving them scorched and scratched as I slowly broke down the web of necrotic energy tying them together. When I could, I took shots at its core, but rupturing an undead’s core didn’t work like it would on a living person. The dragon didn’t feel pain. It wasn’t incapacitated by the spell. If anything, springing a metaphorical leak helped it reinforce the magic animating it since it just pulled the loose mana into the spell.

I found that acid worked the best, especially the kind I’d produced with alchemy. Stored in fragile glass flasks, each one I tagged the dragon with clung to its frame and slowly ate through whatever bones they happened to break against. They were a constant drain on the monster, one that wasn’t going to fizzle out anytime soon.

Finally, I saw an opportunity to end the fight once and for all. If I was really lucky, the monster wouldn’t be getting back up. I’d been focusing a lot of effort on pummeling its ribs, trying to break them off to disrupt the net of necrotic energy surrounding them, and a telekinetically hurled boulder as we skimmed a hundred feet or so off the ground proved to be the last bit of effort needed to succeed.

Bone splintered and cracked, then a thirty-foot chunk of rib snapped and crashed into the desert below. Before the animating magic could crawl over that hole and seal it up, I darted in. A claw slashed through the air at me, but I had the dragon’s measure now. It was fast, but I could dodge its attacks as long as I paid attention.

Then I was inside its rib cage, ironically safe from practically anything the dragon could do to me. Instead, I had to worry about necrotic energy literally sloughing the flesh off my body as it tried to kill and reanimate me as an undead. Against any normal-sized beast, the aura wasn’t all that great, but in the heart of a gargantuan dragon, it was a very real risk.

With part of my mind devoted to protecting myself—and once again, I was thankful that my stage five mana core upgrade insulated me from harmful magic—I started slamming spell after spell into the dragon’s core. There was nowhere it could run to escape me now, no attack it could make to distract me. Its limbs scrabbled against its chest, unable to reach between the ribs to pluck me loose.

Its head turned on a serpentine neck and breathed deadly mana at me, but that just got sucked up by its necrotic coating, strengthening it but utterly failing to reach me. In vain, the dragon started flailing and shaking, perhaps thinking to jar me loose from my perch. I smiled grimly and held myself in place while I tore at its core.

The important thing to know about undead was that their mana cores were different from living monsters. They couldn’t produce mana, but they could process ambient mana much, much faster, and store significantly large quantities of it since filling their whole bodies didn’t cripple them with pain like it would a living being. That was one of the big reasons attacking the dragon’s core hadn’t been my initial strategy.

But now, I’d thinned out its protections in addition to incapacitating huge swaths of its body. Not only that, but I’d regenerated a significant amount of mana during the fight. It was nothing compared to what the valley made for me, of course, but it meant I had enough to infest the dragon’s mana core with a spell I’d been saving for the right moment.

An undead’s mana core functioned on similar principles to a house’s enchanting schema. It needed a constant supply of mana coming in to replace what it used with each passing second, and the spells that kept the body moving were carefully anchored in the core itself. In that way, the core was a battery, and it was possible to disconnect the spells from their source of mana.

That was a lot easier to do on a zombie than on my current target, but it was the same theory. But since the dragon could neither attack nor escape me while I was safely ensconced in its rib cage, the only thing I needed to worry about was it turning on New Alkerist to force me back out into the open again. Without a handler, I doubted it was smart enough to think of that.

Just to be safe, I disconnected its wings first. Immediately, the dragon took a nosedive into the sand, rattling my teeth with the impact and leaving me in the darkness as the sheer weight of the monster partially buried it. It lumbered back to its three remaining feet, only to stagger when I clipped the thread tying the front limb that was still intact to its animation spell.

The dragon’s skull slammed down into the dirt. Its weight was too great for its back legs to support it that way, especially without its wings functional. This wouldn’t last long, unfortunately. The spells repaired themselves automatically, as long as there was still mana to consume. That was all part of the plan, though; I was hungry for mana myself. I just wanted it to hold still while I latched onto its core like the world’s biggest parasite.

I wasn’t going to get back all the mana I’d spent on this fight, but that wasn’t the point. The point was to take it from the dragon so that, with nothing left, it would collapse into a regular skeleton again. Then I’d destroy the damn thing so there was no chance Ammun could resurrect it. At least, that was the theory.

What actually happened was that the dragon’s crash and subsequent belly-drag across the sand taught it that while it couldn’t get through its ribs to attack me, other things could. Even as I started draining its core dry, a never-ending stream of high-speed sand rushed through the ribs and slammed into me. I held my place through a judicious feed of mana into my shield ward, but that much weight wasn’t easy to deal with.

Worse, I’d actually underestimated the dragon. The thing was just so damn big. Even my more liberal estimates as to the size of its mana core had fallen short, and it had barely used a quarter of its mana over close to forty minutes of nonstop fighting. It would take me hours to steal the rest of the mana, and I honestly wasn’t sure my mana crystal could actually hold it all, even with the slight transference loss figured in.

It was a moot point. The sandblasting might not have been enough to dislodge me, but it did thin out the web of necrotic energy between its ribs. The instant the dragon regained control of its front leg, it reared up, swung its head down, and blasted another beam of mana into its chest cavity. This time, it wasn’t stymied by its own defenses.

I channeled some of my stolen mana into a barrier to deflect the mana, but that wasn’t going to hold for long. If and when it failed, I’d do something else. I’d fought too long and too hard to give up my position here now that I’d secured it. The dragon’s death beam ended, but I could feel more mana shooting up the length of its neck so that it could try again.

Abruptly, its head snapped off to the side as a chunk of stone the size of a building smacked into it. Querit came into view at the edge of one of my divinations, still in his combat frame and flying in the air. Two more boulders floated behind him, an impressive piece of telekinesis. Without hesitation, he launched one and then the other at the dragon’s skull.

“Keiran!” he called out. “Are you alive in there?”

“Yes,” I yelled back. “What are you doing here?”

“Ammun’s invaders are dead. Or re-dead. Whatever. You know what I mean.”

The dragon’s head snapped back around like a whip and unleashed a death beam in Querit’s direction. It passed through him, leaving the golem unharmed. Without a living body to react to the mana in the attack, Querit couldn’t be hurt by necromantic abilities like that, a fact which the dragon was apparently smart enough to figure out for itself since it didn’t try again.

Unfortunately for it, its wings still weren’t functioning, leaving Querit to float in the air out of reach. He spent mana picking the boulders back up to pummel the dragon with them again and again, which honestly didn’t do much other than distract the monster, but it did give me a few more minutes to drain mana out of it.

A sudden surge of power shot through the necromantic enchantments holding it together, some sort of emergency response probably triggered by its mana core dipping below a certain threshold. Even as I did my best to stop or at least slow it, I watched cracked bones seal themselves all over its body and missing pieces start to regrow.

That wasn’t good. If that chunk of blasted-off rib came back, I’d be completely stuck in here. A skeletal dragon’s rib cage made for a fantastic prison, and I wasn’t confident I could blast my way out from the inside without killing myself in the process. Trying to teleport through a field of necrotic energy was an idea better left unexplored, which just left getting clear while I still could.

The dragon’s wings snapped back out to their full length and it leaped up into the air. Only my own flight magic kept me from tumbling end over end inside its ribs, but it did slow down my escape. I only just barely managed to squeeze past the reforming rib before the necrotic energy washed through the open hole, and even that was more thanks to luck than skill.

I was vulnerable when I fell through that hole, but the dragon paid no attention to me. It was on the wing, flying directly back to the still-open portal hanging in the sky a few miles away and not even bothering to respond to Querit’s final attacks before it got out of range.

“Looks like we drove it off,” the golem said as he came to a stop next to me.

“Yeah,” I said, frowning as I watched its retreating form. “Why, though?”

“It knew it couldn’t win?”

I shook my head. “The whole point was to buy Ammun time. It could have kept fighting, but maybe it didn’t need to. Maybe Ammun finished doing whatever he was up to. I thought it’d take a few more hours.”

“We weren’t able to scry the summit again,” Querit said. “Maybe if you try, you’ll have better luck.”

I nodded. “How’s the village?”

“Untouched, somehow.”

“Good enough for now,” I said. “Let’s head back to the valley and see if we can figure out what Ammun’s doing.”


Chapter
Sixty-Five



“What did you do with the diviner?” I asked.

“Didn’t seem like you wanted him left unsupervised at the valley, so I brought him with me to New Alkerist,” Querit told me.

I wasn’t thrilled about the idea of a captured enemy combatant in my family’s town, especially with neither of us there to keep an eye on him. In Querit’s defense, though, it wasn’t like he knew why I was keen on protecting the town. And he was right; I didn’t want anyone in my demesne without me being there.

“Are you sure you want to stay involved in this?”

The golem shrugged. “You’ve done a lot for me. I can do a bit more to help you out. Besides, we still need to finish figuring out lossless casting on enchantments and inscriptions.”

Left unsaid was the fact that outside of Ammun’s tower, there was nowhere else on the planet that was likely to have workshops and labs as well-equipped as mine were, or anywhere with ambient mana. Querit had seen a few places out in the world now; he knew that I hadn’t lied to him about the mana all being gone.

All things considered, I probably wouldn’t get a better ally than Querit. He was far more competent than any mage outside of a few of Ammun’s elites, and even though his base magical abilities were somewhat lacking in variety, the frame system he’d built fixed that. I had some hopes that he’d start free casting more spells rather than relying on a prebuilt rune structure to make the magic happen, but that wasn’t a priority right now.

If he wanted to stick around and keep helping me, then I’d let him. Other than getting tagged with that enchantment that had allowed Ammun to spy on us, he’d been nothing but helpful. And even that had worked out in our favor in the end. More than half of Ammun’s diviners were dead, and his scrying hall was completely destroyed.

Hopefully, that would be enough of a setback to keep him occupied for a while, as long as I could trash the summit, too. That job had a short clock on it, and Ammun knew I’d be coming. I wouldn’t be launching any surprise attacks this time.

That meant I needed to advance my core to stage seven and form my astral body, which would take a few hours. The question was whether or not I actually had that much time to waste. I could be at the summit inside of twenty minutes, but it wouldn’t matter if I was too late to stop Ammun from seizing control of a moon and raining fiery destruction down on me from the heavens.

“Collect our traitorous diviner and meet me back at the valley,” I said. “I’ll go ahead and see if I can get a look at what Ammun’s doing. We only lost an hour or so, so there should still be time to spare.”
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When Querit caught up to me ten minutes later, I was standing in front of a mirror the size of a wall that showed Ammun’s fake mountain. The golem took one look at the mirror and said, “That’s not good.”

“Not at all. And it looks like teleportation inside is being blocked by wards.”

Curled around the peak of the mountain was a familiar-looking skeletal dragon. Already, pieces of it were regenerating, including the front claw I’d disintegrated during the opening moments of our first battle. It wasn’t completely restored yet, but considering it had been less than half an hour since the monster had retreated, that was still impressive.

“So how will you get inside?”

“The old-fashioned way,” I said. “A lot of explosive magic.”

Querit studied the mountain for a few seconds. “I don’t think that’ll work.”

“Not by itself, no,” I admitted. “Whatever faults he might have, Ammun does good work when it comes to warding stone. I know the wards are incomplete, however, which means there are some weaknesses I can exploit.”

“And how do you know that?”

“Because if he’d done it right, we wouldn’t be able to scry inside.”

Ashinder stood behind Querit, keeping quiet and out of the way. He was clearly out of his depth, but I suspected he was more than willing to help if he could. Destroying Ammun was what he wanted, after all. He frowned at the mirror and opened his mouth like he was about to speak, then paused, shook his head, and closed it again.

“Something to add to the conversation?” I asked without turning around.

“I’m probably wrong,” the diviner said. “But I think there’s a tunnel that leads inside.”

That could be helpful, but every last inch of it would probably also be trapped. That was something we could check for, if the tunnel existed and if we could find it. Even if I had to fight my way through a deadly hallway, it might still be faster than destroying that dragon so I could break into a hollow mountain.

“Why do you think that, and where do you think it is?”

“The diviners would come and go by portal for our shifts, but no one else ever used the damn thing. I put a recording divination on it myself and observed it for over a week. No supplies ever came through. No food. No raw materials. Nothing. Whatever the engineers have been using, they didn’t get it through that portal, and I just don’t believe it was all fabricated onsite.”

“It wouldn’t be the first time Ammun had pieces physically transported,” Querit said.

“Right. The collar we broke had the same problem. Makes sense. But he’s less than a day away from completing this, so it’s entirely possible that he’s already gotten everything he needs delivered and has sealed up the tunnel.” I swung the divination around to circle the whole mountain a few times, looking for clues, but nothing jumped out at me. “So, where would this hypothetical tunnel be?”

“I don’t know,” Ashinder told me. “I can’t even say for sure if it exists. It’s just speculation because I noticed only people were using the portal. No supplies ever came through."

"I developed a few surveying spells to help find things underground," Querit offered.

“You did? When?”

“I started working on them when you got obsessed with digging for that moon core, but I couldn’t ever get them to work with the kind of range you needed. If we’re just looking for a tunnel ten or twenty feet below ground level, though, they should work.”

“It could be deeper,” Ashinder argued.

“But the entrance has to connect to the surface at some point,” Querit said. “Even if the tunnel itself is out of range, we could find where it exits to the surface and trace it back.”

“Not with that dragon sitting there we can’t,” I said. “Even if it left, could we do it fast enough?”

We were coming at this from the wrong angle. Instead of trying to find an entrance that could be anywhere in a few square miles around the mountain – and even that was assuming it existed in the first place – a better idea would be to map out the interior of the mountain. If there was a tunnel, I could find where it ended and follow it back to the beginning.

Or rather, Querit and Ashinder could do that. I had something else to go take care of. I outlined my plan to the golem, who nodded thoughtfully and gestured to Ashinder to step up and help. “You’re going to…” Querit started to say to me before he trailed off.

“Yes. We’ve delayed too long, and I need the boost to my offensive capabilities anyway. It should only take five or six hours.”

“We’ll work on this. I’ll come get you if it looks like we don’t have enough time.”

If we were lucky, we hadn’t been delayed so much by Ammun’s attacks that he could finish his moon weapon in the next few hours. Losing my demesne would be bad enough; losing the resonance point before I could advance to stage seven would be a disaster.

I left the two of them to work on scrying the interior of the summit, hopefully without Ammun detecting their scrying spells again. As long as he wasn’t actively interfering, I doubted the wards would slow them down much now that I’d gotten the spell past the outer layer. It had barely been an hour since our last attempt, not nearly enough time for Ammun to do any upgrades.

The resonance point looked exactly the same as I’d left it. I teleported myself directly underneath it and studied it for a minute, just to make sure nothing had been damaged during the fight with the invading mages – not that I thought that was possible. If a resonance point broke, anybody with the barest hint of the ability to sense mana would know it.

It was unharmed and still holding the local mana flows in shape to mirror the Astral Realm. With everything perfectly matched up, I reached into my core, my own personal gateway into the Astral Realm that supplied me with mana. Doing this was an incredibly difficult task that I would have preferred to take on while completely fresh, but Ammun had put too much pressure on me to wait any longer.

My mana wasn’t excluded from the resonance point, meaning that on the other side of that internal gateway was a perfect replica of my mana core. All that was left was to build an astral body around it, something that would be tied to me and move where I moved, only on the other side of the border between the physical world and the Astral Realm.

Forging that connection was somewhat like tying puppet strings to my body. They connected to every part of me and threaded back through my core, where my astral counterpart was slowly being woven together from those very same threads. It was a slow, delicate process, each individual thread taking only seconds to create, but I had to do it thousands of times. Every muscle, every bone, and every organ needed dozens of threads, sometimes more.

It wasn’t something I could have done without extensive knowledge of my own anatomy or, more easily, divinations to help me look inside myself and ensure I was connecting everything correctly. Honestly, it was probably both facets that allowed me to do it at all, let alone as quickly as I did. I sat there with my eyes closed, focused entirely inward, and took a process that should have taken a day at minimum and did it in a quarter of that time.

It wasn’t until I was done that I allowed myself to truly feel the change. It was hard to describe how it felt, to be connected to an astral body again. My movements had weight to them, like I was underwater. Currents of mana were dragged along behind me, a sort of resistance that didn’t really exist. Trying to explain it to someone who hadn’t experienced it for themselves was a waste of time, and it had been so many centuries since I’d felt it for myself that I’d all but forgotten the sensation.

Hopefully, I wouldn’t need much time to get used to it. Stage eight was all about detaching my astral body from myself so that it could function independently as a mage’s shadow, but until that time, I could look forward to a massively increased flow of mana into my body, as well as the strength of all my spells more than doubled.

“Let’s see how that dragon stands up to me now,” I said. My mana was almost completely drained now, but it took bare minutes to refill my core and my mana crystal. I’d expended all the resources I’d stockpiled to fight it during our first encounter, but I was still more confident in the rematch now that I’d formed my astral body. My entire being was a conduit to the Astral Realm now, not just my core. The fight would go very differently this time.

I teleported back to my scrying room. Querit glanced up at me, then did a double take. “Wow,” was all he said about the subject, though.

“Tell me what you’ve found,” I ordered.


Chapter
Sixty-Six



The dragon wasn’t the only thing I’d spent time preparing for. A confrontation with Ammun seemed inevitable, and since it would almost certainly be in his demesne, I’d invested some resources into building a few disposables to help even the odds. Unless I managed to fully rebuild my core back to stage nine, however, victory was likely out of my reach. All these trinkets would do was slow Ammun down, maybe long enough to accomplish some other goal and allow me to escape after.

Those were already loaded into my phantom space. They’d been there since the day I’d created them, on the off chance I’d somehow run into the lich anywhere else. I wasn’t expecting it, but I needed to be ready just in case. Of course, when Ammun actually had shown up, he’d stayed for a matter of seconds before retreating again, thus rendering all my preparations moot.

That would not be the case this time. In fact, this was possibly my best chance to get rid of him. We’d be meeting on a sort of neutral ground, neither of us empowered by our demesnes. If there was ever a chance to defeat him, it was now, assuming I wasn’t entirely drained of mana from fighting off his dragon. It was no coincidence he’d recalled his most powerful minion.

Fighting both at the same time was a nonstarter. Even dealing with Averin had been a challenge until I’d managed to take the dragon out of the equation for a minute. Against someone like Ammun, the dragon would be the easier half of the battle. I couldn’t do it, not as I currently was, but if I could get to them one at a time, I thought there was a chance of victory.

Unfortunately, Querit did not have good news for me. They’d mapped out the summit in as thorough detail as I could ask for, and they hadn’t found an access point. Perhaps more importantly, they hadn’t seen Ammun. We could only assume the lich was moving around inside the summit, which struck me as strange. I’d assumed he’d be guarding his ritual circles personally if he was going to be there at all, and where else could possibly be more important?

“Maybe he had to return to his tower to regain his mana,” I said as the three of us peered at the illusion.

“Maybe,” Querit said, but I could tell he wasn’t any more convinced than I was.

It was more likely that the lich was there, using some sort of magic to hide from divinations. I couldn’t afford to assume otherwise. “I’m going now,” I said.

“Do you want help?”

“No.” There was very little Querit could do in this fight. “Keep an eye on things here. Or maybe teleport somewhere else for a little while, just in case things go poorly.”

“Um,” Ashinder said.

“Oh, right,” I added. “And find somewhere to stick our new friend where he won’t get hurt and we can retrieve him later.”

I pulled myself through my demesne and appeared on my teleportation platform. As tempting as it was to stand there discussing strategy and options, I didn’t know how much time I had left. What I did know was that the longer that dragon sat there, the harder it would be to beat when I showed up. I needed to destroy it, then pummel the mountain until I cracked it open, then stop Ammun by virtue of holding him at bay long enough to break all his toys, and finally, I needed to escape with my life.

I focused on the first teleportation beacon in my chain of jumps and let the magic whisk me away.
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The summit looked exactly like it had in my scrying mirror, with the only difference being that the dragon wrapping itself around its peak was looking significantly better. Most of the cracks and spurs in its bones had disappeared, and the animating necrotic net that held its bones together was a rich, vibrant indigo again.

I appeared in the sky four miles away from my target, hopefully out of range of any divination wards Ammun had set up. This was the maximum distance I could get for the spell I was planning on using, so if this didn’t work, my only remaining option would be to get in close and reenact my morning playing with the dragon.

Siege magic wasn’t really my specialty, but I could cast it as well as anyone. One part transmutation, one part conjuration, the spell dragged up huge chunks of raw earth to use as material, reshaped it into something resembling a steel caltrop the size of a house with spikes eight feet long, and launched it a considerable distance to crash into targets at high speeds.

The best part of it was that I could stockpile ammo before I ever flung the first attack, so I spent twenty minutes building shots. By the time I was done, the ground a thousand feet below me was littered with a few dozen of them. The first one rose into the air, guided by my magic, then launched itself across the miles to slam into the dragon with more force than I could have mustered yesterday thanks to my astral body working in concert with me.

By the time the first one struck, I had six more in the air behind it. Not all of them were going to hit the dragon, not with a flight time of about thirty seconds, but those that didn’t would still bombard the mountain itself. I needed to crack that open anyway, so I didn’t consider it wasted ammunition.

The first star hit the dragon square on one of the wing joints, ripping off the limb and throwing it down the side of the mountain. It also slammed into the dragon’s spine and sent it sprawling. Only the monster’s grip on the mountain peak prevented it from being ripped free to tumble after its wing.

Then the second part of the attack took effect. The steel was actually hollow—which was the only reason I was able to make so many—and as it crumpled, it released the magic captured inside. Explosions bloomed, throwing fire and debris thousands of feet into the air. Among that debris were rocks and bone chunks.

Then the next half a dozen stars slammed into the dragon’s position, creating a deafening cacophony and completely concealing the entire peak of the mountain in billowing clouds of dust. I couldn’t tell if the dragon was still in one piece or not, but I suspected it was. That was why I loaded the next exploding steel star up for firing with the expectation that I’d be trying to hit a moving target. There were probably going to be quite a few misses in the next minute or two.

Siege magic, unfortunately, was not very good at hitting things that weren’t buildings or other stationary targets. Dragons might meet the size requirements, but they were considerably nimbler than the average castle.

When the dragon didn’t appear out of the dust cloud in the next thirty seconds, I resumed my bombardment. Unlike the spells I’d been using this morning, forming my astral body allowed me to really take advantage of concentrated, high-density mana – what was commonly referred to as heavy mana. A stage five mage could survive in areas of heavy mana. A stage seven could thrive in them.

Some spells just weren’t possible to create with normal mana. They needed more mana than their rune structures could hold, and the runes couldn’t be expanded on to provide them without the whole thing destabilizing and collapsing prior to completion of the spell. There were workarounds, usually involving multiple people collaborating to hold everything together manually—that was the whole basis for ritualized siege magic—but nothing worked quite as well as using actual heavy mana.

Exploding star was like star fall in a lot of ways, except that because I’d transmuted actual dirt and stone into metal, I could launch the spell for miles and miles before it impacted its target. The conjuration magic suspended inside would have unraveled in seconds if it hadn’t been forged of heavy mana, long before reaching the target.

There was a drawback, of course. Heavy mana was difficult to use. It sapped my willpower and devastated my mana reserves, but in some situations, it was the best option. I’d rather take a hit to my resources now and take out the dragon quickly than get pulled into a long, drawn-out fight that ended with me dead or fleeing after Ammun joined in.

With that in mind, I started launching more of the stars. If the dragon had moved, it was crawling down the side of the mountain, and I already had scrying spells circling the whole thing. I didn’t see it. With luck, I’d crippled it and left it unable to flee or advance to attack. If not, well, it would take a lot of effort to blow up the side of a mountain.

Star after star landed, so many that my shield ward activated briefly to protect me from the sound of it. At some point, I must have blown up enough layers of stone that I hit the interior wards. That explosion was truly spectacular, cutting through the noise and rising dust to give me my first glimpse of a clear sky beyond the strike zone as a rolling wave of mana expanded outward from the impact.

It also showed me what was left of the dragon. A few scattered bones dotted the mountainside, all of them broken and giving little indication of which part they’d originally been. I briefly spotted a chunk of what I recognized as the dragon’s skull, and a bit of horn wedged into a ravine partway down the side of the mountain, but then a fresh cloud of rising dust obscured it again.

I let out a deep sigh and regarded my final three exploding stars. It might be better to save them to throw at Ammun, but they’d probably be little better than a distraction. Unlike crippled, wingless, skeletal dragons, he could very easily get himself out of the way. The better use of these things was to blow up more of the mountain, hopefully granting me a quick way in and destroying some important infrastructure at the same time.

When the last one was in the air, I spun up a few divinations to investigate the damage. I wasn’t quite through the stone yet, but it looked like I’d broken the wards in that area and they were having a hard time repairing themselves. I doubted I’d drained the ward stone for the mountain, or even that there was only a single one of them, but as long as I moved in right behind the explosions, I could get inside before the wards sealed things back up.

I gave it thirty seconds after the last star exploded to let debris finish falling, then flew directly in. My magic helped me see where I was going once I was blind inside the dust cloud and I easily slipped through the breach. Based on the display Querit had crafted for me, I was somewhere in the southeast corner of the complex, probably bare minutes away from the main silo of ritual chambers. Ammun would show up soon to stop me, or so I assumed.

Considering the bombardment of his mountain, he had to know I was here. His dragon was gone, leaving only himself to defend the weapon. This wasn’t his demesne, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t loaded with wards and traps to give him an advantage anyway.

Except, when I started looking around, I didn’t find anything like that. The outer wards were still trying to repair themselves, but the inner corridors had nothing more than basic light spells threaded through them. I quickly found the portal frame that the diviners had been using, only to see that it had been disconnected from the summit’s mana supply.

Everything was quiet. Nobody was around. The place appeared to be abandoned. There were no traps; Ammun didn’t pop out from behind a corner with death beams shooting from his hands. There was just… nothing.

What the hell was going on here?


Chapter
Sixty-Seven



The main silo of the summit was undamaged by my attack, but was just as empty as everywhere else. Theories whirled through my mind, one after another. Was this whole site a decoy? Everything Ammun had thrown at me had been a long series of distractions, and I’d made assumptions as to the purpose. Maybe Ashinder was the world’s best actor, one who’d willingly sacrificed dozens of his coworkers to pull off the con.

Or maybe I’d been trapped in a mental illusion, like that one mage of Ammun’s had used on me back at Eyrie Peak. I doubted it, especially since none of the telltale signs were there and I’d already tested that theory to confirm there was nothing to break out of while I was exploring. If this was some sort of mind cage, it was the most powerful one I’d ever seen, something that I doubted Ammun could create even with help.

There was one explanation that I didn’t like, but which I thought was probable. The summit was a true base: an expensive, long-term project with thousands of man-hours and an incalculable amount of mana put into it. It really could reach the moon from the surface of the planet.

And Ammun had already finished it. But if so, what had he used it on? And how had he done it without us noticing? I found one of those answers in the top chamber of the ritual silo. It was carved into the wall with some sort of spell that had literally melted the stone away. The remnants were a viscous puddle on the floor and I could still feel the heat rising out of the runes.

It was a clever bit of counter-divination that caused anyone scrying on the location to see something else from the recent past. Ammun must have made it as soon as he’d sent out his dragon to keep me busy. Querit’s scrying probably revealed what had happened hours ago, set to loop over and over again, and he’d never noticed.

The ward also prevented anyone from looking anywhere else in the past, but that at least I could bypass through the simple expedient of destroying it. Force magic hammered the wall repeatedly until the stone finally cracked and gave way. I made a mental note to study the ward schema reinforcing things around here; my own methods were durable, but this went beyond even that. I suspected I knew how Ammun was doing it and that it was too mana-intensive for casual use, but I wanted to confirm my theory when I had time.

With the temporal redirection ward broken, I started scrying into the past to see exactly what I’d missed. Had Ammun completed his project? If so, what were the results? And where had everyone gone?

It started normally enough – diviners took their positions on every floor and worked in conjunction to feed the ritual. I skipped past Ammun’s delivered threats, having already seen those in real time, and moved to what happened after he’d sicced his minions on me. The ritual started pulling mana from the banks stored in the mountain, enormous amounts of it, from what I could tell. One floor at a time, the diviners activated their portions until the entire center of the summit was lit up with magic.

Ammun stood at the top floor and worked his own magic, something that his counter-divinations obscured from me. I spared a brief moment to wonder how I was even getting this much of a picture, given how strong I knew those wards were, but soon enough, the answer was revealed to me.

The wards were draining, and Ammun’s mana was too tied up in what he was doing to keep them going. Or perhaps they were just interfering with the divination aspects of the ritual and he’d had no choice but to let them fall. Either way, as things went on, it became clearer and clearer around him.

About three hours after he’d sent Averin to keep me distracted, the diviners established a link with Yulitar. That was a sight to behold, a new frontier to magic being pushed right before my eyes, but I couldn’t appreciate it. All I could feel was dread at knowing it was too late.

I kept watching anyway, hoping against hope that I was wrong, that this was just a step in the plan and there was still time to stop it. Maybe Ammun had to build some sort of targeting infrastructure to harness the moon core into a weapon. If not, then I wasn’t sure how my demesne was still in one piece, since I’d obviously been too late to stop all of this.

Then something unexpected happened: Ammun vanished from the top of the silo. Some of the diviners got excited about that; others merely slumped down in exhaustion. It was a rather mixed reaction that only served to showcase exactly how many people had been forced into helping their undead overlord.

I wondered if there’d been any serious attempts at destroying him when he’d first woken back up, and, if so, if any of them had succeeded. It was easy to picture a group of rebellious mages fighting back against an archmage lich, breaking his body, and celebrating their victory while mourning their losses, only to have Ammun show back up the next day like nothing had happened. That was the kind of tactic that broke spirits and led to the despair I’d seen in some of the diviners.

From what I could see, it looked like the outcome of the ritual was a known factor. Nobody looked surprised or confused, at least. Whatever had happened, there had to be clues in the ritual. Unfortunately, the farther back I tried to look, the harder it was to see what the actual beginning of it looked like. I could study the symbols carved into the floor, but that wouldn’t show me the active part the diviners were responsible for.

In my temporal vision, mana surged down through the silo, hitting each floor in sequence while the diviners screamed in terror. It reached the bottom, then snapped back up to the top, taking every single person with it. I blinked in surprise and pushed my sight back through time to see it again.

When I still couldn’t figure out what had happened the second time around, I decided I had no choice but to ask some questions. I pulled out my mirror and contacted Querit. When his face appeared, I asked, “Do you still have Ashinder with you?”

“Yes,” the golem said. “I was just about to… Never mind. You need to talk to him?”

“I do,” I said. “Ammun’s gone. The diviners are gone. Whatever he was trying to accomplish here, he pulled it off. But I don’t think it was what we theorized, based on the fact that he hasn’t vaporized us already.”

The diviner came into view as Querit manipulated his mirror to expand my field of view outward. Ashinder was standing nearby, his back to the golem while he spoke to a few people I didn’t recognize. “One moment, let me get his attention,” Querit said.

I watched him walk away for a second, then something else caught my eye. A man walked through the background, probably a hundred feet or so away from the mirror. He stopped and eyed the scene curiously, which wasn’t unusual. It wasn’t often a big mirror floated in the air, completely unsupported by anything but magic.

“It figures,” I grumbled. “I should just be happy about it, I suppose.”

“Happy about what?” Querit asked as he walked back over.

“That man behind you wearing the green vest,” I said. The golem looked over his shoulder and spotted who I was talking about. “His name is Hyago. I’ve been looking for him for a while now. Can you keep track of him for me until I’m done with what I’m doing here?”

“Does it matter if he knows I’m keeping an eye on him?”

“No. In fact, you should just go approach him openly. He used to work for me, helped create the petrified forest, actually. I have a job offer for him, mostly the same stuff he always did, but he moved while I was distracted with other stuff and I lost track of him.”

“I’ll let him know as soon as we’re done here.”

“I can maintain the link,” I said. “And this is going to be a long conversation. Go ahead and catch up with him now.”

“It is?” Ashinder asked. “What are we talking about?”

“We need to go over the technical details of what Ammun had you doing. This ritual obviously doesn’t do what we were originally thinking, and I need to know more about the active portion the diviners had to control to figure out what its actual purpose is. Let’s start with these ignition runes on the bottom floor…”
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“Incredible,” I muttered. “It actually works. It’s insane, but it works.”

This whole silo, multiple floors of runes, hundreds of thousands of them on each individual floor and powered by more mana than the valley could produce in a month, served one singular purpose. It was a damned teleportation platform with a single destination: Yulitar itself.

Ammun was actually up there, standing on the surface of a moon. It was possible that he was looking down on Manoch right now and laughing. He’d done something that should have been impossible, and for some reason, he’d taken a hundred or so people with him. That part didn’t seem voluntary to me, but that didn’t make it any less incredible.

It also meant something incredibly important. If Ammun was on the moon, he had to have his phylactery with him. There wasn’t enough mana on the planet to stretch a tether that long. Or if there was, it would run out long before he accomplished anything useful. The only logical conclusion was that he’d pulled his phylactery out of hiding.

That meant that if I could replicate this ritual, I could get up there, kill him, and claim possession of his phylactery. I just needed to figure out how. The mana usage wouldn’t be a problem, at least. As far as I could tell, the massive amounts of mana had been because Ammun had felt the need to take his whole entourage with him. I would be going by myself, meaning I needed a small fraction of what they’d used the first time.

The more I studied the design, the more I was sure that the diviners who’d bridged the gap between Manoch and Yulitar had just followed Ammun’s orders without any understanding of what they were powering. Now that I knew how the active portion of the ritual worked, or at least the singular fragment of it that Ashinder had been responsible for understanding, I could already see how little of it was actually necessary if the spell wasn’t transporting a group.

I could make this work. It would be expensive, but presumably, Yulitar’s moon core was intact, and I’d be able to harvest new mana once I got there. There were some risks, but that was true of any plan that involved confronting Ammun. The difference here was that this might be my single best chance to catch the lich and put him down permanently.

I powered the ritual, one floor at a time. It was difficult holding it all together, but compared to the mana resonance point, it wasn’t the hardest thing I’d done recently. At the top, I stood in the center of the circle, right where Ammun had. The rooms didn’t glow since I didn’t need almost any of those pieces, and with a sudden pulse of mana as the spell completed, I felt myself pulled upwards in defiance of gravity for just a moment before everything went black.


Chapter
Sixty-Eight



For a second, I thought I’d somehow been teleported back to Derro, to the tunnels deep underground where I'd found Querit. A moment later, I started noticing the differences in the room. If nothing else, it was cold, considerably colder than anywhere I’d been since my reincarnation. The air had a lot less dust in it, too.

The confusing part was that I knew this ritual was a one-way teleportation to the moon. I’d verified the whole thing myself. I even knew that it only worked when the moon was in a certain spot, one that had very little leeway. But, if I was on Yulitar, it looked far, far different than anyone had ever imagined.

Were there cities on the moon? Did a whole civilization exist up here? That seemed impossible, considering astronomy was a hobby many, many mages indulged in, and there were hundreds of spells that allowed them to peer up into the night sky in great detail. Any city would have to be shrouded in some kind of massive camouflaging illusion to avoid detection.

Maybe this wasn’t a city, then. It could be something smaller, a singular building or even a camp. Obviously, at some point in the past, mages had figured out how to overcome extreme distances, and the fact that I was here at all was proof that it was possible to not only reach a moon, but to bring supplies and equipment here. Given that, there was no reason to assume those ancient mages hadn’t started the process of colonizing all six moons, at least until one of them had been destroyed.

Runes glowed on the wall, all in patterns I was intimately familiar with. There were inscriptions for keeping the room clean, for keeping it heated—not that those seemed to be working properly—for creating air and cycling it through purifiers, and many other things. There were even complex workings that manipulated gravity. I could only assume it was a whole suite of effects designed for the singular purpose of mimicking life on Manoch.

The one thing I didn’t see was Ammun or his gaggle of diviners. My first guess was that they were at some kind of control room, and I immediately spun out several scrying spells and sent them out to scour the building for signs of life while I started processing moon mana. It didn’t feel any different than the mana I made myself or harvested from my demesne.

That was something of a relief. It wasn’t that I’d expected the mana to be different, especially not since I’d already obtained a slab of moon core for my own personal use back home, but absorbing it from a moon still circling the planet was a new and novel experience. If there was ever a set of circumstances that might alter the fundamental nature of mana itself, it was here and now.

But no, everything appeared to be fine. As far as I could tell, the mana was just regular old mana. It filled the air the way I remembered Manoch being back in the old days – maybe a little bit thinner than normal, but nothing that unusual. And even that thinness could be partially blamed on all the active runes drawing in mana to keep themselves powered, not that I was complaining about that. Generating breathable air and keeping the temperature from being fatally cold were perfectly acceptable uses of mana.

The diviners found me before I found them. I’d been sitting there for a few minutes, carefully exploring the moon base with my magic to avoid setting off any traps or being spotted by Ammun, when I sensed a foreign scrying spell settle on me. Surprised, I turned to face it fully and quickly cast a tracing spell that would follow it back to its source. Immediately, a vision of a room with an enormous bay window appeared in my mind. The hundred or so diviners were all huddled together there, most of them simply sitting on the floor wherever they could find an out-of-the-way spot to do so. The few that were active and alert were all casting spells, and it was one of those who’d found me.

Her face paled when she realized that I’d noticed her magic and followed it back. “We… might have a problem,” she announced.

“What kind of problem?” one of the other diviners asked.

“Remember that guy we were spying on? The one that Lord Ammun didn’t want finding out anything about what we were doing?”

“Yeah?”

“He’s here.”

That got some attention. A dozen people who’d been slumped over, staring listlessly at the floor between their feet, all snapped upright. Fear spread through the room, and everyone started talking at once.

Ammun wasn’t with the group, and my own scrying spells hadn’t found him, either. The building was impressively large, three floors at least, with plenty of spaces left for me to check, but the diviners were a good place to start asking questions. I traced out a mental map from me to them, then headed in their direction while I held the connection I’d piggybacked on open.

While I walked, I listened in on the conversation. I’d gotten a reputation among Ammun’s people as a major threat, certain death if encountered. I wanted to be a bit offended by that; I’d spared plenty of people, after all, but when I considered that I hadn’t let a single one of them return home, it was hard to fault anyone for thinking the way they did.

“I’m not here to kill you,” I told them through an audible illusion I remotely cast to their room. “I’m just here for Ammun.”

“How are you even here at all?” one of the diviners asked, his voice on the edge of hysterics. “It’s impossible! We’re not even on the planet anymore!”

“Why would you think that I can’t duplicate a spell you’ve cast?”

“There are eighty-seven of us,” another diviner protested.

“And if I’d needed to transport that many people, I probably would have needed some help, too. Just moving myself was much easier.”

“Impossible,” the diviner whined again. “Impossible.”

“You keep using that word,” I pointed out.

It wasn’t a very long walk, but I’d still expected them to make a run for it. It was only after I arrived that I discovered why they hadn’t. Ammun had locked them in the room. They literally couldn’t escape, and their attempts at stopping me with their own offensive divinations were pathetic. I barely even noticed the weak mind spikes and sensory snares buzzing around me like a cloud of gnats.

“Seriously?” I asked when I stood outside the door. “You’re actually trapped by this?”

It wasn’t even a master-tier spell. It was barely advanced. This group was dangerously overspecialized in divinations if there wasn’t a single mage in there that could break the seal Ammun had left behind. A basic transmutation could defeat this prison just by targeting one of the walls.

“We were asked not to move,” the diviner who’d found me said.

“Ordered to on pain of death is more like it,” another one muttered.

“Ah. I see. It’s not that you can’t defeat the magic. It’s that you’re afraid of the consequences if you do.”

I unceremoniously ripped the mana out of the seal on the door and pulled it open, sparing it just a single glance when I realized it was made of the same reflective metal as that combat frame I’d found Querit in. I never had found the time to investigate that more thoroughly with everything else going on.

“Now then,” I said in my physical voice. “I’d like to ask you a few questions.”

A cloud of ice barbs distorted and shattered against my shield ward while an orb of solid force smacked against it and was deflected at an angle. No less than three different mages tried to puncture my mana core while a dozen of them cooperatively cast a mind crush spell in an attempt to render me insensate.

I spared a moment to top up the mana reserves in my shield ward and took a second step into the room, only to be greeted with a burst of fire aimed directly at my face. “Now that’s just stupid,” I said. “Are you trying to suffocate us?”

“Better than letting you torture and kill us,” a diviner snarled as he pulled together another powerful conjuration.

Foolishly, he’d chosen a spell that took several seconds to cast while standing mere feet from me. I absently reached out with a tendril of mana and twisted the spell’s framework so hard that the whole thing snapped into pieces, then I repeated the action to six other mages doing the same thing.

“Look, I’m really not here to hurt you. I don’t care about you at all. I just need to know where Ammun is and what he’s trying to do up here.”

“We don’t know where he is,” someone said.

I snorted. “Oh, come on. Who would believe that? A group of diviners trapped in a locked room with nothing to do but use their magic to look around, and you’re telling me you don’t know where your boss is?”

“He’s not in this building. He took Ergl and went…” the diviner trailed off and waved a hand at the giant wall of glass. Beyond it was an endless expanse of fish-belly white stone that eventually faded off into the darkness.

“Ammun went for a walk on the surface of the moon?” I asked. “Huh… okay. Why? And who’s Ergl?”

“His personal golem,” the diviner explained.

I wondered if Querit would be offended or find the comparison hilarious. Maybe it would be better to avoid telling him.

“And as to why Lord Ammun does anything he does… He’s not in the habit of explaining his plans to us.”

That sounded about right. I’d interrogated enough people in Ammun’s organization to know that they rarely had more than unfounded speculations. Still, I’d been hoping these particular people would have some insight into what was going on since they’d been important enough to drag up to the moon.

Or had they been? The spell ritual they’d used had called for that many people and had certainly pulled mana from them to power it, but why would Ammun bring them up here if he was just going to leave them behind? There had to be a reason. He’d built an entire mountain to house the silo with the long-range teleportation ritual.

It couldn’t be as simple as him not being able to puzzle out the ritual and modify it for use by a single person. He’d managed to make it to archmage and then transform himself into a lich. That implied a level of competency that exceeded such a simple task.

Come to think of it, how had he managed to transition to lichdom? That wasn’t something I could picture my old apprentice managing on his own. And he’d stolen a bunch of my ward schema to use on his tower, too. Every spell I’d seen him cast had been powerful, but also brutally straightforward. The cleverest thing I’d personally seen him do was use a decoy phylactery in our first confrontation. I’d only been fooled because it was real, just not attuned to him.

Was it possible that Ammun had just stolen a bunch of spell designs from that insurrectionist faction who’d enslaved a moon core a thousand years ago and wasn’t smart enough to figure out how they actually worked? Had I been giving him far too much credit this entire time?

What did that say about me if my theory was right?

Regardless of whether or not Ammun really was a big dumb metaphorical hammer who’d been propped up to his current level of power by unknown—and probably long dead—backers, he was still a threat now. Whatever his goal here was, I needed to figure it out, find him, and put a stop to it. There was far too much potential mana up here to let him have free rein of it.

“Which way did he go?” I asked. When no one spoke up, I snapped. “You’re going to tell me. I don’t believe for a second that not one of you at least looked out the window to watch him leave. Now. Which. Way.”


Chapter
Sixty-Nine



Once I really started pushing, I found four different diviners willing to admit that they’d spied on Ammun using wide-area scries that wouldn’t be passively detected. None of them knew where he’d stopped, but they all independently confirmed which direction he’d set out in. My own brief divinations centered in that area showed me that it wouldn’t be too difficult to track him, if for no other reason than he was maintaining his temporal scrambling wards. It was easy—but expensive—to sweep an area with a temporal scry and follow the trail of where I couldn’t see into the past.

That left me with the problem of what to do with the diviners. They were all low on mana from the ritual, but recovering rapidly. The ones who’d attacked me were more or less completely tapped out, which meant I wouldn’t get a better opportunity to slaughter them all without resistance. That was certainly a possibility, but I preferred not to leave a pile of corpses in the area when I was about to engage in a battle with a lich.

I could burn them, but that seemed like a short-sighted plan with the most likely result being suffocating myself and leaving a partially charred pile of bodies behind for Ammun to find when he got back. The lack of air certainly wouldn’t hurt him if the runes hadn’t regenerated it by the time he returned. The only thing I’d accomplish was stranding him up here.

There was an idea. Ammun obviously didn’t need these people to do whatever he was up here to do. As far as I could tell, he’d only brought them along because the ritual he was using was designed to pull a large group of people with him. Its mana costs and complexity were reflections of that fact. What could Ammun do if I simply took his mages and left him here?

Well, he could do whatever he’d come here to do, which could very well include tapping into Yulitar’s core and firing catastrophic mana beams down onto the surface of Manoch. At the very least, I’d need to stay behind to interfere with Ammun, but sending his minions back to the planet was a good way to get rid of them without leaving potential weapons for him to claim.

“Alright,” I said. “You’ve all been poking around this place just like me. Who knows where the ritual silo to get us back home is?”

“In the center,” one of the leaders of the group said. Most of the diviners had justifiably shied away from having anything to do with me, but a few of the stronger ones had either volunteered or had the responsibility foisted on them. “It’s the only place with enough height to set it all up.”

I hadn’t found it myself, but I trusted it was where they said it was. It also explained why Ammun had locked everyone in here. He didn’t want them trying to go home without him. “Right, we’re heading there. Everyone on your feet!”

A wave of fear rolled through the assembled mages, probably at the thought of their leader punishing them for disobeying orders. Protests started coming at me from every angle, but I silenced them with a burst of raw mana. “This isn’t a debate,” I said. “If you don’t want to die here, get walking.”

They were hesitant. They dragged their feet. They tried to come up with excuses to delay. But in the end, they obeyed. I walked along at the end of the line, my very obviously placed divinations keeping track of everyone I couldn’t physically see. “And no magic,” I announced as we filed out of the room. “Focus on recovering your mana reserves so we can cast the ritual to get everyone back home.”

I was almost surprised to see no one fighting me on that, but not once did I detect any stealthy telepathic messages between them. No one was casting out scrying spells to look around, or attempting to contact Ammun. Though, when I thought about it, that part made sense. That would essentially be telling on themselves if they let him know I’d moved them. Sure, he might reward whoever did it. Or he might show back up and kill a few people.

Unlike back on Manoch, there were no mana banks to draw power from here. The ambient mana of the moon was enough to make the ritual work, so all we were waiting on was the mages I’d forced into participating to recover enough of their personal supplies to play their parts. While they did that, I set the leaders of the groups to organizing each floor of the silo. Roughly seventeen mages occupied each ring, with three of them at the very top platform where I stood.

The rune structures were slightly different, mostly to account for the more diffuse power source and the fact that this silo was designed to send us back to the planet. The differences were minute enough that I was comfortable making a few on-the-spot modifications to suit my purposes, ones that I was reasonably certain none of them could understand well enough to spot.

Eventually, I got them moving and took my place—Ammun’s place—at the top of the formation, surrounded by my three chosen diviners. “This is going to work a bit differently than the ritual you used to get up here,” I told them. “As far as I can tell, this has a locked location that I’m just going to assume doesn’t exist anymore, so we’ll be redirecting that to some empty space outside the tower.”

“That’s this part here that we’re bypassing?” the diviner on my left asked.

I glanced down at the rune structure carved into the floor panel and nodded. “And also this section over here.”

That was a lie. Both of those pieces locked onto what I was mentally referring to as the ‘bridge’ target. That was supposed to be me. The spell functioned by pushing that one person first and using them as a relay beacon to drag everyone else along behind them. I’d cut the mana costs on my own version by simply severing everything after the bridge portion. There was no need to build something that allowed everyone else to cross if I was the only one going.

In this case, I didn’t want to go, so I was redirecting that role onto these three guys. If I could have trusted one of them to play the role of the ritual director, it would have been even easier, but since I still had to do that, splitting the bridge amongst three other people was the best way I’d come up with to make the ritual work on short notice.

We got started, and the mana slowly built up in the silo. Seeing it through temporal scrying was one thing, but experiencing it live was an entirely different experience. The amount of mana going into this ritual was, frankly, incredibly dangerous, and there were far too many potential points of failure for me to be comfortable here. I honestly wasn’t sure I’d survive if things went wrong.

I worked hard to make sure that didn’t happen, which included reaching out multiple times to correct bad mana flows on various levels. Nothing catastrophic occurred, and it was clear that this group had practiced this ritual more than a few times. Most of the errors came about in the parts that were different from what they were used to. That was a small portion of the overall ritual, and within half an hour of starting, things were ready to go.

Light flashed up and down the silo, grabbing the three diviners I’d stationed around me and transporting them back down to the planet. A second later, a second pulse of light snatched up everyone else, leaving me alone on the platform strung up at the top. Perfect. Unless Ammun could figure out how to modify the ritual, he was stuck up here. The only other way he was getting home was if I was wrong about him bringing his phylactery with him.

The real question in my mind was whether or not I could get home if I destroyed this silo. I wasn’t willing to die up here just to cut off another potential escape route for Ammun, especially one I was relatively certain he couldn’t utilize on his own. But it would be prudent to make sure I understood long-range teleportation well enough to pull it off without this silo, if only because fights between archmages often had collateral damage, and it was entirely possible he’d target the facility just to keep me trapped here with him once he realized what I’d done.

I was very capable of multitasking, however. While my divinations scoured the surface of the moon to track down Ammun, I started working on adapting the long-range teleport into something I could use as a personal spell instead of a ritual that required equipment to set up.

I started by gutting all the components that made it suitable for large groups. While it made sense that such a monumental feat of translocation would want to move as many people as possible at once to offset the enormous mana expenditure, that wasn’t what I needed it for. Without all of that, I was down from a silo of multiple ringed balconies to a single room, at most. With a bit of time to refine the design, I was confident I could reduce it to something similar to my current teleportation platforms.

Mana efficiency was my next concern. The long-range scrying portions used to target the moon devoured mana, and that was with them being streamlined to connect to a specific point. A free-targeting teleport spell that could cross this much distance was prohibitively expensive for a single person to use, even if that person was an archmage with a full demesne backing them.

That alone was probably going to stop me from ever being able to cast this spell without some sort of equipment. I would have to choose a specific destination when designing the rune structure, which would at best give me a teleport-from-anywhere-to-one-spot spell. That wasn’t necessarily useless, since I could rebuild the spell to take me directly to my demesne, and it wasn’t like anyone besides me was ever going to use it, anyway.

I continued to break down problems and redesign the spell one step at a time. Outside the base, my divinations followed signs of disturbance in the dusty surface of the moon or resorted to eliminating variables via temporal scrying when no other signs were available. It looked like Ammun was heading for lower elevations, possibly to remove as much physical distance between himself and the moon core as possible.

I arbitrarily labeled Ammun’s direction as north, since I didn’t have a frame of reference for what actual north might be. He’d already gone at least a hundred miles, though I thought he was moving very, very slowly for some reason. As soon as I found him, I planned to be ready to teleport there and force an immediate confrontation. With any luck, I’d destroy his physical body, recover his phylactery, and put an end to his plans before he could bring them to fruition.

The part where I destroyed his physical form was the sticking point. I just wasn’t sure I could do it, even with access to my astral body. If I failed at that, confirming his phylactery was up here and leaving him stranded was an acceptable alternative, as long as I could break this silo down first.

In order to do that, I needed to finish refining my own version of the teleportation ritual so that I no longer had to reference the rune structures here. I floated in the middle of the silo, going up and down as I checked various parts against my own designs and smoothed out flaws where I found them.

It was too bad that I wouldn’t have the opportunity to test this first, but life was full of risks. What was one more?


Chapter
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Ipaused in the middle of my preparations to pay more attention to one of my scrying spells. The more miles I had to cover, the slower my progress got, not in the least because Ammun had started using his own magic to actively obfuscate his trail about twenty miles or so from the base. I’d been working for over six hours now, trying to track him down. Considering he’d only had two or three hour’s lead on me, at most, it was ridiculous how much effort it had taken to finally find something worth looking at.

Whether that thing was actually relevant remained to be seen. It was entirely possible I’d found something interesting but ultimately unimportant. Still, this was the first time I’d seen anything more than white rock choked in fine dust. It turned out that Yulitar did have a thin atmosphere, though not something humans could breathe. It did provide enough air currents that a great deal of the landscape was obscured in clouds of dust that slowly drifted for miles and miles before settling back down until the next breeze came by to stir them up again.

And in the middle of all that was a valley that sloped a few thousand feet before it started to rise again. It wasn’t anything special by itself, but it did have several caves in it. Exploring those would have been an enormous expenditure of time except for the fact that one mouth had obviously been artificially enlarged by a significant amount, and not via transmutation.

Broken rubble was scattered across the valley floor, looking for all the world like wet clay that had been scooped up by a giant’s bare hands and casually tossed aside to dry and harden. Moon stone wasn’t anything so soft as that, though, which meant whatever had done this was enormously strong – strong enough to dig.

Perhaps strong enough to dig straight down to the moon’s core?

I never had figured out how Ammun had managed to burrow so deep under Manoch’s surface to build his tower. I’d just assumed he’d done it the hard way over a span of decades or even centuries, one transmutation spell at a time. Maybe I’d been wrong. Maybe he’d come up with something better. What had that diviner called the golem he’d brought with him again? Ergl?

I should have asked more questions about that thing before sending them all back to the planet. I’d dismissed it as a concern, though, knowing it couldn’t be anywhere near as powerful as its master and assuming it would be inconsequential to any fight between the two of us. War golems were a known entity and well within my limits to destroy, but I’d been working right next to a sentient golem for months now. I should have given more consideration to the possibility that Ammun’s golem wasn’t there to fight.

So he was digging, presumably to get closer to the moon’s core. Why? Was he going to build another tower up here? Was that what he needed to harness the mana into a weapon? If that was the case, then I couldn’t just leave him stranded up here. Eventually, he’d find a way to attack Manoch’s surface even if he couldn’t get home.

I finished up my preparations for the ritual silo while my scrying spell chased after Ammun through a surprisingly robust network of underground tunnels. It didn’t take much work to figure out where he was going now, not with all the damage being done to any opening that wasn’t large enough for the golem to fit through.

Without warning, my scrying spell was completely shredded. “I guess that’s where he’s at,” I said to myself as I prepared a teleportation spell. A few minutes later, I was standing inside a pitch-black cave, breathing only because I’d taken a considerable amount of air with me. The spell was one used for diving underwater and fighting back pressure, but it had been simple to repurpose it to work here. If anything, it was even easier since it took no effort to hold the air steady against the moon’s natural environment.

Flying, on the other hand, was a bit more complicated. It turned out that spell was calibrated to function in Manoch’s atmosphere and didn’t work so well out here. The best I could manage was a series of long, floaty hops that almost felt like being underwater, and the spell really didn’t do much to make that happen. It did speed up my progress, however, and it wasn’t like it cost me anything, so I relied on that to take me deeper underground.

While I was mastering movement in low gravity, a constant, muted banging sound filled the air. At first, I couldn’t understand what I was hearing, mostly because the weird not-air currents of the moon didn’t seem to be transmitting sound properly. Once I realized that, I figured out that the thumps, which sounded more like someone dropping a book in slow-motion than anything else, was actually the golem digging its way through too-tight tunnels.

Following the distorted sound was impossible, but I didn’t need to. Divinations were enough to keep me on track, and it was too late to keep Ammun from knowing he was being followed. I chased after him, eventually arriving in a large cavern that sloped sharply downward while narrowing into a funnel. The golem was at the bottom, widening the exit, while Ammun floated in the air above him.

I took a moment to analyze that flight spell. It was an obvious sign that the lich had prepared for a trip off-world far more thoroughly than I had, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t copy what he was doing. Adjusting the rune structure to work with the local air wasn’t going to be possible for me, not if I wanted to keep breathing, but it was good to know what to do if the need to move freely became more important than the need to breathe.

The golem itself was fifteen feet tall and could best be described as lanky. It was thinner than I was, with arms that ended in big hands shaped like scoops. The fingers were pointed spikes of mysteel, designed to drive into stone and fracture it. Its legs were only about three feet long, but it had six of them firmly planted to help it hold its position while it dug. I could see spots where it had anchored itself inside the stone to keep its grip, too.

Surprisingly, this actually wasn’t too far off the standard design of a digging golem used in city infrastructure projects back in my original time. The real changes were in the way it used mana to help it dig and process stone.  Spells compacted the stone down to a fraction of its original size, not through transmutation, but through simple force and heat. The lumps it discarded probably would have made for a good building material; that might even have been the original purpose.

I took all of that in over the span of about three seconds, then Ammun spun in place and glared up at me. “I should have expected this,” he growled. “Somehow, you’d find a way to follow me even here.”

“It wasn’t that hard,” I said. “You left everything I needed to know just sitting there.”

“And you just so happened to have close to a hundred capable mages on hand to help,” he sneered. “How convenient that half my corp of diviners deserted at the last second.”

That made sense, even if it was entirely wrong. I decided against correcting Ammun. There was no need for him to realize I’d modified his ritual to work for a single person. “I’ll admit, having to chase you all the way up to Yulitar was a surprise. I was under the impression that the cabal that managed to turn Amodir into a weapon did so directly from the ground.”

Our voices were warped so badly that it would have been impossible to understand each other without a bit of magic to straighten things out. Ammun did that naturally—the act of speaking anywhere was a magical process for him—and I managed it by duplicating the part of his body’s animating magic that did that. It would have been a bit wasteful under normal circumstances, but I was hoping to drag some information about his plans out of him.

“Oh, they did, but not without doing some work up here, first. Foolish little mages. They stumbled across something that could change the world, but failed to understand the true scope of their discovery. They’d barely gotten started duplicating their success on a second moon before they had to unveil their project to the world. Of course, the powers that ruled immediately realized the potential and agreed unanimously that it couldn’t be left in the hands of a group of dissidents.”

“And so you broke the world rather than let anyone else have it,” I finished for him. “And now, what? You’ve been back for two years. Already trying to repeat history?”

It was creepy how much emotion a skinless skull could convey. He had no lips, but I could hear the grin in his voice. “Is that what you think I’m up here to do?” he practically purred. “Master, I’m disappointed. After everything you’ve discovered and all the ways you’ve interfered, you never figured out the end goal of my little moon project?”

He didn’t appear to be bluffing, but I couldn’t think of what else there was up here worth the effort of obtaining it besides the moon core itself. And that was far too big to take anywhere. Destroying it felt equally pointless. So it had to be the mana itself he was after – but why?

“I recognize that look,” Ammun said. “You’ve got a puzzle to ponder over. You know, I used to be so jealous of that expression. You’d stand there for a few seconds, oblivious to the world, and then just suddenly have the solution like it was no effort at all. No matter how complex the problem, you could pull it apart. I always hated that I couldn’t think like that.”

“Yes, I’ve been meaning to ask who helped you achieve your current state,” I said. “After seeing your prowess over our last few years of picking at each other, I’m not inclined to believe you managed it on your own, just like I’m not inclined to believe you came up with whatever plan you’re working toward right now.”

“Always so arrogant,” the lich snarled. “Always so smug and convinced of your own superiority. You just can’t conceive of a world where anyone might be your equal, let alone one of your students.”

The golem stopped digging and pulled itself out of the tunnel. It looked up at me, its one large eye a smooth emerald sphere that reflected my own image. Perhaps it was responding to some mental signal from Ammun, but I doubted it. Undead were practically impossible to affect with things like mind magic, which was a double-edged sword when it came to them connecting their minds to others telepathically. Any orders he gave would need to be verbal or visual.

And yet, the golem had stopped its work and started paying attention to me, which meant that Ergl was smarter than I’d given it credit for. What other surprises did it have in store for me? What other ways could it shape mana – not to dig, but to fight?

“Mana,” I murmured as I looked down at my former apprentice. “Of course. That’s what it’s all about, isn’t it?”

The pinpricks in Ammun’s eye sockets erupted in furious red light, but he said nothing.

“An entire moon core for yourself. No one to share it with. It’s a lot of mana, enough to reach all the way to the planet itself. And the distance from Yulitar to Manoch is so great that it would hardly make a difference if you were all the way on the opposite side of the planet from the moon, would it?”

That’s what this was. Ammun was tired of being tied to the tower, which could only pull up the mana a broken world core produced. He wanted the freedom to go anywhere at any time. He was trying to tap into a moon and take its entire mana production for himself, just to ensure that he’d never be so starved that he’d have to go into hibernation again.

He’d be free to hide his phylactery anywhere, no longer bound by distance to it. In theory, there’d be no way to ever truly be rid of him, because it would become impossible to find and break the phylactery. No matter how many times he was destroyed, he’d just come back again.

“I see,” I said softly. Our eyes met. “I can’t let you do this.”

“Kill him, Ergl,” Ammun ordered.


Chapter
Seventy-One



There was a hundred feet of space at a steep incline between myself and the golem. I could have jumped down there in a single leap, probably without using any sort of magic to assist my movement. For Ergl to reach me was an entirely different matter. It would have to claw its way up what was essentially the side of a mountain.

I’d expected the golem to have a bit more trouble with that task than it actually did. Not only was it frighteningly fast, but the almost vertical surface didn’t slow it down one bit. Maybe the lowered gravity helped it out, too, but either way, it cleared those hundred feet in less than two seconds. Even throwing myself out into the open air the instant it started moving only barely got me clear of one of its long arms.

And then that long arm extended, the plates protecting it splitting open to give it even more length. I practically willed a force wall into existence since I didn’t have the time to cast the spell properly. It lasted a fraction of a second, just long enough to deflect Ergl’s shovel-like hand from clamping down on my leg.

Then the wall shattered, and the arc of my jump started taking me down. Quick as a flash, the golem reversed direction and skittered back down the slope without any apparent regard for the constraints of gravity. Obviously, this golem was designed for more than just digging.

A chunk of stone sped through the air and struck my shield ward, pushing me closer to Ergl before it bounced away. Ammun picked another one up with telekinesis, this time angling it overhead and firing it off to drive me closer to the ground. I shot it down with a force bolt, which didn’t do nearly the damage it should have, but still had enough momentum to deflect the shot wide.

I pushed myself upward with a burst of flight magic after taking a deep, deep breath. My air scattered as the magic ripped through it, which gave me at most ten minutes before I suffocated, even with invocations helping me get the most out of the lungful I’d gotten. It was that or let Ergl grab hold of me, however, and that made the choice easy.

There was a reason Ammun was using pure force magic to attack me. Yulitar’s atmospheric composition was fundamentally different from Manoch’s, and without doing any experiments, I couldn’t definitively say I knew what would happen if I conjured up an open flame or a lightning bolt. Even transmutation could have unforeseen effects.

Throwing a rock was predictable and easy to do. Sure, it took a bit more effort to make it fly the same speed, and sure, it took a bit of practice to get used to the reduced gravity, but those were trivial problems to overcome, especially with something like telekinesis that ignored those issues to begin with.

That was why I immediately adopted Ammun’s strategy and started snapping up my own rocks to slam into the golem. It staggered when a stone the size of my chest smacked into its head, but its huge emerald eye stayed locked on me the entire time, even when I managed to knock it loose from its perch with a concentrated barrage at its feet.

Defending myself against Ammun was surprisingly easy, though I couldn’t for the life of me figure out why he was holding back. Maybe he was just afraid of exhausting his mana so far away from the tower, but the mana here was thick enough that I didn’t think that particular explanation held water.

I started paying more attention to his mana as he cast a series of weak spells to keep me distracted while his golem leapt through the air to grab me. It didn’t take long to figure out the problem. It wasn’t that Ammun was trying to conserve mana. It was that he physically couldn’t use most of it. It was already tied up with his attempt to bind his phylactery to the moon core. I’d caught him in the middle of the process, and he’d either need to abandon the ritual completely to fight me off or stall me long enough to dig deeper and fully establish the connection.

In the meantime, all of his spells were constructed by skimming ambient mana at an admittedly impressive speed, but which made for a series of weak attacks that he knew wouldn’t do anything more than distract me. I really only needed to destroy the golem to mess everything up.

I set about doing just that. I’d been holding back myself, trying to keep Ammun from getting a good look at lossless casting in action. We were both limiting ourselves to intermediate-tier magic for different reasons, but the bigger handicap was mine. Ammun was a lich. His golem wasn’t living. I was the only one who’d suffocate down here if I didn’t end this fight quickly.

My mana reserves weren’t built up enough to survive a brawl with another archmage without lossless casting, which meant it was time to put an all-or-nothing bet on myself. I needed to reveal what I could do and hope that I’d prepared well enough to stop Ammun once and for all. If I pulled that off, it wouldn’t matter what he saw. He’d be too dead to act on that knowledge.

Master-tier telekinesis spells didn’t struggle with the weight or velocity limits their lesser brethren did. It was incredibly easy to pick up Ergl and slam it into the ceiling, then hurl it down the slope at Ammun. He deflected the golem away with a casual gesture, and it twisted in the air to land, cat-like with its six legs splayed out beneath its frame, on the wall.

Jaws of stone rose up around it and slammed shut, catching the golem in their teeth. I knew that wouldn’t hold for long, not against a construct designed to tear through the ground, but the spell managed to catch one of its arms and pin it against the golem’s torso. That would help hold it for the duration of the spell.

Metal screeched as stone scraped across it. Even then, the golem’s single eye stayed locked on me while its free arm arced around and slammed down on the jaw-shaped trap. A spark of light erupted from its eye and a beam of pure mana lanced through the air to hit me before I could react. It breached my shield ward in an instant, completely overloading it and leaving me almost defenseless.

Almost, but not quite. My body was akin to living mana crystal now. Even as the beam tore through my shirt, my skin drank it up. Seared flesh aside, I stole most of the mana from the attack and returned it as an orb of crushing force that blinked into existence around the golem the exact moment it broke free and leaped at me.

“No, you don’t,” Ammun snapped. A wedge of his own mana drove into the orb and sent cracks spidering across its surface. The orb held against the first strike, but the wedge was already in, and a second blow of force magic sent it completely through. Both our spells flashed into mana as they unraveled, and Ammun paused for a moment.

He’d noticed the recycling aspect of my magic, and far quicker than I’d been hoping. Before he could focus too much on it, I conjured up metal spikes by the dozens and rained them down the slope. As an attack, it was an utter failure. But as a distraction, it worked well enough to allow me to funnel mana into my shield ward and get it back up.

“You don’t really think this crazy plan of yours is actually going to work, do you?” I asked. “I mean, sure, there’s a lot of mana up here, but the sheer miles between a moon and the planet are prohibitive. Have you actually done the math on this? I know how much you hate the math.”

“Shut up,” Ammun snapped. That was a sore subject for him, I supposed.

Mana wove itself into Ergl, empowering the golem and refilling whatever reserves it had spent. Freshly energized, it bounded up the slope and hurled itself through the air to reach me. As it got close, its arms shot out to triple their usual length. I let my flight spell drop and started to drift out of the way, remembering at the last moment that the moon’s lower gravity was going to drop me slower.

It wasn’t enough to get out of the way. Small squares of force appeared between us, not to stop the multi-ton golem’s momentum, but to try to deflect it up and over my head. The damn thing was too agile for something so big; it just curled at the torso and came right back down toward the back of my skull.

There was no good way to prevent getting tagged, not without expending more mana than I could afford. The golem struck me, but this time, the moon’s lower gravity worked in my favor. We sunk back to the ground at a relatively sedate pace, giving me full seconds to react. My shield ward still had mana in it, which was preventing direct contact. Its limbs were wrapped around me to stop the magic from pushing it away, all of them steadily tightening in an attempt to overpower the ward’s kinetic resistance.

I wasn’t going to outmuscle a golem physically, not even pitting telekinesis against it. Sure, I could pick it up and throw it, but that wouldn’t do me any good if it was wrapped around me like a murderous octopus. I needed to switch strategies to take advantage of our relative positions, and I had a good idea of how to do that.

First, I needed time. I subtly pushed back against our descent, slowing it even further and giving me a few extra seconds. Hopefully, Ergl wasn’t intelligent enough to realize this was anything more than the strange gravity we were fighting under. Then I let my shield ward peel back from the hand I slapped on the golem’s torso.

Finally, I cast a spell similar to rupture core, only designed to work on artificial cores instead of natural ones. Golems didn’t feel pain, so it wouldn’t be writhing around in agony as mana flooded a body that wasn’t designed to withstand it, but it would weaken a construct to the point that it quickly lost the ability to keep moving. I’d rupture the core, then I just needed to find a way to stay alive for the next thirty seconds or so until Ergl wound down to a stop.

The spell took no time at all to weave together. It was as simple as wanting it to happen, and my mana leaped to obey my command. Fully formed, the core breaker surged out through my hand, using my fingertips as a bridge to enter the golem’s body.

Ammun’s magic slammed into the spell, shattering it into motes of unstructured and worthless mana. The destruction was so complete that I couldn’t even claw back the fraction of a master-tier spell I usually recycled with lossless casting, not that I had time to worry about that. At the same time my spell failed, the lich disrupted the flight effect slowing us from hitting the ground.

Even the weak gravity wasn’t enough to save me. We slammed into the stone slope, my body still tangled up in Ergl’s limbs, and my shield ward popped like a soap bubble. Cloth and flesh tore away as we slid down to the base of the cavern, and I dimly saw one of Ergl’s arms raise up.

Then it descended on me and struck me full-force. Everything went black, and what little air I still had left in my lungs after minutes of holding my breath escaped in an explosive gasp of pain.


Chapter
Seventy-Two



In hindsight, I’d overestimated my ability to fight in such a hostile environment. Ammun was far better suited to exist here than I was, even with his magic severely handicapped. Now I was pinned down and suffocating, with a hostile archmage watching for the slightest mana fluctuations so he could counter any attempt I made at saving myself. It wasn't a good position to be in.

“Ah, yes, the weaknesses of the flesh,” Ammun said with a dry chuckle. “Sustenance. Sleep. Air. Your method of attempting immortality was novel, I’ll give you that, but you’d have been better off transitioning to lichdom instead.”

It was hard to argue, given my current predicament. Then again, I’d have likely been starved of mana a thousand years ago if I’d gone that route. Besides, a life lived as a lich wasn’t really a life worth living. The creature I was calling Ammun now had the memories of my former apprentice, but he wasn’t really him. He was an artificial construct, a caricature of a person that was powered by the real Ammun’s soul, itself trapped in some bauble somewhere. Ammun’s soul hung in a state of perpetual agony while a puppet pretending to be him roamed the world.

I had no doubt that the real Ammun, that soul entity, had regretted his decision to transform himself into a lich every single second for the last thousand years or more. It was a fate far worse than death to be trapped as a severed soul, and only an absolute fool would consider it an acceptable road to power.

Death would be my fate, however, if I didn’t come up with something clever in the next few seconds. Once I blacked out from lack of air, that would be the end for me. I’d be completely at Ammun’s mercy, and I didn’t have any illusions about how that would play out.

I released a burst of mana in a huge, unstructured cloud. It was nothing more than a screen to keep Ammun from targeting my next spell to counter it, a fact that he knew. A wave of dispelling magic rolled across me, dissipating the mana cloud into a fine mist that quickly faded into nothingness. But right after that dispelling wave hit, there was a single moment where I could act unimpeded.

I activated the recall bracelet on my wrist and the instant teleportation magic took hold.

I was gone before Ammun could react, but even so, I could almost hear the shriek of rage no doubt pouring out of his mouth.

Something went wrong in the spell. It twisted and stretched, almost to the point of breaking, then it snapped back into place, and the stone slope I was pressed into disappeared. It was replaced by smooth tile instead, and I immediately sucked in a ragged gasp of air. It was a good thing I’d had the foresight to update my recall contingency to the moon base. If I’d left its destination as my sanctuary down on Manoch, the spell would have failed.

It was only as I was taking my second deep breath that I realized the problem. Somehow, against my own will, I’d brought a passenger with me. Ergl was still wrapped around me, doing its best to squeeze the life out of my body and being held at bay only by the flickering remnants of my shield ward. Even as my eyes snapped open to take in the danger, I felt mana building up in that brilliant emerald orb in the center of its head.

A mana beam shot out, just like the one that had pierced my shield ward earlier. It would do the same now, doing painful but superficial damage as my body absorbed the mana. What it would also do was finally allow Ergl’s limbs to crush me. I wondered briefly if the golem was intelligent enough to understand that, or if it was just blindly attacking me with every way it possibly could at the same time.

Either way, things were not going to plan. I cursed myself for even including the option to teleport with a passenger in the design. Somehow, the golem had gotten carried along with that, possibly because it wasn’t alive in any meaningful way and the spell had gotten confused about whether it was equipment to be carried along. Since it had the mana capacity, it had used it.

This was why it was better to cast complicated spells manually. Errors like this couldn’t happen if I was in full control of the magic. It was too bad teleportation had such a lengthy cast time. Once I’d allowed myself to be pinned, there’d been no good options left. Ammun’s golem had outmaneuvered me, and I’d failed to adapt to the environment quickly enough.

That having been said, separating the golem from the lich was the best possible outcome I could have hoped for. I just needed to survive the next few minutes. My mana was low from venting out a whole cloud, but it wasn’t gone.

I started with grand telekinesis to grab the golem’s head and pull it to one side. The mana beam still flashed out of its eye, but it struck the floor next to me instead of my face. I was still tangled up in its legs, so when my spell sent it careening off balance, I went along for the ride. That only worked in my favor as I flooded more mana into my shield ward and started creating bars of force to wedge between my body and Ergl’s legs.

It was a tenacious foe, however, one that was unwilling to give up any advantages. Every time I pried myself free from one leg, another one snaked around to grab hold of me again. Finally, I accepted that I wouldn’t be freeing myself by physically repelling Ergl. It just had too many limbs and too much strength.

Without Ammun here to stop me, I revisited my idea of shutting down its core. It wouldn’t immediately stop Ergl, but it would guarantee an eventual victory in a few minutes. I put together the spell, then reached out to slap one of the golem’s metal legs. Mana arced from my hand into its body, and the shell of magic defending its core buckled under the pressure.

For its part, Ergl was smart enough to recognize what I’d done. It abandoned all restraint—not that it had much to begin with—and started firing off mana beams more or less at random while increasing the pressure of its constricting grasp to the point where my shield ward couldn’t hope to keep up with it.

Small force walls bloomed around me, curved and stretched to contour to a human body instead of being flat, square planes. Even those didn’t last long, but I could recycle the mana I used to chain them endlessly, and I had plenty of ambient mana to draw on as well. Ergl’s damaged core only added to my reserves as I siphoned that away, too.

Something in the golem’s logic structure finally reached the inevitable conclusion: it was doomed. Even killing me now wouldn’t save it. I could only guess at the cascade of reasoning that led it to the point it reached, but it quickly became apparent that the golem had decided to turn itself into a mana bomb.

As confident as I was in my body’s ability to withstand the beams it had been shooting at me, I suspected surviving this attack would be a different story. I needed to get away, and I needed to do it now. Attempts to escape the grapple physically had all failed, but I was now at the point where I couldn’t worry about how little mana I’d have left to fight with after. It was time to get drastic.

I initiated a short-range teleport, this time under my full control and excluding the golem latched onto me. It took almost all of my remaining mana, but that was better than being obliterated in the next ten seconds.

Only, when I reappeared a few rooms away from my starting point, the golem was somehow still clinging to me. Now that I was clearheaded, I saw the problem immediately. It had stabbed barbs of its own mana into the structure of the spell – not enough to disrupt it, but they had allowed Ergl to hitch a ride along with me.

Far from escaping to safety, I’d brought the impending explosion with me and run myself practically dry of mana in the process. Was I really about to die, my corpse reduced to dust, on the surface of a moon a hundred thousand miles away from home? It certainly seemed that way. I was out of ideas and out of resources.

No. There was no way I was letting this happen. I might not have enough mana left in me for a master-tier spell, but that still left me with thousands of weaker spells that I could use. There had to be one that would get me out of this situation.

Escaping the blast was no longer an option. Now that I knew what the golem had done, I could block it on future teleports. But it was too late for that. I didn’t have nearly enough mana left, nor did I have the time to recover it. I needed to focus on mitigating the damage. My shield ward couldn’t help; Ergl had already proven it was capable of punching through with pure mana attacks, and the wards were fully stressed just preventing the golem from physically crushing me.

A phantasmal shell might work, but it would only block the mana from hitting me directly. The rest of the room would still be blown to pieces, and the shrapnel would almost certainly kill me. I needed a multi-layered defense, something that could protect me when my shield ward inevitably failed.

I sucked in mana as quickly as I could, knowing I had only seconds left. The golem’s core was fully destabilized, teetering on the brink of starting a cascading failure that would result in all of its mana detonating at the same time. Worse, it was still actively pushing to make it happen.

The phantasmal shell appeared around me, shaped more as a cloak clinging to my body than a sphere I stood in the center of. That was a harder shape to maintain, but it was necessary in order to exclude any parts of Ergl from being physically inside it. It would do me no good to let the mana detonation go off inside its arm if that limb wasn’t on the outside of the shell.

And then I did the tricky part. The whole time I’d been building my phantasmal shell, I was busy casting another spell, one that I’d never expected to use on myself. Force crush created a sphere of force around the target that constricted, tightening until it crushed them to death. It would be my all-around physical defense even as it tried to kill me.

The spell sprang to life, already small enough to fit inside my shield ward, and only my expert control over its parameters prevented it from immediately tightening around me. Even with my dual-layered defense, I wasn’t confident this would be enough. It was too bad I didn’t have more mana or time, but I was out of options.

The last thing I did was put up a series of thin force walls between myself and Ergl’s torso, where its golem core was located. Then I felt its mana reach the tipping point and spiral out of control. An instant later, the panes of force started shattering under the pressure of an expanding mana reaction, and everything went white. I lost track of where I was as the force of the explosion threw me around the room, bouncing me off walls, the ceiling, the floor, and chunks of golem repeatedly.

My defenses were battered, broken, and reformed as quickly as possible. Raw mana seeped through the cracks in my phantasmal shell, then jetted in as I failed to hold the spell together under the onslaught. More mana than I could process bombarded me, scorching my body in the process and leaving me ragged and worn out.

But then I could see again, and I was still alive. That was more than I could say for Ergl.


Chapter
Seventy-Three



Ilaid there on the floor for a minute, just coming to terms with the fact that I’d survived a mana bomb exploding two feet from my face. Even for me, that was an accomplishment. I was injured, in part from my own force crush spell, but I was still breathing. I did make a mental note to design a more permanent version of a protective force crush to cast so that I didn’t have to tweak the spell’s structure on the fly to avoid being killed by it, just in case something like this ever happened to me again.

Slowly, my body started recovering. Mana filled my core and I sped that process up by processing some of the ample amount of ambient mana in the room. It would take days to regain everything I’d lost if I stayed up here, far more time than I actually had.

The room I’d teleported myself and Ergl to was completely and utterly destroyed. The walls had collapsed, revealing the adjoining chambers. Most of the ceiling was gone, and the devastation had obliterated the room directly above us as well. The ceiling in that chamber also had some holes in it, and a few pieces of furniture had fallen through to shatter themselves on the pile of rubble scattered across the floor.

Somehow, the floor itself was actually intact. I suspected that had more to do with me being in the way than any structural integrity the room might have possessed. My own magic had no doubt reflected a great deal of the mana and kinetic energy away from the floor, which also accounted for the greater-than-expected devastation going straight up.

And yet, for all of that, things were in relatively good shape. Nothing looked to be in danger of falling down, which meant I was unlikely to be buried alive. The spells I’d placed around the base were still functional, as far as I could tell. At least, the important ones were. It was possible some of the ones out where Ergl had self-destructed were too damaged to function now.

As for myself, my clothes were ripped to shreds and I had a full-body ache, the kind of pain I’d felt at the end of my previous life when it had been nothing but life-extension magic holding my body together. Everything hurt. Literally everything.

I was tired and drained and ready to drop. As much as I hated to admit it, Ammun had won that fight without even really trying. The moon itself had been enough of a handicap for a simple golem to defeat me. I couldn’t fight him out there, but at the same time, I couldn’t just let him go through with his plans.

Could I?

He was almost certainly stuck up here now. Even if he appeared in the next second and killed me, that wouldn’t help him get back to Manoch. If he was to be believed, the cabal who’d pioneered the extreme-long-distance spells powered by a moon had needed to build ritual sites on the moon’s surface in order to turn it into a weapon. They’d only finished one of those on Amodir, which had promptly been destroyed.

So, Ammun couldn’t get home, and he couldn’t use the moon core to attack Manoch’s surface without spending years building the ritual sites, and maybe not even then. He was going to succeed in linking his phylactery to the moon core, giving him the ability to go anywhere he wanted on the planet with nearly unlimited mana. Except he couldn’t get off the moon, so that was a hollow victory.

Yes, the ideal scenario was to destroy his physical body, take possession of his phylactery, and shatter it. That was the only way to permanently end the threat of Ammun. But at the same time, if he was stuck up here for even a year or two, that gave me plenty of time to advance my core to stage eight while I tore down his tower and started the process of healing the world core. Even if he made it back, Ammun would be too late to save his demesne, and honestly, him being stuck up here for a few decades while the planet healed was probably the only way it could happen without him being destroyed in the process.

I could wait a few hours, try to recover my mana, and take the fight back to him for round two. Maybe I’d even catch up to him before he completed his bonding ritual and regained full use of his mana. And maybe if I did, he’d kill me anyway.

Or I could put together enough mana to get home, trigger the contingency spells to bring down the moon base and destroy the ritual silo so Ammun would have nothing to reference when he tried to engineer a solo-teleportation version of the spell, and leave him to his own devices while I prepared for his eventual return unimpeded.

I checked the rate I was generating mana against how much I needed. Five minutes, at most. Unless he showed back up in that time frame, I was out of here, and Ammun could find his own way home.

I hobbled across the base to view the explosive enchantments I’d woven into the ritual silo one more time. Those were the most important ones, and I took the effort to manually activate them. When I got too far away or ten minutes passed, whichever happened first, they’d bring the base down. Once I was done, I sat down and started constructing the spell that would take me home.

Ammun never showed up. I imagined he was digging his way deeper underground, slowly creeping toward the moon core with each passing minute. Or maybe he was frantically trying to put together a functional teleportation spell that would carry him across Yulitar to stop me from killing the diviners he still thought were alive up here.

Whatever he was doing in those last few minutes, he didn’t find me. The ritual went off without a hitch, and I appeared on the peak of a mountain twenty miles from my home. Above me, a flash of light bloomed on Yulitar’s surface – the explosions ripping apart the moon base. It lasted for about five seconds, just a silent speck of light, there and gone so fast I wouldn’t have been surprised if no one else in the world noticed it.

And that was that. The die was cast. Either I was right and Ammun was trapped on a moon orbiting around Manoch, or I was wrong and in the next few days, he’d show up to personally murder me. Or maybe he’d fire a city-sized mana beam down from the heavens and wipe me out that way.

Time would tell.
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“You just left him there?” Querit asked.

“Yes,” I said as I slowed the drip of liquid mana onto the pane of glass. It darkened to a deep blue color for a moment, then turned silver. I angled the glass to get the liquid mana running across its length, then used telekinesis to spread it evenly. When that wasn’t enough, I fetched some more from the giant tank in the corner of my alchemy lab.

“And you’re not going back?”

“Not anytime soon.”

“But what if he⁠—”

“We’re hoping for the best right now,” I told him. “I lost that fight, and I’m not in any shape to try again. Why do you think I’m making this scrying mirror?”

Querit peered at my creation, specifically at the rune-covered silver frame it was mounted in. “I’m afraid I don’t know what this does.”

“Good for scrying on far, faraway places. I made it using the ultra-long-range scrying portion of Ammun’s moon teleportation ritual.”

“You’ll spy on him all the way from here?” Querit asked.

“I thought I might get some help from our new friends, the gestalt ant colony.”

“Speaking of friends, I spoke to Hyago on your behalf. He gave me the location of the new grove he’s started and says you’re welcome to come visit as long as you promise not to turn all the trees to stone again.”

I snorted. “That shouldn’t be a problem.”

“I also repelled another two zombie invasions while you were gone. It seems that Ammun’s absence isn’t slowing down his generals.”

“Any further attacks on New Alkerist?” I asked.

“Nothing yet, but the last attack was led by a master mage with a stage four core. My combat frame is basically scrap metal now. I won’t be able to stop another one.”

“Just keep watch for me,” I said. “As long as they don’t launch an attack in the next three hours, I’ll handle it personally. With Ammun out of the way, time is on our side now.”

At least, I hoped it was. There was no telling how many more minions like that dragon Ammun might have. With another year of uninterrupted work, I could get within spitting distance of my former strength, but there were no guarantees I’d have that much time. I’d need to make the most of every day, which meant not letting myself get bogged down fighting a bunch of weak mages.

“Maybe you should consider aggressively training some combat mages of your own,” Querit suggested.

“Or suborning some of the enemy into fighting on my side. Plenty of the children of light weren’t happy to find themselves under his command. There were even some rebel groups which I imagine will keep the loyalists busy in the near future. Perhaps we could lend some support to a few of them.”

The liquid mana coating complete, I stowed the mirror away in my phantom space and stood up.

“Where are you going?” Querit asked. “To the eyrie?”

“I have other things to do first,” I explained. “Come on. Time to go.”

The golem paused to make a show of looking around. “It’s a nice lab,” he said. “I’m glad I finally got to see it.”

I rolled my eyes and pulled us both through my demesne to the surface. “Think you can repair that combat frame on your own? I have another errand to take care of.”

“Ehhhh. Probably not,” Querit said. “If it was just the rune structure, I could. I don’t have the skills to transmute steel like you do, and my silver steel frame is missing the chest plate.”

“Ah, right. That. I’ve been meaning to study that and figure out how to replicate it when I get some free time.” I wondered what the odds of that happening in the next six months were.

Recruiting Hyago. Researching silver steel. Stage eight advancement. Destroying Ammun’s tower. Mysteel scavenging. Training Senica. Testing Nailu and possibly training him, too. Lecturing at New Alkerist’s school. Keeping an eye on Yulitar and watching for Ammun’s return. Defeating the remaining loyalists. Opening up the brakvaw portals and watching out for the gestalt ant colony I’d stuck there.

And, of course, fixing the world core, which I still had to figure out how exactly to accomplish. Why did I always have so much to do?

“Where are you going?” Querit asked. “New Alkerist?”

“Yes.”

“Are you going to tell me what’s so special about that town?”

I hesitated and glanced over at the golem. After all this, he’d earned some trust. “My family,” I admitted.

Honestly, getting to see the shocked expression on his face alone was worth it. He stood there, completely poleaxed and staring mutely with his jaw hanging open, as I walked over to the teleportation platform.

“Wait, what? You have a family?” he sputtered.

“I do. Is that really so strange?”

“For the most powerful archmage in history, who is a notorious recluse that sees the outside world once every few decades at most? It’s a bit weird.”

I laughed. “I’m not that guy anymore.”

“Can I meet them?” Querit asked.

I was about to say no out of hand, but I paused. What was the harm? I trusted him. “Sure, come on.”

Querit, a sapient golem and possibly the first person I could consider a friend in the last five hundred years, joined me on the teleportation platform.

End of Book 4
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Antimage: Ends of Magic – an isekai litrpg adventure

A scientist from another world. A mage seeking deadly knowledge. A power that could topple an empire.

Nathan's life was defined by labs and lectures until an Archmage yanked him into Davrar and made him a tantalizing offer: master magic in exchange for Earth's scientific secrets.

Armed with intellect and an emerging power that could dismantle the very foundations of Davrar's society, Nathan emerges not as a mere student of magic, but as its ultimate adversary: the Antimage.

Read Antimage now!
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Nowhere Stars – a Dark Magical Girl progression fantasy

Liadain never dreamed of being a hero.

Trapped in a failing body, she's learned to expect nothing from life except pain and disappointment. She knows better than to hope for a miracle.

When an unexpected savior offers her the power to become a Keeper, she's torn between the allure of survival and the fear that she’s just trading one pain-filled existence for another.

To Liadain’s horror, becoming a Keeper doesn’t cure her illness—it turns it into a weapon, one that will inevitably end her. Only by hunting fearsome Harbingers that feed on dreams, desires, and souls can she outpace her own deadly magic.

Read Nowhere Stars now!
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